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We approach the final stage in the conditions of historical learning.

Lord Acton, Lectures on Modern History (1895)

One of the most popular genital piercings today, the Prince Albert—in

which a ring is inserted through the urethra and out the underside of the

head of the penis—is named after Queen Victoria's consort. The prince

reportedly got the piercing to tether his penis to his leg, in order to fit into

the tight pants that were the fashion of the day.

Marilee Strong, A Bright Red Scream:

Self-Mutilation and the Language of Pain (1998)

The one duty we owe to history is to rewrite it.

Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, by Oscar Wilde (1890)
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Introduction

Histories of the Present

Dianne F. Sadoff and John Kucich

A scene from Clueless, Amy Heckerling's campy 1995 film version of Emma,
handily identifies the crisis of postmodern historiography that Victorian

Afterliaddresses. From the backseat of a car, Cher watches Josh and his intel-
lectual poseur girlfriend critique their university creative-writing class. "Like
Hamlet said," the long-haired, beret-wearing girlfriend proclaims, "to thine
own self be true." Cher pipes up: "[Hamlet] didn't say that. That Polonius
guy did." Girl laughs: "I think I remember Hamlet accurately"; Cher: "Well,
I remember Mel Gibson accurately."1 Tongue in cheek, Clueless follows Cher
in undoing literary history and placing twentieth-century cultural icons in
the position of textual originals. Heckerling's allegorical scene, in which the
19905 meet the 19505, flaunts a manic historical insouciance, like Cher's, that
foregrounds the dysfunctions of cultural memory in the construction of post-
modern identity. What leverage does the concept of periodization provide for
cultural self-awareness in this film? Heckerling suspends the question by
charming us with a heroine who has no sense of history at all. Named after a
"great singer . . . of the past who now does infomercials," Cher lives in a
Beverly Hills mansion with pillars that date "all the way back from 1972";
when asked if she likes Billie Holliday, Cher replies, with a teasing glance at
the camera, "I love him." Heckerling speaks to and seemingly for Cher's

contemporaries in her audience, who presumably have no sense of how a

historical moment represents itself to itself. At the same time, Heckerling

trumps such ignorance by burying within her film enigmatic "clues" about

ix



x — Dianne F. Sadoff and John Kucich

the ironic origins—whose import is undecidable—of Cher's life story in
Austen's novel.

Clueless thus confirms—albeit in a forgiving spirit—the view of post-
modern historiography associated with Fredric Jameson, who begins Post-
modernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism by declaring: "It is safest
to grasp the concept of the postmodern as an attempt to think the present
historically in an age that has forgotten how to think historically in the first
place."2 In Jameson's analysis, modernism is also obsessed with the concept
of "the New," as it strives compulsively to watch its own coming into being.
Postmodernism, however, looks for more radical disruptions—for "breaks,
for events rather than new worlds, for the telltale instant after which [history]
is no longer the same" (ix). But the complete victory of commodification in
the postmodern age—an age in which the image suffers no constraints out-
side those of the marketplace—has turned postmodern history, according to
Jameson, into "the random cannibalization of all the styles of the past," cre-
ating a "loss of historicity" that becomes both a cultural pathology and the
grounds for neurotic historical fantasy of the most spectacular and extrava-
gant kind. This deficit (which Jameson tries not to privilege as a periodizing
concept, though he sometimes does just that) provokes "a series of spasmodic
and intermittent, but desperate, attempts at recuperation" (x—xi).3 Post-
modern theory—which drives Jameson's work, as well as our own—is, in his
view, one of those recuperative efforts.

Armed with this knowledge of postmodern historical crisis, how does the
cultural critic confront the recent explosion of postmodern Victoriana? For
despite the recent blockbuster popularity of Shakespeare and Elizabeth I
movies, films of Victorian novels have saturated the middlebrow and art-
house movie circuit since the early 19905. Clueless is part of a fascination with
the nineteenth century that inhabits late-century postmodernism's obses-

sion with the telltale instants of historical rupture, with the "shifts and ir-
revocable changes in the representation of things" (ix). Oddly, however, the

prominence of the nineteenth century for postmodernism has yet to become

the subject of rigorous scholarly analysis; that is to say, postmodern fixation

on the nineteenth-century past as the specific site of Jameson's "break," in

which the present imagines itself to have been born and history forever

changed, is a cultural phenomenon that itself needs to be historicized—

needs, indeed, simply to be acknowledged. The origins of this book lie in our
surprised awareness of this critical gap: there has been very little scholarly
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work that has attempted to historicize postmodern rewritings of Victorian

culture.4 By bringing together a diverse and noted collection of cultural crit-
ics, we have attempted to begin a discussion of postmodernism's privileging
of the Victorian as its historical "other."

An intense historiographical curiosity, we believe, drove 1980s and 1990s
Victorian revivalism and located the Victorian age as historically central to
late-century postmodern consciousness. The scale of the phenomenon itself
is enormous. Merchant and Ivory, Iain Softley, Ang Lee, and Patricia Rozema
have filmed and marketed E. M. Forster and Jane Austen novels, as the
groundless postmodern imagination projects a "Victorian feel" into Regency
and early high-modern texts alike. A. S. Byatt's postmodern-Victorian pas-
tiche, Possession, won the Booker Prize, vaulting her into the first rank of high-
brow novelists. The mainstream popularity of Caleb Carr's The Alienist, E. L.
Docto row's The Water-Works, Neal Stephenson's The Diamond Age, and the
cult success of William Gibson and Bruce Sterling's cyberpunk The Difference
Engine map an extraordinary consumer demand for Victorian instances of
"historiographical metafiction," as Linda Hutcheon has labeled the genre.5

The stage and screen—both big and small—supply postmodern-Victorian
cultural goods: Tom Stoppard's Indian Ink, Arcadia, and The Invention of
Love; hit Broadway extravaganzas such as Jekyll and Hyde, Marie Christine,

and In the Blood; the recent spate of films and plays about Oscar Wilde; and
the lavish and seemingly endless made-for-TV adaptations of Middlemarch,

Pride and Prejudice, Wuthering Heights, Vanity Fair, and others. Victorian
sexuality, in particular, seems made for such retellings. Alices in and out of
wonderland abound in popular fiction and film, in photography and manu-
script exhibits on both sides of the Atlantic at, for example, the Pierpont
Morgan Library and the National Portrait Gallery; at a corporate display
space, the Equitable Gallery, Carroll's eroticized girls and scenes of fathers and
daughters invite the lobby-stroller's gaze. Photos and paintings of Victorian
fairies, Cameron daughters and other virgins, and tableaux of mythological,

high-camp Victorian girls show in New York and Chicago. Victoria herself

has recently been eroticized in a filmic revision of history, Mrs. Brown. As our

examples suggest, these nineteenth-century returns are produced by even as
they manifest the explosion and diversification of the cultural marketplace

since the emergence of visual and media technologies. These remakes also
recall a time when high culture was "popular," as the postmodern-Victorian

mode both reifies a lost era of high culture and popularizes its imitations.
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But high and middlebrow art are hardly alone in their obsession with
the Victorians, for the historical reimagining of the nineteenth century
seems to be reflected in almost every domain of contemporary culture. In
mainstream politics, a small-scale "culture war" has opened up a front here:
the Victorians, according to the now-deposed Newt Gingrich, cannily rep-
resented the mewling and whining poor even as they regulated their diets
and controlled their getting, spending, and reproduction.6 Indeed, a battle
over the ideological implications of nineteenth-century culture has been
enjoined by those who, led by Gertrude Himmelfarb, have argued that
conservative Victorian ideals can cure us of our current social ills.7 Although
she berates critics influenced by Michel Foucault for bureaucratizing the
Victorians, Himmelfarb's popular version of the nineteenth century also
represents the Victorian social system monolithically, as she attempts to
subsume social conflict in a universalized set of moral values. Despite its
pervasive "class-conscious[ness]," Victorian England was "remarkable," she
claims, for its "common ethos"; for Himmelfarb insists that most Victori-
ans, "including a majority of the working classes, subscribed to even if they
did not always abide by" these commonly held values. Characterizing the
Victorians as though they were a homogeneous society, Himmelfarb por-
trays nineteenth-century laborers as emulating the virtues of their betters,
mimicking duty, piety, industry, prudence, temperance, cleanliness, and,
above all, respectability. In Himmelfarb's scenario, these Victorian workers
viewed "life" (or social position?) as "natural, right, and, for the most part,
happy." Himmelfarb's adjective "remarkable"—which chimes throughout
her book—identifies her fable as a postmodern fantasy of Victorian working-
class heroism, in which every "tedious, backbreaking task" is a moral victory
over poverty. In Himmelfarb's paean to an "orderly and satisfactory" past,

then, the triumph of morality over poverty becomes a model for post-
modernism's nostalgic retrospective look at its own origins.8

Consumer culture has shared in postmodern nostalgia for the nine-

teenth century, but—in contrast to Himmelfarb's politicized nostalgia—it
uses the Victorian past to aestheticize contemporary reality. Victorian fash-
ions and furnishings are enjoying a resurgence that has spawned magazines
such as Victoria and Victorian. Home-decorating books and magazines
teach twentieth-century homeowners how to load a mantel with curios and
kitsch, people a wall with elaborately framed and sepia-toned family photos,
and choose for the drawing room a patterned wallpaper or chintz. One such
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periodical follows a feature on "William Morris at Kelmscott Manor" with
"Morris in America" and with advice about arts-and-crafts decoration for
the home office.9 Through consumer culture, moreover, we might trace a
curious difference between our own postmodern relation with the Victori-
ans and the moderns' vexed version of their immediate precursors. Whereas,
Jameson maintains, the modernists appropriated the Victorian past to criti-
cize cultural commodification, postmodernism fashions commodities that
make the process of consumption glamorous and pleasurable. In this for-
mulation, however, the term postmodern itself overvalues the (very real) ideo-
logical and aesthetic tensions between the contemporary and modern peri-
ods. Given the centrality of historical emergence that contemporary culture
locates in the nineteenth century—as our collection seeks to demonstrate—
aspects of late-century postmodernism could more appropriately be called
"post-Victorian," a term that conveys the paradoxes of historical continuity
and disruption that this anthology seeks to bring into focus.

Unprecedented in their scale and glamour, the recent high and popular
cultural movements to rewrite the nineteenth century seek to create self-
awareness in the present by reworking the past. Academic scholarship itself
has not been immune to postmodernism's historical and self-reflective con-
structions of knowledge. The resurgence of interest in the nineteenth century
is related, for example, to the emergence of cultural studies, which now
dominates English departments and has made significant inroads into other
humanistic disciplines. The field of cultural studies is often said to owe its
origins to two critical revisions of nineteenth-century culture: Raymond
Williams's Culture and Society and E. P. Thompson's The Making of the
English Working Class. As John McGowan points out in his essay for this
collection, moreover, the field of cultural studies owes its expanded notions
of culture to repressed nineteenth-century figures such as Matthew Arnold,
figures who argued for what appears culturally conservative from the per-
spective of postmodernism: the touchstone, the canon; the best that has been

thought and said; the aesthetic superiority of high cultural contents and
philosophies to those of the masses. New academic historicisms have enabled
a wide range of theoretical revisionings—not just those of cultural studies—
and although this work has been done in all historical periods, the nine-
teenth century has been a particularly fertile area for consideration. The peri-
od has been marked by major critical texts that claim to have found in the
nineteenth century the origins of contemporary consumerism (Baudrillard),
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sexual science (Foucault), gay culture (Sedgwick et al.)> and gender identity
(Gilbert and Gubar, Showalter, Armstrong). Ethnography, economics, sci-
ence studies, the history of medicine, and other popular areas of scholarly
inquiry have focused on the nineteenth-century materials that they view as
anchoring their respective disciplinary paradigms.

These contemporary cultural critics, like this book's contributors, con-
struct a history of the present by writing about rewritings of the Victorian
past. For if historicity can be defined in the postmodern era as "a percep-
tion of the present as history," the present becomes a moment that locates
the individual doubly in historical time. Immersed in the present, we ex-
perience what poststructuralism once derided as "presence," even as we
sense that the present is "defamiliarized," as Jameson argues; we feel a "dis-
tance from immediacy" that resembles a "historical perspective" (284).
Through a process of reification, we step back to conceptualize and date
this present as itself a historical period: the 19805, for example, becomes
"the Reagan era," or the 19905, the millennial fin de siecle. In postmodern

historicity, then, any present moment is also always already a historical
moment, located within a self-reflexive and periodizing temporality.
Closely linked to this sense of the historicized present, moreover, is a
"buried or repressed theory of historical periodization" (3). Momentarily
stabilizing but perhaps anxiously disavowing historical change, these peri-
odizing hypotheses, Jameson argues, prevent late-twentieth-century indi-
viduals from sensing present history as "sheer heterogeneity" (6). Seized
within these temporal systems, individuals sense themselves as placed in
history, and theorize themselves as situated within moments of national
emergence or dominance or crisis.

This move retrospectively to constitute a history of the present has been

criticized by some theorists as fraught with ideological dangers. Raymond
Williams argues, for example, that such retrogressive structures, infinitely re-
gressive and in search of ever-earlier historical origins, serve to idealize a pe-
riodized historical past. Williams traces the ways in which British poets and
novelists, in successive historical periods, relocate England's golden age to
serve their self-representing needs. From Williams's critical perspective,
Himmelfarb's history of the present as a degraded version of Victorian social

stability seems yet another retrospectively idealized narrative of the past, fab-

ricated in light of present needs. Either in Jameson's Marxist or Himmel-

farb's postliberal and moralist history of the present, this monolithic think-
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ing renders the nineteenth century static in comparison with a dynamic
postmodernism.10

But why, exactly, has contemporary culture preferred to engage the nine-

teenth century—not the modern period or the eighteenth century—as its
historical "other"? This question, perhaps the most pressing issue for our
volume, resists a single, reductive answer. Rewritings of Victorian culture
have flourished, we believe, because the postmodern fetishizes notions of
cultural emergence, and because the nineteenth century provides multiple
eligible sites for theorizing such emergence. For the postmodern engage-
ment with the nineteenth century appears to link the discourses of economics,
sexuality, politics, and technology with the material objects and cultures
available for transportation across historical and geographical boundaries,
and thus capable of hybridization and appropriation. Here, we make a peri-
odizing claim of our own: that the cultural matrix of nineteenth-century
England joined various and possible stories about cultural rupture that, taken
together, overdetermine the period's availability for the postmodern explo-
ration of cultural emergence. Despite the ideological dangers of periodizing
hypotheses, then, we and our contributors launch here a periodizing project.

Jameson, too, participates in a periodizing project of this kind by privi-
leging the historical novel in his version of narrative emergence and innova-
tion. He locates in the nineteenth century the emergence of a modern sense
of historicity; in the 19505, the "flowering and exhaustion" of high modern-
ism and a concomitant "waning or blockage" of historicity; in the 19805 and
19905, the emergence of the postmodern "crisis and paralysis" (284) of his-
toricity. Jameson explains this periodization as grounded less in our experi-
ence of history than in the socioeconomic structures in place at any given
time. Thus he locates the nineteenth century as a privileged site of emer-
gence for postmodernism because the "conditions of possibility" in which
the historical novel emerged articulated those socioeconomic forces with the
cognitive mappings they made available to the writers of the period. In the
early nineteenth century, Jameson maintains, it was practicable for members
of the middle class to engage in self-representation, to portray their notion of

their class's past and future, to articulate a "social and collective project" in a

historically new form, temporal narrative (283-84). The formal innovations

since Sir Walter Scott—like the science fiction and nostalgia films on which

Jameson focuses in this section of his book on postmodernism—depend

on Scott's having originated the historical novel. The historical novel's
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emergence, then, is symptomatic of the economic sphere's penetration into
the aesthetic that Jameson regards as a key feature of industrial capitalism's
inaugural stage.

Jameson's Marxist explanation of the Victorians as central to postmodern
historicity overlaps, to some extent, with Andreas Huyssen's developmental
cultural history. Huyssen maintains that "postmodernism has always been in
search of tradition while pretending to innovation."11 Thus, Huyssen argues
that late-century postmodernism has had to leap over the modernist avant-
garde to create a tradition in the wake of modernist cultural exhaustion. In
Huyssen's chronology, "the 19605 can be regarded as the closing chapter in
the tradition of avant-gardism"; postmodernism in the late 19705 and be-
yond thus "appears much more traditional than it did in the 19605," because
"postmodernism itself can now be described as a search for a viable modern
tradition . . . outside the canon of classical modernism" (164—69). Although
Jameson and Huyssen say little about the significance of the nineteenth-
century past as the emergent site for late-century postmodern historicity,
their shared perception that avant-garde, high-modern culture has been
eclipsed offers one explanation for the recent return to the nineteenth centu-
ry as a locus of historical self-understanding. Yet Williams might put these
retrospections into a larger cultural perspective. Redefining tradition and
innovation in terms of historical structures of feeling more inclusive than
either Jameson's or Huyssen's, Williams's critique demonstrates that these
related but somewhat contradictory explanations are insufficient to answer
the central cultural question this volume asks. The same could be said of
many hypotheses now current: that postmodernism's revival of narrative has
evoked nostalgia for nineteenth-century aesthetic forms; that the rise of
women into positions of cultural authority as both producers and consumers
has sparked a return to representations of nineteenth-century domesticity as

an emergent "women's world"; and so on.
The post-Victorian panorama our contributors provide here portrays as

overdetermined postmodernism's obsession with the Victorian age. While

our contributors locate postmodern fantasies of emergence in the Victorian

past, they also enlarge our sense of "historical emergence" by scrutinizing a
range of post-Victorian borrowings. The critics whose work appears in this
book view various forces and tropes at work in postmodern culture: vampi-
rizations of the Victorian cultural past; uncanny hauntings of our moment

by its historical self-representations; returns of the repressed; morphings of
Victorian narrative and illustrative forms; nostalgic misreadings of an already



Introduction — xvii

nostalgic visual scenario; costumings and imitations of political authority;
productive imitations of colonial cultural ethics, and more. Taken together,
these essays illustrate the workings of overdetermination within the post-
Victorian and, as such, they complicate Jameson's analysis of economic and
historical causality, or Huyssen's notion of developmental cultural traditions.
Indeed, this book proposes that multiple historical narratives of emergence,
organized in different meaningful sequences, each coherent at a particular
level of interpretation, create an appropriate paradigm for the postmodern/
Victorian conjunction. In this model, economic, psychosexual, technologi-
cal, and political determinants have joined in a matrix of forces that consti-
tute late postmodernism's obsession with the Victorians. These multiple de-
terminants insist that any answer to the question "Why does postmodernism
return to the nineteenth century as the site of a crucial historical break?"
must be a heterogeneous one.

Economics provides one powerful (and often sublimated) focal point for
reflections on the emergence of the postmodern, as several contributors to
this volume point out. Giovanni Arrighi's massive history of the three "long
centuries" of capitalism provides perhaps the most comprehensive analysis
of both the differences between Victorian Britain's economic arrangements
and those of late capitalism, and the similarities that allow us to see the
nineteenth century as the originary site of our economic situation.12 In
nineteenth-century Britain, Arrighi argues, machine-extractive and manu-
facturing activities became the means by which capitalism expanded; yet
when trade (via the railroads or colonizing joint-stock charter companies,
such as the East India Company) could no longer create markets and there-
fore expand capital and production, an increased specialization in financial
speculation gradually emerged as a mode of British national economic domi-
nance. In the twentieth-century United States, massive industrial produc-
tion, vertically organized corporations, the pursuit of stable currencies, and
the end of the gold standard led to the creation of governmental organiza-

tions to manage the world money supply. The global and transnational cor-
poration enabled more flexible modes of capital accumulation and disabled

or eclipsed colonial and imperialist expansion as modes of national econom-
ic dominance. In the postmodern imaginary, then, the "break" between eco-
nomic production and economic reproduction, between technologies of
manufacture and technologies of the production and control of value itself,
becomes a key to understanding the relationships among nationalism, in-
dustrialism, and technological development.
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Arrighi's analysis would draw our contributors' general assent; for al-
though few of the essays in this book specifically examine economics, many
assume the necessary imbrication of their key terms—such as commodifica-
tion, fetishization, consumption, even politics—with economic systems. John
McGowan raises the question, perhaps more forcefully than the other con-
tributors, of the economic grounds on which totalizing concepts such as
"modernity" and "culture" rest. In his critique of Zeitgeist thinking, McGowan
argues that the concepts of the modern, which anchors and organizes time
(and so contemporary anxieties about change), and of culture, which organ-
izes space (and provides a sense of coherence that modernity cannot), began
with the Victorians. Basic political categories, McGowan argues, also derive
from the notion of the modern and from the Victorian liberal, itself an eco-
nomic label and position. In McGowan's view, postmodernism represents
the political left's recognition that it must argue beyond the necessity to
change modernity's economic arrangements, beyond the current vogue for
new totalizing concepts, such as "global economy." McGowan concludes
that what he calls "pragmatic particularism" must replace monolithic think-
ing within postmodernism. He argues for an overdetermined model of intel-
lectual work that posits engagements with the local and specific as central to
historical recuperation.

But the contributors to this volume have also traced the discourse of
sexuality as another nineteenth-century site of postmodern emergence.
Foucault's history of sexuality locates the Victorians as a convenient yet
unreliable "other" for late-twentieth-century sexed individuals. Were the
Victorians on the other side of "repression" from us sex-saturated post-
moderns, or did they successfully struggle to overcome that repression and

so unleash the powerful sexual and emotional forces that some critics have
called the "truth of the self"? The History of Sexuality actually collapses both

propositions together. Although the Victorians "produced" sexuality, rather
than repressing it—sponsoring an explosion of discourse about sex that is
often located at the origins of contemporary sexual knowledge—that erup-
tion only suffocated agency, according to Foucault, in a disciplinary appara-
tus that makes the twentieth-century notion of "sexual liberation" itself a
ruse of power. Hence, the media spectacle of an American president, who in

popular mythology is "addicted" to secretive and illicit sex, resembles a re-
told Victorian story in which sexuality serves as the key to "character." In

this spirit, John Fowles's The French Lieutenant's Woman (as well as Karel
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Reisz's 1981 film version, starring Jeremy Irons and Meryl Streep) has figured

our contemporary contemplation of Victorian sex as a dizzying hall of mir-

rors, in which it seems impossible to decide whether Victorian sexuality

lies behind us in the dust, or whether, in their passionate struggles with

sexual repression, the Victorians were somehow the harbingers of sexual

self-realization. In either case, contemporary culture struggles to identify a

nineteenth-century sexual "break" that might be said to initiate and alter

the history of sexuality for postmodern individuals.

Several contributors tVictorian Afterlexplore the history of our pres-

ent sexualities as post-Victorian rewritings. Shelton Waldrep examines re-

cent films and plays about Oscar Wilde that portray the poet and playwright

as gay martyr. Noting that these works always see Wilde as a split figure—

both Victorian and contemporary—Waldrep argues that the privileging of

Wilde s sexuality, and the flaunting of candid talk about homosexuality, re-

flect postmodernism's nostalgia for the real and its search for "authenticity."

Waldrep claims that in recent academic representations of Wilde as queer

rather than gay—as disrupting sexual and other interrelated binaries—

Wilde continues to be seen as the genuine, originary figure for contempo-

rary "gay definitional systems." These visions of Wilde as the first martyr for

contemporary sexual heuristics disregard Wilde'sdifference:the difficulty of

recognizing his iconoclasm in Victorian rather than contemporary terms.

Depicting another hybrid and diffuse sexual figure, Kali Israel surveys the

proliferation of Alices in contemporary fiction, museum exhibits, and criti-
cism. Critical polemics about the "denial" of sexuality in discussions of

Dodgson and his "little girls," she discovers, conceal how postmodernism

remains haunted by the threat of sexual emergence and nonnormativity

Alice represents. Fiction and scholarship about Alice, she shows, participate

in ongoing arguments about agency and victimhood, survival and damage,

that revolve around the figure of the newly sexualized but still "innocent"

juvenile woman. Israel argues that Alice stories of resilience and triumph risk

colluding with backlash politics—in demonizing any suggestions about fe-

male victimage, in celebrating the autonomy of the liberal subject, and in

linking female rebellion with sex. Nevertheless, Israel argues that skepticism

toward such stories threatens to undermine the productive accounts of re-

bellion that we locate in Victorian female sexuality and associate with re-

sourceful female heroines in any age. Alice's mobility as a figure compels
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Israel to see "wondering" as a structural necessity of her tales, whether of
Victorian "originals" or postmodern daughters.

Postmodern political struggles of race as well as gender have identified
the nineteenth century as a site of origin and rupture, a moment of emer-
gence. Post-Victorian political narratives can thus reorganize official repre-
sentations of the nineteenth-century past's liberal or conservative legacies.
Postcolonial constructions of national subjectivity, for example, which
often revolve around the nineteenth-century emergence of the national
subject and which foreground the political interests of minority groups and
non-Western cultures, have sometimes been occluded by Marxist analyses
that tie features of postmodernism closely to Western economic models.
Jameson himself has been accused of creating a series of binaries between
First and Third Worlds, and excluding the latter from postmodern cultural

models because he regards its economical foundations as distinct from capi-
talism's.13 Postcolonial theory, however, finds in marginalized societies'
complex engagements with the West the intertextual histories, fluid subjec-
tivities, and multiplicitous cultures that mark postmodernism as possessing
a specific political instrumentality. Such theorizing consistently attempts to
recuperate the nineteenth-century birth of postcolonial politics.

Simon Gikandi and Ian Baucom provide striking—though very different—
accounts of the construction of postcolonial subjectivity through imaginary
nineteenth-century political pasts. Baucom's compelling discussion of the
Irish Great Famine sees the "completion" of historical process and national
consciousness in the efforts of a postmodern poet, Paul Muldoon, to con-
ceive the Famine as actively present in late-century, diasporic Irish identity.
Baucom demonstrates how Muldoon's personal and psychological poetry

covertly invokes traumatic nineteenth-century events to rehistoricize and
politicize Irish subjectivity. Using a "situated psychoanalysis"—a term bor-
rowed from Anne McClintock—Baucom reads postmodern revisitations of

the Famine, whether poetic or ritualistic, not as an effort to repress history
but as an attempt to absorb and integrate Irish historical events into contem-
porary culture, that is, to "introject" rather than to "incorporate" them. Find-

ing a complex historical perspective in a poet whose work has been viewed as

deeply subjective, Baucom shows that Muldoon grounds postmodern, non-

unified Irish subjectivity in a particular diasporic political history. Like
Baucom, Gikandi rereads the supposed "repression" of nineteenth-century
history to discover the political efficacy of post-Victorian subjectivity. How
could important native anticolonialists, he asks, also promote dominant
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features of Victorian ideology? Gikandi argues that the prominence of
Victorian moral codes in C. L. R. James's and in Alexander Crummel's
work reveals Victorianism to be not just a repository of "traditional values"

but also the irruption of modernity—and, therefore, of ideas crucial to revo-
lutionary struggle. This perspective transforms official histories of Victorian-
ism, as it promotes the stature of popular intellectuals and practices. The
language of Victorian moral authority, Gikandi shows, enabled the struggle
to overthrow colonialist rule; thus, Victorianism's imperial "embarrassment"
consists in the fact that its own values helped to reverse its global conquests.
Gikandi restores historical continuity to Victorian and contemporary anti-
colonialist subjectivities by tracing the beginnings of this reversal in the mid-
nineteenth century, showing how this redeployed Victorianism was—and
continues to be—indispensable to what has now come to be called post-
colonial culture.

Alongside these political movements, feminism has enjoyed a vexed yet
fascinated struggle with its Victorian origins. Laurie Langbauer examines
the politics of gender identity and emancipation as focused on the figure-
heads who adorn those movements. The current feminist scholarly interest
in Queen Victoria, Langbauer argues, derives from the tensions she stands
for, between an impossible privacy and the "public persona required by in-
stitutional needs." Like Victoria, senior feminist faculty find themselves in
positions of institutional power and capable of leveraging authority; like
Victoria, they perform autobiographical acts of self-sovereignty, seeking to
reach out to other women who could never be like—or identify with—
themselves. For Langbauer, then, Queen Victoria functions not as a conve-
nient scapegoat for contemporary feminist scholars but as the very model of
female identity with which late-twentieth-century women must battle and,
ultimately, accept. Susan Lurie demonstrates the ways feminist overvalua-
tions of nineteenth-century sexual enlightenment in the novels of a writer
such as Henry James can obscure the profoundly repressive and heterosexist
values of such precursors. In her essay on Campion's rewriting of James's
homosocial appropriation of feminism, Lurie argues that Campion's uncanny

use of discourses that sexualize James's desexualized nineteenth-century

feminist heroine nevertheless serves to regulate "female sexuality in the in-
terest of homogenizing U.S. culture and bloodlines." In Campion's film, fig-
ures of exoticized immigrant women thus serve to whiten and Americanize
femininity. Yet Lurie argues, as well, that Campion critiques her own feminist
countererotics, which ironically deploys powerful, even violent, masculine
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sexuality to introduce Isabel to a proper heterosexuality. Here, the post-
modern rewriting of unconventional Victorian sexualities itself becomes
capable of being rewritten, as postmodernist cultural texts turn on—or
trope—their own move toward revivalism.

Other contributors to Victorian Afterlife argue that post-Victorian tech-
nologies and modes of cultural production and reproduction mimic or
rewrite their nineteenth-century models. From this perspective, postmodern
historiography has been profoundly conditioned by the material forms
through which it represents or thinks about the past. As Mark Poster has ar-
gued elsewhere, postmodern culture emerges, at least in part, through the
"dissemination of technologies that reconfigure space and time, the relation
of human to machine and mind to body." These technologies, he claims,
drastically change "the conditions under which the subject is constituted,
indeed even the subject who writes history." In Poster's postmodern episte-
mology, which focuses on contemporary media, historiographic practices,
like technologies of the self, shape the individuals who deploy them. Poster's
argument, that technology rescripts the individual and alters historiography,
dovetails nicely with Jameson's notions about the historical novel's emer-
gence; for, like nineteenth-century print culture's role in constituting bour-
geois individuals, media culture manufactures postmodern selves. "Just as the
emergence of the capitalist mode of production promoted stories through
which the entire past could be rethought and its history rewritten," Poster
argues, "so the emergence of electronics and now digital modes of informa-
tion opens new positions and instantiates new viewpoints about the past."14

In addition, post-Victorianism can "reimagine" stories about nineteenth-
century technology in order to defamiliarize cliches about Victorian human-
ism or about technological gradualism.15 Although the contributors to this

volume do not regard these technological shifts as monolithic, a number of
them examine contemporary cultural production and reproduction as appro-

priating Victoriana forcefully to fashion these new viewpoints and positions.

Several of these contributors trace the complex and repressed relation-
ships between contemporary technologies and the Victorian machinery

they seem self-evidently to have displaced. As Judith Roof shows, for ex-
ample, computer technology surprisingly draws its semiotic systems from
Victorian graphic design. These graphological appropriations deflect late-
twentieth-century anxieties about technology, she argues, making computer

users feel that technology is "safe and familiar." In these ways, Roof demon-
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strates, material culture, too, is embedded in historicity, in textuality, in
graphology. This illustrative and graphic rewriting, moreover, which mar-
kets information technologies as a matter of "consumer choice," ultimately
sustains the economic structures of late-twentieth-century capitalism. For Jay
Clayton, postmodern rewritings of the Victorian fascination with informa-
tion technologies or proto-computers—with "difference engines"—revisit a
period when the boundary between science and culture was unstable, when
new technologies "troubled the human/machine interface." The "mechani-

cal devices" and "alternative histories" he examines revise received notions
of nineteenth-century temporality, foregrounding anachronism and figures
of the untimely as a historical mode capable of policing the boundary be-
tween what he calls escapism and a "politics of the future," the two primary
ideological uses of postmodern fascination with Victorian technology. Thus
Victorian technical forms continue to rewrite the present even as some theo-
rists have tried to close their history by affirming, in extravagant terms, the
radical newness of postmodern knowledge and computing technology.

Other contributors argue that the technologies of postmodern media
culture fetishize or are haunted by Victorian cultural documents. As Jennifer
Green-Lewis points out, visual culture has currently identified the be-
whiskered, top-hatted, and hoopskirted Victorians as appropriate objects for
accumulating and expressing postmodern anxieties about authenticity.
Because photographic technologies produce texts replete with "documen-
tary assertiveness," she says, we can "see the Victorians." For Green-Lewis,
the currently popular Victorian photograph nurtures postmodern nostalgia
even as it sentimentalizes images already nostalgic in the nineteenth century.
The aesthetic of visual realism, then, enables us to view the Victorians as con-
firming our own desires for certainty even as we indulge our pleasures in
loss. Like the still camera's framings, twentieth-century cinematic technolo-
gies both revive and interrogate the Victorians. Ronald Thomas's study of
film's meditations on the signifying potentials of its own technological ori-
gins reveals how a Victorian text such as Dracula projected a cultural materi-
alist analysis that only postmodern sensibilities can adequately decode.
Showing that Victorian illustrative and graphic technologies refigure the vi-

sualized, spectacular nature of postmodern culture, Thomas argues that
nineteenth-century representational technologies sought to shore up the
concept of selves that were increasingly under attack. Early cinema, deploy-

ing figures of the "undead," seemed to spellbind its spectators; postmodern
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filmic re-visions and hauntings, however, display cinema's power to trans-
form modern subjectivities and our sense of historicity. These essays, then,
examine the ways postmodern modes of reproduction manage contempo-
rary fears about the unstable selves, asynchronous lives, and asymptotic
spaces created by the practices that technology introduces into late-twentieth-
century lives.

Taking the concept of overdetermination to its limits, two contributors
have written about the nineteenth-century emergence of historical reanima-
tion itself. In a self-reflexive, even playful mood, Mary Favret and Hilary
Schor examine the postmodern forms and tropes of "revival" that parody
the popular Victorian obsession with death. Favret foregrounds the trope
and ethos of fidelity in two film adaptations of Jane Austen's novels. Here,
questions of fidelity to Austen's texts, to Austen as icon, to the referent of
classical realism, and to the sourcetext behind the novel-as-film overlap
with questions of sexual fidelity in Austen's plots. This eroticization of the
retrospective imagination, and its figural fixation on the body of a (lost)
lover, produces a meditation on history itself as a form of, or an attempt to
escape, mortality. In postmodern representations of Austen as Victorian,
fidelity to the past might be seen as either "an animating or mortifying
process"; whether the loyal heroine suffers domestic entombment and ob-
jectification or achieves worldly (though merely conjugal) success is a ques-
tion that remains suspended for her contemporary spectators. The ambigui-
ties of reanimation, Favret suggests, compel postmodern culture to link a
passion for the past with the libidinal opposition of Eros and Thanatos.
Hilary Schor traces A. S. Byatt's "resurrection-work"—her shadowy inhabi-
tations of Victorian literary forms and psyches—to argue that postmodern
culture uses Victorian fears of immateriality as a mirror for our own queasi-

ness about resuscitating the past. Reviving and rewriting Victorian interests
in spiritualism, evolution, archaeology, and other excavations of mortality,
Byatt embodies the "ghostly" forms of the past in fictional pastiche, seeing
literary form itself as the encryption of vitality. Schor links three Victorian
responses to physical and formal immateriality—which she calls sorting,
morphing, and mourning—to contemporary concerns with the seemingly

insubstantial yet historically haunted materials worked over by contempo-

rary culture. For Favret and Schor, postmodern resurrections of Victorian

reflections on mortality attempt to locate in the nineteenth century the ori-
gins of the historiographical uncertainties plaguing postmodernism.

In the aggregate, then, the essays in Victorian Afterlife propose that the
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network of overdeterminations shaped by economics, sexuality, political
struggle, and technological forms privileges the Victorian period as the site
of historical emergence through which postmodernism attempts to think
its own cultural identity. Yet questions about the political implications of
the post-Victorian remain. Indeed, is the political prognosis for the post-
Victorian mode, as a form of historical consciousness, as limited as Jameson
would have us believe?16 Is postmodern historicity lost in the prison house
of marketable images? Jameson's pessimism about the voracious gobbling
up of culture by the system of late capital is shared, in some fashion, by ana-
lysts who regard the post-Victorian as a mystified historicist project. Some
cultural critics, however, view the post-Victorian mode as politically pro-
ductive, as offering effective strategies for the fashioning of political posi-
tions, values, and subjectivities. This anthology does not offer a definitive
answer to these political questions, but stages a sharp debate.

In this debate, half of the contributors have argued that post-Victorianism
is, in various ways, a collective misrepresentation not simply of "history it-
self," but of the very nature of historical knowledge. They have focused on
the roots of postmodern historiography in commodification, but they have
also defined a variety of particularized epistemological failures within post-
modern historiography: the fallacious nature of periodization itself, a project
that, as John McGowan points out, postmodernism has inherited, ironically,
from the Victorians; the retrospective projection of contemporary anxieties
about authenticity into the nineteenth century, which Green-Lewis finds to
be yet another symptom of postmodern "nostalgia for the real"; the coercive
demand of contemporary sexual politics for teleologies of liberation, as diag-
nosed by Waldrep, Lurie, and Favret; the management of technological anxi-
ety through faux Victorian display graphics, which Roof views as serving the
interests of consumer capitalism. In this set of essays, then, the postmodern
"loss of history" is indicted for a range of analytic dysfunctions. These in-
clude simple misreading of the events of history, as well as more complex
forms of ideological complicity with postmodernism's efforts to read the
past only as the self-congratulatory story of its own emergence. This volume

itself, moreover, and its attempt to define postmodern "culture" on the basis

of period generalizations, however qualified, is not exempt from this critique
of historical mystification.

The other half of the contributors, however, have argued that the post-

Victorian can reread history in socially and politically progressive ways.
This potency appears most commonly in the intertextuality of postmodern
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historiography, in which contemporary epistemological convictions can be
seen to have enabled a dialogic, rather than a positivist, vision of history as
text. It may also appear through instances of current mythmaking that, in the
irredeemable absence of a genuinely "historical" ground of any kind, pro-
ductively use fictions of the Victorian past as pragmatic instruments within
political struggle. Although none of the contributors presents a full-fledged
theorization of postmodern history as intertextuality, several have defined
potentials for historicized self-understanding in post-Victorianism, poten-
tials that argue for the ideological efficacy of postmodern image-production.
They illustrate as well the concomitant dangers of interpretively reducing
such images to causal origins in commodification, nostalgia, or epistemologi-
cal narcissism. These essays ascribe to the postmodern conviction that history

is always already discursive, and, in that sense, always changing. They sub-
scribe, however implicitly, to versions of intertextual historiography affirmed
by postmodern theorists and neopragmatists, from Dominick LaCapra to
Hayden White to Richard Rorty. Arguing for the interdisciplinary and inter-
textual nature of history, LaCapra defines the historical project as "a 'dialogic'
exchange both with the past and with others inquiring into it."17 This belief
can be ideologically enabling if the search for historical origins—Jameson's
"nature"—is replaced by a historical project that, as Foucault puts it, "dis-
turbs what was previously considered immobile," "fragments what was
thought unified," and "shows the heterogeneity of what was imagined con-
sistent with itself."18 These projects, then, counter a totalizing political pes-
simism about postmodern culture in the age of global capital.

