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Resumen 

 

En la época victoriana, las lecturas médicas y escritos sobre el cuerpo femenino se 

superponían y se fusionaban con otros discursos. En la actualidad también se da este 

caso, y las investigaciones medicalizadas sobre las mujeres, el cuerpo y la identidad 

femeninos se suceden a lo largo de un amplio espectro de discursos y esferas culturales. 

Sin embargo, resulta notorio que la formulación actual de la mujer se construya sobre 

los mismos patrones de género e ideología que sustentaban la manera en la que la 

medicina se traducía en la cultura victoriana y viceversa. Dichos patrones informan 

constantemente sobre las diferentes maneras en que se entiende la figura femenina. En 

el siglo XIX, la medicalización de la monstruosidad femenina fue un proceso que creció 

parejo a la influencia científica. Hoy en día este proceso también se puede apreciar en 

los discursos de la cultura de consumo y de los medios de comunicación. No obstante, y 

como sucedía en la época victoriana, los discursos culturales siguen manteniendo una 

relación intertextual con la ciencia médica, e incluso se podría argumentar que en la 

actualidad dicha relación se da en mayor medida. Los discursos culturales 

medicalizados de hoy día encuentran su origen en las intertextualidades del siglo XIX, y 

en ellos las mujeres y el cuerpo femenino regresan con frecuencia a las nociones 

victorianas de la monstruosidad femenina. Consecuentemente, se puede deducir que 

dichas nociones no sólo dependen de las construcciones tradicionales de la 

monstruosidad femenina, sino que también las revitalizan. Según Sondra Arquimedes: 

Despite the fact that women today take on roles in traditionally masculine fields 

and command greater financial parity with men than in earlier years, they are 

still, at some level, expected to act like ‘women’. We may like to think that we 

have left quaint Victorian attitudes towards gender and sexuality far behind, but 



our culture is full of examples that indicate this is not so. [...] the ‘unnatural’ 

woman still has the capacity to embody larger, systematic problems in the social 

sphere and deflect attention away from them. (158)  

La influyente y duradera intertextualidad de los discursos médicos y culturales y, en 

particular, el rol que la medicina desempeña en la construcción de la (anti)feminidad 

constituyen un tema que se ha tratado con frecuencia en la investigación académica. 

Desde principios de la década de 1970, muchos humanistas y estudiosos de las ciencias 

sociales han explorado la medicalización de la cultura y la literatura victoriana, a 

menudo en relación a las mujeres. Desde finales del siglo XX, una gran variedad de 

enfoques revisionistas, incluyendo la escritura de ficción, han arrojado luz sobre las 

manifestaciones literarias y culturales de la medicina y sus consecuencias para las 

mujeres. Mi tesis se centra en la novela neo-victoriana y las formas en las que este 

género literario renegocia las cuestiones relacionadas con las mujeres y el cuerpo 

femenino en el discurso médico. La ficción neo-victoriana se presenta como una 

alternativa a la revisión feminista y ofrece nuevas perspectivas y desafíos sobre estas 

cuestiones, así como sobre los estudios existentes sobre la medicina y la monstruosidad 

femenina. 

Múltiples estudios han demostrado cómo “the gendered and sexual(ised) body” 

sigue siendo, en gran medida, una construcción cultural que se basa en las “dominant 

discursive and iconographic representations of medicine, illness and disease” (Lupton 

3). En la misma línea, otros autores han argumentado que, dadas las definiciones de la 

bio-estética contemporánea de las mujeres, “almost any construction of female agency 

can be regarded as a dangerous flirtation with monstrosity” (Benjamin, A Question 14). 

En general, muchas de las cuestiones recientes sobre las traducciones culturales del 

discurso médico en relación al cuerpo femenino, su naturaleza y su salud confirman que 



la intertextualidad de los discursos medicalizados y culturales (tal y como ocurría en el 

siglo XIX) siguen manteniendo y creando ejemplos de monstruosidad femenina, lo cual 

da lugar a cuestiones, a menudo polémicas, que giran en torno a la identidad femenina. 

Estas cuestiones deben abordarse, pero son difíciles de negociar con eficacia, no sólo 

debido a su complejidad, sino también porque generan controversia. La novela gótica 

femenina siempre se ha prestado a esta difícil tarea, y todavía lo hace. La ficción gótica 

femenina contemporánea abarca complejos interrogantes. Ésta es una de las razones por 

las que este género está prosperando en la escritura neo-victoriana femenina de hoy día. 

En este género los temas de actualidad encuentran un modo de expresión seguro y 

eficaz.  

Para llevar a cabo mi estudio de la medicina y el gótico femenino en la novela 

neo-victoriana he decidido basarme en una doble perspectiva. Sin embargo, el neo-

victorianismo, en sí mismo, presenta una dualidad inherente en su ámbito de aplicación. 

Las novelas neo-victorianas evocan el pasado y la actualidad contemporánea de diversas 

maneras. La investigación académica sobre el género requiere de un enfoque doble en lo 

que respecta al texto neo-victoriano, pues regresa a un pasado histórico y literario y, a la 

vez, está profundamente influenciado por el momento en el que ha sido escrito. 

Dedicarse a la novela neo-victoriana supone comprometerse con historias y ficciones 

del pasado y del presente, por lo que la adopción de un enfoque interdisciplinario será 

una manera de tratar y tomar en consideración los complejos contextos de este tipo de 

novela. Además, esta tesis pretende analizar el tema de la monstruosidad femenina en la 

literatura neo-victoriana desde una perspectiva funcional, que subraye “the relationship 

that exists between social and literary form” (Yiannitsaros 288). Es decir, más que por 

la(s) forma(s), mi interés se centra en cómo la novela neo-victoriana se puede enmarcar 

y puede funcionar dentro de un sistema socio-cultural más amplio. Uno de los 



mecanismos de la escritura neo-victoriana femenina es su capacidad para dar pie a un 

enfrentamiento con las preocupaciones actuales, y lo hace a través del desplazamiento 

de éstas en el tiempo y el espacio. Mi investigación, además, parte del supuesto de que 

la novela neo-victoriana gótica está fuertemente influenciada por el momento en que se 

produce la escritura, por lo que tiende a politizarse. Prestando atención más a la función 

que a la forma, ambas entendidas como partes interrelacionadas de un todo, pretendo 

arrojar algo de luz sobre la novela neo-victoriana femenina, sobre sus contextos y su 

potencial como trasformador cultural y político. 

La presente tesis investiga cómo se combinan las estrategias literarias góticas y 

neo-victorianas en obras recientes que representan, articulan y renegocian cuestiones en 

torno a las mujeres y el cuerpo femenino y que afectan tanto al pasado como al presente. 

El marco teórico en el que se encuadra el proyecto ofrece la posibilidad de llevar a cabo 

un exhaustivo análisis sobre estas cuestiones sin “diminish[ing] the contemporary 

relevance of Victorian sites of cultural emergence”. Por otra parte, mi estudio se centra 

en “the anxieties that derive from them” (Van Leavenworth 274). Al revisitar épocas y 

vidas pasadas, la escritura neo-victoriana gótica da una perspectiva histórica y, al mismo 

tiempo, trata la problemática contemporánea. Aunque este tema se haya tratado con 

frecuencia, la realidad muestra que han llevado a cabo pocas investigaciones sobre la 

ficción neo-victoriana centradas en la relación de ésta con el presente. La investigación 

en el campo tiende a prestar mucha atención a cómo se evoca el pasado, cómo se 

representan los temas del siglo XIX, cómo estos se deconstruyen, se cuestionan y se 

renegocian, y cómo los victorianos se reinsertan en su contexto histórico. Sin embargo, 

la atención intelectual prestada a las renegociaciones neo-victorianas ha sido esporádica, 

y la medida en que la novela neo-victoriana se involucra con el presente sigue siendo un 

tema poco explorado. Por lo tanto, el hecho de optar por otro ángulo de la doble 



perspectiva neo-victoriana me ha permitido no sólo analizar la autoconciencia neo-

victoriana de un ámbito alternativo, sino también abordar una dimensión del proyecto 

revisionista neo-victoriano que ha sido descuidada en gran medida. 

Las novelas neo-victorianas que se estudian en esta tesis conforman un ejemplo 

de la dualidad neo-victoriana con respecto a los discursos históricos y literarios de antes 

y de ahora. Sin embargo, mi lectura de estas ficciones se centra menos en la reescritura 

del pasado y presta más atención al presente. Las novelas seleccionadas son, en orden 

de aparición: Tipping the Velvet (1998), Affinity (1999), Fingersmith (2002) y The Little 

Stranger (2009) de Sarah Waters; The Sweetest Thing (2003) de Fiona Shaw; The 

Journal of Dora Damage (2007) de Belinda Starling; 98 Reasons for Being (2004) de 

Clare Dudman, y, por último, Gillespie and I (2011) de Jane Harris. Se ha investigado 

mucho sobre las primeras tres novelas de Waters, por lo que constituyen un punto de 

partida natural para casi cualquier investigación académica sobre las renegociaciones 

neo-victorianas de la monstruosidad femenina del siglo XIX. La trilogía de Waters abrió 

nuevos caminos en la escritura y teoría neo-victoriana y sentó las bases de las 

manifestaciones literarias y críticas del género en la actualidad. Además de la trilogía de 

Waters, ha sido decisivo para mí explorar una serie de novelas neo-victorianas en las 

que el presente no sólo queda reflejado a través de la narrativa histórica, sino que se 

manifiesta en mayor medida que el pasado. El aspecto de la medicina, ya sea como tema 

o discurso, ha sido también un criterio importante para la selección de novelas, al igual 

que sucede con la naturaleza gótica. De hecho, la mayoría de las novelas neo-

victorianas femeninas góticas del siglo XXI que, de alguna manera, tratan la crítica a las 

ciencias o cuestionan la medicina, presentan estas características. Por lo tanto, aunque 

podría haber considerado muchas otras novelas además de las incluidas en el presente 

trabajo, los resultados de mi tesis, probablemente, habrían sido los mismos. 



El presente proyecto sostiene que existen diferentes variaciones del neo-

victorianismo, al igual que no hay un solo tipo del gótico femenino, sino góticos 

femeninos. Sin embargo, la estructura de mi tesis tiene en cuenta aquellos procesos de 

desarrollo que han dado lugar a la actual novela neo-victoriana gótica femenina. El 

primer capítulo, por consiguiente, se remonta a los inicios del gótico como género 

literario a mediados del siglo XVIII. La publicación de The Castle of Otranto (1764), de 

Horace Walpole, marca el punto de partida para el uso del término “gótico” en el tipo de 

texto literario que “condense[s]...a variety of historical elements and meanings opposed 

to the categories valued in the eighteenth century” (Botting, “Gothic Darkly” 13). 

Mediante la observación del desarrollo del modo, he estudiado la manera en que éste 

funcionó como espejo de la civilización moderna, que veía su propio progreso y 

superioridad, y he analizado los efectos secundarios que estos ejercieron sobre ella. Otro 

elemento examinado han sido las diferentes etapas de feminización del modo gótico, 

tomando como referencia a Ann Radcliffe, Charlotte Brontë y Wilkie Collins, entre 

otros. Finalmente, he estudiado la influencia de la medicina en la cultura y la literatura, 

entendida como un asunto que afecta tanto al presente como al pasado. 

El segundo capítulo de la tesis ofrece un estado de la cuestión sobre la literatura 

neo-victoriana. En él se rastrean los orígenes y contextos de la novela neo-victoriana 

como género relativamente nuevo, se explora su desarrollo a lo largo de las últimas 

décadas y se analizan las tendencias más recientes, prestando especial atención a la 

escritura neo-victoriana femenina. Así, el capítulo es una continuación natural del 

anterior, ya que el marco teórico de la tesis pretende situar los procesos de desarrollo 

que precedieron a la novela neo-victoriana gótica actual. En la primera sección del 

capítulo, discuto cómo las revisiones críticas del siglo XIX se traducen en reescrituras y 

nuevas ficciones sobre los victorianos y viceversa. De esta manera, una gran parte del 



trabajo crítico realizado por los estudios sobre la mujer en las décadas anteriores supuso 

una alternativa a la novela histórica de finales del siglo XX, es decir, a la historia de las 

mujeres. La renegociación de la historia y (por extensión) la identidad femenina es, sin 

duda, una de las principales características de la novela neo-victoriana de finales de los 

80 y 90. Sin embargo, el punto de partida del género comienza ya en la década de 1960, 

con la publicación de Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) de Jean Rhys y The French 

Lieutenant’s Woman de John Fowles (1969). La segunda sección del capítulo se ocupa 

de los principios de la novela neo-victoriana. Mediante el análisis de los debates críticos 

surgidos en torno a estos dos textos, discuto cómo Fowles y Rhys complican la tarea de 

identificar lo que es genuinamente neo-victoriano, pero también parecen haber 

presagiado lo que posteriormente se convirtió en una máxima neo-victoriana. De hecho, 

todavía se da el caso de que “the most famous neo-Victorian novels are the least 

typical” (Gutleben 164). Además, lo que resulta interesante acerca de Wide Sargasso 

Sea y The French Lieutenant’s Woman como predecesores del género es que difieren 

drásticamente el uno del otro. Su reelaboración del discurso médico conforma un claro 

ejemplo de cómo las dos novelas comparten una preocupación por el pasado victoriano. 

No obstante, es en su articulación donde ambas presentan una gran diferencia, hasta el 

punto de ser consideradas (casi) polos opuestos. El capítulo, además, ofrece una visión 

general sobre las actuales discusiones críticas en torno a la denominación del género y 

su marco teórico. Finalmente, coincidiendo con Samantha Carroll y su visión sobre la 

escritura neo-victoriana, entendida como un paso significativo hacia la redención y la 

“recognitive justice” para con las minorías (195), se argumenta que el mayor potencial 

del género reside en su doble revisión del pasado y del presente. 

La reactivación de la crítica feminista del discurso y la práctica científica ha 

conllevado a su vez una reactivación de la ficción gótica femenina. De esta manera, 



estudio cómo la escritura feminista neo-victoriana del siglo XXI añade otra dimensión a 

la revisión crítica de las décadas anteriores en relación con el discurso médico del siglo 

XIX, la literatura y la cultura. Al revisar estas cuestiones y convertirlas a la ficción, 

vemos cómo estas narrativas nos transportan a través de varias capas del pasado para así 

poder tratar y redefinir las problemáticas actuales. En el apartado final se sugiere que el 

texto neo-victoriano gótico aborda las crisis culturales o personales contemporáneas y 

refleja las experiencias y desafíos femeninos de la vida cotidiana. Al yuxtaponer gótico 

y realismo, realidad y ficción, modos de narración deconstructivistas y dialógicos, se 

observa cómo la novela neo-victoriana gótica resulta particularmente fructífera para la 

perspectiva feminista. Becker ha explicado que la literatura feminista de hoy 

evokes and reveals established images of femininity, but does not propose new 

role models; it evokes and rewrites familiar narrative forms, but undermines 

their established effects; it evokes and repeats ideological constructions of 

established power structures, but defamilarises their ‘natural’ existence. (Gothic 

Forms 3)  

Además de esto, se podría añadir la reciente observación de Marie-Luise Kohlke 

con respecto al “distinctly Gothic approach” que ha sido adoptado por escritoras de 

ficción neo-victoriana (“Fantasies” 221). Pero ¿cómo se manifiesta esta función en la 

novela neo-victoriana de ahora? ¿De qué manera se expresan, en concreto, las 

cuestiones feministas? ¿Hasta qué punto la crítica está enfocada a la imagen que se tiene 

de la mujer actual? Estos son algunos de los interrogantes sobre los que pretendo arrojar 

algo de luz en la presente tesis, así como a lo largo del análisis de las novelas 

seleccionadas. 

El capítulo tres se ocupa de cuatro novelas de Sarah Waters: Tipping the Velvet, 

Affinity, Fingersmith y The Little Stranger. En la primera parte del capítulo discuto 



cómo la autora responde a la crítica contemporánea y a las teorizaciones sobre la erótica 

entre personas del mismo sexo. Para analizar la trilogía de Waters me baso en la teoría 

intersubjetiva, de Jessica Benjamin, y en el marco del gótico femenino. De este modo, 

he podido observar cómo Waters (re)negocia la imagen del colectivo de lesbianas y la 

dinámica del homo-erotismo, así como la sexualidad femenina en términos más 

generales. Asimismo, examino cómo esta trilogía abrió nuevos caminos en la escritura 

neo-victoriana y la teoría que se ha construido alrededor de ésta en la actualidad. De 

este modo, ofrezco ideas que se complementan con el trabajo crítico existente sobre las 

novelas, lo que sirve de base para mi análisis sobre la medicina y la novela gótica neo-

victoriana femenina del siglo XXI. Las convenciones góticas femeninas presentes en la 

escritura de Waters son el hilo conductor de este análisis. Trato de demostrar que la 

función del gótico en la ficción de Waters no es meramente una cuestión de textos de 

reciclaje y recuperación de voces (literarias); al contrario, en manos de Waters, ésta 

funciona como estrategia para abordar cuestiones sobre las relaciones de poder y desafía 

las nociones de género y (homo)sexualidad. The Little Stranger es una pieza neo-

victoriana atípica, ya que aparentemente carece de lo que se percibe comúnmente como 

esencial en el modo neo-victoriano: el escenario del siglo XIX. En el análisis de la 

novela, discuto la naturaleza neo-victoriana de la narración e investigo sobre cómo se 

reordenan las delimitaciones originales del género. Sin embargo, ésta sigue cumpliendo 

con el proyecto revisionista neovictoriano de renegociar cuestiones como la desigualdad 

social y la marginalidad. Finalmente, ofrezco un análisis sobre cómo la novela reelabora 

el tropo de la medicina y la monstruosidad femenina. Llama la atención el hecho de que 

el poder de los discursos médicos siga siendo especialmente relevante para las mujeres. 

En el capítulo cuatro, examino las novelas de Fiona Shaw y Belinda Starling y 

cómo revisitan las paradojas que rodean la maternidad y el cuerpo femenino. Ambas 



obras son piezas muy individuales de ficción que nos remiten a diferentes esferas de la 

vida victoriana. Sin embargo, en lo referente a cuestiones culturales contemporáneas, las 

novelas se complementan entre sí de manera brillante. Para mi análisis tomo en cuenta 

una variedad de investigaciones recientes en el campo de los estudios culturales y sobre 

la literatura neo-victoriana, así como los textos del siglo XIX firmados por médicos y 

científicos de renombre, como Henry Maudsley, Frantz Joseph Gall y Cesare 

Lombroso. Estos textos revelan el funcionamiento intertextual de los discursos médicos, 

la ideología de género y el crimen. La primera parte del capítulo muestra que las dos 

narraciones reflejan cómo los avances médicos aliviaron y, a su vez, avivaron las 

ansiedades más comunes de los victorianos, así como que la medicina podría ser 

utilizada como un medio de control. Las novelas revisan los discursos tradicionales que 

definieron el cuerpo femenino como monstruoso, centrándose específicamente en las 

nociones que giraban en torno a la figura de la madre. 

También argumento que la categorización de las mujeres, según los valores del 

siglo XIX (patriarcales), persiste en la actualidad y que las mujeres siguen participando 

en la (re)construcción de ideales y monstruosidades femeninos. 

El capítulo cinco se relaciona con las obras de Clare Dudman y Jane Harris. Cab 

destacar que las novelas aún no han sido sometidas a un análisis crítico contundente. El 

punto de partida de mi lectura es la noción del texto neo-victoriano entendido como una 

doble narración. Al mismo tiempo, ambas ficciones incorporan la figura del doble (que 

no Doppelgänger) en términos del yo dividido: la mujer fisurada. La novela de Harris se 

hace eco en cierto modo de The Little Stranger de Waters, no sólo en el uso de un 

narrador no fiable, sino también en la visión dual. La historia de Dudman se basa en la 

vida real Doctor Heinrich Hoffmann y reconstruye su asilo y sus pacientes.  



.El capítulo analiza los temas de la memoria y la narración a través de una 

lectura especulativa de las novelas, también presente entre líneas. Considero, además, la 

figura del niño como el “Otro” o como alguien monstruoso. Por tanto, mi discusión 

contribuye a uno de los últimos debates críticos del neo-victorianismo, a saber, la 

representación problemática de los niños en la literatura.  

Difícilmente se puede argumentar que la ficción neo-victoriana trate únicamente 

sobre el presente o el pasado. Sin embargo, mi tesis intenta entender las narrativas 

históricas en relación a la actualidad socio-cultural. Este enfoque no ha tenido una gran 

repercusión en los estudios neo-victorianos. Al hacerlo, espero contribuir a una continua 

revisión de la función de la escritura neo-victoriana en la actualidad. Por otra parte, 

espero demostrar la relevancia de tener en cuenta la función de la novela neo-victoriana 

más que su forma. Uno de los mecanismos del gótico femenino neo-victoriano es hacer 

posible la confrontación con las preocupaciones actuales, debido al desplazamiento de 

éstas en el tiempo y el espacio. Las renegociaciones de la monstruosidad femenina se 

pueden ejecutar de varias formas. Con este proyecto quiero demostrar que una 

investigación sobre la medicina y el gótico femenino en la escritura neo-victoriana de 

mujeres puede ser una manera congruente y estimulante de llevar a cabo esta tarea. 

Desde la década de 1960, las académicas feministas han insistido reiteradamente 

en que los temas feministas deben abordarse en relación con su contexto histórico, del 

cual no se pueden separar, y sus implicaciones. He argumentado que la perspectiva 

ofrecida por la novela neo-victoriana funciona como un medio eficaz cuando se trata de 

(re)escribir la experiencia femenina. En contra de los críticos que denuncian 

limitaciones subversivas del género, afirmando que su “project of revisitation” está 

basado en una “subjective and, alas, stereotypical perception” del siglo XIX (Gutleben 

167), mi objetivo ha sido investigar la novela neo-victoriana resaltando su potencial 



subversivo y, en particular, su representación, articulación y renegociación de los 

problemas de hoy día. He sostenido que mediante la combinación de las estrategias 

literarias góticas neo-victorianas y de la mujer, el enfoque de las cuestiones sobre las 

mujeres y la feminidad se ha mejorado. 

A través del análisis intensivo de las obras literarias de este documento, donde 

he tratado de demostrar que las re-visitaciones neo-victorianas pueden abarcar los 

problemas actuales a través de una perspectiva histórica, mi enfoque analítico ha 

consistido en estudiar cómo la novela neo-victoriana aborda el presente re-imaginando 

el pasado, pero sin disminuir tampoco la relevancia contemporánea de la emergencia 

cultural victoriana (Leavenworth 274). Para ello, he examinado la intertextualidad 

presente en los discursos médicos, culturales y literarios y, en particular, he tenido en 

cuenta el papel de la medicina en la construcción del concepto de la feminidad. Como 

muchos estudiosos de las humanidades y las ciencias sociales han demostrado, la 

traducción de la ciencia médica en la cultura victoriana resultó particularmente 

pertinente para las mujeres. Los discursos sobre la enfermedad, la salud y los estilos de 

vida modernos, sin embargo, siguen siendo fundamentales para “the constructions of the 

sexual and gendered body” en las culturas occidentales de hoy en día (Lupton 3). Una 

de mis principales afirmaciones ha sido que la construcción del cuerpo y las identidades 

femeninas es un tema que encuentra un modo seguro y eficaz de articulación en el 

gótico femenino. Ésta es una de las razones por las que el modo prospera en la novela 

neo-victoriana hoy día. 

Las cuatro novelas de Waters muestran cómo el gótico femenino no sólo 

sobrevive, sino que se revitaliza a través de la escritura neo-victoriana. Sin embargo, la 

gothicisation de las novelas neo-victorianas de Waters ha recibido muy poca atención 

por parte de los críticos.  



En mi análisis de Tipping the Velvet, Affinity y Fingersmith, he hecho hincapié 

en cómo Waters transgrede tanto los límites victorianos como los que persisten en la 

cultura contemporánea al (re)escribir sobre el lesbianismo. A través de la lectura de la 

trilogía, realizada desde la perspectiva de la teoría intersubjetiva, he tratado de arrojar 

algo de luz sobre cómo Waters se involucra en una renegociación muy compleja, pero 

muy relevante, sobre cuestiones relacionadas con la construcción del género y la 

homosexualidad y la identidad femenina. 

Desde su aparición, el modo del gótico femenino ha abordado las cuestiones 

socio-culturales relativas a las (des)igualdades de género. A lo largo de la historia, la 

literatura neo-victoriana femenina ha quedado ligada a su momento cultural. Otra 

característica importante que comparten el gótico neo-victoriano femenino y la novela 

neo-victoriana es la autoconciencia, esto es, la manera en que los textos se 

comprometen con su propia ficcionalidad. A lo largo de mi tesis, he destacado esta 

importante conexión, y lo he hecho, principalmente, con la intención de sugerir que la 

escritura gótica femenina neo-victoriana ha llevado esta característica hacia un nivel 

superior y ha desarrollado al mismo tiempo, una forma altamente sofisticada en lo que 

respecta a la literatura de autoconciencia. 

Todo ello ha servido como telón de fondo para mi análisis textual de las cuatro 

novelas de Waters y, sobre todo, para mi análisis de The Little Stranger entendido como 

texto neo-victoriano. Además, en mi lectura sobre la (dis)continuidad entre el gótico 

victoriano de mujeres y la ficción feminista neo-victoriana del siglo XXI, tomando las 

novelas de Waters como ejemplo, he argumentado que la medicina es fundamental en la 

construcción de la monstruosidad femenina. Por consiguiente, el discurso médico (sea o 

no escrito) sigue siendo particularmente pertinente en relación a la figura femenina. La 

teoría médica victoriana percibe el cuerpo femenino como algo patológico, anormal, 



monstruoso. Cabe destacar que muchas de estas nociones han fosilizado la manera de 

imaginar, sentir y acercarse al cuerpo femenino. En este sentido, las percepciones del 

siglo XIX siguen influyendo en las concepciones culturales que se tienen hoy día sobre 

la mujer y se alimentan de los mismos mecanismos que se empleaban en la época 

victoriana. La monstruosidad femenina sigue viva, a pesar de los grandes y numerosos 

pasos dados en nuestra sociedad hacia la igualdad de género. 

La ficción de Waters desafía a los lectores a reflexionar sobre cómo perciben la 

construcción de la mujer, qué piensan sobre las mujeres que aman a otras mujeres o cuál 

es su opinión sobre el cuerpo femenino. Las novelas de Waters también invitan a 

(re)considerar la monstruosidad femenina más allá de las narraciones e incluso más allá 

de nuestro rol como lectores, consumidores, pacientes o mujeres que aceptan y 

perpetúan los discursos que describen a las mujeres y al cuerpo femenino como algo 

patológico que debe ser controlado. 

El discurso médico también desempeña un importante rol en The Sweetest 

Thing, de Fiona Shaw, y en The Journal of Dora Damage, de Belinda Starling, pues en 

estas novelas se tratan varios temas, como, por ejemplo, los principios fisionómicos que 

sustentan el estudio clasificatorio de Samuel Ransome, el cual funciona como una 

cortina de humo que esconde la fascinación (erótica) que este autor siente por las 

mujeres de clase obrera; las discusiones sobre el cuerpo y la salud femenina o el (ab)uso 

que ejercen Les Sauvages Nobles sobre la medicina, entendida como un medio de poder 

y control. Considero que The Journal of Dora Damage basa gran parte de su trama en el 

estatus ambiguo de la ciencia médica victoriana, donde la figura del médico se alza, no 

sólo como villano gótico que puede infringir daño, sino también como persona con 

poderes “almost magical” (The Journal 145). De esta manera, he podido comprobar 

cómo la novela juega con las mismas ambigüedades vistas en el gótico victoriano 



femenino, donde la medicina funciona como una fuente de inspiración y crítica, el 

gótico se medicaliza y la medicina se vuelve gótica. La gothicisation de la medicina de 

Starling, sin embargo, no sólo funciona como una crítica al poder y abuso médico 

victoriano, sino también como un estudio de la continua influencia de los discursos 

médicos. The Sweetest Thing hace una crítica similar, aunque más sutil, según se puede 

observar en la manera desafiante en que aborda los ideales y monstruosidades 

femeninos. 

Con respecto a estos dos relatos, he tenido en cuenta los discursos sobre la salud 

y la medicina, los cuales, en la actualidad, siguen definiendo la feminidad, la 

normalidad, etc. Considero que, si en la época victoriana, las lecturas médicas y escritos 

sobre el cuerpo femenino se superponían y fusionaban con otros discursos, entonces 

éste será el caso en la actualidad, donde las investigaciones medicalizadas sobre las 

mujeres, sus cuerpos y sus identidades se suceden dentro de amplio espectro de 

discursos y esferas culturales. No obstante, resulta particularmente desconcertante que 

el encuadre actual de las mujeres y los cuerpos femeninos sigan los mismos patrones de 

género e ideología que sustentaban la manera en que se traducía la medicina en la 

cultura victoriana y viceversa. En el siglo XIX, la medicalización de la monstruosidad 

femenina fue un proceso que creció parejo a la influencia de la ciencia. Hoy en día este 

proceso se ve motivado por los discursos de la cultura de consumo y los medios de 

comunicación. 

El discurso médico victoriano describe a las mujeres como “dangerously 

embodied creatures”. La racionalidad de éstas se pone seriamente en peligro durante la 

“puberty, menstruation, childbirth, and menopause” (Hurley, “British Gothic” 200). Si 

bien hoy día no se percibe a las mujeres como ‘criaturas peligrosamente encarnadas’, sí 

es cierto que la concepción de las mismas sigue girando en torno a su ciclo 



reproductivo. La idea de que las llamadas condiciones menstruales (pueden) afectan a la 

estabilidad de la mujer (en el sentido más amplio de la palabra) continua siendo algo 

común a día de hoy. Además, la definición médica del síndrome premenstrual ha hecho 

que prevalezca la visión victoriana de que las mujeres siguen siendo víctimas de sus 

cuerpos monstruosos. De hecho, el SPM es generalmente reconocido en muchos países 

occidentales como la explicación científica de por qué las mujeres son, como creían los 

victorianos, “prone to emotional outbursts and hysteria” (Hurley, “British Gothic” 200). 

Los escritores neo-victorianos del gótico femenino desempeñan un importante rol a la 

hora de despertar la conciencia acerca de la poderosa influencia de los discursos 

médicos decimonónicos, los cuales clasifican a las mujeres y establecen los ideales y las 

monstruosidades femeninos. Asimismo, también hacen tomar conciencia sobre cómo 

estos textos siguen manteniendo una conexión con la sociedad actual, donde la 

feminidad sigue siendo una construcción paradójica. Mi intención ha sido poder 

demostrar que tanto The Journal of Dora Damage como The Sweetest Thing 

ejemplifican esto. 

Todas las ficciones neo-victorianas analizadas en la tesis tienen una doble 

naturaleza. He afirmado que novela neo-victoriana abarca a la vez pasado y presente, lo 

victoriano y lo contemporáneo, los (Otros) victorianos y nosotros mismos. La ficción 

neo-victoriana a menudo implica una doble aproximación con respecto a la reescritura y 

se basa en una visión dual. Sin embargo, en el último capítulo extiendo la idea de la 

doble narrativa neo-victoriana a las nociones de “Doppelgängers”, como sucede con las 

ficciones fragmentadas y los “split selves”, que, además, dejan al descubierto la fuerte 

relación entre género y gótico. 

98 Reasons for Being, de Dudman, (des)sitúa una serie de monstruosidades 

patológicas y sexuales en un contexto histórico, lo que hace que el lector de hoy día 



pueda reconocerlas fácilmente y brinda al autor una oportunidad única para discutirlas y 

revisarlas desde una doble perspectiva. La mayoría de los trastornos (si no todos) que 

encontramos en la novela siguen siendo monstruosos en la actualidad. Esto no sólo 

sucede a nivel social, sino también cultural y en un sentido más estético, ya que la 

representación cultural y la visión que se tiene sobre la enfermedad, los trastornos 

mentales y la sexualidad considerada como anormal siguen siendo escasas e 

incompletas. 98 Reasons for Being, a su vez, dirige la mirada hacia el presente, donde 

las personas que padecen cualquiera de los trastornos mencionados anteriormente 

siguen enfrentándose, al igual que sucedía con las pacientes monstruosas del asilo de 

Hoffmann, al aislamiento, el silencio, la malinterpretación y la tergiversación.  

Gillespie and I, de Harris, también trata las dobles perspectivas y se presenta 

como una doble narrativa en más de un sentido. Ambas novelas ponen en entredicho los 

procesos y mecanismos de la “otherness”. Sin embargo, en términos de renegociaciones 

feministas de voz, estatus y “otherness”, Gillespie and I resulta ser altamente 

paradójica, dado que el poder femenino (en este caso, el de la narradora) se reafirma a 

expensas de los demás personajes femeninos. La voz de Sibyl está claramente anulada 

por la de Harriet. Sin embargo, si se evita caer en cualquier interpretación simplista y 

feminista sobre el binomio agresor / víctima, se observa que la cuestión de la 

“otherness” se complica aún más por el hecho de que la agresora en sí misma es la Otra.  

Dudman y Harris vuelven de forma significativa, y cada uno a su manera, a una 

de las figuras monstruosas que ocuparon un lugar central en los discursos victorianos 

sobre la patología, el género y la raza: el niño. A través de la figura del menor ofrecen 

nuevas perspectivas no sólo del pasado, sino también del presente. Con esto, ambos 

autores ejemplifican el intento de la ficción neo-victoriana por “[to] understand the 

nineteenth century as the contemporary’s self’s uncanny Doppelgänger” (Kohlke y 



Gutleben, “The (Mis)Shapes” 4). Tomando 98 Reasons for Being y Gillespie and I 

como ejemplos, he argumentado que las dobles narrativas neo-victorianas sobre mujeres 

fisuradas y menores monstruosos conforman elementos claves para la renegociación de 

los patrones de poder, agresión y violación. 

Los estudios recientes sobre la mujer y la medicina se ven motivados, 

fundamentalmente, por el interés de sensibilizar a la población a grandes niveles. Lo 

mismo puede decirse acerca de las investigaciones sobre la mujer y la medicina en la 

época neo-victoriana y acerca del presente proyecto en particular. Jeanette King señala 

que el “gender is as politically charged an issue today now as it as at the end of the 

nineteenth century”. Por lo tanto, la literatura neo-victoriana sobre mujeres “is not 

merely carrying out a historical exercise...[but] can add to the modern reader’s 

understanding of gender” (6). Con esta tesis espero haber contribuido, desde una 

perspectiva cultural, a ampliar la visión que se tiene sobre las mujeres y el cuerpo 

femenino. Las formas en que las ficciones neo-victorianas retocan, revisan, cuestionan y 

(re)presentan difieren de la investigación académica. Sin embargo, su función como 

herramienta de sensibilización no resulta menos sofisticada. Las novelas neo-victorianas 

que he tratado combinan perspectivas críticas argumentadas con la imaginación y los 

impulsos creativos. Reunidas en el presente documento, esta tesis ofrece una visión 

panorámica sobre la novela neo-victoriana y sus renegociaciones de las 

monstruosidades en el siglo XXI. 



 

YOU are here invited to scrutinise this book which tells the story of an expedition that 

began some years since. This piece of writing, dear Reader, is no fiction; the following 

pages give to the world the record of a real quest. Please allow me to take the present 

opportunity of adverting to the uninterrupted guidance and support I have received 

from the personages accompanying me on this long journey. Will you honour me by 

accepting the Dedication of this work in token of personal regard?  
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INTRODUCTION

 

 

When I asked the artist and illustrator, Cristina Peláez, to draw a picture for the cover of 

my thesis, I did not imagine that the central ideas of my project could be captured so 

simply and to such perfection. Epitomising the dual perspective that underpins my 

entire investigation and purpose with this thesis, the illustration shows a woman, upon 

whose body the nineteenth-century and the present meet and fuse. Almost undressed, 

she is awaiting a medical examination, perhaps the doctor is already scrutinising her 

with his gaze. The woman’s hands cover up one significant part of her body though, her 

sex, which throughout history has puzzled science and recurrently has been theorised, 

interpreted and re-written in medicine, culture and literature—and still is today. Thanks 

to developments in contemporary science, we have gained invaluable knowledge about 

the human body, health and diseases. Recent inventions such as the CT scanner provide 

new insights which enable the detection of illnesses before they manifest themselves on 

the outside of the body, perhaps even before having any symptoms at all; and they also 

allow us to closely follow the development of pregnancies or healing processes after 

surgery. As we see in the drawing, the left side of the woman’s body and everything 

inside it have been laid bare by twenty-first century technology. There is little that 

remains a mystery; and if there is, it will soon be disclosed: it is merely a matter about 

continuing the scrutiny of her. However, her concealing hands remind us that the female 

body has not yet been completely demystified. Despite the highly advanced methods of 

enquiry, women’s bodies retain a significant degree of the perplexity they have always 

(re)presented in and for medical, cultural and literary discourses alike.  
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Behind the woman some text seems to be emerging, or fading away perhaps, 

symbolising the writing and re-writing of the female body which have taken place for 

centuries. At the same time it reminds us that everything we shed a light onto will 

inevitably cast a shadow. This alludes to both the darker side of scientific enlightenment 

and the (textual) constructions of the past that continue to loom over the framing of 

women today. A shadow is inseparable from the body that it springs from; in this sense, 

the shadow forms part of. So, the writing behind the woman figure also hints at the 

significance of texts for the ongoing negotiations of the figure of the woman, for 

reading and re-reading her. This thesis analyses how texts write, revise and re-write 

women and women’s bodies, and particularly how the monstrous-feminine is 

constructed, de- and re-constructed in medical(ised) discourse and cultural and literary 

imagination. It specifically investigates how the neo-Victorian text accomplishes these 

tasks of revision and (re-)writing, and how recent neo-Victorian novels renegotiate 

female monstrosities now. 

If in the Victorian era the medical readings and writings on female corporeality 

increasingly overlapped and fused with other discourses, then this is also the case today, 

where medicalised enquiries into women, female bodies and identities take place across 

the wide spectrum of cultural discourses and spheres. However, what is remarkable and 

at times very disconcerting about the current framing of women and women’s bodies is 

that the same gendered and ideological patterns that underpinned the translation of 

medicine into Victorian culture and vice versa consistently inform the ways in which 

the female figure is depicted, imagined and addressed. In the nineteenth century the 

medicalisation of female monstrosity was a process that occurred alongside the 

increasing influence of science. Today this process is driven as much, or perhaps more, 

by powerful discourses of consumer culture and the media. Yet, as in the Victorian era, 
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these cultural discourses hold an intertextual relationship with medical science, and 

arguably to a greater extent now. What is more, rooted in nineteenth-century 

intertextualities, today’s medicalised cultural discourses on women and women’s bodies 

frequently return to Victorian notions of the monstrous-feminine, not only relying on 

but also revitalising traditional constructions of female monstrosity. As Sondra 

Archimedes has observed: 

Despite the fact that women today take on roles in traditionally masculine fields 

and command greater financial parity with men than in earlier years, they are 

still, at some level, expected to act like ‘women’. We may like to think that we 

have left quaint Victorian attitudes towards gender and sexuality far behind, but 

our culture is full of examples that indicate this is not so. [...] the ‘unnatural’ 

woman still has the capacity to embody larger, systematic problems in the social 

sphere and deflect attention away from them. (158)  

The powerful and lasting intertextuality between medical and cultural discourses, and 

particularly the role of medicine in the construction of the (un)feminine, is an issue 

which continually finds its way into scholarly investigation. Since the early 1970s 

numerous scholars in the humanities and social sciences have explored the 

medicalisation of Victorian culture and literature, often in relation to women. Great 

varieties of revisionist approaches, including fictional writing, have since the late 

twentieth century provided transforming insights into literary and cultural 

manifestations of medicine and their implications for women. My thesis focuses on the 

neo-Victorian novel and the ways in which it works to renegotiate issues surrounding 

women, women’s bodies and/in medical discourse. Neo-Victorian fiction, I argue, 

provides an alternative path to feminist revision which offers new perspectives on and 
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challenges to these questions, as well as to existing scholarship on medicine and female 

monstrosity. 

Manifold studies have shown how the gendered and sexual(ised) body is still 

very much a cultural construction that relies on “dominant discursive and iconographic 

representations of medicine, illness and disease” (Lupton 3). Along similar lines, others 

have found that given contemporary bio-aesthetic definitions of women, “almost any 

construction of female agency can be regarded as a dangerous flirtation with 

monstrosity” (Benjamin, A Question 14). In short, many recent enquiries into cultural 

translations of medical discourse on women’s bodies, nature and health at present 

confirm that the intertextuality between medical(ised) and cultural discourses – as in the 

nineteenth century – continue to maintain and create instances of female deviance and 

monstrosity. This gives rise to fundamentally problematic and often polemic issues 

surrounding female corporeality and identity; questions that need to be addressed, yet 

are hard to effectively negotiate not only due to their complexities but also because they 

entail current controversies. Female Gothic writing has always lent itself readily to this 

difficult task and still does. Complex and problematic queries is a driving force of 

contemporary Female Gothic fiction, and this, I contend, is one of the reasons Female 

Gothic is thriving in neo-Victorian women’s writing today, because in the neo-Victorian 

Female Gothic, current issues find a safe and effective mode of articulation.  

 I began by saying that a dual perspective underpins my study of medicine and 

Female Gothic in the neo-Victorian novel. Yet, neo-Victorianism is in itself inherently 

dual in its scope. In different fashions and to varying degrees, neo-Victorian novels 

always engage with the nineteenth-century past and the contemporary present. Scholarly 

enquiry into the genre thus necessarily involves a double take on the neo-Victorian text 

which returns to a historical and literary past, while being imbricated with its own 
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moment of writing. To engage with the neo-Victorian novel, in other words, is to 

engage with past and present histories and fictions. Adopting an interdisciplinary 

approach is one way to try and consider the complex context(s) of the neo-Victorian 

novel. Yet, this thesis seeks furthermore to analyse the issue of female monstrosity in 

neo-Victorian women’s writing from a functional perspective which underlines the 

“relationship that exists between social and literary form” (Yiannitsaros 288). That it, 

more than with its form(s), I am preoccupied with how the neo-Victorian novel can be 

positioned within and may function in a larger socio-cultural system. One of the 

mechanisms of neo-Victorian Female Gothic writing is its enabling a confrontation with 

present-day concerns by displacing these in time and space. My investigation, 

moreover, takes its point of departure in the assumption that neo-Victorian Female 

Gothic is profoundly shaped by the moment of writing and that it is so because it is 

highly political. By paying attention to function more than to form, though always as 

interrelated parts of a whole, I seek to shed light onto recent neo-Victorian women’s 

writing, onto its contexts and onto its potential as a political and transformative cultural 

site.  

In this thesis I investigate how neo-Victorian and Female Gothic literary 

strategies are combined in recent neo-Victorian fictions which represent, articulate and 

renegotiate both past and present issues surrounding women and female corporeality. 

The theoretical framework of my project allows me to undertake a comprehensive 

exploration of these issues without “diminish[ing] the contemporary relevance of 

Victorian sites of cultural emergence”, while focusing my study upon “the anxieties that 

derive from them” (borrowing Leavenworth’s words 274). In revisiting bygone eras and 

lives, neo-Victorian Female Gothic writing offers not only significant historical 

perpectivisations, but also relevant insights into contemporary problematics. Although 
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this has frequently been observed, little work has actually been done on neo-Victorian 

fiction, focusing on its relationship with the present and its articulation of current 

concerns. Investigation in the field tends to pay more attention to how the past is 

evoked, how nineteenth-century issues are depicted, deconstructed, questioned and 

renegotiated, and how the Victorians are reinserted into their historical context. The 

intellectual attention paid to neo-Victorian renegotiations of present-day issues has 

indeed been very sporadic, and to what extent and in which ways the neo-Victorian 

novel engages with the present remain underexplored. So, opting for the ‘other’ angle of 

the neo-Victorian dual perspective, allows me not only to analyse neo-Victorian self-

consciousness from an alternative scope, but also to deal with a largely neglected 

dimension of the neo-Victorian revisionist project.  

The neo-Victorian novels I explore in this thesis all exemplify the neo-Victorian 

double take on past and present, historical and literary discourses. Yet, my reading of 

these fictions focuses less on their rewriting of the past and pays more attention to their 

writing the present. In the order of appearance, the selected novels are: Sarah Waters’s 

Tipping the Velvet (1998), Affinity (1999), Fingersmith (2002) and The Little Stranger 

(2009); Fiona Shaw’s The Sweetest Thing (2003), Belinda Starling’s The Journal of 

Dora Damage (2007), Clare Dudman’s 98 Reasons for Being (2004) and, finally, Jane 

Harris’s Gillespie and I (2011). Much investigation has already been done on Sarah 

Waters’s first three novels. However, they would be a natural point of departure for 

almost any scholarly enquiry into neo-Victorian renegotiations of female monstrosity in 

the twenty-first century, as Waters’s trilogy clearly opened up for new directions in neo-

Victorian women’s writing and theory, thus laying the groundwork for literary 

manifestations and criticisms of the genre at present. Apart from Waters’s trilogy, it has 

been decisive for me to explore a number of neo-Victorian novels in which the present 
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not merely filtrates the historical narrative, but clearly manifests itself and is addressed, 

perhaps even to a greater extent than the past. The aspect of medicine as either trope or 

discourse was, of course, also a criteria for my selection of novels, as was their Female 

Gothic inflection. In fact, most twenty-first neo-Victorian women’s writing which to 

some extent involves science criticism or a questioning of medicine is written in a 

Female Gothic vein. I could therefore have considered many others and also different 

novels than the ones included herein. Still, the outcome of my thesis would most likely 

have been the same.     

Underlying my project is the assumption that there are different variations of 

neo-Victorianism, just as there is not one Female Gothic but Gothics. However, my 

thesis is structured so as to follow the developmental processes leading up to today’s 

neo-Victorian Female Gothic writing. Chapter one therefore harks back to the 

beginnings of the Gothic as literary genre in the mid eighteenth century. The publication 

Horace Walpole’s The Caste of Otranto (1764) marks the starting point for the use of 

Gothic as a term for the kind of literary text that would “condense...a variety of 

historical elements and meanings opposed to the categories valued in the eighteenth 

century” (Botting, “Gothic Darkly” 13). Looking into criticism on Walpole’s pioneering 

tale, I discuss the rise of the genre with a focus on Gothic as fabrication. My take on the 

idea of ‘inventing the Gothic’ is consequently double as I deal both with its invention as 

a near-synonym of emergence and with the mode’s inventions. I then explore the Gothic 

as a form of storytelling which relies upon deliberate speculation and careful choices, 

arguing that this quality is directly related to the most central function of Gothic writing, 

namely its shaping socio-cultural consciousness. 

Tracing the development of the mode, I consider how it worked as a mirror for 

the modern civilisation to contemplate its own progress and superiority, through to its 
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dealing with the side effects of modernity and enlightenment. Nineteenth-century 

scientific progress and industrial transformation opened up for new kinds of popular 

fears and anxieties. Playing upon these, the Gothic mirror reflections gradually changed 

into blurry and distorted images, destabilising the “exemplary and cautionary functions” 

(Botting, “Gothic Darkly” 20) these had previously had. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein: 

The Modern Prometheus, published in 1818, is arguably the first Gothic narrative in 

which, as Andrew Smith notes, “the development of technology merge with mysticism 

and superstition” (16). Frankenstein is often taken as the first example of science fiction 

and continues to be read, across the globe, as warning against attempting to play God. 

However, since the emergence of Female Gothic theory, Shelley’s novel has 

increasingly been analysed in terms of birthing or parenting. Especially Ellen Moers’s 

pioneering reading of Frankenstein as birth myth has inspired much subsequent 

theorisation of the narrative. Attempts to include Shelley as one of the founding Female 

Gothicists, thus placing Frankenstein within the tradition of Female Gothic writing, 

have been and remain much contested. I look into the critical discussions surrounding 

Shelley and her famous work, as well as into the persistent debates on how to define and 

delineate the Gothic genre. 

This leads me to section 1.1. “The Feminisation of the Gothic: The Founding 

Mothers” which deals with how women writers, especially Ann Radcliffe, have 

contributed to ‘feminising’ the mode. Subsection 1.1.1. examines the Radcliffean 

formula as well as how other women writers reworked the Gothic, such as Mary 

Wollstonecraft who arguably sparked a new conceptualisation of female monstrosity, 

underlining that Male and Female Gothicists should not be mistaken for male and 

female writers of Gothic. This point is further emphasised in the following section, 1.2. 
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“The Beginnings of Female Gothic Theory”, which I explore as yet another process of 

feminisation. 

Theorisations of Female Gothic writing began in the latter half of the twentieth 

century and it was not until 1976 that the term ‘Female Gothic’ was coined by Moers. 

The search for the original ‘mother’ of the genre formed part of a wider feminist literary 

project which sought to rescue lost female voices. Gradually reconstructing her 

reputation as a writer and reinstalling her as a central figure, Radcliffe had by the early 

1980s reached a prominent position in the Female Gothic tradition and her name was 

more and more frequently mentioned alongside that of Charlotte Brontë. It might seem 

somewhat problematic to position Radcliffe and Brontë as the starting point for the 

Female Gothic, given that the beginning thus spans from the late eighteenth- to the mid 

nineteenth century. The feminist project initiated in the late twentieth century remains 

nevertheless valuable perhaps not as much for establishing who the founding mothers 

were, as for how these women writers “dealt with central female experiences from a 

specifically female perspective” (Gilbert and Gubar 72). Indeed, what pioneering 

scholars like Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Ellen Moers and Elaine Showalter 

ultimately promoted was not only to whom but also where and how to look. 

In subsection 1.2.1. on Charlotte Brontë I explore how she has gradually gone 

from being an “under-appreciated” novelist (Gilbert and Gubar xii), to being one of the 

world’s most celebrated women writers. Brontë is central to my study not only because 

she provides one of the first examples of medicalised Female Gothic (as I choose to call 

it), but also because Jane Eyre (1846) has been, and still is, one of the most prominent 

intertexts of women’s Gothic writing and remains central to readings of the monstrous 

feminine. In their seminal work, Gilbert and Gubar argued that they  “had to branch out 

from Brontë, if only to understand her more fully” (xii). Recent scholarship similarly 
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acknowledges that more fruitful analyses of the novelist are enabled when considering 

Brontë in relation to her contemporaries. Taking my cue from such studies, I explore 

parallels between Brontë’s writing, Wilkie Collins’s and Charles Dickens’s, with a 

focus upon the intersection of medical theorisation, gender and class ideologies in their 

works. Such parallel readings, I argue, can be regarded in terms of (literary) cultural 

dialogue which reveals, moreover, the blind spots of the authors’ social realism. 

Brontë’s ambiguous take on gender concerns, and especially on the representation of the 

woman figure, was perhaps as much a cultural symptom as a narrative strategy. Yet the 

paradoxes that Brontë’s writing left in place (Wood 17) arguably provided the basis of 

the very nature of Gothic feminism. For if Female Gothic is inherently feminist, then it 

is arguably an inherently self-contradictory form of feminism. This assumption informs 

my further survey of Female Gothic writing and theory throughout the remaining 

sections of chapter one.  

In section 1.3. I study “The Medicalisation of Victorian Gothic” and particularly 

how Female Gothicists turned to medical discourse as a tool for reshaping Gothic 

villainy, scenarios and plots. Drawing on Robert Miles’s claim that Female Gothic is the 

kind of Gothic that “always ha[s] something to say about the Woman Question” (47), I 

trace how medical science was used to demystify ‘the miraculous’ (echoing Walpole’s 

Preface), and look into how realism and the supernatural increasingly worked together 

in a dynamics of simultaneous re- and defamiliarisation. In contrast to earlier Female 

Gothic’s emphasis on encounters with the strange and fears of the Other, in the 

Victorian period the unheimlich and the heimlich became intrinsically interconnected. 

Fear-evoking strategies relied less on meetings with the strange than on representations 

of the well-known with a twist. This meant, for example, that the trope of imprisonment 

was no longer limited to the domestic sphere. Indeed, the mental asylum or other 
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medical institutions increasingly replaced the figure of the house as a space of 

confinement. Collins played a central role to the rise of the medicalised Gothic mode. 

Critics have situated Collins within both the Male and the Female Gothic. Yet, the way 

in which he questioned the constructions of nineteenth-century medical discourse 

suggests that the writer aimed to “portray the modern woman” and how her fate was 

determined by the forces of patriarchy, hereunder the power of (medical) scientists 

(Talairach-Vielmas 11). To describe the development of Collins’s medicalised Gothic, I 

briefly look at how medicine works in several of his narratives such as The Woman in 

White (1860), Poor Miss Finch (1872) and Heart and Science: A Story of The Present 

Time (1883). 

The medicalisation of Victorian Female Gothic began to draw critical attention 

towards the end of the 1970s during the upsurge of critical engagement with nineteenth-

century women’s writing. In the following decade the critical interest in the relationship 

between literary and scientific discourses not only increased, its relied also increasingly 

on a feminist scope. Section 1.4. “1980s Feminist Science Criticism and/in Literary 

Theory” examines the development of feminist revisionist approaches to science and 

medicine in the late twentieth century and look into how the perspectives offered by 

scholars such as Mary Jacobus, Elaine Showalter, Evelyn Fox Keller, Mary Poovey, 

Sally Shuttleworth, Thomas Laqueur, Catherine Gallagher, Gillian Beer and Kelly 

Hurley opened up for new approaches to nineteenth-century Female Gothic. Focusing 

on the monstrous-feminine as trope and figure, I thus discuss how the Female Gothic’s 

constructions have been object of much transgressing and engendering investigation. 

Section 1.5. is entitled “Female Gothic Revised: Medicine and the Monstrous-

Feminine”. In this last section of the chapter, I look into how the female monster has 

been (re-)viewed and (re-)installed as a transgressive or even a positive figure by 
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literary critics, beginning with Gilbert and Gubar. Literary writing has also played a 

significant role in the reassessment of female monstrosity. Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso 

Sea (1966) significantly resurrected the beastly and pathological Bertha, or Antoinette 

as Rhys renamed her, providing her with a voice. As Susanne Becker has argued, in her 

reworking of the monstrous woman locked up at Thornfield, Rhys not only “put the 

power of the male gaze on trial in the sexual woman’s story”, but also opened up for a 

lot of subsequent feminist revision and (re)writing, which has contributed significantly 

to the monstrous-feminine continuing as “one of the strongest connecting forces within 

the web of gothic writing” (Becker, Gothic Forms 218, 57). Finally I discuss the 

translation of medicine into culture and literature as an issue of the present as much as 

of the past. 

Chapter two offers a state of the art of neo-Victorian literature. It traces the 

beginnings and contexts of the neo-Victorian novel as a relatively new genre, explores 

its development throughout the last few decades and discusses its most recent 

tendencies, focusing particularly on neo-Victorian women’s writing of Female Gothic 

inflection. The chapter works thus as a natural continuation of the previous one, as the 

theoretical framework of my thesis seeks to map the developmental processes leading 

up to today’s neo-Victorian Female Gothic writing. Section 2.1. provides an overview 

of how the late twentieth-century critical returns to the previous century meet literary 

rewriting. That is, I discuss how critical revisions of the nineteenth century translate into 

rewritings of and new fictions on the Victorians and vice versa. As part of this, a lot of 

the footwork done by women’s studies scholars in the previous decades was transported 

into the late twentieth-century historical novel’s reclaiming of an alternative, that is, 

female history. The renegotiation of history and (by extension) female identity is 

undoubtedly one of the most central characteristics of the neo-Victorian novel in the late 
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1980s and 90s. However, the starting point of the genre arguably begins already in the 

1960s, with the publication of Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea and John Fowles’s The 

French Lieutenant’s Woman (1969). Section 2.2. deals with the ‘beginnings’ of the neo-

Victorian novel. Examining the critical debates surrounding these two texts, I discuss 

how Fowles’s and Rhys’s texts complicate the task of identifying what is genuinely 

neo-Victorian, yet also appear to have foreshadowed what has arguably become a neo-

Victorian maxim. Indeed, it seems to be still the case today that “the most famous neo-

Victorian novels are the least typical” (Gutleben 164). Furthermore, what is interesting 

about Wide Sargasso Sea and The French Lieutenant’s Woman as predecessors of the 

genre is that they differ so drastically from each other in their return to the nineteenth 

century. Their reworking of the medical discourse is one notable example of how the 

novels share a concern with the Victorian past, while being crucially different, if not 

poles apart, in their articulation of it. “The Neo-Victorian Novel: The Beginnings” has 

furthermore two subsections: 2.2.1. “A Dear Child has Many Names: Retro-, Post-, 

Faux-, or Neo-Victorianism” which pays attention to the terminological debates 

surrounding the genre, and 2.2.2. “Neo-Victorianism and/in Academia” which focuses 

upon the role academia has played and continues to play for the neo-Victorian novel. 

From the overview of the (ongoing) critical discussions regarding the labelling 

of and delineating the genre, I move on to section 2.3. which analyses the function(s) of 

the neo-Victorian novel and interrogates recent criticism on “Neo-Victorian Revision 

(and Subversion)”. In the following subsection, 2.3.1., I delve into “The Potentials and 

Pleasures of the Neo-Victorian Double Vision”. Concurring with Samantha Carroll’s 

revaluation of the so-called politically correct neo-Victorian writing as a significant step 

towards redemption and “recognitive justice” for the socially and culturally 
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marginalised (195), I argue that the most powerful potential of the neo-Victorian novel 

lies in its dual revision of past and present issues.  

 This is furthermore my cue to exploring, more specifically, “The Functions of 

Female Gothic in Neo-Victorian Literature”. In section 2.4. I argue that neo-Victorian 

women’s writing and Female Gothic fiction appear more often than not to be on the 

same page, quite literally. Tracing the reactivation of feminist interrogation and critique 

of scientific discourse and practice, and how this has brought along a reactivation of the 

Female Gothic, I study how postmillennial neo-Victorian feminist writing adds another 

dimension to previous decades’ critical revisions of medical discourse in nineteenth-

century literature and culture. By revisiting and fictionalising these issues, drawing on 

late twentieth-century feminist criticism and theory, these narratives, I argue, take us 

through various layers of past to address and redefine current problematics to, 

ultimately, confront us with present-day realities. Finally, in subsection 2.4.1. “The 

Present in the Neo-Victorian Novel: (Re)Negotiating Monstrosities Now” I suggest that 

it is within the neo-Victorian text that the new gothic form(s) most effectively 

(re)addresses contemporary cultural or personal crises and reflects the feminine 

experiences of everyday life’s dynamics and challenges. By juxtaposing Gothic and 

realism, fact and fiction, deconstructivist and dialogic modes of narration, the neo-

Victorian Female Gothic proves particularly fruitful for the feminist perspective. Becker 

has explained that today’s feminist writing 

evokes and reveals established images of femininity, but does not propose new 

role models; it evokes and rewrites familiar narrative forms, but undermines 

their established effects; it evokes and repeats ideological constructions of 

established power structures, but defamilarises their ‘natural’ existence.  

(Gothic Forms 3)  
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In addition to this, we might add Marie-Luise Kohlke’s recent observation of the 

“distinctly Gothic approach” adopted by female writers of neo-Victorian fiction 

(“Fantasies” 221). But how exactly does this approach manifest itself in the 

postmillennial neo-Victorian novel then? In what ways do the feminist interrogations 

actually come to expression? To what extent is neo-Victorian Female Gothic writing 

focusing on the one-time presumed images of women? And to what extent is the 

critique aimed at today’s presumptions about women? These are questions that I seek to 

cast light onto in this thesis and engage with throughout my analyses of the selected 

novels.  

Chapter three deals with four novels by Sarah Waters: Tipping the Velvet, 

Affinity, Fingersmith and The Little Stranger. In the first part of the chapter, 3.1.,  I 

discuss how Waters responds to and translates contemporary criticism on and 

theorisations of female same-sex erotics in her neo-Victorian writing. In subsection 

3.1.1. “‘Bridging Difference’: An Intersubjective Reading of Waters’s Trilogy” I cross-

examine Waters’s trilogy through Jessica Benjamin’s work on intersubjective theory 

and within the larger framework of Female Gothic. In doing so, I analyse how Waters 

(re)negotiates the figure of the lesbian, dynamics of homoeroticism as well as female 

sexuality more broadly, while I also examine how the trilogy opened up for new 

directions in neo-Victorian women’s writing and theory on the verge of the new 

millennium. My reading thus offers complementing insights to existing critical work on 

the novels and serves as foundation for my discussion of medicine and Female Gothic 

in the neo-Victorian novel post-2000. The tracing of Female Gothic conventions in 

Waters’s writing is the thread that runs through my discussion all four works. In section 

3.2. “Revision, Reactance, Redemption: Sarah Waters’s The Little Stranger” I attempt 

to illustrate that the function of Female Gothic in Waters’s neo-Victorian fiction is not 
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merely a matter of recycling texts and recalling (literary) voices. Rather, in the hands of 

Waters, the neo-Victorian Female Gothic mode works as a strategy – that entails double 

visions and complex readerly manipulation – to (re)negotiate issues surrounding power 

relations and to challenge notions of gender and female (homo)sexuality. The Little 

Stranger is an ‘atypical’ neo-Victorian piece, as it apparently lacks what is commonly 

thought of as essential to the neo-Victorian mode: the nineteenth-century setting. 

However, in section 3.2.1. I discuss the narrative’s neo-Victorian nature, exploring how 

the novel rearranges and moves beyond the original delineations of the genre, yet meets 

with the neo-Victorian revisionist project of renegotiating issues of social inequality and 

otherness. Finally, in section 3.2.2. “(Victorian) Medical Discourse and Monstrous 

Females in The Little Stranger”, I offer an analysis of how the novel reworks the trope 

of medicine and the monstrous-feminine and draws attention to the fact that the power 

of medical discourses not only was but remains particularly pertinent for women. 

In chapter four, “Embodying the Ideal, the Immoral and the Maternal in The 

Sweetest Thing and The Journal of Dora Damage” I examine Fiona Shaw’s and Belinda 

Starling’s novels with a focus on how they revisit the paradoxes surrounding 

motherhood and female corporeality. Both works are highly individual pieces of fiction 

which return to very different spheres of Victorian life, and in diverse ways. Yet, in 

their underlying questioning of contemporary cultural issues, the novels complement 

each other brilliantly. For my analysis I take into account a variety of recent 

investigations in the fields of neo-Victorian literature and cultural studies, as well as 

nineteenth-century texts by renowned doctors and scientists, such as Henry Maudsley, 

Frantz Joseph Gall and Cesare Lombroso, which reveal the intertextual workings of 

discourses of medicine, gender ideology, deviance and crime. The first part of the 

chapter explores how both narratives reflect, in different ways, how many of the 
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Victorians’ central anxieties were excited as much as relieved by medical advances, as 

well as how medicine could be used as a means of control. I pay attention to the novels 

recall and revise the nineteenth-century discourses that pathologised women and defined 

the female body as monstrous, focusing specifically upon notions surrounding the 

mother figure. In section 4.1. “(Neo-)Victorian Consumer Culture: Maternal 

Health(ism) & the Eroticised Monstrous-Feminine” I continue my discussion of the 

categorisation of women according to nineteenth-century (patriarchal) values, looking 

into how its dynamics persists today and how women come to participate in a 

continuing (re-)construction of female ideals and monstrosities. 

Chapter five, entitled “Neo-Victorian ‘Double’ Narratives: Fissured Females & 

Monstrous Minors in 98 Reasons for Being and Gillespie and I”, engages with these two 

works by, respectively, Clare Dudman and Jane Harris. The novels have not yet been 

submitted to sustained critical analysis. The point of departure for my reading is the 

notion of the neo-Victorian text as a double narrative. At the same time, both fictions 

recall the figure of the double; if not exactly the Doppelgänger, then at least in terms of 

the split self: the fissured female. Harris’s novel in certain ways echoes Waters’s The 

Little Stranger, not only in its use of an unreliable narrator, but also in its reliance upon 

the neo-Victorian double vision. Dudman’s story is perhaps the most medicalised one of 

all the narratives I analyse in this thesis. Returning to real life Doctor Heinrich 

Hoffmann, the novel reconstructs the story of the doctor, his asylum and patients. The 

chapter contains two subsections. In 5.1. “Reconstructing Stories: Deviances, Voices, 

Visions”, I analyse how stories are gradually pieced together and the role of voice for 

and in these reconstructions. Subsection 5.2. “Between the Lines: Fissured Females and 

Monstrous Minors” explores issues of memory and (unreliable) narration, in a 

speculative reading of the novels, that also goes between the lines. I furthermore 
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consider the figure of the child as Other, or monstrous. My discussion thus contributes 

to one of the latest debates in neo-Victorian criticism, namely the problematic depiction 

and re-presentation of children in literature. 

