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Women’s Fluid Spaces and Gendered Spatial Orientations
in Victorian Literature and Culture
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Universidad de Malaga, Universitat de Valéncia, Universidad de Salamanca,
Universidad de Mélaga
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Abstract

In this roundtable we focused on the spatial significance of ‘orientation’, implying movement,
and process, for Victorian women, engaging with the mobility turn, or “the mobility paradigm”
in the study of women’s liminal spaces in the Victorian period. Drawing on Sara Ahmed’s
Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (2006), and other critics, we explored
Victorian fluid spaces where the private and the public divide is negotiated, which, coupled
with the break-up of temporal boundaries in some instances, underlines how embodied
subjectivities benefit from being oriented towards other bodies and spaces. Finally, this
roundtable considered the interaction of temporal and spatial dimensions in the analysis of
women’s fluid positions in Victorian times, and in relation to the dynamic interstitial spaces
inhabited by women in the nineteenth century. This led us to examine the meanings generated
in re-positioning ourselves in relation to the past as regards women and mobility in the Victorian
period.

Keywords: London, Entertainment, Women’s clubs, Spiritualism, New Woman, Nineteenth
century, Liminality, Space.

This roundtable discussed the research undertaken by the members of a current Research
Project (Ref. FF12017-86417-P-FEDER). Rosario Arias introduced the main theoretical tenets
of the Project, which revolves around the notion of ‘orientation’ in contemporary critical theory
and literature. Laura Monrds-Gaspar dealt with the topic: “women’s clubland: politics, debates
and entertainment”. Considered sites for ‘man-haters’ by their detractors (Doughan and Gordon
20006, 43), and ‘central havens of refuge’ (Doughan and Gordon 2006, 47) by their advocates,
late nineteenth-century clubs offered women a forum where they could publicly air their views
on topical issues of the time. As heirs to the debating societies of the eighteenth century (Thale
1995), clubs provided women with alternative intellectual networks, which served as a
counterpoint to the mainstream cultural circles, usually exclusive to men. Among the topics
discussed at women’s clubs there were, for example, issues related to marriage, fashion and
gardening, but also to women’s suffrage, politics, literary criticism and entertainment. Sources
for the activities held at late nineteenth-century women’s clubs are highly dispersed; there only
exist few annual reports and club journals and this is not the case with every club.
Notwithstanding the scarcity of sources, there is ample evidence of how the performing arts
were a recurring topic in Late-Victorian women’s clubs as a form of entertainment and a forum
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for discussion. In addition, an influential network of theatrical New Women found in the
liminality of feminine clubland an institutional hub where to test, contest and, more notably, to
spread their own cultural products and ideas, which has remained unnoticed by feminist
criticism and theatre historians alike (Farkas 2019). The aim of Monr6s-Gaspar’s contribution
to this roundtable, therefore, was to scrutinize late-nineteenth-century women’s clubs as fluid
spaces of social, cultural and political intersections with the common link of entertainment.

In turn, Rosario Arias focused on the significant changes undergone by the Victorian
drawing room as it became a locus of negotiation and transgression for women in the context
of Spiritualism. The parlour/drawing room was the setting for the Spiritualist medium to hold
her séances, usually in the dark. In her The Darkened Room (1989), Alex Owen broke new
ground for the study of the dark room in connection with Victorian gender roles, and she argued
that “the Victorian séance room became a battle ground across which the tensions implicit in
the acquisition of gendered subjectivity and the assumption of female spiritual power were
played out” (1989, 11). Granted that the medium’s experience was often transmitted or recorded
by male sitters and believers, it is also true that there is another point of entry into the medium’s
experience: the séance. Recent studies on Victorian spatial dynamics focus on the porosity of
boundaries between public and private spaces in the private sphere par excellence: the domestic
environment itself. In this sense, Anna Despotopoulou discusses the Victorian drawing room
as a space of semi-public visibility for women in George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda and Henry
James’s The Wings of the Dove where the drawing room is paralleled to a theatrical spectacle
(2008, 87). Interestingly, the Victorian drawing room, where the séance takes place, is described
as “an increasingly permeable space that allowed for the introduction of social gathering and
play into the private and familial sphere” (Natale 2016, 61). Seen in this light, the Victorian
parlour, a dynamic locus of in/visibility for women and spirits, becomes a place for
entertainment that puts semi-public events on stage, with music, objects, a cast, an audience,
and its own dramaturgy. Her aim was to explore the séance as a fluid space where the domestic
setting is reformulated to hold social gathering and supernatural spectacles, offering a dynamic
understanding of the Victorian household. In addition, Arias re-oriented the meanings of the
séance, this locus of in/visibility, towards the materiality of the room, and towards the
interaction of the medium/performer, as an embodied subjectivity, with her object world
through the space of the Victorian drawing room.