This volume as a whole suggests that any intertextual historical analysis
of this kind must come to terms with postmodern historicity's emphasis on
nineteenth-century emergence. In other words, it must confront the histori-

cally specific questions of economic, psychosexual, material, and political
emergence that haunt postmodern identity. Essays in the second half of this
volume do precisely that, taking up the political question of postmodern
emergence not as a compulsive vision, doomed to a circularity in which

anything like "the past" is forever lost, but instead as a terrain of intertextual

exploration deeply engaged with nineteenth-century textuality in local and

particular cases. Gikandi thus documents how elements of Victorian ideolo-
gy can be turned back against themselves to counter imperialism; Langbauer

and Baucom remythologize Victorian events and icons to make them newly
available for politically self-conscious subjectivities; Israel excavates the po-
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litical ambiguities embedded in discourses of Victorian sexuality; Schor rep-
resents literary form, particularly pastiche, as actively engaging the problem-
atics of postmodern historiography; Clayton foregrounds anachronism and
figures of the untimely as historical modes appropriate for postmodern re-
writing; and Thomas displays the power of emergent cinematic technologies
for transforming Victorian characters into modern subjects. Documenting
how the present reads the past, and also how the past can read the present,
these essays demonstrate that postmodern reflections on emergence can gen-
erate the discovery of differences, and possibly beginnings—if not origins.
They can replace a search for Jameson's "breaks" with a more Foucauldian
search, patient and documentary, for "beginnings, atavisms, and heredi-
ties."19 These essays recognize that it is impossible to decode postmodern
historicity only in the light of a nondiscursive historical formation, and in-
stead seek to interrogate the discursive complexities of postmodern interest
in historical emergence as the condition for our own cultural critique and
our own historical knowledge.

Nancy Armstrong's "Postscript" concludes by defining the conditions for
our own cultural critique and historical knowledge. A polemical tour de
force, Armstrong's essay articulates the political implications of asking what
is, and what is not, "Victorian" about postmodernism, showing in the
process how the contemporary reemergence of Victorian conventions and
rewritings parallels resurgent anxieties about the erosion of culture itself.
Armstrong reframes this collection's concerns and obsessions by equating
appprehensions about free-floating postmodern discursivity with fears about
national identity: what imagined community does postmodern culture—
with all its apparent disregard for the social or historical referents of cultural
products—effectively legitimate? Armstrong argues passionately for the
value of a postmodern theoretical knowledge that specifies how dominant
systems of representation produce social groups. Citing 19605 political the-

ater as initiating a strategic cultural politics, she claims that postmodern cul-

tural understanding can contribute to social change. In the absence of a re-
covered "original" behind the social classification of individuals, she argues,

the differential system of social types itself should be our primary critical ob-
ject, because "how people are represented may well be who they are." In her
own historical rewriting, Armstrong constructs a post-Victorian cultural

politics by locating in the 19605 an alternative periodized moment in which
postmodern awareness can be said to have emerged.
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The debate about the political meaning of historical rewriting—about
the mystifications or the productivity of the post-Victorian as a historio-
graphic practice—is not one this book pretends to resolve. The contribu-
tors themselves have often not marked out their positions declaratively but
have rendered them implicit in the critical choices they have made about
their Victorian subject material and their historicizing arguments. To some

degree, contributors in the first half of the volume have chosen to critique
postmodern culture through readings of Victorian culture, whereas contribu-
tors to the second half have chosen to produce a new post-Victorianism by
reading the nineteenth century through a postmodern analytics—although

this would be too reductive a distinction. At stake on both sides of this de-
bate is a sense that history matters, even if its narrativization in postmodern

culture is plural and diffuse. None of the contributors, for example, sub-
scribes to the liberatory, ahistorical view of postmodernism trumpeted most

loudly perhaps by Jean-Francois Lyotard, in his rallying cry that the post-
modern "in whatever age" is the shattering of belief in master narratives and
the "discovery of the 'lack of reality' of reality, together with the invention

of other realities."20 We see the emergence of the debate that structures this

anthology, rather, as an opening for the profoundly important analysis of
the conditions of postmodern historicity and of postmodernism itself as a
reflection on historical knowledge. Victorian Afterlife thus takes up but does
not complete the challenge to define the fantasies of postmodern emergence
that have privileged the nineteenth century as the essence of the past. We
hope to provide instead multiple ways to measure the ideological motives
and effects of a postmodern history that inevitably "forgets" the past, or re-
members it by trying to imagine it as present, or fashions its past by retelling

the history of its present.
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Modernity and Culture, the Victorians
and Cultural Studies

John McGowan

John Stuart Mill begins his 1831 essay "The Spirit of the Age" with the con-
viction that his very subject matter is new:

The "Spirit of the Age" is in some measure a novel expression. I do not be-

lieve that it is to be met with in any work exceeding fifty years in antiquity.

The idea of comparing one's own age with former ages, or with our notion

of those which are yet to come, had occurred to philosophers; but it never

before was itself the dominant idea of any age.1

My thesis in this essay is, in some ways, a simple one. I will argue that the
very enterprise of this book marks our Victorianism. We inherit the pro-
clivity to characterize eras, to read the events and fashions of a particular
historical moment, as indices of an era's "spirit," its profound way of being,
from a group of German-influenced English writers who were the first liter-
ary (or artistic) intellectuals cum social critics: Samuel Taylor Coleridge,

John Stuart Mill, Thomas Carlyle, John Ruskin, Matthew Arnold, Harriet
Martineau, George Eliot, and William Morris, to name just a few.2 These

intellectuals had basically the same ambitions and followed the same meth-
ods characteristic of cultural studies at the end of the twentieth century:
they aimed to intervene in their society by explaining the age to itself.

But my thesis is complicated by the fact that I want both to trace the
consequences of proceeding from the assumption that an era has a spirit and
to try to be skeptical about that assumption. My exploration of this terrain

3
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will unfold in three sections. The first connects the notion of a Zeitgeist to the
corollary concepts of the "modern" and of "culture." The second considers
how the basic categories describing political orientation—left, right, center—
since the French Revolution derive from the concept of the modern. Finally,
I want to turn back upon my whole essay and speculate on what the critical
enterprise would look like if we somehow managed to dispense with the
"modern" and "culture" as signposts. This last move is crucial because I am
guilty, throughout these pages, of the very patterns I wish to question. I am
operating close to the limits of my own intellectual paradigms—which, of
course, following Zeitgeist logic, I deem others' paradigms as well.

The Modern and Culture

Mill's "The Spirit of the Age" is a great place to start because it offers just
about every notion entailed in the belief that time is divided into "ages" in its
first five pages and because its identification of searching out the Zeitgeist as
itself "the dominant idea of [the] age" already pushes almost to the point of
parody the whole enterprise. Mill provides a new way of doing intellectual
work, and the concept of "the dominant" is essential to this new paradigm.
The spirit of any era cannot be described unless the plurality of actions, mo-
tives, and beliefs of human beings is organized according to a rubric that
identifies the dominant, the truly determinative. What explains, what gives
meaning to, the individual event or utterance? The answer, since 1800, has
very often been "modernity," understood as a relational matrix within which
particulars are held.

Isobel Armstrong follows Mill's characterization of his age almost exactly

when she stresses the "modernism" of the Victorians, a modernism best indi-
cated by their attention to change:

Victorian modernism . . . describes itself as belonging to a condition of crisis

which has emerged directly from economic and cultural change. In fact,

Victorian poetics begins to conceptualise the idea of culture as a category

and includes itself within the definition. . . . [T]o be 'new' or 'modern' . . .

was to confront and self-consciously to conceptualise as new elements that

are still perceived as the constitutive forms of our own condition.3

To understand ourselves—or those from the past whom we study—is to ex-

amine the "dominant" or "constitutive" lineaments of thought, belief, val-
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ues, and practices. And part of being "modern" is to have self-consciously
taken up this critical task.

Mary Poovey's work offers a sophisticated and highly influential con-
temporary version of reading particulars in relation to an overarching
modernity. Her theoretical goal is to avoid a simplistic mapping of part to
whole; adopting Louis Althusser's definition of ideology, she wants, like
him, to short-circuit an "expressive" model in which the part expresses un-
problematically the qualities of the modern matrix.4 Rather, the part stands
in tension with that matrix, which it both contests through the inadvertent
mobilization of contradictions and "reproduces" through the symbolic reso-
lution of those contradictions (123). The novel David Copperfield thus "con-
struct [s] the reader as a particular kind of subject—a psychologized, classed,
developmental individual" that "wthe modern subject," and also indicates
"the contradictions inherent in this subject" (90). The both/and relation-
ship of David Copperfield to the ideological constitution of the social field is
generalized to all literary texts: "'Literature' cannot exist outside a system of
social and institutional relations, and in a society characterized by systematic
class and gender inequality, literature reproduces the system that makes it
what it is" (123). But literary texts can also "expose the operations of ideol-
ogy within class society" because "they provide the site at which shared anxi-
eties and tensions can surface as well as be symbolically addressed" (124).
(Poovey does not consider whether "exposure" might be a subset of "repro-
duction." In other words, must exposure always threaten an ideology? Is an
ideology consciously held always more vulnerable than one that is un-
exposed? If so, why?)

I want to highlight three features of Poovey's work. First, the signifi-
cance of DavidCopperfielrests on its connection to "shared anxieties"
and the construction/exposure of the modern subject. In other words,
both meaning and knowledge here rely on identifying an overarching con-

stitutive framework (historically limited though it be to one era and one
place) to which the literary text is related. Second, the critic's work is ab-
solutely vital because that framework is "the very condition of its [the
novel's] intelligibility . . . even if the reader is not conscious of this pattern"
(90). The epistemically privileged critic describes these conditions of intel-
ligibility.5 Third, despite Poovey's insistence that "causation is never uni-
directional," it is hard to see how texts are more than reactionary in her view

(18). David Copperfield "reproduces" (not produces) modern subjecthood,
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which seems inevitable because there is no sense in Poovey that a text could
rewrite the very terms of intelligibility. Textual reproductions do introduce
differences, but the processes by which fundamental changes (from a pre-
modern to a modern subject, say) would occur are less clear, although we
are told "that the conditions that produce both texts and (partly through
them) individual subjects are material in the ever elusive last instance" (17).
These (material) "conditions of intelligibility," then, are the container
within which the parts are held or, to switch metaphors, the subbasement
on which all particulars rest. Only this working assumption justifies the
general statements about the Victorian context that undergird all the indi-
vidual readings in Poovey's book. For example, within the general con-
tention that the movement from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century
can be characterized by "the consolidation of bourgeois power," she can
claim that during the Victorian era, "as the liberal discourse of rights and
contracts began to dominate representations of social, economic, and politi-
cal relations . . . virtue was depoliticized, moralized, and associated with
the domestic sphere, which was being abstracted at the same time . . . from
the so-called public sphere of competition, self-interest, and economic ag-
gression" (10). This dominance of liberal discourses could be and was con-
tested in all kinds of ways in Poovey's readings; what is not possible is to
write a text that is not related to the framework of intelligibility created by
that dominant discourse. The priority of framework to text justifies the vo-
cabulary of Poovey's literary criticism: texts "expose" contradictions that are
"inherent" in the modern subject and in modern ideology" (124, 90).

My uneasiness with this type of criticism stems somewhat from a skepti-
cism about generalizations. To characterize Victorian ideology is always

ham-handed—and generates both endless revisionist histories that contest
previous generalizations by way of citing specific counterinstances and re-
peated efforts to stake out ever wider conceptualizations of the fundamental
conditions so that everything will be caught in their net. Such generaliza-
tions become more vacuous, less perspicacious, the wider they become. The
irony of Poovey's work is that she recognizes the need for and brilliantly ex-

emplifies focused engagements with the specific, yet still can only theorize
the significance of such engagements through anchoring them in the wide

generalizations. What I really want to question is not historical accuracy,
but the models of meaning, knowledge, and the social that Zeitgeist think-
ing implies. Must we assume that the meaning of individual acts and texts
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unfolds against or in relation to the backdrop of a containing social con-
text? What kind of knowledge does work like Poovey's claim to provide and
what does it imagine the consequences of producing such knowledge? Must
we know the conditions of intelligibility to alter them? Does knowing the
conditions of intelligibility in 1850 impact on our relation to the conditions
of intelligibility in our own day? Is there any way to keep identified contexts
from spiraling out into concatenated relations with other contexts to even-
tually form a totalized image of the social field? I want to ask: Is pluralism
possible? And I also want to know why pluralism is so hard. The logic of
criticism seems to push us to ever widening fields of relation. What would it
take to argue that some one thing is not related in any way to some other
thing? Any criticism that talks of "shared anxieties" or, even more globally,
of "conditions of intelligibility" that are beyond conscious awareness is not
likely to recognize unrelated spheres of human endeavor, except across the
gulf that separates one era or one culture from another. Spice up your total-
ity with tensions and contradictions to the max, there will still be a contain-
er postulated as guarantor that the bits are in relation to one another.

Before tackling the pluralist question, however, I want to examine the
assumptions of Zeitgeist thinking a bit further. For starters, such work is ori-
ented toward questions of power and identity. It seeks to answer the ques-
tion "who are we" and to identify what or who made us that way. We ex-
press our identities through what we produce and consume, but such
expression is constrained (at least) and determined (at worst) by the matrix
within which we live. Thus the project of a book like this one: the various
authors collected here will identify various characteristics of the 19805 and
19905 on the basis of contemporary productions and consumptions of "the
Victorian."

The names offered for the constitutive framework vary—culture, ideol-
ogy, habitus, lifeworld, national character. The social critic's task is to de-
scribe us to ourselves; we live the life underwritten by the present age, but
only half consciously. We are the very stuff of culture, but not fully aware of
how culture is the very stuff of each one of our individual selves. We suffer

from delusions of individuality.

Of these various names, I am particularly interested in modernity and

culture, because of the current prominence of cultural studies, multicultural-
ism, and the like, and because the terms modernity and culture have a com-
plicated history, sometimes related, sometimes not. Zeitgeist discourse is



8 — John McGowan

ostensibly temporal. The division of time into "then" and "now," into "pre-
modern" and "modern," has been a primary organizing device of intellectual
analysis since the end of the eighteenth century. The whole rhetoric of "de-
velopment" as applied to nations and to children relies on a unified, holistic
model of time in which all humans can be tracked and the location of various
behaviors as "modern" or "advanced" is not taken as problematic. This di-
achronic scale assumes continual change, so that what was modern yesterday
will not be particularly modern tomorrow. Change does not necessarily
sweep the old away entirely, and so we get Althusser's "uneven develop-
ments" or Raymond Williams's "residual, emergent, and dominant."6 Such
concepts try to explain why the "modern" is not everywhere present in mod-
ern times.

Culture enters because once temporal analyses admit different paces of
change, it is tempting to isolate the differential spatially in order to still be
able to identify the modern. In other words, if the modern is inextricably
mixed in with the premodern everywhere, then how does it effectively act
out its modernity? The holistic assumptions in the term modernity discour-
age analyses that cannot separate out the modern from the nonmodern.
Grafted on top of the temporal differentiation of modern/nonmodern,
then, is a spatial differentiation. These two things both exist in the same
moment in time, but one is modern and one is not. How can that be?
Culture provides the answer. Some places and the people who inhabit them
are less modern, more resistant to change, than others. It is their culture—a
set of habits, beliefs, and practices that characterizes them as a group—that
explains this resistance.

We can see immediately that the concept of "culture" makes the same
unified and holistic assumptions that inform the concept of Zeitgeist.7 But
culture stands in an ambiguous relation to temporal discourses. In Johann

Gottfried Herder's work, "culture" serves to resist the yardstick of modernity;

his arguments for the incommensurability of cultures claims that modernity

does not give us a way to judge all cultures together.8 Certainly in our own
time raising the banner of culture has been a persistent and perhaps the most

successful (if never fully so) strategy in battles against modernization. But
the holism of culture has also made it easier to characterize peoples as "back-
ward," "primitive," "underdeveloped," and the like; in such cases, the dis-
courses of modernity and of culture work hand in glove.

I am even more interested, however, in how a discourse of culture sup-
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plements the temporal discourse of modernity imagistically. If all humans
now live in a modern moment, their different relations to the modern can
only be figured in spatial terms. The temporal, it seems to me, is inevitably
abstract in a way the spatial is not. The modern is an abstract notion to
which we are all held accountable. We are judged in terms of our relation to
the cutting edge, the up to date. But the image of that most current thing is
always out ahead of us; it must be continually produced (at various sites
from the Hollywood studios to corporate research and development units
to "original" academic research) because it is so seldom (if ever) lived. The
modern is rarely concretely possessed—and only fleetingly before it becomes
obsolete. The spatial is what we live, that messy compromise between the
traditional/habitual and the new. If the modern has its own abstract unity
by virtue of an imagined development that is not "uneven," then the spatial
has the unity of its messy mixture of old and new secured by the concept
"culture." Here, we say, is a lived life that coheres, that functions. The unity
and holism that informs the notion of Zeitgeist attains local habitation and
a name in culture, understood in the anthropological sense as "a whole way

of life."
Modernity in its full purity is never lived anywhere; thus the (presumed)

unity of the lived must be designated otherwise. In some discourses, culture
then becomes a way to explain the modern's inability to fully install itself.
Proponents of modernization will talk (as does Edward Burnett Tylor in his
1871 classic Primitive Culture) of "survivals," pieces of the past that a culture
cannot or will not give up.9 Dystopic views of modernization will insist that
its predilection for endless change dissolves various stabilities (designated as
"traditional" and "cultural") necessary to life.

Mill takes a more middle-of-the-road position: "The first of the leading
peculiarities of the present age is, that it is an age of transition. Mankind
have outgrown old institutions and old doctrines, and have not yet acquired

new ones" (30). It is commonplace to quote Matthew Arnold's "Stanzas

from the Grande Chartreuse" at this point—"Wandering between two
worlds, one dead, / The other powerless to be born, / With nowhere yet to

rest my head"—and to attribute Victorian melancholy and doubt to the
fact that Mill was right. The Victorians exist in an uneasy transition from
Romanticism to Modernism (if you are doing literary history) and from the
premodern to the modern (if you are doing history history). But my claim

is that the very notion of the modern inevitably places us in a moment of
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transition. The modern is always out in front of us. The abstract ideal of the
modern leads us to ask anxiously in every moment, "Are we being modern
yet?" And the answer, inevitably, is "not quite yet."

This anxiety can be assuaged somewhat (never fully) by shifting the
focus from the temporal (modernity) to the spatial (culture). One strategy is
to celebrate what we have now: our culture. Here an attempt is made to es-
cape the tyranny of temporal judgments by affirming what is and has been
over what is to come. Culturalism of this sort is a hallmark of Lyotardian
postmodernism, which sometimes pursues a policy of trying to value the
local and particular apart from the master narrative of progress and devel-
opment.10 It is worthwhile to note that culturalism is hardly a new strategy;
arguably, the majority of the world's population since 1500 on (meaning, in
large part, the non-European populations who had to confront the imposed
presence of Europeans) has never been modern if being modern entails a
fundamental valuation of change as continual and as an improvement.
What is new in postmodernism is only the first adoption by leftist intellectu-
als of spatial over temporal priorities.

Culturalism, however, seems only fitfully successful. The lure of the
modern is not easy to cast aside. Syncretism—various deals with the devil—
seems the order of our day. Even the most fervent attempts to maintain cul-
tural integrity tolerate various kinds of accommodation with the modern,
while a self-conscious theatricality inflects many efforts to live traditional
cultures. The prefix "re" becomes crucial: cultural practices are reenacted,
revitalized, reproduced, represented. The staged, ritual character of these
events marks their quaintness. They exist only within the charmed space of
reenactment.

I do not want to trivialize all attempts to maintain traditional cultures.
Many such efforts are (all too) deadly earnest. But earnest efforts will in-
evitably court fanaticism because only constant vigilance, an obsession with

purity, can keep out all traces of the new. At one end of the spectrum, cul-
turalism is weekend playacting, dressing in clothes you would never wear
during the week, and performing/watching "traditional" activities that have
no part in daily modern life. At the other end of the spectrum, culturalism
is an attempt to say a thunderous "no" to modernity in all its forms. Not

surprisingly, most expressions of culturalism fall somewhere between these

two extremes, leaving us in a hybrid space that feels both unsettled and pe-
culiarly (postmodernly?) ours. When I name my children Kiernan and
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Siobhan, I really do not know what I am doing, since I long ago opted out
of the last piece of my Irish heritage (Roman Catholicism) that marked me
as in any way Irish. So why this ethnic gesture in naming my children?
What bit of Irishness beyond pretty names am I wishing upon them?

A certain kind of contemporary humor plays this doubleness to the hilt.
We love the image of the Navaho rug maker who tells us she can only weave
while watching TV because the weaving is so monotonous. Tourism and
Hollywood play this doubleness somewhat differently. The staged past both
calls us to a quaint life less hectic, less comfortable, less complex than our
own and reassures us of our modernity. We get to be proud of being mod-
ern (at least, more modern than they) while also indulging in the fantasy of
sloughing off the burden of modernity. The fate of the Victorian as marker
of the past in the late twentieth century reveals that our current time sense
not only involves a modernity always fading out in front of us into the far
future, but also the receding of the past. If my students are any indication,
the past today comes in two flavors: Victorian and then some obscure, un-
differentiated far past beyond the Victorian, a time when people lived in
castles (or was it caves?) and knights in armor tilted at dinosaurs.

Although their period was the modern for Mill, Carlyle, and Ruskin, the
Victorian is now quintessentially the past, the period against which we
gauge our own modernness. The Bloomsbury group played a large role in
this transformation of the Victorian into the nonmodern by introducing the
(subsequently) endlessly repeated narrative of our (ambivalent) progress
around sexuality. No restaging of Victorian life is complete without reassur-
ing us that we are more enlightened sexually than those repressed Victorians.
(For my students, interestingly, the salient belief is not that the Victorians
were sexually repressed, but that all their marriages were arranged by tyran-
nical parents.) Yet many of these restagings also ruefully contrast the com-
plexities of our sexual world against the simplicities of the Victorian (when
men were men, and women were women—and they liked it that way). The
film version of A Room with a View offers a perfect example. For starters, it
pushes E. M. Forster's tale from Edwardian times firmly back into the
Victorian. Then it ridicules Victorian prudishness throughout. But we also

get the joyous innocence of the men's naked bathing, untroubled by the

threat of homosexuality (either Forster's or our own).

I much prefer the film version of Henry James's Wings of the Dove, locat-
ed in a transitional period, between the Victorian and the modern. From my
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point of view, of course, the issue is not whether such a transitional time ever
really existed, but that viewing any time as transitional is one of the hall-
marks of the problematic of the modern. The film, however, locates that
transitional moment in the past, not in the here and now (as Mill and Arnold
do). Still, it is trying to break down the easy assumption that we know who
the Victorians are (repressed premoderns) and who we are (enlightened
moderns). And it tries to make us see that James's characters, although
dressed in ways we associate with simpler times, occupy a social landscape
every bit as complex, as unscripted and undernormed, as our own. The rules
of the game, which designate social standing and suitable sexual partners,
are all changing in the world the film presents, so that the possibilities for
and significance of actions are radically unclear. The film suggests that things
are often in flux, that our assumption of simpler, more innocent, times is
backward projection, not historical accuracy. But it, like A Room with a
View, is still structured around the comparative question of our modernness
against theirs.

Cultural studies, it seems to me, continually traverses the same ground,
albeit with a different orientation. It posits features of modernity generally
seen as negative—the development of capitalism (whether monopoly or
late or global) and of the bureaucratic state—and then considers the rela-
tive positioning of various groups ("subcultures") in relation to that moder-
nity, gauging which groups are better equipped to resist it. In both the
films and cultural studies, a fundamental ambivalence about modernity is
probed; modern sexual mores, modern styles, modern music, and modern
secularism are generally (although not always) affirmed, while modern cor-
poratism (whether economic or political) and modern anomie are con-
demned via nostalgia for past communities or celebration of the solidarity
of subcultures.

Modernity also fosters ambivalence because the only possible answer to
the question of whether we are being modern yet is "Yes and no." No, we

will never be fully modern, because the modern is out in front of us. Yes, we

are modern because immersed in constant change, the surest sign of moder-

nity. If we live in a world where change is the norm, then we live in the mod-
ern world. The modern is its own continual negation. Anything substantial,

no matter how advanced, will yield in its turn to the even further advanced.

We cannot, substantively, be modern. But we can (must?) have the form of
modernity, a form that requires an odd ascesis, a withholding of full invest-
ment in any substantial thing. Computers offer an extreme version of this re-
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lationship to things and time. A computer is outdated a month after its pur-
chase. This obsolescence is not simply a result of our cultivated craving for
the new, but stems also from the need to be in touch with our contempo-
raries.11 We cannot communicate with others if we lag behind them. We all
need to be on the same page in the book of (modern) time. But how can we
be on the same page in a speed-reading world of constant change? Culture is
a term that taps the brakes. We can say something about the here and now,
identify regularities and stabilities within the horizon of change, through the
concept of culture. It is our pole star within the swirling heavens.

Let me summarize the argument thus far before taking up the way we
chart political positions in relation to this narrative of modernity. What in-
terests me is the organization of much intellectual work around two con-
cepts that I see as related to each other supplementally. The temporal concept
judges events, practices, and social structures according to their modernity,
their development. But this model also posits a holistic matrix within which
change occurs. Modernity is a dynamic whole, nowhere fully present, but a
process that figures prominently (often determinately) in the constitution
of particulars. The spatial concept "culture" gives the here and now a coher-
ence that modernity (always in transition) cannot provide. Various ele-
ments of culture can be judged as more or less modern. Culture can be a

rallying point against the blackmail of the modern, but it also assuages the
anxiety of not being modern enough. Maybe we are not fully modern yet,
but that culture over there is even less modern than we.

"Modernity" and "culture" between them organize a huge amount of our
intellectual landscape (most prevalently in the humanities and the social sci-
ences). Mapping the particular to the modern and/or to the cultural began
with the Victorians and has become particularly prominent among Ameri-
can academics since the early 19805.12 Current efforts to map the Victorian
(either to characterize a shared Victorian culture or to identify the clashing
forces within a contradiction-ridden social matrix) hoist certain Victorian

writers (Mill, Carlyle, and Ruskin especially) on their own petard.

The Modern and the Political

I want to turn now to the use of modernity as a political measuring rod.
The terms left and right in their political sense are contemporaneous with
the "discovery of time" and the birth of the term culture.1^ Dating from the
French Revolution, left and right are coordinated with responses to change.
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Actually, there are three possibilities: left, right, and liberal. The liberal is
the champion of modernity, at home in its cities, and a proponent of its
economic and social arrangements, which are legitimated as the best possi-
ble (in an imperfect world) ways to approach justice (on the basis of meri-
tocracy) and freedom (civil rights and free enterprise). Mill is, of course, the
great spokesman for liberalism in the Victorian age. And he, along with
Arnold, points toward one version (the Ted Kennedy variety) of twentieth-
century liberalism when he abandons laissez-faire positions in favor of state
interference in training, protecting, and rewarding citizen-workers. Nowa-
days, we think of laissez-faire liberals as conservatives or rightists, sometimes
called neoconservatives, less often called neoliberals. The last label is the
most accurate historically. The important point here is that the definition of
left and right today in the United States (things are different in other parts
of the world) represents the complete triumph of liberalism, which has split
in two since 1789, thus giving us our current internecine struggles between
interventionist liberals and laissez-faire liberals. Both groups are proponents
of modernity, which means they favor economic and technological growth,
change, and innovation; they support rights-based democracy; and they are
adherents of market economics.

Liberalism's middle-aged paunch has pushed nonliberal versions of left
and right to the margins. Nonliberal positions are characterized by attempts
to reject modernity tout court. (As with culturalism, such attempts in politics
are often compromised in one way or another, which yields the usual obses-
sions with purity and the inevitable schismatic breakdowns into splinter
groups asserting their integrity against the complicities of their erstwhile
allies.) The rightists can be characterized as premoderns, nostalgic for pre-

modern social and economic arrangements. During the Victorian era, right-

ists were often medievalists, pointing to that age of faith and social hierar-
chies as a model for a just and well-ordered society. The defining concern of

true-blue rightism is order. The right's prime objection to modernity is its
chaos, its anomie, its individualistic anarchy. (Thus, when a liberal such as
Arnold plays the anarchy card in a text like Culture and Anarchy, he is halfway
to becoming a reactionary.) In this view, modern political and social arrange-
ments undermine all authority and leave the unchecked individual to do as
he or she pleases, while modern economic arrangements promote the war of

all against all in unbridled competition. Modern society lacks any "social
glue," principles of authority or bonds of affection, respect, or obligation that
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establish relations beyond interest-driven give-and-take in political and
economic bargaining. Patriotism, and its cousins ethnic and racial loyalties/
hatreds, have, in practice, proved the most potent elixirs concocted to pre-
vent modern societies from dissolving into the individualistic war of each
against all. Perhaps if we could reassess the threat and lose this fixation on
the bogeyman of anomie, we would be spared cures that have been disas-
trous while addressing a disease that has never manifested itself.

In our own day, premodernism flourishes fitfully among "cultural con-
servatives," a group the Republican Party in the United States managed to
incorporate and exploit during the 19805, but which damaged that party in
presidential elections in the 19905. The increased visibility of culturalism
and various fundamentalisms in religion during the last quarter of the twen-
tieth century demonstrates that abhorrence of modernity and all of its works
still exists. For much of the world's population, modernity has brought no
palpable benefits, and the program of jettisoning the modern entirely in
favor of the premodern "survivals" that have persisted alongside the modern
has gained new and vocal adherents. Such movements have highlighted the
extent to which modernity is the province of (primarily professional) elites.
Workers in the West were brought into modernity's fold before World War
II through nationalistic patriotism, racism, or brute force, and after World
War II through economic participation in prosperity. But the move toward
a global economy has widened the economic gap between professional
(upper) middle classes and less skilled (lower) middle classes, a widening
that has made the cultural gaps (which had never disappeared) between
these two groups prominent once again.

There are various litmus tests for attitudes toward the modern, for mark-
ing the gulf between the sophisticated elites who feel at home in modernity
and the much larger numbers who have never experienced modernity as
anything more than a threat. Three such tests are attitudes toward religion,
toward cities, and toward ethnic identities. The liberal proponent of moder-
nity (whether Democrat or Republican) is likely to be a-religious, at ease in
large cities (even if living in the suburbs), and unlikely to take ethnic identity
very seriously (professional identity is probably primary; family life, though

crucial, is not organized ethnically for elites, who marry along class lines, not

ethnic ones). The elites—and the two political parties—are not going to roll

back modernity significantly. But each party needs to court constituencies
that are hostile to modernity in ways the elites are not. And when, as has
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happened in the Republican Party, the nonelites manage to move from being
the foot soldiers to being elected representatives, disarray can follow as the
modernism of the business class clashes with the premodernism of the cul-
tural right.

But what of the radical left? If the radical right are premodernists, does
that make the radical left postmodernists? If only it were that simple. The
nineteenth-century radical left divides between the Marxists and the anar-
chists.14 Marxism's great strength and its great flaw as a political program (I
am bypassing its theoretical and/or factual accuracy altogether here) are one
and the same: it ignores all cultural objections to modernity, all protests
against how modernity destroys "ways of life." Marxism is only interested in
modernity's economic sins, how it creates "poverty amid plenty." The typical
Marxist is the engaged intellectual (not the proletariat he tries to woo to the
party) and, like other elites, is at home in modernity and its godless, frenetic
cities. He does not so much reject modernity as he expects to come out on
its other side. Modernity is a stage on the way to socialism—and much of
modernity will survive into the socialist future. Marxism, in other words,
can only appeal to those who are temperamentally modern, not to premod-
ernists. A leftist political party can only attract premodernists if it succeeds
in getting them to check all their cultural allegiances at the door and focus
political activity on the sole issue of a bigger slice of the pie. The cultural re-
cidivism of our times followed from the discovery by Ronald Reagan's
Republicans and Margaret Thatcher's Conservatives that certain hot-button
cultural issues (flag burning, for instance), if played right, could trump eco-
nomic interest. (Of course, it did not hurt that Reagan was playing off the
oil-crisis inflation of the 19705 and Thatcher off the same energy crisis, sym-
bolically centered on the coal miners in Britain.)

Anarchism is less easy to track, but the energies of the enrage must be

noted because they are also with us today. Tapping into culturalist energies
via the themes of hostility to the state, reverence for religious and social au-

thority, abhorrence of modern cities (figured as a-religious, homosexual,

and the home of nonworking nonwhites), and traditional family values has

unleashed a rage that has spawned paramilitary groups, violent confronta-
tions with federal agencies (especially out West), and "domestic terrorism"

(the Oklahoma City, Atlanta, and abortion clinic bombings). The left's en-
gagement with these energies has been troubled. Starting with the civil
rights and student movements of the 19605, but accelerating with the "iden-
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tity politics" of the 19705 and 19805, the left has tried to face up to the fact
that economic issues are not primary for some constituencies still willing
to associate their politics with the left. It turns out that the indignities most
crucial to many people willing to take vigorous political action involve is-
sues of equality, recognition, appreciation, respect, and tolerance more than
economic concerns. For people who want to be taken seriously on their
own terms—and want to resist changes that seem to threaten those terms—
traditional leftist economic issues and tactics (the ballot, strikes, revolu-
tions) are less compelling than cultural issues (or representation and recog-
nition) and symbolic tactics (demonstrations, civil disobedience, media
access and coverage).15

If this analysis is correct, then postmodernism (as an intellectual move-
ment) can be read as the left's attempt to process the fact that its political
agenda cannot simply be the transformation of modernity's economic
arrangements within the context of a general acceptance of the modern.
Rather, the left has to reinvent itself, first by grasping just what are the
complaints/grievances of the groups crudely lumped under the inadequate
label of "identity politics," and second by thinking through a social vision
that gets at the root causes of the abuses that underlie those grievances. I
think this work has hardly begun. Old (economist) ways of thinking are
hard to put aside, although I would say the most progress has been made

on this front. Less successful has been the attempt to understand fully the
stakes in cultural politics for groups on both sides. For example, despite all
the current focus (both theoretical and historical) on racism, analyses of in-
tolerance are never going to get us very far until the powerful appeal of
racism can be presented in nonpathologized terms. So long as leftist intel-
lectuals provide descriptions of their (whatever population is in mind) be-
nightedness, the gap between those intellectuals and their purported allies
cannot be closed.16

Along with its repudiation of Marxist economism, postmodern theory

has (more fitfully) considered the left's entire relation to modernity. Various

bits and pieces of the modern (its addiction to universalist arguments and
solutions, for example) have been questioned, and there have also been re-

peated flirtations with anarchistic jettisoning of the modern altogether. But
neither total rejection nor Jiirgen Habermas's attempted embrace of moder-
nity's unfinished emancipatory project has proved attractive to many. The
dramatic choices the postmodernist debate of the 19805 appeared to offer
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have faded into a more meticulous project of picking through, piece by
piece, the modernist heritage, figuring where and how each piece might be
useful or harmful. Such salvage work is hardly heady; it yields few moments
of stunning, all-illuminating epiphany. As a result, we entered the millenni-
um in a peculiarly undramatic way. The ending of the twentieth century was
accompanied by neither a whimper nor a bang. Perhaps we peaked too soon,
but that's fine by me. (I am prone to semiserious baby-boom determinism,
so the fact that we hit the millennium in middle age may account for its not
living up to its hype.) The year 1989 put the apocalyptic East—West face-off
to bed in an inconclusive nonending that was at least semitriumphant given
the possible scenarios. The big one was never dropped. If our current situa-
tion is innumerable intractable local conflicts, each of which requires sus-
tained, fine-grained attention with a minimum of general commitments/
beliefs if any solution is to be found, should we bemoan the lost clarity of
global schemes, globally envisioned progress, and enemies identified as evil
empires? I don't think so.

The political stakes, then, in my desire to question the Victorian heritage
that has us gauge political positions and possibilities in relation to moderni-
ty lie in my conviction that the terms left and right have lost their usefulness
and that holistic covering terms such as modernity, capitalism, disciplinary
society, patriarchy, socialism, and their ilk are likewise an argumentative hin-
drance rather than a help. We need more nuanced, more particularist, analy-
ses that consider situational utility, situational harm. Progress here would be
greatly enhanced by abandoning the belief that modernity is of a piece, that
each element of contemporary life stands in relation to other elements more
or less modern, and by acknowledging that modernist themes (such as "uni-
versal rights") cannot be judged apart from the situations in which they are

deployed. Current appeals to the "global economy" are the blackmail of the

modern in a new guise. "Survivals" (in Tylor's sense) like France's social safety
nets cannot survive long; only streamlined modern economies will be able to

compete; retaining any local differences that hamper productivity or sub-
tract the cost of social goods from the shareholders' bottom line will prove
shortsighted and self-destructive. The price paid for local difference, of un-
even development, is too high.

The left would do better to resist such holistic analyses and the prescrip-
tions they warrant. Its political analyses and programs should be decoupled

both from a sensibility that says "yes" or "no" to modernity tout court and
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from theories that identify any new practice as the thin edge of the wedge.
Production for export markets is not necessarily bad, does not necessarily
destroy local communities. All the grounds for judgment and decision are in
the details of the particular situation. Instead of trying to hold out against
modernity, or of "outing" oneself or others as already complicit in some way
with the modern, the left might try to stop taking the modern as a yardstick.
Certain actions (for example, rural electrification) need not carry certain in-

evitable consequences. Modernization does not everywhere take the same
form and have the same results. If we can disconnect individual actions from
the overarching matrix of the modern, we can be more attentive to the very
different consequences that can follow from similar actions taken at differ-
ent times in different places and handled differently. We should cherish
what works, but recognize how much does not—while recognizing that
modernity does not prescript results. Yes, there are various pressures of vari-
ous sorts, including the pressures of a world economic situation, but various
creative responses to those pressures are always a possibility.

Such pragmatic particularism comes with its own attendant risks. The
temptation can be to cultivate one's garden, to build enclaves (restricted,
"intentional" communities) against the general uncertainty. The watch-

words can become "family" and "community," two local forms of relatedness
that eschew connection or intervention in wider social structures named
"state," "corporation," or "United Nations."

In such a climate, images of the Victorian can function to reinforce a cer-
tain sheltered ideal of community. All the recent films set in that generalized
English past that covers from Jane Austen to E. M. Forster are essentially
drawing-room comedies or melodramas. These films ignore the hungry for-
ties specifically and the working classes generally, while presenting an as-
toundingly insular view of England when we consider that the time period
in question saw England at its most expansive, ruler of the empire on which
the sun never set. We get England only; even the recent spate of (vaguely

anti-English) films set in Scotland and Ireland all avoid the 1850 to 1910 time
period. (The counterexample, Mrs. Brown, gives us the ultradevoted Scottish
servant to the British monarch, not the Scottish rebel.) The golden age of
Victoria provides a very popular contemporary image of domestic felicity—

domestic in both its senses of confined to the family home and confined to
the home country. Contented relatedness is a function of sealed-off rela-

tions, in unremarked tension with the outward-directed imperial grasp of the
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actual historical period. The Victorian figured in this way in these films
dovetails with a prominent isolationist mood in a prosperous America and
England disinclined to take much responsibility for or remediating action
toward the less well off either abroad or at home.

My point in this section has been that our way of understanding the po-
litical categories left and right has shrunk since the early part of the Victorian
period because political and intellectual elites (for the most part) have lost
the sense that these categories chart fundamental orientations to modernity
itself. Modernity is not at stake in our politics; left and right are defined
within a framework that takes modernity as the unalterable given, and thus
focuses only on possible maneuvers within modernity. The narrow focus of
contemporary filmic representations of the Victorian replays this narrowing
of possible political positions and political options in contemporary two-
party democracy in both England and the United States. To re-ask the ques-
tion of modernity gives us a useful alternative vision of what is at issue in
contemporary politics and on the vicissitudes of the two major parties in
both countries since the 19608. Postmodernism can be seen as the intellectual
discourse that attempts (especially from the left's point of view) to reconfigure
the primarily economic view of politics that prevailed before the 19605. How-
ever, we can also view postmodernism as calling us to eschew the fixation on
modernity altogether, to organize our thinking along entirely different lines,
to stop being modernists in exactly the way the Victorians were modernist:
that is, in taking modernity as the key reference point when examining alle-
giances, beliefs, practices, and outcomes. In other words, I believe that my
raising the question of modernity in the way I do in this essay is part and
parcel of an effort to rethink the whole political landscape, to get beyond in-
herited (and currently very confused) configurations of left and right.