It can hardly be argued that neo-Victorian fiction is primarily about the present, 

or primarily about the past for that matter. Still, my thesis seeks to understand the 

narratives in relation to current contexts as much as or, rather, more than in relation to 

the past. This is a focus which is lesser prioritised in neo-Victorian studies. In doing so, 

I hope to contribute to the ongoing reassessment of the function of the neo-Victorian 

writing at present. Moreover, I expect to demonstrate the relevance of considering the 

function(s) of the neo-Victorian novel more, perhaps, than its form(s). One of the 

mechanisms of neo-Victorian Female Gothic is its enabling a confrontation with 

present-day concerns by displacing these in time and space. Renegotiations of female 

monstrosity can be executed in various ways and setups. With this project I wish to 

prove that an investigation of medicine and Female Gothic in neo-Victorian women’s 

writing is one congruous and hopefully stimulating way to carry out this task.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

(Re)Inventing the Gothic: Forces, Fears and Feminist Reframing    

 

If this air of the miraculous is excused, the reader will find nothing else 
unworthy of his perusal. Allow the possibility of the facts, and all the 
actors comport themselves as persons would do in their situation. … 
Everything tends directly to the catastrophe. Never is the reader’s 
attention relaxed. … Terror, the author’s principal engine, prevents the 
story from ever languishing; and it is so often contrasted by pity, that the 
mind is kept up in a constant vicissitude of interesting passions. … the art 
of the author is very observable in his conduct of the subalterns. They 
discover many passages essential to the story [and] conduce essentially 
towards advancing the catastrophe. … Though the machinery is 
invention, and the names of the actors imaginary…the groundwork of the 
story is founded on truth. The scene is undoubtedly laid in some real 
castle. (Walpole 5) 

 

The passage above is an extract from Horace Walpole’s Preface to the first edition of 

The Castle of Otranto (1764), in which the author explains the origins of the tale which 

was “found in the library of an ancient Catholic family in the north of England” (5). A 

purely fictional construct, Walpole’s Preface makes for an artful formulation of the 

classic Gothic story. In touching upon “many of the features that came to define a new 

genre of fiction”, as Fred Botting notes, the Preface is in itself a reflection of how “[t]he 

literary and fictional background to the Gothic revival is...an artificial or fabricated 

aesthetic phenomenon” (“Gothic Darkly” 14). It is with the publication of Walpole’s 

narrative that Gothic becomes established as a critical term; or, as Jerrold E. Hogle has 

concretised: the first work to employ ‘A Gothic Story’ as “subtitle and genre 

identification of this or any novel” was the second edition of The Caste of Otranto, 

published in 1765 (26). Consequently, the first time Gothic is announced as a mode of 

writing, its ‘machinery’ is in the same breath revealed as ‘invention’. The Gothic 
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begins, so to say, “with the exposure of several deceptions at the start of it all” (Hogle 

26).  

Walpole’s narrative is “embroiled” in fakery, as Botting puts it, in that the novel 

is faking a “translation by a fake translator, of a fake medieval story by a fake author” 

(“Gothic Darkly” 14). However, Botting argues, the very idea of fictional writing as a 

form of  “fabricated history”, so well illustrated by The Castle of Otranto’s multileveled 

fakery, appears to be “a crucial condition” for the emergence of Gothic as mode as well 

as critical term (“Gothic Darkly” 14). Throughout history socio-cultural values and 

standards have tended to be defined through processes of differentiation, thus 

distinguishing ‘new’ from ‘old’. This was also the case in the eighteenth century where 

writers and readers perceived their ‘modern’ culture in contrast to the primitive and 

barbaric traditions of the past. Despite its artificiality, the historical background of The 

Castle of Otranto therefore played a crucial role in terms of readerly reception at the 

time of its publication. In presenting its origins, however fictional, Walpole displaced 

his text in time and space as a means of protection “against contemporary accusations 

that it may encourage error and superstition” (Botting, “Gothic Darkly” 14). This 

enabled the author to safely play with and upon traditional beliefs which otherwise 

might have been debunked as outdated or even primitive, belonging to The Dark Ages.  

Processes of differentiation also lay the ground for Gothic’s negative associations. It is 

indeed around this time that Gothic comes to “condense...a variety of historical 

elements and meanings opposed to the categories valued in the eighteenth century” 

(Botting, “Gothic Darkly” 13). ‘Gothic’ thus came to denote everything the progressive, 

civilised and enlightened eighteenth-century modernity was no longer part of. Yet more 

than simply as synonym for the uncivilised and supernatural (medieval) past, the Gothic 

became a form of antagonism. 
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Since the late eighteenth century the Gothic has functioned, in the words of 

Botting, “as...a reconstruction of the past as the inverted, mirror image of the present, its 

darkness allow[ing] the reason and virtue of the present a brighter reflection,” (“Gothic 

Darkly” 15). ‘Inventing the Gothic’ – as it says in the title of this chapter – thus refers to 

both the rise of the genre and the idea of Gothic as fabrication. What I am interested in 

precisely in relation to its invention (in both senses of the word) is what sparked 

Gothic’s coming into being. The earliest Gothic stories may be seen as a natural 

development of the long folk- and fairytale tradition. However, as I shall outline below, 

the invention of Gothic as a form of storytelling reveals itself as very much a product of 

deliberate speculation and careful choices. This, I will argue, is directly related to the 

most central function of Gothic writing, namely its shaping socio-cultural 

consciousness; and it is precisely in this function, at least to my mind, that we find the 

key to explaining the persistent power and enduring relevance of Gothic writing.    

As critics have observed, the leading Gothicists were perhaps not very 

revolutionary (Baldick and Mighall 270). However, the search for cultural consolidation 

by projecting the present onto an inverted, distant Gothic past did occur “as part of the 

wider processes of political, economic, and social upheaval” (Botting, “Gothic Darkly” 

13). Not just in writing but on all kinds of sites of aesthetic, artistic or intellectual 

production, Gothic would work as a derogative signifier for everything that failed to 

conform to the eighteenth-century standards and tastes. The idea of what the Gothic 

mode was, as mentioned above, originally comprises a rather fixed, yet ample set of 

features. As exemplified by the initial passage from The Castle of Otranto, although 

Gothic writing was beginning to take form, its definitions were still too all-embracing as 

to properly delineating the mode. Yet, if the early Gothic proved particularly difficult to 
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demarcate, then this was also because it almost from its very outset, as James Hogle 

observes, “scattered its ingredients into various [other] modes” (1).  

Initiated by Walpole and taken up by many other writers such as Clara Reeve, 

Matthew Lewis and Ann Radcliffe, Gothic as a form of writing not only originated in, 

but was also consolidated in the second half of the eighteenth-century. However, by the 

late Romantic era the Gothic mode had already turned into something essentially 

different from the ‘original’. Whereas eighteenth-century Gothic writing worked as a 

way to create mirror images for the modern civilisation to contemplate its own progress 

and superiority, Gothic fiction in the early nineteenth century sought instead to address 

the side effects of modernity and enlightenment. Playing upon the fears caused by 

scientific progress and industrial transformation, the mirror reflections gradually 

changed into blurry and distorted images, destabilising “their exemplary and cautionary 

functions” (Botting, “Gothic Darkly” 20) as a means of differentiation.    

One cannot mention the words Gothic, scientific progress and early 

industrialisation without Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein: The Modern Prometheus (1818) 

coming into mind. Shelley’s novel has come to stand for the Gothic flourishing in the 

nineteenth century and, as Andrew Smith puts it, an expression of how “Enlightenment 

science began to translate itself into social change at every level” (15). If 

“Enlightenment reason generated the opposing question of unreason and superstition”, 

Smith argues, it is in the story about Victor Frankenstein’s monster that we first see “the 

development of technology merge with mysticism and superstition” (16). Science is 

probably the trope through which Frankenstein most frequently has been linked to 

subsequent Gothic fiction. Smith, for one, draws a clear parallel between the industrial, 

political, social changes at the time when Shelley wrote and today’s “postmodern 

condition” which is similarly “occasioned by transformations determined by 
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technology”, and similarly engages with “[t]he challenge of understanding the 

implications of change on this scale, of responding to its catastrophes, and of imagining 

the consequences” (15).  

Frankenstein is often taken as the first example of science fiction. However, 

since the emergence of Female Gothic theory, Shelley’s novel has increasingly been 

analysed in terms of birthing or parenting. Stephen Jay Gould, for one, argued in his 

illuminating 1994 article “Dinosaur in a Haystack” that 

Victor [Frankenstein]’s sin does not lie in misuse of technology, or hubris in 

emulating God; we cannot find these themes in Mary Shelley’s account. Victor 

failed because he followed a predisposition of human nature – visceral disgust at 

the monster’s appearance – and did not undertake the duty of any creator or 

parent: to teach his own charge and to educate others in acceptability. (61)   

Especially Ellen Moers’s pioneering reading of Frankenstein as birth myth has inspired 

much subsequent theorisation of the narrative. However, attempts to include Shelley as 

one of the so-called founding Female Gothicists, thus placing Frankenstein within the 

tradition of Female Gothic writing, have been and remain much contested. In fact, 

Shelley’s novel seems to have escaped canonisation all together, proving (un)fit for both 

the category of Male Gothic and Female Gothic. 

 David Punter recently underlined that “the question of whether the ‘original 

Gothic’ ha[d] already fallen apart [and] become transmuted into different forms [in the 

early nineteenth century]...is already a vexed one” (“The Ghost” 1). However, Punter 

adds, “the notion of what constitutes Gothic writing [remains] a contested site” (“The 

Ghost” 1). We may without oversimplifying distinguish two major approaches to this 

‘vexed question’. That is, whereas some critics openly refuse to even try to provide an 

enduring answer to what Gothic is and, instead, embrace the uncertainty, fluidity and 
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resistance to canonisation, others persistently pursue the ultimate (true) definition of the 

Gothic, for instance through defining its variations. Neil Cornwell, for one, 

distinguishes “fantastic Gothic” from “romantic Gothic” and “historical Gothic”, 

proposing even further subdivisions such as “horror Gothic”, “criminal Gothic” and 

“artistic Gothic” (66). Interestingly, even much before becoming consolidated as genre, 

writers and critics have identified so-called variations of the Gothic. According to Chris 

Baldick and Robert Mighall, as early as in 1824 Sir Walter Scott described the 

Radcliffean Gothic as a different type of Gothic: a new tendency clearly departing from 

the earliest accounts of the genre (277). It was Robert D. Hume who, in 1969, formally 

distinguished the novel of horror and the novel of terror, arguing that Ann Radcliffe’s 

Gothic epitomized the former and Matthew Lewis’s the latter (Ronald 176). Yet, the 

first distinctions made between terror and horror Gothic can be traced back to Radcliffe 

herself, who saw terror and horror as contrasting emotions which in combination with 

each became a powerful source for the extraordinary Gothic feeling. Summarising 

Radcliffe’s distinction between the two, Botting remarks that, in contrast to terror,  

[h]orror appears when fears come a little too close to home...[and] has nothing to 

do with the sublime: its object remains uncertain, lost among general blurring of 

images; reciprocally, the mind is left in a state of confusion and chaos. This state 

is perhaps best represented by the labyrinths, dungeons or burial vaults...Dark, 

clammy and disorienting spaces lead[ing] to gloomy imaginings. (“Horror” 124)   

Baldick and Mighall take such early subdivisions as point of departure for arguing that 

Gothic writing has wrongly been “placed within a large family of nonrealistic, fabulous, 

or ‘fantastic’ texts, from which there is no pressing need to distinguish it” (273). Calling 

attention to this “curse” of critical and historical studies of Gothic fiction, they maintain 

that assimilating the Gothic into broader categories is a mistake (267-74). However, if 
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“Gothic Criticism has abandoned any credible historical grasp upon its object” (Baldick 

and Mighall 267), then I am wary about dividing Gothic into numerous narrower 

categories as a useful solution to this. The enduring critical insistence upon subdividing 

the Gothic most likely springs from an inherent urge for stability, for finding a foothold 

in the fluid texture of Gothic writing. Yet, to acknowledge its broadness and fluidity 

may in fact rather help us grasping the Gothic and the ways in which the mode works. 

Embracing rather than attempting to come to terms with them arguably reveals the 

instabilities of Gothic as vehicles rather than obstacles. For, as Punter reflects, 

what Gothic and much contemporary criticism and cultural commentary share is 

indeed an overarching, even sublime, awareness of mutability, an understanding 

of the ways in which history itself, and certainly narratives of history, are not 

stable, do not constitute a rock onto which we might cling. (“The Ghost” 3) 

Taking into account the all-pervasive nature of the Gothic, as a mode that ‘scatters its 

ingredients into other ones and continuously moves and changes, it may in this sense be 

characterised as an unstable or fluid genre. Juliann Fleenor has gone so far as to define 

Gothic as “essentially formless” (15) and Punter has deemed it impossible to establish a 

clear ‘geography’ of Gothic writing, given that 

[j]ust as Gothic castles from Udolpho to Gormenghast exist in a world where 

there are no maps, where halls, corridors and stairways go on forever, where 

rooms that were there in the night have vanished by morning, so Gothic itself 

challenges that very process of map-making.... (“Apparitions” 4)  

Similar discussions continually surround critical attempts to define the Female Gothic. I 

will not engage in a further discussion here, yet it is worth mentioning a few clear 

tendencies. The author’s “body” as a defining factor has largely been replaced, Anya 

Heise-von der Lippe observes, “with female bodies inside the text – spanning from the 
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prototypical...professional victim to the monstrous feminine” (166). Moreover, there 

seems to be a leaning towards conceptualising the Female Gothic as a flexible form 

which “change[s] and shift[s] as new writers transform and renew [it]” (Wallace and 

Smith 11). While others speak of a ‘feminine’ or ‘lesbian’ rather than Female Gothic, 

Lucie Armitt opts for avoiding such terms all together and recommends to “blow genre 

categories wide open” instead, since “carving up fantasy and the fantastic and jamming 

its literature into a series of discrete, neatly labelled boxes kills literature dead” (13). 

If we focus on function rather than form, however, the Gothic mode is arguably 

not that unstable. As Punter also observes, “wherever we take its parameters to 

be...Gothic has always sought to demonstrate to us...[that] there is no sure foundation” 

(“The Ghost” 3; italics added). While this observation stresses that the form(s) of 

Gothic has been forever changing, resisting being pinned down, it simultaneously 

testifies to one constant function of Gothic—‘to demonstrate that there is no sure 

foundation’. Indeed, whereas the Gothic form is slippery and unstable, its function as a 

strategy of manifestation, negotiation and for producing certain effects has changed 

remarkably little. I am hereby not dismissing the notion of continuity when it comes to 

form(s) of Gothic writing, in which continuing patterns are indeed present. However, as 

is made clear in Punter’s formulation of Gothic as “a series of texts which are always 

dependent other texts, texts which they are not, texts which are ceaselessly invoked 

while no less ceaselessly misread” (“The Ghost” 3), one Gothic continuity is, 

paradoxically enough, the very process of deconstruction—and thus discontinuity in 

itself.  

This said, it would make no sense to consider form and function as wholly 

separate entities: form and function are always interrelated and can therefore only be 

considered in relation to each other. So, it is of course with an eye on form that I now 
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move on to explore the function of Gothic, which, I believe, is central to the enduring 

pertinence of the mode and, particularly, of the Female Gothic. As Hogle perfectly 

describes: 

the longevity and power of Gothic fiction unquestionably stem from the way it 

helps us address and disguise some of the most important desires, quandaries, 

and sources of anxiety, from the most internal and mental to the widely social 

and cultural, throughout the history of western culture since the eighteenth 

century. (4)  

Below I look further into the function of Gothic fiction to ‘address and disguise’ 

important issues, which has been and is central to the emergence, development and 

continuity of Gothic women’s writing. Juliann Fleenor rightfully notes that “[s]ince the 

Gothic has not been part of the literary mainstream, it has been congenial to the woman 

writer” (7). In addition to this, I would like to suggest that because Gothic is a “praxis 

that involves – necessarily – the interplay of psychological and social forces” (Vedeer 

54), it provides a powerful space for inner/outer exploration of gender questions, with a 

special appeal for women’s writing.    

 

1.1. The Feminisation of the Gothic: The Founding Mothers   

 

Although the question of what Gothic is remains much contested, the prevailing critical 

perception is “that Gothic was, from its very inception, a form that related very closely 

to issues of national assertion and social organization, and which even...could ‘take the 

stage’ in foregrounding social issues and in forming social consciousness” (Punter, 

“The Ghost” 4). Today most critics draw a direct connection between Gothic writing’s 

lasting power and the way it addresses social issues, and many scholars further relate 
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the mode’s engagement with social issues to its essentially ‘feminine’ nature. For 

example, opening up her Gothic Forms of Feminine Fictions (1999), Susanne Becker 

assures us that “Gothic’s persistent success is gender-related: it is so powerful because it 

is so feminine” (2). Becker’s influential work on Female Gothic complements and 

furthers the numerous critical studies carried out since the 1970s, which in different 

ways and to varying degrees have sought to demonstrate that the Gothic mode is 

inherently feminine.1 However, it is important to notice that many critics who neither 

specialise in feminine forms of Gothic nor necessarily perceive Female Gothic as a 

mode in its own right or different from Male Gothic, also seem to have recognised a 

certain feminine drive in Gothic fiction. Emphasising the potential of Gothic to convey 

the female experience, Hogle observes: 

[t]he Gothic has long confronted the cultural problem of gender 

distinctions...Even as early as The Caste of Otranto...women are the figures most 

fearfully trapped between contradictory pressures and impulses. It is Otranto’s 

Isabella who first finds herself in what has since become the most classic Gothic 

circumstance: caught in ‘a labyrinth of darkness’ full of ‘cloisters’ underground 

and anxiously hesitant about what course to take there, fearing the pursuit of a 

domineering and lascivious patriarch who wants to use her womb as a repository 

for seed that may help him preserve his property and wealth....(9) 

Obviously, it can hardly be argued that Walpole’s Gothic was feminine or intentionally 

sought to represent the female experience. As recent work in the field of Female Gothic 

has similarly suggested: attempts of reading feminism into Walpole have merely 

revealed that his “feminism” is of a completely “incidental nature” (Miles 47).     

                                                 
1     Although Becker distinguishes ‘Female Gothic’ from ‘feminine Gothic’ I prefer to use the terms more 
loosely and will, consequently, use them interchangeably.  
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Whereas Walpole lacks that self-conscious aim at “intervening in the historical 

construction of gender” so characteristic of Female Gothicists (Miles 46), Clara Reeve 

reveals a significant degree of self-aware (feminist) ambition. As has often been noted, 

in both her critical and fictional writing, Reeve took up the “new route” of Walpole’s 

Gothic, slightly modifying the formula by reducing the supernatural elements and 

expanding the description of everyday life (Clery 33). Scholarly investigations have 

found that Reeve was remarkably quick to discover the political potential of Gothic 

fiction—a potential residing in the ambivalence produced precisely by that slightly 

changed formula. That Reeve sought to use her Gothic writing as a political tool is for 

example captured, critics note, in the way she presented her Memoirs of Sir Roger de 

Clarendon (1793) as “an antidote to the new philosophy” of her time (Cooke qtd. in 

Botting, “Gothic Darkly” 18). Botting moreover argues that the ambivalence provided 

by the Gothic mode offered Reeve an effective and safe way to address “the troubled 

political times of the 1790s” (“Gothic Darkly” 18). 

If Gothic and the female experience (in its most ample sense) were connected 

from the very beginning, then this speaks in favour of an intrinsic feminine drive of 

Gothic fiction. Along similar lines Fleenor claims that the enduring Gothic form is “an 

enduring female form” (27; italics added). In her influential analysis of the Female 

Gothic as “a metaphor for the female experience”, Fleenor argues that although “the 

Gothic [was] shaped by a male reality, formed by a patriarchal society” it was 

“modified in the hands of women” (27)—in the hands of female writers, I would add, 

who not only consciously adopted the form but also adapted it to their needs, purposes 

and possibilities. Again, the source of Female Gothic’s ‘power and longevity’ 

(borrowing Hogle’s words) seems to lie in the function of Female Gothic.  
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As I emphasised earlier, it would not only be reductive but also unproductive to 

consider form apart from function. We must necessarily contemplate the Female Gothic 

as a series of recurrent structural patterns and psychological motifs; as a mode which for 

more than two hundred years has been recycled by writers of Female Gothic, “repeating 

the formula, the imagery, and the message” (Ronald 181). However, while the inherent 

ambiguity of these patterns and motifs may partially explain the appeal of Female 

Gothic to both women writers and readers over the centuries, it arguably fails to explain 

the enduring power and especially the enduring relevance of the Female Gothic. Put 

differently, if “the achievement of Radcliffe”, as Cynthia Griffin Wolff has suggested, 

was the invention of “a fictional language and a set of conventions within which 

‘respectable’ feminine sexuality might find expression” (207), why then, in our morally 

relaxed (post-feminist?) age of sexual freedom, do writers still recur to the Radcliffean 

mother tongue? Radcliffe’s achievement is indeed very “remarkable”, as Wolff asserts 

(207). However, just as remarkable is it that women over the last two hundred years 

have continued to communicate through this ‘fictional language’. And this is precisely 

what my thesis sets out to explore.  

 

1.1.1. Ann Radcliffe (1764-1823) 

 

As extensive scholarly work has demonstrated, in order to speak more narrowly about 

the emergence of a distinctively feminine Gothic, that is, with a distinctly feminist 

ambition, we must turn to the writing of Ann Radcliffe who for most critics remains the 

“proper matrix” of Female Gothic (Miles 45). Her Gothic formula, most frequently 

exemplified by her A Sicilian Romance (1790) and The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), is 

now widely acknowledged by critics as (one of) “the implicit pattern[s] behind all 
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Female Gothic novels” (Ronald 180). At the centre of the Radcliffean formula we find 

the ‘defamiliarisation’ of everyday experiences and domestic settings, often through the 

use of excess; the metaphor of the house as “a grotesque version of the English middle-

class home, where women are not only expected to perform as touchstones of sanctity 

but also to feel safe in a protected space” (Becker, Gothic Forms 29); as well as the 

figure of the spectral mother: as either a haunting ghost or as a women imprisoned for 

life, in this sense a living-dead.2 However, although Radcliffe’s name today frequently 

figures in conjunction with the term Female Gothic, the definition of her as Female 

Gothicist (not to be mistaken with female writer of Gothic) is the result of a larger, 

feminist project, that began much later. To be true, the actual formulation of Female 

Gothic as a category did not take place until the 1970s. Further below I look into how 

developments in feminist literary criticism came to establish crucial connections 

between Gothic and women’s writing, and how feminist efforts to rescuing “the lost 

tradition of women’s literature” came to play a crucial role in the institutionalisation of 

Gothic studies (Fitzgerald 14).  

Radcliffe’s Gothic was perceived even by her contemporaries as a somewhat 

different type, though not necessarily described explicitly as feminine. In his Lives of 

the Novelists (1821-24) Sir Walter Scott celebrated Radcliffe as the founder of her own 

school. Yet, as Robert Miles has pointed out, Scott’s ambivalent approach to Radcliffe 

simultaneously “built her up as a ‘mighty enchantress’ [and] pulled her down as an 

earnest simpleton”—a view that came to shape the critical debate flourishing around the 

                                                 
2     This pattern is evident in much of the fiction of the Brontë sisters and Wilkie Collins. Of 
contemporary novels that take up Radcliffean strategies, Alice Munro’s Lives of Girls and Women (1983) 
has often been mentioned by critics. More recent examples include, Sarah Blake’s Grange House (2000), 
Essie Fox’s The Somnambulist (2011), Jane Harris’s The Observations (2006), Audrey Niffenegger’s Her 
Fearful Symmetry (2009).   
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writer and eventually relegated her “to someone at the head of a second-division genre” 

(43). Describing the Radcliffean paradigm with a notable degree of irony, Scott wrote: 

[Radcliffe’s] heroines voluntarily expose themselves to situations, which in 

nature a lonely female would certainly have avoided. They are too apt to choose 

the midnight hour for investigating the mysteries of a deserted chamber or secret 

passage, and generally are only supplied with an expiring lamp, when about to 

read the most interesting documents. (qtd. in Miles 46)  

Despite the sarcastic tone, the description here brilliantly captures several of the central 

characteristics of Radcliffe’s stories. One of the crucial differences between her Gothic 

and that of Walpole or Lewis was indeed the heroines’ self-exposure to danger. Recent 

Female Gothic criticism often returns to the ‘unnatural’ conduct of Radcliffe’s females 

to argue that, in contrast to the so-called incidental feminism (which unconsciously or 

accidentally appeared in other Gothic fictions), Radcliffe’s textual decisions were by no 

means random ideas but the result of careful meditation, deliberate choice, and were 

always engaging in some way with the Woman Question (Becker 1999; Miles 2009). 

As Miles observes, for example, it is neither weird or naive that the women in 

Radcliffe’s Gothic seek out deserted “forest clearings, ruins, castle turrets” at night, 

these places are simply where their genius can flourish, and “[o]f course...where the 

heroine’s genius is permitted to run free there is – always already – a corresponding 

threat” (52).  

Looking at it from this perspective, Scott’s sarcastic summarisation of 

Radcliffe’s formula takes on a whole new meaning, bringing out the feminist potential 

of her Gothic. So if Radcliffean heroines put themselves in the most improbable (and 

dangerous) situations, then this is not the result of a naive form of writing, as Scott 

claimed. Rather, where Scott saw a lack of originality and creativity, we arguably find 
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the starting point of the feminised Gothic. Testifying to Radcliffe’s critical perspective 

and creative skills, Becker has similarly argued that the author offered the “earl[iest] 

twists in the feminisation of the Gothic, namely in the reduction of the villain, otherwise 

subject of the action, to a mere function in the female subject’s transcendence of ‘her 

proper sphere’: the home” (“Postmodern Feminine Horror” 79-80). 

Scott found the Radcliffean heroines’ unnatural female behaviour annoying, yet 

this devise was not what he most severely criticised. Radcliffe’s bigger mistake, Scott 

argued, and a major flaw in her Gothic, was having “adopted the wrong solution to the 

problem posed by the supernatural in fiction” (qtd. in Miles 42). This ‘wrong solution’ 

is now commonly known as the strategy of the explained supernatural: the natural or 

mundane explanation of the mysterious (apparently supernatural) events. Diana Wallace 

and Andrew Smith underline this as one of the defining characteristics of the 

Radcliffean tale: “[it] centralised the imprisoned and pursued heroine threatened by a 

tyrannical male figure, it explained the supernatural, and ended in the closure of 

marriage (Female Gothic 3).  

An often mentioned example of how Radcliffe used the explained supernatural is 

Emily St Aubert’s discovery of a corpse in one of the chambers of Udolpho. Lifting “a 

black veil, whose singular situation had excited [her] curiosity”, the woman finds “a 

human figure of ghastly paleness, stretched at its length, and dressed in the habiliments 

of the grave...partly decayed and disfigured by worms which were visible on the 

features and hands” (Radcliffe, Udolpho 410). After the experience Emily loses her 

wits. But had she only “dared to look again”, the narrator observes, “her delusion and 

fears would have vanished together, and she would have perceived that the 

figure...[was] formed of wax” (Radcliffe, Udolpho 410). Moreover, according to Alison 

Milbank, the awkwardness of this scene triggers a demystification of “the terrors of the 
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Gothic plot as no more than a series of gawkily arranged literary conventions”, and this 

is ultimately “what enables the text to offer an unmasking of social anxieties” 

(“Bleeding Nuns” 77). However, the most important effect of the explained supernatural 

in Radcliffe’s texts was arguably that it revealed that the evil terrors come from within: 

that which most frightens, threatens and harms you resides in your house, or perhaps 

even in you. Providing thus a clear contrast to earlier (and) Male Gothic, in which 

supernatural monsters were the sources of terror, the notion of evilness coming from 

within is now frequently seen as a marker of the feminisation of the Gothic mode. 

Continuing as a central trope in Female Gothic writing today, ‘evil within’ remains a 

key concept in theory and criticism. 

The explained supernatural became a recurrent literary device in the nineteenth 

century, undergoing notable modification in Victorian Gothic writing though. The 

literary turn to realism meant that the Gothic became increasingly filtered through 

realist modes of expression. However, this new and more realist kind of Gothic was not 

merely a follow-up to Radcliffe’s mundane solutions, or to Reeve’s everyday life 

descriptions, as noted above, but was moving in a rather different direction. Fascinated 

and influenced by scientific developments, nineteenth-century Gothic increasingly 

relied on science, especially medical science, to ‘solve’ the mysterious and demystify 

the fantastic. Still, mysteries were by no means fully explained scientifically or replaced 

by the natural and rational. Rather, the supernatural was used to continually disturb, 

question and “compromise what was understood as literary realism at the time (Smith 

76). Not least the Victorian Gothic, as Esther Saxey points out, is characterised by its 

making fantastic and otherworldly aspects work alongside realist modes and narratives 

(67). Most famously exemplified by Wilkie Collins and the Brontë sisters, Female 

Gothicists in particular relied upon this paradoxical conjunction, playing on and with 
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mundane explanations which nevertheless fail to “entirely remedy the air of the 

uncanny” (Saxey 67). So, while these new tendencies arguably furthered the 

feminisation of the Radcliffean formula, they also provided a series of fundamental 

modifications to it.  

The paradoxical tension between the fantastic and realistic is, perhaps, more 

vaguely perceived in Radcliffe’s writing than in later Female Gothic, yet critics often 

return to precisely this aspect of Radcliffe’s authorship, in order to mark the beginning 

of a feminine Gothic mode and to delineate the ways in which it differed from the 

masculine. Exploring the contrasting aims of Female and Male Gothicists, Nina daVinci 

Nichols has suggested that Male Gothic is often so eager “to sensationalize” that it 

becomes “[s]tripped of suggestion” and, consequently, comes to lack the kind of 

unifying symbolism as seen in the Female Gothic (200). Nichols admits that Mathew 

Lewis “[p]erhaps more egregiously” than others exploits the sexual overtones of Gothic, 

but he nevertheless exemplifies one of the clearest contrasts between Male and Female 

Gothic, Nichols insists, by emphatically celebrating that which Female Gothicists 

merely implied, such as misogyny and eroticism (200).     

According to Becker, although Radcliffe’s Gothic “emphasis[ed] the liberating 

aspects of exceeding the real, the natural, the moral, the expected”, it is not until later 

that the ‘explained supernatural’ comes to assume a distinctively feminist function, and 

begins “radically to expose the limitations – the constructions – of the real (Gothic 

Forms 30). The dismantling of mysteries through logical explanation remains 

nevertheless one of the trends of Radcliffean origin, to put it that way, that critics now 

draw upon when they trace Female Gothic back through history; back to its generative 

matrix. As a Gothic trope and strategy the explained supernatural continues to play an 

important role in women’s Gothic writing at present, for various reasons and to varied 
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effects. Often used to create, sustain or disrupt the tension between reality and the 

imagined, fact and fiction, it has arguably become one of the most central features of the 

late twentieth- and twenty-first-century Female Gothic. “[T]o create the radical doubt 

that suggests the fantastic or supernatural, before displacing that doubt into the realm of 

the reader”, Becker observes, is a way for Female Gothicists today to interrogate “the 

easy acceptance of what we consider to be the real – gender roles included” (24-5; 

italics in the original). Indeed, numerous contemporary novels (some in this thesis) use 

this Female Gothic strategy to first construct and, then, deconstruct the (supernatural) 

mystery, while sustaining a degree of ambiguity which triggers scepticism and 

uncertainty in the reader. Daphne Du Maurier’s Rebecca (1938), Ira Levin’s 

Rosemary’s Baby (1967), Margaret Atwood’s Lady Oracle (1976), Angela Carter’s 

Nights at the Circus (1984), Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987) and Valerie Martin’s Mary 

Reilly (1990), are just a few examples of novels, from across the world and decades, in 

which this strategy is employed to great effect.     

Investigations in the field have convincingly established Ann Radcliffe as the 

starting point of a feminised Gothic mode. However, scholarly efforts to consolidate the 

matrix remain just as relevant for their contribution to stimulating our understanding of 

the meaning and power of women’s Gothic writing, in a broader sense. In exploring the 

earliest Female Gothic conceptualisations of ‘escape’, for instance, studies have 

revealed new layers of the feminisation of the Gothic mode and hereunder of women’s 

writers, such as Mary Wollstonecraft.3 Wollstonecraft has often been characterised as 

shifting between masculine and feminine styles, using the former for her political tracts 

and the latter for her Gothic writings (Jacobus 120). She is probably most widely known 

                                                 
3     Becker explains ‘escape’ as “a central theme in feminine gothic texts, as a formal aspect in the sense 
of ‘escape literature’, and as a more theoretical notion of escape from cultural containment” (Gothic 
Forms 33)       
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for addressing women’s powerlessness as the result of a reductive socio-cultural order 

and, in turn, of their (mis)education, which is a key issue in Wollstonecraft’s most 

famous text A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792). However, as feminist 

criticism since the late twentieth century has increasingly suggested, Wollstonecraft also 

made important contributions to (the feminisation of) the early Gothic mode, and her 

use of “gothic excess”, as Becker has observed, “still reverberates in contemporary 

gothic” (Gothic Forms 31).  

Margaret Doody’s essay, “Deserts, Ruins, Troubled Waters: Female Dreams in 

Fiction and the Development of the Gothic Novel” (1977), arguably marks the 

beginning of a more favourable envisioning of Wollstonecraft’s Gothic writing. 

Doody’s reframing of Wollstonecraft was followed up by Mary Poovey’s The Proper 

Lady and the Woman Writer (1984), in which she asserted that   

once Mary Wollstonecraft and others made the issue of sexual equality a part of 

[the] political and ethical debate, other women were encouraged to a new self-

consciousness about (and, more often than not, a more conscious defence of) the 

social hierarchy that had seemed for so long a part of nature itself. (xv).  

Critics nevertheless maintain that the Gothic voices of Wollstonecraft and Radcliffe 

were essentially different from each other. Birgitta Berglund observes that what 

Radcliffe insinuated Wollstonecraft “spell[ed] out” (79). Similarly, analysing 

Wollstonecraft’s unfinished narrative, The Wrongs of Woman: or, Maria (1798), Becker 

remarks that “[d]espite its self-conscious construction of a gothic scenery...[it] 

announces a major departure from Radcliffean gothic romance: Maria’s dark gothic 

story starts after the ‘happy ending’ – within a prison that is a direct effect of marriage” 

(Gothic Forms 31). In contrast to Radcliffe’s, Becker argues, Wollstonecraft’s Gothic 

narratives would present “the world as one large prison for women” in which meetings 
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with the “sublime” were neither pleasant nor liberating, and where “the supernatural 

explained” would only “give way to inescapable horror of powerlessness and 

oppression” (Gothic Forms 31-3). In this sense, Wollstonecraft consequently sparked a 

new conceptualisation of female monstrosity, anticipating, in the words of Becker, the 

kind of Gothic “excess [that] does not evoke the supernatural but rather the very real 

horrors of female (marital) experience and entrapment...[and] the extent of women’s 

containment” (Gothic Forms 33).  

Wollstonecraft thus provides one example of the direction the feminisation of 

Gothic writing was taking towards the end of the eighteenth century. However, the 

“bifurcation of the Radcliffe tradition” was yet to come (Milbank, “Victorian Gothic” 

145). In the following section I look further into the trends and tropes that mark the 

most crucial differences between eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Female Gothic.  

 

1.2. The Beginnings of Female Gothic Theory 

 

Ever since the insertion of the categories Female and Male Gothic, critics have aimed to 

establish a set of original differences between the two.4 While some have analysed the 

syntax of feminine Gothic writing, and in particular of Radcliffe’s, others have focused 

on its imagery. In her analysis of the Radcliffean travel imagery, Ann Ronald argues 

that by “juxtapos[ing] wasteland, magic, and sexuality with nightmare, dream, and 

innuendo” in her Gothic narratives, Radcliffe “fabricat[ed] a pattern of fantasy for 

women” (181). It is however in the hands of “the greatest Female Gothicist of all, 

Charlotte Brontë”, Ronald adds, that “the journey motif, the fairy-tale imagery, and the 

subconscious messages” become fully developed and achieve their “universality” (182). 
                                                 
4     Female and Male Gothic are not to be mistaken for female and male writers of Gothic.      
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Ronald significantly concludes that “Radcliffe and Brontë were but the founding-

mothers of a story-book pattern which women, far more than men, have found 

enchanting” (186). Like Nichols, quoted in the previous section, she provides both 

authors with the status of matrix, notwithstanding the fact that Radcliffe and Brontë 

obviously were writers of different centuries and thus of different socio-cultural and 

political climates.  

Critics’ coupling of Radcliffe and Brontë as the originators of Female Gothic 

illustrates several important aspects. Firstly, it brilliantly captures how Female Gothic as 

a critical category is a much later phenomenon than the mode in itself. In other words, if 

the starting point of a distinctly feminine Gothic spans from Radcliffe to Brontë, thus 

covering the period between the late eighteenth- and the mid nineteenth century, then 

this makes it obvious that the formal beginning of the genre is considerably removed in 

time from the actual emergence of the Female Gothic mode. The formulation of the 

Female Gothic, as mentioned earlier, is evidently a modern thing. The search for the 

original mother of the genre only (and slowly) began in the latter half of the twentieth 

century and it was not until 1976 that the term Female Gothic was coined by Ellen 

Moers, forming part of a wider feminist literary project which sought to rescue lost 

female voices. 

Secondly, the categorisation and delineation of the genre in the late 1970s, and 

hereunder the search for its so-called matrix, meant that Radcliffe’s reputation as a 

writer was gradually re-constructed. Though not yet installed as a central figure, she had 

by the early 1980s reached a prominent position in the Female Gothic tradition and 

Radcliffe’s name was more and more frequently mentioned alongside Brontë’s. The 

reevaluation of Radcliffe at this time, undoubtedly owes to the women’s studies 

scholars in the 1970s who suggested that “women’s history can and should be 
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approached through new conceptual frameworks” (Fleenor 7). In their work to discover 

alternative perspectives, Radcliffe’s Gothic was thus re-discovered and up through the 

following decades new approaches to her writing were encouraged (and applied). Here 

in the words of Ronald, who calls attention to that fact that 

[t]o date, few critics have bothered to analyze either the emotional or the 

intellectual impact of novels of terror-Gothic. Instead they have in large part 

neglected a kind of fiction that has enjoyed great popularity among women for 

an extended period of time, and thus they have missed the psychological and 

sexual innuendoes which account for that appeal. In that light, then, Ann 

Radcliffe’s novels and those by subsequent terror Gothicists need to be seriously 

considered. (176) 

Radcliffe’s Gothic, which had hitherto been thought of as lacking in intellectual quality, 

mainly taken into consideration for its popular appeal, was suddenly taken seriously. In 

placing her work under a new light, the author herself came to be seen in a new light, 

and Radcliffe’s reputation of being a simplistic, somewhat silly writer gradually became 

dismantled.   

 I want to dwell for a moment upon the idea of the founding mothers, because as 

recent scholarly work in the field testifies to, the quest for finding the ‘proper matrix’ 

(as Miles terms it) has not yet come to an end, nor has the quest for finding the proper 

definition of Female Gothic (or, for that sake, of Gothic, as explained in first part of this 

chapter). Nevertheless, the feminist project initiated by women studies scholars remains 

valuable, perhaps not as much for determining who the founding mothers were, as for 

how they “all dealt with central female experiences from a specifically female 

perspective” (Gilbert and Gubar 72). Indeed, we may say that these scholars sowed the 

seeds in a critical field which has proved very fertile and wherefrom critics continue to 
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harvest crops. What they ultimately promoted was, in other words, not only to whom 

but also where and how to look. For, as Gilbert and Gubar wrote in their The 

Madwoman in the Attic (1979): “[i]nappropriate as male-devised genres must always 

have seemed, some women have always managed to work seriously in them” (72). 

Setting out to demonstrate how “the most successful women writers often seem to have 

channelled their female concerns into secret or at least obscure corners” (Gilbert and 

Gubar 72), Gilbert and Gubar’s seminal work, along with Moers’s Literary Women 

(1976) and her formulation of Female Gothic, indeed “open[ed] the door to the school 

of feminist criticism that understands women’s writing as a kind of mirror for the 

misogynistic distortions that inhere structurally within patriarchy” (Miles 43). 

Consequently, these scholars became in themselves what we might call the founding 

mothers of Female Gothic theory and criticism.  

I shall return in due time to the beginnings of Female Gothic theory and to the 

founding mothers of literary feminism as well as to their ‘descendants’. Examining the 

1980s feminist revisions of medical discourse, which emerged as part of science 

criticism, I will explore how these new approaches influenced and came to expression in 

literature and theory. The critical work of Moers, Gilbert and Gubar, and, subsequently, 

that of Elaine Showalter, Mary Poovey and Sally Shuttleworth provide valuable insights 

into the role of medicine in nineteenth-century women’s writing, and their perspectives 

offer a natural point of departure for my own discussion of feminist engagement with 

medical discourse in Victorian Female Gothic.   

The pioneering feminist revisions of scientific discourse, not surprisingly, also 

brought forward new perspectives on Shelley’s Frankenstein in which the science trope 

– hereunder the figure of the mad scientist and the dangerous potential of science – has 

been central in the readings of the novel ever since its publication. As mentioned earlier, 
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it was Moers who first suggested that it be read as a “birth myth” (92), thus laying the 

ground for much subsequent speculation on Shelley’s narrative as allegory for female 

sexuality, birthing and motherhood anxieties. Moers sparked an interest in analysing 

Frankenstein as Female Gothic by claiming that “no literary work of any kind by a 

woman, better repays examination in the light of the sex of its author” (92). However, 

as Wallace and Smith have pointed out, Moers’s critical insights, paradoxically enough, 

also opened up for ways to place Frankenstein in the category of Male Gothic (2). 

Similarly, Gilbert and Gubar insisted that 

despite the weakness in those traditional readings of the novel that overlook its 

intensely sexual materials, it is still undeniably true that...[Frankenstein], 

growing from a Keatsian (or Coleridgean) waking dream, is a Romantic novel 

about – among other things – Romanticism, as well as a book about books and 

perhaps, too, about the writers of books. (222) 

Shelley’s iconic text has been and continues to be extensively analysed as “a 

specifically female model of authorship as childbirth” (Milbank, “Bleeding Nuns” 86). 

But Shelley’s novel arguably falls into an in-between category. While it “is in many 

ways closer to the literature of the male overreacher and therefore to what critics have 

more recently defined as ‘Male Gothic’” (Wallace and Smith 2), it is also one of the 

most frequently appearing intertexts of Female Gothic writing, occupying thus a central 

position not only in Female Gothic literature but also in Female Gothic theory and 

criticism.5  

 
                                                 
5     The echoes of Frankenstein in subsequent Female Gothic writing range from Lockwood’s framing 
the narrative in Emily Brontë´s Wuthering Heights, through Iain Banks’s The Wasp Factory (1984) and 
Alasdair Gray’s Poor Things (1992) that recall the dangers of scientific experimentation, to The Little 
Stranger by Sarah Waters who, like Banks and Gray, is concerned with hierarchical (discursive) aspects 
in relation to monsters and their makers.                 
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1.2.1. Charlotte Brontë (1816-1855) 

 

Radcliffe’s Gothic tales and Shelly’s Frankenstein mark a series of chances in Gothic 

writing. In each their way, they come to illustrate how traditional tropes of horror, 

sublime surroundings, miraculous events and supernatural creatures gradually began to 

give way to uncanny technology and horrific experiences in realistic, often familiar, 

settings. Also, as mentioned earlier, Wollstonecraft’s Maria arguably reflects the first 

vague impulses towards a (more conscious) feminist Gothic mode. It is, nevertheless, 

Charlotte Brontë who most significantly “mark[s] the change from ‘old Gothic’ to ‘new 

Gothic’” (Becker, Gothic Forms 34), anticipating, most powerfully, the feminist 

potential of the Gothic mode. In this section I deal with the other ‘mother’ of Female 

Gothic, or, perhaps rather, the other half of its matrix. Charlotte Brontë, like Radcliffe, 

was resurrected by the women’s studies scholars (as were her sisters, Anne and Emily), 

and has gradually gone from being an “under-appreciated” novelist, as Gilbert and 

Gubar noted in 1979 (xii), to being one of the world’s most celebrated women writers. 

Brontë is central to my study not only because she provides one of the first examples of 

medicalised Female Gothic (as I choose to call it), but also because Jane Eyre (1846) 

has been, and is, one of the most prominent intertexts of women’s Gothic writing and 

remains central to readings of the monstrous feminine. In Becker’s words, Brontë’s 

novel “is the heartbeat of much gothic intertextualisation” (Gothic Forms 34). I am by 

no means attempting to argue for or against neither of them as the originator of Female 

Gothic, it is nevertheless worth noticing that whereas the idea of Female Gothic’s 

founding mothers was sparked by the feminist initiative in the 1970s, the idea of Brontë 

and Radcliffe as complementing originators is a far more recent one, testifying to the 

continuing development in the field. 
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Many of the earliest feminist critics saw in Charlotte Brontë a key to 

understanding women’s literature. In their Preface to The Madwoman in the Attic, 

which was in itself to become a touchstone for feminist thinking and an intertext for 

much critical writing, Gilbert and Gubar wrote: 

[t]he striking coherence we noticed in literature by women would be explained 

by a common, female impulse to struggle free from social and literary 

confinement through strategic redefinitions of self, art, and society. As our title’s 

allusion to Jane Eyre suggests, we began our own definition of these 

redefinitions with close readings of Charlotte Brontë, who seemed to us to 

provide a paradigm of many distinctively female anxieties and abilities. (xii) 

According to Milbank, however, what Brontë’s new approach ultimately added to the 

mode was really “a reinstatement of the more concrete and social facets of the Gothic 

plot” known from the Radcliffean and other late eighteenth-century Gothic, but which 

had been lost in the early Victorian era (“Victorian Gothic” 147-152). The earliest 

contemporary critical revisions of women’s Gothic writing largely fail to acknowledge 

that Brontë was not the one who psychologised the genre, Milbank has recently argued; 

rather, she was the heir to Radcliffe who “had already undercut the marvelous in the 

interests of psychology”. (“Victorian Gothic” 152). Brontë’s pioneering use of 

psychology, Milbank continues, consisted in the author’s “disclos[ing] the marvel of 

horror in the real”, thereby developing the earliest “more universalizing Gothic vision, 

by means of a first-person female perspective” (“Victorian Gothic” 152-3; italics 

added).  

Jane Eyre became a turning point for the Female Gothic tradition not only 

“[b]ecause of its gothic romance appeal mixed with social realism”, Becker writes, but 

also because of its different “emotional appeal” (Gothic Forms 34). As she explains: 
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the reading-effect of Jane Eyre is less that of a fascination with the impossible 

and that of the recognition of the limitations of the possible; the horror of the 

real. This goes beyond a sheer delight in terror... into a feminist critique of the 

contemporary. (Becker, Gothic Forms 35).  

It may perhaps seem mere logic that Brontë’s narratives display a greater (pre)feminist 

awareness than her foremothers’. In other words, Brontë’s engagement with the Woman 

Question through Gothic fiction may appear simply a continuation of Radcliffe’s and 

Wollstonecraft’s first articulations of the female experience. Therefore, to properly 

understand Brontë’s feminist critique as more than merely a natural development of 

earlier women’s (feminist) writing, as well as to more fully understand her as an author 

of Female Gothic, it is necessary to consider Brontë in the light of her own moment of 

writing; that is, in the broader context of Victorian culture and literature, and in 

connection to her contemporaries rather than her predecessors.6     

Gilbert and Gubar acknowledged that they had to enlarge their scope on 

nineteenth-century women writers, to understand Brontë “more fully” (xii). Along the 

same lines, Helene Moglen insisted that it is only possible to decode Brontë’s texts by 

understanding her life and the historical forces at the roots of that life. In her Charlotte 

Brontë: The Self Conceived (1976), Moglen embarked upon a study of the nineteenth 

century in order to reach a greater understanding of her own present, because “the world 

in which Charlotte Brontë lived is the world which we have ourselves inherited”; and 

this why, Moglen argued, women today “see [them]selves reflected in different aspects 

of Brontë’s struggle” (14). What Moglen’s claim significantly implied was that Brontë’s 

                                                 
6     Here I mean Brontë’s contemporaries in terms of authorship, not in terms of age; because, as others 
have pointed out, although the major works of Charlotte Brontë and her sisters “were published after the 
Gothic heyday, the prolific period of their Juvenilia (c 1862-43) was contemporaneous with novels 
by...Shelley [and] Scott” (Imlay 27).       
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narrative pattern continued to be not only recognised but also identified with by female 

readers more than a century later.  

Gilbert and Gubar’s ‘branching out’ lead to an uncovering of a range of female 

literary voices, establishing, in effect, a women’s writing genealogy. In battling with 

male models of literary imagination, they challenged not only the overarching male 

authored images of women in literature, but also the dominating presence of the male 

author in himself in the literary universe. Evidently keeping the appearance of male 

authors to a minimum in their work, Sir Walter Scott and William Makepeace 

Thackeray each appears four times in the volume. Charles Dickens, despite being both 

the provider of extensive literary reflection on women and the creator of a great number 

of heroines, is similarly marginalised, his name and works being swiftly mentioned on 

merely fourteen pages out of more than seven hundred. Not only for Gilbert and Gubar, 

but generally for feminist literary historians in the 1970s and 80s, “to historicize [was] 

first to discover women where there had only been men, to see women in history, and 

recognize a fundamental experience which unites all women, the experience of being 

‘the other’” (Crosby 153).  

Another feminist literary historian who, in the late 1970s, returned to the 

nineteenth century to bring to light the literary voices and lives of women who hitherto 

had been silenced and overlooked, was Elaine Showalter. In her highly influential A 

Literature of their Own: British Women Novelists from Brontë to Lessing (1977), 

Showalter sets out to explore whether women writers “share a common heritage 

connected to their womanhood” (A Literature 3). Taking Victorian female authorship as 

point of departure, Showalter humbly presented her work, which remains a feminist 

touchstone, as “an effort to describe the female literary tradition in the English novel 

from the generation of the Brontës to the present day, and to show how the development 
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of this tradition is similar to any literary subculture” (A Literature 11). Yet, her study 

covered a vast critical ground and proved path-breaking in many ways, perhaps 

particularly for its dismantling of the Brontë myth.7 As one of the first critical works to 

reveal how Brontë’s Bertha Mason is resuscitated by twentieth-century women 

novelists such as Jean Rhys and Doris Lessing, A Literature of Their Own remains 

widely acknowledged for successfully establishing “the distance between the Brontë 

attic...and the Lessing basement...[as] one measure of the development of the female 

tradition” (A Literature 124).  

Exemplified by Showalters’s study and, as mentioned earlier, Gilbert and 

Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic, the earliest revisionist approaches to nineteenth-

century women’s writing tended to largely omit prominent (male) authors, allowing 

them to appear only minimally to make the female authors who had hitherto been 

standing in the shadow of their male colleagues come forth. The tendency to 

marginalise or completely omit male writers is also evident in early studies by Ellen 

Moers and Martha Vicinus. More recent critical work, however, has analysed Collins 

and Brontë, or Dickens and Brontë, in the light of each other, offering fruitful 

perspectives on the novelists as different, yet parallel writers and thus complementing 

                                                 
7     Showalter herself explains ‘the Brontë myth’ as the widespread and ongoing perception of Charlotte 
Brontë as “tragic heroine”—an idea which, according to Showalter, was fostered by respectively her own 
novels and Elizabeth Gaskell’s The Life of Charlotte Brontë (A Literature 106).    
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voices of Victorian culture.8  One of such studies has been conducted by Jane Wood 

who has made several important contributions to the interdisciplinary debate on the 

medicalisation of nineteenth-century culture, exploring the interactions between 

scientific and literary discourses. In her insightful chapter on ‘the medicalisation of 

womanhood’ in Passion and Pathology in Victorian Fiction (2001), Wood approaches 

the figure of the pathological female precisely by exploring the parallels in Brontë’s and 

Dickens’s novels. A parallel reading, Wood assures us, helps to more fully understand 

Charlotte Brontë as a novelist and how she was “directly in touch with medical matters 

and with their political and  economic ramifications” (2). 

A parallel approach, as Wood’s analysis shows, can provide an even clearer 

picture of how Brontë and Dickens (differently or similarly) “affirm[ed] or contest[ed] 

the essentializing assumptions of medical classification and interpretation” (8). Both 

authors, Wood observes, “work[ed] with culturally inscribed beliefs about femininity, 

female sexuality, and women’s role in society” (9). However, whereas 

[t]he constructed ideal of the endlessly enduring women, excluded from the 

masculine world of industry and politics, but at the same time expected to be 

contentedly occupied with her supporting and caring role, is systematically 

dismantled as Brontë opposes the vision of romantic complementarity to the 

disappointing reality of [women’s lives] [...] For Dickens, the representation of 

                                                 
8     In fact, the 1970s (feminist) revisionist approaches to hitherto overlooked literary women became also 
the starting point for a systematic re-assessment of Wilkie Collins whose vast field of fiction had been 
largely ignored. Critical attention to Collins tended to focus on his The Woman in White (1860) and The 
Moonstone (1868) which were considered “examples of genre fiction, an important part of publishing 
history, but not worthy of sustained study (Bourne Taylor, Foreword xiii). However, with the changes in 
the critical landscape, Collins’s concern with identity and gender issues was re-discovered, sparking new 
interest in Collins’s two ‘classics’ as well as in his later fiction. By the 1980s, Collins’s texts had become 
the object of renewed foci. Today, Jenny Bourne Taylor points out, the exclusive focus on the (1860s) 
“sensation novel as the genre which defines [Collins’s] work” has disappeared (Foreword xiii). Indeed, 
the entire spectrum of Collins’s fiction attracts interdisciplinary approaches to questions of gender and 
culture.    
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gender-specific roles, and the moral meanings which are attached to those roles, 

are inseparable. (10) 

If Brontë’s and Dickens’s narratives actively engage in nineteenth-century gender 

debates, and “explore the dynamics of sexual role and social and moral responsibility 

within the domestic economy” (Wood 22), then to place them side-by-side arguably 

allows for a more dialogic reading of their engagement with sexual, social and moral 

issues, rather than merely in terms of opposition. This not only provides a more nuanced 

picture, but allows us to see more clearly, as Wood points out, how their novels 

“address gender hierarchy and social expectation” while the authors are also in 

themselves products of these matters (14).  

According to Wood, the juxtaposition of Dickens and Brontë moreover 

emphasises how the latter “continually overturns gendered and hierarchized models of 

reading and interpretation” (14). In her parallel analysis of Shirley (1849) and Little 

Dorrit  (1855-7), Wood proves how “[t]he unlike pairing” of these two novels brilliantly 

comes to reflect the ways in which Brontë and Dickens “work with and against the 

ideological framework” of their time (16). I agree with Wood that a parallel reading of 

Shirley and Little Dorrit  emphasises one essential difference between the two authors, 

namely that Dickens tends to dismantle ‘the idealised’ through caricature and/or 

satirised reversal, whereas Brontë’s challenges it by exposing the oppositions between 

‘real’ and ‘ideal’. In the words of Woods, Brontë “bring[s] into focus the realities of 

women’s experience measured against the myths”, Dickens instead “exaggerate[s] the 

myths into parodic replications of separate-sphere ideology” (16). What complicates 

Wood’s analysis, however, is the fact that the ‘working with and against’ gendered 

paradigms and ideological frameworks often occur as simultaneous processes within the 

same text/author. So while Brontë effectively “unsettles the conventional configuration 
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of female nature”, she simultaneously sustains a high degree of ambiguity that “leave[s] 

many paradoxes in place” (Wood 15-17). Brontë’s ambiguous take on gender concerns, 

and especially on the representation of the woman figure, was perhaps as much a 

cultural symptom as a narrative strategy. Yet the paradoxes that Brontë’s writing ‘left in 

place’ arguably provided the basis of the very nature of Gothic feminism. For, as I 

explore further in the following sections, if Female Gothic is inherently feminist, then it 

is also an inherently self-contradictory form of feminism.  

As suggested above, parallel readings of Brontë and Dickens may be regarded in 

terms of (literary) cultural dialogue; a dialogue which reveals the blind spots of 

Dickens’s and Brontë’s social realism. Drawing on Miles’s (somewhat simplistic) 

distinction between Female and Male Gothic, in which Female Gothic is the kind of 

Gothic that “always ha[s] something to say about the Woman Question” (47), I will now 

briefly take a closer look at how discourses of Victorian medicine and ideology, in 

different ways, intersect in Brontë’s and Dickens’s texts.  

All Dickens’s novels, George Levine has argued, to some degree analyse issues 

of “human connections” (147). And it is, according to Levine, precisely through this 

trope of connections that Dickens can be linked with “a tradition of narrative that goes 

back to Oedipus” and “with the Judaeo-Christian insistence that we are our brothers’ 

keepers” and, not least, “to Darwinian styles of investigation and explanation” (120). If 

Great Expectations (1860-61) oozes with Dickens’s preoccupation with discovering 

biological, social, cultural and personal (most often very problematic) human 

connections, Dombey and Son (1846-48) provides a brilliant example of how such 

preoccupations became increasingly medicalised in the nineteenth century.  

The intersection of medical theorisation, gender and class ideologies stand out 

remarkably clear in the depiction of Mr Dombey who, in himself the embodiment of 
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Victorian class anxiety, lends his voice to the emerging medical notions of biological 

inheritance and especially of the effects of bad blood. For instance, upon the passing of 

his wife, we learn that  

[s]omething lay at the bottom of his cool heart, colder and heavier than its 

ordinary load; but it was more a sense of the child’s loss than his own, 

awakening within him an almost angry sorrow. That the life and progress on 

which he built such hopes, should be endangered in the outset by so mean a 

want; that Dombey and Son should be tottering for a nurse was a sore 

humiliation. [...] he viewed with so much bitterness the thought of being 

dependent for the very first step towards the accomplishment of his soul’s desire, 

on a hired serving-woman. (Dickens, Dombey and Son 11) 

Evidently, what Mr Dombey profoundly laments is not so much the death of Paul’s 

mother, as having to hire a wet nurse for his infant son. As the passage illustrates, 

during the Victorian era the medical theorisations of blood relations fostered the idea of 

lactation as potentially contaminating: women could pass on their tainted morals and 

genes through milk (or blood) to the baby. So, while he is well aware that little Paul 

needs milk in order to survive, from Mr Dombey’s point of view, his son getting fed by 

a woman of inferior rank involves great risk. This perception, not uncommon at the 

time, is also what lay the ground to Dombey’s perception of Mrs Toodles, whom he 

ends up hiring as Paul’s wet nurse. As an utterly paradoxical figure, the wet nurse is, at 

once, the boy’s source of life and contamination. In its representation of Mrs Toodles as 

both the means for their survival and possibly the end to the Dombeys, Dickens’s novel 

here brings to light how scientific theorisations found breeding ground in traditional and 

prejudiced notions of class, giving rise to such contradictive and indeed monstrous 

conceptualisations of the female body.  
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The paradoxical construction of the working-class woman, in this case Mrs 

Toodles, is further challenged as it becomes evident that Paul suffers “no contamination 

from the blood of the Toodles, [but] grew stouter and stronger every day” (Dickens, 

Dombey 27), and when Mr Dombey, in despite of this, puts an end to the risky affair 

and sends the wet nurse away for good. Dickens significantly links the sad fate of 

“Little Paul” with the boy’s being “prematurely deprived of [his] natural nourishment” 

(Dickens, Dombey 45). In doing so, the novel suggests that the downfall of ‘Dombey 

and Son’ owes not so much to the introduction of bad blood into the family, as to the 

very fear – represented by the figure of Mr Dombey – for contamination. 

As part of a wider tendency, spreading to all spheres of Victorian culture, in both 

Dickens’s and Brontë’s novels the traditional discourses on gender and power positions 

intersect with emerging (pseudo)scientific theories and concepts. In Dombey and Son 

the figure of Mrs Toodles provides one good example of this. This said, while we may 

read Dickens’s constructions of women as ambiguous, as Wood also notes, Brontë’s 

fiction clearly and continuously illustrates “the discrepancy between a women’s 

subjective experience...and the objective interpretations and designations put upon it” 

(18).9 In other words, if Dickens captures the paradoxes fostered by intermingling 

cultural scripts and new sciences, Brontë’s female figures, at least the most notorious 

ones, embody ambiguity. Brontë is herself, as Wood rightly notes, a product of 

Victorian gender hierarchies and social expectations (14). As mentioned above, her 

ambiguous take on the female figure may be read as symptomatic of the writer’s 

internalised conceptualisations of Victorian female identity. For example, as Wood 

                                                 
9     In a lecture on the legacy of Charles Dickens (2011), Ina Bergmann and Norbert Lennartz argued that 
“[w]hen it comes to literary studies, recent research has shown that Dickens’s novels do have submerged 
layers of meaning that alert us to the fact that Dickens not so much affirms as dismantles Victorian 
discourses (216).  
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notes about Brontë’s Shirley, the novel clearly “seeks to unpick the idealized notions of 

womanhood” (25), but it also “merely reproduces the standard rhetoric on old maids” 

(24). In a similar vein, as has often been observed, Jane Eyre dismantles the image of 

the angelic and dispassionate female, through its portrayal of the protagonist, while it 

also created the beastly madwoman, Bertha Mason. Yet as extensive studies have 

suggested, Brontë’s simultaneous (dis)affirmation of gender ideologies in her fiction 

worked very much as a strategy—and a highly political one.  

This paradox, inherent to much of Brontë’s writing and that of her sisters too, 

was one that the majority of Female Gothic writers faced. In addressing the construction 

of woman in ambiguous terms, they would indeed challenge prevailing notions of 

femininity and female sexuality, yet they would as often come to recall the deepest fears 

of female sexuality and thus end up reinforcing prejudice. Wilkie Collins’s authorship is 

full of examples of this paradoxical pattern. Most famous, perhaps, is The Woman in 

White (1860) which has the trope of female identity at its heart and, in some ways, 

celebrate gender hybridity, yet also participates in traditional categorisations of women 

as ideal or flawed. To similar effect, in Heart and Science (1883) Collins builds up the 

strong willed woman, Mrs Gallilee, intellectually superior to the majority of the men 

she surrounds herself with, ending with her becoming morally corrupted due to her 

thirst for scientific knowledge. And in Poor Miss Finch (1872) the author uses the blind 

Lucilla as symbol of the disabled female powers in Victorian society, alongside his 

construction of Lucilla’s stepmother as a hysterical and unruly woman who ‘suffers’ 

from too much reading.  

Kelly Hurley has described how the Victorian Female Gothic “works to develop 

narrative strategies which enable a simultaneous engagement with and revulsion from 

its topic – strategies whereby to multiply and aggravate instances of abhumanness, but 
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also to occlude them” (Gothic Body 14). These strategies are problematic but 

nevertheless central to the Female Gothic mode, forming part as they do of the “texture 

of gothic feminism” which is inherently paradoxical, as Becker has argued, yet provides 

“one of strongest connecting forces within the web of gothic writing”—namely, “[t]he 

figure of the monstrous feminine” (Gothic Forms 52, 57). Along similar lines, Milbank 

asserts that “active contradictions...enable a productive model of female subjectivity 

and also authorship” (“Bleeding Nuns” 78).  

More than forming part of those strong ‘connecting forces’, Charlotte Brontë is 

central to them. Further down I discuss in more detail Brontë’s role in forming those 

connecting powers in Victorian Female Gothic, as well as her continuing centrality in 

Female Gothic writing. First, however, I shall look into the medicalisation of the mode, 

which began in the mid- and late nineteenth century, to lasting effect. The rise of 

medical science in the Victorian era brought along new discourses and formulations that 

gave way to new constructions of woman as monster: as pathological and/or bodily 

“ambiguated” (Hurley Gothic Body 5). Female monstrosity provides perhaps the most 

powerful connection between Female Gothic texts across the centuries, as Becker 

similarly observes. What is remarkable though, is that the monstrous-feminine tends to 

appear in Female Gothic writing today in precisely such medicalised shapes.  

 

1.3. The Medicalisation of Female Gothic  

 

This subsection seeks to illustrate the process of medicalisation of Victorian Gothic and, 

in particular, how Female Gothicists turned to medical discourse as a tool for reshaping 

Gothic villainy, scenarios and plots. The trope of the explained supernatural, which had 

originated in Radcliffe’s tales, became a much used device, though significantly 
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modified, in Victorian Gothic and sensation fiction. As mentioned earlier, the 

nineteenth-century literary turn to realism meant that the Gothic began to filter through 

realist modes of narrative; especially medical science was increasingly drawn on to 

demystify the fantastic or ‘the miraculous’ (echoing Walpole’s Preface). Henry 

Maudley’s essay on “The Manufacture of Lunatics and Criminals” from 1874 reflects 

the new status of science as superior to both religion and superstition, and brilliantly 

captures this idea of demystification through scientific reasoning. As Maudsley put it: 

[t]here is nothing accidental, nothing supernatural, in the impulse to do right or 

in the impulse to do wrong; both come by inheritance or by education; and 

science can no more rest content with the explanation which attributes one to the 

grace of Heaven and the other to the malice of the devil, than it could rest 

content with the explanation of insanity as a possession by the devil. (275-6).  