Lin Pettersson undertook a study of Victorian travelling shows as liminal spaces of
bodily natures. In Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (2006), Sara Ahmed
argues that bodies are oriented towards objects and others “through different sites, spaces, and
temporalities”. With this phenomenological approach the critic “offer[s] a new way of thinking
about the spatiality of sexuality, gender, and race” (Ahmed 2006a, 2). She argues that, on the
one hand, “bodies take shape through tending towards objects that are reachable, that are
available within the bodily horizon”, and, on the other hand, “consciousness is always directed
‘toward’ an object, and given its emphasis on the lived experience of inhibiting a body” (Ahmed
20064, 2). This twofold view invites us to analyse the body as a material and enfleshed entity
that changes as it tends towards objects and others, as well as interpreting the lived embodied
experience of spatialised subjectivities across time. Ahmed’s theory advocates for the body as
a travelling concept; a notion that aptly fits Stacy Alaimo’s term “trans-corporeality” (2010, 2).
Alaimo stresses how bodies are spatialised and through connections and interactions with the
environment that surrounds it arguing that “thinking across bodies may catalyze the recognition
that the environment, which too often imagined as inert, empty space or as a source of human
use, is, in fact, a world of fleshy beings with their own needs, claims, and actions. By
emphasising the movement across bodies, trans-corporeality, reveals the interchanges and
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interconnections between various bodily natures” (2010, 2). Thus, both Ahmed’s “spatiality of
sexuality, gender and race” (2), and Alaimo’s “trans-corporeality” are produced and shaped by
intersections and interconnections of space, objects and others “that travel through the
entangled territories of material and discursive, natural and cultural, biological and textual”
(Alaimo 2010, 2-3). Victorian travelling shows provide a space where bodies are differently
presented and stylised according to different environments. One example is the quintessential
performative mode of the Victorian freak show, which is underpinned by medical, scientific
and ideological discourses on gender, sexuality and race, and this enactment of bodily
difference and otherness interconnects the material with the immaterial. If “trans-corporeality
as a theoretical site, is where corporeal theories, environmental theories, and science studies
meet and mingle in productive ways” (Alaimo 2010, 3), then, the travelling show in neo-
Victorian literature provides a liminal space where corporality is enacted as a travelling concept
across time and space. Pettersson’s research places freak narratives in a new critical spotlight,
by analysing neo-Victorian representations of touring performers through the lens of “trans-
corporeality” (Alaimo 2010, 2). Petersson’s principal aim was twofold: on the one hand, she
analysed how contemporary authors re-imagine the space of nineteenth-century travelling
shows and re-embodies Victorian performers through the lens of orientation; and on the other
hand, Pettersson examined the (im)material intersections and interconnections of embodiment
in neo-Victorian fiction on touring performers.

Lastly, Miriam Borham-Puyal discussed women in transit, liminal spaces and the New
Woman in Egerton’s Discords. Mary Chavelita Dunne Bright (1859-1945), better known as
George Egerton, was a relevant literary figure at the end of the 19 century. Innovative in form
as well as in content, she claims to explore in her short stories the ferra incognita that is woman.
In this exploration, Dunne’s female characters are defined by fluidity, rather than fixity
(O’Toole 2014), both spatially and personally. They prove in constant transit, exploring their
position in the world with regard to others, men but also women, re-defining forms of effective
sorority, together with their own inner worlds. Bjerhovde qualifies them with the term
“transient restlessness” (1987, 5), while O’Toole describes how they move in the social world
branded by their rootlessness, a trait she sees as characteristic of Dunne’s modernism (2014,
830). Borham-Puyal addressed how the New Woman in Egerton’s fiction is presented as a
woman on the threshold, in such a time of transition as was the turn of the century. It claimed
that, in fact, these women are liminal, in the traditional sense of Victor Turner’s ‘transition
toward’ or ‘in-betweenness’: they have separated from societal conventions, they are
transgressive and their re-incorporation in the post-liminal phase would also transform the
society to which they return. Therefore, they inhabit a liminal position in time, in that
“generative caesura” that the present is, as conceptualized by Sara Ahmed and Victoria Browne
(2014, 40). The ‘now’ in these narratives provides a hopeful orientation forward because
“moving toward” maintains available the “possibility of changing directions, of finding other
paths” (Ahmed 2006, 570), which is especially relevant in the context of women’s fight for
equality in the late 19" century. Moreover, it highlighted the use of spaces of transit in Egerton’s
second collection of short stories Discords (1894), from stations, ships and city streets to actual
thresholds (windowsills, doors). These physical spaces, and the place women occupy in them
or in relation to them, can be interpreted as symbols of the fin-de-siécle women’s need to
negotiate the conquest of private and public spaces, and of these New Women’s stance in-
between past and future, constraint and freedom.

All in all, we discussed several instances of Victorian in-between spaces occupied by
women, where the private vs public divide was negotiated, and challenged, thus stressing
women’s mobility, linked up with corporality, in the nineteenth century. Also, in looking back
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to the Victorian past, we re-position ourselves, and generate new meanings about women’s
embodied subjectivities and their orientation towards other bodies and spaces, then and now.
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