The Postmodern and the Left

The reader will have noted that my essay, thus far, commits the very sin it
strives to describe. I have characterized a certain type of cultural criticism as
modern and have claimed that we and the Victorians are both modern be-

cause we practice that type of criticism. To say that critical generalization

since 1800 is usually temporally and/or culturally organized is to enact the

very critical move to which I am trying to draw attention. As recent (1975—95)
criticism geared toward uncovering ideological taken-for-granteds amply

demonstrates, even tonally descriptive accounts of unacknowledged assump-
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tions convey a skeptical, if not downright denunciatory, relation to the mate-
rial described. Some positions, it seems, are hard to occupy self-consciously.
If, as an ideology or a Zeitgeist critic, you are doomed to be no different from

those whom you critique, does the critique lose all its value? Or is there some
payoff for self-consciousness, for the examined life? Is there any way to use
self-consciousness about the intellectual paradigm this essay discusses?

For starters, let's acknowledge a fascinating, if perhaps, infinite regress
here. Zeitgeist thinking would suggest we pose this question: "What about
the current moment allows the paradigm of Zeitgeist thought to become a
consciously raised issue?" What in the temper of our times or in our current
intellectual situation allows us to identify, as Walter Benn Michaels does, a
belief in culture as our prevailing myth and to examine the structures and
consequences of that belief? And, to be fair, I need to acknowledge that cul-
tural studies is not everywhere guilty of simple assumptions about culture;
the work of Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy, in particular, tends in directions
that I pursue here.17 I have, as you can imagine, various thoughts on this
"why now" question that I would love to try out on you, the gentle reader,
for plausibility. But that path leads back into the labyrinth just when I want
to consider if we can bypass the labyrinth. Can we do our intellectual work
in other ways?

One solution, of course, is to opt for pure particularity, for singularity.
Certain strains in poststructuralism (especially in Jacques Derrida, Gilles
Deleuze, and Michel Foucault) point us in this direction.18 These writers in-
dicate a tension between the particular and the categories by which we en-
velop it, and consider (at least tentatively) the possibility of encountering the
specific thing without subsuming it under a more general term. The prob-
lem of such an approach is dramatically conveyed by the Jorge Luis Borges
story "Funes the Memorius." The title character has perceptions so fine that
today's tree is completely different to him than yesterday's, so much so that
they cannot be identified by the same name or grouped in a single category.
Funes is an idiot; the narrator tells us he "suspect [s] . .. that [Funes] was not
very capable of thought. To think is to forget a difference, to generalize, to

abstract."19 Funes finds the world overwhelming and ends up in bed in a
darkened room, the only way he can survive in a world of countless singu-

larities impressing themselves upon him.

Still, it is tempting to pursue the Foucauldian dream of taking appear-

ances as all there is, thus eschewing our habitual mapping of appearances to
identity, essence, causal matrices, or deep foundational regularities such as
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culture. Yes, singularities are inflected by, gain significance through, their
relations and interactions with other singularities. And many of these rela-
tions may exist over fairly long stretches of time, institutionalized and main-
tained by various social arrangements, some of which are enforced against
opposition. But there is no reason to think that these various relations and
arrangements map onto some deeper and unifying reality that is acquired
differently, is possessed unconsciously and thus more tenaciously, and is
more fundamental than any of our other beliefs about the world and our
place in it. The systematic relationships and fiercely held commitments that
do exist are human products, no more and no less than my casual prefer-
ence for blue over yellow shirts. Depending on context, what is casual now
could become all-important and vice versa; there are a variety of ways in
which we acquire beliefs and commitments, none of which is more funda-
mental or exists on a deeper level than any other. Similarly, there are many
different kinds of social pressure (power) brought to bear on individual be-
lief formation and such pressure is brought to bear in many different ways,
but none operates on a different level than any of the others, and they form
cohesive or contradiction-ridden wholes only as a result of specific human
actions aimed at establishing such encompassing relations among things.
We live in a world in which lots of energy is expended trying to change each
other's minds and actions; such efforts often involve attempts to rescript the
meaning of things through recontextualization and to forge new connec-
tions. The results of such efforts are mixed.

Because the results are mixed, my argument throughout this essay has
been skeptical of any easy generalizations about what constitutes either Victo-
rianism or our own moment. My argument suggests that it makes sense to
identify various specific conditions of specific historical moments; we might
even claim that some of these conditions are "modern," meaning that they
did not exist prior to some designated date (say, 1600). But we should avoid

thinking that there is some substrate called "modernity" or "Western (or
American or English) culture" that actively structures the relations of all of
these conditions to one another. The elements of the modern exist in con-

tingent, problematic, and ever-changing relation to one another. In other
words, the elements are not necessarily related to one another at all. We live
in a modern world, but it is not systematic in the way that terms such as
modernity would have us believe. My approach suggests that we ask: Who
(in any particular historical or cultural analysis) is trying to make what kind
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of connection between what elements of the past and what elements of the

present, and how, and why? Relationships and meanings are forged through
various (contingent) human actions, one of which is the telling of stories in
fiction and film, another of which is making interpretive arguments in criti-
cism. In other words, the Victorians as a group characterized by certain
shared features do not exist except insofar as they are produced in that simi-
larity by a discourse that has aims on its audience. The right question is not
whether the Victorians were really like that or not, but the Bakhtinian ques-
tion of whom this discourse addresses (answers, contests, affirms) and to
what ends.

I will close by indicating, all too briefly, that Hannah Arendt's thoughts
on storytelling and judgment might help us reorient our notion of what criti-
cism can accomplish. Arendt, especially in the posthumous Life of the Mind,

was committed to an ontology of appearances.20 The real for Arendt is that
which exists between humans in publicly apprehensible forms. But the real
is not purely singular in Arendt because of the requirements of storytelling
and judgment. Storytelling is necessary for two reasons: to maintain the reali-
ty of that which is not itself apprehensible now and to consider the meaning
of the real. Things appear. Many of these "things" are human deeds (action)
or the products of human efforts (work). Action and work would seem futile
if they left no ongoing impress on the world. Work's legacy is very often the
things it creates which now furnish our world. But action that does not create
a material object depends on stories for preservation—and for an impact on
future deeds.

Stories, however, do more than just memorialize. Appearances are not
self-evident; their possible meanings unfold over time through a process of
pondering and retelling. Storytelling records, but it is also productive. The
story elaborates and speculates; it ponders possible ways of being in the
world as exemplified by the actions it relates. Here is where story connects to
judgment. Each of us has to decide how to live a life. Or, if that is too grand,

each of us has various decisions to make in various situations. We are guided,
certainly, by the particulars of the situation, which include our particular

purposes as well as the possibilities afforded by the situation and our esti-

mate of possible success. In other words, judgment involves gauging what is
possible in these circumstances in relation to what I desire to achieve. Any
situation offers a number (more than one but less than infinity) of options for
action. Judgment entails both identifying the options and choosing among
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them. Stories often offer examples of creative or otherwise extraordinary ac-
tions that invite us to expand our notions of the possible.

What has this model of the interaction among situations, stories, and
judgments to do with academic work that explains Bleak House through
mapping it to typical Victorian attitudes or (in the more sophisticated ver-
sion of this kind of work) to a constitutive Victorian social field? Primarily,
I think it shifts the focus of our mapping efforts. Judgment aided by stories
still must decide which stories (among many) are relevant to the situation at
hand—and in what ways those stories are instructive. No fit is perfect; we
are always proceeding by analogy and approximation. The fluidity of the
process is crucial because the absence of exactitude keeps judgment supple
and creative in the attempt to respond to novel circumstances. My sugges-
tion, then, is to reorient our relationship to various elements of the past.
Instead of understanding the element's meaning as a function of its dynamic
relation to the defining discourses, ideology, or beliefs of its age or culture,
we should be considering what elements of the past can mean in relation to
our purposes in the present. Instead of viewing things that appear as indices
of who they (the Victorians) were and/or who we (postmoderns?) are, those
things would be elaborated through stories that ponder what we might be-
come. Instead of asking (anxiously) "Are we being modern yet?" and look-
ing over our shoulders for the precept who bears the report card that regis-
ters how well we have passed the test, we would see in stories of the past
images of being in the world that tell us there are multiple ways to be
human and that we are engaged in the project of living out some of those
ways. And we could recognize retellings precisely as meditations on ways of
being in the world, not claims about the determinate structures of reality

(be it natural or social) or the fixed identity of groups past or present.
Whether such an approach would lessen the pressure on the "we" that I

invoke in the previous sentences is an open question. I hope that a focus on
the future we are trying to make possible instead of on describing the linea-

ments of the past might make images of the "we" more fluid, less a group
solidarity we necessarily share or can be blamed for not accepting than

forms of human relatedness that must be continually re-created.21 The "we"
is precisely what the storyteller, the user of discourse, is trying to create

through the appeal to an audience, with success in that endeavor blessedly
hard to achieve and only temporally stable even when achieved. Just as the
elements of the modern do not cohere into an all-encompassing "modernity"
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that organizes them once and for all in one way, so individual human exis-
tences touch each other in some ways and in some times, but not in others.
Just exactly what connections are made and when is the product of human
action, not the result of systematizing unities that lurk beneath or behind or
beyond that contact of humans, one with another.
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My heartfelt thanks to John Kucich, who whipped this essay into any shape it can
purport to possess.
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At Home in the Nineteenth Century

Photography, Nostalgia, and

the Will to Authenticity

Jennifer Green-Lewis

What is this narrative of origins? . . . It is not a narrative of the object; it is a

narrative of the possessor.

Susan Stewart

Until the 19705, as Raphael Samuel has noted, there really was no market

for Victorian photographs, few readers for those images that currently
crowd the pages of popular and academic journals, weigh down coffee tables

in vast tomes, perform new (and revisit old) narratives along the walls of
contemporary art galleries, and provide, in short, visual accompaniment to
just about any reference to the word Victorian.1 For more than a century,
pictorial photography was considered merely testament to the bad taste of
the Victorians; today, with our sophistication as readers apparently indexed
to our liberation from the burdens of realism, it is the artifice of barefoot
Alice against an Oxford wall, H. P. Robinson's consumptive fourteen-year-

old, and Julia Cameron's tousled cupid that excite academics and media

alike, while the general classificatory shift of the found photograph from a

fragment or bit of a thing (junk) to an icon or part of a thing (antique), has

taken images of the nineteenth century to market as conveyors of identity

and authenticity.
Desire for those twinned commodities sustains a thriving business that

services its customers' nostalgia in the manner of photography itself: with the

promise of access; with the solace of retrieval; with the pleasures of loss. Our

29
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fin-de-siecle romance with Victorian culture is played out in representational
and technological forms that, thanks to the primary semantics of photog-
raphy and film, are themselves always tempered by endless deferral. More-
over, and somewhat ironically, the very realism we are supposed to have
outgrown—an ideologically bound, historically contingent way of seeing—
is increasingly privileged as a path to the site of authenticity and identity, if
not itself, even, the object of our desire.2

In this essay I take as a given Richard Terdiman's assertion that "how a
culture performs and sustains [its recollection of the past] is distinctive and
diagnostic," for if, as I have argued elsewhere, "The canon of images to
which we are so attached reveals as much and perhaps more about the inter-
vening century and a half of readers as it does about the original seconds
photographed," recent noncanonical re-presentation of the nineteenth cen-
tury is equally instructive about postmodernity.3 Our relentless memorial-
ization of the Victorians will provide an extraordinary amount of material
to future historians of the twentieth century, not least because what we popu-
larly define as Victorian is frequently coterminous neither with the life of its
monarch, nor even with the beginning and end of her century; it designates
an aesthetic, rather than a precisely historical, concept. Contemporary cul-
tural allusions to the Victorians sweep generously if inaccurately from the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth century (Romantics and Jane Austen
therefore included) right up to the outbreak of the Great War (the death of
Victoria herself thereby ignored).

The past, one might point out, has always maintained some cultural au-
thority that supports, among other things, the activity of reproducing and
purchasing objects past their prime. The current authority of the past,
though, is especially acute, a fact that alone deserves some scrutiny; and the

popular shape of the authoritative past is identifiably Victorian. Past, of
course, is past, the 1800s really no more so than the 1950s and no less than
the 1660s, yet something vaguely Victorian is what advertisers usually mean
now when they say (equally vaguely) "yesteryear," "olde wo ride," or even
"olden times." We re-create the past in response to popular demand, that
much seems clear; less apparent are the reasons why such a generalized de-
mand exists to be satisfied with a Victorian product. Or, to put it another

way: why, when we want to reinvent and revisit the past, do we choose the
nineteenth century as the place to get off the train? What is it about the

look of this past that appeals to the late-twentieth-century passenger?4
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The Visible Nineteenth Century

The first answer to these questions is both obvious and subtle: We can see

the Victorians. Not just imaginatively, but really—or at least as really as we

see anyone through the agency of photography, an art invented, perfected,

and practiced by them. No matter how conscious we may be that "the

causative link between the pre-photographic referent and the sign [is] highly

complex, irreversible, and can guarantee nothing at the level of meaning,"

the evidentiary force of photography nevertheless offers "the consolation of

a truth in the past which cannot be questioned."5 The Victorians are visually

real to us because they have a documentary assertiveness unavailable to per-
sons living before the age of the camera. Further, though they may appear in

their hoops, top hats, and whiskers, and as much as photography affirms the
strangeness of the Other, so it emphasizes the shared ordinariness of its

human subjects, in this case Victorians, only by historical accident rather

than evolutionary difference.

Precisely because we see them in photographs, Victorians have all the

pathos and appeal of photography itself; whatever attractions the Victorian

period has for consumers are actually compounded by their existence in

photographs, rather than just in words or paintings. The Victorians continue

to exist in the absolute and paradoxical present of the photograph, always

there yet gone forever; both in, and out, of history; always already dead—
yet still alive. Yet, although much has been made about the distinctively
Victorian characteristics of photography, how it so perfectly embodies the
obsessions of the period, there is a far more obviously postmodern quality to

the frustrations of our relationship with it. No effort, however extraordinary,

will ever yield access to a photograph and permit the viewer, Alice-like, to
climb through its frame into another world. Quite apart from the irony con-
tingent on our every encounter with the paradox of the photograph, and at

odds with photography's promise of interiority and penetration, is the hard

surface of mirror images that will not melt into air. Nonetheless, we have de-

termined the Victorians to be accessible thanks to their recognizably familiar

representational status, while access itself has been enabled by the cultural

invisibility of the photograph qua photograph, the apparent absence of trace

within the picture of its own making such that in our day-to-day dealings

with photographs we rarely make distinction between a photograph and its

subject, and often efface agency altogether. The referent, as Barthes says,
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"adheres," with the consequence that in re-presenting the nineteenth century
to us, Victorian photographs have become like "what we said of i t . . . A part
of what it is"—old texts, inseparable as objects from our way of reading
them.6 And just as other historical artifacts affirm for many people a connec-
tion with a previous human intelligence, so old photographs, their negatives
(and subjects) long gone, assume the aura of originals, not merely in terms of
their economic value, but as points of reference or departure.

Those departure points, the sites and sources of authenticity, tend to be
located with the human rather than the object world. Searches for authen-
ticity are at base searches for signs of life, the indices of other human be-
ings—thumb marks in the pottery, hair caught in oil paint on a canvas, light
on glass that glanced off a human face. When I look back to photography's

earliest days, it is not the precision of Daguerre's fossils and shells or Fox
Talbot's mistier impressions of Lacock Abbey that most fascinate me, stun-
ning as these different images are for their detail and achievement (figures i
and 2). Instead, it is by the small and accidental sign of an unknown human
being that I am most moved: Daguerre's "Boulevard du Temple, Paris," of
1838 or 1839 (figure 3), in which an anonymous subject appears unwittingly
before us, by virtue of having stopped to get his boots cleaned on a Paris
street—stopped, that is, long enough to have his presence recorded on a da-
guerreotype and thus to be taken out of history, while the rest of the people
crowding the street that day simply disappeared into it.

Figure 1. Louis Jacques Mande Daguerre, Co/lection de coquil/ages et

divers, 1839. Musee des Arts et Metiers. CNAM, Paris. Reprinted by

permission.



Figure 2. FoxTalbot, A Courtyard Scene, ca. 1844. Photographic History Collection, National Museum

of American History, Smithsonian Institution. Reprinted by permission.

Figure 3. Louis Jacques Mande Daguerre, Boulevard du Temple, Paris, ca. 1838. Bayerisches

Nationalmuseum, Munich. Reprinted by permission.
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With that mark on the glass plate (the double mark, really, for the boot-
black too, though less clear, was partially secured by his labor), humanity
stepped into the contemporary frame of visual realism. For it is the funda-
mental visibility of the Victorians on our own terms—that is, through the
reality-conferring camera—that accounts in part for their cultural persis-
tence. Our subjection to an increasingly image-proscribed world, a world
with more mirrors (or screens) than there are rooms to climb into, has pro-
duced a market for images that seeks differentiation in the hierarchy of age.
Thus, over the years Victorian photographs have increased in status and
value as they have accumulated histories and meanings. Given that we are
used to characterizing modernist culture as, in Stephen Connor's words,
"the moment when self-consciousness invaded experience," it seems plau-
sible that photographic images offer the same kinds of consolations as the
larger aesthetic of Victoriana generally: a refuge, however illusory, from the
self-consciousness of our time; some escape, perhaps, from the "unresolved
steering problems" of what Habermas calls the "legitimation crisis" of con-
temporary society, defined by Connor as the sense that there no longer
"seems to be access to principles which can act as criteria of value for any-
thing else"; some respite from our "consciousness of the discontinuity of
time . . . [the] break with tradition, [the] feeling of novelty, of vertigo in the
face of the passing moment."7

The moralizing and occasionally grandiose visions of Victorian photog-
raphers as, for example, Rejlander's TheTwo Ways of Life (figure 4), like

Figure 4. Oscar Gustav Rejlander, The Two Ways of Life, 1857. The Royal Photographic Society, Bath.

Reprinted by permission.
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Figure 5. H. P. Robinson, Autumn, 1863, from Pictorial Effect in Photography, 1869. The Art Museum,

Princeton University. The Robert 0. Dougan Collection, gift of Warner Communications, Inc. Photo-

graph credit: Bruce M. White. Reprinted by permission.

Robinson's unabashedly sentimental anachronisms (figure 5), reveal none of
the self-doubt or irony that characterizes modern art and photography.
Such images are in fact popular now because of their ostensible confirma-
tion of premodern certainties and have become scholastically of interest
thanks to their ludicrousness—as a kind of proof of a world once free from
self-consciousness, at once naive or desirable (depending on one's view-
point). There is a crude assumption of superiority in many such readings of
the photographs that fails to recognize the serious artistic purpose of the
works, and that cannot account for their contemporary success other than
by granting to the Victorians an even greater share of tackiness than previ-
ously supposed.8 Sentimental; sexually repressed (the photo-histories that
accompany TheTwo Ways of Life almost always draw attention to the naked

breasts and note what a scandal they caused); humorless realists about to be
shattered by modernism and the cubist war—such essentialization of the
Victorians has become a way of organizing, in strikingly Victorian fashion,
the great wealth of materials and ideas they left behind.

Essentializing the Victorians runs counter to postmodernist practice, of
course, and maybe that is why so many consumers of Victoriana have tried
to steer clear of postmodernism; loyal to their period, they prefer to believe
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themselves out of, rather than in, the moment under analysis. It is one of
the attractions of the nineteenth century that it is fixed and over, done with,
definable in terms of dates and monarch and things that happened. After
all, nothing will ever happen there again, so at least, theoretically, the possi-
bility exists of a totalizing classification. Moreover, if theory itself is the me-
diator of postmodernity, it is hardly surprising that Victorianists have tended
not to be theorists, because theory and authenticity are at opposite ends of a
Victorianists spectrum. Victorianists are vaguely censorious, in fact, of the
proliferation of theory; Charles Newman speaks for many of them when he
claims that postmodernism is only the representative system of an "inflation
of discourse" across all levels of society but most notably in the spheres of
culture and communication.9 By contrast to the ballooning instability of
postmodernity, the nineteenth century in its finitude and fixity appears to
the cranky Victorianist both continent and authentic. And one proof of its
authenticity, in a peculiar twist of logic, is its photographs of real people
doing real things in identifiably real places.

In the search for authenticity the existential connection between photo-
graph and referent is thus readily identified as a necessary, even natural, rela-
tion. Joel Snyder notes that "Photographs make a special claim upon our at-
tention because they are supposed not only to look realistic . . . but also to
derive from or be caused by the objects they represent. This 'natural connec-
tion' has been taken as a reinforcement and even as a guarantee of realistic
depiction."10 John Tagg is right to remind us, however, that what causes the
connection between photograph and referent is ̂ natural, insofar as it is the
result of a discriminatory process "in which particular optical and chemical
devices are set to work to organise experience and desire and produce a new
reality"; photographs themselves are not mystical emanations but instead

the "material product of a material apparatus set to work in specific contexts,
by specific forces, for more or less defined purposes. . . . That a photograph

can come to stand as evidence . . . rests not on a natural or existential fact, but
on a social, semiotic process" (3-4). Despite this, modern accounts of photog-
raphy frequently emphasize, as Snyder laments, "the unique way that photo-
graphs come into being. . . . a photographer uses a camera which 'captures' a

'trace' of the object itself.... The world delivers itself to the film" (224).
Phenomenologies that reference the causal links between photographs

and their objects thus efface the simplest of truths regarding photography:

before it is anything, every photograph is a picture; a construction, made,
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not begotten. As readers we accept the realism of the photograph, not be-

cause a photograph is so astonishingly like the thing it depicts, but in fact
despite"its failure to substitute for a visual experience" (Snyder, 228). When I
look at the Boulevard du Temple, I do not care that the man having his boots
cleaned is a blur at best; that I would have seen a very different view that day

had I looked out upon the crowded boulevard; that this daguerreotype, as a
sign of a real world, is profoundly unlike the reality it represents. None of this
matters, for in his signal transference to the daguerreotype the man has be-
come, to revisit Barthes, "neither image nor reality [but] a new being, really:
a reality one can no longer touch" (87).

In the next section I will focus on the "social, semiotic process" of mean-
ing in photographs, by considering what kinds of Victorian images we have
endowed with value, and to what ends. But I should probably note before I
do, that while acknowledgment of that process should demystify the rela-
tion between a photograph and its referent, for me it does not fully eradi-
cate, nor indeed even seriously trouble, its realist appeal. My consciousness
of the larger culture of photographic meaning and my response to the iconic
assertiveness of a given image exist in uneasy suspension. Much as I am
aware of the organizing principles of "experience and desire" in the act not
merely of photographing but of making sense of photographs in the larger
culture of images, much as I attend to the materiality of the product and its
specific, material purpose, I cannot deny that my fascination with the boot-
black and his customer on the Parisian boulevard has to do with knowing—
or wanting to know—that "the thing of the past, by its immediate radia-
tions (its luminances) has really touched the surface which in its turn my
gaze will touch" (Barthes, 81).

Unnatural Images: The Victorians Preserved

The following brief list constitutes a sort of contemporary top twenty (or
so) of nineteenth-century British photographs, compiled simply by cross-
referencing popular books of the coffee-table variety, including exhibition
catalogs, that profess to deliver the history of photography. A similar list

could, with different consequences, be made of American photographs. It
need hardly be added that I am not concerned here with the aesthetic or
technological merits of these pictures, but only with what we might con-

clude about ourselves from the results of a brief poll on contemporary taste.
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My questions are simple, but indicate the direction that a fuller accounting
of photography's history might take: Of what kind of nineteenth century
are we fondest? What images—whose images—are our preferred sightings
of the persons who lived there?11

My list of currently popular Victorian photographs includes the follow-
ing: Thomas Annan's pictures of Scottish closes; just about anything by
Cameron, but particularly Whisper of the Muse (George F. Watts) (1864—65);
her photographs of Mary Hillier; and the portraits, especially Thomas
Carlyle (1867), Mrs. Herbert Duckworth (1867), and Sir John Herschel
(1867); Lewis Carroll's Alice as a beggar maid (1859); the Cottingley Fairy
photographs (now revisited in movie version as a "true story"); Emerson's
pictures of the Norfolk Broads, especially Poling the Marsh Hay (1886),
GatheringWater-lilies(1886), and Osier-Peeling (iSSS); Hugh Diamond's por-
traits of his insane female patients; Frederick Evans's French and English
cathedrals, notably The Sea of Steps—Wells Cathedral(1903); Roger Fenton's
English landscapes, but more popularly the Crimean Valley of Death (1856);
Francis Frith's photographs of Egypt; Clementina Hawarden's pictures of
her daughters in the studio at Princes Gardens; David Octavius Hill and
Robert Adamson's collaborative work representing middle-class Edinburgh,
such as The McCandlish Children (1845), but also their documentation of the
fisherfolk of Newhaven; John Edwin Mayall's pictures of Queen Victoria;
Rejlander's composite morality tableaux, especially Hard Times (1860) and
The Two Ways of Life (1857); Robinson's Fading Away (1858) and the pastorals,
especially Bringing Home the May (1862); Fox Talbot's early calotypes of
Lacock Abbey, and The Open Door (1843); Frank Sutcliffe's naked Natives
(1895); John Thomson's The Crawlers (1877—78).

It is worth considering what kind of world these frequently reproduced
photographs depict, for, as Foucault has noted, a "period only lets some
things be seen and not others," and our visual selection of the Victorians is
a means of charting postmodern desire.12 To what kind of Victorian things

do we give visibility? What do we want to see?
There is an imbalance in the list in favor of the pastoral (Emerson, Fenton,

Robinson) over the urban (Annan, Thomson): Victorian England in popu-

lar photographs tends to be rural and southern. And there is a similar em-

phasis on the mid-century at the expense of the late, which might explain

the overrepresentation of the upper classes who could afford, in the 18505
and i86os, the expensive equipment and leisure time necessary. Of course,
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another way of explaining this is to wonder whether the view from the upper
classes is not the preferred view of the 19905, which would make the incarna-
tion of the 18505 and i86os as the definitively Victorian age somewhat inci-
dental. To note that Victorian England in photographs is predominantly
pastoral, southern, and mid-century is in fact to note what is really the com-
mon denominator of the photographs listed above: the perspective afforded
by class. What is represented in these photographs is not as instructive as
howh is shown. Pictures of the outdoors, garden or countryside, tend to re-
flect the elevated viewpoints of the landed gentry at home (Talbot, Fenton)
or the colonial traveler abroad (Fenton, Frith). What social difference is rep-
resented is frequently sentimentalized (Robinson, Rejlander) or of anthro-
pological and inherently nostalgic interest (fishwives by Hill and Adamson;
Norfolk farmworkers by Emerson). The working classes tend to be obscured:
portraits of the poor are often fabrications with middle- or upper-class sitters
as models (Carroll, Robinson), or, if real, the laborers are sufficiently dis-
tanced to permit abstraction and mythologizing (Emerson). Only Thomson's
famous image of a beggar woman with a baby disrupts the apparent harmony.

The list overrepresents pictorial and art photography, images theatrically
conceived and designed to illustrate some particular moral theme or view-
point. The photographs of the Victorians that have greatest currency today
seem to be those, in fact, that represent them pretending to be something
other than themselves: dressed as figures from history or poetry, as dairy
maids or mythical characters; undressed in pornographic or pseudoclassical
pose; or, with the later art photographs, looking as though they are in paint-
ings and not photographs at all. Few of the pictures hint at social unrest or
inequity; what social documentary there is, with the notable exception of
Thomson, presents itself as picturesque. Almost all photographs here enact
what social difference they record. Almost all are elegiac in their invitation
to look back—they already have, that is to say, a relationship with the past
that is itself an expression of the way in which they are used today.

For there is a good deal of celebrating of these images, from individual

displays of a photographer's work, to more lavish shows marking anniver-
saries of dates in photography's history. One popular exhibition of 1984 de-

marcated the period 1839—1900 as "The Golden Age of British Photography,"

years that closely approximate the tenure of Victoria and add a convenient
twist to the catalog's insistence on the Victorian-ness of photography itself.13

With its identification of the age both *w age, and as "golden," the exhibition
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assumed the familiar nostalgic perspective (after the golden age, after all,
we become simply but less glamorously "modern"). The canon of Victorian
photographs, it should be noted, as represented in this or any other exhibi-
tion, does not include anything approaching the horror or the lyricism of
the American Civil War photographs.14 There is little in most Victorian
photography books to startle or disturb the casual viewer: scenes of comfort-
able domesticity, bourgeois family life; forays into moral questions in Pre-
Raphaelite garb. As they are preserved in these images, at least, it seems that
the Victorians we like best to look at inhabit a world of moral absolutes, sen-
timentalism, arid confidence in their visual powers somewhat at odds, one
would have thought, with the rather troubled climate of philosophical, sci-
entific, and religious debate.

It is not within the scope of this essay to attend to the variety of ways in
which our present mode of seeing the Victorians departs from the historical
truth of who those people were (even if such a task were possible); my inter-
est is rather in the use we make of the photographs left to us and the aes-
thetic we have created from them: for a taste for antiquity in the guise of the
Victorian has expression now far beyond the formal presentation of images
in exhibitions and books; and, as Wendy Wheeler notes, because "it is moder-
nity that troubles us, what comes 'after' modernity is to be found written
upon the features of our contemporary cultural life as the return of those
things which are excluded, lost or repressed as a condition of modernity and
of the subjectivity it produces."15

Take, for example, family photographs. Perhaps yours are not yet suffi-
ciently old, but now thanks to the services of the mail-order catalog you can
"transform family photos into heirloom originals"—a curious simultaneity
of forward and backward planning. Pictures supplied by you can be repro-

duced on "cotton muslin in old-fashioned sepia tones, then combined with

trinkets, buttons and vintage postcard reproductions in an evocative 36"
square Family Photo Quilt" for a mere $2,95.16 What exactly will be evoked

by the quilt or the now sepia-colored images is by the way, for to be evoca-
tive here is to be only vaguely suggestive of an imprecise past commercially
identified as "yesteryear." In nostalgia, specifics (including the specifics of
the truly authentic) are unimportant, even a hindrance; one can be nostal-
gic for something one never experienced, or about which one has the
vaguest impression or sketchiest memory. The word vintage, once meaning
a specific and special year, now gestures loosely in the direction of a world
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in which we probably were not alive, or that we remember only from the
perspective of childhood, and makes no claim to fact or specificity in its ref-
erence to the past.

The same catalog that can bring us the quilt offers us also a "personal-
ized wedding certificate" to bring "old world romance to modern couples."
Once again, it is not the thing itself that is old, because, like the quilt, the
certificate will be made to order; here it is the process that endows the cer-
tificate with authenticity because it "dates back to medieval times." By
virtue of using that process, the catalog implies, the wedding certificate is
elevated to a higher art:

Now you can have your own hand made testimony. We will send you a kit to

include your wedding date and location, as well as signatures of both hus-

band and wife. Each affidavit will be painstakingly rendered on parchment

paper by an English artisan. After an individual hand aging process, the

parchment paper is gilded, signed by the artist and stamped for authenticity.

Your heirloom arrives ensconced in this rich gold frame ready to hang. (41)

Naturally, it helps that the artisan is English; so does the individuality of the
aging process (authenticity promised in the synecdoche of the hand; parch-
ment with its pedigree worth more than mere paper). Here, as with the
quilt, instant lineage is projected. We may not have the ancestors but we
can be them, and have the heirlooms ready to pass on down to anticipated
future generations. Of course, it would be picky to note that heirlooms are
usually new when they are original—that is, before they become heirlooms.
These made-to-order heirlooms come instead prematurely aged, a mere in-
vention to get them going, so to speak, to give them a leg up on the last
hundred or so years of history. Now they are ready to be passed down, be-
cause they look as if they are old enough to be worth something, to have
memories in tow. A whole line of projected begetting can even justify the
$395 this last one costs.

One way of reading desire for these products of prefabricated history
would be to argue that the aesthetic to which the quilt and the certificate

appeal is actually ahistorical, developed out of a past emptied of history
whose dialogic noise has been muffled. Certainly it is hard to quarrel with
the viewpoint that the commodification of the past necessarily promotes
image at the expense of word. The mess that is history is traded in for flat

images that elide conflict and contradiction because, as Connor puts it,
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there is something of an "enshrined belief in the metaphysical priority of
images over words, the belief that an image directly shows us the reality
which words can only communicate in a fragile and untrustworthy manner"
(97).17 The quilt looks old and that is sufficient, because appearance consti-
tutes reality and history is an expensive irrelevance.18

It certainly would come as no surprise to learn that producers of the post-
modern have rid themselves of history and thus ended it, given the multi-
tude of voices currently proclaiming the end of art, the death of the author,
the end of literature (you name it, it's over).19 But it is not quite true. History
cannot be done away with because, like Barthes's referent, it adheres; the
structures of thought that permit the essentializing of the Victorians are, as
I have already noted, those inherited from the nineteenth century; the fudg-
ing of the past and the vague inaccuracies in the service of style represented
by the wedding certificate and the newly minted heirloom quilt do not con-
stitute a refusal to encounter the realities of the past so much as they suggest
a vague but widely felt longing for a communion with it, even if it means
having to make it first. The existence of the fake quilt does not mean that
other quilts are not also crafted that people sleep under, keep for years, and
pass down the family. The significance of the simulacrum in the catalog lies
not in its substitution for the real but rather in its self-consciousness about
that act, a self-consciousness about and a desire to "do" history that no
more eradicates history than thinking about literature does away with it. As
Linda Hutcheon argues, "We are not witnessing a degeneration into the
hyperreal without origin or reality, but a questioning of what 'real' can mean
and how we can know it."20 What is occurring is neither the end of history
nor an erasure of history from consciousness, but rather a rethinking of

what history itself is even (and perhaps especially) in the experiencing of a

commodified desire to visit it.
Heightened contemporary attention to photography of all kinds may

thus be understood in this light as "a tangible symptom of an omnipresent,
omnivorous and well-nigh libidinal historicism" (Jameson, 66); for just as
in the crisis of legitimation, "questions of value and legitimacy do not dis-

appear, but gain a new intensity" (Connor, 8), so through the obsessive his-
toricism of contemporary visual taste, what history actually is—how we

know it and whether we can—becomes increasingly pertinent. Re-creating

the past, in our own or others' images, does not signify the dissolution of

a real, fact-based history as much as it forces its reassertion (nor should we

blush to use the word real occasionally unadorned by quotation marks).
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Postmodern history need not find us, as academics, perched uncomfortably
between the camps of either/or: either Baudrillard's collapse of difference
and destruction of meaning in the age of the simulacra (easy to argue but de-
pressing to live); or history-is-fact-not-text (into which camp it might harm
one's career to fall).21 Rather, it can push us into a new and vigorous consid-
eration of all that the production of history entails, a task enabled by the
play of the postmodern that highlights, as Hutcheon points out, "the modes
of historiography we had come to consider 'natural': continuous narrative,
inevitable development, universal (in other words, recognizable) patterns of
action" (225). The magnetic field or "cultural dominant" that is postmodern-
ism should in fact be understood as forcing discussion of the limits and uses
of historical knowledge, through its continual and obsessive play between
the authentic and the inauthentic (Jameson, 56).

Nostalgia and the Will to Authenticity

Desire for authenticity may be understood in part as a desire for that which
we have first altered and then fetishized, a desire, perhaps, for a past in
which we will find ourselves; but it is most frequently experienced and fig-
ured as a desire, or a sickness, for home. Whence this longing for home?
Roger Rouse sees in contemporary society a sort of metaphorical mass dis-
location, resulting from the fact that in modernity "we have all moved ir-
revocably to a new kind of social space"—the "social space of postmodern-
ism"; Angelika Bammer argues that the old paradigms within which we used
to situate ourselves are no longer operative, with the result that we have created
the idea of home as the "imaginary point where here and there—where we
are and where we come from—are momentarily grounded."22 Recent criti-
cal discussion constructs home as a place where the self is initially defined, a
place you cannot go back to but keep trying to revisit; a place of safety, "the
last frontier," as MariannaTorgovnik calls it.23 But home has its darker side: a

desire for it may reflect the modernist will to origins, but in the postcolonial

period it is frequently perceived as symptomatic of an elegiac mode of cul-
tural vision complicit with domination—what Renato Rosaldo calls "impe-

rialist nostalgia."24 Home from this perspective is the "locus of regressive
nostalgia . . . [a] rallying ground for reactionary nationalisms . . . linked

from the very beginning to the particular pathology of violence and loss that

marked the colonialist venture" (Bammer, x-xi).
The contemporary identification of home with notions of what is real
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has yet to be fully explored. Just a cursory glance at random home furnish-
ing magazines shows a virtual obsession with the notion of authenticity, an
authenticity frequently defined as Victorian.25 Country Livings house of the
year, for example (February 1998), is a gothic revision, an "updated version"
of a "picturesque style," every last detail "gothic inspired." Another featured
house in the same edition, although built in 1983, boasts an "authentic feel-
ing" by virtue of being stuffed with old objects. The irresistible ambiguity
of the phrase "authentic feeling" promises to deliver real feeling as much as
(or along with) authenticity—authenticity, that is, defined by longevity.
What is inauthentic is the present, defined by default as fake, a replica or
simulacrum of an absolute past.26

"If we are to build places for ourselves, we need to know who we are,"
writes David Kolb in a study of postmodern architecture.27 But Kolb has it
backwards; it is the places we build for ourselves that define who we are.
Desire for identity, rather than identity itself, fuels in turn the desire that
there ben there there where we can be at home—where we can be like, if we
cannot be, ourselves. And, as Susan Stewart observes, "it is in [the] gap be-
tween resemblance and identity that nostalgic desire arises."28 It is not be-
cause of who we are, but rather out of a desire for what we believe we once

were that the inhabitants of the Disney-created town of Celebration, Florida,
are driven to perform their civic identity in a willed re-creation of lost
small-town America; just as it is nostalgic desire—more self-consciously
ironic, perhaps, but no less performative—that unites the mock audience of
the mock band Spinal Tap as it plays at being an audience.29

What we have today is a nostalgia for what is, in fact, already nostalgic: a
desire for shared desire; a will toward an authenticity determined by com-
munal consent. Academic treatments of nostalgia tend to dismiss it as reac-
tionary and politically suspect, a combination of poor history and narcissistic

imaginings, but nostalgia is not merely a symptom of massively retrogressive
fantasies, nor, despite its association with the conservatism of the pictur-

esque, is it an expression of underlying hatred for social change. To the stu-

dent of cultural studies, nostalgia may well be "not really about the past but

about its erasure by democratic mass society," as Elinor Fuchs claims—but

the student of cultural studies forgets the postmodern complexities of his-
tory and indeed threatens a new essentialism by inferring a retrievable pri-
mary past to be subverted or erased by the falsification of nostalgic imagina-
tion.30 Nostalgia cannot be said to essentialize history so much as it seeks its
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own; and, as Wheeler notes, in its construction of the past, nostalgia "offers
no barriers to our understanding because it does not appeal in the first place
to critical understanding but to experience and affect" (98). This is presum-
ably part of the perceived danger, as much as it is the appeal of commercial
nostalgia: its artifacts—the heirloom quilt, the wedding certificate, the house
stuffed with authenticity, the lost small-town America town, the mock rock
concert—look authentic, just as they appear to reference an authentic lived
experience. Thus the absent original becomes ever more fetishized, for its
authority must be distinguished from subsequent imitations.