It is in the Victorian period that “new psychological tensions” begin to appear in 

literature (Smith 82), a notion which testifies, on the one hand, to the increase in realist 

modes of writing and, on the other, to the medicalisation of those modes. Yet the 

supernatural continued to find its way into literary realism. Female Gothic writing, 

Andrew Smith notes, challenged the realist novel’s “ostensible construction of a 

realistic world” (76) by letting fantastic and otherworldly aspects work within realist 

narrative, as mentioned in the previous section.  

Alison Milbank has related the changing role of the supernatural, to how the 

grotesque gradually loses its “associations with artistic freedom” (“Bleeding Nuns” 82). 

Whereas the grotesque hitherto had primarily denoted comedy and satire, Milbank 

notes, during the nineteenth century it became increasingly aligned with tragedy and 

alienation: “a potential source of horror at a limit that resists the subject’s attempt to 

transcend it” (“Bleeding Nuns” 82). Consequently, like (other) supernatural forms in the 
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nineteenth century, the grotesque not only worked alongside realism but was also 

becoming realistic, often by means of psychologisation. New perceptions of the 

grotesque, as trope or figure, were arguably symptomatic of a broader medicalisation of 

Victorian Gothic fiction, which also lead to the secularisation of monstrosity, as Smith 

has similarly observed (87). I shall return to this idea secularisation in my analysis of 

the medicalised construction of the monstrous-feminine further down in this section. 

Conceptualisations of woman as monstrous certainly pre-date the Victorian era and 

even the nineteenth century, yet, I will argue, the beginnings of the medicalisation of 

female monstrosity can be traced back to the Victorians. In what follows I look into the 

secularisation, or perhaps rather, the realist turn of Gothic in the nineteenth century, and 

how it affected the female figure in particular.      

The liberated heroine, according to Milbank, reveals one of the most crucial 

differences between Radcliffe’s and later Female Gothic. In the nineteenth century “the 

trope of the liberated heroine became liberated from the trope of release of the prison of 

past”, Milbank explains, and the heroine hereafter tends to be “left imprisoned by her 

fate...as Radcliffe heroines [were] not” (“Victorian Gothic” 145-6). Female entrapment 

thus provides yet another example of the psychologisation of the mode. Moreover, as 

the figure of the house, which had been central to Radcliffe’s Gothic, began to extend to 

other spheres, the trope of female imprisonment came to include a wide range of 

real(istic) forms of entrapments, not just psychological but also physical. So whereas 

the Gothic heroine traditionally had to go through terrible experiences of containment 

within her house or castle, in the Victorian era she was instead wrongfully confined and 

locked up in a mental asylum. Similarly, Laurence Talairach-Vielmas notes that the 

medicalisation of this trope meant that earlier more allegorical instances of “female 

incarceration” were gradually replaced by the “entrap[ment] of real women’s bodies 
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within a medical discourse designed to institutionalize and enforce prescribed female 

roles” (139). 

The turn to realism also meant, however, that concerns with class and gender 

were “[put] back into the picture”, as Smith writes (47). Indeed, the articulation of 

“social and economic strains engendered by a maturing industrial society” (Smith 48) 

marks another significant development from the Radcliffean to the nineteenth-century 

plot. Virtually stripped off of supernaturalism, the ghosts and spectres in the Victorian 

era, Smith suggests, were “not quite so otherworldly after all, indeed they seem[ed] to 

be more heimlich than unheimlich in the prosaic class bound anxieties they 

articulate[d]” (92). It is precisely in this period, however, that the ghost story as form 

experienced a significant boom in the period and became one of the most popular forms 

of fiction. Insanity and the workings of the mind were recurrent tropes, and new 

perceptions of evil have been related to the rise of the Victorian ghost story. Former 

versions of horror relied on external dangers, but during the nineteenth century evil was 

becoming internalised. The upshot for its internalisation was exactly “the emergence of 

the ghost story”, Smith explains, the kind of horror narrative in which “the ‘monster’ 

lives with you, invades your domestic spaces...[and] acquires a proximity to the self” 

(87). If evil has hitherto been defined as a threat to civilisation, paraphrasing Smith, 

appearing in the form of giants, demons or monsters, such constructions became 

fundamentally reframed in the Victorian era in which ‘evil’ was increasingly perceived 

to originate “within civilisation” (100; italics added).  

Realism and the supernatural increasingly worked together in a dynamics of 

simultaneous re- and defamiliarisation. Also, in contrast to earlier Female Gothic’s 

emphasis on encounters with the strange and fears of the Other, in the Victorian period 

the unheimlich and the heimlich became intrinsically interconnected. Fear-evoking 
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strategies relied less on meetings with the strange than on representations of the well-

known with a twist. I have described above how the trope of imprisonment was no 

longer limited to the domestic sphere, as well as how the mental asylum or other 

medical institutions increasingly replaced the figure of the house as a space of 

confinement. The home, the family nucleus, remained crucial to the ghost story. Critics 

have in fact attributed the appeal of the Victorian ghost story, to both women writers 

and readers, to its being “about invaded domestic spaces” (Smith 90). Ghostly invasions 

of the familiar place, the presence of the uncanny in the homely sphere, evidently 

conflated unheimlich and heimlich, which would call the very figure of the ghost into 

question and thus served, Becker argues, as a means for challenging “assumptions about 

reality and gender” (Gothic Forms 25). To be true, Victorian ghost stories, like the 

Female Gothic, would explain ghostly haunting “in psychological and social, rather 

than strictly theological terms” (Smith 94).  

The dual workings of heimlich and unheimlich, along with the perception of 

ghosts as projections of the mind fuelled, moreover, the trope of the double which 

became and remains central to Female Gothic writing. Susan Sencindiver has recently 

studied how the emergence of psychology in the nineteenth century gave rise to the 

figure of the Doppelgänger which was, however, seldom fully female. “As a rule”, 

Sencindiver argues, “the literary motif of the doppelgänger constitutes a male 

phenomenon and its universe is characterized by the striking absence of women” (32). 

That is, if the so-called host is female, then her double is either male or absent/invisible. 

Sencindiver speculates that this “exclusion of femininity may...be related to the 

omnipresence of intense male homosocial and homoerotic bonds found in countless 

doppelgänger narratives” (32). The idea of the Doppelgängerin as an incomplete figure, 

in the sense of having no female counterpart, is persuasive, in that it reflects the era’s 
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gender discourses in a broader sense. Sencidiver’s idea of the fissured female as either 

hostess or double, never both, returns us to the angel/monster dichotomy, central to the 

nineteenth-century framing of women, and which was both contested and reproduced in 

Victorian Female Gothic.  

That the ghostly and evil largely became psychologised during the latter half of 

the nineteenth century did not mean, however, that the supernatural was completely 

demystified. Milbank proposes, alternatively, a spatial reading of Victorian 

psychological discourse in Gothic writing: 

An awareness of the Victorian account of the mind as a haunted house, which is 

a wholly spectral space, can question the...reading of a binary interiority of 

realist upper and Gothic lower levels, in which a masterful consciousness 

represses the ‘real’ unconscious. Instead, the haunted mind at this time traverses 

constantly, and with semi-consciousness, the Gothic circle between an imaginary 

realm full of spectres and an equally spectral reality. (“Victorian Gothic” 164)  

This circling between imaginary and ‘real’ haunting is precisely what sustains the 

ambiguous tension that lies at the heart of Female Gothic, and, I contend, its 

transgressing “models of realism by dwelling on fantastical experiences”, borrowing the 

words of Smith (184), is what enables the Female Gothic text to effectively challenge 

and blur the boundaries of traditions and values beyond its narratives. 

As Sally Shuttleworth has famously argued, Brontë’s novels operated within the 

paradigms of nineteenth-century sciences “dedicated to decoding the external signs of 

the body in order to reveal the concealed inner play of forces which constitute 

individual subjectivity” (Brontë 3).10 Wood similarly confirms that Brontë was “directly 

                                                 
10     In the section on feminist science criticism I return to Shuttleworth’s Charlotte Brontë and 
Victorian Psychology (1996) which remains one of the most influential studies of the psychologisation of 
Victorian Female Gothic writing.  
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in touch with medical matters and with their political and economic ramifications” (2). 

Wilkie Collins, however, arguably played an even more central role to the rise of the 

medicalised Gothic mode. Critics have situated Collins within both the Male and the 

Female Gothic. Yet, the way in which Collins questioned the constructions of 

nineteenth-century medical discourse by foregrounding its threatening power especially 

in relation to women, suggests that rather than merely reproducing “the prototypical 

femme fatale and much feared castrating woman of the male Gothic tradition”, the 

writer aimed to “portray the modern woman” and how her fate was determined by the 

forces of patriarchy, hereunder the power of (medical) scientists (Talairach-Vielmas 

11). Indeed, a lot of his late-Victorian texts involve not only devious medical practice 

and female victims of scientific speculation, but also clever maids and women 

detectives who undermine male supremacy. In her valuable Wilkie Collins: Medicine 

and the Gothic (2009), which offers extensive analyses of Collins’s most medicalised 

Gothic fiction, Talairach-Vielmas draws a similar conclusion, finding that “[it] suggests 

less how the male characters may be haunted...than it hints at the fatality to which 

Collins’s female character seems to be subjected” (11). 

To briefly describe the development of Collins’s medicalised Gothic, we may 

say that the 1860s novels, like The Woman in White and The Moonstone, reflect a more 

sporadic flirtation with the medical discourse in relation to Gothic villainy and crime, 

while the plotlines of his later texts, such as Poor Miss Finch (1872), Heart and 

Science: A Story of the Present Time (1883) and The Legacy of Cain (1889), are 

overflowed with medicine. Worth quoting at length, the Preface to Heart and Science 

clearly shows Collins’s preoccupation with being true to the scientific discourses of his 

time:  
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In the following pages, there are allusions to medical practice...leading in due 

course to physiological questions which connect themselves with the main 

interest of the novel. In traversing this delicate ground, you have not been 

forgotten. Before the manuscript went to the printer, it was submitted for 

correction to an eminent London surgeon, whose experience extends over a 

period of forty years. Again: the supposed discovery in connection with brain 

disease, which occupies a place of importance, is not (as you may suspect) the 

fantastic product of the author’s imagination. Finding his materials everywhere, 

he has even contrived to make use of Professor Ferrier—writing on the 

‘Localisation of Cerebral Disease’ (Collins, Preface 13) 

In a similar vein, Collins provides also the exact sources for his construction of the 

“learned side” of Mrs Gallilee, which stems from the “proceedings at a conversazione in 

honour if Professor Hermholtz (reported in the Times of April 12, 1881)” as well as 

from a series of entries in “Chambers’s Encyclopaedia” (Preface 14). Medical theories 

and literary wit thus fuse in Collins’s narratives, in which the intermingling of 

discourses is evidently used by the author as creative strategy.  

Besides mapping out Collins’s medicalised Gothic, the aforementioned work by 

Talairach-Vielmas also opens up for a broader understanding of how nineteenth-century 

Gothic fiction in general, growingly relied on medical discourse to rework traditional 

tropes and conventions. For, as Talairach-Vielmas also points out, Collins’s narratives 

inspired much subsequent Gothic writing to similarly “capitaliz[e] on...fears of the 

Other and using medical science as a modern arm to relieve or excite them” (17). 

Moreover, Collins came to play a central role not only in the medicalisation of the 

Gothic mode, but also to the Gothicisation of medical discourse. That is, Victorian 

Gothic and medical discourses were a dynamics of influence, and became increasingly 
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intertwined. Providing the example of sexological texts of the time, which “illustrate 

how images of vampirism were often used in medicalised contexts to reinforce 

representations of pathology”, Smith has noted how both discourses sought “to contain 

‘abnormal’ behaviour within recognisable images of otherness” (116).  

Late Victorian psycho-physiology and its constructions of the (female) body and 

mind appealed to many writers of Gothic and sensation fiction. Andrew Mangham, 

among others, has noted that “[t]he 1840s saw a stream of texts portraying images of 

state insurrection alongside characterisations of madness” (Violent Women 105). 

Brontë’s Jane Eyre offers, once again, a prominent example and so does Emily Brontë’s 

Wuthering Heights (1847). But also Dickens’s Barnaby Rudge (1841) and Elizabeth 

Gaskell’s Mary Barton (1848) exemplify this trend which continued into the following 

decades, reflected in Brontë’s novel Villette (1853), Collins’s tale “The Dream Woman” 

(1855) and his most famous narrative, The Woman in White (1860). Evidently, Collins 

was far from the only writer to draw on contemporary clinical discourses, thus breathing 

new life into Gothic stereotypes, nor “was [he] alone in his representation of the links 

between insanity and political instability” (Mangham, Violent Women 105). Collins’s 

centrality to this new type of Gothic writing is nevertheless hard to deny.  Moreover, if 

Collins’s move away from allegorical towards more literal representations of 

nineteenth-century female experiences illustrates the journey “from Radcliffean plots to 

more modern Gothic texts” (Talairach-Vielmas 138), then it also comes to reflect the 

shifts in the Female Gothic mode more broadly.  

Critics have said about Brontë that her “shaping and creative intervention in the 

discussion of psychology before Freud, [have made her], from our generation’s point of 

view, an originary figure as compelling as Freud himself—the mother of psychological 

literature as he is the father of psychoanalysis” (Maynard 122). Collins’s fiction, 
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however, is particularly useful for illustrating how medicine worked doubly in the 

Gothic narrative. Especially his later novels give significant insights into Victorian 

mental physiology and its constructions of consciousness. Victorian medicine was for 

Collins obviously both a source of inspiration and an object of criticism. Collins 

deployed medical discourse as a tool for Gothic re-figurations, often as a way to 

question medical science and foreground its threatening power and potential as a 

weapon of its time. Talairach-Vielmas asserts that the development of Collins’s Gothic 

reflects the author’s growing preoccupation with “a society where science defines and 

secures gender identity” (8). To be true, a chronological reading of Collins’s authorship 

paints a picture of a writer increasingly seeking to emphasise, if ambiguously, the 

powerful role of medical practice and theory in relation to the female body and mind. 

Especially in his later work, Collins’s ambivalence towards contemporary 

medicine is hard to overlook. The Legacy of Cain (1889), for example, presents us with 

to two characters who work as advocates for opposite views on the medicalisation of the 

morality question. In oscillating between opposing and supporting ideas on moral 

inheritance, critics argue, the narrative comes to function as a “case study that 

demonstrates not only the complexities of the ‘nature-versus-nurture’ debate but also 

the potential dangers involved in accepting inheritance theories” (Caleb 133).  

In Heart and Science, which I commented on in the previous section, Collins’s 

concern with vivisection parallels contemporary “anxieties related to women falling 

prey to medical malpractice and experimentation – already visible in the form of 

experimental gynaecological surgery” (Talairach-Vielmas 152). The novel moreover 

suggests that the dangers of ‘medicine’ reside as much in medical practice and 

experimentation, as in the uncritical acceptance of its theoretical discourses. Underlined 

in his Preface to the narrative (included above), Collins’s Heart and Science seeks to 
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portray medicine as a source of important cultural advancement as well as corruption. 

The overall message of the novel, neatly summarised in its title, is that medical science 

can heal and enlighten, but also indeed harden the heart. This idea is furthermore 

embodied by the character of Mrs Gallilee who appears to become gradually obsessed 

with and corrupted by science. As an echo of Dickens’s Miss Havisham, the woman’s 

cold-heartedness increases in parallel with her growing eagerness to break up the 

relationship between her own son and his beloved. Failing to do so, however, she is 

eventually taken over by her obsession(s) and decides to “have nothing more to do with 

the members of [her] heartless family”, and to devote the rest of her life “to intellectual 

society, and the ennobling pursuits of science” (Collins, Heart 439).  

In Poor Miss Finch (1872), Collins’s ambivalence towards medical 

enlightenment comes to expression, somewhat comically, in his depiction of the 

medical solution to Lucilla Finch’s blindness—a cure which appears more problematic 

than redeeming. That is, Lucilla’s eye surgery involves certain risks, yet it is the fact 

that she will be able to see for herself (and consequently will discover the horrible 

appearance of her fiancé) that remains the most dangerous aspect of the process. Poor 

Miss Finch provides moreover a good example of how Collins also, very often, relied 

on the selfsame discourses that he criticised, drawing on them, for instance, to evoke a 

certain type or character. Our first impression of Herr Grosse, Lucilla’s oculist, is that of 

a grotesque, ever-hungry, shabby-looking man “waddling on a pair of short bandy legs” 

(Collins, Poor 190). The further description of the doctor, however, brilliantly captures 

the ambiguous status of the Victorian medical practitioner, as a figure with almost God-

like powers and, simultaneously, a devilish potential: “the man who held in his 

hands...the restoration of Lucilla’s sight”, the narrator observes, had a “big square 

bilious-yellow face...dark beetle-brows; a pair of staring, fierce, black, goggle eyes”, 
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spoke with a “rasping voice” and smiled a “diabolically humorous smile” (Collins, Poor 

190).  

The portrayal of the doctor, Herr Grosse, has clear Gothic undertones. However, 

the Gothicisation of medicine strikes a key note in the character of Oscar Dubourg 

whose good looks are forever ruined as his complexion turns into a “colouring of livid 

blackish blue!”—one of the side effects of “the only medicine which relieves sufferers 

like [him] from an otherwise incurable malady...[and with] no alternative but to accept 

the consequences for the sake of the cure” (Collins, Poor 105). It is in relation to Oscar 

that the novel most overtly questions the advancement of medical science. In its 

characterisation of the female characters, however, Poor Miss Finch oscillates between 

an ironic questioning and reproduction of medical theories. So, while ideas from the 

fields of physiognomy and phrenology are often clearly deployed by Collins as a means 

to question their own principles, the author, just as often, merely reproduces them.  

This is particularly clear in the contrasting figures of Mrs Finch and Lucilla (as 

mentioned earlier). With obvious reference to the Victorian medical theorisations of 

women’s problematic ‘fluid’ nature, Reverend Finch’s Wife is described as “a damp 

woman” with “a humid shine on her colourless white face, an overflow of water in her 

pale blue eyes” (Collins, Poor 10). The pathologisation of Mrs Finch is moreover 

connected to her excessive reading, and, as she is often prescribed hot baths to control 

her ‘humours’, the woman appears “[n]ever completely dressed; never completely dry; 

always with a baby in one hand and a novel in the other” (Collins, Poor 11). It is not 

hard to detect the ironic tone in the description of Mrs Finch. However, Collins’s 

portrayal of the protagonist, Lucilla, casts doubt upon the degree of irony in the author’s 

characterisation of women. In the Dedication preceding the narrative, Collins himself 

stresses the idea of showing, through Lucilla Finch, how “the conditions of human 
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happiness are independent of bodily affliction, and that it is even possible for bodily 

affliction itself to take its place among the ingredients of happiness” (Poor n.p.). With 

strong echoes from nineteenth-century medical and physiognomic discourses on female 

purity, and resonating with idealised notions of female disability, Collins consequently 

constructs the figure of Lucilla according to Victorian ideals of femininity. His story 

about the ‘poor’ disabled Lucinda, in effect, turns into a tale that celebrates passivity 

and dependence as female qualities that might even enhance women’s ‘happiness’. 

The medicalisation of Victorian Female Gothic, as we have seen in this section, 

came into focus towards the end of the 1970s during the upsurge of critical engagement 

with nineteenth-century women’s writing. In the following decade the critical interest in 

the relationship between literary and scientific discourses not only increases, it takes 

also an important feminist turn. In the section below, I outline the development of 

feminist revisionist approaches to science and medicine in the 1980s and look into how 

these pioneering perspectives opened up for new approaches to nineteenth-century 

Female Gothic.  

 

1.4. 1980s Feminist Science Criticism and/in Literary Theory 

 

Taking over from the previous decade’s revolutionary endeavour of writing women into 

history, the revisionist approaches in the 1970s increasingly centred on “the 

metaphorical meanings invested in women” (Benjamin, A Question 6). What strongly 

marked the 1980s, however, were the new feminist perspectives upon and challenges to 

“science’s power to name” (Benjamin, A Question 7). Summarising the critical 

development of science criticism, Marina Benjamin explains that although “sociologists 

of science, revisionist historians, and cultural critics [had analysed] the social character 
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of all knowledge claims”, they had largely done so without paying attention to issues of 

gender: “[t]he political, religious, or class interests of scientists, yet not their gender 

interests, are assumed to color how they see” (A Question 7). It is first well into the 

1980s that science’s inherently masculine character is truly problematised by feminist 

critics who argued that “more than any other area of cultural production, [science] has 

been and continues to be dominated by men largely because manliness is so thoroughly 

imbricated in scientific methods and values” (Benjamin, A Question 8).  

In focusing on gender(ed) aspects, these new approaches to scientific discourse 

revealed how traditional notions of male/female dynamics had translated into the 

scientific subject/object binary. It was also feminist science criticism in the 1980s, 

according to Benjamin, that brought to light that “[a]lthough scientific interest in the 

bodies and minds of women can be traced back to ancient Greece, science’s isolation of 

woman as a category has its origins in the Enlightenment with the emergence of the 

science of woman” (A Question 8-9). As Kristine Swenson recently mentioned, the 

earliest investigations into and attempts at establishing an “archeology [sic] of women 

and medicine in the West...[revealed] a very old relationship indeed, women having 

been healers, midwives, and sometimes ‘witches’ throughout much of human history” 

(461). However, what women’s studies scholars in the 1980s did, and which had not 

hitherto been done, was a systematic tracing of the ‘science’ of woman through its 

historical phases: from the earliest notions of “female nature”, as Benjamin observes, 

through Enlightenment perceptions of woman as abnormal to the nineteenth century 

where  

anatomical differences between woman and man were further extended...as 

disciplines like phrenology, craniometry, and gynecology increasingly anchored 
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the essence of femininity to an ideal that was biologically weak and childlike 

and behaviorally passive and domestic. (A Question 13)             

In effect, feminist historians and science critics confirmed that it was indeed in 

Victorian period that the relationship between medicine and women “assumed a modern 

aspect” (Swenson 461). Moreover, in laying bare the strong links between science and 

literature, investigations of the discursive practices of science opened up for new 

perspectives on the symbolic significance of constructions of woman in scientific, 

cultural and literary discourses. The discussions surrounding these issues not only 

brought to light literature’s strong awareness of the conceptual patterns of science, but 

also that the discourses of science  are sensible to literary modes and effects. 

The 1970s women’s studies confronted the ‘problem’ of female identity in 

literature by concentrating their investigation on the revival of history’s forgotten 

female voices, to explore alternative metaphorical meanings of woman. Their work, 

crucial for raising awareness about female empowerment as depending on the 

“understanding [of] specific historical and cultural constructions of woman” (Benjamin 

18), thus formed a solid basis for feminist science criticism in the 1980s. Represented 

by renowned scholars such as Mary Jacobus, Elaine Showalter, Evelyn Fox Keller, 

Mary Poovey, Sally Shuttleworth, Thomas Laqueur, Catherine Gallagher and Gillian 

Beer, feminist science criticism constituted a revolutionary challenge to the long-

prevailing myth of “science and literature as opposite poles of human creativity”, as 

Benjamin notes, “promoting the view that literature itself reveals a striking awareness of 

these conceptual patterns and the way in which they mutually define one another, and so 

in turn shape society’s construction of gender” (19-20).  

Concerned with how scientific ideas are “realized both in the minds of those 

who struggle to precipitate them and in their transforming reception by those living 
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alongside” (Beer, Preface v), Gillian Beer, for one, has thoroughly investigated how 

nineteenth-century discourses of science and literature overlap, is sporadically. Unlike 

the contemporary notion of professional and personal jargons as two different and very 

distinguishable languages, Beer observes, 

[t]o the Victorians, whether preoccupied with science or literature or politics – 

and however conscious they might be of the fickleness of signification – the 

concept of the mother-tongue was crucial. In the case of English the ‘mother-

tongue’ was idealized as the English of past literatures above all. (175) 

Victorian scientific writers often sought to express their work through literary 

references. As many critics have noted, the discursive overlapping was a two-way 

process, involving, furthermore, several discourses. It was thus not only a matter of 

scientific notions being incorporated into literary imagination and vice versa, but more a 

discursive dynamics of constant exchange. Prevailing cultural, political, religious 

assumptions of gender and class would translate into literary patterns that, as such, 

would shape scientific thought. Drawing on precisely the intertwinement of cultural 

discourses in the nineteenth century, recent critical work has investigated the so-called 

Gothicisation of medicine in the period—a discursive process that widely affected 

cultural texts, and in which Gothic and medical discourse merged with each other, 

creating a whole new range of “recognisable images of otherness” (Smith 116).11  

What the pioneers of feminist science criticism most significantly revealed, in 

Sylvana Tomaselli’s words, was that “[o]ne stepping-stone toward women as a subject 

matter is that provided by the perspective of a particular science or practice, medical 

sciences being the best case in point” (29). Proving how the scientific understanding of, 

and the increasingly medicalised practices in relation to, human nature had deleterious 
                                                 
11     See also Talairach-Vielmas (2009).  
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consequences for women in particular, Showalter returned to the nineteenth century, 

with a focus on psychiatric discourses, to revise “the period when the predominance of 

women among the institutionalized insane first becomes a statistically verifiable 

phenomenon” (Female Malady 52). Analysing how the differentiation between 

complete and incomplete subjects, established by nineteenth-century medical science, 

provided a backdrop for a wide range of female ‘maladies’, Showalter’s The Female 

Malady (1980) offered a ground-breaking study of Victorian female insanity which 

revolutionised the figure of the madwoman in western culture—in social and literary 

contexts. 

Showalter revealed how shifts in the psychiatric discourses in the mid-nineteenth 

century made “differences in the perception of madness as it appeared in men and 

women stand out with particular clarity” (Female Malady 7). However, by exploring 

female insanity in society and medicine, as not merely parallel but rather intertwined 

contexts, her study lay bare some of the central processes behind a culture that “first 

defined, and then confined [women]”, while significantly showing that images of the 

madwoman “were not simply the reflections of medical and scientific knowledge, but 

part of the fundamental cultural framework in which ideas about femininity and insanity 

were constructed” (Female Malady 5). 

Similarly concerned with cultural and medical constructions of woman and 

female pathology, yet focusing more strictly on notions of women’s bodies rather than 

minds, Mary Poovey also played an important role in the 1980s feminist revisions of 

medicine. Indeed some of the most influential contributions to the discussion at the time 

were made by Poovey who investigated the rise of nineteenth-century medicine and its 

consequences for the female body. Resonating with the ideas Gilbert and Gubar had 

articulated a few years earlier, Poovey recognised the need to theorise “how women 
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have been able to enter discourses from which they have been initially excluded so as to 

begin to represent themselves” (“Speaking” 29). However, she also insisted upon the 

importance of a broader, more inclusive approach so as to read also the those texts, if 

from an alternative perspective, that had constructed woman, in order to fully 

understand “the passage of women from objects of another’s discourse to women as 

subjects of their own” (“Speaking” 29). In Uneven Developments: The Ideological Work 

of Gender in Mid-Victorian England (1988), as well as in her chapters “Scenes of an 

Indelicate Character” (1987) and “Speaking of the Body: Mid-Victorian Constructions 

of Female Desire” (1990), Poovey (re-)reads scientific progress with a focus on the 

female body, providing illuminating insights into how Victorian medicine changed 

notions and practices related to pregnancy and birthing. As Poovey notes, medical 

advances  

transformed what had traditionally been a spiritual and physical trial endured 

within an enclave of women into a far more complex social scene, where 

concerns about women’s modesty and physical well being intersected with 

anxieties about the doctor’s reputation and his economic health, the status of his 

profession and the power of his tools. (“Scenes” 138) 

 Furthering Poovey’s and Showalter’s studies of the fast emerging discourses of 

nineteenth-century medicine and their effects upon the Victorians’ notions of (female) 

sexuality and disease, Kelly Hurley has, in multiple studies since the 1990s, explored 

how new understandings of humanness consequently opened up for new perceptions of 

‘abhumanness’. In the mid- and late nineteenth century, on practically all fronts the 

human body was sought defined and categorised, and, as Hurley suggests, 

“[e]volutionism, criminal anthropology, degeneration theory, sexology, pre-Freudian 

psychology – all articulated new models of the human as abhuman, as bodily 
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ambiguated or otherwide discontinuous in identity” (Gothic Body 5). Taking her cue 

from Showalter’s investigations of the centrality of the reproductive system in Victorian 

constructions of female pathology, which revealed how “uncontrolled sexuality [was 

taken] as the major, almost defining symptom of insanity in women” (Female Malady 

74), Hurley discusses from new angles how “disorders of the female body [became] 

inextricably linked to the female reproductive system, so that female sexuality emerged 

as both causal an symptomatic of female abhumanness” (Gothic Body 120). Her study 

has contributed significantly to my own exploration of female monstrosity in (neo-) 

Victorian literature and culture, which I, like Hurley, approach from an interdisciplinary 

perspective in order to understand more fully not only the power of scientific discourse 

in Victorian culture but also its literary appeal and expression(s). 

 If Showalter paved the way for analysing medical discourse, and specifically 

psychiatry, in the Victorian novel, then this path has taken up and broadened by 

feminist scholars worldwide. Amongst the first scholars to use late twentieth-century 

critical revisions of medicine as framework for literary analysis, we find Sally 

Shuttleworth whose pioneering work revealed how nineteenth-century medical and 

psychological discourses were in fact employed subversively in Victorian fiction. In her 

seminal work Charlotte Brontë and Victorian Psychology (1996), Shuttleworth analyses 

how “Brontë’s fiction is permeated by the language and assumptions of phrenology” 

(Brontë 57), offering valuable insights into how her novels interrogated as much as 

reproduced Victorian alienists’ demarcations of deviance and normalcy (Brontë 101). 

Shuttleworth claimed that Brontë’s references to psychology and phrenology were 

“constitutive elements of the social, psychological and economic framework which 

structures the novels”, and that this is what ultimately makes Brontë’s writing so 

political (Brontë 3).   
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 Alongside a number of other influential scholars, Shuttleworth has continued to  

provide illuminating insights into the powers and practices of scientific discourse in the 

socio-cultural definition and articulation of women’s bodies. Body/Politics (1990), 

which she has co-edited together with Mary Jacobus and Evelyn Fox Keller, studies 

“the increasing literalization of one of the most dominant metaphors which guided the 

development of early modern science”, which, the editors argue, “[is]the domination of 

the female body of nature” (2). Their study remains valuable for raising an awareness 

about how  “[w]ith the professionalization of science, and the development of ever more 

sophisticated technologies of control, the metaphorical base of this epistemological 

quest has become explicit material practice” (3). In doing so, they brought to light 

disconcerting paradigms of science as/in culture which are not less pertinent today. 

 “Preaching to the Nerves: Psychological Disorder in Sensation Fiction”, 

Shuttleworth’s own essay on mid-Victorian medical discourse in popular advertising, 

included in Body/Politics, provides a historical study of the interplay between the 

Victorian medical and social constructions of the female body. In focusing on the 

intersection of different discourses of the broader spectrum of Victorian culture, 

Shuttleworth traces not only the influence of medicine on the articulation of female 

corporality or its influence on the symbolic signifying systems, but also the 

‘reregistering’ of the medical discourse that takes place as it is translated into the codes 

of popular culture. Shuttleworth focuses on science as a discourse which effects as 

much as it becomes effected, thus opening up for new readings of medicine, to 

understand the ways in which its discourses have been framed in and by different 

contexts. Explaining ‘reregistering’ as the process that takes place, if subtly, “when 

language and concepts are transposed from the high culture of medical science to the 

popular domain” (“Preaching” 193), Shuttleworth argues that by scrutinising medical 
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vocabulary, concepts and diagnoses with a focus on reregistering, it becomes clear that 

sensation novelists turned to medical discourse as a means for subversion.  

 The critical approaches to medicine, gender and discursive ‘reregistering’ 

offered in Body/Politics, and in Shuttleworth’s chapter in particular, testify to how 

feminist science criticism was increasingly translating into other fields, indeed into 

literary studies, and to lasting effect. In the following section I wish to consider how 

these perspectives have developed specifically in relation to Female Gothic criticism 

and readings of the monstrous-feminine; a development which, in turn, reflects and is 

reflected in literary and cultural scholarship on medicine and women more broadly.   

 

1.5. Female Gothic Revised: Medicine and the Monstrous-Feminine 

 

I finished the previous section referring to Shuttleworth’s “Preaching the Nerves” in 

which she, through the notion of reregistering, analyses the transgressive power of 

Victorian sensation novels by Mary Braddon, Wilkie Collins and Ellen Wood. Opening 

up for new readings of medical discourse in fiction, the essay convincingly argued that 

“[b]y incorporating in their formal structure the disruptive qualities attached by male 

medicine to the female body and psyche” these authors actually “foreground the 

relationship between generic form and gender” (“Preaching” 194). Victorian medical 

discourse and sensation fiction address similar issues, Shuttleworth argues; however, in  

opposition to medicine, sensation novels “locate normality not on the realm of 

psychological control and socially disciplined behaviour, but rather in the sphere of 

turbulent excess” (“Preaching” 192). Therefore, by drawing on medical accounts and 

perceptions of women’s (bodily) weakness, writers like Braddon, Collins and Wood in 

fact call into question “the sociolegal functions of such diagnostic practices and their 
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role in consolidating the patriarchal foundations of Victorian culture”, Shuttleworth 

maintains, because ideas of disease and pathology “take on a more subversive function” 

when translated into the mode of sensation fiction (“Preaching” 221). Consequently, 

while apparently feeding their readers with feeble heroines and marginalised strong 

women “disarmed by the main plotlines”, sensation texts nevertheless “tell a very 

different story” between the line, namely that “[t]he self is neither biologically given, 

nor fixed and unified: one can go mad, or die, and live to fight again” (Shuttleworth, 

“Preaching 222). “In their form”, Shuttleworth concludes, sensation novels “carried the 

ultimate challenge to the culture of control” (“Preaching” 222). 

 The manner in which sensation novels challenged nineteenth-century 

constructions of femininity fostered the notion of the genre as a feminine mode. 

Similarly to Victorian Female Gothic, sensation fiction has been described as “a secular, 

non-supernatural, continuation of an earlier Gothic tradition” (Smith 183). Mystery and 

crime being a subject matter, Sally Ledger contends, sensation novelists tended to mix 

“the incredible and the documentary”, thus challenging realism and transgressing the 

borders of “the ‘proper’ sphere of acceptable character types in domestic settings” 

(284). As a form of storytelling that seeks to puzzle, evoke fear and excitement, 

sensation writing is, in this sense, not so different from the Female Gothic. That the 

lines separating the two forms of fiction remain blurred is clearly reflected in 

scholarship on Collins, in which the author figures both as one of the principal authors 

of sensation fiction and within the tradition of (Female) Gothic. Most recently, in her 

Wilkie Collins, one of most complete studies of his authorship to date, Talairach-

Vielmas installs Collins as a pioneer for Victorian Gothic fiction. I have already 

discussed the work at length in the previous section on the medicalisation of the Gothic, 

yet it is worth adding here that Talairach-Vielmas’s work in many ways returns to 
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Shuttleworth’s idea of sensation novels as subversive. Yet Talairach-Vielmas does not 

so much confirm as destabilise this idea in that she renews the issue of medicine as 

double-edged and problematises the dual working of its discourses in sensation and 

Gothic fiction by demonstrating how Collins drew on medicine not only for the sake of 

subversion but also indeed for support.  

If medical science fascinated the Victorians as much as it gave rise to 

scepticism, then it worked similarly in Gothic fiction in which medicine played a double 

role, exciting as well as relieving people’s fears and anxieties. On this double effect 

Hurley notes that Victorian Female Gothic stands in “ambivalent relation to 

contemporary sciences which on the one hand it demonises, and on the other cites as 

sources whose prestige and authority lend credence to its own sensational plot 

structures” (Gothic Body 18). This inherent ambiguity of Female Gothic writing is 

relevant for reading the “ambiguated” human body, as Hurley has demonstrated (Gothic 

Body 5). In line with Becker’s notion of “gothic feminism” as inherently contradictory 

(Gothic Forms 52), Hurley argues that the very structure of Female Gothic is 

‘ambiguated’. Challenging the perception of Female Gothic’s contradictions as merely 

caused by the emerging sciences’ destabilisation of reading, writing and imagining the 

human subject, Hurley analyses the mode’s adherence to ambiguity and paradox as, 

rather, a conscious strategy and means for empowerment.  

Hurley’s The Gothic Body (1996) remains valuable, above all for mapping the 

translation of medicine into culture in the nineteenth century which gave rise to “the 

spread of abhumanness” (Gothic Body 101). The earlier and more comfortable 

“anthropocentric worldview”, Hurley writes in a subsequent study, was disrupted by 

psycho-physiological advances and, not least, the emergence of Darwinian science, 

proving that “human beings were just a species like any other, developed by chance 
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rather than providential design, and given the mutability of species, humans might 

devolve or otherwise metamorphose into some repulsive abhuman form” (Hurley, 

“British Gothic” 195). On practically all fronts human behaviours and bodily functions 

were defined, categorised and labelled, and the powerful theories that separated 

pathological and normal, as Talairach-Vielmas has also pointed out, increasingly 

“aligned pathology and deviance” (5). Deviations from the established norm were 

analysed “as both a symptom and cause of social degeneration”, Hurley notes, and more 

deviants were consequently seen as potentially threatening for “national health” as a 

whole (“British Gothic” 199). Moreover, with the rise of criminal anthropology, “the 

necessity to read and write the criminal body as a set of visible stigmatas” was put even 

further in the foreground (Talairach-Vielmas 5).  

If advances in scientific knowledge destabilised the understanding of human, 

then “a rigidfication of gender roles” sought to compensate for this (Hurley, Gothic 

Body 10), producing more fixed notions of masculinity and femininity. So, although 

Victorian gender ideology was continually contested, Hurley observes, woman was 

framed by nineteenth-century discourses as the ‘imperfect human’ who, in contrast to 

the male subject, was “entrapped within [her] body...less intellectual, more animal, 

more unstable” (“British Gothic” 202). An 1851 essay on woman’s psychological 

relations, published in Journal of Psychological Medicine and Mental Pathology, 

articulates precisely this idea. The anonymous author of the text argues that, taking into 

account women’s “acute faculties...and...how much these may be exalted by the 

influence of the reproductive organs, there is not much ground for surprise at the 

grotesque forms which cunning assumes in the hysterical female” (Anon. 173). 

Victorian medical discourses thus implied that female metamorphosis was something 

expectable, in clear contrast to man who, “as a fully human subject, powerful and self-
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sufficient, [was] capable of transcending the animal body” (Hurley, “British Gothic” 

202).  

The intertwined relationship between nineteenth-century medicine and popular 

culture is evident in much fiction of the period, but perhaps especially in the figure of 

the monstrous female. The fusion of medical, social and political discourses resulted in 

an inherently contradictive perception of women, who were theorised  

as ethereal, essentially disembodied angels within domestic ideology, but also as 

dangerously embodied creatures – wracked by the upheavals of puberty, 

menstruation, childbirth, and menopause; incapable of sustained rational 

thought; prone to emotional outbursts and hysteria – within medical science. 

(Hurley, “British Gothic” 200) 

Working in tandem with the Victorian divide between women as either angels or 

demons, the “[m]odels of the (ab)human subject generated by psychology...and 

Darwinism” (Hurley, Gothic Body 20) helped consolidating the notion of female 

monstrosity; that is, whether represented in medical or ideological terms, women were 

monstrous. “[T]he spread[ing] of abhumanness” is Hurley’s powerful metaphor for 

precisely this process of monstrification, which “could be checked by the spread of 

science as it drew the lay population into its purview” (Gothic Body 101). Female 

identity, in as good as any context, relied upon ideas of the monstrous to the extent that 

the view of woman as essentially ‘double’ and always potentially monstrous. This idea 

was and remains at the heart of Female Gothic writing.  

Recent insights provided by, for example, psychoanalysis, structuralism and 

deconstructivism provide the possibilities for expanding the notion of the monstrous-

feminine as a philosophical, analytical means for understanding the female subject. 

From the late 1970s and onwards, as we have seen in this chapter, the Female Gothic’s 
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constructions have been object of much transgressing and engendering investigation, 

and the female monster has been (re-)viewed and (re-)installed as a transgressive or 

even a positive figure. Tracing a genealogy of the Female Gothic grotesque, Milbank 

explores how a number of Victorian Gothicists (such as Collins and the Brontës) 

constructed female subjectivity precisely by embracing the grotesque. Similarly to 

Hurley, Milbank finds that through their adherence to paradox they set the female 

subject free; female monstrosity works, in this sense, as a liberating “free-ranging 

possibility and de-formation of the normal” which effectively articulates the “unease at 

socially defined gender construction” (“Bleeding Nuns” 94).  

Several other critics have, similarly to Milbank and Hurley, employed this dual 

perspective upon the mode’s construction of woman, reading, for example, the figure of 

the female monster both as a result of (internalised) Victorian gender ideology and as a 

powerful critique of its constructions. And others have adopted a thoroughly positivist 

perspective on the workings of nineteenth-century Female Gothic. However, while 

theoretical and critical insights have indeed enabled more optimistic conceptualisations 

of female monstrosity, viewing it, as Milbank argues, “as a way of making sense of 

female subjectivity” (“Bleeding Nuns” 90), contemporary revisions of nineteenth-

century literature, often because of their dual approach, simultaneously come to confirm 

that the medicalisation of Victorian culture was particularly deleterious for women. As 

Milbank herself observes (elsewhere): if monstrosity is a form for liberation, it is also 

very often deadly (“Victorian Gothic” 155).  

 Of all the female monsters whose protests against patriarchal forces have had 

fatal consequences, Jane Eyre’s Bertha Mason is undoubtedly the most famous. In 

Becker’s words, Bertha is “the prototype of the sexual woman in the feminine gothic: 

the beautiful wife turned monstrous, her presentation as half human, half animal 
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effectively foregrounded by her status as voiceless (textual) object, controlled by the 

hero’s gaze” (Gothic Forms 216-18). Yet, Brontë’s madwoman embraces both 

monstrosity and death which ultimately “leaves her half in and half out of the grave” 

(Milbank, “Bleeding Nuns” 93). Bertha Mason’s monstrosity and death have been read 

in terms of liberation and contemporary fictions have sought to recount the story from 

her point of view. Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) significantly resurrected the 

beastly and pathological Bertha – or Antoinette as Rhys renamed her – providing her 

with a voice; paraphrasing Becker, putting the power of the male gaze on trial in the 

sexual woman’s story (Gothic Forms 218). Rhys’s reworking of the monstrous woman 

in the attic of Thornfield opened up for a lot of subsequent feminist revision and (re-

)writing, which has contributed significantly to this figure’s continuing as “one of the 

strongest connecting forces within the web of gothic writing” (Becker, Gothic Forms 

57).  

Half a century has gone by since Bertha was resurrected and given a voice by 

Rhys. That monstrous females continue to “haunt the new feminist texts” (Becker, 

Gothic Forms 57) is of course a symptom of the ongoing intertextualisation between 

Female Gothic writing across the centuries. But it also testifies to the continuing 

relevance the issues surrounding the figure of the monstrous woman. Victorian ideas of 

the (un)feminine and deviance have laid the groundwork for how women have been and 

continue to be read, discussed, framed and imagined. If female monstrosity is recalled 

and explored by today’s Gothicism it is because the “dynamics of the monstrous-

feminine”, as Becker writes, and their implications for the present-day context have 

changed remarkably little, “despite the sexual revolution” (Gothic Forms 60).  

Throughout this chapter I have discussed medicine’s centrality in the Victorian 

cultural understanding and regulation of the female body. Permeating all spheres of 
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culture, nineteenth-century medical discourses enabled (re-)figurations of the 

monstrous-feminine and gave new life to medicalised notions of women as monstrous. 

To the Victorians medicine was simultaneously appealing and frightening, and this was 

how it worked in fiction, as both a source of inspiration and an object of criticism. In 

Victorian Female Gothic writing, as we have seen in this chapter, medical discourse 

could work on the one hand “as a means of probing social questions” (Talairach-

Vielmas 9), and, on the other, to “aggravate instances of abhumanness” (Hurley, Gothic 

Body 14).  

If medical advances offered the Victorians a route to insight and progress, then 

is also, evidently, stimulated varied forms of regression and intolerance. The translation 

of medicine into culture, however, is not merely an issue of the past. Deborah Lupton’s 

Medicine and Culture (2004) studies from a socio-historical perspective the human 

body’s continuing inscriptions “by dominant discourses in the public sphere” in which 

“medical and public health ideologies are incorporated into lay knowledges of health 

and illness” (104). Lupton argues that  

[w]ith the current obsession for locating the genetic precursor of illnesses, 

diseases and behaviours, the knowledge base of scientific medicine has 

encroached even further into defining the limits of normality and the proper 

functioning and deportment of the human body. (1; italics added) 

Medical readings and categorisations of the human body and mind simultaneously 

colour and are coloured by socio-political conditions and cultural ideologies. And if the 

professionalisation of Victorian medicine, paradoxically enough meant that medical and 

cultural discourses increasingly fused, rather than separated, the same can be said about 

our present. Today the lines between medicine and culture are even further blurred,  

Lupton asserts, given that “medical power not only resides in institutions or elite 
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individuals, but is deployed by every individual by way of socialization to accept 

certain values and norms of behaviour” (12).12  

Nineteenth-century medical discourse grew extremely powerful, among other 

reasons because its definitions and classifications became internalised in people, even in 

the pathologised and ‘monstrous’ women themselves. In the same way, medicine today 

remains equally (if not more) influential in the definition and perception of the female 

body. Critics have observed how “our capacity to experience the body directly, or to 

theorise it indirectly, is inextricably medicalised” (Frank qtd. in Lupton 20). Tracing 

“the historical link between past and contemporary medical discourses dealing with 

women’s bodies”, Lupton reveals that medicine continues to contribute to women’s 

positions in society (132), and remains at the core of (re-)constructions of female 

monstrosity at present. The legacies of “the medical profession’s fear of the female 

sexual body”, Lupton claims, “[are] evident in discourses on gynaecology in modern 

times” (137). These range, Lupton notes, from scholarly tracts celebrating  the womb in 

near-mystical terms “as the seat and symbol of women’s femininity”, to contemporary 

medical textbooks representing “menstrual pain...as common to women who are 

sexually frustrated, single or neurotic, indulge in an ‘unhealthy lifestyle’ or do not have 

the ‘right’ attitude towards menstruation” (138). In a similar vein, Benjamin underlines 

that:  

[i]t would be rash to suggest that the relationship between what science has said 

about woman from the Enlightenment to the present day is a linear one, yet 

certain important continuities and recurring themes invite comment. One need 

only reflect on the bio-aesthetic imagery of monstrosity that today’s popular 

                                                 
12     A point also made by Michel Foucault in the late twentieth-century. See, for example, The History of 
Sexuality (1978).        
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press borrows from sociobiology in order to characterize (and caricature) 

controversial feminists, single women who have several sexual partners as 

opposed to one, or women who chose artificial insemination as an initiator of 

pregnancy. Women with independent bodies and minds are still, it seems, 

perceived as a threat to social stability. (14)     

As both Benjamin and Lupton suggest, the intertwined medical and lay discourses on 

female corporeality constitute a dynamics which keep alive certain stereotypical notions 

of woman. Indeed, Lupton’s study provides significant insights into how medical 

notions surrounding the female body become absorbed into popular ideas which, in 

turn, are coloured by historical legacies, such as the perception of women as thralls to 

their reproductive system, “controlled by their menstrual cycle as if they were lower 

order animals on heat” (Lupton 145). As Lupton notes, popular expressions like “the 

monthly monster” and “raging beasts” used commonly to refer to the female cycle and 

pre-menstrual women, attest to the presence of such Victorian legacies in the 

contemporary articulation and imagination of women (145).  

Sondra M. Archimedes has studied the recent cases of Martha Stewart and 

Lynndie England accused, respectively, of White Collar Crime and for prisoner abuse at 

the Abu Ghraib prison, and the public response to these two women’s (presumed) 

crimes and deviance.13 Archimedes concludes: 

The intense public reaction to the stories...is a prime example of the way in 

which today’s gender assumptions are the legacy of ninetenth-century thought; it 

illustrates how female social transgression, figured as gender transgression, 

morphs into an issue of ‘deviance’ closely related to biological presuppositions. 

                                                 
13     The cases are described in, for example, Seymour Hersh’s “Torture at Abu Ghraib” in The New 
Yorker (2004) and Evan Thomas’s “Explaining Lynndie England: How Did a Wispy Tomboy Behave 
Like a Monster at Abu Ghraib?” in Newsweek (2004).   
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Female gender deviance in the twenty-first century, in other words, carries the 

taint of nineteenth-century pathology because it refers to a stable feminine 

‘nature’—necessarily attached to the female body—for its logic. (162)  

Contemporary notions of the “anti-mother” (Lupton 154), offer up several other 

significant examples. Today’s anti-mothers are those women who either fail to meet 

socio-cultural expectations to being a good mother, as Lupton similarly describes, or 

who reject medical recommendations and procedures in relation their bodies or their 

children’s. This means that anyone (woman) can be framed as an anti-mother, thus 

echoing the Victorian idea of the monstrous potential inherent in every woman.  

In a similar vein Shari Dworkin and Faye Wachs have recently argued twenty-

first-century disciplinary dictates and medicalised practices are “(re)inscribing women 

to the privatized realm of bodily, consumptive, and fit family values”, potentially 

“aid[ing] the most privileged women in turning inward toward consumerism, 

domesticity, and increased bodily self-surveillance” (119, 136). In chapter four I shall 

return to Dworkin and Wachs’ study on contemporary ‘healthism’ discourses, which 

offers valuable insights into current popular notion of female health, strength and 

empowerment, and the continuing translation of (Victorian) medicine into 

contemporary culture. 14            

Contemporary (and indeed very recent) enquiries into cultural translations of 

medical discourse on women’s bodies, nature and health at present confirm that the 

intertextuality between medical and cultural discourses – as in the nineteenth century – 

                                                 
14     See also Joan C. Crisler and Karen B. Levy (1990) and Susan Bordo (2003).  
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continue to maintain and create instances of female monstrosity.15 This reveals also 

another historical legacy, namely the double role of medicine. Our relationship with 

medical science remains highly ambiguous; or as Lupton asserts  

[a]s medicine continues to dominate other social arenas, the paradox of its 

benevolence, its ability to save lives and its miraculous properties versus its 

capacity to support social inequities, to cast villains and victims and to entrench 

power differentials, becomes ever more evident. (161)  

Perhaps now more than ever, the medical encounter is characterised by strong 

paradoxes. Indeed, “while we continue to look to medicine to provide help when we are 

ill...we also express resentment at the feelings of powerlessness we experience in the 

medical encounter” (Lupton 2).  

If medicine in and as culture resulted particularly pertinent for women in the 

nineteenth century, then this is arguably also the case today. Social boundaries in 

western culture interact with medical, social and cultural constructions of disease, and 

power relations are continually “exercised...in everyday activities as well as by and 

through medical practices” (Lupton 104). Archimedes similarly notes that “the same 

kind of gender ideology that provided a foundation for scientific paradigms in the 

Victorian era informs twenty-first-century cultural discourse and media” (161-2). 

Indeed, just as traditional structures of power and hierarchy continue to be reproduced 

in our society and culture, so are the discourses on female corporeality. Anna Arroba 

has similarly noted how the female body today is being constantly re-classified and 

redefined by the intertwined medical and cultural discourses. Arroba writes:  
                                                 
15     I would like to underline that the serious problems that (culturally perceived) gender deviance 
continues to entail not only affect women but also, evidently, men and transgendered persons. Yet, the 
scope of my study is largely restricted to female monstrosity and focuses on how monstrous women are 
held in and formed by the cultural imagination. In my analyses of the novels, however, I will mention a 
few other instances of monstrosities, such as transgender, although I cannot give them the amount of 
attention they deserve and need.             
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the size of our hips and thighs is seen as a medical concern; breasts are described 

as atrophied after a woman stops breastfeeding; and healthy female skin is 

described as cellulitis, a condition invented by Vogue magazine in 1973. Plastic 

surgeons talk about the ‘deformities’ of ageing. (2-3) 

Lupton furthermore problematises medical authority in relation to pregnancy and the 

birthing woman, suggesting that while medical intervention in labour and/or during 

pregnancy is not necessarily synonymous with oppression of the female body, “[t]he 

changing nature of childbirth over the past two centuries demonstrates the increasing 

control of the medical profession over women’s bodies” (146). To argue that 

contemporary medicine renders woman powerless would be to offer a very reductive – 

even false – perspective, yet the medicalisation of the female body in the era of 

globalisation plays an essential role in the maintenance of both “patriarchal sovereignty 

and the economy” as Arroba denounces (1). As she explains: 

the control of...our sexualities and fertility, of our life cycles, of our pregnancies 

and births, of menopause and ageing, the control of our overall health is in the 

hands of ‘experts’...who reap a considerable profit from our bodies, our sex, our 

reproduction, our beauty, our labour, everything. (Arroba 1) 

The study of medicalisation of the female body at present evidently embraces much 

more than “what has become an old saw – that medicine has framed women’s bodies as 

problematic and potentially pathological” (Warren 2). In a recent overview of 

scholarship in the field, Swenson concludes that 

[it] still has some way to go before the inevitable unevenness of scholarship that 

work across disciplines is ironed out. However, an important step in that 

direction has been the recognition that medical theory and practice were integral 
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parts of women lives and that the literature of the [Victorian] period not only 

represented that relationship but also helped to reproduce it. (470) 

Medicine in/as culture and its implications for women, not only in the Victorian era but 

across the centuries, are issues that undoubtedly have ‘some way to go’ and deserve 

more attention and space. My thesis seeks to contribute to this by analysing how neo-

Victorian fiction returns to the nineteenth century to revise medical discourse in 

literature through the lens of contemporary criticism and theory, while it simultaneously 

seeks to address present problematics. Before moving on to my discussion of the neo-

Victorian novel, however, I would like to foreground a few things about recent critical 

engagement with women and medicine that are relevant for my own exploration of the 

issue.      

I have continually claimed that medicine and female monstrosity not only 

continue as a trope in contemporary literature, but remains a socio-cultural issue at 

present. This argument finds plenty of support in recent critical engagement with 

medical(ised) discourse and the female body/figure. Recently, Christina Crosby claimed 

that “one of the reasons that so much feminist criticism has focused on the nineteenth 

century has to do with the ways in which Victorian culture works up gender, the ways in 

which ‘women’ there are so sharply differentiated from ‘men’ and from ‘history’” 

(153). In addition to this, it is obvious that recent insights do not merely confirm what 

early scholarship discovered about Victorian medicine but rather, and arguably more 

significantly, that medicalised discourses today continue to carry very similar messages, 

namely that female bodies and bodily functions are inherently problematic and in need 

of control or even “constant intervention” (Warren 3). Although “biological 

relatedness” is perhaps not as prevailing to the notion of “the deviant woman” today as 
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it was in the nineteenth century, as Archimedes points out, unnatural or monstrous 

women continue nevertheless to have “tremendous ideological significance” (158).      

The aim to increase the “awareness of the manner in which disease categories 

and treatment practices are developed and institutionalized to the exclusion of others” 

(Lupton 161), is a unifying characteristic of many of the recent critical approaches in 

the fields of social history, cultural studies and science criticism. Some critical attempts 

at setting things right and thus correct historical wrongs have indeed underestimated, 

“[t]he importance of the dichotomy between women as subjects and objects of human 

experience” as Benjamin notes, “[which] is so deeply entrenched in our culture that 

even the feminist criticism that has sought to reconcile its constituent halves has by and 

large continued to reproduce it” (A Question 6). Others have successfully provided eye-

openers for how a “sophisticated socio-cultural awareness of medicine and discourse 

may contribute to the expansion of alternative ‘ways of seeing’” (Lupton 4).  

Recent studies in women and medicine appear to be fundamentally driven by an 

interest in raising people’s awareness on a broader scale. And the same can be said 

about investigations on medicine and women in neo-Victorianism, and about my project 

in particular. Jeanette King asserts that “[r]evisiting Victorian women’s lives provides 

an opportunity to challenge the answers which nineteenth-century produced in response 

to ‘the Woman Question’” (6). Yet, because “[g]ender is as politically charged an issue 

today now as it as at the end of the nineteenth century”, as King observes, neo-Victorian 

women’s writing is particularly interesting in that it is “not merely carrying out a 

historical exercise...[but] can add to the modern reader’s understanding of gender” (6). 

As my thesis seeks to prove, the neo-Victorian novel, too, contributes to ‘the expansion 

of alternative ways of seeing’. Needless to say, neo-Victorian fiction carries out its 

revisitations, revisions, interrogations and (re)presentations in a different fashion then 
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the critical studies discussed above. However, its function as an awareness-raising tool 

proves not less sophisticated. The neo-Victorian novels I deal with in this thesis 

combine informed and nuanced critical perspectives with imagination and creative 

impulses. They are highly individual fictions, yet in bringing them together they form a 

clear picture of the twenty-first-century neo-Victorian novel, and the way we (re)write 

monstrosities now.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

State of the Art: Medicine and Female Gothic in Neo-Victorianism  

 

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, a great variety of revisionist approaches has since 

the late twentieth century provided transforming insights into literary and cultural 

manifestations of medicine and their implications for women. In this chapter, and in 

those that follow, I discuss the neo-Victorian novel as an alternative path to revising and 

renegotiating issues surrounding women, women’s bodies in medical discourse; a path 

which provides new perspectives on and challenges to these. In her illuminating article 

which calls for more critical attention to the aspect of the ‘neo’ in neo-Victorianism, 

Samantha J. Carroll has recently argued that 

neo-Victorian fiction and its writers are not native to the nineteenth century, but 

to the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Certainly, neo-Victorian novels that 

locate or restore eclipsed narratives of the Victorian past might complicate our 

understanding of the nineteenth century. However, neo-Victorian fiction’s 

representation of the Victorian past is also the lens through which a variety of 

present concerns are examined: the interaction of advances in cultural theory and 

developments in postmodern criticism. (180) 

One of my principal purposes with this project is to investigate how neo-Victorian 

fiction revisits, reconstructs, corrects or complicates female monstrosity. I aim to 

explore whether and to what extent the neo-Victorian novel in fact addresses Victorian 

legacies in contemporary constructions and imaginations of the female body and mind. 

In simultaneously exploring past and present, the challenges to notions of the 

monstrous-feminine in neo-Victorian writing are aimed as much at redefining the 
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present as at re-conceptualising the past. In other words, neo-Victorian revisitations of 

nineteenth-century medicine rework, deconstruct and contest discourses that 

pathologised women and defined their bodies as monstrous to re-present the Victorian 

female figure, but also to interrogate the persistent influences of (nineteenth-century) 

medical(ised) discourses on contemporary representations of women and women’s 

bodies.  

In this and the following chapters, I explore the powerful and lasting 

intertextuality between medical, cultural and literary discourses and particularly the role 

of medicine in the construction of the (un)feminine. As numerous scholars in the 

humanities and social sciences have shown, the translation of medical science into 

Victorian culture proved particularly pertinent for women. Discourses on disease, health 

and modern lifestyles remain nevertheless central to “the constructions of the sexual and 

gendered body” in today’s western cultures (Lupton 3). As in the nineteenth century, the 

medicalised, cultural constructions of female bodies and identities is one of those 

problematic issues that find a safe and effective mode of articulation in the Female 

Gothic, which is one of the reasons that it not merely survives but, in fact, thrives in the 

neo-Victorian novel. There has hitherto been no sustained study of Female Gothic in 

twenty-first-century neo-Victorian women’s writing. My thesis responds to this gap, 

while it also points out possible scopes for future investigations on neo-Victorian 

Female Gothic. 

Earlier I discussed the developments in women’s studies, feminist literary and 

science criticism which since the late 1960s have provided transforming insights into 

the history of women’s writing, medicine and female corporeality. In the sections 

below, I look into how these critical approaches and perspectives have translated into 

literary writing and continue to echo in contemporary fiction and, specifically, in the 
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neo-Victorian novel where the fusion of fiction, scholarly investigation and (feminist) 

criticism features strongly.  

A number of doctoral dissertations have recently explored the neo-Victorian 

novel through contemporary feminist theories, such as Nadine Muller’s “Ladies, 

Lunatics and Fallen Women in the New Millennium: The Feminist Politics of Neo-

Victorian Fiction, 2000-2010” (2011); Claire O’Callaghan’s “The Negotiation of 

Feminisms and Queer Theories in the Novels of Sarah Waters, 1998-2009” (2012); and 

Lin Elinor Pettersson’s “Neo-Victorian Novels of Spectacle: Mapping Gendered Spaces 

in the City” (2014).16 Muller uses a third-wave feminist framework to (re-)read neo-

Victorianism’s engagement with issues surrounding sexuality and gender; O’Callaghan 

focuses on “competing discourses of lesbian-feminist and queer theories across 

Waters’s novels”, but refrains from examining their genre or the broader notion of 

contemporary historical fiction (17). Pettersson’s framework builds upon spatial theory 

and feminist geography through which she approaches the neo-Victorian novel as a 

performative mode and discusses its representation of Victorian spheres of spectacle. As 

Muller notes in her Introduction, “critics have largely neglected contemporary feminist 

theory as framework for their readings of neo-Victorian fiction” (“Ladies” 2). The three 

theses, like my own, thus contribute to filling this critical lacuna in neo-Victorian 

studies.  

Yet although our projects engage with many of the same (or similar) texts, 

contexts and periods, we provide very different, but complementary insights into the 

neo-Victorian novel. Acknowledging that Waters’s novels belong to the Gothic 

tradition, O’Callaghan discusses them in the light of contemporary theorisations of 

‘gothic romance’, ‘lesbian Gothic’, ‘postfeminist Gothic’ and ‘queer Gothic’. Aiming at 
                                                 
16     I am grateful to the authors for sharing their unpublished work with me.     
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a “holistic appraisal” of Waters’s “portrayal of gender and sexuality in depth and across 

all texts”, O’Callaghan however refrains from considering the neo-Victorian aspects, 

while still noting that much of the existing critical work on the novels’ “intertexts, 

themes, recurrent motifs and genres...has taken place in the field of neo-Victorian 

studies” (11). 

In short, while O’Callaghan’s thesis examines the Gothic mode(s) in relation to 

Waters’s neo-Victorian novels, but not in relation to their genre, Muller and Pettersson 

thoroughly investigate the neo-Victorian novel, but mention only the Gothic in passing.       

As the fourth piece that completes the picture, my thesis investigates how the twenty-

first-century neo-Victorian novel (re)negotiates issues of female monstrosity. My 

approach is highly interdisciplinary in that I draw on and evaluate feminist literary and 

psychoanalytical theory, historical and cultural studies, discourse analysis and feminist 

science criticism. With a particular focus on medical discourse and the trope of 

medicine, it is nevertheless the Female Gothic which first and foremost underpins my 

investigation.  

It is now virtually impossible to ignore the growing body of neo-Victorian 

fiction that draws on the Female Gothic. Apart from the novels I analyse in this thesis, a 

few of the more recent examples include Sarah Blake’s Grange House (2001), Michel 

Faber’s The Crimson Petal and the White (2002), Barbara Chase-Riboud’s The 

Hottentot Venus (2004), Jane Harris’s The Observations (2006), A.N. Wilson’s A 

Jealous Ghost (2006), John Harwood’s The Séance (2008), Audrey Niffenegger’s Her 

Fearful Symmetry (2009), John Harding’s Florence and Giles (2010), Essie Fox’s The 

Somnambulist (2011), Kate Williams’s The Pleasures of Men (2012), John Boyne’s 

This House is Haunted (2013). Yet, notwithstanding the considerable amount of neo-

Victorian Female Gothic writing formal investigation into the functions of the 
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Gothicisation of the neo-Victorian mode is limited. In fact, besides the recent collection, 

Neo-Victorian Gothic: Horror, Violence and Degeneration in the Re-Imagined 

Nineteenth Century (2012), little has been written on neo-Victorian Gothic as a distinct 

category. Though many of the abovementioned works as well as the eight novels I have 

selected for this thesis have been explored in (neo-Victorian) studies worldwide, they 

have not, to my knowledge, been analysed in relation to each other as complementing 

examples of neo-Victorian Female Gothic. This project therefore provided an exciting 

opportunity to undertake such an analysis. 