It is the sense of dislocation from primary experience figured in such re-
makes of history that photography embodies and simultaneously promises
to heal. If, as Susan Sontag has written, "everything exists to end in a photo-
graph," then everything may also be said to begin its afterlife at that point—
to achieve authenticity in a sort of post-real representational world.31 Loss,
after all, is the precondition of nostalgia, and whatever is feared lost is
fetishized by its association, at times its conflation, with the imagined pri-
mary experience that initially shaped identity. Photographs of the past have
thus come to signify a kind of last resort—Torgovnik's last frontier—the
final resting place of the truly authentic. And although they cannot cure our
nostos algos, our sickness for home, Victorian photographs find a place and a
time for it.
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The Uses and Misuses of Oscar Wilde

Shelton Waldrep

Perhaps beginning as early as Sir Peter Hall's 1992 revival of the play that
Wilde thought his masterpiece, An Ideal Husband, Wilde has been reap-
pearing with a vengeance. Wilde's wife, Constance Lloyd (later Wilde, then
Holland), has a play devoted to her, and Tom Stoppard's latest effort, The
Invention of Love, has Wilde show up in the last act only to steal the show.
Stephen Fry plays him in the film Wilde and Liam Neeson stars as Wilde on
Broadway in The Judas Kiss and may play him in another biopic. Off Broad-
way, Wilde appears as the suffering victim of Victorian morality in Moises
Kaufman's Gross Indecency: The Three Trials of Oscar Wilde. In essentially all
of these versions of Wilde one sees a familiar portrait of the artist as a con-
demned man with the Victorian press as the enemy—the Marquess of
Queensberry, the father of Wilde's aristocratic lover, Lord Alfred "Bosie"
Douglas, becomes the embodiment not so much of the Victorian popula-
tion's superego, but its id. The courts become the unwitting supporters of
Queensberry's paranoia and insane patriarchal urgings just as Wilde re-

mains the figure who refused good advice at almost all stages of his own
tragedy.

Indeed, the most recent version of Wilde has changed little from the
Wilde we have seen since at least the 19405; that is, Wilde is represented pri-
marily as a tragic figure incapable either of removing his own inaction in
the face of the criminal trials or going against Bosie's wishes to make them
into a comeuppance to his father. In spite of the fact that the Labouchere
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amendment, under which Wilde was convicted for gross indecency with
another man, was in effect until 1967, Wilde's plight is made to seem,
nonetheless, a peculiarly Victorian one, and the other Victorians in Wilde's
life are largely portrayed as hypocritical moral police who destroyed a man
of genius. Within this unvarying scenario, Wilde was not only the first fully
formed gay martyr, but also the last Victorian one. In both cases, Wilde
seems to grow in cult status even as he becomes better known than he
could have ever imagined (and he could imagine a lot). Wilde continues as
that rare exception: a well-known marginalized person; a star famous for
his exclusion.

It is telling that for all of the cult of personality that Wilde's influence
seems to contain, the Wilde we get in much recent work is a rather remote
version of the man himself. Indeed, many of the reviews of the recent por-
trayals of Wilde remark the fact that we do not get a very good look into the
mind of Wilde. Even in the most ambitious deconstruction of his myth,
Kaufman's play, Wilde appears as a distant figure whose set speeches—mainly
in court—are overdetermined dramatic moments in which the audience is
supposed to be overwhelmed by what appear to be the mere facts of the
story. For those who might already know the plot—even the bare outline—
the play depends too much on our shock at the evil treatment he receives,
even though the writer plays with the idea that Wilde lied on the stand
about the true nature of his homosexuality. But to reduce the trial to this fact
alone is to miss the point of everything else that the trials might have meant.
That is, Wilde is still being encoded as a gay martyr, with this idea contain-
ing much of the dramatic punch for recent versions of Wilde's life. Plays and
films may now be able to treat Wilde's homosexuality with less delicate
gloves than in the past, but it is still the mere fact of this activity that the ver-

sions can never escape. To make the activities "everyday" ones is not really an
option as it is the emergence of Wilde's queerness that makes him "mean" in

this historical context at all.
This is not to say that the recent popular version of Wilde is without

anything new to add to the legend. In Kaufman's play especially an attempt
is made to wrestle with the way in which we represent Wilde. Kaufman's so-
lution is to fashion a play made up wholly of the discourses that attempt to
explain him—from the biographies written by Wilde's contemporaries to
new literary or cultural scholarship on him. Likewise, the commentary of
some critics on the recent explosion of representations of Wilde cautions
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that we should not make him signify only as a gay martyr (or Irish national-
ist, as in Terry Eagleton's Saint Oscar). Rather, we should think about how it
is that we are playing Wilde.1 Although this awareness that Wilde is some-
how being misrepresented is a sign of a problem with the popularity of Wilde,
there really is not a current representation of Wilde that actually challenges
the usual version. Even Kaufman, while raising the question of just how one
should define Wilde, makes this important point into a joke placed at the
beginning of the second act when a somewhat shy and befuddled English
professor is made to discuss the meaning of Wilde's trials with the author.
The interview comes across like a parody of a local TV talk show—with the
professor as the rube—though the real point is not only how preposterous
academics are supposed to be, but how incapable they are of seeing just what
Wilde really represents: a homosexual who was imprisoned because he was
gay. At one point, the author asks the expert, "And what happens in the
trial?" to which the character, Marvin Taylor, replies: "Well, what happens in
the trial is he [Wilde] comes head on up against legal discourse, and perhaps
I would even say legal-medical discourse. And he begins to lose to this sort of
patriarchal medical discourse that makes him appear to be a homosexual as
opposed to hum . . . someone who had desire for other men." Kaufman goes
on to question Taylor about the use of the modern definition of the term
homosexuals applied to Wilde, and what one should do about the question
of Wilde's lying on the stand about his own homosexuality—a key moment
in the play's plot. The interview concludes with Taylor noting that "what
they [the prosecutors] were trying to do I think was to fix homosexuality, to
contain the disruption which Wilde presented, and this is a disruption of all
kinds of things, of class, of gender, of hum sexuality, hum and they did that,
very successfully."2

Although presented parodically here, the same point is made by the gay
actor Stephen Fry in an essay on preparing for the part of Wilde in the new

film version. Fry describes Wilde as a "messianic" figure who "rose again to
become within a short time after his death the most widely read and trans-

lated English-language author in Europe after Shakespeare, and he lives
with us now in boxer shorts, playing cards, coffee mugs, coasters, and pencil
sharpeners."3 Fry points out that for him—and by implication for other gay

men—he and/or the times have changed and what should be of interest as
concerns Wilde is not his ability to act as a poster boy for gay liberation, but

something else instead:
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I still retain affection for that luxuriantly poisonous style, but it is, I sup-

pose, not much more than literary drag, and, like so many drag acts, it can

become tiresome. At any rate, it has nothing whatever to do with Oscar

Wilde or his works. Indeed, such images are only part of what the current

jargon labels the "self-oppression" to which we are all prey. Wilde's courage

lay not in his "alternative sexuality" but in the freedom of his mind. To pic-

ture him primarily as a gay martyr avant la lettre is, I think, to play into the

very hands of those who brought him down a hundred years ago. (87)

Both of these writers make gestures toward understanding the complexi-
ties of Wilde's signification. The reality, however, is that Wilde once again
gets presented as an example of what the 19905 saw as important about
Wilde: his role as gay martyr.4 The representation of Wilde as an iconoclast
is ultimately subordinate to this idea. What is lost, in fact, is almost any
sense of Wilde as anything but the representation of an ideological struggle
between the forces of repression and rebellion. One could posit that this re-
cent idea of Wilde is not only reflective of its particular times, but also par-
ticularly sterile in its ability to get at any of the complexity of Wilde. One
can, in fact, compare some of the recent versions to earlier incarnations of
Wilde existing well within the postmodern, though reflecting generational
or decadal differences, to see that Wilde has been better handled before.
Like the Victorian period itself, Wilde is often treated like a period piece in
which certain rules of "authenticity" seem to be in effect. Sometimes in the
retelling of Wilde's life, however, the opposite also seems to obtain as Wilde
is made to represent the particular mood of the times that create him.5

Although the directors of two planned film versions of An Ideal Husband
were unaware of each other's film before they had committed themselves to

the project, it is interesting that the two films differ in their settings: one ap-
proaches the play as a period piece set in London in the 18905, while the
other sets the story in the contemporary period in the shires outside of
London.6 The purported reason to do the latter instead of the former is to
show the "relevance" of Wilde's work. Viewing Wilde both as a contempo-
rary and as a part of history—though as a version of relevant history that

may see that history as the beginning of our own—is part of a schizoid split

in the use of Wilde. Why would we want Wilde to be both historical and
contemporary? What can be said about these twin impulses, and how is it

that Wilde is the figure who most embodies our own split consciousness
about things Victorian?
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In a general discussion of the representation of the Victorian period on

film, Garrett Stewart offers a possible explanation:

If more films treating Victorian subjects have been produced in the last few

years than at any other point in recent memory, they are also very different

from historical biography on film, let alone from Civil War pictures or

Indian colonial adventures. Whether adaptations of famous novels or not,

they are concerned less with the historical than with the personal, the inti-

mate, or the psychosexual.7

He later concludes: "In the age of the digitalized generation rather than
the chemical registration of images, there is a growing nostalgia for the real
itself—and for the way the real once gave itself up to film, first to photogra-

phy and then to cinema" (184). The filmic representation of the Victorian,

in other words, has replaced photography, which used to act as a real link to

a past that some could still remember. We now suffer nostalgia for the real,

which Stewart also refers to as "social memory" as opposed to the "kind of

cultural fantasy" that movies about the Victorian period offer instead. If

this is the case, then the biographical nature of many of the recent cultural
representations of Wilde functions, at least in part, to allow us to explore
our own present—what Stewart refers to as the "psychosexual"—as an at-

tempt to rediscover our primal scene of originary technological fetishism.
What is perhaps most striking is that the process for understanding the

present involves looking backward, not forward, in time. As Stewart finally
notes: "The modernist 'make it new' has become a postmodernist revamp-
ing: the resuscitating of history in an image of the present—and of the pre-
sent's own image systems. To borrow a term from the photochemical medi-
um itself, this is the true double exposure of Victorian culture in
contemporary film" (194).

Although it is Coppola's version of Dracula that Stewart uses as his ex-

ample of this effect, the 1997 film Wilde seems to follow his formula perfect-

ly in its attempt to summon a "real" version of Wilde for the screen. The

film opens with the wonderful conceit of showing Wilde in Colorado dur-

ing his visit to the silver mine at Leadville, where the miners dedicated a new

vein to him called "The Oscar." This scene is well played by Fry, who estab-

lishes Wilde as someone who responds sincerely and genuinely to generosity

in others; that is, when a young Adonis-like miner asks him questions about

Benvenuto Cellini while filling Wilde's glass with liquor, Wilde is not only
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touched by the genuineness of the hospitality but is also quite comfortable
to be at the bottom of a mine shaft rather than in a salon in London. This
scene is fanciful in its depiction of the miners, but it is key to understanding
the rest of the film—especially the ways in which the scene illustrates Wilde's
ability to cross class lines with ease, and acts as a contrast to Wilde's later dis-
comfort in the male brothel to which Douglas will take him and where simi-
lar manners are not in place. Indeed, Wilde's inability to fit it in at Taylor's
has less to do with his role as a family man than with Douglas's flagrant at-
tempts to embarrass him and show off in front of him by making love to one
of the renters. The tension within Wilde's life, then, comes not from Wilde's
loyalties being divided between Douglas and his wife but from Douglas and
his own sense of how one should treat others.8

As even the trailers for the film proclaim, this version of Wilde is sup-
posed to be the most accurate one so far. Although this claim seems to refer
to the more candid depiction of gay sex, Fry's article on preparing for the
role suggests that at least part of what the producers wanted to accomplish
was to present the complexity of Wilde's life by showing not only that he
was gay, but just how this fact took its toll on Wilde's marriage—most espe-
cially his relationship with his children, which is shown to be of great impor-
tance to him. The desire on the part of the film to posit a more family-
oriented Wilde at the same time that it candidly represents Wilde's (and
Douglas's) sexuality comes out of a scholarly approach that repositions
Wilde as queer, not gay, or, as Fry and others see him, as someone who strug-
gled against categorization on all fronts—not just the sexual.9 The film fol-
lows logically from this revaluation of Wilde. What the film fails in, how-
ever, are two things: (i) it tries too hard to be a biopic, to fill in the various
gaps in Wilde's life (homosexual and heterosexual); (2) it does not really rec-
ognize the extent to which it is indebted to the history of the cinematic por-
trayal of Wilde and his work. The former is much more of a problem in that

by struggling mightily to make the film correct factual inaccuracies in the

story of Wilde's life, the film's creative team fails to give us a story with any

real drama. As a film, Wilde never takes the risks it needs to in order to avoid
being simply the fairly reliable capsule summary of Wilde's downfall that it

essentially is. Rather than risk radically challenging the notion of Wilde's
gayness—or, the opposite, making that the main theme of the film—the di-
rector and/or writer has opted instead for a version of Wilde that will proba-
bly please no one. The film contains few moments like the opening scene in
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Colorado—a gambit that pays off. Most scenes are instead tastefully under-

played by Fry and stick to Richard Ellmann's biography fairly scrupulously.

In other words, the film can be quite dull.

There are, however, two moments—entirely visual ones—that work well

and that suggest just what our collective interest in Wilde might be all about.

The first scene occurs early in the film when Wilde is settled in London after

returning from America and takes to the street in a sumptuous butter-

colored outfit that advertises his neo-dandy look. As Wilde walks through a

square he runs into a group of barristers that part for him much like a school

of dull fish encountering a barracuda (see figure i). The irony, of course, and

it is all visual, is that Wilde will find himself head-to-head with the legal es-

tablishment in a few years' time, and during that battle he will be the one

who is knocked off course. The second image comes at the end of Wilde's fa-

mous speech after the curtain drops on the premiere of The Importance of

Being Earnest—Wilde's greatest theatrical success. As Wilde seems almost

overcome by the audience's spontaneous reaction to the play, the camera

pans back at a high angle showing Wilde alone on the stage—and in the

Figure 1. Confident after his American tour, a young Wilde strides against the legal establishment that

will later bring him down. Stephen Fry in Wilde (1997). Copyright 1997 Samuelson Entertainment

Limited, N.D.F. International, Ltd. Photograph by Liam Daniel. Reprinted by permission.
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Figure 2. Triumphant on opening night, Wilde is alone in a crowd at the cusp of his tragic fall. Stephen

Fry in Wilde (1997). Copyright 1997 Samuelson Entertainment Limited, N.D.F. International, Ltd. Photo-
graph by Liam Daniel. Reprinted by permission.

frame (see figure 2). The effect is to remind us that even during the height of
the applause, Wilde is shouldering a great number of burdens and might be

alone in facing them. Wilde has no one to turn to and is on a path that will

ultimately find him abandoned by the very people who would, literally, ap-
plaud him. Both of these images from the film are premonitions of the fall to

come, yet both emphasize our enjoyment in seeing Wilde as both a flamboy-
ant rogue and, paradoxically, a tragic figure. The film fails to generate enough

of a sense of the former—the times when Wilde was able to conquer London

on his own terms and present a challenge to the establishment. To take this

aspect away from Wilde—or de-emphasize it—does as much of a disservice

to him as making the tragedy seem like the inevitable birth of gay identity
via the sacrifice of and mourning for a brilliant man.

Wilde's meaning for us now, then, is relatively little changed. We can

hope to see him as a multifaceted thinker and writer ahead of his time, but

in fact we keep reinventing him each time he reappears. The popular repre-

sentations of Wilde that are currently in vogue emphasize some of the com-

plexity of representing Wilde, yet fail as works of art to function apart from

mere biography. It may well be that we are still underestimating Wilde. The
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production of An Ideal Husband playing, as I write, in the West End has the
dandy figure, Lord Goring, played by the actor Christopher Cazenove
made up to look like Wilde—a mistake not only of age, but also in inter-
preting the play. Wilde may have toyed with the public's perception of him
via his dandies in Dorian Gray and in the plays, but he certainly meant for
these figures to do more than function simply as stand-ins for himself.
Wilde would never be so vulgar or simplistic, and popular representations
of Wilde should strive to do something of the same rather than settling for
a convenient caricature of his myth.

Paralleling the representations of Wilde on the stage and screen has been an
equally active reassessment of Wilde in the academy. Perhaps because of the
activist nature of much of their work, queer studies scholars fashion a Wilde
that is much the same as the one found in the popular representations of
him. For example, Wayne Koestenbaum argues that the postprison Wilde
that Ellmann's biography seems to ask us to reexamine is a Wilde who has ac-
cepted his homosexuality and attempted, in his last two works, De Profundis

and The Ballad of Reading Gaol, to posit a reader who would by today's defi-
nition be called gay. Koestenbaum argues that the result of Wilde's "hard
labor" was the "birth of gay reading," the polemical aspects of which may be
discerned in Wilde's interest in the design and printing of his last published
works (which included, e.g., The Importance of Being Earnest). In this ro-
mantic, if not primarily personal, reading of Wilde, he sends his books on
into the century he was never to see with the encoding of an identity that
would surface with a vengeance—yet not know full collective political iden-
tity until after Stonewall. Koestenbaum's reading suggests that Wilde's last
three years after prison were, if not productive of text, at least of subtle signs
designed to show that he was not only aware of his new definitional power,
but attempted to turn it into something that we would now recognize as an
early sense of identity politics. Although one might welcome Koestenbaum's
early attempt at the revival of Wilde as an agent in his own reconstruction,
this take on Wilde assumes not only that he gave up his own earlier attempts
at avoiding sexual binaries, but also that he prophesied a movement and a

cause that, in fact, he may well have never accepted. Koestenbaum seems to
depend for his solution to the Wildean conundrum on the idea that the

political activism that affected Wilde vis-a-vis prison reform could be, or

was, wedded to his interest in same-sex desire. The resulting birth, though
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Koestenbaum does not put it quite so bluntly, was the gay reader. Wilde's
works, therefore, only awaited the correct audience of the future.10

Much scholarly work on Wilde's sexual meaning since Koestenbaum has
attempted to paint him as a "queer" presence rather than a "gay" one. The
subtle distinction is both the difference between the work and the man or
the genuine undecidability about the importance he would have placed on
the sexual as opposed to (or distinct from) other axes of his identity. Does
"queer," in other words, allow us to connect some of the dots? For Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick, a queer Wilde is a Wilde who is very aware of many
more binaries than the homo/hetero divide—no matter how troubling that
particular one would become for him; that is, Wilde's confusing of auto/allo
sexuality in The Picture of Dorian Gray—Dorian's self-love as a way to dis-
place male-male desire into an aesthetic realm or register or Wilde's Proustian
pseudonationality as an Irish Protestant in exile—is as important to under-
stand as is the moment that his work crystallizes as the "invention" of homo-
sexuality.11 More recently, Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield, along with
Joseph Bristow and others, have labeled Wilde "queer" for the similar reason
that he represents for them both the codification of a regime of signs—
whether pregiven, self-selected, or a little of both—and a space, inherently
political and/or theoretical, in which an opposition to oppression could be
articulated and staged. Wilde's individuality, his refusal of any phallocentric
reading, makes visible an identity whose time has finally come—queer, not
straight. As Sinfield explains:

For us, it is hard to regard Wilde as other than the apogee of gay experience

and expression, because that is the position we have accorded him in our

cultures. For us, he is always-already queer—as that stereotype has prevailed

in the twentieth century (for the sake of clarity, I write "queer" for that his-

torical phase—not contradicting, thereby, its recent revival among ac-

tivists—and "gay" for post-Stonewall kinds of consciousness). But Wilde's

typicality is after-the-effect—after, I believe, the trials helped to produce a

major shift in perceptions of the scope of same-sex passion. At that point,

the entire, vaguely disconcerting nexus of effeminacy, leisure, idleness, im-

morality, luxury, insouciance, decadence and aestheticism, which Wilde was

perceived, variously, as instantiating, was transformed into a brilliantly pre-

cise image.12

That moment of transformation is both the moment that "queer" becomes

visible in Wilde and something that comes into formation as the structural
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equivalent of "gay"—that is, what will be called "gay" after Stonewall.
Sinfield's definition seems to suggest that the differences between "queer"
and "gay" are only a matter of philology. In fact, the deployment of a queer
Wilde instead of a gay one would help us to understand that queer can
mean, as Scott Wilson argues: "that which is and is not 'gay' and 'lesbian,' it
would take into account and affirm a certain heterogeneity that overflows
the terms 'gay' and 'lesbian,' takes into account the slippage into negative
being, into a non-identity that has the potential to inaugurate different
modes of being, different forms of identity."13

Yet Wilde continues, in much of this type of scholarship, to function as
the gay avatar and to be thought of as the originary moment for the gay defi-
nitional systems of the next century. The dangers involved with making
Wilde into a gay figure are recognized early by Neil Bartlett in his prescient
memoir/fable, Who Was That Man?, when he writes of the contradictory na-
ture of claiming Wilde as a hero if one is a gay man:

If I read this story in a certain light, I begin to wonder, in what sense of the

word was this most famous of homosexuals actually a homosexual? He was

married. His best and most successful play, The Importance of Being Earnest...

celebrates the triumph of marriage over all adversity, brings down its curtain

on a trio of engagements, and was deliberately premiered on St. Valentine's

Day. . . . Nothing in the texts themselves demands that we read them other-

wise; why should we, for instance, regard the love letters to Lord Alfred

Douglas as more authentic or more important then the (lost) love letters to

Constance Lloyd, Mrs. Oscar Wilde? Why should the hints of slumming or

possibly homosexual scandal in the story of Dorian Gray be so carefully

traced, treated as more significant or more interesting than Gray's openly de-

clared heterosexual interest in beautiful powerless women, actresses and farm

labourers?... So much for our lovingly constructed images of Wilde as mar-

tyr and hero. So much for the life that we imagine the handsome stranger

may lead after dark. We were wrong to believe that a hidden meaning would

necessarily be a subversive one, one that would help us to identify or liberate

ourselves.14

Bartlett immediately offers another version: "The second method of inter-
pretation appears to be a simple reverse of the first. Instead of criticizing the

text (burrowing into it, attacking it, pursuing its obscure connections), I
celebrate it. I do not dwell unnecessarily on the contradictions of Oscar's
social position, or on the peculiarity of my choice of him as father and
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guide to the city [London]" (35). In other words, Bartlett constructs his own
personal Wilde. His book itself is half fan letter written by a late-twentieth-
century gay Londoner and half academic treatise. Bartlett understands the
porousness of forms and identities where Wilde is concerned, but also that
Wilde asks that one take the same approach to him that he took toward the
homosexual type:

Last night I tried to convince him [Wilde] that the real theory being proposed

in The Portrait of Mr. W. H. does not concern the origin of Shakespeare's son-

nets at all. The theory that Wilde is proposing is about our origins as homo-

sexual men. At the very moment at which, historically, we begin to exist, he

created a biography of a homosexual man in which the fake and the true are

quite indistinguishable. He proposed that our present is continually being

written by our history; that the individual voice can hardly be separated

from the historic text which it repeats and adapts. If that is true, then we

must choose our words with as much invention as care. (209)

Bartlett has learned to use Wilde only by understanding that Wilde makes
the homosexual forever an impossible invention: something that can only
be theorized but never represented. Wilde is unable, or unwilling, to make
the figure of the homosexual a stable entity within his texts. Likewise,
Bartlett is never able to bridge the contradictions inherent in having Wilde
as a hero in his own life. His own book ends with him slashing the portrait
of Wilde in an echo of the ending of Dorian Gray. Prior to this moment,
however, Bartlett writes letters to Wilde in which he refigures the contradic-
tions of Wilde as a gay martyr. Reproduced in Sinfield's book on Wilde,
these letters are described by Wilson:

The first letter expresses the great debt owed to Wilde as the sacrificial father-

figure of the gay community, and celebrates the relative freedom of gay men

unknown in Wilde's time. In the second, more disturbing letter, however,

Oscar Wilde is perceived as a "fat bitch." He has an obscene, suffocating ca-

daverous presence, as if his were the stultifying, even murderous corpse of

that homosexual identity. (245)

The anxiety provoked by Wilde in some gay men is part of the problem
of celebrating him as his very ability to "mean" so much is what dooms him
in court. Wilson goes further to question whether using Wilde as a gay mar-
tyr at all might not also mean that twentieth-century gay male identity has
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forever connected itself to the work of mourning; that is, if Wilde's incar-
ceration and ruin brought forth the birth of the gay man, then what are the
effects of positing his death as a martyr at the heart of one's definitional ma-
trix? If we celebrate Wilde, are we not also celebrating death itself? Wilson
explains:

The great problem for a gay community that would authorize its existence

by realizing Wilde's life and death as a gift in the very act of receiving it, is

the degree to which, as a martyr, Wilde becomes canonized. That is, Wilde

is made not merely a saint, but is of necessity positioned as the standard by

which a gay life and identity is measured. In this case, the gay community

instantly places itself in perpetual debt; its communal identity can only be

established, if it ever can be established, within a system of exchanges in

which death is the ordering principle, within an economy that requires each

member to return what Wilde has given in order continually to realize, as

his own, the communal identity. Thus, such a community becomes morbid:

a community defined by, identified with and identical to, death. (240-41)

One way out of this logic is to realize that Wilde's sexuality represents, as
Wilson says after Derrida, "another name for the impossible because the
very conditions that make a gift possible annul the possibility of a gift. For a
gift to be truly a gift it cannot take part in any exchange or economy" (241).
We can never know if Wilde intended to give his life as a gift, to give it up to
an identity that he was never to know. We do not know what he intended, or
whether he ever really felt that the identity the courts were in the process of
making for him was one he would ever have wanted to name. By giving his
life he did bring about an identity that we think we know yet never actually
realize. Throughout his work Wilde suggests that homosexuality—what we
might now say is homosexuality—is not something that we can ever really
name. Wilde's life is sacrificed to unknowing in a way that complements his
work. Rather than attempt to know what he might have intended, it may

well be that the use to which Wilde should be put is in the service of better
understanding the conflictual nature of gay community itself: another im-
possible identity that gives more to us than we know how to return.

As Wilson notes about The Portrait of Mr. W. H., the identity of Cyril
Graham, "the inexorably doomed homosexual," is, like the portrait of Willy
Hughes, a fake (237). This fact does not mean that Wilde's essay does not
make desire real, but naming the desire—and perhaps realizing it fully—is
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something about which the author seems indifferent. The homosexual desire
in Wilde's piece is everywhere present, nowhere named, and is finally negat-
ed like the story of Hughes. The desire to find what is true is subordinated
to the simulacra created by the trope of interpretation itself. Wilde hides
nothing, yet he cautions against making the obvious into the quantifiable,
and this is precisely what happens to him both at his trials and in the next
century.

Certainly Wilde's current popularity has much to do with his proto-
postmodernism, his ability to place himself, whenever possible, into the sys-
tems of exchange brought about via technology, advertising, and the canni-
ness of posing. His subsequent fame, however, says more about us than him
and mirrors our desire to look into the past for the present. If the 19505 and
19605 were the decades of futurology, then the 19905 were times of looking
back in order to see ahead. Wilde proclaimed his own '908 as the period of
the modern, yet he also looked to Romanticism and Medievalism for inspi-
ration in correcting what he saw as blights on the present: whether factories
or Naturalist novels. The modern times he lived in were, he hoped, ones in
which the spirit and form of ancient Greece could be reborn. We seem to
wish that Wilde himself could be reborn and his late-Victorian era brought
back so that we could better understand how he was to author the trans-
formation of his own body into a text. Our nostalgia is for him, but our
representations of him betray our own anxieties about our origins and
structures for knowing ourselves.
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Being True to Jane Austen

Mary A. Favret

In choosing this title for my essay, I mean to invite questions about fidelity
in the recent mass-media presentations of Jane Austen's novels. The cinema
and TV appearances of Austen's works, as well as the glossy new versions of
the novels in our local Barnes and Noble, are all putting their faith in our
faith in Jane Austen, or at least they aim to make converts of us all; for in
these versions of Austen, and in our obsessive measuring of their devotion—
either to the literal "facts" of the written works, to the historical details of
Regency England, or to an ideal that is "Austen"—our own rituals of devo-
tion are exposed. Our being or not being true to Austen is on the line.

In this sense, the most interesting of the recent tributes to Austen's
work, Ang Lee's Sense and Sensibility and Roger Michell's Persuasion, are un-
cannily attentive to the sorts of fidelity currently demanded of Austen's
faithful. Both films understand the work of adaptation to be intimately tied
to questions of fidelity, and both understand fidelity as, in some way, an en-
counter with the past and death. In both cases, film itself becomes a medita-
tion on faithfulness, history, and mortality. In what follows I will be taking
instruction from these two productions on what being true to a woman, a

woman who died almost two hundred years ago, might demand of us under

the cultural logic of late capitalism.

At the heart of these films is the question, made redundant by the plot

of each novel, of whether or not being true is an animating or mortifying
process. This question brings together a predominantly female audience's

64
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devotion to Jane Austen with both Anne Elliot's devotion to Wentworth

and Marianne Dashwood s devotion to Willoughby ("an attachment formed

so late in life as at seventeen").1 Being true also links the difficulties of bring-

ing a classic novel to film with the problem of realist filmmaking itself. For

all the historical accuracy of its costumes and buildings, for all the cherished

objects of its world, no moving picture can fix these things as enduring arti-

facts. Film can only show the beloved object "dissolving back into an irrevo-

cable passage of time."2 The "truth" of filmmaking is its revelation of this

ever-retreating world.

Writing about filmic realism, Fredric Jameson suggests that the still photo-

graphic image is predicated on death, "in which history is subject to confu-

sion with finitude and with individual biological time." Film, by contrast, has

the capacity to reveal and absorb the limits of the still image, "thus liberating

the contents of the image itself" from sentimental, individual death, freeing it

"for a more historical and social intuition of Being" (192). In Jameson's ac-

count, filmmaking itself seems to adopt the sense of Austen's Sense and

Sensibility: it absorbs death, loss, and the passage of time, and moves on. As

Susan Morgan has written, Austens heroines—and here Marianne Dashwood

and Anne Elliot seem exemplary—learn to live to change, to live in time,

which is to say that they live in the nineteenth- rather than the eighteenth-

century novel.3 Jameson advances Morgan's logic from the nineteenth-

century realist novel to twentieth-century film this way: "in film .. . the reali-

ties of the 'existential'—time and death, the very death of the image in

question—are drawn back into the formal process, so that they do not need to

be added in as content and message." With an intuition of its own ephemeral-

ity and historicity, film has the capacity to present the past "with the lively en-

ergy of radical difference, rather than with the melancholy of mortality" (193).

The question of being true to the past becomes, in terms of film realism,

what Jameson might call a question of the "historical" (the moving, lively en-

ergy of difference) subsuming the "existential" (the still melancholy of mor-

tality). In the two films considered here, Jameson's "historical" and "exis-

tential" vie with one another to construct for current audiences a relationship

to the past and to that ever-retreating image, Jane Austen. Sense and Sen-

sibility tends toward melancholy and finitude, insisting on its distance from

us. Yet this distancing, as we shall see, promotes fetishization of the past

and cultural repression. Where the film does strive for animation, it relies not

on "the lively energy of radical difference," but on currents of avidity and
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consumerism familiar to its audience. The impulse to mourn, to fetishize the
past so that it remains fixed, pervades Persuasion as well. But this film and its
heroine resist the impulse, prying open a space for living and moving within
a world of otherwise inert things. If Sense and Sensibility leans toward mortifi-
cation and repression, Persuasion pulls in the opposite direction, finding ani-
mation and expression for Austen's work by wrenching it from its moorings.

Although the past wears various guises in both these films, two particular
pasts perform central roles: the Regency period represented by Austen's
major works (1811-17) and the subsequent Victorian period, which absorbed
those works into its own cultural profile. Austen, who lived and died before
the reign of Victoria, was created as a cultural icon in the Victorian age. In
1870 her nephew published his Memoir of Jane Austen, promoting a trans-
atlantic vogue for the novelist's works and launching the "Austen industry."
Victorian culture made Austen, and made her in a way that denied her asso-
ciation with such Regency vices as satire, irreverence, and a fascination with
gossip and the human body; it simultaneously produced Austen as a model
of domestic virtue, piety, and familial devotion at odds with what might
look like the professionalism, social ambition, or nonnormative sexuality of
her life. In taking up Austen, late-nineteenth-century readers were already
torn between imagining her as the representative of a lost time before the full
incursions of an industrial society (her nephew nostalgically compares the
virtues of Austen's hand sewing to machine work) and seeing her as untaint-
ed by the "ugliness" of her own time—its global wars, political turmoils, and
social instability.4 In the first instance, Austen offered an ideal lost to the
Victorians; in the latter, she gave the Victorians an identity through which
they might fancy themselves distinct from their precursors. The late twenti-
eth century could not help but replay these gestures: Austen arrives as the

representative of a pre-Victorian era, the last gasp of a pastoralism, paternal-
ism, and homogeneity long lost to us. But in being pre-Victorian, she also

figures the post-Victorian: a society that has sloughed off the "ugliness" (call

it urbanism, repressed sexuality, commodity culture, imperialism) of a legacy
we would like to disown. In recuperating Austen, then, we mimic the

Victorians even as we try to move past them. In both the films under consid-
eration here, being true to Austen involves a recourse to things Victorian.

In Austen's Sense and Sensibilitythe dynamics of animation and mortality are
elaborated in a story of sexual longing. The 1995 film Sense and Sensibility
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narrates this complicated dynamic, bringing what might otherwise have
been absorbed by the form of film ("time and death, the very death of the
image") back as content, and linking it with the question of a sexualized fi-
delity. Directed by Ang Lee and written by Emma Thompson, Sense and
Sensibility begins with a deathbed scene (the death of the father, Dashwood
senior, witnessed by his son) and ends in a church cemetery, while its most
affecting moment shows Elinor Dashwood grieving over the pale, still body
of her sister. Thus the movie, in its attempt to bring Austen's text to life, at-
tends upon death with highly gendered forms of devotion.

The opening scene of the movie, where the father exacts a deathbed
promise from his son, offers one quick lesson in fidelity to the past. Mr.
Dashwood's wish does not survive his death; it is diminished, distorted, and
finally discarded in the course of conversation between his son and daughter-
in-law. But the father's will haunts the film in another form: the elegiac
melody that Marianne plays at her piano, the one that makes her mother
and Elinor cry, is her father's favorite. It is the movie's favorite as well, re-
peated often to add emotional texture to a scene. More generally, the movie
gives the father's death more affective power than does Austen's novel.
When Edward Ferrars chides his sister Fanny for being rude to these
women who "have just lost their father," he explains that "their lives will
never be the same again." Later Edward catches Elinor weeping while
Marianne plays their father's favorite song; it is their first intimate moment
together. If it seems strange to commence this adaptation of Austen's novel
by inscribing the death of the father as its initial affective code, that strange-
ness intensifies if we recall that the novel Sense and Sensibility opens not
with the death of the father, but rather with the death of Mr. Dashwood's
maiden aunt. Here we depart from what has gone before with a radical, if
not obviously enlivening, difference.

The emotional weight given to the dead father might, of course, serve as
a displacement and repression of the movie's feelings for the dead author,
Jane Austen, another maiden aunt. And an analogue for the favorite song

might be the novel Sense and Sensibility itself. When Elinor (played by
Emma Thompson) asks Marianne (Kate Winslet) to play "something less
mournful" than the offending, recurring song, we hear the script straining

to jolly up what is, in fact, a rather melancholy novel. But what does it
mean that faithfulness to the past, especially the textual past, is continually
figured as the daughter's mournful fidelity to the father?
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Marianne's attachment to a paternal past extends from her piano playing
to her reading. Her romance with Willoughby is clearly predicated on her
passionate attachment to books. Austen tells us that Marianne effectively
wooed Willoughby "by dwelling upon" her favorite authors "with so raptur-
ous a delight, that any young man of five and twenty must have been in-
sensible indeed, not to become an immediate convert" (47). In the novel,
Marianne's favorites are writers more or less contemporary with Austen:
Cowper and Scott. Older, dead writers—Marianne explicitly dismisses
Pope—hold no attractions. But the movie allies Marianne with poets of an
anterior past, especially Shakespeare, whose Sonnet 116 she first recites with
Willoughby in an erotically charged scene. Here again, the emotional power
associated with the words of a dead man seems to overwrite the audience's
attachment to Austen. Both Willoughby and Marianne love Shakespeare
and, we suspect, it will not be long before they love each other. But whereas
Willoughby, like John Dashwood, proves false to the words of a man now
dead, Marianne aims to live the words she has read. Eventually this sense of
life as quotation or reproduction endangers Marianne, yet it remains central
to the essentially mortifying project of this film.

The scene from the screenplay that convinced Ang Lee to direct Sense
and Sensibility highlights the overlapping desires of emotional and textual
fidelity, fixing them in the figure of Marianne.5 In that scene, Marianne, de-
ranged with despair, wanders like a zombie out of the garden and, ascend-
ing a steep hill in a downpour that nearly obliterates our view of her, gazes
at Willoughby's house in the distance. Facing the audience, Marianne re-
cites again from Shakespeare's sonnet: "Love is not love / Which alters when
it alteration finds / Or bends with the remover to remove. / O, no! It is an

ever-fixe'd mark." These lines serve as Marianne's credo. They could also be
read as a motto for the film project itself.

So what if this scene has no warrant in the novel (where, in fact, Marianne
prudently if reluctantly stays indoors when the rain hits)? What sort of love
for Austen would balk at alterations? True love "is an ever-fixe'd mark, / That
looks on tempests, and is never shaken." Yet, ironically, the very repetition of
the lines inscribes a love for the text: indeed, Marianne's fidelity to Shake-
speare's poem leads her to "bear [Time] out even to the edge of doom." We

are expected to witness how Marianne would not "admit impediment" be-
tween her mind and the poet's. Being wed to Shakespeare's text (and through

it to a paternal past) brings her to death's door; reciting her inherited text in



Being True to Jane Austen — 69

the tempest, she surrenders up bodily health.6 Yet her faithful quotation of
Shakespeare paradoxically asks us to forgive the script's freewheeling alter-
ations of Austen's text: "Love is not love that alters when it alteration finds."

This scene exposes and simultaneously covers over the film's difficulty
with textual fidelity and the female audience's allegiance to Austen. On the
one hand, Marianne enacts for us the dangers of following a favorite text
too faithfully, of making ourselves the ever-fixe'd mark that guarantees the
life of the text. The lesson, taught by the film for its own sake, wants the au-
dience to overlook alterations in the name of love. On the other hand, the
burden of Shakespeare's words shifts uneasily from Marianne to the audi-
ence. The intervention of Shakespeare keeps us from getting too fixed on
Jane Austen.

You would think that once she has moved past the edge of doom and
pulled free from her relationship to Willoughby, the film, like the novel,
would have Marianne abandon books altogether.7 Instead the film keeps
feeding Marianne with the words of old male writers: Colonel Brandon, an
older man himself, successfully courts Marianne by reading to her from
Spencer and giving her a Ben Jonson song to sing (the Jonson song sup-
plants the father's song from earlier in the film). Visually too, the film
quotes from old masters—Vermeer in particular, but also Constable,
Turner, Bouchet, and Greuze; more often than not, it is Marianne who is
captured in their canvases.8 In this way the film not only masculinizes the

textual and cultural past, but also suggests a female audience's heterosexual-
ized relationship to it. And though such a relationship to the past proves
mortifying (turning its devotees into ever-fixed marks), it never leaves the
film. It remains as a buffer against our attractions to another type of history.