Despite the amenability of neo-Victorian fiction to the Female Gothic mode and 

theories, scholarship has only recently begun to use this framework to explore neo-

Victorian women’s writing. The ways in which the neo-Victorian novel returns to and 

deals with Gothic texts and theories, and, especially, how it renegotiates and redefines 

contemporary Female Gothic remain a neglected aspect in investigations on the genre. 

Marie-Luise Kohlke and Christian Gutleben have recently noted that “[t]hough 

quintessentially Gothic...neo-Victorianism has not yet been properly situated within 

either Gothic criticism or Gothic culture” (“The (Mis)Shapes” 1). In the most recent 

volume of the Neo-Victorian Series, Neo-Victorian Gothic: Horror, Violence and 

Degeneration in the Re-Imagined Nineteenth-Century (2012), Kohlke and Gutleben 

address this oversight in their Introduction to the collection which seeks to put an end to 

the “largely unmentioned” gothicisation of neo-Victorian fiction, which is “widespread” 

yet tends to be “noted only with regards to individual texts” (“The (Mis)Shapes 5). 

Numerous essays therein seek to lay bare the “the centrality of the Gothic in neo-

Victorianism” (Kohlke and Gutleben, “The (Mis)Shapes” 5). However, only one 

chapter, Kohlke’s own, deals with how neo-Victorian novelists adopt and adapt Female 

Gothic as a feminist, revisionist approach to interrogating cultural issues surrounding 
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women and power relations. In “Neo-Victorian Female Gothic: Fantasies of Self-

Abjection” Kohlke reads The Victorian Chaise-longue (1953), Lily (1994) and The 

Pleasures of Men (2012), which all “reprise aspects of nineteenth-century Gothic” 

through notions of perfomativity, abjection, sexual transgression and victim feminism 

(221). Making reference to literary examples of neo-Victorian Female Gothic from the 

last six decades, yet including only one recent novel, Kohlke’s essay is indicative of the 

evolution, but provides no in-depth analysis of the workings of Female Gothic in neo-

Victorian (feminist) fiction. The centrality of the Female Gothic in the genre is an 

aspect which clearly remains underdeveloped in neo-Victorian (and Gothic) criticism.  

    

2.1. Nineteenth-Century Returns: Revision meets Rewriting 

 

With reference to (at that time upcoming neo-Victorian writer) Sarah Waters’s 1996 

article, Jeanette King notes that women since the early twentieth century have used 

historical fiction to “map out an alternative, female historical landscape”, often through 

“radical rewriting of traditional, male-centred historical narrative” (3). However, as 

outlined in the previous chapter, it is during the 1970s, with the upsurge of women’s 

studies and the feminist literary historians’ project of recuperating lost female voices 

and lives, that historical fiction by women really begins to partake in the wider 

revisionist approach to history (writing). Nineteenth-century medicine featured 

prominently in the socio-cultural understandings and regulations of the female body, 

and, quite naturally, this became one of the core concerns of feminist revisionism at the 

time. Yet, the questioning of the medical treatment of women, physically or 

discursively, was not a new phenomenon. Feminist critique of medicine, as Showalter 

noted in Hystories (1997), can be traced back more than a century (52). It is true though 
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that feminist academic interest in and challenge to medicine “first emerged through the 

writing of women’s history”, Showalter adds, when “reclaiming the hostile labels 

attached to rebellious or deviant women became a popular feminist strategy” (54). Still, 

although the historical narratives by women in the late 1960s and 70s indicate the 

increasing importance of aspects of past for women writers, they were relatively limited 

in number. Most female novelists at this point, King observes, “were concerned with the 

difficulties and opportunities presented to women in the 1960s, rather than the 1860s” 

(2).  

Steadily increasing in popularity, historical fiction (by women writers) 

undergoes a true revival in the following two decades. As in feminist scholarship, the 

literary interest in historical (re)writing and revision focuses on the nineteenth-century 

past—a tendency that continues to rule throughout the late twentieth century (and also 

now well into the new millennium). According to King, whereas the broader resurgence 

of popular and scholarly interest in the Victorians may partially account for the 

nineteenth century’s special appeal for women writers in the late twentieth century, it is 

“the simultaneous consolidation and subversion of patriarchal gender discourse during 

the Victorian period [that] make it an important one” for novelists interested in feminist 

and gender issues (4-5). Not only did the historical novel become more and more 

popular during the 1980s and 90s,  by adopting “marginal perspectives on events, and in 

decentring recorded history”, as King furthermore notes, it also increasingly intersected 

“with the concerns of feminist historians”, as well as with new conceptualisations of 

history writing more broadly (3). Out of the several decades of non-linear, fragmented 

and experimental literatures, grew “a new sense of the need for...storytelling”, as A.S. 

Byatt has suggested, and if “[t]he idea that all history is fiction” had already been 

confirmed, “a new interest in fiction as history” now arose (38; italics added). In this 
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sense, the historical novel of the late twentieth century is both cause and result of this 

growing perception of historical accounts as fictional narratives, and that fictional 

writing may work, in turn, to write history. Byatt’s own Possession: A Romance (1990), 

along with novels such as Angela Carter’s Nights at the Circus (1984), Toni Morrison’s 

Beloved (1987), Jeanette Winterson’s Sexing the Cherry (1989), Michèle Roberts’s In 

the Red Kitchen (1990), Valerie Martin’s Mary Reilly (1990), Alasdair Gray’s Poor 

Things (1992), Margaret Atwood’s Alias Grace (1996), and Sarah Waters’s Tipping the 

Velvet (1998) and Affinity (1999) are just a few examples of novels from this period 

which did indeed approach ‘fiction as history’ and intersected with feminist notions of 

(re)writing as revision.17 In staging (or re-staging) historical narratives from the 

perspectives of those who had been marginalised in nineteenth-century society and 

literature, or by tracing parallelisms between past and the twentieth-century present, 

they sought to bridge the gap of historical evidence of these people’s lives as well as 

challenge the readers’ assumptions about historical reality.   

A lot of the footwork done by women’s studies scholars in the previous decades 

translated into the late twentieth-century historical novel’s reclaiming of an alternative, 

that is, female history. As Eckart Voigts-Virchow states: “neo-Victorian novelists take 

their cues from the second wave of predominantly female and, in part, feminist 

researchers, who reclaimed female subjectivity from the hitherto predominantly male 

definition” (110). The renegotiation of history and (by extension) female identity is 

undoubtedly one of the most central characteristics of the neo-Victorian novel from this 

period, as is its blend of “historical documentation and events with its imagined 

narratives and characters” (King 3). Byatt’s Possession (1990), which can be said to 

                                                 
17     This feminist notion was first discussed by Adrienne Rich in her 1972 essay “When We Dead 
Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision.”         
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have opened up the very field of neo-Victorianism, is a case in point. Through a 

complex mix of narrative strategies, the novel effectively blurs the lines between the 

factual and the imaginary, between inventing and reproducing. As Cora Kaplan has 

argued, challenging readerly expectations to and perceptions of authenticity, Byatt 

places the imagined life story and literature of an invented Victorian female poet in 

conjunction with the thoroughly “faithful reproduction of Victorian language, 

landscapes and mores” (Victoriana 9). Extensive work has been done on how 

Possession challenges notions of fictionality, authenticity and representability in 

relation to (re-)writing and reading history. By playing upon recognition and 

estrangement, the narrative oscillates between confirming and disrupting readerly 

expectations to and stereotyping of the Victorians: a strategy which characterises many 

neo-Victorian narratives of the 1990s. If, as some critics maintain, other earlier (neo-

Victorian) fictions had similarly played with and upon Victorian (un)familiarity, what 

was utterly pioneering about Byatt’s novel – and which paved the way for much neo-

Victorian fiction and criticism in the late twentieth century – was its foregrounding of 

the duality inherent to engaging with the past from the perspective from the present. 

Moving beyond the construction of parallel settings, Byatt set out to truly explore 

history writing as dialogic. The “historical ambition” of Possession, Kaplan observes, 

resides in the construction of “a virtual relationship between past and present” 

(Victoriana 9).  

 

2.2. The Neo-Victorian Novel: The Beginnings 

 

Published in 1990, Possession marks the beginning of a decade that came to experience 

a considerable growth as well as the consolidation of neo-Victorianism as literary 
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phenomenon. However, in order to talk about the starting point of the neo-Victorian 

novel we must go further back in time, namely to the 1960s and the publications of Jean 

Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) and John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman 

(1969) which tend to be considered first examples of the genre. This said, it has recently 

been argued that the “neo-Victorian inception tends to be conflated somewhat too 

simplistically with the late 1960” and these two works (Kohlke, “Speculations” 3). 

There indeed seems to be a growing tendency in neo-Victorian scholarship to 

(re)consider even earlier instances of neo-Victorian writing. While some critics suggest 

that precursors of the genre appeared already in the 1940s and 50s, taking Caryl Brahms 

and S.J. Simon’s Don’t, Mr. Disraeli (1940) or Marghanita Laski’s The Victorian 

Chaise-Longue (1953) as examples (Gilmour 189); others point to, for example, Mary 

Dunn’s Lady Addle Remembers (1936) and Patrick Hamilton’s Fanny by Gaslight 

(1938) or, even, to texts published as early as in the 1920s (Sweet xvii; Hargreaves 

278).18 

  In her influential essay on “the natural history novel” as a subset of neo-

Victorian fiction, or what she then termed “the retro-Victorian novel”, Sally 

Shuttleworth points to Rhys’s and Fowles’s novels as two “evident progenitors” of the 

genre (“Retro-Victorian” 253). Both texts, Shuttleworth argues, prefigure “later 

novelistic developments” in terms of narrative self-reflexivity, deconstruction as well as 

in the sense of “open[ing] up the silent spaces of history or classic literary texts” 

(“Retro-Victorian” 256). Notwithstanding recent speculations in and on (re)establishing 

the timeline for neo-Victorianism, most critics, many of whom draw precisely on 

Shuttleworth’s pioneering discussion of the genre, similarly take Wide Sargasso Sea 

                                                 
18     See also Matthew Beaumont’s recent article in which he considers Agatha Christie’s Murder on the 
Orient Express (1934) and Max Ernst’s Une Semaine de bonté (1934) as “opposing variants of neo-
Victorianism” (12).         
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and The French Lieutenant’s Woman as the beginning of “a conscious articulation of 

the desire to re-write, re-vise and challenge the nineteenth-century’s assumptions and 

dominance” (Heilmann and Llewellyn 8). Christian Gutleben, for example, observes 

that although it is not until the 1990s that we can speak of a wave of neo-Victorian 

writing, Rhys’s and Fowles’s narratives sparked the interest in unearthing and 

resuscitating the Victorians—an activity taken up by many British novelists in the 

following decades “for various and complex reasons” (5-6). Rather than a wave, Kaplan 

speaks of the late twentieth century being flooded by “historical novels which thematise 

the Victorian and whose styles and narratives are influenced by postmodern fiction and 

theory” (Victoriana 8). Kaplan asserts that The French Lieutenant’s Woman was the 

original novel of this subgenre (Victoriana 8). Similarly, Ann Heilmann and Mark 

Llewellyn note that if it is possible to speak of precursors of the neo-Victorian novel, 

Rhys’s and Fowles’s works can be considered as such, or, at least, as key texts for “the 

more recognisable version of the neo-Victorian” (248). Despite reservations, 

scholarship constantly refers to these as the originating point of the genre, and I will 

refer to them in this vein.   

If Wide Sargasso Sea and The French Lieutenant’s Woman provide some sort of 

starting point for neo-Victorian writing, then they also, paradoxically enough, add to the 

difficult task of properly delineating (the beginnings of) the genre. Definitions of the 

neo-Victorian novel remain slippery, yet the precursors are in themselves equally 

problematic. Often described as hybrid, experimental or anything but straightforward, 

Fowles’s and Rhys’s texts are hard to pin down. As Catherine Pesso-Miquel points out, 

Fowles’s novel is “half story, half handbook...full of learned footnotes, precise statistics, 

rather condensing judgements, and moments of overdone, strained comedy...[a] hybrid 

mixture” (120). Yet this is precisely “what has made the novel so distinctive, 
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experimental and famous” (Pesso-Miquel 120). Similarly perceived as hybrid, critics 

have read Wide Sargasso Sea as a quasi-autobiographical, anti-imperialist rewrite of 

Jane Eyre, full of “spawning imitations of its own”, while it is also “strictly modernist 

in form, echoing – and further extending – the elliptical mode of storytelling” (Kaplan, 

Victoriana 154). However, more than merely complicating a straightforward definition 

and linear chronology of neo-Victorianism, Rhys’s and Fowles’s novels are also an apt 

means for contrasting how the understanding of the (neo-)Victorian, and by extension 

the neo-Victorian text, has developed and changed over the last few decades, precisely 

by offering recognisable yet fundamentally different versions of the genre as we know it 

today. 

As can naturally be expected of the precursors or first examples of any kind of 

approach, form, trend or genre, Rhys’s and Fowles’s texts obviously differ in many 

ways from what we may describe as typically neo-Victorian. In fact, though widely 

celebrated as the catalyst for a new literary movement “seek[ing] to give voices to 

women, or the racially oppressed who have been denied a voice in history” 

(Shuttleworth, “Retro-Victorian” 256), Wide Sargasso Sea is very rarely referred to as 

neo-Victorian. Mainly set in the Caribbean, the novel arguably frustrates the second half 

of the term ‘neo-Victorian’. Also, critics often draw on the fact that Rhys’s novel 

“imitates neither the style nor the narrative structure of its 1847 original [Jane Eyre]” 

(Kaplan, Victoriana 154), to explain why it resists being labelled neo-Victorian. In 

contrast, The French Lieutenant’s Woman has often been described as “so crammed 

with Victoriana that [it] verges on pedantry” (Brantlinger 339). Indeed, one of the most 

disputed aspects of Fowles’s work is exactly its ambiguous mix of mocking parody and 

nostalgia, which has been explained in terms of both “artistic success” and “aberration” 

(Brantlinger 339).  
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Within the circles of neo-Victorian criticism, The French Lieutenant’s Woman 

has often received critique for its “arch knowingness of the twentieth-century observer” 

(Shuttleworth, “Retro-Victorian” 256) and, at the same time, for being detached from 

its/the present. Christian Gutleben has suggested that more than its paradoxical 

“undercurrent of nostalgic longing for and distancing from the Victorians”, which, 

according to Gutleben, is equally found in much of today’s neo-Victorian fiction, it is 

because of Fowles’s (over)use of parody in combination with an “essentially 

conservative form of nostalgia”, (36) that his novel fails to meet with the progressive 

drive we tend to associate with neo-Victorian revisionism. Concurring with Gutleben in 

that The French Lieutenant’s Woman seeks to affirm contemporary readers’ own 

liberated and thus superior lifestyles, Patricia Duncker attributes this to the novel being 

completely devoid of self-conscious engagement with nineteenth-century gender 

constructions.19 

While Rhys’s and Fowles’s texts might, in this sense, complicate the task of 

identifying what is genuinely neo-Victorian, they appear to have foreshadowed what has 

arguably become a neo-Victorian maxim. Indeed, it seems to be still the case today that 

“the most famous neo-Victorian novels are the least typical” (Gutleben 164). 

Furthermore, what is interesting about Wide Sargasso Sea and The French Lieutenant’s 

Woman as predecessors of the genre is that they differ so drastically from each other in 

their return to the nineteenth century. Their reworking of the medical discourse is one 

notable example of how the novels share a concern with the Victorian past, yet are 

crucially different, if not poles apart, in their articulation of it. Shuttleworth remarks for 

instance that “[w]hile Fowles reproduced Victorian medical verdicts on female hysteria, 

                                                 
19     Duncker: “Salvage: On Writing Neo-Victorian Fiction”, Keynote Lecture given at XXXVI 
AEDEAN Conference, 2012.    
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Rhys, by taking an alternate form of focus, tears them apart, revealing the self-serving 

nature of female insanity by the Victorian medical establishment” (256). In this regard, 

Fowles’s and Rhys’s texts are strikingly illustrative of what is today an evident 

tendency of neo-Victorian fiction, as Louisa Hadley observes, namely that the neo-

Victorian concern with the past “enters the fictional world” in ways that “vary 

dramatically” (4). Therefore, despite or rather because of their differences, these two 

novels together provide an appropriate starting point for discussing the kind of neo-

Victorian writing that this thesis will focus on. Because together and in the light of each 

other, Wide Sargasso Sea and The French Lieutenant’s Woman make clear the 

importance of the historical, cultural and socio-political context for the neo-Victorian 

narrative, for writing and reading it. The novels mirror the authors’ cultural and political 

contexts: The French Lieutenant’s Woman was Fowles’s “response to the sexual 

liberation of the sixties” (Shuttleworth, “Retro-Victorian” 256), and Wide Sargasso Sea, 

perhaps even more politically charged, was a pioneering example of the empire striking 

back, as John Gardiner writes, which would work as “a motto for the study of Victorian 

imperialism in the next generation” (66).    

The neo-Victorian novel is indeed a “composite novel of its epoch” (Gutleben 

223). It is, in other words, very much a product of the cultural and political climate as 

well as of the theoretic and artistic movements of its time of creation. To engage 

critically with the neo-Victorian novel, therefore, necessarily entails a degree of 

engagement not only with the text’s cultural and political sphere, but also with how the 

text itself engages with the complexities of its context. If we contrast neo-Victorian 

writings of the 1970s, 80s and 90s respectively, which several critical studies have 

already done, it becomes clear that re-visions of the Victorians have interacted with and 
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been affected by changes in cultural and political debates over the decades. As Andrea 

Kirchknopf observes: 

changes in postmodern theories of thought and political movements, such as 

feminism, post-colonialism, neo-colonialism or nationalism, [have been] 

affecting racial, sexual, economic and social policies. Similarly, [neo-Victorian 

rewriting] has gone hand in hand with practical political and cultural influences, 

like the Thatcherite appropriation of Victorianism, the political practice ever 

since, or the mass production and consumption of Victoriana. (67)  

In the words of Kaplan, the neo-Victorian novel is “a discourse through which both the 

conservative and progressive elements of Anglophone cultures reshaped their ideas of 

the past, present and future” (Victoriana 4). Studying the gradual expansion of the genre 

in relation to the semantic development of the word ‘Victorian’, Kaplan observes that 

[t]he Victorian at a once ghostly and tangible, an origin and anachronism, had a 

strong affective presence in modern Britain in the supposedly libertarian 1960s 

and 1970s, when the nation was thought to be on its way to becoming a classless 

and multicultural society. (Victoriana 4)  

During the following two decades, however, a significant qualitative shift in the 

“idiomatic function” of the term ‘Victorian’ takes place and its attached meanings 

become “enhanced...when Victorian Values – thrift, family, enterprise – were brought 

back as the positive ethic of Conservative Government” (Kaplan, Victoriana 5). 

Nevertheless, if the perceptions of ‘Victorianism’ in the 1960s had oscillated between 

sexual repression and sexual hypocrisy, a similar duality characterises the reassessment 

of the Victorians in the following few decades. In her appropriation of ‘Victorian 

Values’, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher turned ‘Victorian’ into a synonym for good 

old quality and standards. This, as many critics have already observed, had an important 
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effect upon the neo-Victorian mode which increasingly challenged Thatcher’s portrayal 

of the Victorian era as one of prosperity and virtue. Neo-Victorian revisitations of the 

nineteenth century, more often than not, would seek out the backstage of the proclaimed 

golden age. In fact, neo-Victorian fiction of the period seems to celebrate the era’s 

obscurity more than its eminence. As Hadley similarly points out, during the 1990s 

there was an explosion of neo-Victorian novels that set out “to highlight the underside 

of the Victorian era that Thatcher effectively wrote out of her political rhetoric” (23). 

Margaret Foster’s A Lady’s Maid (1990), Charles Johnson’s Middle Passage (1990), 

Valerie Martin’s Mary Reilly (1990), Peter Carey’s Jack Maggs (1994) and Lynne 

Truss’s Tennyson’s Gift (1996) are just a few examples of neo-Victorian fiction of the 

1990s that aimed to illuminate the shadowy spots of Victorian culture, focusing on the 

dirt, hardship and cruelty of Victorian life, and which gave central space to the hitherto 

marginalised figures.  

The fascination with the so-called Victorian underside had, however, begun 

much earlier. In the 1970s, as we have seen in the previous chapter, feminist literary 

historians returned to the nineteenth century to recuperate the era’s female voices, 

rediscovering not only a different side of Victorian literature and history, but also very 

often of the women themselves. Also, following the re-publication in the mid-1960s of 

Henry Spencer Ashbee’s guide to pornography, Index Librorum Prohibitorum (1877), 

there was an increase in scholarly investigations into Victorian sexuality and 

pornography, challenging “what was known about the Victorians – from suburbs to 
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slums, religion to riots, drink and drugs, and class and sex in all their varieties” (Taylor 

8).20   

Taking their cues from the work done in the field of feminist literary history, and 

as a reaction to the discoveries made by (male) scholarship in the previous decades, a 

number of feminist scholars in the late 1970s set out to explore and demystify the most 

intimate corners of Victorian female life. A common characteristic of their studies, 

however, was that they largely de-eroticised the female experience. That is, as opposed 

to previous investigations that had found a highly sexual Victorian subculture, these 

seemed to insist that the underside of Victorian female culture, if there was one at all, 

was as good as devoid of sexual expression and desire. In her influential study, 

Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic Friendship and Love between Women from the 

Renaissance to  the Present (1981), Lillian Faderman investigated female friendship 

and women’s same-sex erotics, reaching the conclusion that women’s desires for each 

other were non-sexual and that although the idea of lesbianism existed in the nineteenth 

century it did so long before its sexual reality. Given that emotional bonding and 

nurturing love between women was increasingly seen as a threat to patriarchy, Victorian 

women-loving women were morbidified, Faderman argues (411). This 

“morbidification” led women to perceive themselves as lesbians and/or emotionally 

“twisted” despite the fact that their female same-sex relationships “had little to do with 

sexual expression” (411).21  

                                                 
20     Muller makes a similar observation in her thesis and further notes Steven Marcus’s The Other 
Victorians: A Study of Sexuality and Pornography in Mid-Nineteenth-Century Victorian England (1964), 
H. Montgomery Hyde’s A History of Pornography (1964) and Ronald Pearsalls The Worm in the Bud: 
The World of Victorian Sexuality (1969), which all sought to “uncover...the Victorian sexual 
underground” (“Ladies” 17).   
21     In Intimate Friends: Women Who Loved Women, 1778-1928 (2004), Martha Vicinus makes similar 
claims.    
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More recently, feminist scholarship has revisited issues of nineteenth-century 

female sexuality to demonstrate, precisely, that many of the notions and ideas 

surrounding women’s erotic agency are in fact misperceptions based on contemporary 

readings of and responses to these issues. Sharon Marcus and Paulina Palmer have both 

recurrently challenged the utopian, romanticised and hetero-normative approaches that 

still prevail in scholarly work on women’s sexuality and erotic desire, ascertaining that 

(in Marcus’s words) “the asexual Victorian woman able only to respond to male 

advances is a myth – not a Victorian myth, but our own” (259). They both underline, 

moreover, that much investigation of Victorian women’s same-sex relations has tended 

not only to generate narrow conclusions and general misperceptions, but also to 

perpetuate an “ongoing dominance of the continuum and minority paradigms” (Marcus 

11).22 In chapter three I discuss how Waters responds to and translates contemporary 

criticism on and theorisations of female same-sex erotics in her neo-Victorian trilogy. 

Approaching the trilogy as a whole, I cross-examine the three narratives through 

intersubjective theory within the larger framework of Female Gothic. My discussion 

shows how Waters effectively (re)negotiates the figure of the lesbian, dynamics of 

homoeroticism as well as female sexuality more broadly, and sheds light onto how 

Waters’s trilogy opened up for new directions in neo-Victorian women’s writing and 

theory in the last few years of the twentieth century. My reading thus offers 

complementing insights to existing critical work on the novels and serves as foundation 

for my discussion of medicine and Female Gothic in the neo-Victorian novel post-2000.     

                                                 
22     Lesbianism is still widely perceived as otherness, as Paulina Palmer notes in “The Lesbian, the 
Abject, and Anglo-American Fiction” (2007), in which she discusses a number of fictional and critical 
contributions to the “resignification” of the lesbian (49). In my MA dissertation, published partially in 
two articles, in Odisea (2010) and International Journal of English Studies (2013) respectively, I engage 
in depth with the renegotiation and re-presentation of female same-sex desire in recent neo-Victorian 
fiction and feminist theory.   
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2.2.1. A Dear Child has Many Names: Retro-, Post-, Faux-, or Neo-Victorianism 

 

Although it has now as good as disappeared from the discussions in neo-Victorian 

criticism, the question of how to (most appropriately) label the ever-increasing body of 

neo-Victorian fictions was for quite some time one of the more debated issues in the 

field, and, perhaps, the most frequent opening question posed in any kind of writing on 

the genre. Even at the time of the Neo-Victorian Studies launch in 2008, it was still 

debated whether post-, retro-, faux-, or neo- would be the most appropriate prefix for 

this kind of literature. In her contribution to the question, Kirchknopf asked:  

Is it Victoriana, Victoriographies, retro-, neo- or post-Victorian novels we 

encounter when we read rewritings of the Victorian era? Shall we adhere to the 

already well-rehearsed term historiographic metafiction or simply call them all 

historical novels? (59) 

Thoroughly discussing the different terminological trends in relation to the genre, 

Kirchknopf finally opts for the label post-Victorian fiction (spelled with a hyphen, she 

insists), because “it displays nuances in both the historical and the aesthetic realms and 

does not yet seem to exhibit enough distinctive features that would allow its separation 

from the current postmodern context” (59). In his assessment of the terminology, Daniel 

Candel Bormann similarly acknowledges the genre’s connection with post-modernism. 

However, Bormann also recognises, very significantly, its status as a specific subtype of 

post-modern historical rewriting 

which creates meaning from the background of awareness of time as flowing 

and as poised uneasily between the Victorian past and the present; which 

secondly deals dominantly with topics which belong to the field of history, 

historiography and/or the philosophy of history in dialogue with a Victorian 
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past; and which thirdly can do so at all narrative levels and in any possible 

discursive form....(62; italics added) 

In insisting on the neo-Victorian novel as a mode in its own right, Bormann thus 

coincides with Shuttleworth’s and Gutleben’s understanding of it as a separate category, 

but not with their choice of the prefix ‘retro’ which he rejects. As Bormann explains, in 

conjunction with ‘Victorian’, the term ‘retro’ comes not only to intensify the role of the 

past in this type of fiction, but actually weakens the importance of the present by putting 

it in the background (61).   

Of all the prefixes attached to what is now widely acknowledged as the neo-

Victorian novel, faux- (Constantini 2006; Kaplan 2007) and pseudo- (Gutleben 2001; 

Letissier 2004) are the least used. The former as much as the latter implies the idea of 

authentic versus unauthentic writing. In other words, they frame the relationship 

between the Victorian text and the contemporary rewrite as one between ‘original’ and 

‘copy’, or even, as Kirckknopf notes, establish a hierarchy, implying that contemporary 

fiction is of lower value (60). Kaplan’s seminal work on the neo-Victorian novel, 

Victoriana (2007), whose title is yet another term that has been used for the genre, seeks 

to place ‘faux’ in a more positive light by explaining that the kind of “faux” Victorian 

fiction she engages with  

has more serious ambitions on the order of those treated in the Victorian novels 

on which its life depends. Indeed they have, as it were, borrowed the seriousness 

and moral purpose of the Victorian world, even at times its tone, overriding both 

modernism’s critique of the hollowness of that purpose and postmodernism’s 

default cynicism. (95) 

On the one hand, Kaplan’s explanation here captures the aspects of the Victorian and 

the neo, underlining how the genre’s ‘ambitions’ go beyond modernism as well as 
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postmodernism. On the other, this understanding – which at once recognises the 

originality and depth of the genre – arguably makes her use of ‘faux’ appear all the 

more inappropriate.  

Behind the terminological discussions regarding the labelling of neo-Victorian 

fiction there has, of course, always been the question of function. To state the obvious, 

the preoccupation with understanding the essence of the genre in order to (properly) 

name it, springs from the desire to understand how this mode actually works. Today 

most critics seem to agree that the neo-Victorian novel, regardless of the prefix they 

attach (as we saw in the case of Kaplan), necessarily must serve “not one but two 

masters: the ‘neo’ as well as the ‘Victorian’” (Carroll 173), and that a nineteenth-

century British setting is not enough to qualify as neo-Victorian fiction. A returning 

question in neo-Victorian critical theory, however, is whether the setting is, in effect, 

also limited to Victorian Britain, or even the nineteenth century. This thesis does not 

endeavour to posit any definite answers to this question. However, as numerous recent 

novels illustrate – some of which I analyse herein – neo-Victorian fiction can arguably 

rely on a different geographical and/or temporal setting.23  

 

2.2.2. Neo-Victorianism and/in Academia  

 

In the sections above I have discussed the emergence of, and outlined the terminological 

discussion regarding, the neo-Victorian novel. With respect to both its beginnings and 

                                                 
23     Indeed, it seems that neo-Victorianism is gradually coming to embrace what might be termed ‘neo-
nineteenth-century fiction’. Recently, at the Neo-Victorian Cultures Conference, Arias pointed to the 
growing body of European novels that revisit the nineteenth-century past to revise and rewrite along the 
lines of the neo-Victorian genre, suggesting that many of these can be considered literary manifestations 
of this (sub)type of (neo-Victorian) fiction (“The Trace”).  
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the consolidation of the genre, the academic involvement has played a primary role on 

all levels. In what follows I look further into the relationship between neo-Victorian 

fiction and academia.  

In her Introduction to the inaugural issue of Neo-Victorian Studies, the founding 

editor of the journal, Marie-Luise Kohlke, stated that “[neo-Victorianism] has become 

too prolific to be contained as a ghost in the corner of the Victorian Studies parlour, 

relegated to the margins of an established field with its own vital foci and concerns” 

(“Speculations” 1). Kohlke was, however, far from being the first critic to recognise the 

need to (re)consider this literary trend in its own right. Nearly a decade earlier, Diane F. 

Sadoff and John Kucich had called attention to the evident and growing popularity of all 

things Victorian across the spheres of cotemporary culture and literature, remarking that 

this trend and “[its] prominence for postmodernism ha[d] yet to become the subject of 

rigorous scholarly analysis” (x). In doing so, they were among the first to articulate the 

necessity for the genre to become “defined” and “historicised” in academic terms in 

order to more fully understand it in relation to, as well as apart from, (neo-)Victorianism 

as a broader cultural phenomenon (Sadoff and Kucich x).  

The inaugural issue of Neo-Victorian Studies was characterised by two things in 

particular: by the fact that all the contributions largely agreed that the genre was strictly 

speaking far from new; and by the complete lack of agreement as to what precisely to 

call it. The many, and varied, theoretical-critical attempts at establishing the most 

appropriate term testify not only to the complex and highly subjective processes 

involved in reading what is actually one and the same thing, but also, very significantly, 

to the broad and enthusiastic academic involvement in neo-Victorianism. 

Notwithstanding the popular appeal of the genre, academia has indeed been crucial for 

its consolidation given that scholarly investigations into and theorisations of neo-
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Victorianism provide the essential tools for differentiating, if not clear cut, the neo-

Victorian mode from the more popular re-enactments and appropriations of the 

Victorian.  

The neo-Victorian novel’s strong relationship with academia was also 

underlined by many of the contributors to the first issue of Neo-Victorian Studies. For 

instance, Kohlke stressed the moment as highly “opportune...not only to move forwards 

in re-conceptualising the nineteenth century but backwards too, so as to examine more 

fully how earlier generations of writers and critics laid the ground work for our own 

neo-Victorian ventures” (“Speculations” 4-5 ). Kohlke thus assigns critical forerunners 

a founding role more than merely an influential one. In a similar vein, Llewellyn 

stresses the importance of “the relationship the academy is building with a concept of 

the neo-Victorian” (“What is” 168). Perceiving not only a clear connection with but also 

potential for academia, Llewellyn ascertains that “[neo-Victorianism] has the potential 

to help us think through the ways in which we teach, research and publish on the 

Victorians themselves” (“What is” 165). Llewellyn’s definition of the neo-Victorian 

novel as “a mediator, a new critical approach into the Victorians and their literary 

productions” (“What is” 165), returns us to the concerns about mediation, interpretation, 

modulation and invention, which Dana Shiller had similarly addressed in the previous 

decade.24 Offering a possible answer to the problematic issue of (re-)representability, 

Llewellyn argues that neo-Victorian narratives 

provide us with a means of discussing the obscured and the unseen. This is not 

to say that we take these texts as the evidence that we cannot find in the 

                                                 
24     In her path-breaking essay, “The Redemptive Past in the Neo-Victorian Novel” (1997), Shiller 
contested many of Fredric Jameson’s concerns with postmodern historicity, arguing that neo-Victorian 
fiction is indeed preoccupied with “recuperating the substance of bygone eras, and not merely their 
styles” (540). 
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archives; nor does it propose that we ignore the evidence which is obscurely 

there in favour of the neater, rounded, and more clearly (t)here narratives. But it 

does mean opening up aspects of our present to a relationship with the Victorian 

past in ways that offer new possibilities for simultaneously thinking through 

where we come from. (171)  

Academic interest in the neo-Victorian novel has been clearly significant for the 

consolidation of the genre. Yet, the relationship between academia and neo-

Victorianism is not restricted to genre study and theorisation, but applies to other 

aspects too. Several critics have noted that the trends in late twentieth-century neo-

Victorian writing have followed the developments in feminist and gender studies. 

Taking Waters’s first three novels as evidence of the influence of Queer Theory on the 

genre, Sarah Gamble has argued that the neo-Victorian novel (as we know it today) 

largely owes its performative nature to the fact that it has developed alongside Judith 

Butler’s performativity theories (128). Heilmann and Llewellyn similarly, yet more 

broadly, establish a connection between the neo-Victorian novel’s intellectual quality 

and its theoretical-critical awareness; Llewellyn has even gone so far as to define the 

neo-Victorian as an “intellectual mode” (“On the Ethics” 28). Concurring with these 

ideas, I would like to suggest that one of the defining characteristics of neo-Victorian 

fiction is its informed engagement with the Victorians. It is indeed noteworthy that 

many neo-Victorian novelists have an academic or even scientific background, often 

evident in the academic vein of their writing, in terms of language and/or of research 

involved as part of the (re-)writing process. As example fictions of the broader spectrum 

in contemporary neo-Victorian writing and tendencies, this is also the case of the 

majority of the novels included in this thesis.  
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2.3. Neo-Victorian Revision (and Subversion) 

 

Underlining the connection between neo-Victorianism and academia, Voigts-Virchow 

has theorised the genre as a multileveled reading process, arguing that neo-Victorian 

writers, academically trained as many of them are, “may be described as 

hermeneuticians” (109). Neo-Victorian novelists are, he explains, “reading research into 

Victorianism reading Victorian sources reading the Victorians—at four levels removed 

from the Victorians” (108). The French Lieutenant’s Woman, according to Voights-

Virchow, “was based on the significant subcultural research carried out by the (all-

male) pioneers of the Victorian underworld” in the 1960s (109). Although Fowles’s 

novel arguably resulted from and perhaps also contributed to contemporary 

investigations into nineteenth-century sexuality, today’s neo-Victorian writing 

“exhibit[s] a profounder penchant for the Victorian subcultures” (Voigts-Virchow 110). 

As a matter of fact, by the end of the twentieth century, erotic underworlds and (sexual) 

subcultures have become so central to the neo-Victorian novel that critics begin to 

severely question its sexualisation of the Victorian past.  

Neo-Victorian fiction increasingly fails to meet what ought to be the genre’s 

primary goal, Kohlke has suggested, namely to revise and re-present the Victorians; 

instead it reveals more about “our own cultural obsession with sex” (“Sexation” 348). 

The trope of sex in neo-Victorian rewriting is a questionable path into “genuine 

knowledge of the past”, Kohlke maintains, and that even those neo-Victorian texts that 

overtly employ the trope politically run “risks of inadvertent recidivism and 

obfuscation” (“Sexation” 350-353). Along similar lines, Gutleben argues that neo-

Victorianism’s uncovering the obscure and voicing the hitherto silenced feature as an 

obvious commercial strategy—and with significant consequences. In turning Victorian 
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taboos into literary tropes, Gutleben asserts, everything that is provoking and shocking 

about “the ill-treatment of women, homosexuals or the lower classes” is lost, and the 

neo-Victorian novel consequently loses its political potential, offering little more than 

superficial redemption of historical wrongs and absences (11). I concur with Muller in 

that “Gutleben raises an important issue in questioning the motivation behind and 

complex effects of neo-Victorianism’s rewriting women’s history and issues 

surrounding sexuality and gender” (“Ladies” 31). However, what I find problematic 

about Gutleben’s argument is it fails to (self-consciously) engage with the fact that 

political correctness might be too easily debunked as passé and redundant by someone 

who is dealing with otherness, prejudice, misogyny and racism through academic 

reading and discussion. In this sense, Gutleben’s critique lacks the depth and self-

conscious stance which is precisely what he finds lacking about neo-Victorian 

revisionism. Not surprisingly, Gutleben’s view upon the neo-Victorian project as a half-

hearted attempt at historical rectification remains much contested. Carroll’s stimulating 

essay, quoted at the beginning of this chapter, reminds us of precisely the importance of 

and value in political correctness, perceived by Gutleben as opportunistic and 

redundant. Carroll’s conclusion is worth quoting in length: 

If, as Suzanne Keen suggests, 60,000 Victorian novels have been written (Keen 

1998: 179), with most installing a normative protagonist, neo-Victorian fiction’s 

relatively recent reversal of this trend should not make as much as a dent on the 

canon of politically dominant heroes. To suggest, therefore, that neo-Victorian 

fiction’s habit of plucking its protagonists from the least advantaged groups of 

society, historical or contemporary, is redundant participates in a false 

attribution of privilege. (199)   
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Political correctness, as Carroll’s argument implies, does not necessarily imply half-

heartedness. Arguably, even when it does it is a start. Here I would like to briefly recall 

philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein’s early twentieth-century theorisations of language in 

relation to socio-cultural visibility. Much quoted for his words, “Die Grenzen meiner 

Sprache bedeuted die Grenzen meiner Welt”, Wittgenstein argued that language is what 

makes reality, and that existence, in this sense, is dependant upon articulation (86-88).25 

The idea that what we are able to say is what we are able see, as Wittgenstein proposed, 

adds positively to Carroll’s revaluation of the so-called politically correct neo-Victorian 

writing as a significant step towards redemption and “recognitive justice” for the 

socially and culturally marginalised (195).26   

Contesting another central assumption of Gutleben’s Nostalgic Postmodernism, 

Louisa Yates has pointed out that “[t]he dialogue of re-vision causes one to speak the 

silences of the other, with a specific moral impetus of writing the wrongs of the 

previous era” (197). In contrast to Gutleben, who perceives the nostalgic impulse of 

neo-Victorianism as responsible for the genre’s unproductive revisitations of the past, 

Yates argues that “[r]ewriting does not always have to mean a silencing or a critique of 

that nostalgia which came before” (196). Rather, considering the dual working of 

revision and reproduction as a mechanism at the core of the neo-Victorian novel, Yates 

adds, enables an understanding of its subversive and nostalgic drive as “[a] binary 

relationship [which] is far more receptive to the presence of nostalgia in neo-Victorian 

fiction...and far more sensitive to neo-Victorian fiction’s consistent quest to reconcile 

subversion with nostalgia, parody with pastiche” (196). To ignore this binary tension is, 

at least to my mind, what causes Gutleben to perceive the neo-Victorian novel as an 

                                                 
25     “The limits of my language are the limits of my world” [my translation]. 
26     The term “recognitive justice” was coined and theorised by Nancy Fraser. See Fraser (2009) for a 
discussion of (fictional) representations of minorities as a way to battle (real life) socio-cultural 
inequalities.   
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unproductive or even regressive form largely “bereft of any narrational or diegetic 

consideration about the present situation” (169). Gutleben’s perspective on the nostalgia 

involved in the revival the Victorian past is a reductive one, as Pettersson similarly 

observes, in that it fails to acknowledge that “neo-Victorian nostalgia is embedded in 

the contemporary interest in literary aesthetics and not a yearning for a time when things 

were better, and certainly not for women” (216).        

Since the publication of Gutleben’s Nostalgic Postmodernism in 2001 there 

seems to have been an increasing focus on precisely this inherent duality in neo-

Victorian fiction. Peter Widdowson, though unsure whether this is an aspect of 

postmodernism or a sign of having moved beyond, notes that there is very clear 

tendency in contemporary historical novels “to explore how the scars of the past persist 

into the present, how the past’s presence determines the nature of that present” (492). 

More recently, in their seminal work on neo-Victorianism in the twenty-first century, 

Heilmann and Llewellyn include as an essential feature of the genre the “self-analytic 

drive that accompanies ‘neo-Victorianism’” (5). In the same vein, Rosario Arias and 

Patricia Pulham describe the neo-Victorian text as “a dialogue” between “the Victorian 

past and the contemporary age” (Introduction xx). Their formulation of neo-

Victorianism’s resurrections of and conversations with the Victorian (dead) relates 

directly to many of the aspects treated in this thesis. Arias and Pulham point out that 

neo-Victorian novelists  

establish a dialogue, a two way process, a dual relationship by means of which 

the Victorians come to life in neo-Victorianism, and contemporary revisions of 

the Victorian past offer productive and nuanced ways of unlocking occluded 

secrets, silences and mysteries which return and reappear in a series of 

spectral/textual traces. (Introduction xx) 
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Amongst the first in-depth discussions of the neo-Victorian revisionist potential in 

relation to its dual perspective was, however, Shiller’s aforementioned 1997 essay, in 

which she rightfully noted that the neo-Victorian novel “plays on (and with) our 

certainties about history while simultaneously delighting on what can be retrieved of the 

past” (540). Proposing the first demarcation of the genre, Shiller explained neo-

Victorian novels as  

novels that adopt a postmodern approach to history and that are set at least 

partially in the nineteenth century...[as well as] texts that revise specific 

Victorian precursors, texts that imagine new adventures for familiar Victorian 

characters, and ‘new’ Victorian fictions that imitate nineteenth-century literary 

conventions. (558)27  

While Shiller’s definition both labelled neo-Victorian fiction as “a subset of the 

historical novel” (538) and placed it under the same rubric as “other historiographic 

metafictions” (540), her discussion of the genre has proven of lasting significance and 

remains the point of departure for much critical thinking and theorising of neo-

Victorianism today. Directly addressing the concerns articulated by Frederic Jameson, 

who questioned the (un)representability of the past and worried that postmodern re-

presentations as would reduce “history to a collection of glossy images” (Shiller 539), 

Shiller’s essay reminded us that there are different ways of dealing with the “gap 

between the actual lived past and its representation”(538). It asserted that “neo-

Victorian fiction evades easy classification as pastiche due to its careful reconstruction 

of the Victorian past” (545), while being “aware of both history and fiction as human 

                                                 
27     Although Shiller was the first scholar to provide a lengthy discussion of the genre, the term ‘neo-
Victorian’ had been used by Patrick Brantlinger nearly twenty years prior to the publication of Shiller’s 
essay, in his 1972 discussion on The French Lieutenant’s Woman, describing Fowles’s novel as part of  
“the flourishing  ‘neo-Victorian’ subculture” at the time (339).            
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constructs” (540). Most significantly, Shiller’s essay called for a re-conceptualisation of 

the value of historical accuracy, insisting on neo-Victorian revisionism as an appropriate 

and fruitful approach to history (writing). The neo-Victorian novel, she underlined, does 

not endeavour to uncover some kind of universal truth but, rather, to offer a site for 

“explor[ing] the ground between writing as though the are no persisting truths...and 

writing as though there is indeed a recoverable past” (540-1). In doing so, Shiller came 

to identify the, perhaps, most important feature of the neo-Victorian novel, namely its 

“essentially revisionist impulse”(541). 

The complexities of the revisionist impulse of neo-Victorian writing, as first 

outlined by Shiller, are among the most continuously explored aspects in neo-Victorian 

fiction and criticism alike. Returning to Heilmann and Llewellyn’s recent definition of 

neo-Victorianism, it is indeed its unique attitude towards revision that “distinguishes 

contemporary literary or filmic neo-Victorian culture from other aspects of 

contemporary culture which embrace historical settings” (5). The neo-Victorian text, 

according to Heilmann and Llewellyn, “[is] self-consciously engaged with the act of 

(re)interpretation, (re)discovery and (re)vision concerning the Victorians” (4). Indeed, 

“in its more defined, theorized, conceptualized, and aesthetically developed form”, they 

continue, neo-Victorianism offers its audience a high degree of self-awareness “about 

out own subject positions” (5). In contrast, Gutleben finds that most neo-Victorian 

novels are little more than nostalgic postmodern texts that can only “innovate by 

backtracking” (209). Gutleben refutes the idea of neo-Victorianism as a new genre 

because its “artistic projects are not defined in opposition to the previous traditions 

anymore but by a process of incorporation and where the new aesthetic practices are 

achieved by recombining the aesthetic practices of the past” (223). Yet this idea is 

arguably undermined by his own subsequent explanation of neo-Victorian backtracking, 
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in which Gutleben argues that “[s]uch syncretism can be antiquarian and innovative, 

nostalgic and subversive at the same time since it blends the conventions of the most 

unlike schools of thought” (223). Gutleben’s words here really underlines both the 

complexity and potential of the neo-Victorian revisionist approach to the past. 

The neo-Victorian novel, both as literary genre and critical field, has 

experienced a minor revolution in last three decades. The vast production of neo-

Victorian fiction throughout the last twenty years has provided neo-Victorian studies 

with a constant and considerable source of inspiration, and the scope of neo-Victorian 

criticism has been ever-widening. Symptomatic of the “essentially revisionist impulse” 

(Shiller 541) of the genre, debates around its definition and delineation fervently 

continue at present, as a result of both the self-reflexiveness inherent in neo-Victorian 

criticism, and the neo-Victorian novel’s self-awareness of (exploring, crossing, 

broadening) its boundaries. As my discussion of the genre so far has hopefully 

illustrated, the neo-Victorian novel has, over the last five decades, been repeatedly (re-) 

defined and (re-)demarcated. Today the term neo-Victorian fiction embraces much more 

than literary re-presentations of Victorian Britain. Yet, while it is widely acknowledged 

that that neo-Victorian literature involves considerably more than re-presentation, and 

operates on several levels in terms of re-vision, this provides also in itself a challenge. 

Stating the obvious, the great problem with an umbrella term, such as neo-Victorianism, 

is finding out where it starts and where it ends. Neo-Victorianism as a phenomenon 

arguably extends to much more than merely literary works or even fiction. This is a 

question that receives increasing attention at present and which I have discussed 

elsewhere.28 However, in this thesis I refrain from engaging in a debate of the issue, 

                                                 
28    “Dining with the Darwins: Senses and the Trace in (Neo-)Victorian Home Cooking” (2013).  
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focusing, rather, on the most central aspects of the neo-Victorian novel in the most 

recent years.  

 

2.3.1. The Potentials and Pleasures of the Neo-Victorian Double Vision 

 

The last decades’ elaborations on the neo-Victorian novel have been both various and 

immensely varied. The neo-Victorian novel has been described as “a kind of third 

space, not Victorian not contemporary...a fascinating area of tension between the 

Victorian and the contemporary, a hybrid space of mimicry, camouflage and assertions 

of difference” (Voigts-Virchow 112). Mark Llewellyn has analysed neo-Victorianism as 

“an intellectual and cultural mode” (“On the Ethics” 28) and has, on many occasions, 

demonstrated how it, in the hands of the most sophisticated neo-Victorian writers, 

becomes a double-edged liberationist tool. Others have pointed to the neo-Victorian 

novel’s performance of a unique kind of narrative ventriloquism as one of its 

fundamental characteristics, voicing the silences of the Victorian era. Most repeated, 

perhaps, is the notion of neo-Victorian fiction as a revisionist approach to, 

simultaneously, the (Victorian) past and the present. 

At the heart of the neo-Victorian novel, in direct relation to its self-conscious 

revisionism, are the “metatextual and metahistorical conjunctions”, as Heilmann and 

Llewellyn suggest, “interact[ing] within the fields of exchange and adaptation between 

the Victorian and the contemporary” (4). The most sophisticated, interesting and 

stimulating (neo-)Victorian fiction, Heilmann recently stressed in an essay on the 

legacies of Henry James in contemporary literature, “lends itself to illimitable 

metafictional experimentation and thus always returns us both to itself and to ourselves 

[offering] a literary game with boundless opportunities for narcissistic authorial and 
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critical pleasure” (“The Haunting” 129). So whereas Linda Hutcheon’s theorisations of 

historiographic metafiction capitalise on the staging of the text’s “artefactual 

condition...to challenge our desire for ‘reality’ and ‘truth’, dramatizing the essential 

constructedness of history and historiography”, as Heilmann and Llewellyn suggest, 

neo-Victorian metafictionality meets the readerly desire for ambiguity and doubt (175). 

This becomes clear in the reader’s clinging to the illusion created by the neo-Victorian 

novel.29 Indeed, it seems that we more often than not wish to believe in the spiritual, the 

spectres and the fantastic, despite neo-Victorian writing’s recurrently “drawing attention 

to its strategies of dissimulation and manipulation” (Heilmann and Llewellyn 210). 

Ultimately, as Heilmann and Llewellyn explain, the neo-Victorian novel offers its 

readers “a double vision” by “allowing us insight into how the illusion is produced, if 

only we ‘watch closely’ enough”; and this, in turn, challenges us “to derive pleasure 

from its pyrotechnic performance while simultaneously remaining attentive to, and able 

to savour, the complex operations of its deceptions” (210).  

The double working of the neo-Victorian mode permeates all different 

mechanisms of the genre. In relation to the neo-Victorian self-consciousness and double 

vision – though in a slightly different sense – Gamble has pointed out that “[t]he 

function of the neo-Victorian novel may be to animate the past, but can only do so from 

the perspective of the present, which will always read it as reflective of its own 

preoccupations” (127). Gamble’s statement here underlines an important aspect of the 

neo-Victorian novel’s dual engagement with revision, namely that we are likely to 

discover as much (or more) about ourselves as about the Victorians; the neo-Victorian 

text is, in other words, as much about now as about then. I largely agree with Gamble’s 

                                                 
29    One good example is Waters’s Affinity which draws the reader into the illusion of Spiritualism’s 
(magical) powers. Like Margaret, the (first-time) reader sustains the belief (or at least a degree of positive 
doubt) in Selina’s ability to escape prison by means of magic forces.         
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further analysis of the performative potential of the neo-Victorian novel, which implies 

that neo-Victorian fiction provides a site onto which the present might unconsciously be 

projected and yet also be deliberately performed. However, I would like to suggest a 

modification to her notion of “the function of the neo-Victorian novel”, because its 

function, strictly speaking, is not to animate the past such as Gamble argues. Rather, the 

re-animated past is in itself a function; a function which the neo-Victorian novel often 

relies on to address present day concerns. So, if the past always to some extent works as 

a backdrop for the present in neo-Victorian (and other historical fictions for that matter), 

I would like to argue that the neo-Victorian mode’s most powerful potential springs not 

from inescapable mirror readings or ‘accidental’ projections of now onto then. Rather, 

the neo-Victorian novel most powerfully revises and renegotiates – which is indeed one 

of its most significant functions – when it strategically (thus fully aware) distances the 

present in order to more efficiently confront it.  

The neo-Victorian revisionist impulse is both cause and effect of its concern 

with change, or, in the words of Gayle Greene, “with escaping repetition; with ensuring 

progress” (291). Greene noted already in the early 1990s that memory is a crucial link 

between past and present, and that when translated into fictional writing it becomes a 

means of working through past (traumatic) experiences: “[m]emory revises, reorders, 

refigures, resignifies”, she argued, so memory writing thus allows for a reconstruction 

of the Self (294). However, Greene also made a crucial observation on the 

transformative potential of ‘looking back’, asserting that “nostalgia and remembering 

are in some sense antithetical, since nostalgia is forgetting, merely regressive, whereas 

memory may look back in order to move forward and transform”(298). 

Resonating with Greene’s formulation, Carroll argues that “because of its 

capacity to enhance the representation of marginalised groups, fiction is an important 
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mechanism for meting out recognitive justice” (195). In effect, through its centralisation 

of “those figures under-represented by Victorian historical and fictional texts...neo-

Victorian fiction makes an important contribution to the model of social 

justice...destabilis[ing] deep-structure inequalities” (Carroll 195). However, the neo-

Victorian mode serves not only the under-represented Victorians but also the 

marginalised of today. Sarah Waters has convincingly demonstrated how the neo-

Victorian novel can offer sexual empowerment and liberation to the female subject, and 

also specifically to the lesbian. Tipping the Velvet, Affinity and Fingersmith, commonly 

known as her neo-Victorian trilogy, worked for the author as a means of addressing the 

moment of writing as much as the Victorian past. Waters herself has explained on 

various occasions how the neo-Victorian novel offers a way for her to confront readers 

with  

issues that are still very, very current in [our] culture, like class and gender, and 

submerged sexuality or sexual underworlds. Things that we think we’re pretty 

cool with, and actually we’re not at all, and we keep on wanting to go back to 

the nineteenth century to play these out on a bigger scale, precisely because 

they’re still very current for us. (Dennis 45)  

It has been widely acknowledged that Waters’s writing involves “a critique not only of 

the [Victorian] modes of dealing with social and sexual transgression, but also the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries’ responses to similarly perceived deviance” 

(Llewellyn, “Queer?” 213). Waters successfully re-presented women-loving women and 

established a lesbian discourse within contemporary mainstream culture, efficiently 

challenging, as Llewellyn notes, the perception of lesbian fiction as “literary 

monstrosity” (“Queer?” 213). Marking a turning-point for literature from the margins, 

the trilogy remains a touch stone for the neo-Victorian novel, as well as for (neo-
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Victorian) women’s writing more broadly, providing a powerful example of how neo-

Victorian fiction really can destabilise and disrupt stereotypical notions and ideologies 

through revision and re-presentation. Waters’s authorship has received intense critical 

attention precisely due to its political agenda. What’s most noteworthy, however, is not 

so much Waters’s political agenda as such but rather her openness about having one, 

consistently stressing her own use of the past as a strategy to safely display those ‘very 

current issues’, given that being a (female) homosexual is still, if not literally unsafe, 

problematic. 

The neo-Victorian novel, as suggested above, can destabilise those resisting 

stereotypes that (deep down) underpin our socio-cultural structures and foster 

inequality. However, the neo-Victorian mode is not as much deconstructive as dialogic: 

it is, arguably, through dialogue that neo-Victorian fiction most effectively challenges 

and changes. Neo-Victorianism’s transformative potential lies, above all, in “the way in 

which the Victorian past and the contemporary age establish a dialogue” (Arias and 

Pulham xx).30 Yet neo-Victorian dialoguing consists not only in speaking with the dead 

(Victorians) and/or their ghosts. The neo-Victorian novel very often “uses ghosts and 

the spectral to talk with the living” (Heilmann and Llewellyn 171; italics added).  

Throughout this chapter, I have emphasised the neo-Victorian novel’s function 

as a channel through which to address the past and the present. It is a mode, I have 

argued, which voices the silenced, gives central space to the marginalised and battles 

with feminist issues, working across the boundaries of time and space. In this sense, the 

trope of medicine and female monstrosity in the neo-Victorian text serves a double 

purpose: in contesting Victorian constructions of the monstrous-feminine, it 

simultaneously questions the influence of today’s medico-scientific discourse on 
                                                 
30     I earlier quoted Arias and Pulham’s formulation at length.  
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popular perceptions of women’s bodies, health and social roles, asking whether we, now 

well into the twenty-first century, have truly come to terms with nineteenth-century 

readings of (monstrous) women and gender roles. Female monstrosity is thus doubly 

revised in neo-Victorian writing. By simultaneously reworking past and present 

discourses, the neo-Victorian novel lays bare the motivations behind and effects of 

nineteenth-century constructions of women and femininity, as well as the fossilisations 

of the monstrous-feminine in today’s culture. In bringing our attention to the 

continuities of these notions in popular imaginations and cultural (re-)constructions of 

the (un)feminine and (un)womanly, one of the genre’s most important functions stands 

out, namely its participation “in the gradual expansion of cultural norms to 

accommodate a diversity of social subjects, with the potential to advocate for 

transformative changes...beyond the narrative” (Carroll 195; italics added). 

 

2.4. The Functions of Female Gothic in Neo-Victorian Literature 

 

If the 1990s were flooded by neo-Victorian novels, as both Kaplan and Gutleben have 

put it, the neo-Victorian tide remains beyond the high-water mark at present. Currently 

the production and theorisation of neo-Victorianism seems to be expanding more than 

ever before. Within the general growth in neo-Victorian literature there appears, 

moreover, to be an increasing tendency of neo-Victorian women’s writing to find 

inspiration in, or literally incorporate, the work done in feminist science criticism in the 

late twentieth century. Neo-Victorian feminist fictions, in particular, recurrently hark 

back to the 1970s and 80s theoretical-critical reassessment of nineteenth-century science 

in relation to female corporeality, reactivating thereby the questions addressed then, in 

order to renegotiate their relevance for and in the present. In doing so, postmillennial 
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neo-Victorian feminist writing adds another dimension to previous decades’ critical 

revisions of medical discourse in nineteenth-century literature and culture. By revisiting 

and fictionalising these issues, drawing on late twentieth-century feminist criticism and 

theory, these narratives take us through various layers of past to address and redefine 

current problematics and, ultimately, to confront us with present-day realities.        

The reactivation of feminist interrogation and critique of scientific discourse and 

practice has, very significantly, brought along a reactivation of the Female Gothic. More 

often than not both literary trends appear to be on the same page, in the most literal 

sense of the expression. Kohlke has similarly noted that today’s feminist science 

criticism in literature has clear Gothic undertones—a tendency particularly prominent in 

neo-Victorian feminist writing. She suggests:  

Neo-Victorian women writers adopt a distinctly Gothic approach to the histories 

of gender, sexuality, and women’s one-time presumed biological ‘destiny’ in 

terms of corporeality and/or marriage, reproduction, and motherhood. This 

predilection is hardly surprising, since Gothic naturally lends itself to feminist 

interrogation and critique.” (“Fantasies” 221)  

The gothicisation of the feminist perspective is perhaps only natural, as Kohlke writes. 

Although the bonds between the Gothic and neo-Victorian women’s writing today 

might be obvious, as Kohlke implies, they still need to be explored in depth. All the 

more so, I contend, because the implications of this bonding are highly political. To 

consider feminist science criticism and Female Gothic in recent neo-Victorianism in 

terms of reactivation rather than, for example, reiteration or replication, puts into relief 

the political relevance of neo-Victorian women’s writing and, in turn, its strong 

involvement with the present.   
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Female Gothic and today’s neo-Victorian feminist fiction seem to be singing off 

the same hymn sheet. It is noteworthy that the (re-)revival of Gothic fiction in the 

twentieth century coincides chronologically with the first great wave of neo-Victorian 

writing taking place in the 1980s and 90s. On the verge of the new millennium, Becker 

assured us that there was nothing surprising about the fact that twentieth-century 

Gothicism “exhibits the ongoing dynamics of the gothic, which from the first has 

always reflected ‘what is most active, developing and changing in the literary, social 

and cultural developments of the times in which it is written’” (Gothic Forms 2). The 

revival of the Gothic and, not least, of the feminine Gothic, according to Becker, 

“signal[s] the emanicipatory possibilities of postmodern culture: we live again in times 

that are sensible to gothic forms of emotion and representation” (Gothic Forms 2). So 

the reactivation of the Female Gothic in the late twentieth century was perhaps to be 

expected, as Kohlke and Becker both imply, given its strong relation “to the two most 

powerful political and aesthetic movements of the time: feminism and postmodernism” 

(Gothic Forms 1).  

Still, this can hardly account for the continually increasing number of neo-

Victorian fictions that are more than ‘sensitive to gothic forms’ but clearly rely on and 

also reshape the Gothic. Indeed, this makes it all too evident that the relationship 

between the two literary trends owes to much more than a mere chronological 

coincidence. In my analysis of the Female Gothic mode in today’s neo-Victorian 

women’s writing, I explore to some extent the reactivation of the former through the 

latter, though always as interconnected rather than parallel forms. Their 

interconnectedness explains, at least partially, the enhanced transformative potential of 

neo-Victorian Female Gothic. The political and revisionist impulses inherent to both 

Female Gothic and neo-Victorianism are intensified as the modes combine strategies to 
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address feminist concerns. Neo-Victorian Female Gothic, in effect, offers a very 

powerful form of contemporary women’s writing.     

In literary theory ‘neo-Victorian’ and ‘neo-Gothic’ appear as critical terms 

roughly around the same time. We could therefore, to a certain extent, speak of two 

parallel trends developing in and out of the same cultural and political context. 

However, I consider neo-Victorian Female Gothic a version of (neo-)Gothic which has 

developed within (and also out of) neo-Victorianism and in which the literary strategies 

of neo-Victorian and Female Gothic writing overlap and complement each other. Neo-

Victorian Female Gothic is deeply concerned with the relationship between past and 

present, with the cultural/historical/political constructions of this relationship and, not 

least, with these constructions’ implications for women. By reading neo-Victorian 

women’s writing through the lens of Female Gothic, and vice versa, my study seeks to 

disclose new dimensions of the neo-Victorian political agenda. It thereby directly 

challenges Gutleben’s reductive perspective on neo-Victorianism’s politically 

correctness and explores the function of neo-Victorianism as, instead, a powerful and 

productive way to address present-day (feminist) issues.   

Becker has suggested that “[t]his sceptical time seems to need the most 

provocative, rebellious – and for some even nihilistic – narrative form to provide 

reassurance and orientation without enforcing what is both dreaded and desired: order 

and stability” (Gothic Forms 4). At first sight it may seem somewhat paradoxical to 

speak of a Gothic neo-Victorian form, given that “[t]he gothic...has from the first 

proudly celebrated its anti-realism” (Becker, Gothic Forms 1), while neo-Victorian 

fiction, on the contrary, more often adopt a realist mode of narration. However, as 

Becker furthermore argues, “the neo-gothic form highlights gender-constructions and 

the related constructions of culture...[and] evokes the constructions of experience and 
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writing...by being both creative, postmodernly neo, and by being familiarly gothic” 

(Gothic Forms 4).  

I would like to suggest, however, that it is within the neo-Victorian text that the 

new gothic form(s) most effectively (re)addresses contemporary cultural or personal 

crises and reflects the feminine experiences of everyday life’s dynamics and challenges. 

By juxtaposing Gothic and realism, fact and fiction, deconstructivist and dialogic modes 

of narration, the neo-Victorian Female Gothic proves particularly fruitful for the 

feminist perspective. Becker has explained that today’s feminine writing 

evokes and reveals established images of femininity, but does not propose new 

role models; it evokes and rewrites familiar narrative forms, but undermines 

their established effects; it evokes and repeats ideological constructions of 

established power structures, but defamilarises their ‘natural’ existence.  

(Gothic Forms 3)  

In addition to this, we might add Kohlke’s observation of the ‘distinctly Gothic 

approach’ adopted by female writers of neo-Victorian fiction. But how exactly does this 

approach manifest itself in the postmillennial neo-Victorian novel? In what ways do the 

feminist interrogations actually come to expression? To what extent is neo-Victorian 

Female Gothic writing focusing on the one-time presumed images of women? And to 

what extent is the critique aimed at today’s presumptions about women? These are 

questions that I engage with and seek to cast light onto in this thesis.  

There are perhaps many evident aesthetic and thematic connections between 

neo-Victorian women’s writing and Female Gothic fiction in the late twentieth and 

twenty-first century. However, the task of tracing the Female Gothic in the neo-

Victorian novel is complicated by the fact that both modes account for such extensive 

formal and generic instability that they, in themselves, remain rather loosely defined. 
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This is also obvious in my analyses of the specific fictions in which Female Gothic and 

neo-Victorian strategies, tropes and features constantly overlap and fuse. However, if 

broad definitions, diversities and grey areas make it hard to pin them down, then this is 

also an interesting point of connection between the two modes. In both fields, since the 

late twentieth century, critics have persistently sought to come to terms with the (too) 

loose or (too) broad delineations of Female Gothic and neo-Victorianism. Yet their 

hybridity has nevertheless proven as stimulating for literary theorisation as for literary 

practice. The multiple theoretical-critical attempts to determine a generic type have 

struggled to keep pace with the creative production, with new challenging 

manifestations of neo-Victorianism and works of Female Gothic inflection continually 

appearing—and thus destabilising and blurring the established norms. 

The high level of formal hybridity inherent to both the neo-Victorian and the 

Female Gothic can, in the case of the latter, be explained as a natural symptom of its 

intrinsical rejection of fixed (power) structures, (social) order and control. Although the 

neo-Victorian novel may be fairly new to the scholarly syllabus, it can hardly be argued 

that the genre is new. Its lack of a fixed definition is nevertheless (too) often contributed 

to neo-Victorianism’s newness in terms of formal recognition and scholarly 

engagement. Debates around its definition and delineation fervently continue at present, 

symptomatic, perhaps, of the “essentially revisionist impulse” (Shiller 541) of neo-

Victorianism. Indeed, the neo-Victorian novel’s slippery nature is not only appealing for 

but also enforced by academia. I have previously drawn attention to the neo-Victorian 

novel’s academic vein, referring both to the fact that academic theorisation has played a 

crucial role in consolidating the genre as an ‘intellectual mode’ (in Llewellyn’s words), 

but also to the fact that many writers of neo-Victorian fiction are academically trained. 

Therefore, the revisionist drive at the heart of much neo-Victorian fiction, which also 
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results in its high degree of self-reflectivity, is greatly stimulated by (if not directly 

springing from) the academic-critical theorisation involved, at some point, during the 

creative process of writing. 

No neo-Victorian novel is “merely part of the contemporary fascination with the 

Victorian past”, as Hadley writes, but is always to some degree “aware of the purposes 

the Victorians are made to serve and in returning to the Victorians self-consciously 

comment on the political and cultural uses of the Victorians in the present” (14). My 

principal argument in this thesis is related to, but also slightly different from Hadley’s 

statement. Hadley explains that neo-Victorian fictions “remain aware that the present 

moment has emerged out of the Victorian context” (14). This is indeed one of the 

dimensions I seek to analyse by exploring the issue of medicine and Female Gothic in 

the neo-Victorian novel. However, I seek to demonstrate that rather than talking about a 

degree of awareness, postmillennial neo-Victorian novels appear increasingly engaged 

with the present-day contexts in which they have been produced. This dimension of 

neo-Victorian revisionism is central to my exploration of the genre and, in particular, of 

medicine and female monstrosity in a range of recent neo-Victorian novels. 

Adopting an interdisciplinary approach is one way to try and consider the 

complex context(s) of neo-Victorianism. In addition, this thesis seeks to analyse the 

issue of female monstrosity in the neo-Victorian novel from a functional perspective. A 

functional critical approach, as Christopher Yiannitsaros points out, underlines the 

“relationship that exists between social and literary form” (288-9). Drawing on Franco 

Moretti’s distinction between ‘structural’ and ‘functional’, Yiannitsaros, writes:  

[the] ‘functional’ analysis is, to some degree, a sociological approach, which 

positions the genre as a singular component within a larger social system. This 

approach is therefore not so concerned with the textual construction...but more 
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so with the question of the function that [a] particular genre plays within wider 

social organizations. (288; italics added)    

This formulation lends itself most readily to a confirmation of the point I have made 

about function in relation to my investigation of neo-Victorian Female Gothic writing, 

namely that it works to safely and efficiently address current socio-cultural concerns.   

 

2.4.1. The Present in the Neo-Victorian Novel: (Re)Negotiating Monstrosities Now 

 

Hadley has pointed out that “historical novels always occupy a complex position in 

relation to the present and the past” and that “[c]ritical accounts of historical fiction tend 

to prioritize the moment of production over the era that is revived” (5). The most 

repeated line (counting all its different variations) in the field of neo-Victorian criticism 

is that neo-Victorian fiction is often as much about ‘now’ as about ‘then’. Although this 

has frequently been observed, little work has actually been done on the neo-Victorian 

novel with a particular focus on its relationship with the present and its articulation of 

today’s concerns. Investigation in the field tends to pay more attention to how the past 

is evoked, how past issues are depicted, deconstructed, questioned and renegotiated, and 

how the Victorians are reinserted into their historical context. Though connections are 

usually drawn between the past and the present, this often features as a speculative 

comment at the end of a larger analysis of the role of past in the novel in question, 

suggesting that the Victorian past, to some extent, continues to play a role at present, or 

that the analysed issue remains problematic.  

There are of course significant exceptions. Heilmann and Llewellyn recently 

analysed the ‘sex and science’ trope in neo-Victorian writing, and how 
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[w]omen’s historical and neo-Victorian fiction draws attention to and thus 

challenges us to confront the continuing legacy in our own time of the sexual 

violation of the human and especially the female body cloaked in the guise of 

science and education. In exploring the resistance of their fictional protagonists 

to actual abuses in the past, neo-Victorian fiction by women seeks to overwrite 

the pornographic ‘edutainment’ of our contemporary present. (142)  

Despite the fact that the dual workings of the neo-Victorian are widely acknowledged in 

neo-Victorian critical theory, a very limited number of critics have actually dealt 

extensively with the genre’s role in raising an awareness of the continuing legacies of 

Victorian wrongs. Still fewer offer precise examples of the persisting Victorian patterns, 

politics, pleasures and the implications of these for and in the present.  

Analysing the trope of trauma, Kohlke and Gutleben point out that “the neo-

Victorian novel...may function as a belated abreaction or ‘working through’ of 

nineteenth-century traumas, as well as those of our own times” (“After-Witness” 3). As 

the title of the collection nevertheless underscores, its focus is on the nineteenth-century 

past to which we at present are after-witnesses. In a similar vein, Hadley notes that 

“[e]ven those novels that are located wholly in the nineteenth century, however, 

incorporate an awareness of the contemporary position of the writer and the reader 

since as historical fictions neo-Victorian novels necessarily adopt a dual relationship to 

the past” (15; italics added). I agree with Hadley that no matter how deeply immersed in 

the past a narrative might be, retaining an awareness of the contemporary perspective is 

something inescapable. However, Hadley’s point here implies that the ‘necessarily’ 

adopted duality is to a certain degree unpremeditated and that the underlying awareness 

may even be accidental. Opting for the less prioritised angle of the dual view, my thesis 

proves the contrary, showing how neo-Victorian fiction’s thoroughly premeditated and 
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active use of duality works as a strategy to articulate and deal with present-day issues. 

This approach allows me not only to analyse the neo-Victorian self-consciousness 

engagement from a different angle, but also, more broadly, to deal with a largely 

neglected dimension of the neo-Victorian revisionist project.   

Francis O’Gorman recently remarked: “[i]t would be a weak historicism to think 

modern imaginings of the Victorian were only suggestive of the preoccupations of the 

contemporary, that the shaping the past in the present had little to reveal about the past 

itself” (16). It would be reasonable to think that no scholar of literary history or 

historical fiction would want his or her work to be qualified as weak historicism. This 

may be one of the reasons for the scholarly insistence upon the neo-Victorian 

envisioning of the past, as one of the core aspects that set off the genre from other 

contemporary (historical) fictions. Indeed, the intellectual attention paid to neo-

Victorian renegotiations of present-day issues has been very sporadic, and to what 

extent and in which ways the neo-Victorian novel engages with the present remain 

underexplored. This said, Carroll’s call for a reconsideration of today’s neo-Victorian 

novel has indeed served as a reminder of the importance of the ‘neo’ for the genre. Her 

point is worth quoting at length: 

A dedicated neo-Victorian criticism requires a reversal of the agency implied by 

the enduring Victorian influence over the present. This primacy may be suitable 

for Victorian Studies, but not for Neo-Victorian Studies with its need to explore 

the ‘uses to which Victorian history and Victorian fiction have been put’ by us in 

the present. […] If declamations on the neo-Victorian novel range from the 

nostalgic sycophant of a venerated past to the venomous heretic that dishonours 

that memory, the heretical portion is the postmodern – the innovative insights 

produced by the collision of the Victorian with the postmodern present. But 
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while neo-Victorian fiction may be cast as the hybrid child of both Victorian and 

postmodern parents, I contend that the glorification of the nineteenth-century 

‘parent’ has occurred largely at the expense of the estrangement and/or occlusion 

of the postmodern one.” (181) 

I am resistant to placing neo-Victorianism in the category of postmodernism, but agree 

with Carroll’s contestation to critiques of neo-Victorian escapism and opportunism, and 

coincide with the idea of the political potential of the genre: the way the neo-Victorian 

novel may work as a (political) tool for making (cultural) changes.  

It can hardly be argued that neo-Victorian fiction is primarily about the present, 

or primarily about the past for that matter. Still, my thesis seeks to understand the 

narratives in relation to current contexts as much as or, rather, more than in relation to 

the past. This is a focus which is lesser prioritised in neo-Victorian studies. In doing so, 

it significantly contributes to the ongoing reassessment of the function of the neo-

Victorian writing at present. The novels I explore show how neo-Victorianism engages 

with the Victorian and the contemporary in different fashions and to varying degrees. 

Yet, in the light of each other – and perhaps all the more so for being so different from 

each other – these narratives emphasise the relevance of considering the function(s) of 

the neo-Victorian novel more, perhaps, than its form(s).  

One of the mechanisms of neo-Victorian Female Gothic writing is its enabling a 

confrontation with present-day concerns by displacing these in time and space. My 

investigation, moreover, takes its point of departure in the assumption that neo-

Victorian Female Gothic is profoundly shaped by the moment of writing, and that is so 

because it is highly political. In other words, by paying attention to function more than 

to form, though always as interrelated parts of one whole, I seek to shed light onto 



 

141 

 

postmillennial neo-Victorian women’s writing, onto its contexts and onto what I 

perceive as its intrinsic political drive.   

As a working definition of the neo-Victorian novel, I adopt Heilmann and 

Llewellyn’s formulation of neo-Victorianism, quoted at lenght earlier, as “texts” that 

engage “self-consciously” with (re-)writing the Victorian (4). Echoing Fleenor’s 

understanding of the Female Gothic, by implying that there is not just one neo-

Victorianism but various neo-Victorianisms, Heilmann and Llewellyn’s definition 

acknowledges the fact that neo-Victorianism remains an umbrella term, while it also 

proposes a useful delineation for (part of) the genre.31 As a particularly relevant aspect 

for my project, I would like to highlight their attention to the self-consciousness 

involved in neo-Victorian writing. As this thesis will show, the political potential of the 

neo-Victorian novel often springs from precisely its self-conscious re-presentation of 

the Victorians; from its self-critical awareness of its own (re-)constructions of them. 

This project seeks not to participate in the debate on whether the neo-Victorian 

novel’s revisitation of the nineteenth century is progressive or regressive in terms of 

renegotiating Victorian social and cultural issues. Rather, it aims to investigate neo-

Victorian fiction’s potential for renegotiating today’s problems of otherness and socio-

cultural inequality. In short, being principally interested in the genre’s engagement with 

the present, my thesis focuses less on the neo-Victorian novel’s rewriting of the past, 

and pays more attention to its writing the present, if through the past. This approach to 

the neo-Victorian novel is both cause and result of the specific topic I investigate, 

medicine and female monstrosity, an issue which, in its turn, highlights the neo-

Victorian novel’s strong potential for channelling, articulating, renegotiating current 

issues.  
                                                 
31     In The Female Gothic Fleenor observed that “[t]here is not just one Gothic but Gothics” (4).   
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Throughout the last many decades the Female Gothic has been recurrently 

revitalised in women’s writing, “encouraged by a feminist interest in the way in which 

gothic formulae can be seen both to encapsulate certain stereotypical masculine fears 

about women and also to allow women the space to explore hidden aspects of gender 

formation” (Hawthorn 61). In effect, the monstrous-feminine (in its broadest sense) has 

been continually (re-)assessed in fiction and criticism alike. I have already discussed 

several of the most influential critics, such as Poovey, Shuttleworth, Fox Keller and 

Hurley, whose insights into nineteenth-century medicine and literature simultaneously 

translated into new literary writings. Some of the authors from across the decades, 

whose literary works have repeatedly found their way into scholarly investigations on 

medical discourse and female monstrosity in fiction include: Margaret Atwood, Angela 

Carter, Margaret Drabble, Doris Lessing, Alice Munro and Fay Weldon.32 New critical 

approaches fostered by the field of neo-Victorianism together with the ever-increasing 

range of neo-Victorian Female Gothic nevertheless open up for new illuminating 

perspectives on, as well as ways to renegotiate, female monstrosities now.  

Since the 1960s, feminist scholars have consistently insisted that feminist issues 

must necessarily be addressed in relation to (and cannot be separated from) their 

historical context(s) and implications. The perspective provided by the neo-Victorian 

novel can be a very powerful means when it comes to (re)writing the female experience. 

In the fictions I analyse, the reader contemplates his/her present through (re)writings of 

the past, and the novels (and readers) thus participate in a renegotiation of current and 

highly relevant issues. So, whereas some critics, such as Gutleben, have done much to 

underline the neo-Victorian novel’s subversive limitations, arguing that its “project of 

revisitation” is based upon a “subjective and, alas, stereotypical perception” of the 
                                                 
32     See, for example, Sarah Martín Alegre (1999) and Arias (2002). 
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nineteenth century, and on “the commonly fantasized image of Victorian fiction” 

(Gutleben 167), this thesis investigates the neo-Victorian novel with a focus on its 

subversive potential and, in particular, on its representation, articulation and 

renegotiation of current issues. I will argue that in its combination of neo-Victorian and 

Female Gothic literary strategies, neo-Victorian Female Gothic’s approach to questions 

on women, female corporeality and (un)femininity is reinforced rather than limited. In 

its revisitations of the past, I contend, neo-Victorian Female Gothic writing offers a 

notable degree of historical perpectivisation and insight into present problematics. In 

Body/Politics Jacobus, Fox Keller and Shuttleworth made the following observation: 

The Victorian medical and social discussions of the female body…offer 

themselves readily to ideological dissection, revealing the economic and gender 

assumptions at stake. As we come closer to our time, when science wields 

unprecedented cultural authority, and massive material investments guarantee its 

truths, demystification grows more difficult. (4)    

This testifies to the potential and relevance of neo-Victorian Female Gothic and, in turn, 

to the pertinence of my project. The novels I analyse actively partake in a valuable and 

relevant renegotiation of issues surrounding women, women’s bodies and, 

consequently, their monstrosities, because, as Benjamin observes, “almost any 

construction of female agency can be regarded as a dangerous flirtation with 

monstrosity” (A Question 16). In his stimulating essay in Neo-Victorian Gothic, Van 

Leavenworth reads the interactive narrative, Slouching Towards Bedlam (2003), 

through a “speculative framework” which “links the fears of the Victorian period to 

those of today (253). Leavenworth’s concluding observation brilliantly suits my own 

analytical approach and aim with this thesis: “creating links to the re-imagined past in a 

more speculative manner...does not diminish the contemporary relevance of Victorian 
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sites of cultural emergence, but instead allows for a comprehensive investigation of the 

anxieties that derive from them...” (274).  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Revisions of Female Monstrosity in Sarah Waters’s Neo-Victorian Fiction 

 

 

One of the central claims of this thesis is that the neo-Victorian novel can work as a site 

for bringing into light and renegotiate the position of the marginalised. This particular 

quality, as argued throughout the previous chapters, is directly related to the genre’s use 

of Gothic as “a mode emphatically concerned with otherness” (Kohlke and Gutleben, 

“The (Mis)Shapes” 4). As a revisionist approach to (Victorian) history and culture, the 

neo-Victorian novel provides possibilities for giving voice to the silenced, for 

highlighting what the Victorians only hinted at and, in this sense, for rewriting their 

stories. Although it contributes significantly to the remodelling of historical facts into 

fiction, the concerns of neo-Victorianism go beyond offering new and illuminating 

revisions of the Victorian past. If, as Voigts-Virchow suggests, the neo-Victorian novel 

is “a fascinating area of tension between the Victorian and the contemporary, a hybrid 

space of mimicry, camouflage and assertions of difference” (112), my thesis explores 

this ‘area of tension’ as an alternative revisionist approach to history and literature, 

which reveals as much about our present as about the (Victorian) past.  

Its dual engagement with re-vision, as discussed in chapter 2, explains how the 

neo-Victorian project of ‘reanimating the past’ establishes a mode through which to 

address the social/cultural/historical/political moment of writing. This takes me back to 

Carroll’s idea that “neo-Victorian fiction makes an important contribution to the model 

of social justice via recognitive justice” by centralising the “under-represented” and 

“destabilis[ing] deep-structure inequalities” (195). That the neo-Victorian novel not 

only centralises the Victorian periphery but also draws attention to the marginalised and 
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monstrous of today, has been thoroughly demonstrated by Sarah Waters whose first 

three neo-Victorian novels, Tipping the Velvet, Affinity and Fingersmith, clearly worked 

for her as a channel through which to address our present as much as the Victorian past. 

As the author herself has explained, the trilogy explores the neo-Victorian mode as 

a way of addressing issues that are still very, very current in British culture, like 

class and gender, and submerged sexuality or sexual underworlds. Things that we 

think we’re pretty cool with, and actually we’re not at all, and we keep on wanting 

to go back to the nineteenth century to play these out on a bigger scale, precisely 

because they’re still very current for us. (Dennis 45)  

Tipping the Velvet, Affinity and Fingersmith have ensured Waters the position as one of 

the most widely read authors of neo-Victorian fiction in the twenty-first century. The 

popular appeal of her neo-Victorian writing is evident: since Waters’s debut she has 

repeatedly been shortlisted for and won a number of prizes, and her novels have all been 

adapted for television and broadcast worldwide. Waters’s neo-Victorian tales have also 

received and continue to receive significant scholarly attention, and have played a 

crucial role in the consolidation of the genre. In short, her trilogy is a significant 

contribution to neo-Victorianism, while it also marks a turning-point for literature from 

the margins. Much critical work has already been done on Waters’s “critique not only of 

the [Victorian] modes of dealing with social and sexual transgression, but also the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries’ responses to similarly perceived deviance” 

(Llewellyn, “Queer?” 213), and in particular on how she successfully re-presents 

women-loving women, and shapes a lesbian discourse within contemporary mainstream 

culture. In this chapter I look into Waters’s (re)writing of lesbian identity and women’s 

same-sex relationships in her first three novels. Drawing on an array of critical-

theoretical approaches to female (homo)sexuality, neo-Victorian (women’s) writing, 
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and Waters’s in particular, I discuss the author’s contribution to the field of neo-

Victorian literature as well as to the ongoing debates on gender and sexuality. The 

scholarly analyses of Tipping the Velvet, Affinity and Fingersmith are numerous. As a 

new approach, I consider the novels through the perspective of intersubjective theory. 

My purpose is thus twofold. Firstly, I aim to offer a psychoanalytic reading of Waters’s 

representation of lesbianism and women’s homoerotic relationships, which sheds new 

light onto the author’s revisions of gender and sexuality issues. Critics have pointed out 

that Tipping the Velvet is not (particularly) Gothic and I agree that it is, strictly 

speaking, Waters’s least Gothic work.33 Still, the novel recurrently draws on strikingly 

Gothic tropes such as spectrality, violence, the double, sexual transgression and 

aberration. What is more, in its renegotiations of lesbian identity through the 

psychoanalytic discourse of Self/Other the novel returns us directly to the Victorian 

Female Gothic figurations of deviance and monstrosity, proving itself yet another 

example of how neo-Victorianism resorts to the Gothic mode to engage “with otherness 

in its manifold shapes and monstrous misshapes” (Kohlke and Guleben, “The 

(Mis)Shapes” 4). Secondly, I seek to stimulate a more complex understanding of her use 

of the neo-Victorian mode to address these issues. This, in turn, is fundamental for 

understanding Waters’s renegotiations of female monstrosity in The Little Stranger 

which I deal with in the second half of this chapter.  

 

3.1. (Re)Writing the Lesbian: Tipping the Velvet, Affinity, Fingersmith  

 

The genre’s preoccupation with revision arguably springs from its deep concern with 

change, one of the reasons why it is such an appropriate mode for renegotiation, 
                                                 
33     See Kohlke (2012) and Pulham (2012).  
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transgression and subversion, and brilliantly suits, for example, the feminist discourse. 

Indeed, much neo-Victorian and feminist fiction share, in Gayle Greene’s words, “the 

concern with escaping repetition; with ensuring progress” (291). Waters’s authorship is 

no exception to this. Exploring and, simultaneously, exemplifying the socio-political 

strength of the genre Waters’s novels make explicit what was virtually impossible to 

express in Victorian times, but also what is still nowadays struggling for social 

recognition and acceptance. In doing so, her neo-Victorian writing has become a 

touchstone for contemporary feminist fiction and has also played a crucial role in the 

consolidation of the neo-Victorian genre. Through the neo-Victorian mode Waters links 

not only past with present and fills in the gaps of history, but also, and very 

significantly, connects minority with mainstream beyond the pages. In more 

philosophical terms, Waters’s neo-Victorian novels bridge difference without denying 

it.  

Feminist historian and literary critic Sharon Marcus has recently argued that 

“[h]istorians of women and lesbians have...almost always assumed the dominance of 

heterosexuality whose evidence stems from the fact that it is all we have been trained to 

see” (14). Marcus calls for “[a] different theory [which] allows us to use these sources 

to make new distinctions...new connections – for example, between femininity and 

homoeroticism, or between female marriages and marriages between men and women” 

(14). A little further down I look into Jessica Benjamin’s psychoanalytic theorisation of 

intersubjectivity which provides such ‘different theory’. Both Benjamin and Waters 

revise, if through different approaches, female subjectivity and agency. In what follows, 

I hope to demonstrate how Benjamin and Waters, in the light of each other, exemplify 

how “women of the present can reshape a sexual tradition” (Miller 3). 
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Discussing the ‘sexationalist’ politics of the neo-Victorian genre, Kohlke points 

out that “Waters recuperates a lesbian history left out of the Victorian public record 

apart from negative mentions in medical discourses on sexual perversion and 

degeneracy. By showing lesbianism to be pervasive from the lower to the upper classes, 

Waters creates a quasi-genealogy of lesbian existence” (“Sexation” 9). More than 

merely ‘recuperating a lesbian history’, it is important to understand Waters’s revision 

of Victorian lesbian existence as a form for empowerment and liberation. Paulina 

Palmer has similarly argued that Waters renegotiates “the lesbian’s abject role” by 

challenging persisting notions of female same-sex desire as Other, and thereby 

contributes to the current processes of “resignification” of lesbianism (49). To be true, 

Tipping the Velvet, Affinity and Fingersmith not only provide the lesbian subject with a 

vivid historical background and existence, they also revise, challenge and disrupt past as 

well as present ideas, representations and myths surrounding female homosexuality. 

Waters achieves, in effect, what I call a double liberation. Her revisionist approach is 

double-edged, in that she addresses nineteenth-century female homosexuality, and 

simultaneously establishes a contemporary homoerotic discourse. Hence, in Waters’s 

case the re-writing of history through the perspective of lesbians is not so much an 

attempt to reveal “the ‘hidden’ sexual history of the period” (Kaplan, “Coda” 51), as to 

renegotiate the socio-cultural position of gay women.  

Martha Vicinus has recently claimed that the dynamics of domination and 

submission in women’s homoerotic relationships merely imitates the heterosexual 

dynamics between husband and wife (7). This viewpoint implies an association of the 

binary positions of domination/submission with gender roles or masculine and feminine 

attributes. Moreover, statements like Vicinus’s confirm Marcus’s observation that 

critics and theorists continue to believe in and share the “assumption that the opposition 
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between men and women governs relationships between women, which take shape only 

as reactions against, retreats from, or appropriations of masculinity” (11). The issues 

addressed here are complex (and rather controversial) questions. Yet, neo-Victorian 

fiction, and not least Waters’s, has proven an apt site for engaging with them.  

Sarah Gamble appropriately describes the neo-Victorian genre “as a self-

conscious exercise in looking backwards” (128) which relies upon “late-twentieth-

century critical perspectives” (Wormald qtd. in Gamble 131). Exploring the genre as 

‘performative,’ Gamble notes that “the neo-Victorian novel has flowered alongside 

developments in gender theory, particularly the inception of debates concerned with 

queerness and performativity” (128), to which Judith Butler remains fundamental. With 

the aim to disrupt the hierarchical notion of homosexuality as a copy of heterosexuality, 

which implies that the latter is of superior value or rank, Butler establishes the idea of 

sexual identities as performative roles. By considering sexuality and gender as acts of 

performance she thus challenges any fixed notions of these, arguing that “there are no 

direct or expressive or causal lines between sex, gender, gender presentation, sexual 

practice, fantasy and sexuality” (“Imitation” 131). Butler furthermore highlights the 

relational dynamic of performance, underlining that the acting out of a role, always 

occurs “with or for another, even if the other is only imaginary” (Undoing Gender 1). 

Butler’s theory of relational performativity breaks with the active/passive binary, 

allowing the interpretation of the erotic relation as a dynamics involving two performers 

who act with or for each other, which, in turn, implies that both hold a certain degree of 

agency since performing is activity, or, at least, opposes passivity.  

If Queer Theory, as Marcus suggests, can provide a fruitful “skeptism about the 

transhistorical truth of gender and sexual categories”, and give strength to the 

perception “that woman, desire, sexuality, and kinship are not fixed essences” (13), so 
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can recent feminist psychoanalytic theory. Benjamin’s study on intersubjectivity, as 

mentioned above, offers a framework for coming to terms with the subject/object binary 

through a re-conceptualization of (erotic) desire. Benjamin formulates the psychological 

“struggle to try to know the other while still recognizing the other’s radical alterity” as a 

gender-blind process, or, in other words, “as one between different identities...as a 

disagreement and contradiction within identities” (Shadow 101). By considering 

domination/submission dynamics an erotic structure beyond sex(uality), intersubjective 

theory suggests that two opposing poles are just as likely to exist in same-sex 

relationships as in heterosexual ones, and acknowledges that the psychological 

processes of recognition/rejection and identification/differentiation occur regardless of 

gender and sexual orientation. Besides enabling significant reconsiderations of the 

notions of normative, masculinity and femininity, intersubjective theory opens up new 

dimensions of the erotic. Moreover, its gender-neutral theorisation of the underlying 

psychological structures of power relations and erotic hierarchy, provides a highly 

fruitful framework for exploring domination/submission practices, paradoxical as it may 

seem, in female same-sex relationships.  

As previously mentioned, there are critics who suggest that structures of 

domination and submission exist in lesbian relationships due to the fact that the couples 

mimic the dominant culture (that is, the heterosexual relationships). Female couples 

imitate the behaviours of husband and wife in heterosexual marriages, Vicinus argues, 

and adds: “how can they not, surrounded as they are by powerful normative codes?” (7). 

I agree with and find Vicinus’s calling attention to the powerful workings of the 

‘normative’ highly relevant. However, as Marcus writes, “[t]o theorize the erotic as a set 

of dynamics rather than as a function of fixed gender relations or literal sexual acts is to 

assume that women can and do feel the same forms of desire as men” (115). It therefore 
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becomes all the more important to work apart from traditional phallocentric modes of 

analysis and, for that matter, from the perspective of a synthesised feminine 

subjectivity. It is may claim that Benjamin’s psychoanalytic framework allows us to do 

so, and, by applying her intersubjective theory to Waters’s novels, I aim to demonstrate 

how it enables an exploration of women’s same-sex relationships and the many 

different shapes of female (erotic) desire. 

As many critics have suggested, a great deal of the (popular) notions and ideas 

surrounding the Victorians, especially as regards women’s sexuality and erotic agency, 

are misperceptions based on narrow readings and interpretations of these aspects. One 

of the more recent critical endeavours to demonstrate how Victorian women and girls 

were “far more complicated and aggressive agents of desire than they appeared to be in 

the medical textbooks, household management manuals, or isolated essays that have 

been mainstays for historians of gender and sexuality” (Marcus 259), was undertaken by 

Marcus. In her study Marcus underlines that “the asexual Victorian woman able only to 

respond to male advances is a myth – not a Victorian myth, but our own” (259). 

Arguably, Marcus’s assertion here merely states the obvious (it is a myth) as well as 

underestimates the readers (our myth). Her study, however, contributes to the 

demythologisation of the homosexual Victorian woman, and provides a significant 

critique of the continuing theoretical-critical “distinction between the lesbian minority 

and the heterosexual norm” that reasserts “the bonds between women as either the 

quintessence of femininity or its defiant inversion” (Marcus 11, 22).  

Same-sex relationships and eroticism have in the last few decades received 

significant academic and critical attention, the rise of Queer Theory being, perhaps, the 

most obvious indicator of this tendency. However, despite an increase in investigations 

on homosexual desires and practices among women throughout history, these have, 
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according to Marcus, tended to generate narrow conclusions, simplistic categorizations 

and general misperceptions. As example, Marcus points to works such as Faderman’s 

Surpassing the Love of Men which, she argues, gives not only a too romanticised, 

utopian view of women’s same-sex desires, but makes the general conclusion that 

female same-sex relationships in the nineteenth century were of a friendly rather than 

sexual nature. As previously mentioned in this thesis, according to Faderman the term 

‘lesbian’ preceded its sexual reality: the idea of being emotionally “twisted” led 

Victorian women to perceive themselves as lesbians, despite the fact that most of the 

love relationship between women “had little to do with sexual expression” (411).  

If Marcus’s study offers an important questioning of “the ongoing dominance of 

the continuum and minority paradigms” (11), Waters, herself a trained historian, 

engages in a similar endeavour—through neo-Victorian fiction. If, as Marcus claims, it 

is pressing to terms with persisting myths, Waters has arguably found an efficient way 

to do so. Waters offers a demythologisation (to use Marcus’s idea) not only regarding 

Victorian female homoeroticism, but also of those myths that contemporary responses 

to the Victorians have generated. As others have noted, Waters “reconstructs a variety 

of women’s experiences while calling attention to their shared participation in 

performing femininity” (Wilson 295), while she, at the same time, “avoids consigning 

lesbianism to a space outside (the dominant) culture, a move which  Queer Theory 

debunks as ‘separatist prescriptivism’” (Jeremiah 137). To be true, Tipping the Velvet, 

Affinity and Fingersmith display extremely varied depictions of erotic relationships 

between women. Also, more than merely being coloured by scholarly analysis and 

theorisation, the novels sometimes seem to (want to) directly participate in the current 

debates. In this sense, as much the author’s lesbian agenda, it is her academic 

background and knowledge of the ongoing theoretical-critical disputes over 
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historicising lesbianism that ring echoes in her fiction; or is sometimes literally 

ventriloquised through her characters, as when Tipping the Velvet’s protagonist, Nan, 

refers to oral sex between women: “I didn’t say that I had never done it, you know; only 

that I never called it that” (Tipping 417). Similarly, Nan’s outburst against Kitty’s 

husband-to-be is a brilliant neo-Victorian rewrite of the very dispute over the nature of 

Victorian women’s same-sex erotics:  

‘You have gone mad,’ [Walter] said. ‘This has driven you quite crazed.’ 

‘And do you wonder at it? Do you know – has she told you – what we are – what 

we were – to one another? [...] I kept my eyes fixed upon Walter. 

‘I know’ he said slowly, ‘that you were – sweethearts, of a kind.’ 

‘Of a kind. The kind that – what? Hold hands? Did you think, then, that you 

were the first to have her, in this bed? Didn’t she tell you that I fuck her?’ 

He flinched – and so did I, for the word sounded terrible: I had never said it 

before, and had not known than I was about to use it now. (Tipping 173) 

While Waters is evidently not hesitant about letting her socio-political agenda and 

critical standpoints shine through, she skilfully “balances reactionary and liberationist 

impulses” in her novels (Kohlke, “Sexation” 8). Moreover, in the light of Benjamin’s 

intersubjective approach, as I will briefly outline below, which completely disassociates 

gender and sexuality with any of the positions in the domination/submission dynamics, 

it becomes obvious that Waters’s work goes much beyond its lesbian agenda. As 

Kohlke similarly remarks, “Waters also employs the neo-Victorian sex trope for a 

subversive textual/sexual politics of turning the tables on heteronormativity” 

(“Sexation” 8). As I will try to demonstrate in the following section, Waters refutes the 

phallocentric discourse which so often has proved too simple or inappropriate for 

expressing a woman’s perspective. However, she rejects neither the phallus nor the act 
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of penetration as some of the possible symbols of sexual desire and practice of female 

homosexuals. What she does challenge is “the myth of the lesbian relationship as a form 

of narcissistic doubling” (Palmer 63), questioning the perception of homosexuality as 

the desire for sameness. In doing so, Waters meets with the intersubjective perspective 

that polarity can and does exist within a mutual relationship, and that erotic dynamics 

are not gender related. Waters’s depictions of female same-sex desires and erotic 

practices come indeed to reflect many of the underlying psychological processes of 

domination and submission as described by Benjamin. Hence, in the words of Rachel 

Carroll, “[Waters] mobilises the production of a retrospective lesbian identity but [also] 

a more fundamental questioning of categories of sexuality, including the category of 

heterosexuality itself” (“Becoming” 10). Ultimately, Waters’s take on female 

(homo)sexuality in Tipping the Velvet, Affinity and Fingersmith illuminates how the 

neo-Victorian politics of reclaiming the past are directly connected with current 

concerns with and the realities of “subject formation and representation” (Kohlke, 

“Fantasies” 248).  

 

3.1.1. ‘Bridging Difference’: An Intersubjective Reading of Waters’s Trilogy 

 

In this section I read Waters’s representation of lesbianism and women’s homoerotic 

relationships through intersubjective theory to shed new light onto to the author’s 

revisions of gender and (homo)sexuality, and thereby stimulate a more complex 

understanding of her use of the neo-Victorian mode to address these issues. Moreover, 

understanding Gothic, in the words of Tabish Khair, “as an attempt to narrate the 

Otherness of the Other, and the impact of this Otherness on the Self” (87), my reading 

of Waters’s renegotiations of lesbian identity comes to highlight the function of Female 
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Gothic in neo-Victorian women’s writing, and, in turn, its strong political potential. 

First, however, I shall outline the principles intersubjective theory as formulated in 

Jessica Benjamin’s three seminal works, The Bonds of Love: Psychoanalysis, Feminism, 

and the Problem of Domination (1988); Like Subjects, Love Objects: Essays on 

Recognition and Sexual Difference (1995); Shadow of the Other: Intersubjectivity and 

Gender in Psychoanalysis (1998).  

According to intersubjective theory, the erotic relationship consists in the self 

meeting another self, and demands a degree of mutual recognition; or, as Benjamin 

suggests: “we actually have a need to recognize the other as a separate person who is 

like us yet distinct” (Bonds 23). The notion of intersubjectivity thus implies that 

between the two there must necessarily be a balance “between assertion of self and 

recognition of other” (Bonds 49). This balance can also be explained as a ‘tension’ 

similar to (as it is rooted in) the preoedipal ambivalent experience of sameness and 

difference, attachment and separation, dependence and independence, taking place in 

the mother-infant relation. The breakdown of this balance, however, results in “the 

common dynamic of erotic domination and objectification” (Like Subjects 186). That is, 

in an asymmetrical relationship in which “the assertion of one individual is transformed 

into domination, the other’s recognition becomes submission” (Bonds 62). 

Intersubjective theory thus considers the origin of domination to lie in the breakdown of 

tension: a crisis characterised by transformations in the relationship between self and 

other, so that “the basic tension of forces within the individual becomes a dynamic 

between individuals” (Bonds 62).  

Taking as her point of departure the idea that “assertion and recognition 

constitute poles of a delicate balance” (Bonds 12), Benjamin suggests, however, that 

through breakdown and renewal the other can, consequently, be acknowledged as 
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another subject “outside one’s own control and yet able to have decisive impact on the 

self” (Shadow 91). Imbalance between the poles can thus lead to dynamics of 

submission/domination, yet, expanding on D.W. Winnicott’s idea that in order to break 

up omnipotence there must be a process of ‘destruction and survival’, Benjamin argues 

that the survival of the other leads to a “recognition of the existence of the other as 

external” (Shadow 90-1).34 The process of destruction and survival is, in this sense, a 

way of upholding the vital tension between identification and differentiation. So, 

“[i]dentification can serve as a means for bridging difference without denying or 

abrogating it”, Benjamin points out, while   

all negotiation of difference involves negation, often leading to partial 

breakdowns...[which] is only catastrophic when the possibility of reestablishing 

the tension between negation and recognition is foreclosed, when the survival of 

the other, is definitely over. (Shadow 95-6)  

The process of destruction and survival is, then, both cause and result of erotic union; a 

cyclic and central pattern in all love relationships, which, Benjamin argues, is basically 

an expression of a profound longing for wholeness. In that sense, the polarised structure 

of erotic relation may be considered a fruitful and vital dynamics, of course as long as 

“the shape of the whole is...informed by mutuality” (Bonds 82). In her later work, 

Benjamin adds a significant modification to the perception of polarity and proposes, 

very significantly, a psychoanalytic re-conceptualisation of desire in order to analyse 

and reinterpret acts of both submission and domination. She observes that:  

                                                 
34     D.W. Winnicott (1896-1971), English pediatrician, psychiatrist and psychoanalyst who has made 
significant and lasting contributions to psychoanalytic theory, particularly in the tradition of object 
relations theory. 
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[i]f sex and gender as we know them are oriented to the pull of opposing poles, 

then these poles are not masculinity and femininity. Rather, gender dimorphism 

itself represents only one pole – its other pole is the polymorphism of all 

individuals. (Like Subjects 79) 

By putting an end to what Benjamin defines as “gendered logic” – the “structure of 

subject and object [that] throroughly permeates our social relations, our ways of 

knowing, our efforts to transform and control the world” (Bonds 220) – intersubjective 

theory offers a model through which to battle discriminating perceptions of gender and 

sexual normativity. It opens up for an understanding of structures of aggression and 

submission as underlying psychological processes of relational selves, as something 

apart from the expressions of internalised socio-cultural ideologies.35 Roberta 

Rubenstein has argued that the “female experience cannot be understood apart from the 

real structures of power” (101). The theoretical framework of Benjamin, however, goes 

beyond a re-conceptualisation of women’s erotic experiences and desires, in that it 

stimulates gender-neutral interpretations of the psychological structures of domination 

and submission. Evidently, intersubjectivity is not a simple reversal of power relations, 

but rather a dynamics that “allows us to use identification to bridge difference, to hold 

multiple positions, to tolerate nonidentity rather than wipe out the position of self or 

other...[and] to challenge the binary principle of exclusion and inclusion” (Shadow 107). 

 As Mark Llewellyn has observed, “Waters can extend the boundaries of the 

historical tale she is telling as a means to seek out a lesbian past, but also with the 

intention to find ‘the controversial twentieth-century lesbian body’” (“Queer?” 213). 

There is indeed more to her writing than a digging out a lesbian past, and more to it than 

                                                 
35     The term “self-in-relation” was first used in The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the 
Sociology of Gender (1978) by the pioneering, feminist psychoanalyst, Nancy Chodorow, with whom 
Jessica Benjamin admits to share “many common assumptions...and is indebted to” (Bonds 247). 
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centralising the (controversial) lesbian in mainstream fiction. Meeting with 

intersubjective theory’s conceptualisation of “bridging difference” (Benjamin, Shadow 

107) as an intricate and often paradoxical process, Waters’s renegotiation of ‘the 

lesbian’ is such a complex one precisely because she is not merely filling a historical 

and cultural gap, but is ‘bridging’ it. Waters, in effect, takes full advantage of the neo-

Victorian novel’s potential for subversion.  

 As has often been pointed out, Waters avoids a romanticised or utopian 

representation of the lesbian (couple). Yet, more importantly, neither of her novels 

allows simple generalisations as regards female desire and women’s erotic relationships. 

Rather, Waters’s portrayals reflect, as Maya J. Goldenberg points out, “a category of 

‘woman’ that adequately captures and affirms women’s agency and identities cannot be 

contructed in a framework that reduces the multiplicity evident all around us to an 

underlying unity” (144). Kaplan similarly acknowledges this quality of Waters’s novels 

which she sees as “a sign of a greater sophistication of feminist thinking, but it is also, 

more crudely, a sign of our times, a loss of the utopian vision of the 1960s and 

1970s...[with its] crude moralising” (“Coda” 52). In other words, Waters’s 

‘sophistication’ as a late twentieth-century feminist writer allows her to subvert the 

Victorian boundaries as well as to transgress those that persist in contemporary culture. 

It is perhaps not very surprising that none of Waters’s novels envision a lesbian utopia. 

What is indeed remarkable, as Kaplan similarly calls attention to, is the amount and 

degree of cruelty committed by women to other women, which is at the heart of 

Waters’s thematisation of female same-sex desires and erotic dynamics. From the 

abusive relationship between Diana and Nan in Tipping the Velvet, through Vigers’s 

sadistic rituals with Selina and, in turn, her manipulations of Margaret in Affinity, to 
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Fingersmith’s Susan who plays along Mrs Sucksby’s evil plotting against Maud but 

ends up being doubly betrayed herself by her own (pseudo)mother and lover.  

“Each of Waters’ fictions contains an undertow of same-sex betrayal and 

sadism, psychological and sometimes physical”, as Kaplan notes; yet, “Waters does not 

eroticise cruelty, even if her characters sometimes do...but she doesn’t simply moralise 

it either” (“Coda” 51). Along similar lines Kohlke remarks, “Waters breathes life into 

Terry Castle’s notion of the ‘Apparitional Lesbian,’ giving her flesh, blood, sex, and 

cunt...[t]here is nothing remotely spectral or unreal about lesbian sex here” (“Sexation” 

9). Above I have already given a few examples from Tipping the Velvet in which lesbian 

desire and sexual relations are far from something that can be read between the lines. 

Similarly, in Fingersmith female homoeroticism is not only depicted in the 

pornographic books collected and edited by Mr Lilly, but is also overtly present in the 

plot of the novel; sometimes spelled out: 

The hand moves even slower. She begins to press. I catch my breath. That makes 

her hesitate, and then press harder. At last she presses so hard I feel the giving of 

my flesh, I feel her inside me. I think I cry out. She does not hesitate now, 

however, but comes nearer to me and puts her hips about my thigh; then presses 

again. So slight she is!—but her hip is sharp, and her hand is blunt, she leans, 

she pushes, she moves her hips and hand as if to a rhythm, a time, a quickening 

beat. (Fingersmith 283)             

Indeed, Waters lesbian characters are anything but “apparitional” in Castle’s terms.36 

They reflect agency, subjectivity and viewpoint: qualities which make them whole, but 

also, as psychoanalytic theory underlines, imply that complex and often paradoxical 

‘shadow’ side of human nature; or, in the words of Benjamin, the “disagreement and 
                                                 
36 See Terry Castle (1993). 
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contradiction [between and] within identities” (Shadow 101). And this is, I find, 

precisely what lays the ground for Waters’s (re-)presentation of female homoeroticism 

and the lesbian not as Other or ‘abject’ but, rather, in terms of  human nature.   

 More than merely avoiding unfruitful generalisations, as critics have observed, 

Waters’s first three novels offer an extremely nuanced portrayal of women-loving-

women. The trilogy is indeed remarkable, if not pioneering, in its multifaceted 

renegotiation of lesbian identities. As mentioned earlier, of the three novels Tipping the 

Velvet is the one that least draws upon Female Gothic in envisioning Victorian female 

homosexuality, whereas both Affinity and Fingersmith have been defined as ‘Lesbian 

Gothic’. In Affinity, female homoeroticism is translated into the discourse of 

spiritualism.37 The novel thereby not only establishes a direct relationship with 

nineteenth-century (Gothic) modes/sites of ghosts, spirits and the occult, but “constructs 

itself through its numerous ‘affinities’ with Victorian culture and literature” (Heilmann, 

“The Haunting” 121), as well as with contemporary responses to and theorisations of 

spiritualism as a metaphor of lesbianism, and foremost with Castle’s as mentioned 

above. 

Affinity narrates the story of Margaret Prior, a young, unmarried, upper class 

lady who after her father’s death – and her brother’s marriage to the woman she loves – 

decides to become a lady visitor at the local prison. There she meets and falls in love 

with the young girl, Selina Dawes, a spirit medium sentenced to several years for fraud 

and assault. In parallel with Margaret’s diary entries, we read Selina’s own, and 

gradually come to discover that Margaret is merely used as a means for Selina to 

escape. The novel has frequently been submitted to critical scrutiny, perhaps because its 

engagement with spiritualism “can work as a metaphor for the postmodern idea of 
                                                 
37     For a thorough discussion see Llewellyn (2004) and Arias (2005).  
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resurrecting Victorian concerns”, as Arias suggests, “and for making the dead speak in 

manifold ways” (“Talking” 85).38 However, if Affinity builds upon its densely 

intertextual relationship with both nineteenth- and twentieth-century discourses, 

Fingersmith is not less intertextually dense, and is arguably the one of the three novels 

that most explicitly evokes canonical Victorian Gothic fictions.  

Fingersmith, like Affinity, develops its plot through parallel narratives: on the 

one hand, we are told the story of Susan Trinder, orphaned at birth and raised by Mrs 

Sucksby in a family of thieves. As part of a bigger plan conceived by her criminal 

relatives, Susan starts working as a maid for Maud Lilly, a girl the same age as herself, 

raised by her abusive uncle, collector and editor of pornographic books, in grim and 

solitary, not to say psychologically damaging, surroundings. On the other hand, we have 

Maud’s perspective of the events, through which we learn that she is really the daughter 

of Mrs Sucksby who eventually sets out to recuperate Maud and, above all, the girl’s 

inheritance from Mr Lilly, which has been the woman’s plan from the very beginning. 

Written in a thorough neo-Victorian Female Gothic vein, the novel recurrently echoes, 

if in a different tone, works by Charles Dickens, Wilkie Collins and Charlotte and 

Emily Brontë, returning us thus to nineteenth-century classics and the (Female) Gothic 

tradition, and to central Victorian themes and cultural debates. One central ‘Victorian’ 

concern that Fingersmith revisits is the role of nature versus nurture in the formation of 

(moral) character. Alongside the trope of switched identities, which is discussed further 

down, Waters renews the nature/nurture debate, often addressed in Victorian literature 

and culture, reminding us that  many of the questions that arose from this remain current 

concerns, as no definite answers have been provided. Indeed, it is still disputed at 
                                                 
38   Arias and Pulham’s Haunting and Spectrality in Neo-Victorian Fiction: Possessing the Past (2010) 
offers a detailed study of ‘the spectral’ in neo-Victorianism in parallel to the genre’s historical interplay in 
contemporary culture, as a metaphor of the role of the past at present.  
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present to what extent a person’s (moral) character is determined by socio-cultural 

factors versus genetic composition. In many present-day contexts this question is in 

itself highly controversial, yet Waters further complicates it by relating it to the issue of 

homosexuality. So, whereas many critics in the field of neo-Victorianism have reflected 

upon the ending of Fingersmith (which I return to in due time) as an evident example of 

how Waters directly addresses our present, I find that her renewing and twisting the 

nature/nurture debate just as evident and not less crucial an example of her concern with 

renegotiating current issues of (female) (homo)sexuality. Indeed, in doing so the author 

calls into question contemporary preoccupations with and scientific attempts at 

explaining homosexuality genetically versus socially.              

Tipping the Velvet has been analysed extensively as a ‘coming out novel’. To be 

true, it is Bildungsroman with the significant twist that it centres on the moral and 

emotional growth of a lesbian character. Yet the novel’s depiction of the ‘Bildung’ of 

Nance Astley is as interesting for its psychoanalytic approach to the protagonist’s 

development “in and through the relationship to other[s]” (Benjamin, Bonds 19). The 

narrative reflects intersubjective theory’s description of the dynamics of domination, 

and confirms Benjamin’s perception that for two subjects to ‘survive’ the erotic union, 

this must be informed by mutuality which (only) can be achieved by balancing the 

assertion of one’s Self and the recognition of the other’s (Bonds 49). Through her first 

encounter with the male-impersonator Kitty, Nan experiences an erotic awakening and 

initiates a psycho-emotional journey, exploring and gradually discovering her (sexual) 

identity through the relationships she engages in. Both her moral growth (using the 

traditional terminology related to the Bildungsroman) and self-perception is principally 

reflected in relation to Nan’s lovers: Kitty, Diana and Florence; and, very accordingly, 

the protagonist’s ‘Bildung’ involves a range of beautiful, sad and hazardous 
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experiences. I will not engage in depth with all her relationships here, nor with all the 

aspects of her development. Rather, I seek to provide a more general overview of how 

intersubjective theory applies to this as well as to the other two novels of the trilogy.   

 What negatively affects her relationship with Kitty, and later on with Diana, is 

Nan’s inability, as intersubjective theory would explain it, to perceive herself as a 

subject in her own right. At the same time, both her lovers, in each their ways, also fail 

to see or even refuse to accept Nan as such. This asymmetry is at the root of Nan’s 

dependence upon (first) Kitty and (then) Diana. In her relationship with the former this 

translates into Nan’s readiness to accept Kitty’s rules, giving in to all her demands: she 

cuts off her beloved family, literally giving up everything she ever was – her Self – for 

Kitty. Central to the ‘coming out’ narrative, Nan undergoes a transformation which 

happens in parallel with her becoming part of Kitty’s show in the music hall. As Nan 

reflects in relation to the performance of their “double act” on the stage: “the two things 

– the act, our love – were not so very different” (Tipping 127). Nan’s transformation 

can, however, also be read in terms of intersubjective theory: she gives up asserting her 

Self which is gradually assimilated into Kitty’s. Significantly, when their relationship 

finally collapses ‘Nan’ disappears completely – at least metaphorically speaking – and 

when asked her name in the streets she automatically answers: “Kitty” (Tipping 204). 

This process of Nan ‘becoming’ Kitty is one example of how Waters questions 

the myth of the lesbian couple as “female narcissism” (Palmer 51): sameness is not 

merely unfruitful but harmful, the novel suggests. In doing so, Tipping the Velvet 

echoes intersubjective theory’s insistence upon balancing identification and separation 

in order for the individual to exist within the twosome. Nan and Kitty can never “meet 

as sovereign equals”, adopting Benjamin’s words, because they fail to balance “self-

assertion and mutual recognition that allows self and other to meet as [such]” (Bonds 
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12). Their relationship remains one of complementarity, in which Nan obviously is the 

one who complements Kitty by lending her “the edge, the depth, the crucial definition, 

that she had lacked before”, but, as Nan herself observes, “[t]he act, I knew, was still all 

hers” (Tipping 127). 

Diana Lethaby, a wealthy upper-class lady, picks up Nan (who prostitutes 

herself) from the streets, and Nan accepts the woman’s proposal and becomes her “tart” 

(Tipping 248). So, their relationship relies from the very beginning on fixed power 

positions, resulting in “the common dynamic of erotic domination and objectification” 

(Like Subjects 186). Despite or rather because of this, the erotic relationship between 

Diana and Nan is a brilliant example of how Waters twists the notions of sexual 

normativity to challenge both past and present “modes of dealing with social and sexual 

transgression” (Llewellyn, “Queer?” 213). As Benjamin points out, mainstream 

psychoanalytic thought nowadays rejects the idea of feminine masochism, yet “the 

association of femininity with masochism persists in the culture” (Bonds 81). Waters 

completely turns the tables in this regard. While the ‘feminine’ but dominating Diana 

and the ‘manly’ Nan as her victim may at first glance appear a simple inversion of 

traditional (gender and sexual) stereotypes, Waters’s depiction of the couple recurrently 

challenges any ‘gendered logic’ (borrowing Benjamin’s term). Especially during their 

sex games all fixed positions and binaries are dissolved or blurred: while Nan often 

submits to Diana’s control and thus passively receives pleasure from being objectified, 

she also enjoys wearing ‘the phallus’ (the neo-Victorian translation of a dildo), which 

Nan obviously feels empowered by, and penetrate Diana, thereby actively providing her 

pleasure.39 

                                                 
39     It is noteworthy that the empowering ‘phallus’ eventually comes to play a central role in Nan’s 
breaking free from Diana’s control.    
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In Affinity Waters also plays with notions of femininity in relation to 

domination; and as in Tipping the Velvet, power is relational. Already on their first 

meeting Margaret becomes fascinated with Selina, and as her visits to Milbank Prison 

continue she becomes increasingly attracted to the young spirit medium who soon has 

Margaret in her power. The gaze is a recurrent element in Affinity and is, as in Diana’s 

gazing power over Nan, repeatedly foregrounded “as a powerful medium of control” 

(MacPherson 219). The novel, however, disrupts the conventional, hierarchical notion 

of observer/observed by turning it upside down, so that the presumed victims of the 

gaze “find the power in being gazed upon, or harness the control for their own 

purposes” (MacPherson 205). Moreover, as Llewellyn argues, “[a]lthough a victim of 

the gaze, Margaret is also an active participant in using the gaze for her own (sexual) 

satisfaction” (210). In the case of Margaret and Selina, it is all about who controls the 

gaze, rather than who holds it. Consequently, even when Margaret is observing Selina 

in her prison cell, gazing at her, Selina remains the one in control—a fact Margaret 

understands only too late.  

According to intersubjective theory the vital tension in a relationship can suffer 

breakdowns and be restored repeatedly, except when “recognition is foreclosed, [and] 

the survival of the other is definitely over” (Bonds 96). This idea is a recurrent, albeit 

underlying, motif in Affinity. In the relationship between Selina and Ruth processes of 

destruction and survival take place metaphorically but also, literally, in a highly 

physical sense as the women “express their passions protected by the smokescreen of 

Spiritualism” (Hall 5). The two lovers perform a number of shifting roles which 

provides them with possibilities to uphold the balance in their relationship. During their 

performances as spirit medium and spirit, Ruth holds the power over her girlfriend: 

disguised as the spirit Peter Quick, Ruth blindfolds Selina—both a symbolic expression 
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of domination and a real act of physical disempowerment, literally impeding her gaze. 

She then ties Selina’s hands and body, thereby obtaining total physical control over her. 

Then, by finally putting the bound and blindfolded Selina at display for the audience, 

the girl becomes objectified in the most literal sense of the word. Despite this process of 

‘destruction’ in psychoanalytic terms, as well as the real and physical harm Selina 

suffers during the sittings, the couple always restore a certain balance after the sessions, 

when Ruth, back to her role as maid, takes care of and waits on Selina. Thinking along 

the lines of intersubjective theory, Selina’s injured, bleeding body and extreme fatigue 

become signs of her destruction which, ultimately, allows Ruth to acknowledge Selina 

as another subject “able to have decisive impact on [Ruth’s] self” (Benjamin, Like 

Subjects 91).  

In Affinity and Tipping the Velvet we can identify several different examples of 

such dynamics, whereas in Fingersmith ‘destruction and survival’ is more like one long 

underlying process that lasts until the very end of the novel. This makes sense as the 

plot builds upon the classic Victorian Gothic trope of switched/double identities – with 

most clear reference to Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White in which Laura Fairlie 

and Anne Catherick’s identities are switched – and in which each of the two 

protagonists first reaches an understanding of her true identity – her Self and the 

Other’s – by the end of the tale. As lies are discovered and betrayals are gradually 

revealed, Sue and Maud de-construct and re-construct their (false) identities. Translating 

this into intersubjective dynamics of recognition, the women engage in literal 

renegotiations of Self/Other and indeed of the Self-as-the-Other(’s). A translation, 

however, is hardly needed for the moment when the women finally reunite in which the 

notion of ‘recognition through destruction and survival’, as conceptualised in 

intersubjective theory, is clearly echoed in the voice of Sue:  
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‘Oh Maud!’ I said. ‘Oh Maud!’ 

I had never spoken her name to her before like that, I had only ever said miss... 

I’d supposed her lost. I had meant to find her out, through years of searching. To 

come upon her now—so warm so real—when I had ached and ached for her— It 

was too much. (Fingersmith 542; italics added)      

Moreover, Sue and Maud recurrently express their wish to hurt or even kill each other. 

Yet, although they succeed at harming one another, they never do so physically—in a 

direct way at least. The spiritualist séances in Affinity, on the contrary, draw heavily on 

tropes of physical violence and objectification, as does Nan and Diana’s relationship in 

Tipping the Velvet, recalling nineteenth-century Female Gothic notions of women’s 

selfhood as “abjected and haunted identities...unable to ever completely ‘possess’ or 

‘own’ themselves” (Kohlke, “Fantasies” 223). Such Gothic returns involve, as Kohlke 

rightfully notes, “a voyeuristic re-victimisation of female characters that at times seems 

at odds with neo-Victorianism’s ethical and liberationist agenda” (“Fantasies” 222). 

However, an intersubjective approach to the dynamics of domination in the novels 

enables a reading apart from notions of “victim feminism” (Wolf 1994; Hoeveler 1998), 

and rather in terms of shifting identifications underlying the erotic relationship, and 

which are fundamental for upholding its tension of mutual recognition.     

If the self exists under “[t]he paradoxical condition that we are dependent for 

recognition of our independence” (Like Subjects 84), as Benjamin theorises, both Selina 

and Margaret, then, embody this perception. Scholarly investigations have analysed the 

relevant ‘coming out’ dimension of Margaret’s wish to be seen and acknowledged by 

Selina.40 To these I would like to add the perspective of intersubjectivity. In 

intersubjective terms, Margaret reaches the extreme point where she perceives her very 
                                                 
40     See, for example, Mark Llewellyn (2004), Demelza Hall (2006) and Rachel Carroll (2007).    
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existence as depending upon Selina’s recognition: despite having prepared everything 

for Selina’s prison break, Margaret needs Selina to acknowledge these doings, her 

independence. Margaret eventually becomes aware of this herself. Waiting for her 

beloved to show up, with all the newly purchased dresses laid out ready for her, she 

reflects: “Then I know that they [the dresses] are waiting, like me, for Selina to assume 

them – to make them quick, to make them real, to make them palpitate with lustre and 

with life” (Affinity 306). Selina never shows up. Margaret will never obtain her 

recognition which, as critics speculate, have fatal consequences for her (Self); or along 

the lines of intersubjective theory: ‘the survival of the other is definitely over’. 

As with Affinity, the ending of Fingersmith is left open for speculation and has 

produced very varied critical responses indeed. The question of whether or not 

Fingermith’s is a happy one is still disputed. Especially among feminist critics there is 

an ongoing disagreement as to how to interpret Maud’s setting out to earn a living 

writing pornography in terms of sexual liberation. Many have argued that she is given 

the opportunity, as a pornographer, to voice her (homoerotic) desires and shape the 

(homo)sexual discourses; and just as many find that, as a result of her misogynist 

upbringing Maud is merely reproducing (internalised) structures of desire “made and 

managed by the social and economic world she inhabits” (Kaplan, “Coda” 53). Both 

perspectives relate, of course, to the broader discussion of Waters’s writing and the neo-

Victorian liberationist agenda, and the author’s own representations of lesbian sex in the 

popular format (however intellectually challenging) of neo-Victorian fiction.            

Tipping the Velvet, Affinity and Fingersmith reflect in manifold ways Benjamin's 

perception that recognition is “central to human existence” (Bonds 15). In the novels it 

is often an imbalance between recognising and being recognised that complicates the 

women’s homoerotic relations, leading to emotional breakdowns or rupture of the 
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couples. Still, by carrying out an examination of these relationships from an 

intersubjective perspective we can understand them apart from notions of female re-

victimisation, and rather in terms of shifting identifications underlying the erotic 

relationship, and which are fundamental for upholding its tension of mutual recognition. 

Benjamin’s intersubjective theory enables not only a gender-neutral conceptualisation, 

but also a more profound understanding of the structures of domination; of why we 

accept and perpetuate such structures and continue to have relationships of domination 

and submission. This, I find, might also explain why a contemporary readership so 

easily can come to identify with the (Victorian) lesbian characters in Waters’s novels, 

notwithstanding the cultural and temporal differences that separate us, and regardless of 

our sexual orientation. We simply recognise the underlying psychological processes in, 

and their erotic implications for, the characters, because their desires, feelings and 

patterns of behaviour are just like our own. Much critical work has been done of how 

Waters transgresses both Victorian boundaries and those that persist in contemporary 

culture. Yet, my discussion of Waters neo-Victorian trilogy in relation to intersubjective 

theory opens up for a more complex understanding of the novels’ (re)writing the 

lesbian, thus adding to existing scholarship, while also it also reveals the author’s 

significant involvement in socio-cultural bridging, through her neo-Victorian writing. 

That is, through her neo-Victorian fiction, Waters engages in a highly complex yet 

extremely relevant bridging across the boundaries of time, culture, gender, sexual 

orientation and identity.  
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3.2. Revision, Reactance, Redemption: Sarah Waters’s The Little Stranger 

 

Waters’s latest novel, The Little Stranger, appears to lack what has been thought of as 

the main constituent of the neo-Victorian tale: the nineteenth-century setting.41 Yet, in 

what follows I propose a reading of The Little Stranger as thoroughly neo-Victorian. 

Taking as my point of departure Dana Shiller’s original definition of the neo-Victorian 

novel, while drawing on the most recent critical work in the field of neo-Victorianism. 

My aim is to examine how The Little Stranger explores and also enriches the neo-

Victorian mode: how Waters’s novel, at once, moves beyond the first delineation(s) of 

the genre and proves to be inherently neo-Victorian. I seek, however, not merely to 

place The Little Stranger on the shelf for neo-Victorian fiction, but aim to illustrate how 

Waters’s work meets with the neo-Victorian revisionist project of renegotiating issues 

of social inequality and otherness. 

Jack W. Brehm explains “psychological reactance” as the “motivational state” or 

reaction of opposition, which is produced in response to (the threat of) restrictions. For 

example when rules, regulations or viewpoints are forced upon a person, this is likely to 

trigger “reactance”: making him/her adopt an attitude of opposition (9-13). Use of so-

called reverse psychology to make someone adopt an attitude of opposition relies on the 

principles of “psychological reactance” studied by Brehm who considers “reactance” a 

highly effective “function of persuasion” (95). I set out to examine Waters’s complex 

use of narrative strategies, readerly manipulation and ‘reverse psychology’, specifically 

in relation to female monstrosity. The Little Stranger, I contend, engages in a kind of 

double re-vision of medicine and the monstrous-feminine. Indeed, by reworking past 

and present constructions of female monstrosity the novel draws attention to the fact 
                                                 
41     Waters’s sixth novel, The Paying Guests, will be released on 16 September 2014.   
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that the translation of medical discourse into culture not only was but remains 

particularly pertinent for women. 

 

3.2.1. The Little Stranger as Neo-Victorian Text 

 

I have already quoted at length Shiller’s definition of the neo-Victorian novel. However, 

for my purpose here I shall briefly recall it in a summarised version. Shiller argued that 

“neo-Victorian novels...adopt a postmodern approach to history...are set at least partially 

in the nineteenth century...revise specific Victorian precursors...imagine ‘new’ 

adventures for familiar Victorian characters, and...imitate nineteenth-century literary 

conventions” (558). Shiller’s discussion of the genre was pioneering and has proven to 

be of lasting significance, remaining the point of departure for much critical thinking 

and theorising of neo-Victorianism at present. As mentioned earlier, since the (formal) 

establishment neo-Victorian studies, its scope has been ever widening thanks to the 

constantly increasing production of neo-Victorian texts. Critical and theoretical 

elaborations on the neo-Victorian novel have been both various and immensely varied. 

Recalling some of the definitions thoroughly discussed in chapter 2, the genre 

has been described as “an intellectual and cultural mode” (Llewellyn “On the Ethics” 

28), as “a fascinating area of tension between the Victorian and the contemporary, a 

hybrid space of mimicry, camouflage and assertions of difference” (Voigts-Virchow 

112), and numerous contributions have pointed to the neo-Victorian novel’s 

performance of a unique kind of narrative ventriloquism which voices the silences of 

the Victorian era. Most repeated, perhaps, is the perception of neo-Victorian fiction as a 

revisionist approach to, simultaneously, past and present. Evidently, the neo-Victorian 

novel embraces much more than literary re-presentations of Victorian Britain. Yet, the 
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delineations of what belongs to the genre, and what does not, remain blurry. Heilmann 

and Llewellyn’s most recent formulation of neo-Victorianism implied that rather than 

just one, different kinds of neo-Victorianisms exist. As they wrote in their joint 

Introduction to Neo-Victorianism: “[t]o be part of the neo-Victorianism we discuss in 

this book... [it] must in some respect be self-consciously...concern[ed] [with] the 

Victorians” (4).  

One central defining characteristic of the neo-Victorian novel returns us to 

Shiller’s perception of the “essentially revisionist impulse” of the neo-Victorian novel 

(541). That revision is a central defining, if complex, characteristic of the neo-Victorian 

novel becomes clear in, for example, Voigts-Virchow’s exploration of neo-Victorian 

fiction as a reading process on four levels: “a reading of [neo-Victorian] 

novelists...reading research into Victorianism reading Victorian sources reading the 

Victorians” (108). It is furthermore exemplified by Heilmann’s study of a range of neo-

Victorian texts and their “multifaceted mirror game[s]” in which they urge the reader to 

examine the characters’ relationship with the past (for good and for worse), thereby 

“encouraging a similar process of reflection in the contemporary reader” (“The 

Haunting” 41). As both critics argue, and I here set out to illustrate, neo-Victorian 

revision is often multilayered and operates on several levels. 