The danger for Marianne (and through her, for a devoted female audi-
ence) is that the past will claim her, like Pluto abducting Persephone to the
realm of the dead. This danger is underscored in a scene from the screenplay
that was suppressed in the final version of the film. There Marianne, after
her rainy recitation, is put to bed with an "infectious fever." As Elinor wipes
her sister's fevered brow, Marianne suddenly becomes alert, points to the
foot of her bed and tells her sister, "Look, look!" When Elinor protests that

she sees nothing, Marianne replies, "It is Papa. Papa has come. . . . dearest

Papa!"9 The stage notes here read: "The dead are coming for the dying."10

The implication of this gothic scene evidently could not be risked by the

film. It too closely aligns the fatalism associated with the father with the film's
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project: Marianne sees a beloved image from the past reanimated before her
eyes, and though for a moment it awakens her, it ultimately threatens to take
all animation from her. Rather than spectral images simply bringing the past
to life, they seem here to seduce those who love them to death.

Over and over in the film, passionate fidelity is presented as fidelity to a
lost past, and figured as a daughter's death-dealing love for the paternal. Yet
precisely because of the repetition of this dynamic in the film, because of the
array of father substitutes that push the story of Sense and Sensibility into a
antecedent time (Renaissance poetry, seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
art), one senses a counterpressure, as if the film were deflecting the demands
of the history before it as well as disavowing its own movements.

In this light I want to examine the movie's second deathbed scene, its af-
fective core, featuring the two sisters Elinor and Marianne. We might too
easily read this as the feminist cure to a mortifying relationship to the past:
one woman's devotion to her sister brings that sister back to the land of the
living. Or we might conjecture that Marianne chooses dearest (living) sister
over dearest (dead) Papa during a dark night of the soul. We might say, pace
Jameson, that Marianne and the film turn from the "still melancholy" of
heterosexual and generational "difference" to the "lively energy" of sisterly
sameness. But sisterly sameness turns out to be just as invested in death as
the father-daughter bond. The gender games at work do not fully explain
why this scene suddenly transports us from Austen's England into a lurid
vampire flick.

Let me explain: the firelit sequence opens with a leeching of Marianne's
blood; Elinor carries the blood out of the room and into the darkness of the
darkness offscreen. When she returns, Marianne is absolutely still, as "pale as
wax," according to the screenplay. A high, oblique camera angle, together

with lurid lighting, gives an exaggerated significance to the white sheets of
the bed and the deep V neck of Marianne's white nightgown. A full-tilt shot
of the room from on high reproduces that V in the composition of her bed

and the wall. Next, as the camera tracks in close-up the movement of Elinor's

hands and eyes up Marianne's leg, halting as she presses her mouth against

Marianne's hand, we witness (at last!) the older sister's emotional rapacity.
The entry of Victorian sensationalism here (Marianne looks extremely Pre-

Raphaelite), with a bow to the film legacy of Dracula, announces the fear re-
pressed in the previous, cut scene: the past, through the undead images of
film, threatens to drain us of life. That fear, however, is rescripted and dis-
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persed: here the vampire is clearly not the past but the attentive sister, feeding

off of, and emotionally animated by, her dying counterpart. In a Victorian
moment, the vamp becomes her sister's devourer/redeemer and we are given
a new mode for our fidelity.

Fidelity is reoriented in this scene through a figure Diana Fuss has la-
beled the "lesbian vampire," so that, instead of the mortification of an at-
tachment to the past, we seem to arrive at a sort of sisterly consumerism.11

But Elinor's affective consumerism is no less predicated on death: instead
of animation of we partake of a parasitic animation by the dying beloved
and the history embodied in her. The scene condenses the whole series of

Marianne's attachments to the past into one visible object for consumption.
It recalls Jameson's comments on film in his Postmodernism: "Contemporary
culture is irredeemably historicist in the bad sense of an omnipresent and
indiscriminate appetite for dead styles and fashions, for all the styles and
fashions of a dead past."12 For Jameson, this postmodern appetite for aspects
of a dead past marks a departure from and denial of the historical vision of
"being in time" that distinguished Austen's novels from those of her prede-
cessors. Such an appetite runs counter to film's capacity for the "lively energy
of radical difference" or for any truly creative refashioning of the past. In
films like Sense and Sensibility, we do not experience history; but we avoid a
fatal attachment to it by repeatedly consuming it. Elinor, the faithful sister,
shows us how to be true: watching her bend over Marianne's bedside, we con-
sume consumption itself.

In Sense and Sensibility, the moment of consumption looks fully Victo-
rian, as if to dissociate itself from both Austen's world and ours while it
works as a not quite invisible mediator between them. After the vampire
scene, an enormous cross appears on the screen, sacralizing the encounter, as
if we had just watched the climactic moment of "Goblin Market." This con-
sumerism, focused on "dead fashions and styles . . . a dead past," calls forth

its own version of animation or energy—in the form of expenditure, emo-

tional and otherwise. The film's most exuberant moment, the "money shot"
near the end, when Colonel Brandon tosses into the sky a golden shower of
coins, can be read together with Elinor's gushing tears and Mrs. Dashwood's
prodigal purchase of beef to wed emotional liveliness to images of spending.13

But if, in the logic of the movie, faithful consumption of the past warrants
emotional and economic outpouring, it nevertheless remains within the
frame of death, unable to survive without the "melancholy of mortality." At
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the end of the film, the camera pulls back to a long shot, revealing all the
characters moving about and receding into a church graveyard, as if, with
this gesture, the spectral images now return to their tombs. And, as the lights
come up in our local theater, we return to the realm of the living, having
spent the last two and a half hours with those specters, still, quiet, and in
the dark.

Roger Michell's Persuasion, first telecast by the BBC in England, then re-
leased in 1996 as a feature film, translates its concerns with animation and
mortality into patterns of mobility and immobility, travel and stasis, activi-
ty and a stagnant status quo. If not fatal, as in Sense and Sensibility, being
true to the past in Persuasion threatens to be paralyzing, anathema to the
very motion of film. The motion picture thus works to outrun its source, as
if eager to leave Jane Austen's world behind. But in fact it relies on the plot
of Persuasion to justify its peculiar manner of being true: because the past is
not recuperable, one should, from its very loss, create something new.

Whereas Lee's Sense and Sensibility frames its work with deathbed and
graveyard, Michell's Persuasion begins and ends with movement. Opening
with alternating shots of churning oars and spinning carriage wheels, it
closes with the image of a navy frigate rolling on a vast oceanic expanse. In
these movements we see the film's dedication to a kind of animation that
puts things in motion, releasing a restlessness, a potential for upheaval.
Following hints in the novel, the film sets the narrative during the momen-
tary peace of 1814, under the false impression that Napoleon has been con-
quered and peace secured.14 Like the men of the navy, the film itself seems
to chafe at this false calm and the inactivity it brings; the return to the sea at

its finale, though probably a return to battle, comes as relief. In perhaps its

greatest departure from the novel, Persuasion sends its heroine off in the de-
parting ship with her husband; it sends them both into a turbulent world
beyond its own—and Austen's—horizon. Persuasion thus invites us to weigh
the attractions of danger and mobility (its version of animation) against
the stability and peace (or mortality) we might otherwise attribute to Jane
Austen's world.

Stability and peace, the film seems to suggest, entail a particular lifeless-

ness, especially when, in contrast to the ocean, they are identified with do-

mestic interiors. Persuasions punctilious re-creation of period clothes, rooms,
and furniture registers oppression: in the scenes at Bath especially, an inert

domestic setting promises to sap the life from its inhabitants, who seem
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incapable of moving from their elegant chaises longues. To be true to this
very material version of the past, it seems, is to be trapped by objects and im-
mobilized by the status quo (epitomized by Lady Dalrymple's hushed,
swaddled, and static receiving room). The film's faithful re-creation of this
world only propels a desire, shared by the heroine with the camera itself, to
flee. The problem for the film is finding a way to spring its heroine from the
mortifying world it has, with exactitude, recaptured. How can Anne Elliot
overcome the past made present? How can she find a future? The problem
involves Anne Elliot's creator as well: in being true to Jane Austen, will we
allow her to move beyond historically accurate houses and interiors?

Film has two necessities, Stanley Cavell suggests, and both bear on
Persuasions relationship to its heroine. "First, movie performers cannot
project, but are projected. Second, photographs are of the world, in which
human beings are not ontologically favored over the rest of nature, in which
objects are not props but natural allies (or enemies)."15 Michell finds a story
fit to realize these two necessities: a heroine in need of animation and in
danger of not being able to project herself into the world surrounding her;
and a world where objects—platters of food, capes, hats—bear at least as
much if not more weight than Sir Walter and his associates. The onto logical
equity between characters and objects is made in Persuasion uncomfortably
apparent, as when the camera lines up sailors' and servants' faces for inspec-
tion, or when Mr. Shepard argues that a woman without children "is the
very best preserver of furniture." If the overstuffed armchairs at Uppercross
seem, like the bodies of its master and mistress, to smother Anne with their
padding, the fashionable pieces of her father's rooms at Bath allow only an
astringent soullessness. At their most extreme, objects and "the rest of na-
ture" threaten not just to eclipse, but to imperil, human life. Captain
Wentworth tells a dinner party that the British Admiralty "likes to entertain
itself by sending a few hundred men to sea in a ship hardly fit to be em-
ployed." The entertainment value of watching men struggle to survive the
objects that define them is not restricted to war (any disaster movie knows
this). It continues, Persuasion tells us, as a possibility within film itself, where
objects can contest the significance of the human, and introduce a sort of
death.

In the wartime economy, the Admiralty uses its ships as it uses its men:

till they both drop. Her family seems to have applied this mode of amorti-

zation to Anne Elliott as well. The passage of time has diminished her value
on the marriage market; her sister's first words in the film ("Anne? Why?")
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communicate her precariousness. Written off by her family, it appears she
can only escape this world by gradually dying to it. The film's job is to move
Anne and the audience away from this mortifying existence, to offer anoth-
er mode of exit. If Anne is to have any future life, if she is to be projected

beyond this world, the camera will have to intervene, as Cavell insists.
A strange moment early in Persuasion explains and corrects Anne's

amortization. Sir Walter and his oldest daughter have left for Bath, aban-
doning Anne along with Kellynch Hall. The servants are preparing to close
down the house until the new tenants arrive. Covering the furniture with
white sheets, a servant lets one sheet fly across the lens of the camera, en-
shrouding our view. Though Anne herself has been covered over for a peri-
od of years, a ghostly presence, the effect at this instant is to render not
Anne but the camera, and thus the viewer, another piece of furniture left
behind by the Elliots. When the white sheet overcomes our vision, reducing
us for a claustrophobic moment to an object, we share Anne's position. But
she also shares ours: we learn that she exists as we do, an outsider in this
world. We also learn that furniture can have eyes, and with eyes, a soul: our
identification with Anne bestows animation upon what had been objects,
but in a distinctly unfetishized manner.16

The gesture with the sheet reminds us that to the world presented before
us we are not present, we cannot intervene.17 Yet the predicament intro-
duced by that sheet is also a choice: either to remain behind, futilely stuck
in a prior moment, while the world (or the film) continues on its round, or
to escape a world that rejects us. To stand apart from this world, to watch it
recede before one's eyes until a blank screen appears, to be in the place of
the film's spectators, this might offer some hope to Anne Elliot. Amortiza-
tion locates full value in an irretrievable past, and marks off "a gradual ex-
tinction" from what was; it gives a sort of history to lifeless objects, but

empties out human existence.18 To join Anne Elliott with the audience and
the future, by contrast, redirects the accounting of time, and offers her an
alternative way to be true to what she loves.

In its own tracing of the past, the camera leaves room for alternatives by

suggesting what could have been or might still be. It supports Anne when

she tells a protesting Lady Russell (and us) that she "should have been hap-

pier" if the past had been different. Of course, the story Anne has to tell, of

her love for Wentworth, is forgotten by her father, unknown to her in-laws,
and forbidden by Lady Russell, her one confidante. In a way, the film col-
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ludes in this suppression, insofar as it (like the novel) offers no flashbacks,

no re-creation of what their love had been. That story, that past, is lost. But
now that Wentworth has returned from war, Anne is offered the option to

forge, anew and apart from the expectations of her world, her fidelity to
Wentworth. That the camera encourages such a move can be seen early in
the film, when Anne remains at home tending her nephew while the rest of
the family dines at Uppercross with Captain Wentworth. The camera effec-
tively gives movement to Anne's unexpressed desire: though she has chosen
to remain at a distance, it travels to Uppercross, circles around the dining-
room windows, and, not daring to enter the room, stares from outside at the
back of Wentworth's head. The next shot returns to Anne, alone at home,
staring at the embers in the fireplace. With a few quick strokes we learn that

the camera does something the novel does not: it projects Anne in the direc-
tion of, if not immediately to, where she "should have been happier."19

The camera opposes Anne's tendency to fade away or retire into furni-
ture, turning these moves back upon her and offering her other ways to
leave her surroundings. Elsewhere, the film works to overcome other poten-
tially fatal modes of leaving the past and the world behind. Wentworth's de-
sire for a termination to all past feeling draws him to Louisa Musgrove, a
young girl with no past to burden her and, unlike himself, no experience of
death or loss.20 He applauds Louisa's devotion to immediate desire, telling
her to remain always true to what she has determined for herself. Being true
to her own feelings, however, leads Louisa to venture beyond the con-
straints of the physical world. In the scene in Lyme at the Cobb, Louisa ap-
peals to Wentworth by calling out three times from the top of the stairs, "I
am determined!" Leaping forward, she nearly puts an end (de-termination)
to her life.

In the novel, Louisa's fall, though pivotal to the plot, comes and goes in
one abrupt, choppy sentence (129). On-screen, it affords the film's most
prolonged and lyrical moment. We watch as, in slow motion, each layer of
Louisa's clothing cascades upward, color after rapturous color, then white.

This moment could be read as Louisa's gambit for transcendence, her leap

from the world. All else is hushed and we hear only the twittering of birds
and cloth (or wings?) rustling. Indeed, the image seems to endorse lyricism

itself, which slow motion identifies as a desire to step out of time and color
identifies with the intensity of Louisa's desire.21 In the suspension of this

gorgeous image the film deconstructs itself, peeling away all the trappings
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of dramatic color until, again, we are faced with a flash of white screen—as
if Louisa had succeeded in leaping beyond and putting an end to the mo-
tion picture. But in Persuasion, "There is never an end to it," as Wentworth
complains earlier. The next shot pulls back to reveal Louisa's crumpled body
on the stony beach, a would-be Icarus returned to earth. Here is a flight that
stops movement and nearly stops animation.

The "damned foolishness," as Wentworth dubs Louisa's transcendent
flight and his endorsement of it, follows Austen's logic in the novel. But in its
lingering presentation of the fall, the film departs from the novel, raising
questions about its use of motion, history, and its source. It seems as if Louisa
in her leap has, unlike Anne, been able to project herself and her desires
heedless of the regular movement of film. Persuasion foregrounds this possi-
bility in order to undermine it. Louisa's fidelity to herself, which the film
joins to a disregard for "being in time," proves more mortifying to her than
animating. The film resumes its own rhythm and rolls past the flash of white
screen. And Louisa's fall, her moment of self-expression, turns out to belong
to someone else. The lyrical fall copies a scene near the end of Jane Campion's
The Piano (1993) in which the heroine falls from a ship and is dragged deep
under the sea by the ship's falling anchor: the same fluttering upward of
clothing, the same slowly sinking body, only this time under water. After a
long moment of suspense, Adelaide, in The Piano, decides not to surrender
to this beautiful death and struggles successfully to the surface. Faced with
this fatally lyrical moment, "My will had chosen life," she reports.22

The quotation of Campion's film, itself the study of a nineteenth-century
Scottish woman, serves a complex function in Persuasion. First, it presents
Louisa's gesture of self-determination as, in fact, determined by a prior film.
With this attempted leap out of time and space, moreover, the film calls an-
other world and history—Campion's Bronte-esque version of a British

woman in 18505 New Zealand—into Regency England. This insertion
opens up the world of Persuasion, patching it to the British colonies but also

extending it forward in time, to a late-twentieth-century version of Victo-

rian gothic.23 The impossibility of a lyrical escape from history thus forces it-
self upon us at the same moment that we are asked to view Austen's novel
through the lens of a broader, intervening past. It is difficult to know what the
Victorian signifies here, except perhaps a site where women's desire and the
lure of other worlds (transcendent for Louisa, supernatural for Bronte's
Catherine, down under for Adelaide, Regency England for contemporary
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women?) are fatally linked; but it also serves as an opening or extension of
Austen's world to match our own (presumably) global perspective.

Louisa's fall performs a function similar to Marianne Dashwood's illness
in Sense and Sensibility. That film portrays the encounter with death by ref-
erence to Pre-Raphaelitism and vampire films, fusing sisterly love with a vo-
racious consumption of the past. In Persuasion, the encounter with death is
also given to a young woman and hints (via Campion) at the gothic. Yet in
contrast to the vampiricism of Sense and Sensibility, Persuasion shows the de-
sire for death—Anne's amortization and Louisa's solo flight—as respectively
a fixity or transcendence anathema to the animating movement of film. It
answers the desire for death with openings onto other worlds: the world of
the viewer, in Anne's case, or, in Louisa's case, the larger world of the British
Empire in the nineteenth century. Where one adaptation uses the promise
of consumption to shape our emotional investment in the past, the other
exploits motion itself to get past the finitude of the past, forestalling con-
sumption with reminders of its own work. (The scene following Louisa's fall
is shot with a handheld camera that intensifies our sense of frantic activity
as it breaks the illusion of detached observation.)

One more scene completes Persuasion?, efforts to project its heroine be-
yond the world created on-screen, a world already showing hints of some-
thing more than what we might call "Austen's world." This scene is triggered
by Anne's assertion that women remain true to love long after hope is lost
and Wentworth's response in a letter that his heart now belongs to Anne
"even more" than it did eight years ago. These two statements, and the
shared future they imagine for the pair, speak the novel's stern truth about
fidelity over time: on the one hand, faithfulness may persist in the face of
hopelessness or irretrievability; on the other, it may return, even increase, if
we try to put the past behind us. The first truth, of a hopeless faithfulness,
makes possible the second, of devotion's greater return over time. Precisely
because past attachments cannot be recaptured, they have the possibility of
becoming something more than they were. That "something more" under-

writes the vision of a new world for the two characters; it also explains to
the audience the film's lesson about its attachment to Jane Austen.

In the subsequent scene, when the two lovers kiss in broad daylight on a
Bath street, we are reminded of the mutuality of the audience's and Anne's
desires. In fact, the public kiss belongs to us and the movies: it brings the
couple into a different world. The kiss—the visual equivalent of Anne and
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Wentworth's rediscovered love—supplies the sign that they have moved be-
yond the limits of Regency England. The irony of this scene is that it satis-
fies the desires of the lovers along with most of the filmgoing public (which
expects such guarantees of romance in movies), but it denies the expecta-
tions of many Austen devotees who, like the bankrupt Sir Walter, would
prefer to cling to the memory of what used to be. No one in Austen's world,
went the complaint, would ever engage in such public displays of affection.

Austen herself seems to have endeavored, in the parallel scene from the
novel, to wrest her lovers away from their immediate context in order for
them to realize their happiness:

[They turned] their direction toward the comparatively quiet and retired

gravel-walk, where the power of conversation would make the present hour a.

blessing indeed: and prepare it for the immortality which the happiest recol-

lections of their own future lives could bestow. . . . There they returned again

into the past, more exquisitely happy, perhaps, in their union, than when it

had first been projected, more tender, more tried, more fixed. (240; emphasis

added)

The present is appreciated only through imagining a future from which it
can be recollected; the past is reentered when it has been made something
more "than when it had first been projected." The confusion of tenses, the
sheer anachronism of the moment, opens up another world, perfectly suit-
ed to the movements of film.

As Anne Elliot and Frederick Wentworth kiss on-screen, a traveling cir-
cus slowly intrudes upon the Bath street, its music providing accompani-
ment for the embrace. In the outlandish procession of stilt-walkers, flame-

eaters, and clowns, we are given not an escape from the world so much as its

transformation. I believe we are meant to see this marvelous intrusion as the

film's message that the kiss, the realization of the impossible yet "even more"
love, is a sort of fantastic spectacle. And if the lovers' kiss on a busy Bath
street is impossible (impossible in the context of Austen's world), it is never-
theless a wonderful show, a performance of the suggestion that things
"should have been happier" had the past been different. The circus thus en-
courages us to transport Anne Elliot and Captain Wentworth into the

realm of performers—those whose work it is to present us with a changed

world—and thereby remind us of the work involved in acting (the circus

performers being the last instance of Persuasions repeated interest in showing
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people at work). At the same time, the kiss of reunited lovers spreads its sense
of fulfillment over the passing circus troupe: they act out the impossible,
transforming the world as we know it (or have inherited it) so that it can ac-
commodate gestures of long-lost love.

In keeping with the impossible union represented by their showy kiss,
the film in its finale puts Anne Elliot and Captain Wentworth aboard ship
together, at once transforming their world and the novel.24 This world be-
yond is not so much the navy (though the ship is its vehicle) as it is simulta-
neously the fulfillment of Anne's desires and the work of film, as I have been
arguing. Anne finds satisfaction here: taking her cue from Sophy Croft's
earlier description of her voyages, the heroine finishes the film as a world
traveler. But her transport, in every sense of the word, cannot be divorced
from the movements of film. With great self-consciousness, then, the ending
shows Anne standing on the deck while Wentworth peers through a tele-
scope in the direction of the camera. The telescope's lens brings distant ob-
jects or lands closer to view, reminding us (anachronistically) of the movie's
work. That Anne does not handle the instrument, but rather stands along-
side it, raises questions about the woman's role in bringing the novel to our
view: she does not manage the machinery, but can we be sure that she is not
providing direction? This may be the final truth of the camera's collabora-
tion with Anne: while it has been projecting her, her wishes have been di-
recting it. In any case, when the telescope turns in our direction, two worlds
stand looking at each other from across a distance.

The next shot, the last of the film, pulls back to increase that distance.
The ship moves out of the frame to the horizon's edge. I suppose we can
argue whether that ship, which takes Anne Elliot away from the world of
Regency England, is also taking her away from us, the audience of Persuasion.
The sequence of shots suggests a departure as the ship and its inhabitants re-
cede further from view. This moving away signals the film's project, its ges-
ture of faith to Austen's work: that Anne Elliot, Frederick Wentworth, and
the world they make for themselves will have a future beyond and more than

our vision of them. It is an unknown world, its future rimmed by war. Out
there death remains a possibility, but it is not the only ending.

Perhaps Sense and Sensibility ends in a graveyard not because the characters
must die (in fact, they never were alive) but because the film, unlike the

novel, must insist that they have passed away: their nonpresence and fixed
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distance from us secure their fetishistic allure, and deny the ways in which
the film is a product of the 19905, rather than the 17905.25 Yet that closing
scene is also meant, perhaps, to demonstrate that Austen's creatures would
have no life outside of the movie: their possibilities end here, with the visual.

After all, the avid consumerism promoted by the film ultimately links life
and pleasure with Elinor's viewing, not Marianne's reading.

Persuasion privileges viewing too, of course, but in its presentation of
Austen's world and the world of the viewer, there is continual slippage: Anne
Elliot slides into our point of view and we into hers. In the end, with our
camera trained on them and their telescope trained on us, the film suggests
an alignment between worlds. But only a momentary one, for the waters

beneath them and us do not hold still. Both worlds, neither quite stable,
roll on. Although this method of being true to Austen strikes me as more
energetic and open to the future than the alternatives offered in Sense and

Sensibility, it has its own dangers, not the least of which is the suggestion that
going to war is the preferred method for moving beyond a mortifying envi-
ronment. Death here is not determining, as it is for the makers of Sense and

Sensibility, but it lurks on the horizon. An intimation of death thus seems to
preside, one way or another, over both these late-twentieth-century versions
of Austen's novels, marking the perceptual limits of viewers, readers, and cre-
ators. In this intimation we find acknowledged, or perhaps constructed, the
inaccessibility of a living past as well as our own postmodern inability to
conceive in any substantial way of immortality—even for Jane Austen.
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A Twentieth-Century Portrait
Jane Campion's American Girl

Susan Lurie

In describing her writing of The Piano, Jane Campion has stated that her
representation of nineteenth-century characters "means that I can look at a
side of the relationship that [nineteenth-century authors] could not develop.
My exploration can be a lot more sexual, a lot more investigative of the
power of eroticism."1 Yet, if contemporary mores allow a greater freedom in
erotic representation, Campion also claims that twentieth-century "rules
and ways of handling" courtship have meant the loss of "the pure sexual
erotic impulse" available to inhabitants of the previous century (138). For
Campion, then, the nineteenth-century is the site both of a Victorian cen-
sorship of sexuality that her films can redress and of possibilities for erotic
experience that have been lost in the twentieth century.

Both these ideas of the nineteenth century are present in Campion's
Portrait of a Lady, a movie whose prime revisionary agenda is the eroticiza-
tion of Henry James's frequently feminist but always desexualized heroine.
On the one hand, Campion sees in the novel a particular variation on a
Victorian reluctance to explore and validate female eroticism: a desexualiza-

tion of women bound up specifically with their feminist resistance to patri-
archal heterosexuality. Moreover, I will argue, for Campion James's asexual
heroine registers an emergent instance of a feminist retreat from sexuality
that survives into the present. On the other hand, the filmmaker also finds
emergent instances of liberatery sexual practices in James's text. The first of

these is the novel's inscription of a homoerotic resistance to compulsory
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heterosexuality; the second is a powerful heterosexual eroticism, lost in
Campion's view to contemporary women, and linked for her to nineteenth-
century women writers' notions of gothic romance.

In this essay, I will argue that the movie looks to the liberatory sexual prac-
tices that Campion discerns in James's novel, along with certain twentieth-
century erotics, not only to redress the novel's desexualization of its feminist
heroine but also to expand what she sees as the limits of late-twentieth-century
feminist erotics. However, even as Campion privileges the returning of eroti-
cism to desexualized feminisms in both centuries, she is prompted by the
novel's insights to bring her own countererotics into question for their pos-
sible dominant effects. In the course of its dialogic encounter with the novel's
themes, I will argue, the movie shifts from what is recognizable as a "pro-
sex," postmodern feminism that uncritically and ahistorically embraces eroti-
cizing discourses to a postmodern feminist analysis of how power can turn
feminists against their own best interests. Because the latter trains attention
on how dominant ideology profits when subjects mistake regulatory for re-
sisting practices, Campion's movie begins to bring her own feminist counter-
erotics under scrutiny.2

This questioning of the patriarchal implications of her countererotic
lexicon, however, is figured forth in the movie only as visual repetitions and
juxtapositions that fall short of recognizing how this lexicon has particular
dominant affiliations. More specific insights, I argue, might have emerged
had Campion discerned, through attention to historical context, the un-
canny intersection between the discourses with which James desexualizes
and she eroticizes the feminist Isabel; for, I will argue, just as James fortifies
his homosocial/erotic challenge to sexual convention with an appeal to

nineteenth-century xenophobic, nationalist ideologies that seek to control

autonomous female desire, so does Campion seek to eroticize Isabel by in-
voking twentieth-century sexualizations of immigrants and women of color
that dovetail with patriarchal, nationalist ideologies. Because Campion neg-
lects historical contexts for the relation between feminist representation and
discourses on female sexuality in both the novel and the movie, she not only

affiliates her feminist erotics with discourses that are hostile to feminist sexu-
al autonomy; she also limits what she can discover in the course of her other

postmodern feminist agenda: the movie's eventual interest in entanglements

between modes of feminist representation and patriarchal aims.3

Nonetheless, the scope of this interest in the movie is significant for its

construction of a bridge between two notoriously antagonistic modes of
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postmodern feminism: the (often uncritical) pro-sex celebration, as a re-
sponse to feminisms that retreat from sexuality, of discourses that eroticize
women; and the analysis of how female and feminist erotics can be under-
mined by their (witting or unwitting) affiliation with dominant ideologies.
In building this postmodern bridge, Campion draws on two different Vic-
torian legacies: the Victorian text as the site of emergent moments both for
the desexualizing of feminism and for erotic ruptures in conventional sexu-
ality; and the Victorian text as a site for emergent ideological processes that
regulate subjects by making domination indistinguishable from agency. If
the first of these Victorian legacies inspires Campion to valorize erotics per
se in the interests of eroticizing desexualized feminisms, it is the second that
inspires her to rethink feminist erotics and to predicate their efficacy on a
wariness about their entanglements with the dominant ideologies that re-
quire oppressive controls on female sexuality.

Victorian Asexual Feminism and Twentieth-Century Feminist Erotics

Despite the fact that the novel's Isabel is a feminist incarnation of the
nineteenth-century, self-reliant American, the feminist eroticization of
Isabel Archer requires a substantial intervention in James's portrait of the
"American girl." Certainly, Isabel is the mouthpiece for an Emersonian per-
sonal liberty and self-reliance that fuels a resistance to conventional femi-
ninity, specifically the refusal of marriages proposed by adoring but dis-
concertingly powerful men.4 Yet to the extent that Isabel's resistance to
patriarchal marriage paves the way for alternative modes of sexuality, such
alternatives have nothing to do with her. Instead, the novel links her femi-
nist resistance to the preservation for Ralph Touchett of the homosocial/
homoerotic world that initiates the novel. Given free reign by inherited
wealth precisely because it is a "requirement" of Ralph's imagination,5

Isabel's independent spirit becomes the catalyst for maintaining and enlarg-
ing Ralph's homosocial world. Most important, the rejected Warburton
sticks close to Ralph over the years, but even Caspar Goodwood, the
American suitor, becomes one of Ralph's attendants at Isabel's behest.
Isabel's feminist autonomy opens up space for an alternative male erotics

while closing down her own eroticism almost entirely.
These dynamics emerge quite clearly in the novel's initial scene of homo-

social bonding, where we are introduced to a congenial group of men taking
tea on the grounds of Gardencourt, the Touchett estate. Almost immediately
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James feminizes the group; Ralph Touchett, his banker father, and their
aristocratic neighbor, Lord Warburton, we are told, "were not of the sex
who are supposed to furnish the regular votaries of the ceremony" (59). But
if they are prone to feminine rituals, one sort of involvement with the femi-
nine does not appeal to Ralph and his father. When their discussion comes
around to the possibility of Lord Warburton's marrying, James notes that
Mr. Touchett's "own experiment had not been a happy one" (66), and the
scene ends with Ralph, who has announced the imminent arrival of Isabel,
promising to introduce his cousin to Warburton "on the condition . . . that
you don't fall in love with her!" Ralph's reasons are multiple and contradic-
tory; he thinks the nobleman "too good" for his cousin, who he hopes has
not come like other American girls to find a husband; then again Isabel
may be engaged; and further, he doubts that Warburton would make a
"remarkable husband" (68). Whatever the reason, however, it is clear that
Ralph does not want Warburton to marry. Indeed, when Isabel arrives and
breaks in on the group of men, Ralph's first response is to complain, albeit in
a jocular way, that Isabel has won over his little dog who only a moment ago
had belonged to him. Breaking up the homosocial group, Isabel threatens
to take possession of a companion that Ralph covets for himself (a threat,
of course, soon assuaged by Isabel's feminist refusal of Warburton).

Echoing the opening of the novel, Campion's Portrait also begins with a
homosocial group. But the movie ingeniously rewrites as it appropriates the
countererotics of James's opening scene in terms of late-twentieth-century
feminisms that put the vitalization, rather than the elimination, of female
eroticism at the center of female homosocial/erotic and autoerotic refusals of
patriarchal heterosexuality. In these discourses, heterosexuality is often seen
as an intrusion into such homoerotic and autoerotic relations.6 Emphatically
cinematic, this intervention is posed as a twentieth-century revision that ex-
poses how both James's feminism and his countererotics eliminate female

sexuality in the interest of male desire.

Shot in black and white, the sequence begins with just the sound of
women's voices over the credits, speaking in an Australian-accented English

about their sexuality and relationships. What they deem pleasurable will re-

turn later as elements of the movie's eroticization of Isabel: being the pas-

sive recipient of a kiss, the special power of the very first kiss, and lastly, find-
ing in a lover "a mirror, the clearest mirror, the most loyal mirror, so when I
love that person I know that they're going to shine that back to me." When
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the voices stop, the camera cuts to an outside, wooded scene, filled with
twentieth-century women who lie down together in a circle, bodies touching
end to end, but each lost in what seem to be autoerotic reveries. From here
Campion cuts to a succession of women, posed and perched among stark
tree trunks, some singly, some in affectionate/homoerotic groupings. The
women, who are racially diverse, frequently pose self-consciously for the
camera, emphasizing both the cinematic aspect of this portrait of ladies and
their ability to expose and return the controlling "gaze" of the camera; some
dance and romp, while others stare into the camera assertively or melancholi-
cally.7 Opening her Portrait as James opens his, with a homosocial, homo-
erotic alternative to compulsory heterosexuality, Campion locates feminist
eroticism not as a threat to but as an integral part of such alternatives.

Campion's revision of the novel's initial scene emerges even more explic-
itly when the opening sequence culminates in a cut to a close-up of Isabel,
seated alone in a wooded bower. Initiating the movie's representation of the
novel's events, this cut also visually links Isabel to the opening sequence of
twentieth-century women pictured in natural surroundings. Having estab-
lished Isabel as the culminating subject in the parade of cinematic portraits
of ladies, the movie goes on to deliberately repeat the novel's opening focus
on a heterosexual intrusion into a homosocial scene. Here, however, this in-
trusion is perpetrated not by a heterosexual woman but by the patriarchal
Warburton's invasion of Isabel's natural bower. Heralded quite pointedly by
the march of his disembodied, phallic legs, seen through openings in the
trees, Warburton's approach with his proposal of marriage is presented as
threatening to an eroticized female/feminist world that Campion's Isabel
now represents.

Although it begins the movie's representation of the novel, Warburton's
proposal, of course, actually occurs some 160 pages into the book. By mak-
ing her rewriting of James's opening homoerotic scene the beginning of the
movie, and by making Isabel's resistance to Warburton's proposal the begin-

ning of the movie's representation of the novel itself, Campion combines

James's initial scene of homosocial/erotic resistance to heterosexuality with

his most feminist moment, Isabel's refusal of the patriarchal Warburton. In
doing so, Campion both eroticizes Isabel's refusal in twentieth-century fem-
inist terms and points up a crucial shortcoming in James's feminism: his
denying to Isabel the resisting sexuality that the novel's feminism supports
for male homoeroticism.
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Campion's representation of Isabel's subsequent refusal of Caspar Good-
wood is likewise eroticized by linking it to the initial sequence's lexicon of
feminist erotics. After ordering Caspar to leave the London hotel where she
is staying, Isabel begins to caress herself; lying down, she imagines all her
suitors lying with her on the bed, encircling her in ways that recall the circle
of women in the opening scene, and making love to her. What the scene
seems to register is Isabel's desire for a (perhaps nonmonogamous) hetero-
sexuality that is modeled rather than violently intrudes on the pleasures of
autoeroticism and erotic relations between women, the pleasures registered
in the first sequence. It is a fantasy of translating an autoerotic pleasure asso-
ciated with same-sex "worlds" and desire into a heterosexual desire under
Isabel's control.

However, even as Campion redresses the feminist desexualization of
Isabel that supports the homoerotics of the novel, she does not discern the
more mainstream ideologies that inform the novel's linking of feminist au-
tonomy to sexual retreat. Isabel's idiosyncratic feminism, I submit, marks
her as a version of the "American girl" that James sought to construct in the
interests of U.S. nationalist and patriarchal ideologies of race, gender, and
class. Although the reserved Isabel may seem to be the virtual antithesis to
the flirtatious Daisy Miller, her autonomous sexual choices are presented as
posing the same dangers to the reproduction of elite U.S. ideologies and
bloodlines that James attributes to his most well known "American girl."

As Lynn Wardley has compellingly argued, when the nouveau-riche, un-
chaperoned, and untrained Daisy "picks up" swarthy foreigners in Italy,
themselves linked to her picking up of a deadly Roman disease, she registers
a peculiarly late-nineteenth-century American fear of the contagion that

might result from the autonomous exercise of female sexual desire: the fear
of miscegenistic liaisons between white, U.S.-born women and non-Anglo

immigrants.8 To this I would add that Daisy as a badly educated, self-made

merchant's daughter poses a threat from another direction as well: she al-
most seduces Winterbourne, the elite Anglo-American protagonist of the
story. Anglo, white, and Protestant, yet hostile to the requirements of elite,
patriarchal culture, the nouveau-riche American flirt threatens Anglo-
American culture and bloodlines from two directions.

In contrast to Daisy, but on similar terms of female autonomy, Isabel re-

fuses to exercise her sexual power over men of superior class and lineage.
Despite her retreat from sexuality, however, the novel keeps the question of
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Isabel's pursuit of personal liberty tellingly fixed on the question that is so
crucial to "Daisy Miller": What is the relation between the American girl's
autonomy and her capacity to marry across social boundaries? Importantly,
it is a question that survives its unhappy but class-appropriate resolution for
Isabel herself. After she marries Osmond, fully half of the novel displaces
this question onto how Isabel's feminist independence of spirit will influ-
ence the capacity of her social-climbing, expatriate, American husband to
marry his Italian, Catholic daughter into the English nobility. As with the
question of Isabel's own possibilities for this kind of liaison, here her femi-
nist resistance to patriarchal controls coincides with resisting the American
girl's capacity to marry up.

I am suggesting, that is, that Portrait, like "Daisy Miller," plays out James's
concerns about the American girl's pivotal role in reproducing U.S. citizens
and U.S. culture in an age both of immigration and of the class rise through
commerce of lower- and merchant-class Americans. Whereas Daisy Miller's
main threat is in her capacity to choose swarthy foreigners, Isabel's autono-
my threatens to empower the white but social-climbing American girl whose
sexual powers over men of higher classes endangers the reproduction of elite
culture more than white bloodlines. For James this figure seems to pose
much the same danger as the white immigrant American girl who may prove
attractive to the Anglo-American male (as Daisy intrigues Winterbourne).
Capable of attracting her "superiors" in class and (in James's view) national
culture, Isabel is repeatedly described as a "foreigner" in both U.S. and
British contexts, one whose immigration to England rids America of its "su-
perfluous population" (97). Indeed, Isabel's entrance into England with her
arrival at Gardencourt is heralded as the coming of an American social
climber (like the "plain little Annie Climber" we will hear about anon),
looking for a noble husband in a land where, as Mr. Touchett remarks,
"American young ladies" are liked very much (109). It is not surprising, then,
that James has this "immigrant American girl" assert her autonomy by

choosing another immigrant from the United States for a mate, a choice that
both keeps Isabel within her class and nation of origin and positions her to
help derail (again, precisely through her feminist resistance to an imperious
man) the liaison of a dark Italian girl with an English lord.

But what does James's xenophobic and patriarchal appropriation of femi-
nism have to do with Portrait, the movie? Certainly, Campion does not reg-

ister an awareness of these thematics; yet this very lack of awareness may
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well have contributed to the movie's unwitting affiliation of its own femi-
nist erotics with dangerous bedfellows; for, in her efforts to endow Isabel
with the feminist sexuality that James withholds from her, Campion brings
into play not only recent feminist erotics but also late-twentieth-century
discourses whose eroticization of immigrant American girls serves similar
nationalist, racist, and patriarchal agendas as those that inform James's de-
sexualization of Isabel. In doing so, of course, Campion makes her feminist
erotics the handmaiden of the dominant ideologies that regulate, rather
than liberate, female sexuality.