Manifold studies in the field have already made obvious that the neo-Victorian 

novel necessarily must serve “not one but two masters: the ‘neo’ as well as the 

‘Victorian’” (Carroll 173), and that a nineteenth-century British setting is not enough to 

qualify as neo-Victorian. A returning question in neo-Victorian critical theory, however, 

is whether the setting is also limited to Victorian Britain, or even the nineteenth century. 

Shiller’s original definition suggested that the setting must be at least partially 

Victorian. But what about a novel with an entirely non-Victorian timeframe: could it 
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still be considered neo-Victorian? I would like to argue, taking The Little Stranger as 

example, that a neo-Victorian novel can indeed have a non-Victorian timeframe and that 

labeling this novel otherwise is unnecessary. So, whereas Heilmann has analysed 

Waters’s ‘Neo-Forties novel’, assuring us that ‘”we will read The Little Stranger 

differently, depending on whether we focus on the forties or Victorian paradigms or are 

mindful of both” (“Neo-Forties” 39), in this article I propose a reading of the novel as 

thoroughly neo-Victorian. 

The setting of The Little Stranger is not what one might expect of a traditional 

neo-Victorian novel. Although it first takes us back to 1919, beginning with the 

narrator’s childhood memory of an Empire Day celebration, the novel’s timeframe is 

mainly the late 1940s. Principally taking place in Hundreds Hall, a Georgian (not 

Victorian) house, the novel tells the story of Dr Faraday and the Ayres: a widow and her 

two adult children, Roderick and Caroline. The son, an ex-soldier of the British Army, 

is struggling with his physical and psychological injuries from the Second World War 

as much as with the Ayres’ finances, desperately trying to save his family from 

economic breakdown. His older sister is an unattractive spinster who, eventually, starts 

a relationship with Dr Faraday but, then, breaks off their engagement only a few days 

before the wedding. Through the eyes of Faraday, the family doctor and narrator of the 

story, we witness the gradual downfall of the Ayres and follow the family members’ 

descent into madness and death, as the result of a series of mysterious hauntings at the 

Ayres residence, Hundreds Hall. Although the novel is not set in the nineteenth century, 

the Victorian era seems to be constantly present. It appears, in fact, throughout the novel 

in the form of different kinds of Victorian traces, fragments and voices that increasingly 

permeate the text and play a crucial role in the (re)construction of the story. 
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In more than one way The Little Stranger reveals itself as thoroughly 

palimpsestuous.42 Within the plot, the idea of the palimpsest clearly comes to 

expression through the figure of Hundreds Hall in which the past continuously pervades 

the present. The walls of the house, where the Ayres “seem to pride themselves on 

living like the Brontës...” (Little Stranger 34), are decorated with portraits of the 

family’s Victorian ancestors. On the floor “a florid Victorian chamber-pot [is] filled 

with water for the dog” (Little Stranger 19), and the broken clock over the stable door 

shows “[t]wenty to nine...the time Miss Havisham’s clocks are stopped at in Great 

Expectations” (Little Stranger 67). Another Victorian relic, “an old speaking-

tube...installed in the 1880s to allow the nursery staff to communicate with the cook” 

(Little Stranger 331), later becomes a central device in the ghostly haunting at the Ayres 

residence. Stains, marks and letters also literally permeate the house’s surfaces—like on 

the “blank surface of the palimpsest”, borrowing Talairach-Vielmas’s words, “on which 

traces of the past may be recovered and deciphered” (132). Moreover, a wide range of 

nineteenth-century literary texts and conventions inform both the structure and the plot 

of the novel, recalling Wilkie Collins’s late-Victorian Gothic, the Victorian ghost story 

as well as a number of specific literary works from the period.43 

Planning their honeymoon, Faraday for a long time considers Scotland but is 

then reminded of a hotel in Cornwall: “a wonderful place...quiet, romantic, 

picturesque...It seemed like fate” (438). This specific location, as O’Callaghan observes, 

“menacingly evokes [Daphne] Du Maurier’s Rebecca” and Mr De Winter’s murdering 

his wife at their country house (261). Published in 1938, Du Maurier’s narrative is 

obviously not a nineteenth-century text, yet as a literary work with strong intertextual 

                                                 
42     For a thorough discussion of the concept of the palimpsest as well as of the term “palimpsestuous”      
see Dillon (2007). 
43     See Heilmann (2011) for an in-depth analysis of The Little Stranger’s many intertexts.  
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bonds to the Victorian Female Gothic Rebecca is in itself a nineteenth-century trace. 

But Victorian echoes are also reproduced in the very voices of the characters. For 

example, Caroline Ayres’s outburst (directed at Dr Faraday), powerfully alludes to the 

sickening nursery where Perkins Gilman’s female protagonist in “The Yellow 

Wallpaper” is suffering confinement: “I’m not going crazy, if that’s what you’re 

thinking. Though I’m not sure you wouldn’t quite like that, too. You could keep me 

upstairs in the nursery. The bars are already on the windows, after all” (Little Stranger 

448). Also, Caroline’s reading aloud from The Night Side of Nature (1848) and 

Phantasms of the Living (1886) provides another example of the many Victorian textual 

traces in The Little Stranger, exemplifying, in turn, how Waters continuously plays with 

fiction, fact, realism and the supernatural, and intermingles different time periods.44 

Phantasms of the Living, or referred to by Dr Faraday and Dr Seeley as “Myers’s 

thesis”, appears also later on when the two colleagues discuss the mysterious events at 

Hundreds Hall, providing the point of departure for one of the most intertextually 

loaded passages in the novel: 

‘Isn’t that Myers’s thesis?’  

I said, ‘As far as I know. And it makes for a good fireside story. But for God’s 

sake, there isn’t an ounce of science in it!’  

‘Not yet there isn’t,’ he said, smiling. ‘And I wouldn’t like to air the theory in 

front of the country medical board, certainly. ‘But perhaps in fifty years’ time 

medicine will have found a way to calibrate the phenomenon, and will have 

explained it all. Meanwhile, people will go on talking about ghoulies and 

ghosties and long-leggety beasties, simply missing the point...The subliminal 

                                                 
44    Sarah Waters herself places these two works first on the list of non-fictional texts to which The Little 
Stranger is “indebted” (Little Stranger 500).  
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mind has many dark, unhappy corners, after all. Imagine something loosening 

itself from one of those corners...What would this little stranger grow into? A 

sort of shadow-self, perhaps: a Caliban, a Mr Hyde....’ (Little Stranger 379) 

Several direct and indirect references to Victorian texts, literary as well as non-literary, 

can be counted in just these few lines above, illustrating not only how Victorian 

discourses form part of the textual body of the novel but also how it repeatedly and 

often explicitly calls attention to its interconnectedness with nineteenth-century culture 

and literature, so characteristic of the neo-Victorian mode. 

Concerned not merely with then in relation to now but also with previous 

approaches to the Victorians, provided through the mid-twentieth-century setting, The 

Little Stranger comes to embody Shiller’s conceptualisation of neo-Victorian revision, 

in that it “explore[s] how present circumstances shape historical narrative [while, at the 

same time, being]...indebted to earlier cultural attitudes toward history” (540). Playing 

with and upon perspectives of the Victorians from different points in time, the novel 

thus offers a complex approach to past; or, in Voigts-Virchow’s terms, it allows for a 

multi-levelled reading process: reading the neo-Victorian reading the 1940s reading the 

Victorian. The Little Stranger’s project of (re)writing and (re-)reading history, in this 

sense, proves both dynamic and dialogic, and provides a pioneering example of the kind 

of twenty-first-century neo-Victorianism that critics foresaw would “not only...move 

forwards in re-conceptualising the nineteenth century but backwards too, so as to 

examine more fully how earlier generations of writers and critics laid the ground work 

for our own neo-Victorian ventures” (Kohlke, “Speculations” 5). In addition to my 

discussion of  Waters’s first neo-Victorian endeavours in the first half of this chapter, 

further down I shall explore in more detail how Waters’s own earlier approaches to the 
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Victorians have indeed ‘laid the ground work’ for postmillennial neo-Victorian 

(reading) experiences.  

First, however, I will return to the palimpsestuous nature of The Little Stranger, 

which brings together past and present voices, and which in itself is a Victorian legacy. 

In the late nineteenth century, as Talairach-Vielmas has recently pointed out, while the 

palimpsest served many mental psychologists “as a template for mental processes”, it 

was also widely used as a literary device to allegorize “the weight of the past” (123), to 

represent guilty conscience or, even, to literally let the past invade the present. Collins, 

for one, constructed many of his plots around the palimpsest motif which allowed him 

“to play upon secret scripts and haunting memories of the self which keep resurfacing” 

(Talairach-Vielmas 134). Especially in Collins’s later texts, the past literally invades the 

present. In The Haunted Hotel (1879) the horrifying past that ‘keeps resurfacing’ is 

embodied by the character of the secretive Countess Narona who not only mysteriously 

appears when least expected but whose mere presence seems to exert a certain 

spellbinding power over everyone near her. Illustrative of how Collins’s writing was 

crucially different from earlier forms of Gothic in which the supernatural and strange 

played an significant role, the narrative begins in Doctor Wybrow’s consulting-room 

where we meet the Countess for the first time. The spine-chilling atmosphere is created 

not through the meeting with the strange, but by presenting a recognisable everyday 

event, yet with a twist so tiny that it is hard to put one’s finger on what it is that makes 

one uncomfortable: 

Her accent was foreign; the tone was low and firm. Her fingers closed gently, 

and yet resolutely, on the Doctor’s arm. Neither her language not her action had 

the slightest effect in inclining him to grant her request. The influence that 

instantly stopped him, on his way to the carriage, was the silent influence on her 
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face. The startling contrast between the corpse-like pallor of her complexion and 

the overpowering life and light, the glittering metallic brightness in her large 

black eyes, held him literally spellbound. (Haunted Hotel 4). 

Being in great distress, the Countess asks the doctor for a health check. However, as 

happens with the writing on the palimpsest, she is difficult to decipher and what truly 

lays the ground for her anxiety: her true motivation for going to the doctor’s is, like her 

face, hidden behind a veil. As Talairach-Vielmas similarly notes, “from the start 

Collins’s villainess is aligned with illegible texts and layers of effaced stories which 

refuse to be read”(125). As the tale of the Countess and her late husband unfolds, the 

palimpsest motifs becomes extended to the city of Venice and the haunted hotel, where 

the true story is uncovered by removing one layer after another; sometimes literally, as 

when a “chimney-piece” at the hotel is removed, “disclos[ing] a dark cavity below” 

(Haunted Hotel 121). The passage is worth quoting at length because it captures so well 

the idea of the palimpsest and also how it is gothicised and, in turn, enhances the Gohtic 

atmosphere. 

The solid hearthstone in front of the fire-place turned slowly at the feet of the 

two men, and disclosed a dark cavity below. At the same moment, the strange 

and sickening combination of odours, hitherto associated with the vaults of the 

old palace and with the bedchamber beneath, now floated up from the open 

recess, and filled the room. The manager stared back. ‘Good God’....he 

exclaimed, ‘what does this mean’?  (Haunted Hotel 121-22) 

The pervading strange smells further underline the palimpsest motif, as the chemicals 

used to erase text and thus prepare the vellum for new writing similarly smelled and 

made the vellum smell strangely. 
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As Talairach-Vielmas rightfully observes, the invasion of past occurs in an 

extreme sense in Collins’s fiction: “[b]lood oozes and stains freshly painted ceilings, 

smells from the past pervade the present and ghastly body parts hanging from the 

ceiling invite horrified beholders to reconstruct the identity of the corpse” (132-33). 

Clearly suggestive of the influence of Collins on Waters’s The Little Stranger the 

traumatised (and traumatising) past similarly marks the plot: from smudges on the 

ceiling, to whispering voices on the speaking tube and childish handwriting permeating 

the wall paper. Many of Collins’s texts also prove palimpsestuous in terms of letting the 

old and the new coexist on the page. In fact, the juxtaposition of tradition, old fashion, 

new values and modern tendencies informs the literary dialogues between the advances 

of modernity and the traditional beliefs which are so characteristic of Collins’s writing. 

Moreover, this generated a special tension between explaining and mystifying which 

allowed the supernatural to exist simultaneously with the rational like, for example, 

science (Mangham, 2007; Talarach-Vielmas, 2009). Similarly, and crucial to the 

development of the plot, Waters’s The Little Stranger sustains the tension between 

mystifying and explaining; or, explained according to neo-Victorian literary theory, 

until the very end Waters maintains a balance between creating and reveling the 

illusion.  

Reflecting upon the palimpsest in relation to the neo-Victorian mode, Llewellyn 

writes: 

The importance of the palimpsest lies not in its writing of new texts over old 

ones, but in the simultaneous existence of both narratives on the same page, 

occupying the same space, and speaking in odd, obscure, and different ways to 

one another. For it is important to remember that, as the neo-Victorian text 

writes back to something in the nineteenth century, it does so in a manner that 
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often aims to re-fresh and re-vitalise the importance of that earlier text to the 

here and now. (“What is” 170-1)      

This is precisely how it works for Waters in The Little Stranger. Waters uses the 

palimpsest motif as a means for depicting (metaphorical and literal) haunting at 

Hundreds Hall, while the palimpsestuous structure of the novel allows the supernatural 

and the rational, the fantastic and the realistic to operate simultaneously. Playing upon 

this duality The Little Stranger inhabits the neo-Victorian “third” or “hybrid space” 

(Voigts-Virchow 112), revealing to great effect the potential of being in-between: not 

quite about the past, not quite about the present, arguably a ghost story, arguably not. 

Because it is in-betweenness, or inherent ambivalence, which ultimately allows the 

author as well as her readers “to meditate on questions of the past and the intrinsic 

relationship between history and fiction” (Arias, “Talking” 102): a central purpose, as 

argued throughout the previous chapters, of much neo-Victorian writing. In a discussion 

of Waters’s other highly ‘spectral novel’, Affinity, Rosario Arias points out that 

although “[t]he mystery is at last solved and the most eerie phenomena...find reasonable 

and logical explanations, Waters wants to leave us in doubt...[wants] to make us think: 

what if?” (“Talking” 102). In Affinity, discussed earlier, Margaret believes that Selina 

can escape from her prison cell by means of their spiritual (supernatural) affinity, and 

waits faithfully for Selina to eventually appear in her bedroom. Awaiting her beloved 

Selina, with the newly bought dresses laid out for her, Margaret sits up the entire night 

according to the instructions of the ruthless Selina who, as it turns out, never comes. 

While readers are, perhaps, not so surprised at Selina not showing up, and less at her not 

materialising through the women’s spiritual connection, we still tensely wait, alongside 

Margaret, for ‘something’ to happen. It is indeed remarkable that, although most readers 

are very likely thoroughly sceptical of Selina’s supernatural powers, we find ourselves 
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doubting and, like Margaret, asking will she eventually come? We somehow want 

confirmed that there is more in heaven and earth than can be logically explained. With 

The Little Stranger Waters achieves something similar. As with Affinity, Waters triggers 

ambivalent readerly responses to her narrative and characters by offering no definite 

answers to the mysteries but, instead, as Arias appropriately puts it, “a textual space for 

imagining what it absent...” (Arias “Talking” 103; italics added).  

 Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw (1898) is probably the “good fireside 

story” (Little Stranger 379) Dr Faraday hints at in the beginning of his conversation 

with Dr Seeley. However, it is the issue of psychological haunting versus “real” ghosts 

that directly links Waters’s novel with this Victorian classic. Heilmann has recently 

analysed the legacies of The Turn of the Screw in four contemporary works of fiction,45 

concluding that “[t]he appeal to the late twentieth and twenty-first century imagination 

resides precisely in the multiple instabilities of James’s novella” (“The Haunting” 129). 

The Little Stranger seems to provide the ultimate proof of this. Similarly to James’s 

tale, Waters’s text relies fundamentally on instabilities and blurred boundaries “between 

self and other, reality and fantasy, the living and dead”, borrowing Heilmann’s words, 

“reflected narratologically through the device of spectral doubles, intertextual 

echoes...[and] spectacularly unreliable perspectives” (“The Haunting” 129). And, like 

The Turn of the Screw, given its instabilities, its paradoxical conjunction between 

explainable and unexplainable events, narrative (un)reliability and its open ending, 

Waters’s novel enables different (even opposed) readings, and remains open for 

speculations on the existence of the ghosts at Hundreds Hall.  

                                                 
45     Joyce Carol Oates’s “Accursed Inhabitants of the House of Bly” (1994), Sarah Waters’s Affinity 
(1999), Alejandro Amenábar’s The Others (2001) and A.N. Wilson’s A Jealous Ghost (2005). 
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With The Little Stranger, Waters thus blows new life into debates around one of 

the issues of James’s work that has continued to fascinate throughout time: “the 

triangulated relationship between the narrator, reader and text” (Heilmann, “The 

Haunting” 129). In this sense, The Little Stranger is not only intertextually involved 

with James’s tale but also with the criticism that has flourished around the novella. 

Indeed, one question that has continually received critical attention is that of “[w]hether 

James intended to write a tale that depicted the difficulties inherent in a woman’s 

assumption of a subject position, or to produce a story that demonstrated the threat 

engendered by such an assumption...” (Walton 266). Making her novel a response to 

both The Turn of the Screw and to what critics and academics have read into it, Waters 

reworks the question of narrative (un)reliability and gets to have her say on the 

“confusion” (Walton 253) caused by James’s work. While exploring what happens 

when female narratives are buried under several layers of male perspective (as feminist 

readings have argued of The Turn of the Screw), Waters, significantly, draws attention 

to the fact that the female voices in The Little Stranger are subject to the power of the 

narrator. Waters’s revisitation of James’s text thus exemplifies not only Voigts-

Virchow’s neo-Victorian multi-levelled reading process (by reading research into 

Victorianism reading the Victorians sources reading the Victorians) but also 

Llewellyn’s notion of the neo-Victorian novel as a different approach into the 

Victorians and their literary productions: an approach which “has the potential to help 

us think through the ways in which we teach, research and publish on the Victorians 

themselves” (“What is” 165). In effect, The Little Stranger meets with Shiller’s 

pioneering idea of redeeming the past via the neo-Victorian novel. In what follows, I 

discuss in more detail Waters’s neo-Victorian project of redemption, looking into her 

complex use of neo-Victorian strategies, readerly manipulation and reverse psychology.  
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 One thing about neo-Victorian literature that appeals to today’s readers is its 

special quality of “metafictional experimentation” through which it offers a “literary 

game with boundless opportunities for narcissistic authorial and critical pleasure” 

(Heilmann, “The Haunting” 129). Indeed, as others have similarly suggested, the 

twenty-first-century readers look to the neo-Victorian novel not to satisfy our thirst for 

truth and reality but, rather, for speculation, ambiguity, the obscure and uncanny. 

Readers therefore willingly accept the ambiguous, illusionary (sometimes even dubious) 

world of the neo-Victorian text, notwithstanding its “drawing attention to its strategies 

of dissimulation and manipulation” (Heilmann and Llewellyn 210). We simply wish to 

believe in the spiritual, in the spectres and the fantastic, at least for a while. However, 

whereas some neo-Victorian texts ultimately offer us “a double vision” by “allowing us 

insight into how the illusion is produced, if only we ‘watch closely’ enough” (Heilmann 

and Llewellyn 210), others refuse to completely demystify us, and remain ambiguous 

about even the most explainable events and apparitions—as in the case of The Little 

Stranger. 

The Little Stranger plays with and upon our knowledge of and responses to other 

texts. However, Waters also plays on and with the readers’ response to her own texts, as 

Heilmann has similarly observed, speculating with our expectations to her narrative 

twists and dissembling plots “raised from her own previous neo-Victorian works...” 

(“Neo-Forties” 53). Certainly, The Little Stranger succeeds to manipulate the reader, to 

a great extent, thanks to Waters’s own previous approach to the Victorians, in that she 

uses our expectations to her plot(s), making us see (only) what she wants us to see. For 

example, Waters’s calling attention to the housemaid, Betty, throughout The Little 

Stranger turns out to be a trick by means of which she makes the reader focus on her 

instead of other details in the narrative. Being a maid, Betty is supposed to be around 
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unnoticed. However, readers, having read Waters’s previous novels, are bound to 

become all the more aware of Betty the more unnoticeable she appears to be. In both 

Affinity and Fingersmith maids are vital to the novels’ double plot. In the former, Ruth, 

or Vigers as Margaret calls her maid, is the cruel and cunning, mastermind behind her 

and Selina’s scheming against Margaret whom they set up to help Selina escape from 

prison. With regard to the latter, the reader is from the outset let in on the plan with 

Susan becoming Maud’s maid, and we expect the trickster to get away with the treasure, 

only to be doubly surprised when the roles of maid and lady are eventually reversed. So, 

as Heilmann observes, “[r]eaders of Affinity and Fingersmith will take note of the maid 

as soon as she is introduced: we have learned to anticipate that Waters’s working-class 

women will hold the strings to the plot” (“Neo-Forties” 53). Yet Waters masterly 

speculates with everything we have learned so far about watching closely, showing us 

that the neo-Victorian ‘double vision’ we wrongly thought we possessed is something 

she controls. So, in The Little Stranger Waters again fools us, as she first did with 

Affinity and then with Fingersmith, proving not only that her earlier novels have indeed 

‘laid the ground work’ for how her readers subsequently envision the neo-Victorian, 

paving the way for our new (unexpected) ventures into the neo-Victorian world(s), but 

also how the ‘double vision’ not always takes us nearer the truth or is to our advantage, 

but can indeed be used against us. 

 Curiously enough, the workings of the ‘double vision’ in The Little Stranger 

testify not only to its neo-Victorian nature, it also confirms the novel’s intrinsic 

relationship with the Victorian. Waters’s use of one character as smokescreen for others, 

(as is arguably the case with Betty) and, especially, the way she makes us focus upon 

certain details in character rather than others is heavily indebted to the Victorian literary 

trend, highly popular amongst writers of sensation fiction, of adopting (and adapting) 
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physiognomical ideas, as Jessica Cox notes, to both indicate and conceal character, and 

“as a means of undermining readers’ expectations” (120). The insistence upon Betty’s 

“grey eyes” (Little Stranger 12-14), which according to Victorian notions of 

physiognomy indicate deceitfulness and, even, “possible sexual deviancy” (Cox 115), 

thus works to support the perception of her as suspicious. At the same time, the novel 

plays upon persisting ideas of physical appearance and character to represent the maid 

as ambiguous; for example, while the girl’s “undergrown”, teenage-girl figure is “so 

small and slight” (Little Stranger 10), she reveals a striking aggressiveness and 

expresses herself “with a violence that amaze[s]...” (Little Stranger 129). Even those 

readers not familiarised with physiognomical details are likely to perceive Betty’s 

contradictive appearance and behaviour as suggestive of her two-faced personality. 

Therefore, our reading of the maid arguably relies as much on the construction of her 

character in terms of ambiguity as on our previous experiences with Waters’s working-

class women. Thus, in its revisitation of this Victorian literary trope, The Little Stranger 

makes it obvious that physionomical ideas remain not only “an important key for 

reading character in nineteenth-century fiction” (Cox 120) but also for reading the neo-

Victorian novel.  

Earlier, I discussed how Waters’s first three novels addressed the moment of 

writing as much as the Victorian past, articulating issues that remain controversial at 

present and challenging persisting notions of lesbian fiction as “literary monstrosity” 

(Llewellyn, “Queer?” 213). Clearly, the strategy of ‘double vision’ is central to neo-

Victorianism in more than one sense. Below I look further into how Waters explores 

and expands its mechanisms in The Little Stranger, in the sense of creating a double 

narrative, precisely by playing with both our desire for and awareness of the neo-

Victorian double vision. I will analyse how The Little Stranger revisits the trope of 
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female monstrosity and how the novel, in its simultaneous exploration of past(s) and 

present, reveals the powerful and lasting intertextuality between medicine, literature and 

culture. My aim is to show how Waters employs the double vision as part of a complex, 

overarching strategy of reverse psychology, to (make us) reframe the figure of the 

monstrous female and (re)consider both past and present constructions of the 

monstrous-feminine. Waters, I contend, engages thus in a kind of double re-vision in 

that she reworks tropes of medicine and female monstrosity, drawing attention to the 

fact that the power of medical discourses and its translation into culture, not only was 

but remains particularly pertinent for women. 

 

3.2.2. (Victorian) Medical Discourse and Monstrous Females in The Little Stranger  

 

A perfect woman is indeed the most exalted of terrestrial creatures [...] It 
cannot be denied, however, that rarely, if ever, is the ideal perfection of 
the Divine mind attained; here or there some imperfection mars the grand 
design; the mind of woman, or the body, or both suffer deformity.  
(Anon. 171)  

 

As discussed in the first two chapters of this thesis, a series of factors in relation to 

woman, or rather, in relation to man’s perception of woman gave way to constructions 

of both the so-called idealised and demonised female in the Victorian era. What scholars 

have often referred to as the Victorian(s’) division of women into either angels or fallen 

was perhaps not (so much) a physical reality, but it was indeed a widely spread 

discursive tendency. Binaries such as pure/corrupted and normal/deviant seemed 

attractive to the Victorian mind frame, and were too often relied on to categorise women 

in popular as well as scientific contexts.  
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If, as feminist scholars have argued, man had always ‘feared’ the female body, 

in the nineteenth century this fear became gradually medicalised: finding expression in, 

and simultaneously being reinforced by, medical and scientific discourses which came 

up with new definitions of the monstrous-feminine. Andrew Mangham and Greta 

Depledge have similarly observed that developments in the medical treatment of 

women, physically and discursively, “reached a vanguard in the nineteenth century” (6). 

The increasingly powerful medical discourse, they explain, gave rise to the 

pathologisation of the female body, providing a means for making women “safe” 

through the medicalisation of their behaviour; that is, through classification, diagnosis 

and treatment (Mangham and Depledge 11). One example of this is the work by 

William Acton (1813-1875), member of the Royal College of Surgeons and author of 

several texts on disease and sexuality. Acton was particularly interested in the functions 

and disorders of the reproductive organs in connection to social and moral relations, and 

was convinced – like many others of his colleagues at that time – that most women 

“never feel any sexual excitement whatever” (180). Acton’s discussion of the issue is 

worth quoting at length: 

Many men, and particularly young men, form their ideas of women’s feelings 

from what they notice early in life among loose or, at least, low and vulgar 

women. There is always a certain number of females who, though not ostensibly 

in the rank of prostitutes, make a kind of trade of a pretty face. They are fond of 

admiration, they like to attract the attention of those immediately above them. 

Any susceptible boy is easily led to believe, whether he is altogether overcome 

by the syren or not, that she, and therefore all women, must have at least as 

strong passions as himself. Such women however give a very false idea of the 

condition of female sexual feeling in general. Association with the loose women 
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of London streets, in casinos, and other immoral haunts...all seem to corroborate 

such an impression, and as I have stated above, it is from these erroneous 

notions that so many young men think that their marital duties they will have to 

undertake are beyond their exhausted strength, and from this reason dread and 

avoid marriage. Married men—medical men—or married women themselves, 

would, if appealed to, tell a very different tale, and vindicate female nature from 

the vile aspersions cast on it by the abandoned conduct and ungoverned lust of a 

few of its worst examples. (180)  

The passage is an example of how medical discourse and Victorian gender scripts, 

embedded in each other, sharply marked the boundaries of the norm while also 

providing the language which to define and categorise those outside these limits. 

However, these discourses, as previously suggested, were often internally contradictive 

and, as a result, notions of woman were often paradoxical. The female reproductive 

system was at the heart of the construction of woman as monstrous in the nineteenth 

century. However, Victorian medical and popular notions of the female body as 

monstrous and “wracked by the upheavals of puberty, menstruation, childbirth, and 

menopause” (Hurley, Gothic Body 200), have continued to echo across the centuries. In 

The Little Stranger Waters re-produces such Victorian echoes in a mid-twentieth-

century context, laying bare the powerful and lasting intertextual workings of medicine 

and culture in the construction of female monstrosity. When reading the novel for the 

first time we may not realize until the end that we are involved in a “twofold illusion” 

(Heilmann, “The Haunting” 125) and, consequently, we begin fairly late to question the 

reliability of the narrator. However, already during one of Dr Faraday’s first visits to the 

Ayres the alert reader gets a hint of the doctor’s creativity: at seeing Faraday’s 

“apparatus” with which he treats Roderick’s injured leg, Caroline exclaims, “And is that 
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the machine? Crikey. Like something of Dr Frankenstein’s, isn’t it?” (Little Stranger 

60). Caroline’s allusion to “Frankenstein” thus foreshadows the outcome of Faraday’s 

medical attendance to and narrative treatment of the Ayres, namely the coming into 

being of one monstrous figure after the other: a suicidal spinster, a troubled ‘anti-

mother’ (borrowing Lupton’s expression) and a hysterical handmaid. 

Along similar lines, O’Callaghan argues in her thesis that “Faraday’s narration 

illuminates the relationship between the dominant gender and sexual discourse and the 

imposition of such discourse on non-normative subjects” and that, given that he 

represents the “institution of heteronormativity”, the doctor’s relationships with the 

characters “are also fundamental to Faraday’s own sense of self”(228-9). O’Callaghan 

analyses the construction of Roderick Ayres as “an ‘abnormal’, queer masculine Other 

against which Faraday’s gender, stature and authority are confirmed” (247). Roderick is 

increasingly portrayed in terms of “male hysteria” (245), O’Callaghan persuasively 

argues, similarly suggested by Heilmann in her essay on the novel. So, Roderick can 

indeed be considered in terms of monstrosity. However, whereas O’Callaghan 

thoroughly engages with notions of ‘Gender Trouble’ in relations to ‘para-normal 

masculinities’ – embodied by both Roderick and Faraday – my focus is solely on how 

the doctor is exercising the authority of his profession, gender and narrative voice to 

construct female monstrosity. This focus is significant for understanding The Little 

Stranger as a neo-Victorian text and thus as a continuation of Waters’s use of the neo-

Victorian mode to renegotiate persisting legacies of Victorian constructions of and 

attitudes towards gender and sexuality.                    

 The following passage is just one example of how the figure of the spinster, 

then commonly known as the Old Maid, was described in Victorian medical theory:  



 

192 

 

It is not difficult to trace the gradual development of the mental and corporeal 

peculiarities of the woman who has passed middle life in celibacy [...] the ‘Old 

Maid’ is the pest and scourge of the circle in which she moves; and in extreme 

cases—verging upon, if not actually the subject of—worse insanity, she is little 

less than a she-fiend. (“Woman” 174-5)  

Several similar entries appear in Journal of Psychological Medicine and Mental 

Pathology (1851), or in similar scientific collections and volumes, where it is argued 

that so-called spinters develop unwomanly mental and corporeal peculiarities that 

render them repulsive to men: The Old Maid, as another texts her “outer form” becomes 

angular and masculine, and she “becomes strong-minded; is masculine in her pursuits, 

severe in her temper, bold and unfeminine in her manners” (Bourne Taylor and 

Shuttleworth 174). 

Victorian medical conceptualisations of the Old Maid, as not only a misfit in a 

social sense but also physically, translated into many a monstrous Spinster in 

nineteenth-century fiction, where unmarried ‘old’ ladies often appeared as either 

miserable, withering women or devilish, vengeful witches—or both at the time. 

Recalling the prototype of the Victorian Old Maid depicted in fictional as well as 

scientific writing, Caroline Ayres is, in the larger part of the novel, depicted as “plain” 

and “brainy” with “mismatched masculine features” (Little Stranger 35, 65); or 

sometimes as a woman with an uncivilised, almost beastly air to her: “Caroline...had 

folded her slice [of cake] in half and eaten it down in two bites...her legs...were bare, 

and tanned, and quite unshaven...” (Little Stranger 24). As the last example clearly 

shows, the depiction of Caroline is also conflated with current popular notions of 

physical deviance and unwomanly behaviour, which reveals how strikingly little 



 

193 

 

contemporary constructions of the spinster in terms of monstrosity have changed across 

the centuries: 

she was noticeably plain, over-tall for a woman, with thickish legs and ankles. 

Her hair...fell drily to her shoulders, as if she had washed it with kitchen soap and 

then forgotten to comb it...she had the worst dress sense of any woman...wearing 

boyish flat sandals and a badly fitting pale summer dress...[h]er eyes were hazel, 

highly set; her face was long with an angular jaw...her mouth...surprisingly 

large....(Little Stranger 9)  

Indeed, we are faced with a twentieth-century “natural spinster” who appears hardly 

different from her nineteenth-century ancestor. This fact is similarly implied in the 

observation that Caroline resembles her wealthy but “strikingly ugly” great-

grandmother (Little Stranger 65), and, once and again, underlined by the novel’s self-

conscious stress on Caroline’s character as the descendant of the Victorian ‘Old Maid’.     

In addition, by maintaining that she “can’t be a doctor’s wife...can’t be anybody’s wife” 

(447), Caroline provides a challenge to patriarchal traditions not only in a metaphorical 

sense but also literally by rejecting Dr Faraday who seeks to (re)establish the rightful 

order, according to him, at Hundreds Hall by marrying her. Consequently, filtered 

through the lens of Dr Faraday, Caroline proves inherently problematic, deviant and 

monstrous. O’Callaghan points out that the doctor “sets up a competitive dynamic 

between Mrs Ayres and her daughter” that serves to underpin his construction of them 

as respectively an excellent and a faltering example of ‘woman’ according to the 

heteronormative values he represents and seeks to reinstall at Hundreds Hall (253). 

However, as I shall argue further down, Faraday eventually uses his narrative powers 

and authoritative position to frame Mrs Ayres as a pathological anti-mother and 

decaying widow.   
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If, as feminist science criticism argues, medicine, since its rise in the nineteenth 

century, has contributed significantly to women’s positions in society – hereunder 

through constructions of female monstrosity – then the figure of Dr Faraday can be read 

as a personification of this very idea. The doctor’s role in the plot as well as narrator of 

the plot allows him almost unlimited power by means of pathologisation. After 

declining his marriage proposal there is, very revealingly, a change in the man’s 

perception of Caroline who, again, is perceived as monstrously problematic; nearly 

“crazy” (Little Stranger 461) To what extent the doctor/narrator is himself aware of 

these dynamics of pathologisation, one can only speculate about. However, there are 

moments in which Faraday seems to enjoy, quite consciously, the pathologisation of 

Caroline. At times, he seems to even prefer the sick ‘version’ of her: as when he buys 

Caroline’s wedding outfit on her behalf, and happily recalls how he described her so the 

ladies at the shop “formed a picture of the bride as a sort of romantic invalid” (Little 

Stranger 442). Aware or not, Faraday’s construction of Caroline as ill, unbalanced and, 

in this sense, monstrous ensures him the more powerful position in the long run. 

Yet being a spinster – and particularly her choosing to remain as one – is what 

finally consolidates Caroline’s monstrosity, as we see during the inquest of her fatal fall 

down the stairs. That she was mentally unstable is proved in court where her oddities 

are brought up in the attempt to solve the mystery around her sudden death. 

Significantly, Caroline’s “odd ideas…[a]bout her family, and about her house” (Little 

Stranger 489) refer not so much to the fact that she believed Hundreds Hall to be 

haunted, as to her objection to patriarchal values of family and heritage by choosing to 

remain unmarried. Indeed, although everybody at court agree that Caroline’s 

supernatural fancies speak of her unbalanced mind, it is the fact that she has “broken 

off an engagement of marriage” and is planning to leave the country that provides the 
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judges with the ultimate proof that she “was far more concerned with ending a life than 

with beginning one” (Little Stranger 488). Framed as monstrous, Caroline is trapped 

and silenced: literally by the family doctor, discursively by medical, legal and cultural 

scripts that place her (as the Victorians did) in a separate category outside the norm. 

Traditional ideologies and medicalised notions of deviance similarly fuse and 

overlap in Faraday’s construction of Mrs Ayres as a monstrous anti-mother. Mrs Ayres 

is medically and culturally framed as monstrous:  while her grievance over Susan is, at 

first, acceptable (and to be expected of a “good” mother), when her depression persists 

after the births of both a girl and a boy, she is perceived as unnatural and abnormal. 

Given that “a mother always loves her sons...” something must be “the matter with 

[her]” (Little Stranger 219-20). Mrs Ayres’s prolonged depression over the loss of her 

infant daughter, Susan, along with her so-called unnatural, anti-motherly behavior 

towards her other children, provide the doctor with a perfect point of departure for 

framing her as eccentric and weird. By pathologising her suffering, Faraday easily 

translates Mrs Ayres’s weakness into obsessive nostalgia, depicting her as a woman 

living in a nearly spectral state. Gradually, as Faraday’s narrative progresses, the widow 

descends not only into madness but into a lower form of humanness; into a near-animal 

state, “sitting...hunched and shivering, starting like a hare at every slight unexpected 

movement or sound...” (Little Stranger 347). As in the case of Caroline, the authorities 

instantly accept the doctor’s account of the monstrous widow and of her death, 

illustrating to what extent society’s most powerful discourses – the legal and the 

medical – cooperate in the demonisation of the woman, persistently reinforcing each 

others’ notions of female monstrosity.  

I have already discussed how the depiction of Betty, the maid, recalls Victorian 

discourses of physiognomy. Echoes of the nineteenth century medical discourse also 
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ring clearly in Dr Faraday and Dr Seeley’s reading of Betty, which resonates with the 

Victorian perception of the dangerously transforming adolescent female (body). Henry 

Maudsley, for one, argued that 

The great mental revolution which occurs at puberty may go on its physiological 

limits...and where there is an inherited infirmity of nervous organization, the 

natural disturbance of the mental balance may easily pass into actual destruction 

of it. [...] The monthly activity of the ovaries which marks the advent of puberty 

in women has a notable effect upon the mind and body; wherefore it may 

become an important cause of mental and physical derangement. (204-6)   

Completely in line with Maudsley, Faraday and Seeley are convinced that the girl’s 

sexual impulse be the most logical cause of the haunting at Hundreds Hall, and their 

explanation of Betty’s “untapped” sexual currents hardly differs from nineteenth-

century notions of female sexuality as something potentially dangerous:  

‘And don’t they even have some teenage housemaid out there, too? [...] 

‘They do. She’s the one who got them all thinking about spooks in the first place.’ 

‘Is that right? And how old is she? Fourteen? Fifteen? Doesn’t get much chance to 

flirt with the boys, I imagine, stuck out there.’ [...] 

‘Well, the sexual impulse is the darkest of all, and has to emerge somewhere. It’s 

like an electric current; it has a tendency, you know, to find its own conductors. 

But if it goes untapped—well, then it’s a rather dangerous energy.’  

(Little Stranger 381) 

The character of Betty “incarnates the central paradox of hysteria—affective disorder 

par excellence—where the hysteric has no body, and too much body” (Mukherjee 32). 

Moreover, the combination her low social rank and ‘problematic’ psychophysiological 

condition as adolescent female makes Betty, in Kelly Hurley’s terms, inherently 
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“ambiguated” (Gothic Body 5). The “ambiguated” female body, as Hurley theorises, is 

“intrinsically pathological, and the subject inhabiting that body [is] erratic and unstable, 

its fluctuability and incompleteness a function of the not-quite-human body” (Gothic 

Body 120). Betty consequently makes a perfect tool for Dr Faraday who easily manages 

to invalidate the girl’s credibility and status as a rationally-thinking human being, and, 

consequently, nullifies her as a witness to the events at Hundreds Hall. Very 

illustratively, Betty’s testimony is laughed at in court and dismissed by the judges as a 

“grotesque little story” (Little Stranger 485) whereas Faraday’s account of the 

happenings, on the contrary, is taken as the plain truth: the doctor’s “clear direction” 

leaves the jury with only “little to debate” and they return quickly “with the expected 

verdict” (Little Stranger 492).  

 On a surface level, The Little Stranger seems to confirm what so many 

nineteenth-century narratives suggested: that the monstrous woman is doomed. Looking 

through the lens of Dr Faraday, we observe a troubled mother’s descent into madness, 

the dull life, and its sad ending, of a lonely spinster, as well as the overwrought 

imagination of a hysterical teenage maid. Waters makes her readers share Faraday’s 

vision throughout the larger part of the novel, and we do not realise to what extent we 

are manipulated by him—and her. Yet, when we eventually do start to question the 

narrator, we are consequently forced to ask ourselves a number of questions, such as 

why we so willingly accept the view of Dr Faraday? What makes it so difficult for us to 

(begin to) question his perspective and authority? Is it because he is the narrator? or 

because he is a doctor? Whatever might be the answer, we must admit that, like the 

characters within the narrative, we quite uncritically accept the reality Faraday presents 

to us, taking for granted that the doctor’s story is (as good as) truthful.  



 

198 

 

As we discover Faraday’s distorted and distorting vision, we also discover the 

‘double vision’ of The Little Stranger. And this is also the moment when Waters’s 

strategy of reverse psychology achieves its aim: making the readers accept and, in this 

sense, participate, in the degradation of the female figures in her novel, will eventually 

produce a stronger attitudinal change in us, once we are free of the narrator’s restricting, 

manipulative strings. Waters’s project of re-vision is, in this sense, both very subtle and 

complex. Although she does not redeem, as such, the figure of the monstrous female, 

she does revise and, if only between the lines, rewrites her story. The Little Stranger, in 

effect, offers a new angle on female monstrosity and the mechanisms involved in the 

disempowerment of women. The novel gradually lays bare the (fatal) consequences of 

abrogating, silencing, burying the female voices/narratives, suggesting that the 

monstrous-feminine will survive as long as women are pathologised by the medical 

discourse, gazed at from and silenced by the male perspective. By doing so The Little 

Stranger challenges its readers to think about the role of “the male gaze and its 

objectifying and dehumanising discourses” (Heilmann and Llewellyn 140), as much as, 

or more, about our own role, as readers, consumers and patients, in terms of accepting 

and perpetuating the discourses that describe women as pathological, abnormal and 

monstrous. The double vision in The Little Stranger, in other words, allows us not 

merely to look behind the illusion of Dr Faraday’s narrative but also to see how easily 

we, the readers, become active partakers in sustaining that illusion.    

 The Little Stranger is haunted by the Victorians. And it is so in more than one 

sense. Literary and cultural traces of the nineteenth century inform the plot of the novel 

in which past and present discourses intermingle on the palimpsestuous pages. In her 

skilful and innovative exploration of this site of ambivalence and “intertextual 

experimentation” (Heilmann, “Neo-Forties” 54), Waters shows us new sides of the neo-
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Victorian novel and its double vision, allowing us to reflect anew upon the Victorian 

legacies and their implications for us, for those before us, and for those to come. 

To trace Female Gothic conventions in her writing has been the thread in my 

discussion of Waters’s neo-Victorian fiction, which, as I have attempted to illustrate, is 

not only a matter of recycling texts and recalling (literary) voices. The four novels I 

have engaged with in this chapter, first her neo-Victorian trilogy and finally The Little 

Stranger, exemplify that Female Gothic not only survives in but is revitalised by neo-

Victorian women’s writing. Critics have noted Waters’s queering of the neo-Victorian, 

even her queering the mainstream, yet, her gothicisation of the neo-Victorian novel has 

received strikingly little attention. Waters’s neo-Victorian narratives, perhaps especially 

when analysed in relation to each other, offers neverthelss a brilliant example of how 

Female Gothic works in and is crucial to neo-Victorian feminist fiction. As discussed in 

chapter one, since its emergence the Female Gothic mode has worked to address socio-

cultural anxieties such as social and gender (in)equalities. Like Female Gothicists 

throughout history, neo-Victorian women’s writing is deeply involved with its cultural 

moment. Moreover, just as the Female Gothic mode provided a site onto which the 

Victorians’ anxieties and contradictions could be safely projected, the neo-Victorian 

novel similarly provides a secure ‘third space’ (borrowing Voigts-Virchow’s 

expression) where the supernatural and the real, facts and fiction can coexist and fuse, 

making the articulation of and confrontation with certain issues easier. 

Another significant shared characteristic of the Victorian Female Gothic and the 

neo-Victorian novel is their self-consciousness: the way in which texts engage with 

their own fictionality. In the previous chapters I have highlighted this important 

connection between the two forms, not so much for the sake of proving this neo-

Victorian quality a legacy of the Victorian Female Gothic, as to suggest that neo-
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Victorian Female Gothic writing has, in many ways, taken this characteristic to a higher 

level and developed a highly sophisticated form of literary self-consciousness. My 

exploration of the genre’s self-conscious approach to revision and (re)writing, has 

served as backdrop for my textual analysis throughout the chapter, and perhaps 

particularly for my discussion of The Little Stranger as neo-Victorian text, in which I 

have looked into the novel’s reliance on textual interweaving and readerly recognition. 

Furthermore, in my reading of the (dis)continuities between Victorian Female 

Gothic and twenty-first-century neo-Victorian feminist fiction, taking Waters’s novels 

as example, I have suggested that medicine not only was but is fundamental in the 

construction of women as monstrous. Medical discourse, as I have argued, remains 

particularly pertinent in relation to the female figure, in writing as well as beyond the 

pages: in real life. Victorian medical theory perceived the female body as pathological, 

abnormal and monstrous, consolidating old and establishing new stereotypical notions 

of women and women’s bodies. Significantly, many of these notions have become 

fossilised in our ways of imagining, feeling and approaching the female body. In this 

sense, nineteenth-century perceptions continue to haunt cultural notions of woman 

today. Feeding on the same mechanisms as in the Victorian era, the monstrous-feminine 

is alive and thriving despite the many great steps taken towards gender equality in our 

culture and society.  

In my analysis of Tipping the Velvet, Affinity and Fingersmith, I have 

emphasised how Waters transgresses both Victorian boundaries and those that persist in 

contemporary culture by (re)writing lesbianism. Reading the trilogy through the lens of 

intersubjective theory, I aimed to illustrate how Waters engages in a highly complex yet 

extremely relevant renegotiation of issues surrounding gender(ed) constructions of/and 

female homosexuality and identity. Yet all four novels examined in this chapter 
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demonstrate how neo-Victorian revision is preoccupied with the present as much as 

with the past. In the light of each other, Waters’s neo-Victorian fictions provide a 

powerful and crystal-clear example of how neo-Victorian Female Gothic functions as an 

apt and highly transformative revisionist approach to socio-cultural matters, and works 

across the boundaries of time and space. By challenging the readers to think about our 

own roles in relation to the construction of women, women-loving women and women’s 

bodies, Waters’s novels ultimately invite for (re-)considerations of female monstrosity 

outside the narratives; above all, of our complicity, as readers, consumers, patients and 

(perhaps) women, in accepting and perpetuating the discourses that describe women and 

the female body as deviant, pathological and in need of control.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
Embodying the Ideal, the Immoral and the Maternal in The Sweetest Thing and 
The Journal of Dora Damage 

 
 

Besides sharply marking the boundaries of the norm, nineteenth-century medicine 

provided also the language with which to define and categorise those outside the limits. 

Embedded in each other, Victorian medical discourse and cultural gender scripts 

reinforced already existing notions of femininity, yet, they also resulted internally 

contradictive, often presenting a rather paradoxical conceptualisation of woman—ideal 

or deviant. Mothers, central to Victorian gender ideology, were figures where extreme 

contradictions met: they tended to be extremely idealised, while being directly 

connected with the most monstrous side of woman, her reproductive system. 

Shuttleworth moreover notes: 

set at the ideological centre of the Victorian bourgeois ideal...Virtually any 

reference to motherhood in the social texts of the era seemed to call forth, as if 

by necessity, yet one more recitation of the maternal creed. We hear endlessly if 

the mother’s sacred mission to rear children...fill...the domestic sphere [and] 

uplift...her weary husband...Few ideological constructs seem to arouse such 

uniform responses in the era; men and women, conservatives and reformers 

alike...were reluctant to voice a challenge to the sacred ideals of motherhood. 

(“Demonic Mothers” 31) 

The paradoxes surrounding the perception of the female subject become particularly 

clear in descriptions and theorisations of the maternal (body). Nancy Cott observes that 

recent studies into Victorian female sexuality have shown that although “a single 

conception...never wholly prevails”, the notion of woman as inherently licentious 
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persisted throughout the era, “to be wielded against women manifesting any form of 

deviance under the reign of passionlessness” (220-1). Victorian motherhood ideology 

described mothers as erotically numb, yet thoroughly passionate about their children. 

Although the Victorians’ theories can hardly be equated with their reality, it is a fact 

that real doctors and experts corroborated such ideas and sought to scientifically prove 

them. Doctor William Acton, for one, studied ‘female nature’ and concluded that “[t]he 

best mothers, wives, and managers of households, know little or nothing of sexual 

indulgence. Love of home, children, and domestic duties are the only passions they 

feel” (180). However, as much as motherhood was praised and described as the seat of 

femininity – as the arch symbol of female nature – so did such notions link perceptions 

of the maternal with ideas of the savage and the beastly. In “plac[ing] her on the side of 

nature rather than the symbolic order”, as Barbara Creed has suggested, the emphasis on 

the natural in the female reproductive system linked woman with “the animal world” 

and with “the great cycle of birth, decay and death”, which in turn “remind[ed] man of 

his mortality and of the fragility of the symbolic order” (47-8).  

Both of the novels I analyse in this chapter, Belinda Starling’s The Journal of 

Dora Damage and Fiona Shaw’s The Sweetest Thing, revisit the paradoxes surrounding 

motherhood, the maternal body as well as female corporeality more broadly. By 

exploring the conceptualisation women as figures that oscillate between being ideal and 

immoral, pure and problematic, desirable and despicable, the novels reveal the very thin 

line separating natural from unnatural, idealised from demonised, and call into question 

persisting paradoxes in today’s conceptualisations of femininity and the female body. 

The narratives reflect in different ways how many of the Victorians’ central anxieties 

were excited as much as relieved by medical advances, as well as how medicine could 

be used as a means of control. Moreover, in exploring the discourses that pathologise(d) 
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women and define(d) the female body as monstrous, the novels (re-)assess not only 

Victorian constructions of the monstrous-feminine but interrogate also their persisting 

influence at present, where patriarchal notions of femininity thrive.   

Set in the mid-nineteenth-century London, The Journal of Dora Damage tells 

the story about Dora, wife of the bookbinder Peter Damage who is struck by a severe 

degree of rheumatism and must give up working, consequently leaving his family in 

huge debt. Faced with the all too realistic scenario of ending up in the workhouse, Dora 

takes over the bindery and manages to keep the business going. In doing so, she steps 

out of the frame of Victorian socio-cultural conventions, which becomes the starting 

point of a journey that takes Dora to an underworld of pornography and scientific 

obsession. She starts binding books on a regular basis for Les Sauvages Nobles, a so-

called Scientific Society where gentlemen meet to celebrate their shared interest in 

pornographic literature.46 However, by the time Dora realises the actual contents of the 

volumes she is commissioned to bind and the real nature behind her clients’ fascination 

with her personal touch on the customised bindings, she is already entangled in their 

web of corruption, vice and double standards. 

Dora’s narrative shows us the underside of Victorian scientific enlightenment 

and investigation, revealing how nineteenth-century discourses on race, class and 

gender not only were a mechanism of patriarchal power but relied on strong 

“scopophilic” or even “pornographic impulse[s]” (Heilmann and Llewellyn 140). The 

protagonist’s involvement in the porn business offers an interesting parallel to Sarah 

Waters’s Fingersmith, which I analysed in the previous chapter. In contrast to 

                                                 
46     Heilmann and Llewellyn have pointed out that Les Sauvages Nobles in the novel “is based upon the 
factual ‘Cannibal Club’” (131). For a further discussion of Starling’s revival of the Society and its 
members, see Heilmann and Llewellyn (2010). For a historical study of The Cannibal Club, see Lisa 
Siegel (2002).      
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Fingersmith’s Maud Lily whose writing pornography at the end of the narrative has 

been read in terms of empowerment and liberation, in that she appropriates the 

discourse for her own profit and pleasure, Dora’s experience with pornographic 

literature merely confirms it as an inherently misogynist mode which draws on and 

reinforces the heteropatriarchal structures in society and culture. Indeed, while gradually 

learning to decipher the unfamiliar language of the texts she binds, such as Decameron 

and The Lustful Turk, Dora simultaneously undergoes a sort of sexual awakening, yet it 

is obvious that being in the porn business is not really empowering nor liberating in her 

case. Despite being rather profitable, pornography remains merely a means of survival.  

If The Journal of Dora Damage sets out to celebrate the (Victorian) female body 

and sexuality apart from patriarchal discourses – like pornographic literature, the novel 

implies – its revisions seem at times almost as one-sided as the misogynist perspective it 

criticises. Not only does the novel resonate with radical feminist views of pornography 

as essentially an expression of and form of female oppression, it also concludes by 

envisioning a kind of all-female community as the (only) way to thoroughly escape 

patriarchy. Similarly, Caterina Novák recently observed that “the overtly feminist 

perspective of the narrator clashes with the markedly conservative elements of the plot” 

(117). The ending of the narrative, in which Dora and Silvia make a conscious choice to 

live together, Novák points out, “is cast as a second-best option in the absence of Mr 

Right” (117). Moreover, in its attempt to renegotiate traditional power positions the 

novel seems often to merely reverse, if only momentaneously, the male-oppressor and 

female-victim binary. Novák likewise notices “the novel’s male, white, heterosexual 

characters, who are uniformly steeped in racist and misogynist ideologies depicted as 

characteristic of the era” (121). The “[strong] tendency towards exaggeration” might 

seem to undermine, in places, the novel’s “feminist stance” (Novák 117). However, 
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although it may not appear to offer the most nuanced critique of patriarchal discourses 

and practices, The Journal of Dora Damage proves in many ways an accomplished 

piece of neo-Victorian feminist writing. “[O]n one level”, Novák argues, the novel is 

“little more than a feminist attack on Victorian hypocrisy” (114), while a second-level 

reading along the lines of Hutcheon’s ideas on narrative self-reflexivity and 

metafictional commentary, enables an understanding of the novel as a “parodical 

interrogation of the feminist politics of the neo-Victorian women’s fiction more 

generally” (114). As Novák acknowledges: 

Studded with anachronisms and exaggerations, Starling’s elaborate parody 

forces readers to acknowledge the politically engaged neo-Victorian fiction 

inevitably becomes caught between the conflicting demands of historical 

authenticity, marketability and its political agendas. (131) 

While this reading is not unconvincing, it lacks an understanding of the novel’s Female 

Gothic nature. Ignoring the fact that much nineteenth-century Gothic writing is indeed 

characterised by paradoxes, instabilities, layered meaning, as well as “[t]he contrast 

between lurid Gothic fantasy and homely reminders of English [everyday] life 

(including the class-system)” (Karlin xv),  Novák argues that the novel “suggests a 

postmodern rather than a nineteenth-century frame of reference” (126). However, in its 

adherence to ambiguity and paradoxes, The Journal of Dora Damage clearly places 

itself within the growing body of neo-Victorian Female Gothic. Indeed, its play upon an 

almost grotesquely exaggerated version of Victorian society is arguably as suggestive, 
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or more, of the novel’s Female Gothic vein as of its postmodern strategies.47 

Completely in keeping with the idea of the function of the Female Gothic in neo-

Victorian women’s writing, the novel’s ‘feminist attack’ is filtered through the mode of 

Female Gothic precisely because it involves a sophisticated critique directed not at 

Victorian social constructions and hypocrisy but at similar cultural patterns at present. 

By exposing them to critical scrutiny, The Journal of Dora Damage draws attention to 

(persisting) assumptions about and categorisations of women and femininity, raising 

important questions about the role of (patriarchal) oppression between as well as within 

women, and about female agency in the creation of ‘objecthood’.48 In doing so, the 

novel makes a valuable contribution to current debates surrounding the continuing 

objectification and/or pathologisation of the female body, and women’s own role in 

perpetuating notions of female monstrosity.  

Medicine is a central  trope in the novel. On the one hand, it is literally 

embodied by the character Sir Jocelyn Knightley who is “[London’s] most eminent, 

radical and life-changing, nay, epoch-changing, physician of his generation” (The 

Journal 236). As the perfect embodiment of the ambiguous status of nineteenth-century 

medical science – simultaneously an element of salvation and fear – Knightley has the 

means for relief, treating Peter Damage’s symptoms of rheumatism and their daughter’s 

epileptic fits, yet remains a menace to Dora. On the other hand, Victorian medical 

discourse works as the underlying thread in the novel’s revisitation of time in which the 

                                                 
47     Remarkably, Novák’s discussion of Starling’s Foreword as contributing to the novel’s ambiguity, 
and of the text as a ‘parodic interrogation’ is, in itself, evocative of the critical debates surrounding two 
classic pieces of late Victorian Gothic: Rider Haggard’s She and Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw. 
Critics continuously draw attention to the central role of ambiguity and parodic questioning in Haggard’s 
and James’s text whose “treatment...of misogynist stereotype[s]”, like in The Journal of Dora Damage, 
“is not one-dimensional or simple-minded” (Karlin xiii).        
48     I borrow the expression “objecthood” from Dworkin and Wachs (2009) who draw on Frigga Haug’s 
study of women’s agency in the processes of bodily objectification: Female Sexualization: Questions of 
Feminism (1987).     
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medicalisation of culture had a particular consequence for women. As Barbara Braid 

notes: 

The representation of women as monsters and/or angels has been forever present 

in the depiction of women in the history of art and literature...In the Victorian 

period such a division is even more relevant, as the women becomes not an 

‘imperfect man’, but rather ‘the Other.’ Therefore, she is located on two 

polarized extremes, as an idealised saint, or a repulsive freak, but always an 

outsider from the male norm. However, the representation of women in 

Victorian culture is far from homogeneous. A woman can...transform from one 

to another instantaneously. (2)     

Peter Damage’s perspective relies upon a clear-cut angel/fallen opposition that 

categorises wives and mothers as immaculate, angelic beings, in contrast to the immoral 

(perhaps evil) and sexually active fallen women. This view lays the basis for their 

marriage and fosters a series of dynamics in their marriage, providing a good example 

of the paradoxes related to and their consequences for women and, in particular, 

mothers. Dora being a wife and mother, paradoxically as it may seem, prevents her 

husband from perceiving her as a sexual being, and their relationship soon turns into a 

thoroughly non-sexual one. To Peter, the married woman and motherhood are 

inherently incompatible with his ideas of eroticism; as he teaches Dora, anything else 

than passionlessness is a “wrongful disposition for a respectable wife and mother” (The 

Journal 24). The obsessive cleansing ritual he forces Dora to go through, “scrub[bing] 

[her]self all over with carbolic soap and baking soda” (The Journal 24), the three times 

the couple do have sexual intercourse, suggests that Peter not only is disgusted by the 

uncleanliness of the (sexual) female body, but might even fear being contaminated by it. 

As a reminiscent of Dickens’s Mr Dombey, Peter suspects that Dora is tainted and 
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might be passing on the disorders of her grandfather, who was “incarcerated in an 

asylum at the age of twenty-four” (The Journal 10), to their offspring, or perhaps might 

even contaminate him with the disease. Clearly, Peter understands his wife’s 

willingness and excitement not merely as wrongful or sinful behaviour, but as 

something abnormal. Echoing the anxieties generated by nineteenth-century evolution 

theories, Peter’s perception of Dora resonates with medical theorisations of deviant 

behaviour. Medicalised notions of the female body stand out clearly in the 

pathologisation of Dora’s (first and only) orgasm on their wedding night: “[Peter] 

fretted that I was having a fit” she recalls, “and that I, too, like my grandfather, was a 

convulsive” (The Journal 24). That Dora can be sexually aroused and pleased is, to 

Peter, an obvious sign of degeneration. 

Woman’s body has always been an object of mystery, fascination and fear, yet 

the fears became increasingly medicalised in the nineteenth century. Victorian medical 

discourse adopted and translated long-lasting popular notions and imaginations of 

women and women’s bodies, while scientific theorisations sparked new anxieties, 

fostering new instances of female monstrosity. In The Journal of Dora Damage this 

clearly comes to expression in Peter’s notion of Dora’s body as a possible source of 

contamination. The character of Peter reminds us of the most radical nineteenth-century 

heteropatriarchal views upon female corporeality, perhaps rather exaggerated. It is in 

instances as this, as Novák has similarly observed, that the novel’s somewhat ironic 

approach to Victorian scientific enlightenment and its role for the Victorians’ (sexual) 

practices, exalts our privileged and informed present-day perspective by way of 

(seemingly) ridiculing the nineteenth-century heteropatriarchal outlook on women. If 

Starling’s criticism of Victorian double standards and misogynist practices of the male 

characters loses strength, then this is not because of the strong contemporary voice in 
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itself, but rather because of its highly moralising tone. Yet, I am not so sure that this 

critique was directed at the Victorians in the first place. In her analysis of the novel as a 

‘parodical interrogation’, Novák reaches a similar conclusion: 

Its parodic dimension does not invalidate the novel’s – or by extension, neo-

Victorianism’s – feminist credentials. It does, however, draw attention to the 

tensions and contradictions underlying its project, calling for a self-critically 

metatextual dimension within neo-Victorian feminist fiction that denies itself a 

sense of smug satisfaction at our supposed superiority over the Victorians, or at 

the success of such writing’s political mission. (131-2)    

Yet this idea becomes all the more clear when considering the functions of Female 

Gothic in the novel, which reveals the more powerful dimension of Starling’s work. 

Indeed, the most significant feminist strength of The Journal of Dora Damage, at least 

to my mind, is its meditation upon women’s own perception of femininity and deviance. 

In drawing on traditional binaries and categorisations of the ideal, the immoral and the 

abnormal, The Journal of Dora Damage reflects how myths of femininity and 

constructions of the monstrous-feminine persist at present.  

Obviously, many of the notions of the female body, rooted in Victorian gender 

ideology and reinforced by the increasingly powerful medical discourse, were also 

internalised by the women themselves. In The Journal of Dora Damage this is, for 

example, reflected in Dora’s ambiguous feelings towards herself, as she is constantly 

split between what she ought to do according to the socio-cultural dictates of her time, 

and what she must do in order to save herself and her family. Although Dora is soon to 

discover the great distance between the ideal and the real, this does help her feeling less 

aberrant nor does it stop her from aiming at the ideal, but fuels her sense of failure even 

more. Having internalised the gender scripts of her time, Dora has a hard time 
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identifying with what she clearly understands as wrong and monstrous. Perceiving 

herself as (an) Other (woman), she reflects: “who was this terrible woman, I kept 

thinking, who dishonoured her sex, and betrayed her deceased husband and invalid 

child, by abandoning her position as the refuge, the balm, the angel in the house? I, who 

had once been a kept wife...” (The Journal 305).  

Recalling the criminalisation of deviance in the nineteenth century, Dora’s 

managing the bindery is not only “unsexing” both herself and her husband (The Journal 

67); in breaking with the most essential gender codes it becomes an act verging upon 

unlawfulness. That Dora takes up a professional skill problematises her adherence to the 

mother/wife/woman ideal, making her an outlaw—at least from a cultural point of view. 

This idea is also articulated by the character Lord Glidewell, member of Les Sauvages 

Nobles, as he eventually threatens Dora with submitting her daughter to a 

clitoridectomy. Knowing about Lucinda’s epilepsy, Glidewell assures Dora that “the 

police will be convinced of the necessity of the operation [on the girl] when they 

discover her mother’s fascination with sordid texts, and will make the appropriate 

equation that heightened sexuality must be an inheritable trait” (The Journal 238).   

The above passage recalls the nineteenth-century linking of pathology and 

criminality, sometimes as much the result of overlapping discourses as a means for 

reinforcing the authoritative status of medicine and law respectively. The Journal of 

Dora Damage recurrently plays upon their conflation, to illustrate not only how ideas of 

deviance and crime fused, but also the translation of these discourses into Victorian 

culture and popular imagination. In doing so, the novel echoes many a Victorian 

narrative, not least by Collins and Dickens, in which the violation of societal rules often 

proved to be the first step towards breaking an actual law and becoming a criminal. It is 

therefore no coincidence that Dora eventually finds herself entangled in real illegalities: 



 

212 

 

“[Dora’s] overstepping the sanctioned roles of wife and mother”, as Arias writes, makes 

her “an aberrant body” (“(In)Visible” 354), and her involvement in the unlawful 

businesses of Les Savages Nobles thus works to underline her aberrance and moral 

corruption.  

Metaphorically, Dora’s daughter becomes a symptom of her monstrosity. Like in 

Collins’s The Moonstone (1860) in which the housemaid, Rosanna, is the result of her 

mother’s lack of moral, which causes “physical deformity and insanity in the next 

generation (Talairach-Vielmas 83), Lucinda’s pathology works as an extension of her 

mother’s aberrance. And even more so, bearing in mind Dora’s family background and 

thus her potential of ‘bad heredity’. Degeneration theories were increasingly influential, 

and the “equation” Lord Glidewell refers to had been investigated by prominent 

scientists such as Maudsley who asserted that “[e]pilepsy in the parent may become 

insanity in the offspring, or insanity in the parent epilepsy in the child; and chorea or 

convulsions in the child may be the consequence of great nervous excitability, natural or 

accidental, in the mother” (Physiology 214). 

Lucinda is afflicted with epilepsy, a disease the Victorians increasingly linked 

with criminality, believing the fits to produce not only physical alterations but also 

negative changes in “the moral character” (Maudsley qtd. in Talairach-Vielmas 94).49 

Degeneration was associated with any type of cultural, moral and physical deviance, 

meaning that “the beast always lurked beneath the deceitful appearance of normality” 

(Talairach-Vielmas 93). Mental illness was always, to a certain extent, cause and result 

of regression – the human turning beastly – and, “[a]mong the many varieties of what 

was considered insanity”, Talairach-Vielmas notes, “epilepsy was a case in point” (94):  

                                                 
49     The fictionalisation of such theories is, for example, evident in Stevenson’s figure(s) of Dr Jekyll and 
Mr Hyde.  
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Epileptics were passively subordinated to uncontrollable bodies and suffered 

from complete amnesia following the attacks, and both phenomena were 

regarded as undeniable evidence of mental degeneration. Moreover, epileptic 

patients were not just ‘changed’ during their fits but literally and visually 

‘transformed’....(94) 

The disease appeared, in other words, “to validate evolutionary theory” (Talairach-

Vielmas 94). Moreover, epilepsy in the female patient was presumed to be directly 

related to her sexuality, or, that is, to her sexual abnormality. A woman’s epileptic fits 

were often read as symptomatic of an unnaturally high sexual drive, and the amputation 

of the clitoris was one of the ways, established by Victorian medical science, to cure an 

inappropriately elevated libido, and thus epilepsy. Talairach-Vielmas has observed that 

“enlightened medicine fought even harder against the theories of demoniac influences 

still advocated by rosicrucians and alchemists, and increasingly associated sexuality 

with the disease—with growing recourse to castration and clitoridectomy at the end of 

the nineteenth century” (101). Female circumcision as a remedy was, as The Journal of 

Dora Damage recalls, “recognised by eminent surgeons in such widely differing cases 

as dysuria, hysteria, sterility and epilepsy” (The Journal 238-9). Dora therefore knows 

that his threats are not empty when Dr Knightley threatens her with carrying out a 

“clitoridectomy” on Lucinda to alleviate her “symptoms...[which] are increasingly 

traceable to its irritation and abnormality” (The Journal 237), or when Lord Glidewell 

asserts that “the police will be convinced of the necessity of the operation, when they 

discover her...fascination with sordid texts, and will make the appropriate equation that 
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heightened sexuality must be an inheritable trait” (The Journal 23).50 The passage 

reflects nineteenth-century fears of hereditary disease—which also sparked ideas of 

(deviant or ill) mothers’ potential for contaminating their offspring. At the same time, it 

reveals the intertextual workings of two powerful discourses: medical and 

criminological theories overlapped and fused, so that deviance translated into 

pathology, aligning pathology with criminality and vice versa. 

Physiognomy had been defined already in the eighteenth century by Frantz 

Joseph Gall (1758-1828) as “the art of knowing the moral and intellectual character of 

man, by the sole external confirmation, not of his face alone but of all the other parts of 

the body, without these parts being out in action” (27). Gall suggested that 

physiognomy could explain “the diversity of the moral and intellectual character of 

individuals” as well as provide “a reason for these differences in the two sexes” (25-

6)—ideas which were taken a step further by Cesare Lombroso and Havelock Ellis who 

argued that anthropometric measurement could reveal one’s criminal potential, and 

whose work on the criminal type fuelled late-Victorian criminal anthropology. In 

relation to criminal constitution and heredity, Lombroso argued that  

[t]he same physical anomalies…cranial deformities, asymmetry, physical and 

functional left-handedness, anomalies in the teeth, hands, and feet…[as well as] 

those mental and moral qualities already noted in the born criminal—vanity, 

want of affection, cruelty, idleness, and love of orgies…are identical with those 

of another class of degenerates, known to the world as epileptics. (Ferrero 53-8)    

                                                 
50     Clitoridectomy was carried out in order to calm heightened sexuality (Talairach-Vielmas 101; 
Wertz and Wertz qtd. in Lupton 146). Through perhaps not as frequent a practice as a few studies have 
suggested, on rather vague grounds, but indeed an operation that took place and, in the most literal sense, 
would desexualise woman, actually removing part of her sex. Frequent or not, the operation was widely 
known, and the fear for it would have been real enough—as were the threats.    
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It is along the lines of such theories that Knightley inspects Lucinda for abnormalities. 

As others have similarly noted, the physician’s measuring the girl echoes the basic ideas 

behind Victorian physiognomy—a methodology “particularly prominent in criminal 

studies” (Heilmann and Llewellyn 117). Seeking to correlate size and shape of the body 

with behaviour Knightley examines Dora’s daughter by 

measur[ing] her head, and then he felt her head all over with his bare hands...He 

looked in her mouth, her ears and her eyes, and wrapped a tape-measure around 

her skull, and her neck, and her chest. He listened to her heartbeat, he tested her 

reflexes. (The Journal 44) 

Also known as “The Morbids” or “Falling Sickness” (The Journal 134), epilepsy was 

not only demonised by the medical and criminological discourses. In fact, the “social 

stigma [which] was already attached to the disease” was merely reinforced by Victorian 

medical insights (Talairach-Vielmas 100). However, despite being increasingly 

“thought of in terms of mechanical physiology”, as Talairach-Vielmas observes, 

epilepsy had for centuries been considered a kind of beastly or even devilish possession 

(100). Still, even by the end of the nineteenth century epileptics continued to be 

imagined – and fictionalised – as something “between demonic creatures and medical 

patients, cursed in both cases.” (101). As a partial re-figuration of the epileptic, The 

Journal of Dora Damage shows that there is nothing devilish about the five-year-old 

Lucinda. Nevertheless, she remains cursed: her curse being the (medical) men taking 

advantage of the girl’s condition, turning her pathology into a means of control. It is 

also in this sense that Lucinda’s epilepsy becomes an example of how Victorian 

scientific and medical advance could produce more fear than relief. Indeed more than 

the fits in themselves, some of the medical remedies provide the greater threat in the 

girl’s life. Fully aware of the risks of medical intervention, to Dora her daughter’s 
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disease is not the bigger problem. Recalling Lucinda’s first epileptic fits as a newborn, 

she reflects: 

I was frightened; I even called for the doctor, who told me she was having a 

teething fit, and gave her castor-oil, and told me to submerge her up to the neck 

in hot water the next time she fitted. But when the convulsions persisted beyond 

her full mouth of teeth I did not call the doctor again, for there was a fear greater 

than that from which I knew my daughter was suffering. I had grown to 

understand that my daughter was afflicted by the same disorder that ruined my 

grandfather’s chances of a reasonable existence, and which saw him incarcerated 

in an asylum at the age of twenty-four. (The Journal 10)   

Although the above passage provides a rather ironic portrayal of nineteenth-century 

(pseudo)science and its remedies, it works also as a reminder of the very serious 

consequences for those that did not match the (medically defined) norm. What clearly 

frightens Dora the most is not epilepsy itself, but rather what will happen to Lucinda if 

her monstrous condition is discovered. 

 The pathologisation and criminalisation of deviance is also an issue in The 

Sweetest Thing, central to its subplot (Samuel Ransome’s life) and its renegotiation of 

female monstrosity. The novel introduces us to Samuel Ransome’s dearly beloved, yet 

“half-wild” (225) sister, Grace, who is residing in the mental asylum, The Haven. Grace 

has been there by her own mother who turned her in for committing “improprieties” 

with her female friend: 

Mother had come upon them in a secluded part of the garden while she and 

Deborah were reading poetry together, Christine Rosetti...and they had this [rug] 

over them. And to this, for some reason, Mother had taken powerful exception. 

(Sweetest Thing 279) 
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Prior to her confinement, Grace had let her brother in on her and Deborah’s “wish to 

exempt themselves from the natural order”, arguing: “Why should I not wish to spend 

my days with another girl, as much as with a man? It is what I want, and I can imagine 

no better companion” (Sweetest Thing 278). While Samuel does not deny the possibility 

for women to have other kinds of “impulses” than “the desire for a husband, for 

children” (Sweetest Thing 278), he knows that Grace is playing with fire by being open 

about them. Samuel is aware of the necessity of “practic[ing] concealment” (Sweetest 

Thing 225) in order for Grace to escape criminalisation or pathologisation, which in her 

case come down to the same thing. Himself having to hide his deviant erotic desires, not 

only by explaining his study of working-class women in terms of scientific and/or 

philanthropic interest but also by literally hiding his archive, Samuel reflects: 

I had known the virtue of concealment since I was a young boy. [...] 

By contrast, Grace is constitutionally unable to conceal anything, even when in 

her own and others’ best interests. This compulsion towards transparency...had 

caused her to live out nine years of her life in The Haven...and only because 

Grace could not hide an intimacy which Mother could not understand. (Sweetest 

Thing 224-5)  

Grace being sentenced to treatment in The Haven may be read as a rather literal 

closeting of deviant sexuality. However, the novel remains remarkably ambiguous as to 

what extent Deborah and Grace’s relationship was an erotic one, as well as to whether 

or not Grace’s is really having homosexual desires. This ultimately brings into focus the 

sexualisation of female monstrosity: Grace’s impulses are not only wrong or unnatural, 

they become sexualised; similar to Dora Damage, her transgression is sexualised. 

Reminiscent of Collins’s Gothic writing, the asylum works as a symbol of 

society’s control over the individual in both The Journal of Dora Damage and The 
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Sweetest Thing, providing an interesting parallel between the two. Starling and Shaw’s 

novels offer, however, very contrasting reworkings of this trope. As discussed 

previously, in the Victorian Female Gothic “the lunatic asylum act[ed] as a new locus of 

confinement, transforming the haunted castle into a medically supervised institution 

inhabited by nameless ghostly women who are neither dead or alive” (Talairach-

Vielmas 138). The mental asylum, as Gothic(ised) setting, trope or element plays also a 

significant role in neo-Victorian fiction which to a greater or lesser extent addresses the 

fact that, borrowing the words of Van Leavenworth, “Gothic fears of today culturally 

emerge from and uncannily replicate fears of the Victorian period” (260). Sarah 

Waters’s Fingersmith, Jane Harris’s The Observations, John Harwood’s The Asylum, 

and Clare Dudman’s 98 Reasons for Being (as I analyse in the following chapter), are 

just a few examples of neo-Victorian novels in this vein. 

In line with Starling’s strong gothicisation of medicine throughout the novel, the 

figure of the asylum is also highly gothicised, echoing Collins’s insistence upon its 

imprisoning rather than curative function. In The Journal of Dora Damage, as in much 

of Collins’s Gothic, asylum confinement, wrongful or not, is most dreaded. In contrast, 

it becomes a space of retreat for Grace in The Sweetest Thing. Although she in the first 

place is sentenced to medical treatment because she fails to behave ‘accordingly’, she 

eventually refuses to leave The Haven, turning her imprisonment into an act of 

resistance. Refusing to even go outside becomes Grace’s means for making a statement. 

Still, Grace’s wrongful confinement reminds us of the powerful – sometimes dangerous 

– workings of intertexts in medical theory and practice. Making the reader aware that 

Grace is not sick, just as Dora’s grandfather is not mad, reveals the incoherencies, if not 

paradoxes, of nineteenth-century medical diagnosing and treatment. As Harriet reflects 

upon her first meeting with Grace in The Haven: “I thought to have asked her why it 
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was that she was living there, for though she was strange, she didn’t seem sick” 

(Sweetest Thing 193). However, as both novels suggest, if nineteenth-century medicine 

was full of incoherencies, then this was also a reflection of the broader culture of 

paradoxical ideologies.      

Whereas Harriet almost from the outset questions Grace’s diagnosis – just as she 

questions her time’s gender ideologies and double standards more broadly – Dora’s 

critical awakening takes place gradually and more reluctantly. In fact, it is not until 

Dora seeks help at the “Institute for the Restitution of Fallen Women” and “The Guild 

of Distressed Gentlewomen”, and is turned down by both because her problem is “not a 

moral one” (The Journal 41-2), that she starts questioning her self-perceived aberrance, 

and begins to understand it as a product of 

this absurd world I had found myself in; a world in which my neighbours 

expected me to behave like a widow, but knew I would behave like a widower. It 

was, as always, about a woman’s visibility. I would walk the streets in my 

mourning attire as a woman, but at home, behind closed doors, I would work 

like a man. (The Journal 299-300) 

Starling’s revisitation of the paradoxical, sometimes hypocritical, conditions of and 

expectations to the Victorian working-class mother (and eventually widow too), at the 

same time makes for a relevant comment upon the continuation of such patterns and 

dynamics at present where women strive, perhaps more than ever, to meet ideals that are 

just as incompatible with reality as they were in the nineteenth century. Along similar 

lines, Kohlke notes that the novel is “lending itself...to popular discussions of gender 

performativity”, dealing with current issues, if only between the lines (“De Corporis” 

201). Starling reworks many “standard neo-Victorian tropes”, Kohlke points out, such 

as that of “female domesticity” (“De Corporis” 201)—one recurrent theme that indeed 
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lays bare the author’s preoccupation with the present. Kohlke similarly acknowledges 

that  

Dora’s inept housekeeping, her endless futile fight against all-pervasive dirt, not 

only comes to stand for the ‘dirty’ business in which she engages, but also 

resonates strongly with the stressful pace and conflicting demands of the lives of 

today’s professional women, expected to consummately multi-task and balance 

often irreconcilable demands of career and family. (“De Corporis” 201) 

Arguably, the use of a clear present-day voice emphasises Starling’s reworking of 

‘standard neo-Victorian tropes’ as a way to renegotiate current issues. In the case of 

female domesticity, the novel provides not so much a critique of the Victorian Angel-in-

the-House ideology, as a questioning of the persisting difficulties for women to meet 

with today’s ideals of female success, it being in terms of professional careers or 

motherhood and family life.  

Suggesting a similar agenda, The Sweetest Thing repeatedly calls attention to the 

internal rules in the Quaker owned Wetherby’s Cocoa Company which, despite their 

focus upon employing female workers at the plant, maintain that no married woman is 

allowed to work there since “a woman’s place is at home with her children, making a 

home for her husband” (Sweetest Thing 182). This was not, as the narrative once and 

again reminds us, something unusual in the Victorian era. However, the novel seems not 

so much to seek out our sympathy for the discriminated Victorian housewives, as to 

make us reflect critically upon our (supposedly) privileged lives, in a time where we not 

only can have a family and pursue a career, but are expected to. “One must be cautious 

of acritical cheers for ‘choice,’ ‘control,’  ‘strength,’ and ‘having it all,’ whether this is 

prescribed to women in the public or private realm”, Shari Dworkin and Faye Wachs 

recently argued (136): the contemporary empowerment of women also means that “[we] 
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now need even more endurance”, sustaining paid labour alongside childcare and/or 

household responsibilities, as well as carrying out “fitness regimens that allow for 

adherence to the latest bodily requirements” (119). Studying the twenty-first-century 

culture of “healthism”, Dworkin and Wachs find that many of its disciplinary dictates 

and medicalised practices are “(re)inscribing women to the privatized realm of bodily, 

consumptive, and fit family values”, potentially “aid[ing] the most privileged women in 

turning inward toward consumerism, domesticity, and increased bodily self-

surveillance” (119, 136).  

Relying upon what by now can be characterised as a commonly used narrative 

frame in neo-Victorian fiction, The Sweetest Thing replicates the kind of parallel 

narration which is so characteristic of Collins’s Gothic tales, and seen in many (late) 

Victorian Gothic texts like Wuthering Heights (1847), Dracula (1897) and The Turn of 

the Screw (1898), to name just a few. By letting its plot unfold through the shifting 

perspectives of Harriet and Samuel – the first a “flither-lass”, the latter an upper-class 

Quaker – the novel follows in the steps of works such as Waters’s Affinity and 

Fingersmith, similarly playing with and upon the readers knowledge of the different 

perspectives.  

Together with her best friend Mary, Harriet moves to York. The girls leave 

behind their natal town, a fisher village where they have been hard-working flither-

lasses for many years, finding and gathering bait for the fishermen, and where they most 

likely would have remained as such the rest of their lives had they stayed. In York they 

start a new life, get new jobs: Harriet as maid-of-all-work, Mary as laundress. Despite 

being essentially different trades than the one they have been used to, the girls soon 

learn that they are just as hard on the body and mind as climbing up and down the cliffs 

or mending fishermen’s nets in blistering cold weather as they did working as flither-
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lasses. Soon after arriving in London, Harriet meets Samuel Ransom whom we learn is 

an upper-class Quaker with a peculiar interest in working-class women, and a 

fascination for their hands in particular which verges upon the obsessive. Samuel asks 

Harriet to accompany him to the photographer’s to have her portrait taken, which is to 

go into his substantial collection of pictures of working-class women, which documents 

the existence of them and their trades by means of authentic material. Harriet easily 

convinces Mary to join her, and they have their picture taken dressed up in flither-

lasses’ costumes and in front of a screen providing the scenery of a cliffs, the sea, etc. 

Their first photo shoot is far from their last one – although it is the only one as flither-

lasses – and it becomes the starting point of both their lives’ taking a whole now 

direction. 

The novel returns us to a time where it was up to each single employer to decide 

whether or not to take on married female workers; to a time before female suffrage, 

where the idea of women’s right to vote not only could be “publicly opposed”, but 

where “any worker...involved in such a campaign” could be dismissed lawfully 

(Sweetest Thing 220). Like The Journal of Dora Damage, Shaw’s narrative recalls the 

hypocrisy of a culture that relied upon “[scientific] investigations” that proved “that 

when married women are employed, then their husbands use this as excuse to loaf about 

doing nothing and are content to live on the wages of their wives” (Sweetest Thing 427), 

while women of the higher society were expected to travel and “leave [their] children 

and household behind for weeks, even months at a time” (Sweetest Thing 426). In doing 

so, the novel establishes a disconcerting parallel between nineteenth-century and 

present-day class differences, reminding us that many of the rights and ‘privileges’ we 

women count on today, thanks to feminism and the great advances in gender equality, 

remain bound upon social class and economic factors, even if we only take into account 
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the western world. It is for instance a fact, addressed in current feminist debates, that 

behind many a so-called career woman, more often than not stands another woman – 

not that privileged – who cleans the house, takes care of the kids and the cooking.51 

Quoting Milkman, Reese and Roth, Joan C. Tronto observes in her study of ‘The Nanny 

Question’ that “one consequence of this greater freedom for women to become 

professionals has been to increase social and economic inequality between households” 

(34), given that those “who have most benefited from the end of caste barriers to the 

professions” are obviously the upper-class and upper middle-class families (35). Yet 

what is very striking, Tronto observes, is that “what this group of men and women are 

doing” parallels a traditional and “broader ideology” of the so-called “intensive 

motherhood...and their mothering ideals permeate and reflect prevailing ideology” (35).  

The Sweetest Thing addresses current concerns by means of establishing 

parallels with the past, which is also evident in its drawing attention to Samuel’s and, 

particularly, John Benbow’s strong belief in “[f]emale suffrage [as] the first crucial 

step” towards a more equal society (Sweetest Thing 220). In insisting upon the men’s 

conviction that women getting the vote will be the starting point for huge social 

changes, the novel is not trying to cast them as naive, because nowhere in the narrative 

do the men suggest that these changes will occur over night. They acknowledge, on the 

contrary, that gender equality is an indirect result of women’s right to vote, considerably 

removed in time from the implementation of this right. By repeatedly returning to the 

significance of female suffrage and a (faraway) future of gender equality, Shaw is rather 

trying to make a point about our present actually being that future the two men predict. 

What becomes particularly clear in their last discussion of women’s rights, however, is 

                                                 
51     See, for example, Susan Bordo’s discussion of the gradable positions of privilege and feminist 
cultural power (2003).     
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that if we detect a certain mocking tone in the novel’s insistence upon this issue, then 

the mockery is not directed at the ‘naive’ Victorians but rather at the gender inequalities 

which obviously persist in today’s socio-economic structures, a century after women 

won the right to vote. This critique is as good as spelled out by Benbow whose last 

words on the issue run: “We have often talked of the rights of women...Of the day that 

must surely come when women may have as much education as men, when they are 

able to vote, when they are able to work equally and for equal wages” (Sweetest Thing 

416). 

In both The Sweetest Thing and The Journal of Dora Damage a woman’s 

professional achievement puts the ideals of housewifery and motherhood at stake. In 

order to make it as professional women, Dora ‘unsexes’ herself and Mary literally 

abandons her mother role, her son. That Mary gives up motherhood  in order to make it 

in a man’s world, is clearly a mirror image of today’s women who are similarly faced 

with ‘the problem’ of maternity at some point climbing the career ladder. In a 

nineteenth-century context (or even an early twentieth-century context) Dora and Mary 

might represent a subversion of the figure of the maternal and the idea of women as 

inherently destined for reproduction. However, the novels do not so much call for the 

readers’ approval of their ‘modern’ choices as for a deeper questioning of the contexts 

of making them. Indeed, the novels problematise not women’s decisions, but rather the 

presumed empowerment and the consequences of our choices. And also the paradoxical 

underpinnings of our expectations to and celebration of liberated, strong and healthy 

women today. Starling and Shaw thus lay bare the disconcerting parallels between (the 

re-imagined) ‘then’ and (the real) ‘now’; and, in doing so, the strong present-day 

concern of their nineteenth-century plots.  
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In their challenging take on female monstrosity, The Journal of Dora Damage 

and The Sweetest Thing in many ways turn traditional gender roles and binaries upside-

down. One outstanding example is the character of Mary, in Shaw’s novel, who meets 

with Victorian notions of the fallen woman, yet eventually embarks upon a professional 

career as a photographer, a men’s trade at the time. Predicting a great future for her in a 

hitherto all-male sphere, Mary works as a symbol, at least for Samuel and Mr Benbow, 

for the beginning of the ‘new times’ they have been looking forward to. Moreover, 

Mary’s baby son is adopted by Samuel Ransome who finally finds his happiness in life, 

in a strikingly ‘modern’ family format with several ‘parents’ to one child. In his own 

words: “this scrap of a baby, this Jonah, became part of our household, became our 

child. All of ours” (Sweetest Thing 419).  

Similarly challenging traditions and stereotypes, is Dora Damage’s realisation 

that Pansy, the girl who “scarcely looked older than Lucinda” yet “had ‘whore’ written 

all over her” (The Journal 243, 246), is an empathic, young woman with excellent 

housekeeping skills (as opposed to Dora!). However, despite her own painful 

experience with being exposed to and misread by society’s judgmental gazes, Dora’s 

spontaneous reaction when she first meets Pansy relies on the gender dictates and 

dynamics that she herself is up against. Like Waters’s novels, in which women’s power 

relations are “fraught with...patriarchal gender economics” and thus “remind...us that 

(patriarchal) oppression need not occur in a male form” (Muller, “Matrilinealism” 119, 

125), The Journal of Dora Damage portrays how women themselves perpetuate 

patriarchal assumptions and categorisation of women. They become agents in their own 

oppression and objectification, as Novák has similarly observed, by re-enacting and thus 

participating in “the scopic regime” of a society in which one’s “respectability” (123) 

or, in Dora’s words, “the disintegration of [one’s] place in the community” is so closely 
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connected to “how folk see you” (The Journal 253, 267)—perhaps not so different from 

today.  

Pansy takes over Dora’s place as ‘angel in the house’ – “banish[ed] the staleness 

and soot from the dingy kitchen...waged war on the bugs...saw to [the]smocks, aprons 

and floral dresses...treated us to home-cooked, love-cooked food” (The Journal 256) – 

literally doing away with all the signs of Dora’s failure as a good wife and mother. 

Indeed, Pansy appears to have everything it takes to become the ideal housewife and 

mother, except for one crucial thing: she is barren. Recounting the terrible events of 

how she was raped and later “helped” by a woman who induced an abortion on her, 

Pansy recalls: “I bled for a month and ‘ad the doctor’s bills to pay, and I ‘aven’t bled 

since...and they told me I never would again, never ‘ave me own babies, which they said 

I ‘ad them to be grateful for...” (The Journal 247). Pansy’s story reveals, once again, 

how discourses of pathology and crime conflate, translating into culture. The novel 

returns us to the time around the Contagious Diseases Acts, which were passed as an 

attempt “to prevent the spread of venereal disease” (Mukherjee 48). As Anki Mukherjee 

explains: 

Under these acts, plain-clothes policemen were empowered to ‘detect’ 

prostitutes among the women in the streets...The women were then coerced into 

a physical examination conducted by an authorized physician, and confined up 

to three months in ‘lock hospitals’ if found diseased. (48-9)  

Such initiatives translated not only into new medical (or other authoritative) practices, 

but also into changes in the popular perception of disease and infection. This rings a 

clear echo in her recollection of the time following the rape, as Pansy remembers how 

she was framed not only by the doctors, but also by her friends: “It ain’t nice, people 

thinking you’re like that, and doctors comin’ and checkin’ you fer disease an’ that, an’ 
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Sally an’ Gracie too, and the women in the tenement upstairs, like bein’ a whore was 

infectious” (The Journal 247). Again, we witness how women become each others’ 

worse enemies and actively perpetuate patriarchal dynamics of oppression, hereunder 

the construction of female monstrosity. Pansy’s monstrousness might be result of the 

intertextual workings of medical, criminal and cultural discourses that frame her as 

pathological, immoral and fallen. However, this perception is reinforced by her female 

friends and neighbours who re-enact the governing patriarchal categorisation of women; 

even Pansy herself, as the passage above suggests, seems to acknowledge “bein’ a 

whore”.      

Epilepsy, discussed earlier, is as good as demystified today, and syphilis (which 

Pansy is suspected to have) is “no longer a pressing social problem”, as Cathrine 

Gallagher and Thomas Laqueur note, yet “other diseases have come to occupy the same 

discursive place” (xv). In our view of the ill and diseased at present “we cannot deny the 

continuity between [the Victorian] governing assumptions and our own”, as Gallagher 

and Laqueur continue, and we need to ask ourselves whether we have “really taken up a 

position outside the nineteenth-century’s discourses of the body and sexuality” (xv). 

The neo-Victorian novels I analyse in this thesis all prove beneficial in this respect, as 

they arouse an awareness – often through dissonance – about ideologies and (their) 

discursive powers at play in society. In the following section I continue my discussion 

of the categorisation of women according to nineteenth-century (patriarchal) values, 

looking into how its dynamics persists today and how we women participate – more or 

less aware – in a continuing (re-)construction of female ideals and monstrosities.  

 

 

 



 

228 

 

4.1. (Neo-)Victorian Consumer Culture: Maternal Health(ism) and the Eroticised 

Monstrous-Feminine 

 

Some of the nineteenth-century ideas that laid the ground for the paradoxical 

conceptualisation of the mother persist in contemporary discourses on motherhood and 

continue to shape popular notions of maternal success and failure. The Victorian 

mother-figure-paradox, so to call it, casts also long shadows over the framing of the 

maternal body at present. In what follows I focus my discussion upon the constitution of 

the monstrous-feminine in more strictly corporeal terms. Firstly, I discuss how scientific 

progress and, specifically, medical advances in the nineteenth century opened up for 

new readings of and practices in relation to pregnancy, birth and lactation, giving way to 

not only new forms of female monstrosity and pathology, but also control. Secondly, I 

explore how these readings and practices are reworked in The Journal of Dora Damage, 

and, in the light of recent investigations of contemporary constructions of mothers in 

“healthism” discourses, how Starling’s novel contributes to current debates surrounding 

mothers, the maternal body and femininity today. The points raised by feminist 

criticism of “healthism”, as a medicalised consumerist strategy that underpins the 

continuing construction of women according to good/bad and ideal/flawed binaries, take 

me to my discussion of Harriet, the protagonist of The Sweetest Thing. In their extensive 

study of how ideals of femininity “have shifted from social behaviors such as privatized 

domesticity to contemporary gendered norms that include dual-career couples”, Shari L. 

Dworkin and Faye Linda Wachs have found “that valuations have now moved toward 

appearances...and gendered bodily norms”, which ultimately means that women – and 

particularly pregnant women and mothers – must face even stronger “corporeal 

tensions” on the “highly valued route to femininity” (106). Dwarkin and Wachs’ study 
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is relevant to my discussion of Harriet who is embodying both the ‘ideal’ and the 

‘deviant’, modelling for Whetherby’s and Samuel Ransome respectively. This calls 

attention not only to the shifting vision and constructedness of the (monstrous) 

feminine, but also to the social and commercial power of such constructions.  

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the female reproductive ability 

underlined women’s relationship with nature and with the animal world; they were, in 

other words, more beastly. This idea was openly expressed by doctors and other kinds 

of specialists. Journal of Psychological Medicine and Mental Pathology (1851), for 

example, includes a comparative study of women and “the females of the lower 

animals”, given their “similar modifications of the instincts” when pregnant (Anon. 

172). Similarly, Thomas Laycock, renowned lecturer in Clinical Medicine and Mental 

Physiology, and author of Treatise on the Nervous Diseases of Women (1840), saw a 

direct connection between female behaviour and the mechanisms of animal instincts. 

Like many of his contemporaries, Laycock argued, not surprisingly, that “[s]o low down 

in the scale of creation as we can go, wherever there is a discoverable distinction of sex, 

we find that maternity is the first and most fundamental duty of the female” (177).  

The pregnant female body stresses to an even greater extent that women are 

(biologically) different from men. The human norm being modelled upon the male 

body, this natural difference often translated into deviance in Victorian scientific theory 

and medicine. This is clearly the case in John Gideon Millingen’s 1848 essay, “The 

Passions, or Mind and Matter”, in which he wrote: 

If corporeal agency is thus powerful in man, its tyrannic [sic] influence will 

more frequently cause the misery of the gentler sex...She is less under the 

influence of the brain than the uterine system, the plexi of abdominal nerves, and 
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irritation of the spinal cord; in her, a hysteric predisposition is incessantly 

predominating from the dawn of puberty. (169) 

As Jenny Bourne Taylor and Sally Shuttleworth’s collection of nineteenth-century 

medical writings shows, female bodily functions were “seen to be far more liable to 

disorder than the male” and were increasingly pathologised (Introduction 165).  Given 

“the psychological imperfections in their relation to corporeal disorder and defect” as 

one anonymous author wrote in a medical journal at the time, “woman presents the most 

interesting problems for enquiry and solution...” (Anon. 171). Fusing with prevailing 

gender notions, Victorian medicine thus came to reinforce ideas of women as unstable, 

problematic and, consequently, in need of control. The medicalisation of woman’s 

nature, as Gallagher and Laqueur very illustratively have put it, meant that the female 

body not only was understood as synonymous with “Nature itself, but [as] a Nature 

peculiarly demanding of interpretative medical authority and intervention” (xi). The 

reproductive system was increasingly seen as the root to almost any disorder in women, 

so what had thitherto been celebrated as the seat of femininity, as Kelly Hurley 

observes, was now gradually transforming into a sign of “female abhumanness” (Gothic 

Body 120). Moreover, the very visible physical changes in the female body when 

pregnant, during childbirth and lactation provided a series of highly perceptible 

evidence of its monstrosity. The female body undergoes a large number of obvious 

transformations throughout a woman’s lifetime, yet, as Barbara Creed writes, “[t]he 

mutable nature of women’s bodies is made most clear during pregnancy” (50). If 

woman’s bodily mutability was perceived as monstrous in itself, this perception was 

further reinforced by evolutionary theory in that it opened up for readings of woman’s 

pregnancy in terms of metamorphosis. 
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As gynaecological and (pre-)psychiatric discourses began to conflate in the late 

Victorian period, “bodily instability” was frequently “equated with mental imbalance” 

(Talairach-Vielmas 115). So, if the female body had been considered inherently 

unstable, and women particularly prone to hysteria, pregnancy was now seen as the 

outmost critical state for a woman with regard to her mental health as much, if not 

more, as her physical. As Talairach-Vielmas points out, “[t]he urge not to excite woman 

during gestation or after delivery during lactation – that is when the female body most 

exhibited its flows – was linked to fears that misdirections of such fluids (blood or milk) 

might produce hysteria” (115). The Journal of Dora Damage capitalises on such fears 

and anxieties produced by medical advances, if indirectly, in the nineteenth century. 

These advances, in Mary Poovey’s words, 

transformed what had traditionally been a spiritual and physical trial endured 

within an enclave of women into a far more complex social scene, where 

concerns about women’s modesty and physical well being intersected with 

anxieties about the doctor’s reputation and his economic health, the status of his 

profession and the power of his tools. (“Scenes” 138) 

Starling takes us back to the beginnings of the medicalisation of pregnancy and 

childbirth, providing a thought provoking example of how “growth” (borrowing 

Talairach-Vielma’s words) can indeed “work in tandem with regression” (96). Indeed, 

The Journal of Dora Damage reveals that medical ‘progress’ can, paradoxically 

enough, be a step in the wrong direction. Through the character of Sylvia Knightley, 

who is “blessed to be married to the finest physician in London” (The Journal 206), the 

novel revisits a Victorian upper-class lady’s confinement during most of her pregnancy, 

“rest[ing] around the clock”, in Sylvia’s own words, “miss[ing] everything worth seeing 

this summer, and...the Mistletoes Players’ Production...if the baby does not appear until 
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after Christmas” (The Journal 206). In its (somewhat ironical) reworking of the 

traditional Female Gothic figure, the imprisoned heroine, the novel recalls the later 

nineteenth-century version of the trope, when female entrapment became less 

allegorical and more medicalised. Replicating thus the real(istic) confinement of women 

in the Victorian era, the novel reminds us of how certain medical(ised) measures were 

indeed based on other anxieties, as described by Poovey above, as much as on a 

woman’s (potential) physical and/or mental problems. The rather comical depiction of 

the methods used in the attempt to tame woman’s beastly nature (in this case Sylvia’s) 

may offer a degree of critique towards the Victorian medical and cultural scripts that, 

working in tandem, confined the pregnant woman to the domestic sphere. Reminiscent 

of Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper” (1892) in which the narrator’s rest cure 

literally drives her mad, Sylvia Knightley is prescribed a strict treatment by her doctor 

husband: “no leaving the house, no exercise, and a feeding-cup for meals!” (The 

Journal 320). Sylvia’s long lyings-in offer a strong contrasting image to today’s 

(western) reality where the great majority of pregnant women continue to workout and 

work throughout their pregnancy. However, the contrast here – the Othering of the 

Victorians – is so remarkable that we cannot but stop and reflect, and perhaps (re-)direct 

our gaze away from the Others and towards ourselves. 

 Recent critical insight has brought attention to persisting tendencies of framing 

pregnant women as, if not inherently pathological, highly potential for developing 

pathologies. Studies have shown that although the overall message has apparently 

changed, the mechanisms of the dictates have very little. Shannon Jette recently 

analysed how popular media, “by drawing on medical discourse that constructs the 

pregnant body as ‘at risk’ and in need of exercise in order to have a smooth pregnancy 

and healthy child”, disseminate “notions of a ‘fit’ pregnancy” (qtd. in Dwarkin and 
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Wachs 125). “The emphasis on the risks of not being physically active when pregnant”, 

Jette observes, construct [sic] the mother-to-be who is not able to exercise – perhaps due 

to a medical condition or lack of time or financial resources – as an ‘unfit’ mother” (qtd. 

in Dwarkin and Wachs 125). Moreover, as paradoxical as the Victorian construction of 

mothers might have been, just as paradoxical is it today where, as Dwarkin and Wachs 

perfectly express it, “the pregnant form is presented as maternally successful yet 

aesthetically problematic” (109). The female body is, perhaps more than ever, 

constructed by discourses of health and domesticity. Dwarking and Wachs argue that 

today’s consumer culture merges ideas of “the moral, good mother, and the ‘yummy 

mommy’ to promote selfsurveillance [and] product purchases”: recent 

conceptualisations of “healthism”, they observe, conflate “classic definitions of 

motherhood as nurturance” with contemporary medical(ised) discourses that “prescribe 

toned, taut, fit femininity for women”  (107). 

 The strikingly contemporary vein of Starling’s reworking of the maternal adds 

also an interesting angle to Sylvia’s baby-blues. Upon the delivery of a healthy boy 

Sylvia is cast out by her husband, who accuses her of infidelity because of the baby’s 

darker skin colour (which we eventually learn could be the result of Sir Knightley’s 

own racial inheritance). In a state of shock, physically exhausted after the delivery and 

not knowing how to take care of her newborn, Sylvia turns up at Dora’s—unable to say 

a word and with a screaming bundle in her arms. It takes little more than common 

knowledge to understand Sylvia’s symptoms in terms of a postpartum depression as 

well as the literal reasons for her suffering. However, her baby-blues also invite for 

more metaphorical reading. If we read Sylvia’s depression through the lens of female 

monstrosity, then her inability to cope with her newborn becomes an expression of her 

abhorrence towards her own monstrous self. The baby is the outcome of all that which 
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Sylvia has internalised as monstrous: her sexuality, body and bodily transformation(s). 

Nathaniel becomes an extension of his mother’s monstrosity, as did Dora’s daughter. In 

contrast to Lucinda, however, Sylvia’s son works also as a figure onto which she 

projects her self-loath. Sylvia’s internalisation of notions of female monstrosity also 

comes to expression in her detachment from her own body. Not only is she as good as 

unaware of what a baby feeds on, but also how to feed him: “[a]sk Fatima”, she tells 

Dora, “[t]he monthly nurse” (The Journal 315). When Sylvia eventually realises how, 

and to what extent the feeding of Nathaniel involves her body, she is horrified and 

“can’t bear to do it...” (The Journal 327). Again is it clear that Sylvia’s rejection of her 

son is as much a negation of her own corporeality: by refusing to deal with him, she 

avoids dealing with her (monstrous) body. 

It is not only through the internalisation of nineteenth-century gender scripts that 

Sylvia has become, in this sense, detached from her own body and sexuality. Victorian 

medical practice involves also a literally disconnection in that Sylvia has been “bound” 

to impede lactation (The Journal 322)—a not infrequent means to control the 

potentially danger of a woman’s fluids. This provides yet another example of the 

powerful, intertextual workings of medical theory and cultural dictates. Whereas 

nineteenth-century gender ideology described women as “disembodied angels” (Hurley, 

“British Gothic” 200), Victorian medical science provided the actual means for 

achieving this ideal. If confinement during pregnancy was one way of rendering the 

woman passive, then the binding of a woman’s breasts was another, arguably more 

extreme, method of passivism and desexualisation. Having one’s breasts bound 

immediately after giving birth, which is Sylvia’s case, literally deactivates the natural 

bodily functions.  
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Among the potential dangers of the female body were its secretions which were 

thought to produce mental dysfunction in women; or worse, the female maladies could 

be passed on to her offspring through these fluids (e.g. during pregnancy and lactation). 

The character of Sylvia Knightley reveals a number of paradoxes in relation to these 

perceptions of monstrosity, female fluids and the management these. The medical 

control of her monstrous body, both during her pregnancy and afterwards, seem to be 

pushing her towards mental instability instead of avoiding it. Clearly, Sylvia’s months-

long withdrawal from public life and physical activity during her pregnancy and, 

especially, not being allowed to bond with her newborn through breastfeeding him, is 

putting her body and mind out of balance. In this sense, the medical attempts to prevent 

nervousness most likely play a significant role in her development of postpartum 

depression.  

As we have seen so far, The Journal of Dora Damage revisits and questions the 

“Victorian constructions of the female body ruled by circulating fluids” (Talairach-

Vielmas 115), in manifold ways. However, it is in the character of Mrs Masters that 

Starling concentrates her reworking of the monstrous female flows. The wet-nurse, as 

Dora observes, looks not at all as the nurturing mother-type of woman but more “like 

one of those ladies who visit the missions, the really squalid ones in the east” (The 

Journal 321). Yet although her body is neither “doughy” nor “voluminous” (The 

Journal 321) Mrs Masters is everything but ‘disembodied’, like the missionary angelic 

figures she first reminds Dora of. Indeed, the wet-nurse not only has a significant bodily 

awareness, she also literally controls her body. In contrast to Sylvia, who has had her 

breasts bound as a means of controlling her (beastly) nature, Masters makes a powerful 

example of how the ‘unruly’ female body is ‘controllable’ in other ways than through 
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medical intervention. Showing Sylvia that that lactation is not monstrous but life-giving, 

the wet-nurse gives bodily regulation a new meaning:  

she warmed the glass in the water, quickly undid the buttons of her blouse, 

pressed the rim of the glass over her nipple, and the milk poured into it as if she 

had turned on a tap. The glass went cloudy with milk and steam, and when it 

was almost full, and the flow had slowed, she pulled it away....(The Journal 324) 

As s metaphorical disruption of patriarchal oppression, Masters moreover releases 

Sylvia from her binding and re-establishes her milk production—thus undoing the 

wrongdoings of Victorian medical practice.  

 That Mrs Masters is a subversive figure, or indeed plays a subversive role, is 

further underlined by her physical appearance. Recalling and reproducing nineteenth-

century conceptualisations of female monstrosity, the wet-nurse stands out as rather 

beastly: having a pack of “nippers” to feed at home, and heavily “salivating” when 

expressing her own milk (The Journal 321, 324). In other words, the novel shows how 

Masters connection with her body at the same time links her with ideas of the female 

nature as animalistic. Significantly, in playing upon this framing of the wet-nurse, The 

Journal of Dora Damage reveals how her rejection and conscious challenging of 

Victorian codes of femininity translates into monstrosity. But the figure of Mrs Masters 

also works as a reminder of how the maternal body – in this case the lactating woman – 

remains monstrous, being constructed around paradoxical notions of the ‘maternally 

successful’ and the ‘aesthetically problematic’, as mentioned earlier. Carrying strong 

echoes of today’s pro-breastfeeding advocates, Mrs Masters’s enthusiasm about and 

explicit commendation of breastfeeding, praising woman’s milk as “no better substance 

on earth” (The Journal 324), is another example of how Starling’s novel addresses 

present-day issues through the character of the wet-nurse. Arguably, as much as it 
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subverts Victorian notions of the ‘unruly’ female fluids, Masters’s high valuation of 

breastfeeding works also as a comment, if between the lines, on the (re-)construction of 

lactation as something monstrous at present, calling into question persisting negative 

perceptions of and barriers to breastfeeding that exist in our society.52  

The Sweetest Thing offers a similar take on the construction of the female body 

in terms of paradox, simultaneously recalling nineteenth-century codes of femininity 

and calling into question their legacies today. Starling and Shaw’s novels, in each their 

way, transport the readers to the underside of (an emerging) Victorian consumer culture. 

Whereas The Journal of Dora Damage centres on the subculture of pornography, The 

Sweetest Thing offers a critical portrayal of (neo-)Victorian consumerism in which new 

marketing strategies – advertising – play an increasingly significant role in the selling of 

products (in this case cocoa and sweets), but also in renewing constructions of the ideal 

woman—and her antagonist. 

If Henry Rider Haggard’s She (1887) provides the quintessential fictional 

representation of nineteenth-century female monstrosity, where the monstrous Ayesha 

is a “paradox of imagination and desire” (Karlin xiii), Shaw’s Harriet is arguably her 

neo-Victorian equivalent. Haggard’s Ayesha was perhaps made of imagination and 

desire, yet she ends her existence turning into a beast and then to ashes. Harriet, 

however, is provided with a voice with which to reflect upon her paradoxical 

constructedness. Only two days after getting secretly married, Harriet sees herself for 

                                                 
52     A wide range of leisure establishments have recently sought to prohibit breastfeeding, based on 
arguments such as it being a repulsive affair that should be kept within the home’s four walls. While the 
attempts to ban lactating women from restaurants, cafes and shopping malls have triggered fervent 
protests against, they have also revealed a significant number of men and women in favour of illegalising 
breastfeeding in public places, or at least restricting it by assigning particular nursing spaces.   
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the first time on an enormous poster, advertising for Whetherby’s. Being the face of the 

company’s slogan, “Pure and Unadulterated”, she reflects:  

All pretty and smiley I looked, all coloured-in, and like the thing I loved the best 

was to stand there, pink-cheeked, with a cup of cocoa in my hand. The picture 

showed me at a kitchen table piled with fresh bread, and a song-bird’s cage at 

one end, and looking for all the world like the thing I truly was now, if any but 

knew it, which was a wife. But it hadn’t really been like that. The photograph 

was fooling. (Sweetest Thing 226) 

If the monstrous-feminine is that which simultaneously horrifies and fascinates, repels 

and attracts, then Harriet embodies this paradox: she is, on the one hand, the perfect 

model for Whetherby’s campaign, appearing in their advertisements as the ideal 

mother/wife, while she, on the other, appears hardly different from the freakish female 

acrobat at the circus, who is “a bit like [Harriet] on the cliffs” (Sweetest Thing 196). 

Also, in contrast to the Whetherby poster, the picture of Harriet in her flither-lass gear, 

very saying, makes the factory workers go “oohing and aahing”—a reaction that Harriet 

feels aligns her with “trapeze men or ladies with beards or something” (Sweetest Thing 

52). 

Embodying at once the ideal and the immoral, the pure and the corrupt, ideas of 

the freakish and erotic(ised) female body clash and meet with notions of feminine 

perfection in the figure of Harriet, who attracts as much attention for her angelic face as 

for her bodily monstrosities. Indeed, it is her coarse, large hands, tall and muscular 

body, and physical strength that first captivate Samuel Ransome who approaches 

Harriet as if she were new variation of the species for his archive: a substantial 

collection of photographs, documenting his study of working-class women; a study with 

rather sexual undertones. Admitting that he is literally drawn to her, Samuel recalls their 
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first meeting and how “the angle of the girl’s head...and her profile, made me careless of 

the world’s opinion, and I approached her slowly...” (Sweetest Thing 31). Insisting upon 

Harriet as an object of study, Samuel continues his recollection providing a page-long 

description, carefully elaborating on her appearance. It begins thus:   

When she stood up tall...I saw she was perhaps only an inch below me in height, 

and her carriage and broadness of her shoulders made her seem taller. She held 

her shoulders back and her head up, unlike the girls native to the city, and this, I 

learnt, was because of her life till now as a fishergirl, outdoors and upright, 

braced against the wind, a heavy basket balanced upon her head...the skin on her 

cheek had a bloom coloured only to the palest brown, which made her seem 

exotic, standing so erect amongst the bleached city faces passing by, her strong 

fingers spread as though for balance on the rough pale stone. (Sweetest Thing 

32)  

Clearly, for Samuel the physiognomic discourse becomes a means for translating his 

fascination with working girls into scientific interest; a means for articulating, yet de-

eroticising his desires. “Representing objects in the world of hierarchical classificatory 

systems”, as Leavenworth reminds us, “was an explicit endeavour for the Victorians” 

(257). So rather naturally, having learnt “about the principles of classification” 

(Sweetest Thing 33), Samuel embarks upon a project which, he tells himself, is as 

innocent in its objective as when he collected butterflies as a child:  

I decided to make a portfolio of working women...I would mount each portrait 

and caption it carefully, stating where and when I had met her, her name and her 

profession. [...] So much was changing that I wished to capture these girls before 

their trade disappeared, or was altered out of all recognition by machinery or 

new prohibitory  laws or some such. (Sweetest Thing 33-4). 
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Only much later does Samuel admit the true character of his photographic project and 

the strategies (unconsciously) used to de-eroticise the pleasure he has taken in it, such as 

repeatedly reminding himself of the scientific potential of his collection, or, an almost 

metaphorical act of purification, by keeping his most treasured picture of Harriet in his 

Bible. Like scientific interest serves Les Sauvages Nobles in The Journal of Dora 

Damage as a cover for the pornographic impulse of their meetings, Samuel uses his and 

Benbow’s shared “curiosity in evolution and scientific development” (Sweetest Thing 

34) as a guise for the scopophilic nature of his project. Although it may not be all that 

clear to the man himself, the reader soon infers the erotic vein in Samuel’s fascination 

with working girls, which is eventually confirmed as we are invited into “the quiet of 

[his] own room” where Harriet appears “before [him]” – in his imagination – and 

Samuel is “free to gaze” (Sweetest Thing 215). Strongly suggestive of his sexual lust for 

Harriet, Samuel wakes up “exhausted” after having gazed (and sinned) all night, if only 

in his dreams: 

sheets tumbled as though I had been waging battle. And yet, despite Father’s 

warning words on my birthday all those years before, it was not the fear of sin 

that haunted me when I woke, but the pain of separation. I would wash and 

dress, barely able to face Mother’s harangue, and nurturing my tiredness for the 

connection it kept with the girl....(Sweetest Thing 215; italics added) 

Despite Samuel’s attempts to convince himself of the scientific grounds of his 

fascination with working-class women, his “excitement” with the “extraordinary”, as 

often mentioned, reveals the strong erotic element underlying his (paradoxical) 

attraction to the monstrous. In the scene with the circus acrobat we also see a clear 

eroticisation of the monstrous-feminine: “dressed quite beyond human decorum”, the 

woman appears “more monkey than maiden and call[s] for a ban on such unsightly and 
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unsexing goings-on”, yet in all her freakishness the acrobat also evokes a degree of 

eroticism. As Samuel tells Harriet: “we were to see a young woman leap through the 

air...and clasp a man around the body, and be clasped herself” (Sweetest Thing 196; 

italics added). Similarly, there are clear sexual undertones to Samuel’s fascination – not 

to say obsession – with a particular part of the working-class woman’s body: 

always with these girls, more than their faces or the raggedness of their clothes, 

it was their hands. Their hands which had been to places I could barely imagine, 

which had performed tasks that would make the Quaker girls at Meeting 

shudder. Even those hands that were so coarsened, so reddened and roughened 

with work, the skin splitting, the nails chipped, callouses making a harsh terrain 

of the palms, even those hands were beautiful. (Sweetest Thing 36)  

In a time where any respectable woman in the social circles of Samuel Ransome would 

wear gloves, it is perhaps not so striking that he is “finding [him]self strangely moved” 

as he rolls up the models’ sleeves “to show [their hands] off more fully before Benbow 

took the photograph” (Sweetest Thing 36). However, as the passage reveals, more than 

for their nakedness alone, it is the grotesque aspect of the hands in combination with 

imagining the ‘dirty’ tasks they might have carried out that attracts Samuel; the 

eroticism of female monstrosity lies as much in the fantasy of the monstrous, as in the 

‘abnormal’ in itself.    

If The Sweetest Thing suggests that imagination – the fantasy of the monstrous – 

is central to the eroticisation of female monstrosity, then this idea is underlined in The 

Journal of Dora Damage where Les Sauvages Nobles take as much (erotic) pleasure in 

imagining/fantasising about Dora reading the pornographic volumes they pay her to 

bind, as in their monstrous contents themselves. The many working-class women that 

have their portrait taken at Benbow’s studio never seem to suspicious about Samuel’s 
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intentions, at most taking him for a “droll and strange creature” (Sweetest Thing 36), 

paying them for posing in their filthy work clothes. Whereas they never realise (the 

extent of) Samuel’s eroticisation of them – of their work, their bodies and, in particular, 

their hands – Dora Damage, on the contrary, eventually discovers the painful fact that 

her service to the Club “has always been a sexual one” (Heilmann and Llewellyn 132). 

The Sweetest Thing and The Journal of Dora Damage, along very similar lines, reveal 

the underlying eroticisation of the monstrous-feminine, which in turn explains why the 

monstrous-feminine at once attracts and repels. Dora’s assuming a ‘male’ role is 

obviously a transgression that makes her a deviant and, in this sense, monstrous. 

However, her transgressive move is at the same time ‘sexualised’ by the male gaze (as 

Heilmann and Llewellyn observe), whereby her monstrosity turns into an object of 

erotic desire—at least in the (male) imagination. Similar processes occur in Samuel’s 

eroticisation of the working-class women, of Harriet, and of the freakish female acrobat.  

Dwarkin and Wachs’ analysis of “healthism” discourses on female bodily ideals 

versus failure or lack, makes it evident that the parameters of femininity are just as 

paradoxical today as in the nineteenth century. Providing useful insights into the present 

continuation of the sexualisation of the monstrous-feminine as well as ‘disembodied’ 

ideals of femininity, their study proves relevant to my reading of Harriet who comes to 

represent this idea. While she is literally disembodied by advertising for Whetherby’s – 

as the face of the company – her remarkable (deviant) physique is at the same time 

eroticised. In both cases, Harriet remains objectified. The fact that she is modelling both 

as ‘ideal’ and ‘deviant’, for Whetherby’s and Samuel Ransome respectively, calls 

attention not only to the shifting vision and constructedness of the (monstrous) 

feminine, but also to the social and commercial power of such constructions. Women’s 

bodies as a commodity has always existed. However, if the commercialisation of the 
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female (body) as part of the rising consumer culture began in the nineteenth-century, 

then the selling of the (sexualised) female body has become completely normalised in 

today’s consumerism, relying even more upon ‘fooling’ images (as Harriet notes about 

her own photograph) and fantasies of success, perfection, failure and flaws; and where 

female monstrosity, as construction, remains bound upon imagination and desire.53  

Medical discourse, as we have seen, plays a significant role in both novels: from 

the principles of physiognomy underpinning Samuel’s classificatory study which serves 

as a smokescreen for his (erotic) fascination with working-class women, through 

discussions of female body and health, to Les Sauvages Nobles’ (ab)use of medicine as 

a means of power and control. The Journal of Dora Damage, to a large extent, hinges 

its plot upon the ambiguous status of Victorian medical science, and re-animates the 

figure of the Victorian doctor not only as a Gothic villain with a “black bag...knives 

and...leeches” (The Journal 21), but also as person with “almost magical” powers (The 

Journal 145). In doing so, the novel plays upon the same ambiguities as seen in much 

Victorian Female Gothic, in which medicine worked as a source of both inspiration and 

critique, and in which Gothic topoi were medicalised and medicine was Gothicised. 

Starling’s Gothicisation of medicine, however, works not only as a critique of Victorian 

medical power and abuse, but also as a comment on the persisting influence of 

medical(ised) discourses. The Sweetest Thing offers a similar (underlying) critique in its 

challenging take on female ideals and monstrosities. As argued previously, discourses 

of healthism and medicine at present continue to define femininity, desirability, 

                                                 
53     The use of woman’s breasts as symbol of femininity in advertising testifies to the central role of 
imagination and desire in the continuing construction and ‘selling’ of the female body. Yet, the character 
of what is desired and how it is imagined shifts. Changes in cultural imaginations and desires have, for 
example, had an impact upon the framing of breastfeeding. As Dworkin and Wachs note, the 
conceptualisation of breastfeeding has gone from the idea of being a maternal duty in the 1960s “while 
the shapeliness of the breast was at risk”, to the view at present, where it is still largely perceived as a 
mother’s responsibility “but is also frequently sold under the rubric that it ‘burns extra calories’ and 
facilitates rapid weight loss (107).      
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normality and so on. Although medical discourse became more and more influential in 

the nineteenth-century as it translated into culture, the powers of medicine, as recent 

insights assert, are today “deployed by every individual by way of socialization to 

accept certain values and norms of behaviour” (Lupton 12).  

Victorian medical discourse described women as “dangerously embodied 

creatures” whose rationality was particularly and seriously jeopardised during “puberty, 

menstruation, childbirth, and menopause” (Hurley, “British Gothic” 200). While we are 

hardly perceived as ‘dangerously embodied creatures’ today, the notion of women as 

governed by the female reproductive cycle has evidently persisted far beyond the 

Victorian era. The idea that so-called menstrual conditions (can) affect a woman’s 

stability (in the broadest sense of the word) is indeed common even today. Also, the 

medical definition of Pre-Menstrual Syndrome has arguably both continued and 

furthered Victorian views of women as victims of their monstrous bodies.54 Indeed, 

PMS is generally acknowledged in many western countries as the scientific explanation 

of why women are – as the Victorians believed – particularly “prone to emotional 

outbursts and hysteria...” (Hurley, “British Gothic” 200). Earlier I referred to Gallagher 

and Laqueur’s question as to whether we have “really taken up a position outside the 

nineteenth-century’s discourses of the body and sexuality” (xv). It is evident that 

Victorian constructions of women(’s bodies) as monstrous have continued to echo 

across the centuries. Neo-Victorian writers of Female Gothic play an important role in 

arousing an awareness about the powerful workings of nineteenth-century medical(ised) 

discourses that categorised women and framed female ideals and monstrosities, but also 

about their legacies at play in society at present, where ‘femininity’ remains a 

                                                 
54     For further discussion see, for example, Chrisler and Levy (1990).  
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paradoxical construction. The Journal of Dora Damage and The Sweetest Thing both 

exemplify this.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Neo-Victorian ‘Double’ Narratives: Fissured Females & Monstrous Minors in  

98 Reasons for Being and Gillespie and I 55  

 

 

The neo-Victorian fictions I analyse in this thesis are in many ways ‘double’ natured. 

Throughout the previous chapters I have discussed the neo-Victorian novel as site that 

at once embraces past and present, the Victorian and the contemporary, the (Other) 

Victorians and ourselves. Neo-Victorian fiction, as we have seen both in my discussion 

of the genre and in my analyses of the specific works, often involves a double take on 

rewriting and relies upon a dual vision. However, the neo-Victorian ‘double narrative’ – 

as referred to in the title of this chapter – extends not only much further, but testifies 

also to the genre’s strong connection with the Gothic. Although there are many 

examples of ‘doubles’ in literature throughout history (think only of the confusing 

doubles in Shakespeare), it is not until well past the Enlightenment, as Roger Luckhurst 

notes, that 

the literature of the double became one of the privileged ways of exploring the 

mysteries of the modern self, a subjectivity marked less by rationality, order, and 

coherence than by dream, nightmare, and psychological multiplicity. From the 

Romantic era, the opening up of the vast interiors of the self seems to have made 

us strangers to ourselves: the double is the emblem of this self-estrangement. 

(xv) 

Often associated with the rise of Freudian psychoanalysis, late Victorian Doppelgänger 

narratives appear increasingly “frenzied, disordered, and dreamlike”, revealing a 
                                                 
55     I am grateful to Clare Dudman for sending me the PowerPoint slides from her own  presentation of 
the book, as well as for drawing my attention to the work by Barker et. al. (2010).      
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“dynamic of condensation and displacement” (Luckhurst xxxii) which ties in extremely 

well with the Gothic mode. If this is the starting point of the Gothic doubling as we 

know it today, then this is also the beginning of the uncanny double: the tradition “in 

which the double appears first as a seductive, delightful companion, only to turn against 

its original and pursuer a devilish persecution, frequently ending in death” (Luckhurst 

xvi). While this conceptualisation of the heimlich/unheimlich doubling remains at the 

heart of Gothic fiction today, it proves even more inherent to neo-Victorian (Gothic) 

writing. Reflecting upon the neo-Victorian novel as an uncanny and spectral form, Arias 

and Pulham point out: 

Freud’s list if psychological triggers for uncanny sensations include the 

double...and the familiar made strange. If we consider these in relation to the 

neo-Victorian novel, its uncanny nature proves clear: it often represents a 

‘double’ of the Victorian text mimicking its language, style and plot; it plays 

with the conscious repetition of tropes, characters, and historical events; it 

reanimates Victorian genres...and, in doing so, seemingly calls the contemporary 

novel’s ‘life’ into question; it defamiliarizes our preconceptions of Victorian 

society; and it functions as a form of revenant, a ghostly visitor from the past 

that infiltrates our present. (xv) 

If the Gothic form remains intrinsically uncanny, as critics suggest, then this thesis 

engages not merely with a series of ‘spectral’ and ‘uncanny’ texts, but with a range of 

neo-Victorian novels that lend credibility to Kohlke and Gutleben’s recent claim, 

namely that “neo-Victorianism is by nature quintessentially Gothic” (“The 

(Mis)Shapes” 4).  

What appears to be a key characteristic of the more sophisticated and stimulating 

postmillennial neo-Victorian fiction is that it relies upon what we might call the neo-
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Victorian essentials, yet simultaneously disturbs, disrupts and reconfigures central 

characteristics and trends of the genre.56 This furthermore testifies to its Gothic vein. 

The two novels I concentrate on in this chapter, Clare Dudman’s 98 Reasons for Being 

(2004) and Jane Harris’s Gillespie and I (2011), are no exception to this. The latter’s 

relatively recentness may explain why it has received rather limited critical attention 

despite its obvious readerly popularity. Indeed, considering the significant degree of 

neo-Victorian scholarly interest in Harris’s previous (debut) novel, The Observations 

(2006), Gillespie and I will most likely repay more critical engagement in the years to 

come. Dudman’s novel, however, appears to have escaped the limelight of the public 

and neo-Victorian literary criticism all together. At this moment of writing, 98 Reasons 

for Being has, to my knowledge, not yet received sustained scholarly attention, and even 

the lay reviews are scarce. Dudman’s novel nevertheless offers avenues of fascinating 

literary analysis and, not least, neo-Victorian investigation. The present chapter sets out 

to explore this a highly important, if intellectually challenging, contribution to 

contemporary discussions of medicine and (female) Otherness. In doing so, I hope not 

only to reveal undiscovered neo-Victorian land, but to shed light onto this ‘eccentric’ 

neo-Victorian narrative which, at least to my mind, remains one of the more stimulating 

pieces of neo-Victorian Gothic post-2000. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
56     In chapter 2 I quoted Heilmann’s definition of the most sophisticated, interesting and stimulating 
(neo-)Victorian fiction, as that which “lends itself to illimitable metafictional experimentation and thus 
always returns us both to itself and to ourselves [offering] a literary game with boundless opportunities 
for narcissistic authorial and critical pleasure” (“The Haunting” 129).  
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5.1. Reconstructing Stories: Deviances, Voices, Visions    

 

The setting of Dudman’s novel is, like The Little Stranger’s, atypical for neo-Victorian 

fiction in that it takes place outside Britain, in this case, in the mid-nineteenth-century 

outskirts of Frankfurt am Main. The narrative builds upon a re-vision of the (real) life of 

Doctor Heinrich Hoffmann, founder of Frankfurt’s lunatic asylum, who dedicated his 

life to the treatment of psychiatric patients. Hoffmann in many ways revolutionised the 

field of psychiatry. As others have pointed out: “he undertook major efforts to improve 

the conditions of psychiatric patients by introducing novel medical treatment; 

he...rejected the notion of psychiatric patients being criminal or obsessed. He also tried 

to alter public opinion on the mentally ill” (Thome and Jacobs 304). Moreover, recent 

investigation points to Hoffmann as the first to describe Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 

Disorder, now commonly known as ADHD and which tends to be thought of, at least in 

the popular imagination, as a ‘modern’ disorder, product of this time’s lifestyles and/or 

biological changes. However, as Johannes Thome and Kerrin A. Jacobs observe, while 

Hoffmann provided an astonishingly clear symptomatology of ADHD as early as in 

1846, “not[ing] all the details which today would lead to a clear diagnosis”, the 

physician and practitioner failed to understand the disorder as such, reading it rather as 

“misbehaviour” (305). In doing so, Hoffmann nevertheless disrupted the notion of 

childish innocence, “which was the prevailing concept of his time,” and constructed 

instead “a rather forward thinking children’s psychology...anticipating Sigmund Freud 

who praised Hoffmann a century later for his [insights]” (Thome and Jacobs 305).  

It is not the first time Dudman seeks to rewrite the story of a real-life person. She 

won a writer’s award from Britain’s Art Council for her debut (adult) novel, One Day 

the Ice will Reveal Its Dead (2003), in which she revives the German geologist Alfred 
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Wegener, the first scientific to propose the idea of continental drifting. In his life time 

Wegener was laughed at by his peers and considered odd, not to say mad. Yet his 

theories have proved pioneering and are at present acknowledged by scientists and 

experts in the field. Notwithstanding today’s great scientific and popular interest in 

continental drifting as directly related (as Wegener argued) to the significant 

environmental and climatic changes, Wegener’s person, as a scientific pioneer, remains 

in the background and is virtually unknown by the broader public. Therefore, in her first 

novel “Dudman sets out to right that historic wrong”, as one reviewer writes, by 

restoring the voice of Wegener himself in this “imaginary memoir” (Barcott 18). 