As Lauren Berlant has argued, the pro-immigrant discourses of the late
twentieth-century valorize both the talented immigrant who brings skills to
U.S. culture and technology and an eroticized female immigrant who is
often also a woman of color. In the latter case, as the eroticized object of a
controlling U.S. nationalist, racist, and male heterosexual desire, the immi-
grant woman is made the reproductive agent of a continual incorporation of
"others" into U.S. whiteness and the national ideologies this whiteness rep-
resents.9 Campion's opening sequence resonates with both aspects of such
pro-immigrant discourses. That the portraits of women in the opening se-
quence are emphatically cinematic ones, that they are Campion's inventive
addition to the novel, and that they represent Australian women all advertise
Campion the noted filmmaker as the foreigner who brings desirable talents
to the United States (where the movie seeks its main audience). At the same
time, when the sequence culminates in the portrait of Isabel/Nicole Kidman,
it functions to affiliate the talented immigrant (both filmmaker and famous
actress) with the incorporation of eroticized, racially diverse, and/or immi-
grant American girls into the white, Americanized immigrant as the repre-
sentative American girl.

We will recall that the sound of Australian-accented women's voices over
the opening credits, discussing what the women find sexually exciting, begins

the movie. When the voices stop, the movie cuts to the black-and-white
series of racially diverse women; and this series culminates in a color close-
up of Isabel, played by the Australian-American superstar, Nicole Kidman,
whose own Australian accent gives way in this movie to the U.S. English of

the American girl. Such a culmination of images of eroticized racially and

nationally different women in the close-up of the Americanized Nicole
Kidman echoes the kind of incorporating, whitening effect that Berlant

identifies in other recent visualizations of U.S. immigrants. Thus, in avail-
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ing herself of the pro-immigrant but racist representations that valorize the
eroticism of female immigrants, Campion uncannily appropriates for the
eroticization of Isabel the discourses that in the late twentieth century pur-
sue precisely the same ends as James's fearful desexualization of Isabel does
in the nineteenth century: the regulation of female sexuality in the interests
of homogenizing U.S. culture and bloodlines. In her "pro-sex" revision of
the novel's antifeminism, Campion undermines her project by bringing
into play a visual rhetoric that has profoundly antifeminist associations.10

The Power of Victorian Eroticism and the Critique of Feminist Erotics

Campion's problematic linking of feminist sexuality to discourses that eroti-
cize people of color and the exotic immigrant is not new with her Portrait.
Ada's sexual awakening in The Piano is indebted explicitly to her lover's af-
filiation with the native population, who are themselves represented as sexu-
ally uninhibited and close to nature. George, Ada's inspiring lover, marks
his affinity to the Maori by his facial tattoos, and when the couple return to
Scotland in the movie's final minutes, those native markings become the
sign of Ada's access to an improved heterosexuality, made possible by the
erotic but ameliorated masculinity that the nativized Anglo immigrant
brings back with him from New Zealand. That is, Campion constructs
feminist heterosexuality in the earlier film as enabled by the incorporation
of native immigrant qualities into Anglo culture, the twentieth-century dis-
course that, as I have argued, serves patriarchal/nationalist agendas and in-
forms the opening sequence of Portrait as well.11

As in Portrait, in The Piano Campion seems oblivious to the racist and
imperialist discourses she invokes to enfranchise feminist sexuality, ones
that also function to undermine her feminist aims. However, The Piano can
be seen as an extended critique of how influential twentieth-century feminist
erotics, ones that in Campion's view retreat from intense modes of hetero-

sexuality, are vulnerable to patriarchal recuperation. In The Piano the mute
Ada's presymbolic, autoerotic, and maternalized homoerotic feminist sexu-

ality, all reminiscent of the feminist psychoanalysis of the 19705 and 19805,

is represented as too easily manipulated by her father and the unloved, tyran-
nical husband.12 As a result, Ada's mute erotics give way to what the movie
represents as a better feminist (hetero) sexuality. This is made possible when

George's exotic appeal, inextricable from a sexy, ameliorated masculinity, is
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enhanced by what Campion has described as "the kind of romance that
Emily Bronte portrays in 'Wuthering Heights' . . . [a] very harsh and ex-
treme, a gothic exploration of the romantic impulse."13 Accordingly, it is
this nineteenth-century "gothic" impulse that shifts Ada from a maternal,
autoerotic sexuality to a (more desirable, on the movie's terms) feminist
heterosexuality.

As regards Campion's Portrait, of course, it is Ada's early feminist mode
of resisting sexuality that resonates with the countererotics of the opening
sequence. Nonetheless, here too Campion registers her critique of what she
sees as the limits of those erotics. When she locates Osmond's triumph over
the other suitors in his willingness to force a kiss (albeit a tender and sensuous
one) that propels Isabel's autoeroticism into heterosexual choice, Campion
constructs for Isabel the same kind of shift in eroticism that she constructs
for Ada. Following out her desire "to respond to [Bronte's] ideas in [her]
own century" (Bilborough, 140), Campion recruits an insistent male desire,
as she has in The Piano, to redress what she sees as the limits of the feminist
discourses that have sponsored the eroticization of Isabel's earlier refusals.
Osmond's kiss that easily wins over the marriage-refusing Isabel is entirely
Campion's invention. Played to the same music that accompanies Isabel's
autoerotic reveries on the occasion of refusing Caspar in the London hotel,
Osmond's audacious kiss seems to represent both an extension of and an
improvement on those reveries as it translates a fantasy linked to a retreat
from intersubjective sexuality into an actual heterosexual experience. If
certain twentieth-century feminisms underwrite Campion's ability to sug-
gest that patriarchal heterosexuality is an invasive displacement of female
(auto)homoeroticism, nineteenth-century "extremes" provide an antidote

to the possible hermetic consequences of that critique—the retreat from
(here hetero)sexuality into autoerotic reverie.

However, unlike The Piano, Campion's Portrait proceeds to interrogate

the wisdom of embracing forceful male eroticism as a feminist solution.

Even as she represents Osmond's kiss as a sexual catalyst for Isabel, whose
feminism (Campion has claimed) involves a denial of the power of eroti-
cism that is similar to that of twentieth-century feminists, Campion follows

the novel in making Osmond a successful villain.14 If he inspires a new level

of passion in Isabel, he also manipulates this passion. Thus, although she
wants to register the need for feminists to embrace a "power of eroticism"
from which Campion thinks they too often retreat, the movie's investiga-
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tion of that power, as it must in eroticizing the troubling relationship the
novel presents, comes to focus on patriarchal manipulations of what has
first been presented as emancipatory, feminist sexuality.

At the same time, this focus on how power can construct a confusion
between resisting and oppressive sexuality, a focus that constitutes the
movie's other postmodern feminist project, builds on the novel's own repre-
sentation of Isabel's capacity to mistake patriarchal plots for eroticized femi-
nist agency. James's representation of the bond between Isabel and Mme
Merle identifies eroticized mother-daughter—type relations as a prime site
for patriarchal manipulation, especially when maternal figures are depend-
ent on patriarchal ones for their own and their daughters' welfare. If in
Campion's Portrait Osmond wins Isabel because he excites her sexually, in the
novel he does so because Isabel first has fallen for Mme Merle, who, in her
own daughter's interests, orchestrates Osmond's seduction of Isabel. What
is so appealing about Mme Merle, importantly, is the coincidence of her
maternal solicitude for Isabel with the independent, feminist femininity
that the older woman seems to represent.

Such an analysis, of course, resonates with Campion's own critique of
feminist mother—daughter erotics in The Piano. Not surprisingly, then,
Isabel's first attraction to Mme Merle becomes the occasion for Campion to
cite her earlier movie. In a considerable extension of the novel's scene of
Isabel's attraction to the piano playing, Campion has her take almost two
minutes to make her way through the Touchett mansion to the music salon.
As the piano music takes center stage, Isabel lingers for several seconds near
a mirror that creates a doubled image of her on the screen. In thus recalling
the voice-over in the opening sequence that yearns for a lover to be like "a
mirror . . . the most loyal mirror" of her own love, the scene links Isabel's at-
traction to the piano music to the feminist autoeroticism and homoeroti-
cism of that sequence. Accordingly, the movie deliberately creates a feminist
identity between the two women; soon after meeting, they walk under

identical umbrellas when bonding over feminist ideas at Gardencourt.
Moreover, the first encounter between the two women reproduces a

portion of the novel's dialogue that Campion must have been delighted to
discover; as Mme Merle worries that her music may have disturbed the
dying Mr. Touchett, she holds up her fingers and claims that she had been
careful to play "du bout des doigts"—only with her fingertips, or very light-
ly (125). In the context of the scene's deliberate intertextuality with The
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Piano, this reference to disciplining female fingers so as to keep piano play-
ing from disturbing the household's patriarch brings to mind both the sev-
ering of Ada's finger by her husband and the way her prosthetic finger
comes to register that her music and the resisting, maternalized erotics with
which it has been affiliated are vulnerable to patriarchal regulation. As that
is precisely the point James goes on to make about both Isabel's attraction
to Mme Merle and the latter's efforts on behalf of her daughter,15 the novel
emerges as a precursor for the critique of feminist erotics that Campion has
made in The Piano.

However, in contrast to The Piano, the novel emphatically makes seduc-
tive, forceful, "gothic" male sexuality inextricable from, rather than the reme-
dy for, the ways that patriarchal power can regulate a feminist investment in
eroticized mother—daughter relations. If Campion initially rewrites James's
Osmond as inspiring a positive erotic leap for Isabel (as in The Piano), the
movie very quickly shifts to representing his influence as, like Warburton's,
invasive and appropriative of Isabel's autoerotic reveries. Indeed, the inventive
sequence that represents Isabel's world travels by inserting Nicole Kidman in
what looks like an anachronistic mix of flickering Nickelodeon images,
"home movies," and early travel clips is dedicated to documenting this ap-
propriation. Here Mme Merle's companionship emerges immediately as
dangerous: the second frame of the sequence presents her as a menacing
rather than an attractive double, mirroring Isabel as she keeps a controlling
eye on her from behind. And this image paves the way for Osmond's decla-
ration of love ("I'm absolutely in love with you") to inhabit the voice-over
first as Isabel recalls his kiss, then as the voice of everything (she sees his
speaking lips in lima beans), and finally as her own voice repeating these
words to herself. With her repetition of Osmond's words, her articulation of

love for Osmond ("I'm absolutely in love") amounts to his ventriloquiza-

tion of her desire. Rather than being urged by forceful male eroticism toward
intersubjective sexuality, here autoerotic reverie is infiltrated and regulated

by such male desire.
Inspired by James's linking of the insistent patriarchal seduction that

Campion has celebrated to Isabel's mistaking as feminist autonomy the
doomed attraction to Mme Merle, Campion here puts her own previous

representation of "powerful," feminist countererotics into question. Most
important for my argument, however, it is in this context of reevaluating

Osmond's "power of eroticism" that Campion also reevaluates the movie s
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early sequence, now not only for the limits of its feminist erotics but also for
its possible participation in patriarchal modes of eroticism. As Alan Nadel
has observed, the unusual travel sequence alludes to the opening one in its
being presented as emphatically cinematic and shot in black and white.16

This allusion would seem to underscore the sequences role in the feminist
revisions of the novel linked at the outset to the foregrounding of cinematic
representation. However, Campion's feminist revision here links autoerotic
reverie not to the resistance to invasive male desire but to Osmond's inva-
sive regulation of such reverie; that is, now feminist representation as fore-
grounded cinematic revision interrogates modes of regulation that are impli-
cated in the movie's own feminist representation in the opening sequence.

In this vein as well, the travel sequence represents Isabel both as the
Anglo traveler exploring exotic lands (Egypt, among others) and as the ex-
otic female other. At one point the tourist Isabel dons a veil as she rides a
camel, as if Osmond's infiltration of her sexual reveries shifts her from the
autonomous feminist traveler to the female foreigner eroticized for Anglo
male interests. Indeed, it is the veiled Isabel in Egypt who hears Osmond's
voice and comes to repeat his words in her own voice, even as she imagines
herself to be the naked object of his desire. In representing Isabel both as
privileged tourist and exoticized female other in a sequence that rethinks
the patriarchal uses of feminist countererotics, Campion here seems to intuit
connections that could illuminate the most troubling aspects of the open-
ing sequence: connections between the regulation of female sexuality, the
eroticization of exotic female foreigners, and the privileged foreigner s self-
destructive seduction by such erotics.

In a subsequent scene in which Campion eroticizes what in the novel is
simply Isabel's sense of obligation to Osmond, the filmmaker again makes
her critique of Isabel's response to Osmond's "power of eroticism" the occa-
sion to return to her own lexicon of countererotics with a critical eye. First,
Campion emphasizes Osmond's sadism by adding a startling series of sadis-

tic slaps to his verbal reprimand of Isabel for failing to secure Pansy's en-
gagement to Warburton. In an even more surprising move, Campion has

Isabel become aroused in response to Osmond's cruelty. However, Osmond
is not interested in Isabel's masochism; and his refusal to respond to her
marks the transformation of the forceful male impulse that fortunately ini-

tiates Isabel's heterosexuality into an expression of abusive strength that has

nothing to do with her (even masochistic) desire.
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What Campion leaves her with, instead, is a sexuality that harkens back
to the initial sequence. Cutting from the scene of Osmond's abuse to Isabel
alone, outdoors, among trees and caressingly running her hands first over
her slapped face and then over her body, the movie again invokes its opening
lexicon of feminist erotics. With this return, Campion seems for a second
time to bring that lexicon under scrutiny for its possible imbrication with
patriarchal power. Like the sequence of Isabel's travels, here that lexicon
seems to be questioned for its possible affinity with modes of female sexuali-
ty that are bound rather than resistant to patriarchal power. Registering an
autoeroticism that is generated by Isabel's masochistic response to Osmond's
abuse and not by her retreat from imperious men, this image seems to ac-
knowledge the possibility of confusing resisting with dominant modes of fe-
male eroticism.

Significantly, Campion constructs Isabel's masochism as one response
to her "feminist" resistance to Osmond's noble aspirations for his dark,
American-Italian daughter. An awareness of how James's xenophobia propels
this resistance could have made Campion's critique of the erotics she adds to
this struggle with Osmond a critique of the relation between a female pas-
sion that depends on sexist power and a feminism that is appropriated for
patriarchal agendas through its participation in xenophobic ones. Such a
connection, along with the important rendering of this powerful but self-
destructive sexuality in the same visual terms of the opening sequence, could
have made it possible to consider how those initial images similarly entangle
feminist representation with twentieth-century U.S. nationalist and racist
rhetorics.

But if Campion's critical but underhistoricized return to the opening se-
quence does not include such a consideration, what she does succeed in
doing is to shift her own revisionary project from an uncritical, "pro-sex"
eroticizing of desexualized feminisms in both centuries to questioning power-
ful erotics for their possible complicity with patriarchal agendas. Indeed,

Campion ends her movie with revisions of the novel whose eroticization of
Isabel's feminism is inextricable from stressing the need to distinguish a de-

sirable female sexuality from the patriarchal erotics that can frame it. The

movie's rendition of Caspar's forced kiss on the grounds of Gardencourt
both follows James in presenting Caspar's desire as insistently possessive and
patronizing (he tries to convince Isabel that he is her indispensable savior)
and extricates Isabel's resistance to him from the sexual disgust ("she felt
each thing in his hard manhood that had least pleased her" [636]) that is so
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important to James. Campion's Isabel is excited by the kiss, returns it with
fervor, and runs from possessive male desire. Registering her enjoyment of
sexual passion at the same time that Isabel flees the forceful male who has
aroused it, this revision gestures toward a pro-sex feminism that is wary of
achieving its aims in patriarchal terms.

The trajectory from Caspar's kiss to the movie's end leads to a final re-
vision of the novel that seems entirely dedicated to emphasizing the impor-
tance of such a wariness. Significantly, the final scene plays in reverse the
movie's ingenious revisions of the novel at the movie's outset, but with cru-
cial differences. Whereas the initial sequence moves from Campion's femi-
nist countererotics to Isabel's rejection of Warburton, here Isabel's rejection
of the similarly invasive Caspar ("You frightened me," says Isabel as he, as
Warburton has done, accosts her outdoors) leads directly to her taking a
place in the movie's lexicon of feminist erotics. Fleeing Caspar, Isabel arrives
at the door of the Touchetts' mansion; but whereas in the novel this is the
moment when Isabel resolves on "the straight path" back to Osmond (636),
in the movie it is an emphatic moment of irresolution. Upon reaching the
door, Isabel turns back, and the camera freezes her in this movement, em-
phasizing the cinematic nature of this portrait, outdoors and turning to-
ward the camera, like the twentieth-century women in the opening se-
quence. If, in her first portrait, Isabel refuses Warburton's invasion of an
(auto)homoerotic world of feminist erotics, in her last portrait she flees
from Caspar's forceful desire to the movie's visual space of feminist erotics.

Yet the image that finally occupies this space is not so neatly posed
against patriarchal regulation and erotics as are those in the opening se-
quence. Arresting Isabel in movement between two patriarchal figures, the
possessive Caspar and the sadistic Osmond, the space occupied by feminist
erotics is now represented as one that can be framed by and lead directly to
the patriarchal appropriation of female sexuality. A movie that takes as its
project the feminist sexualization of Isabel Archer seems to end by gesturing

toward the need to interrogate the discourses that eroticize females and
feminists, the need to stop in the course of what seem to be feminist trajec-

tories and to hold such discourses up to scrutiny for their capacity to take
feminism to dominant discursive destinations.

Ultimately, then, Campion's revision of the Victorian novel produces an
important and logical connection between two postmodern feminist nar-
ratives that are more often locked in tenacious conflict. The first of these
seeks to redress what it sees as the desexualization of feminist resistance to
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patriarchal heterosexuality, and the second productively predicates pro-sex
feminism on keeping in view the ease with which certain authorizing erotics
can recuperate feminist aims. Campion's participation in the former dis-
course here is in dialogue with what she perceives as a Victorian emergence
of both desexualized feminism and ruptures in erotic conventions. It is a dia-
logue, I have argued, that produces both a brilliant feminist appropriation of
Victorian ruptures for the feminism that the novel insistently desexualizes
and an uncritical appropriation of erotic discourses that are hostile to femi-
nist aims.

The movie's ultimate critical engagement with its own countererotics,
Campion's participation in the second of the postmodern feminist narra-
tives, registers the wisdom of looking to Victorian texts not only for emer-
gent moments in gender and sexuality, but also for the emergence of a sub-
ject understood as vulnerable to embracing its own oppression, especially as
that subject mistakes regulation for the exercise of autonomy. Indeed, that
Campion's Portrait locates important insights about the regulation of femi-
nist subjectivity in James's novel, ones that prompt her to extend the scope
of her own previous inquiries to include the powerful modes of eroticism
she has previously posed against such regulation, points to a Victorian lega-
cy for postmodern feminism that ultimately may prove as productive as a
Victorian legacy of erotic constraints and erotic ruptures.
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Display Cases

Judith Roof

In its quotation and appropriation of Victorian display tactics, computer in-
terface technology deploys the familiar Victorian graphic style associated
with capitalist zeal, consumer appeal, and imperial zeal while repressing its
specifically Victorian character.1 Both Victorian exhibition techniques and
contemporary computer interfaces employ icons, images, letters, multiple
fonts, varying scale, and decorative partitions, often nested behind glass, to
draw the eye, organize information, display curiosities, and invite their con-
templation by onlookers. The similarities in the strategies and style of the
Victorian exhibit and the modern computer are not only superficial; the co-
incidence of the same tactics in two very different contexts reflects a complex
correlation between their purposes and logics. On the one hand, the com-
puter's appropriation of Victorian style is an effective marketing strategy
used to deflect anxieties about technology; Victoriana links new technology
to an older tradition, making it seem safe and familiar. On the other hand,
the reappearance of Victorian style signals a sustained practice of represent-

ing knowledge spatially that underpins forms of capitalism and national
power by appearing to organize, master, and make all forms of information
the object of consumer access and choice.2

Computer interface's subtle citation of Victorian display tactics signals,
perhaps insidiously, both a new kind of imperialism—an imperialism of the

mind—and a new sense of subjugation as computer display tactics reshape

the ways we think about information, commodities, and ourselves as modern

101
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subjects. There are many ways that this reshaping occurs; the computer al-
ters spatiotemporal relations, changes the relation between individuals and
the group and notions of the group itself, shifts from a metaphorical to a
metonymical organization of information, and dislocates identifiable sites of
power.3 Despite all of this change, as surface style might indicate, digital in-
formation systems are still quite Victorian with similar anxieties and means
of allaying them and similar agendas and means of accomplishing them.
One contemporary Web example strikes me as particularly symptomatic of
the computer's more substantial connection to Victorian worldview: the
Principia Cybernetica Project's (PCP) theory of Metasystem Transition, a
postmodern "theory" of evolution that looks uncannily like Darwin recur-
sively reinscribed in cybernetic terms.4 If computer interface technology ap-
propriates most of Victorian display's panoptical tactics of mastery as a way
to lure us away from the strategies of control now resident in software, then
Metasystem Transition, like the concept of evolution, appears to return con-
trol over the machine to the human in the form of knowledge—in the form
of understanding and organizing the dynamics of digital systems. But unlike
the theory of evolution with its complex and unlocatable selective forces,
Metasystem Transition suggests that humans can shape and operate the evolu-
tion of systemic changes. What is instructive here is not postmodern cyber-
netics as some cutting-edge cyberphilosophy linked to postmodernism and
hypertext, but its conservative Darwinism—the rehabilitated Victorian
worldview imported to rescue us from a Cameronesque vision of a world
governed by machines or, worse, a Gatesesque vision of an epistemology
dominated by Windows.

On Display

The graphic similarities between Victorian museum and exhibit display and

computer interface strategies (the use of boxes, frames, icons, and multiple
fonts) as well as their more subtle structural affinities (spatial arrangement,

organization by taxonomic hierarchy, the sense of spectacle) suggest a com-
plex interrelation that extends well beneath the surface of the display func-

tion itself. The tactics of display developed in the nineteenth century built
on the crucial seventeenth- and eighteenth-century advent of the complete
separability of display strategy from the object displayed.5 In working out
the modes of exhibition in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, display

technologies became the apposite to what they displayed, the augmenting
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complement, the prosthesis by which the information represented by the
specimen might be more surely and pointedly communicated and savored
just as the artifact was increasingly removed from any immediate contact
with its original context, with other artifacts, or with the mode of display it-
self. A feathered headdress, for example, became a synecdoche for a colo-
nized people rather than retaining any sense of its role in the rituals of the
culture from which it came. Animal species represented the wonders of na-
ture and the ascendancy of the human, while objects of historical signifi-
cance such as souvenirs from Napoleon's army reflected the wise perspective
of the ultimate victors as well as the lesson of excessive ambition.

Exhibitions, museums, and print advertisements organized objects with
symbolic or representative (metaphorical) significance in a spatial arrange-
ment where the contiguity of objects to one another as well as to the larger
area related to organizing taxonomic schemes such as anatomy, geography,
ethnography, evolution, nation, industry, or history. Thus, species or mor-
phologies, or any other organizing principle (such as, for example, curiosi-
ties and freaks) could be conveyed through the arrangement of objects in
space in relation to one another. In cordoning off, setting forth, and protect-
ing, display technologies not only signaled an artifact's value and fragility,
but also confirmed its dislocation from its natural or cultural context, en-
abled its neat resignification within a Victorian Anglocentric worldview,
producing their meaning as they organized and situated the trophies of ex-
ploration and the innovations of science and industry.

That many kinds of objects might in less sophisticated exhibits be dis-
played in the same room attests both to the scene of imperial accumula-
tion and wealth of knowledge and to the multiple categories within which
artifacts might be classed—generally as curiosities, but within that as sub-
categories (animal, vegetable, mineral) whose clear taxonomic distinctions
maintained the vestiges of a spatial discipline despite odd spatial associa-
tions (a suit of armor, for example, beside a palm tree). Bullock's "Egyptian

eclectic" building, for example, housed geographically arranged animal and

bird species (tropicals with the tropical even if the species never inhabited
the region together), a "Roman Gallery" room for art objects, a "magnificent
decorations" room for items considered to be such, and a "Mexican Room"
for things Mexican.6 Objects were made "art" of "magnificent decoration" by
their location in these rooms and the exhibit itself gained an organizational
mastery over disparate materials. Bullock's geographical rum categorical or-
ganization was analogous to the comparative anatomy schemes of Kahn's
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Museum and Reimer's Anatomical and Ethnological Museums as well as
to the various exhibits of mechanical marvels in the Polytechnic and the
Adelaide.7 These latter exhibits were less nationally organized than the
Crystal Palace "Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations," but all
in their eclecticism reflected the basic theme of human (and British) ascen-
dancy over the material world.

In many exhibits, the presence of glass, used as a basic protective element
from the late seventeenth century on, rarefies, amplifies, and arrests these
artifacts in time. Victorian museum display separated artifacts twice: once
from their context and once from the consumer, producing in the museum
or exhibit a contiguous or metonymic relation between the display and the
artifacts, among artifacts, and between artifact and viewer. Although the
arrangement of glass and label is designed presumably to protect the artifact
with as little visual interference as possible while providing information,
glass itself, as it later functioned in shop windows, became an element that
both invited and restricted the viewer. As Georg Hirth suggested, "viewers
were restrained by the invisible wall of crystal, if not by the burnished metal
guard, you can look but you cannot touch, desire but not possess. Making
goods look 'better than they really are,' windows simultaneously confer
upon them an aura of shining accessibility."8

What is evident in the two-century transition from private cabinet to the
public exhibit of Victorian England is the development of a technology of
display designed to attract visitors to a vision of mastery and national
wealth; exhibits' educational functions were only part of their allure in a cul-
ture where virtuous enjoyment meant a dose of didacticism. They also pro-
vided the occasion for the objectivized spectacle of scientific mastery, exotic

commodities, and the products of industry that were testimony to British

intellect, power, and the might of capital.9 The fundamental technology of
display, however, had also come to be a technology of allure. While the mas-

tery endowed by the viewing relation reproduced the conjoined dynamics of
Anglocentric perspective, imperialism, and the illusion of consumer choice,

it also set exhibits apart, making them paradoxically both example and ex-
ception. The mastery presumably endowed by the viewing relation was con-

tinually delayed; if the objects on display were something to see, like rare
species, bizarre anomaly, industrial marvel, or imperial booty, the view was

frustrated by glass and arrangement, the very technologies designed to bring
them into safe and informative view in the first place.



Display Cases — 105

The Panopticon and the Lure

The discourses of display developed in nineteenth-century display consist of

two broad strategies: the panopticon, which joined power to viewing

through the construction of seemingly unilateral display techniques, and the

lure, which allied desire to viewing through the simultaneous production of

opportunities for viewing and their frustration. Both of these tactics were

tied to burgeoning capitalism as evidence of its success, its benefits, and its

emerging strategies for attracting customers. Museum items gained a sym-

bolic value not only by means of their presence in a museum, but also by

means of their arrangement, which in Victorian exhibits, as Tony Bennett

points out, was concerned with producing an ordered vision over which the

populace seemed to have control.10 Showing how nineteenth-century exhi-

bitions perform another aspect of Foucault's disciplinary panopticon,

Bennett demonstrates how the "exhibitionary complex" places the people

"on this side of power, both as its subject and its beneficiary" (80). This

power is "a force created and channelled by society's ruling groups but for

the good of all—a power made manifest not in its ability to inflict pain but

by its ability to organize and coordinate an order of things and to produce a

place for the people in relation to that order" (ibid.). Bennett's interest is in

showing how the "exhibitionary complex" incorporates and extends the

principles of the panopticon so that "together, with the panorama," both

form "a technology of vision which served not to atomize and disperse the

crowd but to regulate it, and to do so by rendering it visible to itself, by mak-
ing the crowd itself the ultimate spectacle" (81). Evolving display technolo-
gies also enacted a new relation between display and object that not only re-

lated to the politics of power represented by the panopticon, but also marked
a shift in technology in specific relation to the needs of a nascent and discern-

ing commodity culture. This effect was produced not only by the arrange-
ment of artifacts, their labeling, their denaturalization, and their dislocation,

but also by the very presence of display technologies themselves, by the re-

arrangement of spatial relations between viewers and physical specimens

and the presence of glass. To produce a subject/object dynamic between the

viewer and the artifact was to reproduce a particular power arrangement be-

tween active and passive, between a subject with will and the possibility of

movement and an object frozen in space. This subtended exhibits' panopticon

quality with a dynamic of voyeurism which, in its mechanism of "reversal of
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affect," produced not only some of the spectator's pleasure in viewing, but
also the wish to be viewed—to be the object of the imperial gaze.11

The artifacts' frozen entrapment in exhibition space was just as much a
form of control over the natural and the alien as was their reclassification
within the various schemata of a Eurocentric worldview. Artifacts in glass-
covered boxes exhibited an evolving logic of contiguity, nonaccess, and in-
direction that characterized not only the paradox of display as that which
makes it difficult to see, but also as that which produces desire as a product
of thwarted contact. Frustrating the view and thwarting contact are both
the effects of the operation of the lure that becomes increasingly prominent
as exhibitions become overdetermined sites of capitalist might. A structural

dynamic that entices without ever providing a clear view, the lure is enabled
by the separability of display from artifact, and it operates quite visibly both
in the print culture appended to exhibitions and in the exhibits' deploy-
ment of frames and glass. Printed handbills, catalogs, notices, and advertise-
ments all augmented exhibits by marking their presence and pointing to
them, by describing and even enumerating them. Clearly, the purpose of
such advertising was to prime the exhibits' capitalist pump, to begin a flow
of visitors who would attract other visitors by word of mouth and general
acclaim.12 The lurid connection between print's synecdochal relation to dis-
plays and its advertising function marks the intersection of display strategies
as separable tactics and capital as a movable asset. The detachability of print
media meant that it could be applied selectively and opportunely and with-
drawn at will.

The micrologic of the printed handbills and posters plays out the com-
plex relations of synecdoche and contiguity that constituted the lure as it
operated in Victorian display technologies. Victorian letterpress printing
achieved emphasis by using different point type; printers added variation

and interest through the use of different typefaces, and organized informa-
tion through the deployment of words on a page and the use of decorative

lines, boxes, and woodcut icons and images.13 But the most effective strategy

was the placement of information on the page, which not only had to draw

the eye in competition with many other handbills and advertisements, but

also convey immediately the character of the information it displayed. For

example, the notice for a lecture about the Great Exhibition is a letterpress
poster using various print sizes and fonts (see figure i). This notice deploys
both word size and position to draw attention to the main exhibit, which is
in this case a lecture about the Great Exhibition. The words Exhibition and



Figure 1. A notice of a lecture about the Great Exhibition of 1851. Leigh, 1850, printed by Halliwell,

Leigh. Reprinted by permission of the Reading University Library, England.

Lecture ̂ re cast in the same-size print, but in different typefaces. Reading the
two largest words produces the message "Exhibition Lecture." The informa-
tion that the Great Exhibition is presided over by Prince Albert is separated
from the rest of the notice by two decorative lines; the words are separated
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from the poster's crowning icon by another, more definitive line. Thus en-
framed and separated, the three kinds of information provided—image, lec-
ture, and Prince Albert—coexist in the same space, contiguous, lending cre-
dence and authority to one another, but remaining graphically separate.

"Prince Albert"'s position in the middle of the poster connects to the
icon at the top, an elaborate, cartooned version of the royal coat of arms,
used often in relation to the Crystal Palace exhibition because of Albert's
sponsorship. The coat of arms icon is a synecdoche, quite literally for Prince
Albert, more figuratively for the official, even national, character of the 1851
Exhibition. On the notice it works as an efficient shortcut, a way to convey
a large amount of information and complex associations by recourse to a
single image. Its purpose is to attract; its information is framed, separated,
arranged so that each item can be consumed, but also so that the elements
work together for maximum efficiency. But while the poster informs, its at-
traction occurs mainly in the form of a lure, of a representation that appears
to exhibit its exhibit, which is a lecture about the Exhibit, by simply em-
ploying the Exhibit's primary signifiers, "Exhibit" and "Prince Albert." But
in enframing Prince Albert and then using Prince Albert's coat of arms to
enframe the entire message, the poster plays through a series of enframe-
ments that never in fact exhibit the Exhibit itself, but instead lead one to
(and through) a lecture about the Exhibit that is itself another enframement
of the Exhibit. The lure here is the Exhibit, which, signified multiple times
across the notice, never actually appears itself, but is evoked only through
its contiguous signifiers—Prince Albert, lecture, and the word Exhibit. This
tactic of multiple enframement is more economically accomplished in an
advertisement from 1889 that relies even more on the power of the icon.

Included on a page full of advertisements, the ham draws attention through
its graphic simplicity (see figure 2). In comparison to the Exhibition Lecture

poster, the ham advertisement is simple, exemplifying the other end of a

display continuum that ranged from the overcrowded conditions of the
eighteenth-century Leverian Museum and the explosion of information

conveyed by print advertisements and catalogs to the simple use of an icon

or coat of arms. This advertisement combines one word, "USE," presented
in large block print, with the two images of packed hams. Each image of a
ham frames the words "our trademark ham," making the image of the ham
simultaneously the company's trademark or coat of arms, which announces

itself as a trademark by including the word trademark just as the Exhibit



Figure 2. An advertisement from the inside cover of Chatterbox, Boston. Estes and Lauriat, 1887.
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exhibited itself as exhibit by using the word Exhibit. The ham enframes the
trademark which is the ham which is in turn framed by the advertisement's
border, producing a self-cycling economy where the enframing leads in-
exorably to what seems to be product which turns out to be a trademark
which refers to the product. The ham, thus, becomes the lure that in this
case both appears and disappears, oscillating between image and trademark.
This points to perhaps the most clever of display technologies where the
artifact or commodity seems to speak for itself, but can only do so because
it has been made into a lure that speaks from the field implied by the ad-
vertisement, but that is never actually present in it.

This playing with the lure is no longer the kind of unitary universe-
embodying display practice as that of the reliquary, but is rather a dynamic
practice by which desire is produced through graphic and spatial arrange-
ments. The lure, which, inauthentic, rivets our look as if it were the real
thing, is the inauthentic thing that inevitably refers to the authentic it mim-
ics. The lure captivates and provokes desire through displacement and by
being not the thing we thought it was that arrested our attention. Wax

models and taxidermal specimens are a species of lure, because they mimic
the living, because they stand in for the real thing, while being its simu-
lacrum. Oddities in bottles, which can claim the virtue of authenticity, look
nothing like the real thing that they are because of preservation techniques
that alter color, squeeze specimens into jar-shaped spaces, and produce a se-
ries of winding bowel-like curiosities that only barely resemble what is
claimed for them. Reposing in death, the two-headed fetus and the giant
squid look all too similar to one another. The enframement in these cases,
which seems to be about the authentic view of that which we rarely see, is

actually an abject lure that refers to death; these specimens signify less the
unusual than the unusual presence of the corpse.14

Both the museum and print advertisements take advantage of multiple
enframings and conjunctions of frames within boxes within rooms to con-
note the complex and multileveled significance (universal, national, evolu-
tionary, and/or economical) of the objects they display, while printed hand-
bills, more limited in their deictic scope, deploy frames, juxtapositions,

icons, and distribution to point to the exhibit or to exhibits about exhibits,
another kind of enframing that reveals that tactics essential function as a

lure. All of this reflects not only the mechanical character of Victorian in-

dustrial technology and the link between desire and capital, but also a habit

of control via enframing, of protected curiosity, of spectacularized social re-
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lations as display becomes a way to define a cultures relation to the world.
The spatial arrangement of objects was the beginning of a technology of ac-
cess premised on a relation between location and system that underlies the
operation of digital computers.

Windows Display

Like the Victorian exhibit, the modern computer attests to the technological
superiority of the national cultures that developed and deployed it (though it
masks its actual transnational origins). It has increasingly become a market-
place for the sale of goods and information and has, like the exhibit, be-
come an ostensible site for sightseeing that also works as a panopticon—the
opportunity to be seen and accounted for within the larger exercises of power
that shape systems of information. Web sites keep track of user "hits"; it is
difficult to be anonymous on the Internet, where each message is marked
with date, time, and origin. The similarity in the cultural roles of exhibits and
computers is reflected in the computer's appropriation of Victorian display
tactics.

Computer display's deployment of Victorian techniques hints at a super-
ficial relation between the old and the new, producing a veneer whose psy-
chological profit exists in allaying fears and providing marketing strategies,
but whose less obvious similarities in structure and motive point to the per-
petuation of issues of control and human ascendancy over the machine that
not only survive the introduction of the computer, but define the character
of human/machine interface. While their similarities in purpose function
at the level of product—the organization of and access to information, the
display of might and wealth, the connection between product and panoptic
power—the computer's borrowings actually function to make consumable
systems of knowledge that have gone from the Victorian's metaphorical or-
ganizations to the digital's entirely metonymic and hence less accessible sys-
tems. Derived from attempts to produce mechanical calculating devices, the
digital computer transforms gears into circuits, routing power through series

of interconnected pathways that appear as binary choices (yes or no) in a se-
ries of enchained frames. The logic that drives the choice of circuit, pathway,

and product incorporates metonymy not only in its constitution as a binary
system where any choice is always contiguous to the other, but also in its

pathways, which are literally linked to one another as circuits on micro-

chips. If Victorian exhibits imposed a strategic metonymy on the display
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and arrangement of artifacts, specimens, exotica, and industrial marvels, the
computers very operation is constituted by such a metonymy.15

The Victorians' systemization of knowledge and their classificatory
schemes are the computer s conceptual forebears in the connection of facts
to a sequence that can be accessed by identifying a location. But whereas in
a Victorian exhibit this access was physical—and metaphorical—in that
museum-goers walked through galleries or rooms whose arrangement de-
picted a knowledge system via the association of one artifact to another, the
computer employs metonymy within the machine itself and not as a tactic
of display. This represents not so much a shift in epistemology as a shift in
the scale of operation in which the computer incorporates the metonymic
logic of the Victorian display as the basis for its operation. The difficulty in
using a digital machine, however, is rendering visible and intelligible in-
visible microchip processes so that users might control them. In an appar-

ent reversal of the Victorian's metonymic display of metaphorical artifacts,
metonymic digital processes need to be rendered metaphorically. This is not
so much an opposition, however, as it is an alteration in the location of
human interface with information; the computer's visible site is an analogi-
cal matrix (the screen arrangement) that exists only on the scale of Victo-
rian ideologies (panopticism, imperialism, capitalism). In other words, be-
cause the Victorian exhibit's arrangement of logics (metaphor, metonymy)
has been reduced in size to the very workings of the computer, the comput-
er's analogical interface makes visible the panoptical power through which
the Victorian exhibit, already like the computer, attempted to systematize
and wield information itself as the essence of capital and commodity.

This panoptical power manifests itself in the computer's increasingly
analogical interfaces, which provide more concentrated power and control
through fewer and fewer operations.16 If Victorian display reflected a sys-

tematized worldview, computer display produces a view into a system de-
fined more by its dramatization of panoptical effect. For some years now,
computers (by fiat and otherwise) almost all employ a WIMP system that

deploys icons arranged on a metaphorical "desktop" image to denote avail-
able functions and programs. Windows, following its innovative competitor,

the Macintosh, cast access to information as an analogical activity. Windows

renders a digital numerical location and set of operations into an icon that

represents, poetically, the end result of a computer program as a simile—
"deleting data is like throwing it into a trash can"—and displays this icon-
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ized function within a spatial representation of an office surface. Users
"point" to the function they wish to select by means of a "mouse" whose
movements on a pad beside the computer translate analogically into the
movements of an arrow or pointing finger on the screen. The "mouse," the
"desktop," even the Macintosh "trash can" are metaphors that transform all
vestiges of metonymic computer logic, operating system language, and in-
formation location into trite, vaguely humorous, familiar metaphors, both
announcing and masking the various computer programs that operate with-
in a different logic through a cartoon version of empowerment.17

Instead of typing in lists of commands, one need only point to have one's
will done, to locate information within a system over which one has the illu-
sion of complete control. When one uses a computer, one seems to be oper-
ating the very system through which all Victorian display and knowledge
was constituted. In aligning the consumer with the apparent locus of panop-
tical power, the computer captures the consumer even more completely as
the knowledge base of the computer turns out to have had the consumer in
mind all along; the computer and its various networked systems are both vir-
tual museum and market that, in seducing through the lure of power, invite
the computer user to consume all the more.18

The contemporary computer's use of Victoriana betrays the connections
between the information systems of the computer and the systematized in-
formation in Victorian exhibits. Even more, it signals the continuation of a
particular alignment of panoptical power and commodity culture as that is
resituated along an apparent axis of control located within the commodity
itself and managed by means of the very same strategies that finally mask
the shift from one site to another. Its lure is not only information mastery
(set within multiple frames or windows), but also the sense that such sys-
tematized knowledge offers a whole world, a parallel universe that is in fact
the same universe organized for cybercontrol. Using a Victorian museum
psychology, the Web contains the world (in both senses of the word).

In both Windows and Victorian display technologies, the object of

interest—the program, the performance—is always receding, out of reach,
hiding behind its cover of glass, its lettering, its graphics, its neighbor on a

chain of representations that never ends. Yet the computer window has one
capability Victorian enframing could only anticipate: the ability to leap

from operation to operation through a logic of contiguity based paradoxi-
cally on the analogical movements of the mouse as it makes intelligible links



114 — Judith Roof

in hidden series. The mouse is the metaphorical gloss that Victorian display
technologies lacked; through the mouse, metaphor becomes again the actor
through which meaning is produced and control retained. Only the human
spectator of the Victorian exhibit could make the connections the mouse
makes; the spectator could only do so by moving physically through exhibit
space, taking shortcuts, and to do so meaningfully such a human would
need to already know the connections between one artifact and another. The
metaphorical control of the mouse function is even more evident in World
Wide Web display strategies that work through a perpetual series of fields,
connected by associative "links," indicated by the Victorian pointing finger,
selected via the mouse, and attended by the iconic hourglass that connotes
and masks processing time. Although World Wide Web graphics tend to be
much more sophisticated than personal computer displays (photography as
opposed to woodcut), their deployment on the screen still imitates Victorian
poster display, with decorative bars, differing fonts and print sizes, and the
use of icons.

This additional form of computer control does not, however, demon-
strate the computer's necessary advance from the purposes of nineteenth-

century exhibits, but rather illustrates its debt to them not only in the ap-
propriation of specific display tactics, but also in its continuation of the
motives of control resident in the arrangement and display of information.
As display in its various forms becomes an overt tactic of a commodity cul-
ture and comes to depend on video and computer simulacra instead of the
physical displays of artifacts, it still, even in its crassest commercial guise,
does not lose its function as panopticon nor its strategies of allure. Via com-
puters, contemporary commercial endeavors keep rigorous account of con-
sumer patterns; credit card companies record every purchase and grocery
stores track every item of food each customer buys. Computer display's his-

tory reveals not only a stylistic debt to the Victorians, but also a tradition of
control sold through the apparent provision of information and mastery.

The display that offered scientific information, opportunities for national

pride, and marvel at industrial advancement is still also the display that en-
gages its spectators in complex relations of power and capitalist manipula-
tion disguised as entertainment and convenience.

The specific choice made by computer interface designers to employ a
Victorianate iconic interface with its connotations of a more primitive tech-

nology is thus more a symptom of a deep and abiding legacy than a mark of
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imitation, pointing to anxieties about control that continue in the micro-
technologies of contemporary information systems. Although we might see
data or information as "raw material," what is worrisome is how our access
to the information is already shaped, monitored, and delimited by the soft-
ware conventions—such as Windows—that predefine our relation to any
data and not only control us, but implant a particular ideology of value and
a specific commodity epistemology in all our dealings with the machines
that have become the tools by which ideas are crafted and disseminated.
Although mice and joysticks and screen setting and software "choice" ap-
pear to make us the operators of these tools, they are the lures that enable
the tools to employ us.

Evolution in Display

The imbalance between the machine's capacity and human capacity to em-
ploy the machine is what the PCP's reconstruction of Darwin addresses.
The term "Metasystem Transition" refers, according to the PCP, to "the
process by which control emerges in evolutionary Systems," and "evolu-
tion," according to the PCP, is "based on the trial-and-error process of
variation and natural selection of systems at all levels of complexity." Their
approach to evolution is cybernetic; that is, based on a "'bootstrapping'
principle: the expression of the theory affects its content and meaning, and
vice versa." Building on a cyberontological model, the group organizes con-
cepts into what it calls a "semantic network," organized at an even higher
level in relation to "the fundamental principles of cybernetics" (Principia
Cybernetica Web). Basically, what PCP is suggesting is a cybernetic model
of evolution to higher planes of complexity, to more complex organizations
of knowledge, just as Darwin's idea of evolution was itself already to some
degree cybernetic. Evolution serves PCP as an analogy, not only for the
process of selection, but also for the underlying organization of levels and

taxonomic species by which knowledge and epistemology are to be appre-
hended. What is important here is the reiteration of a hierarchical taxo-
nomic model premised on levels of increasing complexity—and that
sounds familiar, so familiar that the reappearance of evolution in a cyber-
netic context seems more a symptom of what the relation might be between
the Victorian and the postmodern.

Although Darwin's theories seemed to fly in the face of a Victorian
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worldview, their reliance on taxonomies as well as on a centered human
epistemology made them in some ways the objective correlative of the exhi-
bition and vice versa. Presuming the notion of a visually identifiable species
defined by the scientifically enlightened observation from the top of the
chain, Darwin's notions of natural selection and evolution certainly relied

on the same kinds of specular organization as the exhibit and with the same
panoptical impetus of regulating, disciplining, and in turn becoming the
objects of such ordered study. But the panoptical aspect most central and
yet most veiled by the idea of the panopticon itself is its focus on the con-
trol of the uncontrollable. Just as the Victorian exhibit seemed to bring the
untidy vestiges of empire into controllable proximity and the unpredictable
masses into commercial compliance, so Darwin's theories, while admitting
the uncontrollability of natural selection, produced control at the site of
species organization—at the site of epistemology and theory itself. In this
sense, Darwin was already a cyberneticist in that by proposing a notion of

authorless change, he produced a site for the control of that change, not on
the epochal level of species evolution, but on the level of philosophy.
Although that philosophy does not alter the processes it organizes, the very
fact of its existence does change the relation of the human to nature.
Humanity is both a part of the process and the describer of it. The ability to
describe and characterize inevitably suggests the ability to monitor and con-
trol the conditions by which natural selection might be accomplished, not
only around other species (which humanity fairly systematically elimi-
nates), but around the evolution of humanity itself.

This notion of control at the heart of the exhibition and evolution re-
appears as the central tenet of PGP's cyberevolution, where information

rather than nature has become the field that must be organized. PGP's focus
on control is a way of enlarging the framework of evolution to include in-

formation systems—and computers themselves. Defining control as a feed-
back relation between a controller and the controlled, PGP locates the con-
troller and its perceptions as the soul of the system, organizing, on a metalevel

at least, the operation of information systems that generally seem beyond
our control. In other words, like Darwin, and using the same move, PGP

takes a large set of phenomena—the informational universe—and organizes

it within sets of simple operations and principles, the effect of which is to lo-

cate the human at the heart of the controlling center, again not as the agent

who controls natural selection, but as the agent who sees the organization of
the system and who can potentially shape its development.
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Because computers are machines, we tend to believe that somehow

somewhere someone—like Bill Gates—actually controls it all, and if that is

the case, then we are controlled by it, becoming will-less subjects to a sys-

tem that encompasses us. But if we return to Darwin and remember that all

we need to do is (a) organize and (b) discern the basic operations of change,

we too can regain control of a field that has evolved beyond most of us in a

brief three decades. If the PCP's manifestos are indeed postmodern (which

is where the Web organizes them), then the Victorian is still the heart of

that postmodern, not only in terms of its display devices, but also in terms

of the epistemological strategies by which we relocate the world, both physi-

cal and virtual, as our object. We may no longer have legitimating meta-

narratives, but we still have metanarratives of legitimization and control.

Notes
1. This essay draws on the dominant graphic style of 19905 computer technolo-

gy, including the World Wide Web, whose display tactics are usually more sophisti-
cated than the personal computer display. Observations about museum and print dis-
play techniques from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries will focus more on
Victorian practices, though these techniques were developed over several centuries.
My main sources of information about Victorian display are Richard D. Altick's en-
cyclopedic Shows of London (Cambridge and London: The Belknap Press of Harvard
University, 1978); Thomas Richards, The Commodity Culture of Victorian England
(London: Verso, 1991); and Michael Twyman, Printing 1770-1970 (London: Eyre and
Spottiswoode, 1970).

2. As Thomas Richards points out in The Commodity Culture of Victorian
England, the 1851 Exhibition not only aestheticized consumer objects; what it "did
was also to synthesize and systematize these elements of spectacle by putting them all
together under one roof in the service of manufactured objects" (21). At this point,
according to Richards, commodity spectacle becomes a specifically capitalist mode
of expression.

3. The computer's deployment of Victorian display tactics also masks a more
subtle interplay between two different logics of representation—a metaphorical (or
analogical) logic where the visual field is composed of iconic and symbolic render-
ings that stand in the place of something somewhere else and a metonymical (or digi-
tal) logic where the visual field is organized by discrete units that gain significance in
association with one another. Victorians presented metaphorically significant ob-
jects by means of a detachable set of physical techniques ordered through spatial
contiguity—metaphor by means of metonymy. The computer displays digital infor-
mation by means of an analogical display—metonymy through metaphor. Revers-
ing their relation to one another in their passage from glass case to glass screen, these
logics represent a transition from machine to code, from industrial to postindustrial
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culture, from symbol to pattern. They also demonstrate how the seeds of the com-
puter already exist in the nineteenth century's strategic relations between informa-
tion and display.

4. The Principia Cybernetica Project's Web-site page "Metasystem Transition
Theory" is authored by C. Joslyn, F. Heylighen, and V. Turchin, located at Principia
Cybernetica Web at http://pespmcl.vub.ac.be/MSTT.html, July 1997.

5. The physical strategies of display have, of course, continually evolved in re-
lation to available technologies and shifting formations of the visual. Religious relics
and Holy Land curiosities, which constituted one of the first classes of objects for
exhibition, were displayed in reliquaries whose shape and decoration reflected in
small the allegorical environment of the relic's significance; display denoted a belief
system and was completely inseparable from its object. After the late seventeenth
century, display became increasingly separable from the object displayed, becoming
visible in itself as display. It shifted from organic allegory to the pragmatic tactics of
classification manifested in the spatial arrangement of objects as seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century private collectors, who were interested in the burgeoning sys-
tematization of knowledge, accumulated vast collections of New World artifacts,
animals, insects, rocks and fossils, and curiosities of scientific interest. Collections
gathered specifically for scientific purposes, such as Sir Hans Sloane's in the early
eighteenth century, reflected an orderly taxonomic style of display. Sloane "took
pains to classify, arrange, and protect his specimens as systematically as a collector
blessed with scientific intelligence and adequate money could. . . . The insects were
preserved in boxes, with wooden sides and glass top and bottom; the stuffed birds
'often stood fast on small bits of board as naturally as if they still lived'; the West
Indian hummingbirds were set in their nests under glass as though they had been
living" (Pehr Kalm qtd. in Altick 15). The collection functioned as a reflection of
scientific thought and imperial mastery when its display marked some larger con-
ceptual order—when the spatial arrangement of the display corresponded to dis-
cernible categories of information that the collection in turn reproduced and re-
inforced. Such order also reinscribed imperialist practices as knowledge-bearing
enterprises that resulted in the concrete enlightenment of accumulation. Sloane's
classifications, arrangements, naturalized taxidermy, and glass protection set the
standard for displays in the didactic public museums that opened in the latter part
of the eighteenth century.

While the Enlightenment spirit of Sloane's collection continued in the National
Museum's educational imperative, the cabinets of other, less discriminating private
collectors became the model for the more public and frankly capitalist practice of
display that began in coffeehouses and taverns as a way to attract customers and
amuse them while they were there. These public museums displayed curiosities as
decoration, though sometimes they enumerated their displays in printed catalogs
that fixed the significance of those artifacts whose value might not be so immediately
obvious upon inspection (such as "Queen Elizabeths strawberry dish" or "a starved
cat found many years earlier between the walls of Westminster Abbey") (Altick 18).

http://pespmcl.vub.ac.be/MSTT.html
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Many coffeehouse owners/museum curators believed in more direct publicity, run-
ning advertisements in London newspapers. Print extended the effectiveness of col-
lections as tactics to attract customers. Display—both of artifacts and in print—was
a mode of enticement as well as a form of mastery over the arcane, the exotic, and
systems of knowledge themselves.

In the late eighteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the passive display of the
museum became active performance in the industrial exhibition. With the specific
aims of education and marketing, the industrial exhibit brought together the long
tradition of collections with the equally long tradition of shows of mechanical ingenu-
ity, performing animals, and gifted freaks. The Adelaide Gallery, the Polytechnic
Institution, and ultimately the Crystal Palace and the Royal Panopticon featured ex-
hibits of working machinery that included steam engines, pin-making machines,
diving bells, looms, an oxyhydrogen microscope, magic lanterns, battery-powered
toys, and other mechanical marvels. These exhibits were held in large halls, the
Adelaide and the Polytechnic both equipped with interior canals for the demonstra-
tion of aquatic machines. Partitioned and labeled, displays emerged from the glass
boxes of the natural history collections at which visitors gazed to be framed by box-
like architectural galleries through which patrons moved. See generally Altick for a
painstaking description of specific collections and exhibits.

6. Altick, 238-39.
7. Ibid., 340—41.
8. Quoted in Andrew Miller, Novels behind Glass: Commodity Culture and

Victorian Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 4. Richards also
notes that "The organizers of the Exhibition had done their best to bring people as
close as possible to things without actually allowing them to touch what they saw;
some barrier, a counter or a rope or a policeman, always intervened to assert the in-
violability of the object" (32).

9. See Thomas Richards for an extended argument about the relation be-
tween capital and spectacle and Sharon MacDonald, "Exhibitions of Power and
Powers of Exhibition: An Introduction to the Politics of Display," in The Politics of
Display: Museums, Science, Culture (New York: Routledge, 1998).

10. Tony Bennett, "The Exhibitionary Complex," New Formations 4 (spring
1988): 73-102. See also his essay "Speaking to the Eyes: Museums, Legibility and the
Social Order," in The Politics of Display, 25—35.

11. Sigmund Freud notes the relation between exhibitionism and voyeurism in
"Instincts and Their Vicissitudes," The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological
Works, trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth, 1958), vol. 21,152-57. The reversal of
affect is the idea that any impetus—voyeurism, exhibitionism, sadism, masochism—
represents a covert desire for the opposite. Thus, voyeurs actually wish to be looked
at and sadists actually wish to be punished.

12. Richards shows how the modes of Victorian exhibition are organized into a
mode of commodity spectacle that is quintessentially capitalist in The Commodity
Culture of Victorian England.
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13. The letterpress was a device that applied pressure to paper laid over an
inked form in a method called relief printing (as opposed to intaglio printing used
with the more expensive copper engraving and metal etching). Forms were com-
posed of metal type and woodcut images, inserted into frames and spaced by hand.
Woodcuts were simpler than the images made possible by the more expensive
processes of copper engraving and metal etching. As a mechanical technology,
printing relied on the contiguity of form to paper, transferring ink from one to the
other. Its graphic design, which constituted its tactic of display, was partly an effect
of the restrictions of the letterpress, which limited image quality and gave printed
material a particular emphatic appearance. See generally Twyman.

14. The allure of the lure is its mimicry, its being taken for something it imi-
tates, but which it is not. Overt lures such as wax museums work just as well as the
covert lures in natural history museums to attract crowds, but the basis of their al-
lure is different. Overt lures demonstrate the mastery of humanity over appear-
ances; they all refer ultimately not to the figure or scene they represent, but to the
mechanical genius of its mimicry. Covert lures demonstrate the power of humanity
over nature and history, as nature and the past are enframed within modern tech-
niques of preservation and classification. Both refer to the human power that
brought them to view and the desire to see them is ultimately a desire to share in that
power, either as the connoisseur of mimicry or as the savant at the top of the evolu-
tionary ladder. This is, of course, in addition to the basic appeal of the object itself,
whose mode of allure is a much more psychologically complex version of the lure.

15. For a detailed and clear account of the workings of a digital computer, see
Ron White, How Computers Work, 4th ed. (Indianapolis: Que, 1998).

16. In Understanding Interfaces: A Handbook of Human-Computer Dialogue
(London: Academic Press, 1994), Mark Lansdale and Thomas Ormerod define an
interface "as comprising the collection of objects, tools, languages and displays
which lies between people and the machines that they intend to use" (4). Interfaces
may be aural, but screen displays "are the principal medium through which ma-
chines communicate information to their users" (50). Technology favoring the visu-
al is both more in line with familiar notions of display and technically simpler. In
any case, the epistemology of information, as developed in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, is primarily visual.

17. Computer designers acknowledge the use of metaphor as a primary tactic
in creating user-friendly interfaces. The WIMPs system (Windows, Icons, Menus,
Pointers) uses a complex composite of metaphors to produce an interface analogous
to an office.

18. Despite its embodiment of ideas of power, computer interface often in-
spires simple, operational thought. Computer specialists understand the dilemma
of the display interface as the difference between "description," which takes the
form of the display of digital information or raw data, and "depiction," "a graphic
or analog form." Their concerns are focused on the microdyamics of user response;
aware of the "fatigue or visual discomfort, inaccuracy, and lower comprehension
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rates" that come from reading text on a screen, they research how best to control eye
movement (Lansdale and Ormerod 53). Display design takes into account the ob-
servation that reading occurs through a series of fixations (short rapid movements
followed by resting periods) and that the eyes jump from fixation point to fixation
point. Because depiction methods of display (use of pictographs and icons) can
more easily vary the spatial frequency of information through layout, they are more
effective in capturing and organizing eye movement. In addition, information is
passed more efficiently if users can discern from the display the structure of the in-
formation. "The process of visual search is based upon the ability to find reliable and
discernable indicators of structure in the display. These include the use of bounda-
ries, colour coding, and partitions" (ibid., 70). The display tactics of nineteenth-
century printed poster display, thus, seem to have already understood and taken ad-
vantage of the psychology and physiological propensities of cognitive function. For
a much more thorough discussion of display representations, see Martin Helander,
ed., Handbook of Human-Computer Interaction (Amsterdam: North-Holland, 1990),
29. Computer display tactics are not, however, only a matter of the physiology of
reading or the politics of proprioception; programmers do pay attention to the
metaphorical relation between computer display and the organization of informa-
tion. Mark Lansdale and Thomas Ormerod advise, "a rule of thumb is that if it is
possible to infer an apparent structure from the layout of information on the screen,
then the user will undoubtedly perceive it" (60). For this reason analogical displays
are seen as being more effective; "by presenting a visual model of the world being
acted upon, direct manipulation interfaces provide a concrete framework on which
the user can operate" (Helander 30). This field involves the deliberate use of "inter-
face metaphors" such as "desktops" in WIMP (Windows, Icons, Menus, Pointers)
interface style. The use of such metaphors "exploits prior knowledge that users have
of other domains" (ibid., 57). WIMP interfaces employ composite metaphors (the
metaphor of the desktop with the metaphor of the mouse's analogical pointing ac-
tion). As John Carroll, Robert Mack, and Wendy Kellogg phrase it, "The use of inter-
face metaphors has dramatically impacted actual user interface design practice"
(ibid., 67).
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Found Drowned
The Irish Atlantic

Ian Baucom

The lake supports some kind of bathysphere,

an Arab dhow

And a fishing-boat

complete with languorous net.

Two caricature anglers

have fallen hook, line and sinker

for the goitred,

spiny fish-caricatures

With which the lake is stocked.

At any moment all this should connect.

Paul Muldoon, "Paul Klee: They're Biting"

On the morning of 30 May 1847 an English brig bound for Quebec set sail

from the Irish coast. On board were a Cumberland captain and his wife, a

crew of some twenty men, a gentleman passenger named Robert Whyte,

and some no Irish emigrants, refugees from the Famine. For the first twelve

days the voyage proved uneventful. Whyte, whose diary serves as the record

for the voyage, had opportunities to sketch the vessel and its company, to

fish, and to divert himself in his cabin by reading Shakespeare. On the thir-

teenth day, however, the Head of Committee reported two cases of fever.

125
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A day later six more cases were discovered. That same day a number of the
water casks reserved for the emigrants were found to contain not water but a
"foul, muddy, bitter," and entirely undrinkable substance. The captain, re-
sponding to this intelligence, elected to cut the emigrants' drinking allow-
ance and serve a laudanum-spiced porridge to the sick. The medicine did not
take. On the twenty-fourth day, the mate reported that a young woman, one
of the first to run a fever, was experiencing a violent swelling of the feet and
that her limbs were covered with "black, putrid spots."1 She was in intense
pain. The next day she was dead, her body hastily surrendered to the sea.

Over the next five weeks this anonymous young woman was followed
by scores of her fellows. Whyte never reveals the exact number of fatalities.
At a certain point, once the number of sick has reached thirty, he ceases to
count the dying and the dead, surrenders his unofficial duty as census taker
of this coffin ship, and abandons himself to the horrors of sight, smell, and
sound that accompanied this voyage to the Americas. Settled in his cabin
each night, bending over his diary, he struggles to ink the page as his ears
are assailed by the "cries and ravings" drifting up from the hold in which the

emigrants are cooped. Separated from the emigrants by the walls of his
cabin, the privileges of class, and the health of his body, he is nevertheless
unable to prevent the echoes of their cries from invading his text, from
marking his writing as a cryptonymy, from coding his narrative of the Irish
Atlantic as a narrative of abject melancholy.

Whyte's diary, later augmented with surrounding chapters decrying the
treatment of the Famine emigrants and published as The Ocean Plague, is
only one of the countless mid-nineteenth-century texts that documented

the horrors of an ecological disaster that in five short years killed one and a
half million people and spurred a similar number to depart their homes,

their lands, and their island. That the Famine was not simply an ecological
disaster, that it was also either a criminally mismanaged civic crisis, an act of
divine wrath, a spectacularly brutal demonstration of the ethical bankruptcy
of free-market capitalism, or a convenient excuse for the British state to
starve and ship three generations of "surplus labor" off the Irish land, were,

of course, arguments central to many of these Victorian commentaries. As
John Mitchel, the leader of an abortive uprising by Young Ireland in 1848, fa-

mously declared, "The Almighty, indeed, sent the potato blight but the
English created the famine."2 Given the almost apocalyptic dimensions of
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the suffering, death, and upheaval caused by the Famine and consequent
emigration and the immediately ensuing struggle to define the Famine as
primarily, but alternately, an ecological, a providential, a capital, or an impe-

rial event, one would think that the Famine would have survived its terrible
happening as a central, if contested, episode in the Irish knowledge of the
past. But as Ireland marked the i5Oth anniversaries of the deathly harvests of
1845, 1846, and 1847 with the opening of a Famine museum, a radio docu-
mentary, the republication of Famine letters, diaries, and poems, and a spate
of new histories, the dominant note of these commemorations was that this
labor of remembrance was shamefully belated, that, for most of the twentieth
century, memories of the Famine had not only been neglected but silenced.
The nation's older generation of historians, in particular, found themselves
singled out for their desire to treat the famine with what Christine Kinealy
has called, at best, a "historiographic silence" and, at worst, the "language of
denial" (Kinealy, 2). "The tragedy," Cormac O'Grada notes, "has attracted
little serious academic research. In Ireland itself the neglect is striking. . . .
Here is an instance, then, where Clio's Irish devotees have by and large heed-
ed the axiom that 'Anglo-Irish history is for Englishmen to remember, for
Irishmen to forget.'"3

But why forget? Why attempt to dismiss from memory so cataclysmic
an event? Kinealy, O'Grada, and a number of like-minded historians offer
at least one fairly simple explanation. The historians who wrote Ireland's
history in the half century after independence, they suggest, avoided ad-
dressing the Famine as part of a programmatic effort to devalue events
whose recollection could nourish an anti-imperial and nativist discourse of
Irish nationalism, whether that discourse operated within the relatively pa-
cific quarters of the Republic or in Ulster's more troubled alleyways. Since
the late 19805, much historical debate in Ireland has focused on these "re-
visionist" writings as a younger generation of historians has revolted against
this way of producing an Irish knowledge of Ireland's past. Prompted by

Brendan Bradshaw's 1989 essay "Nationalism and Historical Scholarship in
Ireland" (an essay that established an intellectual genealogy of the "revision-
ist" historiography, identified it as a sort of covert apology for imperialism,

and urged the island's historians to produce a more "empathetic" knowl-
edge of the nation's past),4 a number of Irish scholars have begun to rewrite

the nation's history and its historiography in efforts that have ranged from
attempts to address the impacts of "revisionist" methodologies on the Irish
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historical establishment (the most comprehensive of which is D. George
Boyce and Alan O'Day's 1996 collection of essays The Making of Modern

Irish History: Revisionism and the Revisionist Controversy) to decisions to re-
visit those moments of "suffering" heretofore forgotten or ignored.

The Famine is not the only event these contemporary historians have
found to be underrepresented in the historical archive. But the undertreat-
ment of the Famine has begun to inspire an unease un-occasioned by the rela-
tive professional neglect of such events as the rebellion of 1798 or the Easter
1916 uprising (neither of which, as S. J. Connolly notes, has been the subject
of a "full-length academic monograph" in Ireland).5 And that may be, as
Kinealy further suggests, because the Famine has been forgotten for other
than political or professional reasons. Its unspokenness, she indicates, is not
only a matter of the antinationalist prejudices of prior generations of histori-
ans. It is also a matter of shame. Kinealy, alluding to "deep" psychological
scars, does not use that word. But Terry Eagleton does:

Just talking about the Famine is a significant act in Ireland, for it was a hor-

ror that stunned many into a kind of traumatic muteness. . . . [It] produced

a kind of culture of shame, of which this academic silence seems in its way a

part. At the time, men and women boarded themselves into their cabins so

that they could die in decent anonymity. There were villages in Ireland after

the Famine that could still speak Irish, but didn't—it was considered bad

luck. Many of the survivors seem to have thrust the event deep into their

collective unconscious, where it has continued to fester.6

Robert James Scally, whose superb study The End of Hidden Ireland: Rebellion,

Famine, and Emigration is one of the finest and most eloquent of the recent
Famine histories, makes a similar argument in the closing paragraphs of his
book. Describing the last sight of Ireland afforded a group of emigrants as
their ship put out into the Atlantic, he quietly and sorrowfully remarks that
for the emigrants that parting sight, which is also his book's and our mo-

ments backward-looking sight of famine-stricken Ireland, "was sometimes
accompanied by shame."7

To gaze upon the dead; to feel that to see them thus is not only to see them in

their shame but to take that shame upon yourself; to board that shame up

within the cabins of memory; to pretend it is not there: there is a name for

such a condition, and a language that accompanies it. Freud's name for the
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condition is melancholy. But if the Freudian melancholic is one who cannot
complete the labor of mourning, one who cannot surrender a lost, and de-
graded, object of desire, then the language of melancholy is not simply a lan-
guage of fixation but an abject language of secrecy and hiding. For Nicolas
Abraham and Maria Torok, the cryptic discourse of the melancholic is a dis-
course that founds itself on the inability to introject the lost object of desire
and a consequent incorporation of that object. Where introjection implies
an acknowledgment of loss that allows the mourner to transform the self "in
the face of interior and exterior changes in the psychological, emotional, re-
lational, political, [and] professional landscape,"8 incorporation "is the re-
fusal to acknowledge the full import of the loss, a loss that, if recognized as
such, would effectively transform us" (The Shetland the Kernel, 127). A form

of disavowal, incorporation also implies a secret labor of compensation:
"The words that cannot be uttered, the scenes that cannot be recalled, the
tears that cannot be shed—everything will be swallowed along with the trau-
ma that led to the loss. Swallowed and preserved. Inexpressible mourning
erects a secret tomb inside the subject" (ibid., 130). Within that tomb,
Abraham and Torok continue, within that cryptic vault of memory, the
mourner hides the terrible, fascinating, strangely "exquisite" corpse of the
lost, violated, beloved, and suffers its serial hauntings.

The place of psychoanalytic discourse within the discourses of the post-
colonial is, of course, subject to dispute, if only because ^subject of psycho-
analysis is so radically dehistoricized a self. And if I make use of Abraham and
Torok's suggestions here, it is with a sense of both caution and curiosity. In
Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest, Anne
McClintock has urged scholars of the world's various postcolonial condi-
tions to develop a "situated psychoanalysis,"9 a psychoanalysis, that is, that
does not ground itself on a universal, transhistorical self, but that limits it-
self to what, in a related context, Chandra Talpade Mohanty calls a set of
"historically specific generalizations," "generated through local, contextual
analyses."10 If the problem with "theory," in its earliest poststructural mani-

festations, was that it was a sort of belated modernism, an eagerly totalizing

mode of apprehending codes of identification and structures of representa-

tion, and the problem with much contemporary, self-avowedly, postmodern

theory is that it is a sort of belated romanticism that, as Alan Liu and David

Simpson have suggested, so fetishizes the particular, the local, and the de-
tailed that nothing that is true of one thing is ever true of anything else, then
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the promise of a "situated psychoanalysis" and of the "specific generaliza-
tion" is the promise of constructing narratives of interpretation that are
neither triumphantly global nor defensively local but, as James Clifford has
it, "global enough" to be true to the particular and the collective.11 This is
certainly appealing. But is the Famine, or more accurately, the Famine as
memory-event, susceptible to such an analysis? Is its unspeakability a pecu-
liarly "Irish" manifestation of the unspeakability of the cryptic? Is its "cul-
ture of shame" a culturally generated, collectively reproduced, and sympto-
matically "Irish" code of melancholy? And if it is, what does it mean that
that code is now being rewritten, that the doors to that crypt are now being
unlocked, that the dead, so long cabined within the hidden vaults of memo-
ry, are now being exhumed? And, when they are exhumed, what language
will these "exquisite corpses" speak? What will be their secret word?

In an essay on nineteenth- and twentieth-century Famine narratives,
Chris Morash, who in recent years has been doing for the literature of the
Famine what Kinealy, O'Grada, Scally, and others have done for its history,
indicates that the Famine enters collective memory through precisely the
sort of will-to-incorporation that Abraham and Torok indicate characterizes
the melancholies cryptic recovery of loss. "The literature of the Famine," he
argues, "provokes something of the same response; when we read a Famine
text, we too feel that we are a kind of'survivor.' It may be that when we en-
counter these shattered fragments of the past, we wish to complete them;
and the only way we can do so is by internalizing them."12 It is not just that
Morash finds this desire resident in himself. The texts he considers, from
William Carleton's 1847 novel The Black Prophet to John Banville's 1973
work Birchwood, recollect the Famine less by constructing coherent narra-

tives of its causes, effects, and meanings than by gathering into themselves a
fairly fixed series of images—images, generally, of iconographically gro-

tesque death: a dead mother whose suckling child is trying to "eat" her
breast; a woman driven to nourishing herself on seaweed; an unburied man

whose mouth is stained with the green juices of the grass that was his last

meal; a tangle of corpses that have become the food of dogs and rats. Over

and over these same images appear, contracting the vastness of the Famine
to a tight catalog of horrors serially deposited within a set of narratives
whose most common response to the appearance of these images is to draw
a curtain over them the moment they are displayed. Serially incorporated,

but never introjected, the only ever-partial bodies of the Famine dead seem
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perpetually to inspire a "wish to complete them" (which is also a will-to-
narrative) that remains forever unfulfilled.

Morash suggests that this has the formal effect of dislocating images of
the Famine from a surrounding narrative context, of generating a highly
stylized and reusable set of tableaux vivants, or, more accurately, though
more terribly, tableaux mordants, which do not so much plot narratives of
remembrance as morbidly decorate narratives in need of a little local color.
Fragmentary images of fragmented bodies and lives, the transposable vi-
sions of the Famine are thus, he argues, "liable to appropriation by larger
narratives. . . . Having no narrative of their own, but possessing a hard-
edged clarity that has been refined through decades of repetition, these
Famine icons are transmitted to us like something flashing from the win-
dows of a moving coach—unforgettable glimpses of a narrative whose full
development is always just beyond our line of vision" (115). If Morash here
accurately defines the way in which the Famine is incorporated into texts
such as Banville's Birchwood, a novel in which Famine scenes flit disconcert-
ingly, almost hallucinatorily, in and out of view as the sort of background
scenery of an Ireland that seems to be of both the middle nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, then what he also seems to have grasped is the ease with
which the detachability and portability of the Famine image renders the
Famine appropriable not only for a frustrated discourse of melancholic re-
membrance but also for the practices of tourism. It is precisely this ease
with which the image of the incomplete can generate not only the historical
pain but also the touristic pleasure of incomplete identification that Patrick
Kavanagh so bitterly satirizes in his poem "The Great Hunger," as he damns
the "travellers [who] stop their cars to gape over the green banks into his
[the peasants] fields / . . . and feel renewed / when they grasp the steering
wheels again."13

The recent histories of the Famine, both popular and professional, also

repeatedly organize themselves around the figure of the incomplete, and they

regularly attempt to complete the record by offering their readers, once more,
a transposable set of images. When they come to consider the "American

Wakes," those strange rites of departure that preceded the Famine emigrants'
journey to America, Thomas Gallagher's Paddy's Lament: Ireland 1846—1847

and Kerby Miller's Emigrants and Exiles: Ireland and the Irish Exodus to North

America frequently offer exactly the same set of anecdotes, songs, and events.
And when, in The Great Irish Famine, Cormac O'Grada indicates that most
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prior and contemporary histories of the Famine are inadequate because they
omit detailed descriptions of the "gruesome" deaths of the starving, he offers
to correct those accounts not by producing new scholarship but by recycling
two passages from Cecil Woodham-Smith's "popular" 1962 history of the
Famine, by cutting and pasting those passages from her work to his. And
once again, with a horrifying predictability, the deaths we are given are not
narratives of death but afterimages of the dead, images of corpses half con-
sumed by dogs and rats, corpses whose very bodily incompletion is offered
as evidence that this history, at least, is complete.

But what does it mean to be "complete"? What sort of completion do
such works offer the dead? Or is the offer indeed made to the dead? The
dead whose brutalized bodies can be hauled into view but whose suddenly
interrupted lives can never be restored. The gift of completeness that such
texts offer is indeed an ambiguous one; for to complete something is both
to perfect it and to have done with it. Do we complete the dead only for the
relief of finally being able to dismiss them, for the chance to inform them
that the incomplete act of mourning that is melancholy is now, at last, over,
for the opportunity to insist that we are no longer, in Joseph Roach's terms,

the dead's surrogates, the living effigies who bear within ourself the terrible
responsibility of completing the lives that can never be completed?14 Why
are the dead returned to view? Why must their perpetually unburied bodies
be exhumed and exhumed and reexhumed?

O'Grada provides some answers to this question. Or, rather, the death
scenes that he includes in his text do, as do the images of death in the oral
histories of the Famine: for, like O'Grada's The Great Irish Famine, those
histories are littered with accounts not only of gruesome deaths but of in-

adequate burials, of bodies that evoke shame not because of the ways in

which they died but because of the ways in which they were buried. The

collective memory of the Famine repeatedly approaches and draws back
from images of corpses buried in canvas sacks rather than in coffins, of bod-
ies left to rot in collapsing cabins, of bodies tumbled together in lime pits,
of bodies left to rot along the roads, and, as the gathering figures for all
these accounts of dead matter out of place, of bodies that either fester in the
holds of the "coffin ships" that carried the Famine emigrants to the

Americas or tumble from the decks of these vessels to the unplaceable deeps

of the Atlantic Ocean. Indeed, it is this fundamental "placelessness" of the

dead that seems to inspire their serial re-covery, this failure of the dead to
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have been adequately honored and housed, this failure of past generations
to have submitted the dead to the complete authority of the graves law of
place, that demands their endless reincorporation. It is from a series of
shameful crypts which take the form of the coffin ships and the burial wa-
ters of the Atlantic, and the cabins, fields, and lime pits of the island, that
the dead must be disinterred, before the labor of remembering and mourn-
ing and reburying the Famine can be "complete."

Thomas Murphy's 1968 play Famine is a work that seems to be con-
structed around this understanding of the need to give the dead a proper
and final burial.15 The play, which includes the predictable, perhaps the in-
evitable, visions of a dead body whose mouth is "green from eating the
grass" (17), of a child "eating its mother's breast" (17), of a woman buried
"in a bag" (69), of corpses bundled together in a lime pit (60), and of an
emigrant who, on the eve of his departure for Canada, dreams that he is
about to be dispatched to "the bottom of the ocean" (73), opens a wake and
stages another in its penultimate scene. In the opening scene, as John
Connor approaches the corpse of his daughter, a child who has just become
the first member of his family to die of starvation, Murphy's stage directions
and his lines of dialogue concisely define the burden of remembrance the
Famine dead have placed on Ireland's living: "(He goes to the corpse) We can't
send them off mean.. .. She was regal. . . . And—we—won't—send—them
off mean. In spite of—In spite of—Whatever!" (19—20). One of the tragedies
of the Famine was, of course, that most of the dead were sent off mean, or
not sent off at all, that their families and friends, too weak or poor to bury
them, or dead themselves, were forced to abandon the dead where they lay,
to rot in their fields, in their cabins, in the holds of the coffin ships, or at the
bottom of the sea. If the living are constantly obliged to go to their corpses,
it is perhaps because in the moment of their dying so many of the dead were
sent off mean.

Scholars have long been aware of the rhetorical equivalence granted to
African and Irish subjects in British imperial discourse.16 More recently,
critics have begun to reflect on some of the structural similarities between

the Irish experiences of Famine and emigration and African experiences of

slavery and the middle passage. In one of the most developed such critiques,

Luke Gibbons has suggested that the "devastation" and "uprooting" of the

Famine and consequent mass emigration caused the Irish, like the African
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and African-American subjects of the Black Atlantic, to undergo the "shock
of modernity" "before [their] time."17 Paul Gilroy's model of an early, indeed
an original, black experience of the "dilemmas and difficulties" of modernity,
an experience forced by the introduction of black subjects to the Atlantic
world system, is one, Gibbons suggests, that applies equally to the Irish.
That may well be true; indeed, as the title of this essay suggests, it is a notion
whose truth I am interested in testing and exploring. But on this subject, it
seems to me that if, in the nineteenth century, African and Irish experiences
of entering a migrant Atlantic modernity were in some ways similar (though
emigration, however forced, dangerous, and punishing is clearly not at all
the same thing as enslavement), it is in the late twentieth century, as these ex-
periences came to haunt the troubled reaches of postcolonial memory, that
the currents of the Irish and the Black Atlantic diasporas most fully intersect.