Dudman, herself a trained scientist, continues her renegotiations of historic 

wrongs by revisiting the life of Heinrich Hoffmann who, like Wegener, was a pioneer in 

his profession. 98 Reasons for Being lets the reader in behind the walls of Hoffmann’s 

mental hospital, granting us access to his lifework—and to the patients who, the novel 

suggests, were his reasons for being. Despite his innovative methods and revolutionary 

discoveries in the field of psychiatry, Hoffmann has gone down to history above all for 

authoring the world-famous children’s book Struwwelpeter (1844): a collection of 

illustrated cautionary tales in rhyming couplets, written for his oldest son Carl Philipp.57 

On one level, 98 Reasons for Being sets out to provide a more rounded depiction of 

Hoffmann as a path-breaking psychiatrist. However, in its struggle for the individual 

rather than the collective narrative to be heard, the novel introduces us not only to the 

doctor, but also, very significantly, to his patients. By prioritising “subjectivity in 

                                                 
57     Hoffman’s book, also known in English as Shock Headed Peter, was an immediate success. In less 
than a year after its publication in Germany, it was translated into several different languages and sold 
worldwide. Hoffmann lived to see the 176th edition of his Struwwelpeter which he never intended to 
publish, but which nevertheless has been in print throughout the last 170 years, as Barbara Smith Chalou 
observes, and “ha[s] been parodied...inspired a host of imitations and spin-offs including decks of cards, 
children’s games, and posters” (1). Chalou adds: “The unprecedented commercial success of the 
Struwwelpeter stories, coupled with their endurance and lasting appeal have distinguished this collection 
of stories as perhaps one of the most significant children’s books of our time” (1).               
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examinations of madness rather than the dryly objectifying aims of diagnosis and 

classification”, as Charley Barker et. al. suggest, fictionalised perspectives “on the 

historical development of psychiatry as a medical discipline” thus come to reveal the 

“human imperative for self-narration...the need to construct and tell our own stories 

and...for these stories to be heard and acknowledged” (70-71). Significantly, it is 

through his relationship which the patients that we also come to see Hoffmann as more 

than a physician: namely as a husband and father, and as a man with personal problems, 

frustrations and flaws. Curiously enough, this re-presentation returns us, on a second 

level, to Hoffmann the-children’s-book-author and to Struwwelpeter.  

Its multiple narrative voices, interior monologues and fragmented recollections 

arguably make 98 Reasons for Being a complex and intellectually challenging novel. 

The plot, however, is rather simple and straightforward. Hoffmann is persuaded to 

receive a Jewish girl who, as rumours run in her community, is a nymphomaniac. 

During the first meeting with Hannah Meyer, the doctor becomes intrigued by the 

young woman’s case. For over a month Hannah “has maintained an obstinate silence” 

(98 Reasons 13) and it soon becomes clear to Hoffmann that she is suffering from 

“something more complex” than a “simple melancholia” as he first suspects (98 

Reasons 30). Searching for answers, the doctor turns to the work of the most prominent 

theorists and practitioners of nineteenth-century medicine. His probing the methods on 

Hannah, to varying effects, reminds us that behind Hoffmann’s (or any other doctor’s) 

medical expertise there is a process of trial and error. In a very disturbing account of his 

attempts to cure Hannah, to make her talk, the novel returns us to nineteenth-century 

(pseudo)science and medical experimentation before regulations were established. After 

having tried several different methods to draw Hannah out of her state, such as attaching 

leeches to her genitals, submitting her to ‘douches’ and galvanism, Hoffmann finds that 
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“[i]nstead of shocking her from her depression he seems to have made her withdraw 

more fully into a stupor” (98 Reasons 30). The doctor reflects: 

If Griesinger is right, if all these symptoms of madness are part of a continuum 

of symptoms, each one representing different stages of the same disease, then it 

appears that Hoffmann, with this therapy, has forced her into a more intractable 

phase. [...] But perhaps that is good. Quite often it is necessary for a patient to 

become more ill in order to reach the crisis and the cure; Esquirol would know. 

He decides to consult the work of the great master in his office. (98 Reasons 30-

1)          

None of the physical (often brutal) methods proves effective, so Hoffman begins to 

interview Hannah periodically. At first Hannah is reluctant, or more appropriately 

unable to converse and stays silent. However, the doctor continues his talking sessions 

which come to reveal, as one reviewer observes, “more about his childhood, his 

marriage, his troubled son, and his own revolutionary politics than he intends” 

(Mundow 2). 

Expelled from the Jewish community for being a ‘fallen’ woman, Hannah is 

confined to the asylum for nymphomania. Significantly, outside the Jewish community 

another degree of Otherness adds to Hannah’s monstrosity as it becomes racialised. For 

instance, a complete phrenological study of Hannah determines that her propensity for 

“[s]ecretiveness [is] [e]xtra large” and that she is “[c]rafty, deceitful, dissimulating and 

given to intrigue” (98 Reasons 184). The phrenologist, to whom Hannah is taken, 

concludes his report thus:  

These results are exactly as expected from a member of the race if Abraham. 

Furthermore, in each case, the subject proves herself to be the complete opposite 

to the gentleman Herr Kurt Schröder. For example, where Fräulein Hannah 
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Meyer’s ideality organ is small and underdeveloped, Herr Schröder’s is large, 

indicating that he is poetic and idealistic. (98 Reasons 185) 

At the asylum Hannah and her mother are received by Hoffmann’s assistant, Angelika, 

who “narrows her eyes” and greets them with a “You’re Jews” (98 Reasons 4). 

Similarly, we learn that Hoffmann is only exceptionally admitting Hannah, as she will 

evidently be more trouble “with [her] food, [her] Sabbath and so on...” (98 Reasons 

213).  

While the racial aspect is significant to Dudman’s re-writing of Hannah as 

Other, the author’s renegotiations of her monstrosity is arguably more interesting for its 

focus upon the mechanisms of Othering which, the novel implies, are intrinsically 

related to voice(lessness). From the reader’s perspective, Hoffmann’s monologues offer 

an opening into blurry and fragmented dialogues between the doctor and his patient, and 

we become witnesses to the powerful workings of the talking cure.58 Hoffmann’s 

increasingly personal accounts that spark the dormant memories of Hannah. Alongside 

Hoffmann’s talking, we are let into Hannah’s inner thoughts and impressions which are 

initially chaotic, fragmented, almost illegible. Hannah herself frequently wonders: “Am 

I talking now or thinking? It is difficult to tell...Am I still talking? Maybe I am” (98 

Reasons 161-2; italics in the original). As time goes by, the girl’s memories and traumas 

gradually find less abstract forms of expression until she, eventually, is able to fully 

communicate – speak – in a language that others (and Hoffman) can hear and 

understand.  

Although it is first only audible to herself (and the reader), the novel provides 

Hannah with a voice, thus allowing the woman to recount the tragic events leading to 

                                                 
58    In his major work, Treatise on the Disturbances of Mental Life (1818) Johann Christian Heinroth 
(1773-1843) presented his ideas on ‘moral therapy’ suggesting that this was for some patients all that was 
needed.   
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her disorder. As the fragments of her memory gradually come together, making the 

fissured image whole, Hannah’s story is revealed: we learn that she fell in love with the 

‘wrong’ man, became alienated from the Jewish community and her own family, and 

ended up giving birth alone in the woods to a premature baby girl who died, where after 

she attempted to drown herself. Significantly, Hannah’s recalling the traumatic 

experiences is not only helping the reader (and eventually Hoffmann) to make sense of 

her fragmented narrative and self (which are evidently analogous in this case), but also 

Hannah’s herself. For example, it seems that it is not until she shares her traumatic 

birthing experience with Hoffman that Hannah realises that she has actually given birth 

to a baby.59 The novel is, in effect, not merely stressing the need for self-narration, as 

mentioned earlier, but also the importance of dialogue for that self-narration to take 

place.    

There are manifold examples of twenty-first-century neo-Victorian novels, as 

this thesis testifies to, that are concerned with (medical) misreadings of women, 

women’s bodies and symptoms. The “female insane”, as Muller has observed, has 

become a key trope in neo-Victorian fiction in the new millennium, which “has become 

known for its almost obligatory illustrations of...female madness” and for “explor[ing] 

the power relations and manipulative narratives of the [medical] discipline” 

(“Hystoriographic Metafiction” 1). Misreading is indeed an issue in relation to Hannah, 

yet Dudman’s novel is not as much criticising “the ways in which medicine, particularly 

in the area of mental health, can overwrite women’s bodies and the stories they tell” 

(Muller, “Hysteriographic Metafiction” 3), as exploring the intrinsic relationship 

between voice(lessness), norm(alcy) and (dis)order. The (wrongful) pathologisation of 

                                                 
59     Hannah uses bird imagery to mentally conceptualise sexual intercourse, conception, pregnancy and 
birth.   
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Hannah, the disorder in itself and its cure, directly depend upon her (in)ability to think 

and express herself in a coherent language. In 98 Reasons for Being the fragmented 

story and the fissured female merge. However, in order to put the pieces together to 

form a whole, Dudman provides the ‘female insane’ not only with a voice, but also with 

dialogic contexts. In this sense, the gradual digging out of Hannah’s story by means of 

dialoguing works almost as a metaphor of the very neo-Victorian project of recuperating 

the forgotten memories and silent/silenced narratives of the past.  

While Hannah and Hoffmann’s parallel stories provide one entrance into the 

double narrative of 98 Reasons for Being, the novel’s incorporation of several of the 

short tales from Struwwelpeter offers another. The illustrated rhymes on “Johnny Head-

In-Air” (91-3), “Fidgety Philip” (114-16), “Cruel Frederick” (129-30), “Augustus Who 

Would Not Have Any Soup” (235-6), “Harriet and the Matches” (318-20) and so on, 

link, if ambiguously, events at the asylum as well in Hoffman’s family sphere with the 

stories in Struwwelpeter. Relying upon humour as much as horror, the simultaneously 

frightening and funny vein of the tales transports the grotesqueness and the “aesthetic 

tension” (Parrot 2010), that already haunt the children’s book into Dudman’s novel.60 

The effect is strikingly Gothic. The intersection of medical discourse, embedded in 

Hoffmann’s narrative, and the rhyming couplets originally written for his son creates 

more than an ‘aesthetic tension’: it lays the ground for the novel’s uncanny atmosphere. 

Similar to the most spine-chilling fictions of evil children, monstrous (living) dolls and 

killer clowns, the apparently innocent, if bizarre, children’s rhymes of Struwwelpeter, 

when read alongside the troubling events at the asylum and in Hoffman’s home, evoke a 

                                                 
60     For a thorough discussion of Struwwelpeter in terms of “humor” and/or “horror” see Barbara Smith 
Chalou (2007) and Ben Parrot (2010).         
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familiarity that clashes with their out-of-placeness, triggering a disturbing or even 

frightening feeling that plays a central role in framing the novel.  

Medicine lends itself as a perfect Gothic trope because, borrowing the words of 

Anna Mundow, the road of medicine “is strewn with accidents, failures and horrors”, 

given that “science, unlike faith, must learn from its mistakes” (1). Medicine and 

medical discourse have been the thread throughout my project. However, of all the 

fictions I analyse in this thesis, Dudman’s 98 Reasons for Being is the most thoroughly 

medicalised piece of neo-Victorian Gothic. Not only does the novel take its point of 

departure in a real-life physician, its setting is a mental hospital and the vast majority of 

its characters are either inmates or staff at the asylum. I have already mentioned how 

Dudman seeks to provide a more rounded depiction of Hoffmann and his lifework. As 

the author herself explains in an interview, writing the novel involved 

a lot of research. [...] I read lots of papers of the time and many books. I also 

visited Frankfurt several times and examined things...some of Hoffmann’s 

memoirs, a biography and his casebook...[and] from these small number of facts 

of how Hoffmann lived and worked I expended this into fiction. (Wonham n.p.).  

Testifying to the present-day perspective in and motivation for the (re)telling of the life 

of Hoffmann, Dudman furthermore admits:  

I believe that Hoffmann was sensitive. He was an artist and he wrote satirical 

works. He cared very much for his patients [...] As for the barbaric treatments he 

was trying to do good, and thought he was doing good...although it was all a bit 

experimental. But his main aim was to cure, and I suppose that would justify the 

means even to a sensitive doctor like Hoffmann. And yes, there is also an 

intellectual side to all this, an idea that he must be learning – because so little is 
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known – part of his sensitivity is to find out, and thereby cure and do good. 

(Wonham n.p.) 

Dudman obviously has a clear agenda with her novel which fits brilliantly into the 

category of “bio-fiction” (Kaplan, Victoriana 65). However, the author’s corrections of 

historic wrongs extend further than her portrayal of Dr Hoffmann. This, in turn, reveals 

more layers of her engagement with the present (through the past).  

The two central cases in the novel are the one of Hoffmann’s own son, Carl 

Philipp, and Hannah’s, a severe degree of postpartum depression which is cause and 

effect of a highly traumatic love affair. But the reader also becomes acquainted with an 

elderly patient suffering from creeping paralysis, as Multiple Sclerosis was known as 

then, first identified and described by Jacques Charcot in the mid-nineteenth century 

and considered a mental condition derived from female hysteria (Iyer). We also learn 

about the anorexic, obsessive-compulsive Grete who is constantly “checking and 

rechecking, sitting, walking and checking again”, and who finally starves herself to 

death as she simply “cannot” eat (98 Reasons 173-4).  

Lise is another patient at the asylum, committed by her own husband for 

inappropriate behaviour. Lise’s story is familiar, yet not less painful. Despite several 

months of “sleeping on the floor” and “promises of never again”, Lise’s husband 

“acquire[s] an unwanted little memento of his adventures” which he passes on to her: 

“[t]he great pox of kings and noblemen”, as he laughingly tells her (98 Reasons 41-2). 

Receiving medical treatment – with mercury – Lise is cured of the syphilis but her life 

has become “something she endure[s]...There was no reason for joy and plenty of 

reason for sorrow” (98 Reasons 42). Eventually, in a somewhat desperate act to recover 

her self-esteem, Lise proclaims that she will become “a well-paid mistress”: she will 

only do what her husband so often does, Lise reflects, but “her straying would be 
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profitable” (98 Reasons 43). She trades in her wedding ring for a bunch of colourful 

scarves and practices a ‘striptease’ on her husband, finally wearing only “her long white 

chemise” (98 Reasons 43). However, Lise’s performance does not seduce her husband 

who, instead, has her confined a few days later. In the asylum Lise continues her 

‘perversities’ and seemingly “lusts after every man” (98 Reasons 44). However, Lise’s 

unsubtle “propositions” and “secret vice” are as much an expression of her libido as of 

protest against the medical institution that tells her that she “ha[s] to become healthy” 

(98 Reasons 44).       

While Lise’s case of nymphomania reminds us of the pathologisation of female 

sexuality and sexual ‘abnormality’, the character of Josef provides a powerful example 

of the great consequences of deviant sexuality. Josef is a “strange case brought in last 

week – a man who insists that he is a woman” (98 Reasons 60). Although the doctor has 

Josef “[stripped] down to his bare essentials”, to make him admit that he is a man, 

everybody at the asylum, including Hoffmann himself, agree that it is “[n]o wonder the 

patient was confused. Anyone would be. Sometimes...God wasn’t always concentrating 

when it came to crafting people” (98 Reasons 61-2). Despite being out of a wealthy 

family, Josef – or Josephine as he renames himself – is committed to the asylum 

because his deviance is too monstrous to be ignored, lest accepted, even by his nearest 

ones. In fact, it is when he announces his plan to become a “salon hostess”, which 

would publicly reveal his deviant sexuality, that his relatives force Josef into “treatment 

to cure him of what he was, this woman in a man’s skin” (98 Reasons 176). 

Consequently, Josef is now not only trapped in a man’s body but also in a mental 

asylum. His only chance to escape both prisons, as we later become witnesses to, is to 

end his life.           
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98 Reasons for Being reminds us that the existence of Obsessive-Compulsive 

Disorder (OCD), Multiple Sclerosis, anorexia, ADHD, (postpartum) depression and 

transgendered individuals is not symptomatic of modern lifestyles, ideals and norms, 

but dates much further back in time and formed part of the nineteenth century reality as 

much as today’s. As opposed to the ‘reality’ of Dudman’s narrative, at present we have 

much greater knowledge about, as well as efficient (medical) treatments for, the 

different pathologies and (psychological) problems presented in the novel. However, 

although transgendered individuals, people who struggle with depression or suffer from 

OCD, anorexia or ADHD are no longer grouped together as categories of madness, nor 

hidden behind the walls of mental asylums, they are still isolated and incarcerated, at 

least in a metaphorical sense, surrounded as they are by taboos, myths and 

stigmatisation.61 Notwithstanding the fact that “the sanctions have changed 

dramatically”, as Barbara Smith Chalou notes, “societal norms for proper behaviour 

have changed little” (44). The majority (if not all) of the disorders we find in Dudman’s 

novel remain monstrous today. And not just on a societal level, also culturally in a more 

aesthetic sense, as cultural (hereunder literary) representation and visibility of disease, 

mental illness and non-normative sexuality remain scarce and incomplete. In reminding 

us of their existence and conditions in the nineteenth-century, 98 Reasons for Being is 

simultaneously re-directing our gaze towards the present, where people suffering from 

any of the aforementioned disorders are battling as much with isolation, silence, 

misinterpretation and misrepresentation as the monstrous patients at Hoffmann’s 

asylum. The novel, in this sense, underlines the continued need for re-negotiations and 

re-presentations of their otherness. 

                                                 
61     For further discussion of persisting mental health stigmas see Corrigan, et al. (2002); Crisp, et al. 
(2000); Pettigrew and Tropp  (2006).   
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5.2. Between the Lines: Fissured Females and Monstrous Minors 

 

Dudman (dis)places an array of pathological and sexual monstrosities into a historical 

context, making them at the same time thoroughly recognisable to the present-day 

reader (through the patients’ behaviours, symptoms and traits), which gives the author a 

unique chance to discuss and revise them from a double perspective. Before engaging 

further with 98 Reasons for Being, I shall turn to Jane Harris’s Gillespie and I, which 

similarly plays upon double perspectives and reveals itself as a double narrative—in 

more than one sense. The novel relies upon a dual timeframe: while the action largely 

takes place in Glasgow, in the years between 1888 and 1890, at the time the city was 

hosting the International Exhibition, the story is told from a 1933 London perspective. 

In other words, simultaneously writing her own diary, the ageing protagonist and 

narrator, Harriet Baxter, is authoring Ned Gillespie’s memoir, recounting a series of 

tragic events that took place in her own and the Gillespies’ life almost fifty years earlier. 

The narrative thus shifts between the events in late nineteenth-century Glasgow and 

those taking place forty-five years later. Significantly, the things happening in Harriet’s 

present are not only “parallel[ing] those that her memoir explores” (Burnside), but are 

also casting uncanny shadows back over the past.   

I have already briefly mentioned Harris’s The Observations, the author’s 

acclaimed debut novel which was celebrated for its innovative engagement with 

processes of reading, writing and, especially, with the layers of manipulation involved 

in these processes. Heilmann and Llewellyn, among others, have analysed the strong 

metafictional impulse of the novel and how it skilfully explores reading/writing 

dynamics to “destabilize...the position of the reader-as-observer” and to “hint...at the 

subversive possibilities of returning the gaze” (111). Harris also plays with processes of 
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reading and writing, misreading and manipulation in her second novel, in a different 

fashion but not less skilfully. In Gillespie and I writing is directly connected to 

processes of remembering: on the one hand, to how memories are written; on the other, 

to how they appear in writing—which are clearly two different things in this book. Put 

differently, Gillespie and I is about trauma, about how trauma affects (and effects) 

remembrances and indeed affects the articulation of memories. Memories, as we see in 

Harriet Baxter’s story, can never be fully repressed or erased, but always somehow 

resurface. Harris’s novel, in this sense, returns us to Wilkie Collins’s Gothic and his use 

of the palimpsest motif as a literary device to allegorise “the weight of the past” 

(Talairach-Vielmas 123).62  

“Reader, if you wonder – as I suspect you may – why you have never heard of 

Gillespie, this supposed genius, then be aware of one thing: that before he died, Ned 

burned almost all of his work...” (Gillespie xiii). The ageing Harriet begins thus to write 

her book on “Ned Gillespie: artist, innovator, and forgotten genius; [her] dear friend and 

soul mate” whom she became so close with as to understand him “through his merest 

glance” and to often be “the first to behold his completed paintings, sometimes before 

his wife Annie” (Gillespie xiii). However, what hereafter follows is not so much the 

story of Ned Gillespie, as Harriet promises. Rather, her description of the young artist 

and his family, and of how she becomes part of the Glasgow art scene and an integral 

member of the Gillespies, gradually turns into a (Gothic) tale of scandal, bribery, crime 

and mentally-disturbed children. When Rose Gillepie gets kidnapped from a park 

nearby the family home, Harriet is arrested and goes through a trial accused of being the 

mastermind behind the abduction. Rose is never found and Harriet goes free thanks to 

                                                 
62     See chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion of Collins’s use of this motif and of Waters’s recycling 
the trope in The Little Stranger.     
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“the not proven verdict” (Gillespie 582). The trial puts an end to Harriet’s friendship 

with the Gillespies. Yet, at the time of her release, the family itself seems destroyed: 

having had a nervous breakdown after the loss of her sister and now apparently insane, 

Sibyl is confined to a mental hospital, and the Gillespie matrimony is on the verge of 

divorce. Alongside the memoir, Harriet is writing her present-day diary in which she 

notes down her daily routines and failing health, and speculates a lot about what became 

of Sibyl Gillespie.   

Harriet, we read, is an art-loving spinster of independent means, who moves to 

the Glasgow for a shorter stay, upon the passing of her aunt whom she has been nursing 

for several months. Accidentally being at the right place at the right time, she saves the 

life of an elderly lady: Ned Gillespie’s mother. “Life is full of strange coincidences” 

(Gillespie 33), Harriet often notes in her memoir, and it turns out that Harriet and Ned 

have met in London before. Fascinated with his paintings, and after having met his 

lovely family, Harriet decides to prolong her stay in Glasgow “to see what [can] be done 

to help this...talented young man” (Gillespie 60). But, as Harriet observes, although 

“[o]n the surface, the Gillespies did seem like a fairy stable family...ere long, I began to 

see beneath the façade, and to realise that particularly with regard to Sibyl, cracks were 

beginning to show” (Gillespie 103). At the same time, the reader also begins to realise 

that there is more to Harriet than meets the eye. Indeed she seems much more complex 

and powerful than the quiet and kind spinster she appears to be and not merely a by-

standing narrator. 

In his influential essay, “The Disintegrations of the ‘Ego’” (1883), Henry 

Maudsley established the following:  

In that exquisitely fine and intricately complex organisation which is the 

physical basis of mind every interest of the entire body, every organic energy, 
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has direct or indirect representation: there is nothing in the outermost that is not, 

so to speak, represented in the innermost...[N]ot one feeling, but all feelings...the 

nearest and the most remote, the meanest and the most noble, conscious and 

infra-conscious...make their felt or unfelt contributions to the outcome of 

conscious function.” (301) 

Identified as one of Robert Louis Stevenson’s inspirational sources, the above passage 

from Maudsley’s essay appears in the Appendix to a recent edition of Strange Case of 

Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde which was published in 1886, just around the time when 

Maudsley and other influential Victorian alienists were presenting their ideas on the 

double workings of the mind and multiplex personality. Touching upon several of the 

most profound fears of the Victorians, produced by scientific theories on physiology 

and pathology, the story about Jekyll and Hyde produced many horrified responses. 

One, by John Addington Symonds, reads thus: “It is indeed a dreadful book, most 

dreadful because of a certain moral callousness, a want of sympathy, a shutting out of 

hope...it touches one too closely. Most of us at some epoch of our lives have been upon 

the verge of developing a Mr Hyde” (qtd. in Luckhurst xxvii). Harris’s portrayal of 

Harriet Baxter’s split self carries strong echoes not only of Stevenson’s Jekyll/Hyde 

figure, but also of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s narrator of “The Yellow Wallpaper”, 

Charlotte Brontë’s Lucy Snowe in Villette, as well as James Hogg’s The Private 

Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner. From her seeing “through my 

stepfather’s eyes” (Gillespie 187), to the uncontrollable “nervous laugh” which comes 

back haunting Harriet (Gillepie 336), the reader recurrently glimpses the narrator’s 

multiplex personality, getting the feeling that she is also unconsciously living a double 

life. One example is when Harriet one day returns to her Glasgow lodgings which 

appear if someone else has been there while she was out. Glancing around the sitting 
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room, Harriet notices that everything is “exactly as [she] had left it that morning”, 

however, springing into her eyes is also “a dark stain of coffee that [she] must have 

spilled that morning, without noticing” (187-8). As the narrative shifts to her London 

apartment in 1933, Harriet similarly realises all of a sudden that her ashtrays are spilling 

over and that someone has filled her kitchen with trash. She also wonders why the 

grocery boy calls her ‘the whiskey lady’ if she is not drinking, despite having previously 

confessed that she “might never sleep, were it not for my little night cap of Scotch and 

veronal” (Gillespie 164).  

 It is, however, in relation to the Gillespies’ eldest daughter, Sibyl, that Harriet’s 

splitting is most terrifying—and Gothic. Miriam Burstein recently observed that 

[i]f Harriet gaslights Sibyl, as the reader soon comes to suspect, then the signs of 

Sibyl’s supposed insanity, which manifest themselves in wildly destructive 

behaviours, sexual caricatures, attempts to harm others, and general vandalism, 

do double duty as equally troubling manifestations of Harriet’s own repressed 

potential for murderous violence. (Burstein) 

The construction of Sibyl is indeed central to Harriet’s (and Harris’s) narrative. As 

Burstein further notes, “[a]s is often the case in fictional diaries and memoirs, Harriet 

uses her account to construct and defend her subjectivity against the onslaught of 

competing narratives” (n.p.). However, similarly to the narrator of Waters’s The Little 

Stranger, the degree of unreliability transmitted almost from the outset of the tale 

focuses instead our attention to Harriet’s attempts at manipulation. Gillespie and I, in 

this sense, works doubly to re-construct, between the lines, the story of Harriet herself. 

In doing so, the novel explores not only the processes of manipulation, but also, very 

significantly, the mechanisms and consequences of Othering. By intertwining (Victorian 

and present-day) ideals of childhood innocence, discourses on incest, psychology, and 
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popular imaginations of (evil) children, the narrative creates a highly ambiguous and 

uncanny portrayal of the nine-year-old Sibyl, while also repeatedly reminding us that 

the girl’s voice is, at all times, filtered through that of Harriet. Consequently, as with 

Faraday’s framing of the Ayres, the reader contemplates Sibyl through the lens of 

Harriet; a lens which ultimately works as a “Gothic mirror” (borrowing Kohlke’s term, 

“Neo-Victorian Childhoods” 145), which reflects the narrator and protagonist herself.  

One of the central purposes of the neo-Victorian novel, as I have repeated 

throughout this thesis, is to interrogate and re-present issues of otherness. However, as 

has recently been pointed out, in neo-Victorian fiction (as well as in contemporary 

literature more broadly) the child as Other remains underrepresented. Revision/re-vision 

proves problematic because the child’s agency and/or voice is too obvious a construct: a 

projection of the adult writer (Dinter 63). Along similar lines Kohlke observes, “[t]he 

child trope proves highly ambiguous in terms of its re-inscribed lack of agency, its 

appropriated or muted voice, its staging of symbolic re-violation, and its manipulation 

for and embodiment of adult desires” (“Neo-Victorian Childhoods” 119). Yet, precisely 

due to its political implications and involvement in complex power relations, the literary 

representation of children offers avenues of fascinating analysis. This is also the case 

with Gillespie and I and 98 Reasons for Being (I shall return to the latter in due time) 

which in different ways come to participate in the current critical debate surrounding the 

problematic re-/representation (and silencing) of children in literature, culture and 

history.  

Gillespie and I addresses the issue as part of its main trope, the unreliable 

narrator. In making the reader see Sibyl as precisely a projection of the adult 

writer/narrator, the novel re-directs our focus from the child-construct to the child-

constructor. Harris’s narrative thus offers a way into representing and decoding the girl 
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that challenges not only the construction of the child, but also the very question of 

children’s representability. Furthermore, the author’s drawing on present-day 

psychological symptomatology – also evident in her depiction of Harriet’s (incestuous) 

relation to her stepfather – allows the reader to view another dimension of Sibyl, which 

helps us decipher the girl’s language although we never get to hear her voice. The 

characters in the novel, on the contrary, belong to an era before the rise of child 

psychology. Studies of child development were not established until the very end of the 

nineteenth century (Shuttleworth, “Psychology of Childhood” 86), and although the 

Victorian period “saw some of the most detailed and serious fictional explorations of 

the child’s mind”, the era was equally marked by “silence, uncertainty, and confusion 

from science” (Small 6). Smith Chalou similarly notes that 

[t]he study of child development is a relatively young science. Prior to Sigmund 

Freud (1856-1939) and his ever controversial psychosexual model of human 

development, there was Charles Darwin (1809-1882) who believed that the child 

was the link between the human and the animal species. (26) 

The reader’s present-day insights, however, makes Harriet’s ‘appropriation’ and 

‘muting’ of Sibyl (borrowing Kohlke’s words) all the more evident. Scenes such as 

when Sibyl testifies at court “right in front of [Harriet]”, ending up “gripping the bars of 

the balustrade, next to [Harriet’s] feet”, repeatedly crying Harriet’s name, “star[ing] 

[her] right in the eye”, while a “pool of urine [is] spreading out around her skirts” 

(Gillespie 555), underline how “ill-equipped and ill-disposed” the nineteenth-century 

cultural, legal and medical institutions were “to listen to [children]” (Small and Tate 7). 

However, if from a present-day perspective the re-violations of Sibyl prove particularly 
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nightmarish, they arguably do so because they simultaneously raise disconcerting 

questions about our own time’s disposition and (in)ability to listen and see.63 

Sandra Dinter has argued that “[to employ] the child as a feminist voice in a neo-

Victorian novel is particularly effective because it hints at the fact that the legal and 

practical status of the child was often barely different from that of grown up females” 

(73). Completely in line with Becker’s notion of “the contradictory texture of gothic 

feminism” (Gothic Forms 52), Gillespie and I’s take on the feminist voice is highly 

ambiguous. The novel interrogates the processes and mechanisms of Othering through 

the Harriet/Sibyl relation, yet in terms of feminist renegotiations of voice, status and 

Otherness it turns out paradoxical, given that female power (voice and status) – in this 

case Harriet’s – is asserted at the expense of the other female characters’. Sibyl’s voice 

is clearly overruled by the grown up female. Moreover, preventing any straightforward 

(feminist) interpretation of the perpetrator/victim binary, the issue of Otherness is 

further complicated by the fact that both Sibyl and Harriet are Other(ed). 

The physical description of Harriet, who has a “countenance...so frightful that it 

would out any man ‘right aff his porridge’” (Gillespie 396), in many ways fits the idea 

of the Old Maid as we have seen described in Victorian medical discourse.64 

Additionally, Harriet Baxter evokes notions of female monstrosity that go further back 

than the nineteenth century to the more supernatural monstrous-feminine, testifying to 

the novel’s indebtedness to an even earlier tradition of Female Gothic. This idea is 

brilliantly captured in Harriet’s own comment: “Not only was I horribly female, but 

also, I was horribly unmarried; at thirty-sex, too old to be of use to anyone, and 

although the newspapers referred to me as a ‘spinster’ that was not more than a 

                                                 
63     The almost explosive increase in personal accounts of incest and childhood abuse in recent years, 
describing year-long patterns of child abuse, violence and neglect without it being discovered or stopped 
by the authorities, suggest a persisting inability to decipher the child – or even blindness – at present.  
64     The same discourses that served Dr Faraday’s construction of Caroline Ayres in The Little Stranger.       
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euphemism for ‘witch’” (Gillespie 396). While they might not catch the reader’s 

attention at first sight, several references to Harriet’s witchlike traits come to stand out 

remarkably clear in the following readings of the story. A story which seems to be 

hovering, and more and more so for each time you read it, between that of a traumatised 

and demented, ageing woman and that of a wicked, criminal, perhaps even murderous, 

woman with an almost unnatural power to pull the strings of other people’s lives.  

Along similar lines, Burstein has observed that the narrative is gradually 

attributing the protagonist “a near-supernatural power over language that, at first glance, 

appears to have little to do with...her life as a mostly solitary, unloved spinster” 

(Burstein). One example is at court where Harriet feels “that I had been granted 

supernatural powers” at the very moment Sibyl is asked to point out the lady she saw at 

the park wherefrom Rose was abducted: “Sibyl’s trembling hand”, Harriet recalls, 

“became the focus of my newly razor-sharp mind” (Gillespie 554). Sibyl points at the 

other female suspect but then runs screaming over to Harriet, and the scene continues as 

mentioned earlier.  

Also, Harriet’s nurse’s words that “[Harriet] could make anyone do anything, 

just by talking to them” (Gillespie 564), cast uncanny shadows back over of previous, 

apparently innocent comments. During Harriet’s first visit to the Gillespies’, for 

example, Sibyl immediately remarks: “You’ve got a big nose...Like a witch”, upon 

which Harriet “laugh[s], gaily” and answers, somewhat emphatically, “Why yes – I dare 

say I do” (Gillespie 23; italics in the original). Similarly, Harriet’s doctor’s joking about 

her moles as traditionally “[t]he sign of a witch” (Gillespie 163), comes to stand out 

particularly alarming. The passage is worth quoting at length: 

Derrett, taking one glace at my torso, cried: ‘Ha! Polythelia!’ [...] He pointed, 

gleefully, at various places along my upper body. ‘Here, here, here. To be blunt: 
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accessory nipples. You’re probably under the misapprehension that they are 

moles; in fact, they are supernumeraries along the milk lines.’ [...] ‘Pigs have 

them – sows, also cats, rats – and you.’ [...] ‘Nothing to worry about...They 

simply – exist – for no reason.’ [...] ‘Mind you...a few hundred years ago, you’d 

probably have been burned at the stake.’ [...] ‘The sign of a witch, you see – 

moles.’ (Gillespie 163) 

Burstein argues that the visit to the doctor’s reveals Harriet, at least in retrospect, as a 

“threatening female Other whose body is both too female (the extra nipples) and not 

female at all (unattractive, apparently asexual)” (Burstein). The doctor’s exploration 

thus comes to foreshadow Harriet’s ‘double nature’ which will haunt and destabilise our 

reading of her throughout the novel—whether we perceive her abilities in terms of 

(near-)supernatural powers or more mundane skills. 

As argued above in relation to Harriet’s victimisation of Sibyl, Gillespie and I 

proves highly ambiguous as to its renegotiation of female monstrosity and Otherness. 

Harriet’s double nature is making an already unclear image blurrier. The novel arguably 

re-writes the figure of the decaying, disinterested and sexless spinster by portraying 

Harriet as a woman who “seeks to achieve her own pleasures by playing multiple roles, 

from servile to superior, that frustrate the conventional Victorian spinster roles of 

‘auntie’ or ‘companion’ (Burstein n.p.). According to Andrew Magham, the Victorian 

Old Maid was, in fact, already “a complicated, multidimensional character who seemed 

to confirm the era’s conservative ideas on woman, while simultaneously offering new 

ways of thinking about gender” (“Explosive Materials” 39). In psychological terms, 

however the many roles played by Harriet are suggestive of her split personality. Yet, 

they also function, on a textual level, to show how the novel’s portrayal of the narator 

clashes with how she attempts to frame herself as a victim, by constructing herself 
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according to nineteenth-century Old-Maid discourses. Significantly, in revealing 

Harriet as an unreliable narrator, the novel not only suggests that her whole story is an 

attempt to clear herself of guilt (which investigations of Rose Gillespie’s abduction fail 

to do), it also ultimately returns her to her monstrous roots: to the cold-hearted, 

scheming Victorian Old Maid, or even further back in time, to the evil and murderous 

witch. Burstein similarly concludes, “Harriet proves so dangerous because she performs 

so many stereotypical female characters...which take[s] the Victorian fantasy of 

women’s ‘influence’ and warps it into something far more horrifying” (n.p.) 

Critics have argued that “one of Stevenson’s narrative innovations [was] to delay 

the knowledge that Jekyll and Hyde are the same person until the penultimate chapter” 

(Luckhurst xxiii). In Harris’s novel, on the contrary, we know from the outset that the 

two Harriets, so to say, are one and the same person. Yet, Gillespie and I arguably 

produces a similarly horrific sense that a Mr Hyde is an evil potential that resides in 

most of us. Although there are no supernatural or scientific poisons  involved in Harriet 

Baxter’s transformations, the novel suggests that this potential may materialise when 

our fascinations, ambitions and aspirations turn into obsession. Splitting is thus 

presented as a more mundane affair, yet Harris’s Gothic portrayal of Harriet leaves us 

with a no less disturbing feeling. “[W]hat stands out”, John Burnside writes in his 

review of the novel, “is the way in which this narrative provokes us to think again about 

what we imagine, and what we hope for, and about the burdens that those hopes and 

imaginings impose upon those around us” (n.p.). Already in the Preface it becomes 

quite clear what Harriet hopes for. She writes: “Reader..[d]o you know: there are times 

when the past is so vivid in my mind that it seems more tangible to me even than my 

real life?” What she is longing for is to revisit – and thus reunite with – Ned Gillespie. 

In her ‘revisiting’ the artist, and even more in her driving Ned and his wife apart, 
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Harriet comes to embody the Doppelgänger motif in the most Freudian fashion: as a 

“Störer der Liebe” (Freud qtd. in Masschelein 25).  

Another hope of Harriet’s is that “the act of committing this narrative to paper 

will free [her] of certain recurrent dreams” (Gillespie xv). As soon becomes clear, it is 

not only her “eternal aching sadness about Ned Gillespie” (Gillespie xv) that gives 

Harriet nightmares—she is haunted by a more than one trauma of the past. Through 

Harriet’s fragmented account of her background and upbringing, another story is 

unfolding little by little: the story about her damaged self. Already in the opening 

paragraphs of Harriet’s memoir do we learn that she turns her sights to Scotland 

because “London had become oppressive to me and I grew to associate it with death and 

dying” (Gillespie 3). As the narrative progresses and especially towards its end, it seems 

that it is Harriet herself who becomes increasingly associated with death and dying. 

Reminiscent of one of the most Gothic spinsters of nineteenth-century literature, Miss 

Havisham, Harriet indeed seems to be surrounded by death, decay and corruption. The 

novel also suggests, if ambiguously, that Harriet, in a similar fashion to Dickens’s 

manipulating and vengeful spinster, is pulling the strings of many of the other 

characters’ lives—and perhaps deaths. Unlike Miss Havisham, however, Harriet is not 

living in isolation (at least in a physical sense), mourning her spinsterhood. Moreover, 

similarly to Waters’s Dr Faraday who first befriends and then (presumably) erases the 

Ayres one by one, Harriet outlives all the Gillespies, so that no one “else is left to tell 

the tale” than herself (Gillespie xiii).  

We eventually come to infer that Harriet’s “yearn[ing] for a change of scene”, 

and especially that her choice falls upon Glasgow, is more premeditated that she wants 

to admit. Revealing her true reasons, if between the lines, Harriet reflects:  



 

272 

 

I had never visited there, but my mother was Scottish, in origin, if not 

inclination, and my stepfather – also a Scot – resided near Helensburgh. I rather 

suspect that, in going north, I nurtured some romantic notion of discovering my 

Caledonian heritage. (Gillespie 3) 

Upon a second reading of the novel, the reader realises that there is a little girl within 

Harriet – her child-self – who continues to crave for and seek out her stepfather’s 

recognition and affection. Haunted by scenes of her stepfather’s abuses (sometimes with 

incestuous undertones), from Harriet’s narrative emerges a story of an unhealthy father-

daughter relationship, and a traumatised girl who, even as an adult, keeps wanting to go 

back to her perpetrator. Up until her stepfather’s death, Harriet is hoping to “find some 

sanctuary there, with him”, only to discover that he has “chosen to dissociate himself 

from [her], to feign illness”, thus avoiding to speak in her defence at the trial (Gillespie 

593-6). Laying bare her damaged inner self, Harriet notes: “Of all the slights and hurts 

and rejections that I had suffered at his hands, the was surely the worst. And yet, the 

strange thing was, I felt very little – very little at all” (Gillespie 596). Harriet’s inability 

to feel is suggestive of the degree of her destruction, which however makes it more 

disturbing that she is truly “grieving” his death a few years later (Gillespie 600).  

If our present-day insights into child psychology and trauma symptomatology 

allow us to read Sibyl apart from Harriet’s narrative that constructs her as ‘a bad child’ 

and ‘insane’, then this informed perspective is also complicating our reading of Harriet 

as ‘bad’. Earlier I argued that in casting herself as the victim, as part of a conscious 

strategy to exculpate herself, Harriet merely comes to reveal her unreliability as a 

narrator. This positions the protagonist on the left side of the perpetrator/victim binary. 

However, the vague images from Harriet’s childhood and youth that gradually emerge 

from the fissures in her narrative constructions, put together a sharply clear picture of a 
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traumatised woman, haunted by a past of violence, neglect and psychological terror. 

Consequently, while the reader may not have any troubles with identifying Harriet as 

Sibyl’s oppressor, we cannot but see Harriet as a victim herself. In blurring the lines 

between perpetrators and victims, Gillespie and I not only adds another layer to its 

already ambiguous (re-)negotiations of Otherness and power structures, it also 

challenges the angel/monster binary; that is, the notion of ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ women.                

The novel’s timeframe works in tandem with the double narrative which is 

gradually revealed and is crucial for getting a grasp of how Harriet’s memoir is filtered 

through various layers of manipulation. Borrowing Maudsley’s words quoted above, 

this dual perspective also enables an understanding of how ‘near and remote feelings 

make their felt and unfelt contributions’. Just as Harriet’s traumatic childhood, which is 

marked by guilt, abuse and neglect, keeps resurfacing as she writes, so does the 

Gillespie tragedy and a series of other traumatic experiences which cannot be entirely 

repressed, although she tries by “discretely drawing a veil” as Harriet herself puts it 

(page??). Harriet’s traumas are inscribed in both her mind and body, and become, in 

turn, inscribed in the body of her text as she is writing it. In committing her narrative to 

paper, Harriet is working through, driving out, the traumas of her past—consciously as 

well as unconsciously. The body/mind/memoir metaphor runs throughout the novel and 

culminates, very powerfully, when black stuff literally begins to come out of Harriet as 

the writing is coming to an end. Failing to realise that it is indeed blood, a symptom of 

the advanced state of her lung cancer, Harriet reads it as badness inside her, blaming her 

live-in nurse because she is reminding her of past terrors: 

The whole business has been very upsetting...it has made me quite nauseous and 

feverish. I have been sick to my stomach several times since she left. [...] 

Without going into detail, it appears as though I have been swallowing coffee 
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grounds, although I have no memory of doing so. Perhaps this is simply a 

reaction to the upsetting events...It almost feels as though I am vomiting all the 

fears and bad feelings that have accumulated over the past few months. But what 

are these dark specks, if not coffee grounds? They look like dried blood. Are 

they some sort of crystallisation of every horrid thing that has been building up 

inside me because of that girl’s presence in my home? (Gillespie 591)       

Through a Gothicisation of Harriet’s cancer symptoms, the passage thus becomes 

highly suggestive of her internalised guilt, perhaps rooted in her childhood abuses 

Harriet moreover concludes: “Perhaps it is a good thing to have purged myself of these 

foul accretions, to flush out all the badness that she brought with her into this 

apartment” (Gillespie 591). This remark resonates with traditional ideas of blood-letting 

which, with all its subtext of the occult and demonic, is yet another indicator of 

Harriet’s knowledge of witchcraft.  

As argued earlier, the macabre rhyming couplets of Struwwelpeter have a 

permeating Gothic effect in 98 Reasons for Being. Curiously enough, Hoffmann’s 

children’s book makes for no less Gothic an element in Gillespie and I. The collection 

of cautionary tales, Harriet’s Christmas present for Sibyl, serves as a spine-chilling 

warning to the girl of the grim future that awaits her. In Struwwelpeter children 

behaving badly have their mouths stitched together, thumbs cut off and noses 

permanently coloured; they die of hunger, drown, burn and suffer other painful deaths 

(Hoffmann). These are all severe punishments, yet the natural outcome, the book warns, 

of children’s misbehaviour. Eventually we come to witness the just as horrific 

consequences of Sibyl’s evil deeds: from starving, through severe burning, to ending up 

at a mental asylum where she (presumably) dies. If, as Smith Chalou suggests, 

Struwwelpeter displays a “duplicitous manner of moralising” (45), then the book works 
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here as a powerful symbol of Harriet’s double-dealing with the girl throughout the 

story.  

Whereas Struwwelpeter appears briefly, yet uncannily, in Gillespie and I as a 

sinister premonition of the events to come, Hoffmann’s children’s book works as a 

constant analogue to the plot of 98 Reasons for Being. The rules at the asylum have a 

direct correlation to the societal norms and rules addressed in Struwwelpeter, so the 

cautionary tales come to form a kind of microcosm within the microcosm. The rhyming 

couplets also provide a link to Hoffman’s life outside the asylum, which is equally 

haunted by Struwwelpeter as the painful reminder of his son whom he fails to cure. 

Hoffman seeks to treat and cure a wide range of pathological cases. Carl Philipp’s 

disorder, however, is the only one he never even attempts to diagnose. Significantly, the 

narrative is as explicit in its symptomatic descriptions of Carl Philipp’s bad behaviour 

as of Hannah’s depression. Carl Philipp, we learn, is unable to “remain... seated at a 

desk”, he has “no logical ability whatever”, and “[t]he boy is poorly coordinated and 

undisciplined, He is rash and will not wait his turn” (98 Reasons 101). Still, Hoffmann 

fails read the symptoms as such and dismisses the idea that Carl Philipp’s problem 

could be a mental one: 

Hoffmann had stood silently, waiting for the boy to stop screaming his protest. 

The familiarity of the sound chilling him, he wondered whether Carl Philipp was 

becoming sick of mind; perhaps that was the cause of this change from docile 

child to intolerable youth. The cries subsided quickly and with them Hoffmann’s 

fears. ‘Why are you doing this, my son?’ Hoffmann had asked at last, his voice 

breaking. ‘Why can you not sit still like your brother and sister? Why do you 

always shave to disturb everyone? Do you not want to be with us? Do you want 

to be sent away?’ (98 Reasons 186) 
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Not surprisingly, Carl Philipp is unable to provide a satisfying answer to Hoffmann’s 

questions, just like Hannah when she first begins her treatment. Contrary to Hannah’s 

case though, Hoffmann never considers the talking cure as an option in relation to his 

son and never succeeds to understand the boy’s disorder in terms other than 

misbehaviour. However, just like the sinister rhymes that continually appear, so does 

the thought of Carl Philipp as “ill rather than naughty” (98 Reasons 250). The idea pops 

up in Hoffmann’s head again and again: 

a thought he has been trying to ignore for the last few days bursts into his head 

so violently that he winces: perhaps Carl Philipp has some form of monomania 

too. Even though he tries to force it away the thought continues to nag him as he 

walks quickly up the stairs and into Carl Philipp’s room. Maybe his son’s recent 

behaviour has been the result of some lesion of the brain...He shakes his head. 

Carl Philipp was not mad, it is a ridiculous concept. (98 Reasons 250) 

Shuttleworth has argued that “[t]he story of child psychology in the nineteenth 

century cannot be told...without exploring the interconnections between the literary and 

scientific fields”, as these “open up the silences of science” (“Psychology of Childhood” 

101). Dudman’s novel, I contend, offers a unique approach such interconnections by 

juxtaposing Hoffmann’s children’s book and his professional lifework. The very 

appearance of the children’s rhymes, as argued earlier, produces an uncanny effect, but 

this effect is also enhanced by the macabre messages of the rhyming couplets. For 

example, Carl Philipp is eventually sent away from home, due to misbehaving, and the 

tale of “Flying Robert” thus functions as an uncanny reminder of Hoffmann’s lost son 

whose last words continue to haunt the doctor: “Out of sight, out of mind, that is what 

they say, is it not, Papa?” (98 Reasons 187). Flying Robert goes out into the rain well-
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knowing that “[a]ll good little girls and boys, [s]tay at home and mind their toys”; and 

the boy’s s stubbornness comes to have great consequences:  

What a wind! Oh! how it whistles 
Through the trees and flow’rs and thistles; 
It has caught his red umbrella; 
Now look at him, silly fellow, 
Up he flies 
To the skies.  
No one heard his screams and cries, 
Through the clouds the rude wind bore him, 
And his has flew on before him. 
[...] 
No one ever yet could tell 
Where they stopp’d, or where they fell; 
Only this one thing is plain, 
Rob was never seen again! (98 Reasons 263-4) 

 

Hoffmann’s children’s tales, and perhaps “Flying Robert” in particular, thus symbolise 

the father’s frustrated attempts to reach his son. As the novel implies, despite being a 

pioneering communicator (as Hannah’s cure and Struwwelpeter testify to), Hoffmann 

fails to communicate with his own son. This is further underlined by the fact that 

Hoffmann is getting closer to Hannah and to disclosing the mystery around her 

depression and muteness, while the doctor is further removed from understanding Carl 

Philipp and his suffering. Lacking a diagnosis, the disorder of Hoffmann’s own son, 

paradoxically enough, becomes the most monstrous of all. Moreover, if one of the 

novel’s central messages is the human’s need for self-narration and dialogue, then it is 

further confirmed by the vanishing (metaphorically and literally) of Carl Philipp whose 

voice we hear only sporadically, and who is never given the opportunity to talk with his 

father. 

Dudman and Harris, in each their way, return to a monstrous figure that 

occupied a central place in Victorian discourses of pathology, gender and race. At the 

heart of these discourses, as Shuttleworth points out, lies the child “who is by turns 
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animal, savage, or female, but is located not in the distant colonies, nor in the mists of 

evolutionary time, but at the very centre of English domestic life” (“Psychology of 

Childhood” 87). Yet they return to these discourses to provide new perspectives not 

only on the past but also on the present, “tr[ying] to understand the nineteenth century 

as the contemporary’s self’s uncanny Doppelgänger” (Kohlke and Gutleben, “The 

(Mis)Shapes” 4). Giving the example of “newspaper headlines denounc[ing] child 

savages, whilst images of childhood innocence...are used to sell virtually every 

consumer product conceivable”, Shuttleworth furthermore observes that “[q]uestions of 

childhood  responsibility, and of possible insanity, are of course pressing contemporary 

issues” (“Psychology of Childhood” 88). “Similar contradictions and confusions”, 

Shuttleworth asserts, “were present in Victorian attempts to interpret and control the 

boundaries between adult and child state” (“Psychology of Childhood” 88). Moreover, 

neo-Victorian ‘double narratives’ of fissured females and monstrous minors reveal a 

special potential for re-negotiating patterns of power, aggression and violation, not only 

in their revival of the “more youthful targets of cruelty” inhabiting the (re)constructed 

nineteenth-century world, as Anne Morey and Claudia Nelson have similarly observed, 

but also in their “stag[ing] a retrospective struggle for control over the materials that 

constitute Victorian narratives” (2). And particularly, I would add, in their staging the 

complexities in and shortcomings of voicing the (neo-)Victorian. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

I began this thesis by describing the illustration on its cover, asserting that it epitomises  

the dual perspective that underpins my entire investigation and purpose with this 

project. This has hopefully been proven by now. In the drawing, past and present 

discourses meet upon the figure of the woman, where they overlap, fuse and (re)write 

her body. Throughout this thesis I have analysed how past and present texts 

(re)negotiate female corporeality and identity, and in doing so I have come to participate 

in the renegotiation myself.  

When I set out to study female monstrosity in neo-Victorian fiction I did not 

expect to provide a uniform picture of the monstrous-feminine, or to determine the way 

in which issues surrounding medicine and women are (re)assessed in literature. 

Arguably, investigations into women’s identities, bodies and sexualities will always 

resist homogeneity, because female bodies and experiences are never identical. In this 

thesis I have engaged with a variety of female monstrosities and experiences while 

drawing attention to their shared characteristics, historical and cultural roots. 

Additionally, as stressed throughout, there are different variations of neo-Victorianism 

just as there is not merely one Female Gothic but Gothics. Yet, my thesis has been 

structured so as to follow the developmental processes leading up to today’s neo-

Victorian Female Gothic writing. 

Throughout the last many decades the Female Gothic has been recurrently 

revitalised in women’s writing. In effect, the monstrous-feminine (in its broadest sense) 

has been continually re-evaluated in fiction and criticism alike. As I have discussed, 

from the late twentieth century onwards, critical insights into nineteenth-century 
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medicine and literature have increasingly translated into literary writings, which, in turn, 

have repeatedly found their way into scholarly investigations. I hope to have shown that 

recent critical approaches fostered by the field of neo-Victorianism, together with the 

ever-growing body of neo-Victorian Female Gothic, open up for new illuminating 

perspectives on and ways to renegotiate female monstrosities now.  

Since the 1960s, feminist scholars have consistently insisted that feminist issues 

must necessarily be addressed in relation to (and cannot be separated from) their 

historical context(s) and implications. I have argued that the perspective provided by the 

neo-Victorian novel works as a powerful means when it comes to (re)writing the female 

experience. So, contrary to critics who denounce the genre’s subversive limitations, 

claiming that its “project of revisitation” is based upon a “subjective and, alas, 

stereotypical perception” of the nineteenth century (Gutleben 167), it has been my aim 

to investigate the neo-Victorian novel with a focus on its subversive potential and, in 

particular, on its representation, articulation and renegotiation of present-day issues. I 

have argued that by combining neo-Victorian and Female Gothic literary strategies, its 

approach to questions on women and femininity is enhanced rather than limited. 

Through intensive analyses of the literary works herein, I have sought to prove 

that neo-Victorian revisitations can function to interrogate current problems through a 

historical perspective. In other words, my analytical approach has been to explore how 

the neo-Victorian novel addresses the present by re-imagining the past, yet without 

“diminish[ing] the contemporary relevance of Victorian sites of cultural emergence” 

(Leavenworth 274). To do so, I have examined the powerful and lasting intertextuality 

between medical, cultural and literary discourses, and particularly the role of medicine 

in the construction of the (un)feminine. As numerous scholars in the humanities and 

social sciences have shown, the translation of medical science into Victorian culture 
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proved particularly pertinent for women. Discourses on disease, health and modern 

lifestyles remain nevertheless central to “the constructions of the sexual and gendered 

body” in today’s western cultures (Lupton 3). One of my main claims has been that the 

construction of female bodies and identities is an issue that finds a safe and effective 

mode of articulation in the Female Gothic. This, I have argued, is one of the reasons that 

the mode thrives in the neo-Victorian novel today.  

The tracing of Female Gothic conventions in Sarah Waters’s writing has been 

the thread in my discussion of Tipping the Velvet, Affinity, Fingersmith and The Little 

Stranger. The neo-Victorian Female Gothic, as I have attempted to illustrate, is not 

merely a matter of recycling texts and recalling (literary) voices. The four novels by 

Waters exemplify that Female Gothic not merely survives in but is revitalised by neo-

Victorian women’s writing. Critics have noted Waters’s queering of the neo-Victorian, 

even her queering the mainstream, yet, her gothicisation of the neo-Victorian novel has 

received very little attention. I hope to have shown that, when analysed in relation to 

each other, Waters’s neo-Victorian narratives offer a clear example of how Female 

Gothic works in and is crucial to neo-Victorian feminist fiction. In my analysis of 

Tipping the Velvet, Affinity, Fingersmith, I have emphasised how Waters transgresses 

both Victorian boundaries and those that persist in contemporary culture by (re)writing 

lesbianism. By reading the trilogy through the lens of intersubjective theory, I have 

attempted to shed light on  how Waters engages in a highly complex yet extremely 

relevant renegotiation of issues surrounding gender(ed) constructions of/and female 

homosexuality and identity. 

Since its emergence, the Female Gothic mode has worked to address socio-

cultural issues such as gender (in)equalities. Like Female Gothic throughout history, 

neo-Victorian women’s writing is deeply involved with its cultural moment. Moreover, 
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if the Female Gothic mode provided a site onto which the Victorians’ anxieties and 

contradictions could be safely projected, then the neo-Victorian novel similarly provides 

a secure ‘third space’ (borrowing Voigts-Virchow’s expression) where the supernatural 

and the real, facts and fiction can coexist and overlap, making the articulation of and 

confrontation with certain issues easier. Another significant shared characteristic of the 

Victorian Female Gothic and the neo-Victorian novel is their self-consciousness: the 

way in which texts engage with their own fictionality. Throughout my thesis I have 

highlighted this important connection between the two forms. I have done so not as 

much for proving this neo-Victorian quality a legacy of the Victorian Female Gothic, as 

to suggest that neo-Victorian Female Gothic writing has taken this characteristic to a 

higher level and developed a highly sophisticated form of literary self-consciousness. 

My exploration of the genre’s self-conscious approach to revision and 

(re)writing, has served as backdrop for my textual analyses of Waters’s four novels and 

perhaps particularly for my discussion of The Little Stranger as neo-Victorian text. 

Furthermore, in my reading of the (dis)continuities between Victorian Female Gothic 

and twenty-first-century neo-Victorian feminist fiction, taking Waters’s novels as 

example, I have argued that medicine not only was but is fundamental in the 

construction of women as monstrous. That is, medical discourse remains particularly 

pertinent in relation to the female figure, in writing as well as beyond the pages. 

Victorian medical theory perceived the female body as pathological, abnormal and 

monstrous, consolidating old and establishing new stereotypical notions of women and 

women’s bodies. Significantly, many of these notions have become fossilised in our 

ways of imagining, feeling and approaching the female body. In this sense, nineteenth-

century perceptions continue to haunt cultural notions of woman today. Feeding on the 
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same mechanisms as in the Victorian era, the monstrous-feminine is alive and thriving 

despite the many great steps taken towards gender equality in our culture and society.  

Waters’s neo-Victorian fiction demonstrates how neo-Victorian revision is 

preoccupied with the present as much as with the past. In the light of each other, 

Waters’s novels provide a powerful and crystal-clear example of how neo-Victorian 

Female Gothic functions as an apt and highly transformative revisionist approach to 

socio-cultural matters, that works across the boundaries of time and space. By 

challenging the readers to think about our own roles in relation to the construction of 

women, women-loving women and women’s bodies, Waters’s novels ultimately invite 

for (re-)considerations of female monstrosity beyond the narratives; and above all, of 

our complicity, as readers, consumers, patients and (perhaps) women, in accepting and 

perpetuating the discourses that describe women and the female body as deviant, 

pathological and in need of control.   

Medical discourse plays also a significant role in Fiona Shaw’s The Sweetest 

Thing and Belinda Starling’s The Journal of Dora Damage: from the principles of 

physiognomy underpinning Samuel Ransome’s classificatory study which serves as a 

smokescreen for his (erotic) fascination with working-class women, through the 

characters’ discussions of the female body and health, to Les Sauvages Nobles’ (ab)use 

of medicine as a means of power and control. I have argued that The Journal of Dora 

Damage to a significant degree hinges its plot upon the ambiguous status of Victorian 

medical science, thus re-animating the figure of the doctor not only as a Gothic villain 

who can do harm, but also as person with “almost magical” powers (The Journal 145). 

In doing so, I have suggested, the novel plays upon the same ambiguities as seen in 

much Victorian Female Gothic, in which medicine worked as a source of both 

inspiration and critique, and in which Gothic topoi were medicalised and medicine was 
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Gothicised. Starling’s Gothicisation of medicine, however, works not only as a critique 

of Victorian medical power and abuse, but also as a comment on the persisting 

influence of medical(ised) discourses. The Sweetest Thing offers a similar critique, if 

more subtle, in its challenging take on female ideals and monstrosities.  

In relation to both narratives, I have considered the discourses of healthism and 

medicine, which at present continue to define femininity, desirability, normality and so 

on. I have argued that if in the Victorian era the medical readings and writings on 

female corporeality increasingly overlapped and fused with other discourses, then this is 

also the case today, where medicalised enquiries into women, female bodies and 

identities take place across the wide spectrum of cultural discourses and spheres. 

However, what is particularly disconcerting about the current framing of women and 

women’s bodies is that the same gendered and ideological patterns that underpinned the 

translation of medicine into Victorian culture and vice versa consistently inform the 

ways in which the female figure is depicted, imagined and addressed. In the nineteenth 

century the medicalisation of female monstrosity was a process that occurred alongside 

the increasing influence of science. Today this process is driven as much, or perhaps 

more, by powerful discourses of consumer culture and the media.  

Victorian medical discourse described women as “dangerously embodied 

creatures” whose rationality was particularly and seriously jeopardised during “puberty, 

menstruation, childbirth, and menopause” (Hurley, “British Gothic” 200). While we are 

hardly perceived as ‘dangerously embodied creatures’ today, the notion of women as 

governed by the female reproductive cycle has persisted far beyond the Victorian era. 

The idea that so-called menstrual conditions (can) affect a woman’s stability (in the 

broadest sense of the word) is indeed common even today. Also, the medical definition 

of Pre-Menstrual Syndrome has arguably both continued and furthered Victorian views 
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of women as victims of their monstrous bodies. In fact, PMS is generally acknowledged 

in many western countries as the scientific explanation of why women are, as the 

Victorians believed, particularly “prone to emotional outbursts and hysteria” (Hurley, 

“British Gothic” 200). Neo-Victorian writers of Female Gothic play an important role in 

arousing an awareness about the powerful workings of nineteenth-century medical(ised) 

discourses that categorised women and framed female ideals and monstrosities, but also 

about their legacies at play in society at present, where ‘femininity’ remains a 

paradoxical construction. I hope to have shown that The Journal of Dora Damage and 

The Sweetest Thing both exemplify this. 

All the neo-Victorian fictions I have analysed in thesis are ‘double’ natured. I 

have discussed the neo-Victorian novel as site that at once embraces past and present, 

the Victorian and the contemporary, the (Other) Victorians and ourselves. Neo-

Victorian fiction, as argued throughout, often involves a double take on rewriting and 

relies upon a dual vision. However, in the last chapter I extend the idea of the neo-

Victorian ‘double narrative’ to notions of Doppelgängers, such as fragmented fictions 

and split selves, which moreover lay bare the genre’s strong connection with the Gothic. 

Dudman’s 98 Reasons for Being (dis)places an array of pathological and sexual 

monstrosities into a historical context, making them at the same time thoroughly 

recognisable to the present-day reader, which gives the author a unique chance to 

discuss and revise them from a double perspective. The majority (if not all) of the 

disorders we find in the novel remain monstrous today. Not just on a societal level, also 

culturally in a more aesthetic sense, as cultural representation and visibility of disease, 

mental illness and non-normative sexuality remain scarce and incomplete. In reminding 

us of their existence and conditions in the nineteenth-century, 98 Reasons for Being 

simultaneously re-directs our gaze towards the present, where people suffering from any 
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of the aforementioned disorders are battling as much with isolation, silence, 

misinterpretation and misrepresentation as the monstrous patients at Hoffmann’s 

asylum. As I have argued, the novel thus underlines the continued need for re-

negotiations and re-presentations of their otherness. 

 Harris’s Gillespie and I similarly plays upon double perspectives and reveals 

itself as a double narrative in more than one sense. Both novels interrogate the processes 

and mechanisms of Othering. However, in terms of feminist renegotiations of voice, 

status and Otherness, Gillespie and I reveals itself as highly paradoxical, given that 

female power (voice and status) – in this case the narrator’s – is asserted at the expense 

of the other female characters’. Sibyl’s voice is clearly overruled by Harriet’s. Yet, 

resisting any straightforward (feminist) interpretation of the perpetrator/victim binary, 

the issue of Otherness is further complicated by the fact that the perpetrator herself is 

Other(ed). 

Significantly, Dudman and Harris, in each their way, return to a monstrous 

figure that occupied a central place in Victorian discourses of pathology, gender and 

race: the child. By means of the figure of the minor they provide new perspectives not 

only on the past but also on the present. In doing so, they epitomise neo-Victorian 

fiction’s attempt “to understand the nineteenth century as the contemporary’s self’s 

uncanny Doppelgänger” (Kohlke and Gutleben, “The (Mis)Shapes” 4). Taking 98 

Reasons for Being and Gillespie and I as examples, I have argued that neo-Victorian 

‘double narratives’ of fissured females and monstrous minors reveal a special potential 

for renegotiating patterns of power, aggression and violation, not only in their revival of 

the “more youthful targets of cruelty” inhabiting the (re)constructed nineteenth-century 

world (Morey and Nelson 2), but also in their staging the complexities in and 

shortcomings of voicing the (neo-)Victorian. 
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If recent studies in women and medicine are fundamentally driven by an interest 

in raising people’s awareness on a broader scale, then the same can be said about 

investigations on medicine and women in neo-Victorianism, and about my project in 

particular. “Gender is as politically charged an issue today now as it as at the end of the 

nineteenth century”, as Jeanette King notes; neo-Victorian women’s writing is thus “not 

merely carrying out a historical exercise...[but] can add to the modern reader’s 

understanding of gender” (6). With this thesis I hope to have contributed to the relevant 

cultural exercise of expanding alternative ways of seeing and reading women and 

women’s bodies. The ways in which neo-Victorian fictions revisit, revise, interrogate 

and (re)present are obviously different from scholarly research. However, its function as 

an awareness-raising tool proves not less sophisticated. The neo-Victorian novels I have 

dealt with combine informed and nuanced critical perspectives with imagination and 

creative impulses. By bringing them together herein, this thesis offers a picture of the 

neo-Victorian novel and its renegotiations of monstrosities in the twenty-first century. 
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