Addressing what he identifies as the sometimes "necrophiliac" aesthetic
of diasporic remembrance, Kobena Mercer suggests that Black Atlantic
structures of memory, like the cryptic forms of memory that characterize
contemporary recollections of the Famine, serially approach but fail to hold
a deathly past that appears under the guise of a misplaced body:

Because the past cannot pass into representation—its passage blocked by

forgetting and denial—the violence keeps coming back . . . descendants of

enslavers and enslaved alike share in a predicament arising from the un-

representability of the past. While the former may be unreconciled with a

history that has been wiped out of collective memory, the latter, it may be

said, are haunted by too much memory: ghosted by the floating bodies of lost

and unnamed ancestors buried beneath the sea, how can you be reconciled

with a past that can never be fully known?18

The solution to this predicament, Mercer suggests, is an act of "consititu-
tive repression" in which the living find some way to open the doors to the
cryptic vaults of the past and accord the dead a proper funeral, thus freeing

them from their incompleted passage into the past, and, at the same time,
exorcising their ability to "haunt" the present. Or, as Mercer notes, the

Cameroonian filmmaker Jean Marie Teno has more clearly put it: "Funerals

are so important to us ... If we don't bury a friend or a foe well, we are like-
ly to see his ghost often until the day we unbury him and bury him again
according to the tradition. We didn't bury colonialism very well, and we can
see its ghost everywhere."19
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Between Teno's statement and Murphy's "we can't send them off mean"
(a phrase whose plural subject and object—"we'V'them"—reveals its inter-
est in resolving a problem greater than that faced by John Connor as he
struggles to find the right way to bury his daughter) there is an encyclopedia
of historical differences, but a continuity of sentiment; for, like Teno's
friend and foe, the Famine dead, it seems, must be unburied and then
buried again, recovered from their walled-up cabins and submarine ceme-
teries and then replaced in memory before the past with which they haunt
the island's present can be complete. But as works such as Murphy's
Famine, which dedicates so much of its lyric energies to finding the right
language of keening with which to "wake" and then surrender the dead,
make this evident, the question of knowing why the dead must be exhumed
becomes less vital, less predictably answerable, than the question of know-
ing what the reappearance of these bodies will allow their mourners to see.

According to Kinealy and others, those "revisionist" historians who pre-
ferred not to gaze upon the Famine dead refused to do so because they
feared that in doing so they and their countrymen and -women would see
the killing hand of empire and the beckoning specter of the vengeful na-
tion, because they feared that the word the dead would speak to the living
would be the outraged and unrefusable word of nationalism. The recent
"postrevisionist" histories of the Famine indicate that that fear may be at
least partially valid. Standing at the stern of a boat bound for the Americas,
looking back at the vast cemetery their island has become, Robert Scally's
emigrants, we recall, are granted in this "last view of Ireland," their "first
view of themselves." Ireland, Scally seems to suggest, emerges into view as a
unitary entity, as an imaginable and collectivizing phenomenon, in this
exact moment, as women and men from numerous local communities see a
common Ireland for the first time. On the decks of these ships, and on the
shipping wharves where, over a period of two or three years, a million Irish

emigrants saw the scattered townlands of the island gathered together

around their common flight from death, Ireland was born. "It was," Scally

insists, "their first truly 'national' experience. The sight of the exodus was
concentrated and magnified in the few square miles of the waterfront

where, in a sense, all of Ireland's townlands met for the first time and wit-
nessed the commonality of their fate" (212). Their fate, however, was not

simply to become Irish in this moment of escape but to lose Ireland in the
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very moment of their becoming Irish. But such, of course, is the fate and
the allure of every nation: to occupy a lost place, to exist only in the land-
scapes of the past, to call out to the living to embark on a voyage of return
to the homeland of the dead.

But there is another way to read Scally's parting words and that parting
view. The self those emigrants see for the first time may be the Irish self left
behind, but it may also be the Atlantic self that stands gazing back at the is-
land. And again, from this perspective, it is not insignificant that this less
grounded view of selfhood becomes available on the deck of a ship and in
the pages of a book written by an Irish scholar whose place of residence is in
the city of New York, a city on the far side of the Atlantic passage; for gazing
back at Ireland and at the dead from either of these two places, from the
place of passage or the place of writing, both emigrant and historian see an
Ireland that in that very instant in which it passes into national memory also
disseminates itself, Atlanticizes itself. As Scally notes elsewhere in his text, in
taking to the coffin ships, the Famine emigrants did not merely become
Irish, they became "a nation afloat" (220).

Although he acknowledges this second, secret, view of an extranational
Atlantic Ireland, an emigrant Ireland that comes into being "as though born
from the sea" (227), in scattered moments throughout his text, this is not
the knowledge of Ireland, Famine, and emigration that Scally seems to de-
sire. The fundamental argument of his text is that the narrative of the
Famine is a narrative of migration from place to placelessness, that the ac-
celerated experience of "modernization" that saw a million peasants turned
into wage laborers, often within a matter of weeks, was above all else an ex-
perience of exchanging a hyperlocalized territory of identity and belonging
for the deterritorializing flow-dynamic of the Atlantic world system, that

the Famine emigrants migrated less from Ireland to the Americas than from
the knowledge of belonging to a place to the confusion of occupying the

placeless space of the Atlantic economy.

Scally plots this narrative of the loss of place as he follows one company
of emigrants from Ballykilcline to the Americas. "As they took the first steps
on the road out and in the preceding months of distressful waiting among

the emptying cabins, the sensations of loss," Scally notes, "were of their
only place of belonging" (160). On their first stop on that "road out," in a
town called Strokestown that is now home to Ireland's national Famine mu-

seum, Scally's emigrants are again seen to experience the loss of place: "It
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was their first 'outside' and their first experience as aliens, exposed now
without a place of refuge" (161; emphasis added). But it is not until they em-
bark on a ferry for Liverpool, and thus enter "the outer fringes of a system

far more powerful and complex, whose extent and workings were still fur-
ther beyond their experience and understanding," that, Scally indicates, the
emigrants truly moved from place to space as they approached a city that
lay at the center of "a world maritime trade" (193), a city that "represented
the most dynamic core of world capitalism. . . . [That] in the movement of
ships and cargo . . . the immense traffick in goods and people that passed
through its docks and warehouses. . . was an exemplar of modernity to the

rest of the maritime world" (194).
It is in the heart of this exuberantly Atlantic city that the historian situ-

ates the final, tragic encounter between the now irretrievably displaced rep-
resentatives of a dying "localized mentality" and the "masters" of a "world
maritime trade":

pouring through this spectacle of dynamism and innovation in their tens of

thousands annually were the living artifacts of the agrarian past, a great

many of them the last remaining peasants, graziers, and transhumans of the

British Isles. . . . Like the ships and cargoes being moved according to the

mechanical rhythms of the docks, these recruits from the hinterland also

had to be disciplined to the port's complex system of movement and engi-

neering. In the process, whether as day laborers or steerage passengers,

individual identity had to be submerged. (Ibid.)

Torn from their only place of "refuge" and "belonging," the emigrants, Scally
suggests, are forced to departicularize themselves, to abandon their unique
identities, to submerge themselves within the disciplinary flow, the mechani-
cal, inhuman, interchangeable rhythms of the Atlantic world system as they
complete their passage from the local into the global.

If the aesthetic of this narrative is obviously tragic, then its logic is essen-
tially Heideggerian. As Edward S. Casey has demonstrated, the spatial rheto-
ric that supplements, and to some extent organizes, the temporal poetic of
Heidegger's Being and Time is one that opposes the ontic security of being-

in-place to the uncanny anxiety occasioned by Dasein's encounter with a
world space. As Casey has it, Heidegger's "analysis of the uncanny continues
to explore the homeworld and its loss in the form of Dasein's ineluctable
being 'not-at-home' (un-heim-lich] in the world. For the uncanny is not
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only nothing. . . but nowhere: it represents the radical absence of any place
or region." Anxiety is an ontological, not psychological, state and hence
"discloses primordially and directly the world as world. . . . The world is
precisely that which makes us anxious if we face it as world—and all the
more anxious if we experience it as the source of indefinite possibilities for
our being-in-the-world."20 Anxiety, here, is precisely that which comes to
haunt the self displaced from a surrounding, familiar, limited, and custom-
ary context of meanings, what Heidegger calls a "region" and Pierre Nora
refers to as an "environment of memory," and replaced within—or indeed
not replaced within but, more closely, cast into—the atopia of an undiffer-
entiated space, an absolute space coterminous with the limitless possibilities
of the world.

Anxiety is thus both the loss of a place and the loss of place itself, the
terrorism of the global. As such, Homi Bhabha suggests, anxiety is the
founding "ontopological" condition of colonial and postcolonial migration:
"Anxiety is the mediatory moment between culture's sedimentation and its
signifying displacement; its longing for place and its borderline existence,
its 'objectlessness' that does not lack an objective, the tryst between territo-
riality and the memory of dissemination."21 Migrancy, on this account, is
less a moving from one territory to another than an experience of the death
of place in an apocalypse of space, and of the death of the self as something
ontologically grounded in the reassurance of a localizable place. In this re-
spect, Scally's emigrants are not, in a looser sense of the word, migrants—
subjects who depart one place for another—but, regardless of whether or
not they survived their ocean passage, a band of Heideggerian suicides
drowning themselves in the waters of an Atlantic world system whose dis-
placing economies of flow serve as a hydrodynamic model for a vision of the

end of history apprehended as the triumph of space over place.
This reading of Famine and emigration helps to clarify what can be at

stake in the work of Famine remembrance; for if to bury the unquiet dead is
not simply to honor and have done with them but to "place" them, to in-
form the dead that their vocation is to stay in place, then the task of Famine
remembrance, which is also the task of warding off the end of history, of

restoring a knowledge of place to an increasingly placeless world, can only

be complete if it can return these dead from space to place—a conviction

that rests on the assumption that the Atlantic does not, and cannot, consti-
tute a place within the geography of Irishness. That this conviction can in-
form not only a disavowal of the extranational but an identification of the
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nation as the solitary, if belated, guarantor of place (and, hence, of history)
and a bitter defense of an emplaced, nativist discourse of Irish nationalism
becomes violently evident in Jim Sheridan's film The Field, as Bull McCabe,
beating to death an Irish-American "outsider" who has returned to Ireland
and sought to buy the Bull's piece of land, roars out to his son, "See this
fella here? See this Yank? His family lived around here, but when the going
got tough they ran away to America. They ran away from the Famine—
while we stayed. Do you understand? We stayed! We stayed!! We stayed!!!"22

That the emigrants, in setting foot on the coffin ships, might be sailing
from the placeable "inside" of Irishness to a space of cultural death beyond
the shores is by no means an idea exclusive to the twentieth century. Before
the emigrants ever departed their localized townland communities, before
they set foot on the coffin ships, their families and friends had expressed the
same conviction, not only, as may have happened, informally, but in a ritu-
alized ceremony of departure that became known as the American Wake.
On the eve of their departures to the New World, the Famine emigrants
were regularly invited to attend such ceremonies. By the time the Famine
had run its course, such events had become perhaps the most common ritu-
al of Irish life, turning Ireland, in the words of the Irish People, into "one
vast American Wake."23 Treated as living corpses at these doleful occasions,
the emigrants, particularly the young, were frequently reproached for their
willingness to abandon their homes, their families, and, most shamefully,
their mothers. As the wails and keenings and reproaches of those left behind
washed over them, the emigrants, it would seem, were baptized into the
communion not simply of the displaced but of the unplaced, the placeless.
And as these occasions entered into the collective memory of the Famine,
they were increasingly understood to mark not only the emigrant's losses
but the nation's. As the Irish-Irelander Robert Lynd remarked in 1909, for

post-Famine generations of Irish subjects, the Wakes were less a ritual of
personal and familial tragedy than a "signal of national doom,"24 a signal,
perhaps, of a nation whose authentic places of belonging had been de-

stroyed by the Famine, the moaning signal of a nation whose true places

were now resident only in the past or secreted within the shameful tombs of

memory.

But although it seems possible to read the American Wakes as the origi-

nary events in a cryptic discourse of Famine remembrance and national con-
sciousness; as mass rituals of melancholy incorporation in which those left
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behind began to encrypt the dead, the past, and the nation; as the tomblike
doorposts to that "culture of shame" that Eagleton and others suggest con-
tinues to haunt Ireland, Abraham and Torok, at least, indicate that to read
the Wakes so is to misread their psychic economies. On their account the
Wake, like any feast or meal "eaten in the company of the deceased, may be
seen as a protection against incorporation," as an act of "communion" that
signifies to its participants that "instead of the deceased we are absorbing our
mutual presence in the form of digestible food. We will bury the dead in the
ground rather than in ourselves" (129). What is crucial to Abraham and
Torok is that the Wake is a collective activity and a public act, an act of
mourning that acknowledges loss and grief, rather than one that disavows

loss and hides it away. The Wake is thus an act of introjection, a licit rather
than a furtive rite of burial. As such, the American Wakes, those proleptic
acts of mourning, may contain within themselves a secret knowledge that
can teach the Famine's backward-glancing mourners to free their mourning
from the sovereign authority of a melancholic nationalism. The American
Wakes, that is, may be less the doorposts to an endocryptic nation of the
dead than the gateposts to Ireland's Atlanticization, the entryways to
Ireland's reinvention as an extranational territory of belonging.

And this, I believe, is exactly what the American Wakes mark, not only
as generalized rituals of introjection, but as specific, historical practices of
mourning and remembrance. By many accounts, the central event of an
American Wake was the reading of a letter from a prior emigrant who had
arrived safely in the Americas, the circulation of textual proof that the death
celebrated in the Wake was not, in fact, absolute. Such letters, which be-
came so numerous, as Scally acknowledges, that they came to constitute a

sort of "American library" for the inhabitants of Ireland's rural townlands
(134), were supplemented by additional "proofs" not simply of the surviv-
ability of emigration but, more important, I believe, of its circularity. Of the

numerous ballads that were sung at the Wakes, many—some scholars sug-

gest most—were composed in the Americas and returned to Ireland in the

mail packages of eastward-bound vessels. Added to these letters and songs

were funds, monies sent back to family members to enable them to eat and,
almost as significantly, to enable them to host a Wake. Indeed, the entire fi-
nancial structure of the American Wakes depended on the circulation of
capital across the Atlantic. As bodies flowed west, currency flowed east, so
that the Wakes held in Sligo, Cork, and Skibbereen were financed by monies
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earned in Boston, New York, and Quebec. Other items also regularly joined
this transatlantic flow. Thomas Gallagher indicates that it was not un-
common for the female lovers of departing emigrants to stitch cuts of their
pubic hair or swatches of cloth dyed with their menstrual fluids into the
clothing of their beloveds as guardians of their ability to occupy their lovers'
imagination on either side of the Atlantic. And, as a form of protection
against drowning, emigrants were also often given a "caul" ("the fetal mem-
brane that sometimes covers the head of an infant at birth" [Gallagher, 125])
to carry with them on board ship and then to send back to Ireland for sub-
sequent reuse.

Collectively, these circulating letters, ballads, monies, swatches of cloth,
and prophylactic talismans indicate that the American Wakes served to do
far more than mark the death of Ireland, or, more exactly, the birth of
Ireland as a nation of the dead and the birth of the nation as a community
of melancholies. The emigrants who received these things and sent them
back from the other side of the Atlantic were not exchanging the place of
the nation for the placelessness of the extranational; they were marking,
with no little degree of agony, their entry into an Irish place of belonging
unbounded by the borders of the nation, a place of belonging that was less
insular than circular, less rooted than routed, less national than Atlantic.
What the American Wakes reveal is that place is not the prerogative of the
nation, that the nation is not the sole bestower of a sense of collective iden-
tity, and that Irishness encompasses more than an island, more than a na-
tion, more than a fatal past. To remember the Famine, the Wakes thus sug-
gest, is not so much to encrypt the nation as it is to discover that Irishness
may be less a matter of staying in place, or mourning a lost place, than it is
a movement of bodies and songs and letters from one place to another, a
circulating of lives and memories and desires across the passage routes of the
Irish Atlantic.

What the American Wakes seem to ritualize, then, is less a knowledge of

loss and of death (the very temporal structure of the Wakes, in which some-

thing is recalled in advance of its disappearance, in which remembrance pre-
cedes departure, implies that in these rituals the acts of remembrance and of
re-presentation, and hence the promise of recovery and of return, trump the
experience of loss) than a transatlantic form of memory performatively real-
ized in the presence of those who presently and proleptically mark the Irish
and the American antipodes of a transoceanic community of belonging. In
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his recent study, Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance, Joe Roach

has theorized the ways in which such performative rites of memory have

acted to sustain a cross-Atlantic imaginary that is, to his mind, one of the

defining cultural and aesthetic features of the Black Atlantic world. In creat-

ing a series of critical genealogies of such rites of memory, Roach identifies

three constitutive characteristics of those performative acts through which

an "arc of memory . . . launched by sustained contact and exchange among

the peoples of the Atlantic world" (29) links together the dispersed subjects

of Old and New World communities. The Atlantic is bridged, he suggests,

by acts of memory and imagination that are essentially "kinesthetic," which

orient themselves around locatable "vortices" that "canalize specified needs,

desires and habits . . . [in such places as] the grand boulevard, the market-

place, the theater district, the square, the burial ground" (28), and which re-

produce a prior environment of memory by "displacing" it, by reinventing it

in the moment of its transmission. Collectively, Roach argues, such charac-

teristics pattern complex social performances (most frequently, in his work,

those performances that structure the collective theater of public funerals)

that restore the past to the present, the dead to the living, the "there" to the

"here," not by obliging the contemporary, the living, and the present to

flawlessly surrogate the antecedent, the dead, and the distant, but by gather-

ing the living together in a common place in which, as they recognize and

avow the history of movements that constitute their link to the past from

which they have been sundered, these performers re-create the past as they

remember it. In so doing, they join not only a reinvented past to an experi-

enced present, a recollected there to an occupied here, but situate the very

space that divides the past and the present, the here and the there, within a

reimagined environment of memory. They mark themselves as the inhabi-

tants of an expanded place of belonging that encompasses the place of depar-

ture, the place of arrival, and the place of transit.

As they gather together to enact such performances, in other words, the

migrant subjects of the circum-Atlantic world do not mourn the loss of

place attendant on a terrorizing voyage into the anxious possibilities of

being in the world so much as they replace a featureless space, placing them-

selves within a shifting territory of memory and belonging that spans the

Atlantic world. That the American Wakes constitute such a circum-Atlantic

performance, a performance that, rather than mourning the death of

Ireland, agonistically celebrates its transoceanic dissemination, seems evi-
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dent. Gathered together at these ritual reinventions of an antecedent rite of
Irish memory, those who left and those who stayed behind mark the mo-
ment in which Ireland takes its place within a transatlantic world, the mo-
ment in which Irishness comes to encompass not a lost place but a circulat-
ing, cross-Atlantic economy of memories, letters, songs, bodies, images,
and desires.

In the concluding chapter of The End of Hidden Ireland, Scally insists
that this is exactly not the case. He argues that the emigrants did not enter,
or open Ireland to, an Atlantic world. But he argues so largely because in
departing Ireland the Famine emigrants did not join a pool of laboring bod-
ies flowing back and forth across the Atlantic Ocean. In making this claim,
Scally ignores the possibility that the Atlantic might channel a circulating
economy not simply of workers but of narratives, that it might embed a
cultural poetics of flow of the sort mapped in Roach's work and in Paul
Gilroy's Black Atlantic. It seems to me that Scally's own text provides the
counterproof to his argument, that his history of the Famine is one of those
countless pieces of writing, one of those many documents of memory, one
of those emigrant's missives that have continued to crisscross an Irish
Atlantic offering proof of the ongoing existence of a transatlantic rather
than a reductively cis-Atlantic community of Irish belonging. Taking their
generic cue from those letters shared at an American Wake, these docu-
ments testify not to the irre/j/^reability of the nation but, in the words of
James Joyce's Wake, to "the birth of an otion," the birth, that is, of a nation
unable to disavow the notion that its places of belonging are serially post-
marked by the narratives of identity circulating the Atlantic Ocean.25 It is to
one of those "letters," with a poetic missive that Paul Muldoon has dis-
patched to Ireland from the Americas, that I now wish to turn; for it is in
Muldoon s verse, I believe, that a contemporary refashioning of the Wake's
a-national, Atlantic cartography of Irishness can best be found.

Muldoon may strike some readers as an unlikely candidate for the role of
lyric historian of the Irish Atlantic; for, whatever else has been said of
Muldoon, his admiring, if puzzled, critics have rarely identified him as a his-
torical poet. When history does surface in Muldoon's work it tends to sur-

face as literary history or as a highly stylized act of confession. Only rarely

does history of the rougher sort—the violent, public history that many

readers seem to expect from Irish poets—nudge its snout above the waters
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of his verse before slinking, silkie-like, away. Actually, there are fewer silkies
in Muldoon's poems than bathyspheres, submarines, and nautiluses—
mechanical devices for the return of the repressed that, by their very failure
to be identifiably Irish, appear to indicate the poet's disinterest in sounding
the themes of an Irish political history his work sometimes seems engineered
to forget. But if Muldoon's work is haunted by the need to forget, it is also
educated by his continuing discovery of the impossibility of certain acts of
forgetting. A melancholic poet, as Guinn Batten has argued, Muldoon is
also an obsessive elegist.26 And from his earliest poems through to his most
recent collection of verse, Muldoon has associated his elegies with an act of
looking at, or inhabiting, a body of water that, like the waters crossed by the
emigrants' coffin ships, has become a cemetery space.

In "The Waking Father," Muldoon's triple pun on the hydrographic, fu-

nereal, and somatic meanings of the word wake permits him to construct a
poetic persona absorbed in the curious work of revivifying, reburying, and
drowning his father.

. . . I wonder now if he is dead or sleeping

For if he is dead I would have his grave

Secret and safe,

I would turn the river out of its course,

Lay him in its bed, bring it round again.27

The uncertainty expressed by the son in the first line of this verse ("I wonder
now if he is dead or sleeping") baptizes an idiom of ambiguity evident not
only in the following lines but in much of Muldoon's succeeding work.
Cupping the waters of the river in the palm of his poetic hand, Muldoon ac-

cords himself the right to perform his dead father's lustral rites. He arranges
the corpse in the silty coffin of the riverbed and pours the water of his verse
over it. The will to secrecy that animates this apparent act of tenderness indi-
cates that the poet is motivated not only by sorrow but perhaps also by
shame, by embarrassment at the sudden vulnerability of a father whom he

wills to hide in the bed of his verse. Scooping out a burial vault for his father

between the banks of his own writing, Muldoon seems here to be the very

model of Abraham and Torok's cryptophoric melancholic whose self-

appointed duty it is constantly to "bring" himself "around" to the perpetual-

ly incomplete and relentlessly secret labor of mourning. Unable to abandon
the object of loss, haunted by some humiliation suffered by the lost, the
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melancholic described by Abraham and Torok returns over and over to the

lost, degraded thing. He identifies with the embarrassment it has suffered,
and hides the unabandoned but humiliated object within his own psychic

space. Secreted within the flooded ditch of Muldoon's poem, however, the

father's corpse winks back at his poet son as the poem, like the redoubling

river it describes and imitates, brings itself "round" to its inaugural un-
certainty: is he "dead or sleeping"?

If, in this poem, Muldoon finds in the self-swallowing river a metaphor

for his poetry and for the cognitive loop-sequences of melancholy, he does
not thereby manage to lay his father's corpse to rest. As the final line of the

stanza predicts, and as the logic of melancholy demands, the river will
shortly bring itself, and its secret sharer, round again. In "The Fox," a poem

published in the 1987 volume Meeting the British, the poet, disturbed at

night by an obscure sound, stands looking out of his window and finds that

a male corpse has resurfaced from its watery grave:

You lay

three fields away

in Collegelands

graveyard, in ground

so wet you weren't so much

buried there as drowned.28

Like a fox drawn to the scent of a grave, Muldoon finds himself once again
worrying over his father's corpse, pawing at the muddy ground in which a
dead man—or was he merely sleeping?—experienced his burial as a
drowning. As mourning here implies the possibility of murder, elegy ceas-
es to be an act of bidding farewell and reconstructs itself as a practice of
disinterral.

Although in this poem Muldoon, once again confronting himself at the

scene of a drowning, discovers himself to be a poet condemned to nourish

his art on the grisly, waterlogged, but oddly animate remains of a dead fa-

ther, in another poem in this volume he revisits the melancholy shore where

he meets not his father but his grandfather. Actually, though the poem is ti-

tled "My Grandfather's Wake," the grandfather is conspicuous by his ab-

sence. Instead of an encounter with ancestry we are offered some deliberate-

ly quixotic meditations on the aesthetic:
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If the houses in Wyeth's Christina's dream

And Malick's Days of Heaven

are triremes, yes,

triremes riding the 'sea of grain',

then each has a little barge

in tow—a freshly-dug grave. (Meeting the British, 13)

Extending the unending work of mourning another generation into the

past, Muldoon seems to have hit the limit of his ability to keep the dead in

view. Allegory substitutes for reverie as the unsurrenderable dead, rather

than gnawing at the poet's consciousness, build themselves a funereal navy

and launch themselves to sea (the "trireme" Muldoon makes so much of is

both a warship and a ship used to ferry the dead). We have not yet arrived at
the moment in which Muldoon's coronary obsession will wed a genealogical

to a historical melancholy, in which the submerged and resurfaced cadavers
of his familial past will join ranks with the bodies tipped from the decks of

the emigrants' coffin ships, but we are close. For if in this poem Muldoon's

grandfather vanishes into the hold of a trireme, that funeral vessel—which

is at once the vault in which another father has been secreted and an allegory

of the cryptic, cryptlike poem—gestures beyond itself to a more abject
flotilla, a navy of little barges that drag behind, like floating coffins roped to

the timbers of this elegy.

Guinn Batten, to whom I am indebted for my understanding of Muldoon's
work as a poet of melancholy, has observed that Muldoon "is attracted to
corpses that will not stay buried."29 And thus far—other than suggesting

that Muldoon is attracted to corpses that will not stay submerged—I have

said little that Batten has not said better in her work on Muldoon. Where I

do wish to diverge from Batten is on what this attraction might signify. In

her reading, Muldoon's fondness for his corpses betrays not simply the

melancholic temperament of a son unable to dispatch his father's and

mother's ghosts but, more productively, his willingness to explore a space in

language uncontaminated by the Law of the Father. Refusing to surrender

his father, Muldoon refuses the paradigmatic plot of Oedipal revolt and

hence refuses the work of psychic differentiation fundamental to the con-

struction of normalized subjectivity. In the abject space in which he paws,

sniffs, and devours the dead, Batten's Muldoon discovers a cryptonymic
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language that allows him to situate himself on either side of a Lacanian di-
vide, to "disorder" the boundaries of his self, to abandon the myth of a uni-
fied subjectivity and so—by substituting the question "Where am I?" for
the more usual "Who am I?"—to discover his identity as a diaspora. This
strikes me as convincing and valuable, particularly at those moments in
which Batten is able to demonstrate that if Muldoon eventually arrives at
the place in which all good postmodern subjects are supposed to arrive—
the space from which the self is able to recognize its "disseminations"—he
does so not simply to celebrate the diasporization of the subject but in order
to "show us the effaced pain, loneliness, and poverty that speak from be-
neath such playful multiplicities, no matter how culturally powerful their
performative potential may be" (195).

What I want to ask, however, is whether there is anything particularly
Irish about Muldoon's melancholy piping of the anthems of the postmodern,
whether the sort of psychoanalytic reading that Batten has produced can be
historically "situated," and if it can, whether it can be situated within both
Ireland's national history and its transatlantic history. Is Muldoon's abject
predicament merely personal and familial? Or is it also a historical predica-
ment? Interring his corpses, and the bodies of earlier poems, is Muldoon
communing not only with his past but with an Irish past, allegorizing not
only his "boundary disorders" but Ireland's diasporization? More specifical-
ly, are the unsubmergeable, serially resurfacing bodies that litter his poems at
least in some respects historically necessary rather than imaginatively gratu-
itous? Is their emergence informed by, and does it also inform, a knowledge
of both those bleak mid-nineteenth-century years in which, as Robert Scally
has it, Ireland became "a nation afloat" and all those subsequent years in
which Irish bodies, narratives, and desires have continued to crisscross the
Atlantic? Quite obviously, I think that the answer to these questions is yes,
and that the Irishness of Muldoon's melancholy art has something to do with
the inescapability of those funeral waters in which he discovers the secret of

his, and the nation's, dissemination. But if this answer is correct, it then im-
plies a second set of questions.

The Muldoon I have sketched thus far is a poet whose imaginary is re-
lentlessly necrophiliac, corpse-chewing, incorporative. His dead may be sub-

merged rather than walled up in derelict cabins, devoured by rats, tumbled
into lime pits, or abandoned by the side of the road, but they seem to inspire

no less a desire to "complete" and to hide them, no milder a form of cryptic
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melancholy than that so frequently inspired by the canonical images of the
Famine dead. Is there then anything that distinguishes Muldoon's memori-
alization of these bodies from the brooding, melancholic forms of remem-
brance that typically attend the recovery of those Joyce referred to as the
"hungried thousands"? Is his poetics of memory one that confirms or denies
my suggestion that such cryptic forms of remembrance do not define the
only way of remembering the catastrophic past? If, as I wish to suggest,
Muldoon's dead often float into his verse from out of the depths of the Irish
Atlantic, can his inspection of these bodies free itself from a cryptic melan-
choly and produce an alternate understanding of the relation of the living to
these water-coffined dead, a relation similar to that which I have argued the
American Wakes celebrate as they replace the fatal memory of a lost, dam-
aged, past with the difficult knowledge of Ireland's cross-Atlantic present?
Again, my answer to these questions is yes, though not because Muldoon's
early poems subtly act, somehow, to "undo" the sovereign reign of melan-
choly to which they so willingly submit, but because in his most recent col-
lection of poems, The Annals of Chile, Muldoon brings himself round, once
again, to the scene of his earlier wakes, to his drowned ancestors and his
triremes, but does so in order to view their bodies from a now American
place of writing, from the scene of his own round-the-world wandering,
from whence he will send back to Ireland, and to an earlier incarnation of
himself, the news that the narrative of emigration is not necessarily the story
of life's end.

The Annals of Chile is a waterlogged text. The opening poem—a trans-
lation of Ovid's account of Leto's metamorphosis—contemplates a race of
women and men who have been rendered amphibian ("now they love nothing

more than / to play in water, giving themselves over to total / immersion.. .")30

and then gives on to a sequence of hydrographic lyrics that collectively sug-
gest that if, in his earlier work, Muldoon found himself compelled to dredge
bodies from the reservoirs of his past, he has now given himself over to total
immersion, abandoned himself to the morbid spaces of the submarine in the
hope that he might find some object of play beneath the waters. The first of
these succeeding poems, however, finds the poet not disporting himself but

having his hair scrubbed by a less than happy mother, who, as she washes her

son's hair, administers some lessons on sexual purity. Head dipped over the
sink, Muldoon watches the water whirlpooling down the drain and sud-

denly finds himself gazing not at a porcelain bowl but at the waters of a trans-
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atlantic territory ("it must be somewhere on or near the equator / given how
water / plunged headlong into water" [7]) in which an exiled band of Irish-
men have set up shop. Two poems later the poet upbraids himself for confus-
ing his now deceased mother with "a woman slinking from the fur of a sea
otter" (10). In the following lyric, he recalls cutting "a manhole cover" (12)
out of a sheet of water-covering ice. The manhole cover then becomes a lens
for him to peer into the past, where he espies a childhood friend who has mas-
tered the art of being in "two places at once" (12). In "Incantata" a deceased
lover manages the neat trick of rising from her "barrow" not as a zombie but
as a "nautilus" (13). "Yarrow"—the long, genetically hybrid poem that con-
cludes the volume—opens with intimations of a coming apocalypse, a flood
in which "all would be swept away by the stream / that fanned across the
land" (39).

I will refrain from going on. Suffice to say that the volume is littered with
scenes of drowning or submersion, with watering troughs passing as coffins,
and sinks that entomb the waters of the Atlantic. Fleets of ghost ships—the
Marie Celeste, the Fighting Temeraire, the Hispaniola, the Caledonia, the
Golden Hind, the Pequod, one of Popeyes vessels, and an "Athenian galley"—
put in appearances, and over and over "a nautilus / of memory" (152) surfaces
from the submarine depths of Muldoon's work. Like the nautilus in Jules
Verne's Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea, Muldoon's nautilus collects
within its hold a variegated cargo of poetic figures and devices. First visible as
an emblem of a cancer-eaten corpse, it subsequently functions as the diving
vessel of memory. Both an emblem of the remembered and the act of re-
membrance, the nautilus links the many water scenes in the volume by sug-
gesting that for Muldoon memory is an act of plunging into the oceanic,
and history a collection of sea-changed bodies.

Let me briefly note two more things about those bodies. The dead in The
Annals of Chile are hungry, and they are diseased. The lover in "Incantata" is
devoured by cancer. In "Yarrow," another lover, or the poet's mother—the

ambiguity is deliberate—is consumed from within by ovarian cancer.

Blighted in body, the dying and the dead suffer further because their food-
stuffs are sickly. "Yarrow"—a poem that refers repeatedly to an unspecified

year of pervasive hunger—is seeded with ruined kale and rotten tubers. The

yarrow-rising lover of "Incantata" offers the poet "what looked like a

cankered potato" (13). Hunger, diseased bodies, rotten staples, bodies tipped
into the wash: Muldoon is far too oblique a poet to announce exactly what
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he is up to, what he is remembering by only partially forgetting, but there is
little doubt that the abject landscape of The Annals of Chile \s haunted by the
melancholy specter of the Ireland, and the Irish Atlantic, of the late 18408, or
that Muldoon's Ireland is thus oceanic in the maritime and in the Freudian
sense. It is, in other words, both a seagoing territory andz. spectral terrain; an
uncanny Ireland in which the topographies of the present are overlaid by the
ghostly architectures of the past.

If The Annals of Chile is thus a narrative of Ireland's dualization, the na-
tion's uncanny doubleness emerges here as not merely temporal, but spatial.
Muldoon's childhood Ireland, which serves as the scene for much of the
i5O-page-long "Yarrow," is a territory simultaneously occupied by the quo-

tidian features of a rural home world, "The bridge. The barn. The all-too-
familiar terrain" (55), and by the landscapes of the American West, the
South African veld lands, the ancient Mediterranean, the Mexican desert,
and any number of other boyish fantasylands. Remembering an occasion
on which he entered the all-too-familiar interior of his father's barn,
Muldoon recalls that that was also "the time I hunkered with Wyatt Earp
and Wild Bill Hickock / on the ramparts of Troy" (71). Riding a fence on
the farm, he finds himself also crouched "in the apple-butt of the Marie
Celeste' and then, suddenly, pitched into "Mexico, 1918" (60). There is, of
course, nothing particularly original about a child's ability to enchant his
native surrounding with the mythic features of a world made available to
him by the cinema, the classics, or pulp fiction. But that, in some ways,
seems to be Muldoon's point, as he recalls the entire unexceptionality of an
Ireland whose most indigenous places have become the playground to the
world. But if we are here visitors to a place in which one is always in the
world while at home, and in which no one place is ever content to be a single
locale but always seems to house a library of no-longer-distant lands, then
in entering this text we have also entered a textual universe in which the

endless possibilities of a childhood fantasy of autodissemination decline to a

more determinate doubling of the locations of identity as Muldoon supple-

ments his childhood memories with reflections on his adult decision to emi-

grate to America. For if Muldoon's boyish voice speaks from an Ireland that
is always home to the world, then the adult persona of The Annals of Chile

exchanges the infinite possibilities of this multilocal place for the particulari-
ties of a transatlantic, Irish and American, territory of belonging. And it is as
he attempts to map the contours of this strangely more anxiety-producing
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realm, as he finds himself in need of discovering a mode of poetic discourse
adequate to the specific demands of an Irish childhood and an American

adulthood, and as he struggles to maintain at least one foot in either place,
that Muldoons verse seems to find some odd sustenance in the memories of
Famine and emigration so constantly rising above the surface of his verse.

Muldoon opened his previous collection Madoc: A Mystery with a poetic

"key" that pretended to unlock the enigmas of the book (dare I note that
that "key" text contains the image of a man emerging "from his sound booth

like a diver from a bathyscope"?).31 In The Annals ofChile\ie gives us two

such keys, one of which he withholds until the final lines of "Yarrow." The

poem ends thus:

there's something about the quail's 'Wet-my-foot'

and the sink full of harts-tongue, borage and common kedlock

that I've either forgotten or disavowed

it has something to do with a trireme, laden with ravensara

that was lost with all hands between Ireland and Montevideo. (189)

Wetting his foot (and the metrical feet of his verse) as he steps into the wa-

ters of an Irish history he has spent much of the volume simultaneously in-
voking and disavowing, remembering by not quite managing to forget,

Muldoon returns us to the scene of his grandfather's wake, to the image of a

lost funeral boat, which he now apprehends as a vessel steaming from
Ireland to the Americas. In plotting a route to the recovery of that trireme,
both from the waters of the Atlantic and from the pages of his own earlier
writings, Muldoon has quite carefully positioned this coffin ship in a com-
plex relationship both to the America he now inhabits and to the "all-too-
familiar terrain" of the Ireland from which he has emigrated. For the trireme
that appears in these lines is not only a mortuary vessel and a ship whose inter-

rupted itinerary implies the passage to the Americas that Muldoon has man-

aged to complete, it is also a sort of delayed slant rhyme that, in providing

the book with its closing image, simultaneously completes the volume's

most frequently repeated and its most organizing refrain.

In the opening pages of "Yarrow," Muldoon, recalling the farm on which

he was raised, rests his eye on "The bridge. The barn. The all-too-familiar

terrain" (55). Several times thereafter he begins a stanza with the opening

portions of that statement, thus identifying "The bridge . . . the barn" as an



152 — Ian Baucom

inevitable, an inescapable ground of memory. But if the bridge, the barn,
that all-too-familiar terrain, cannot be slipped, it can be transformed; for on
one of its reappearances, the refrain completes itself with a slant rhyme on
terrain, as Muldoon now contemplates "The bridge. The barn. The all-too-
familiar seal-flipper terrine / with the hint of seaweed" (103). The abject
comedy of this terrine/terrain substitution is in part a function of the substi-
tution of seal for quail (the primary ingredient of an "authentic" terrine), but
is also a result of the bizarre familiarity, to the poet, of this unexpected sub-
stitution. It seems he has eaten seal-flipper terrine not only before, but often.
By the final lines of the poem, however, a quail has reasserted itself as the first
ingredient thrown into a sink full of odd foodstuffs (borage, kedlock), but
this strange, forgotten, disavowed terrine of memory, which has now taken
the place of the earlier abject terrine, which has in its turn substituted for the
all-too-familiar terrain of childhood, is then summarily displaced by a
trireme sailing from Ireland to the Americas. If the poetic path Muldoon
lays from the all-too-familiar terrain of a native place of belonging, to a too-
often consumed seal-flipper terrine (with its hint of seaweed), to the all-too-
familiar trireme efficiently demonstrates the metamorphic but enigmatic
brilliance of his craft, then it also plots a narrative of Famine and emigration
in miniature.32 Driven from the familiar terrain of their birth by a Famine so
pervasive it led multitudes to attempt to nourish themselves on grass, sea-
weed, and other strange but soon all-too-familiar foodstuffs before surren-
dering themselves at last to the ships that for so many were to become no
more than floating coffins, the Famine emigrants, no less than Muldoon's
readers, have trudged this path from terrain to trireme.

But is this also the path that Muldoon understands himself to have

walked in his passage from Ireland to America? Is his passage from Ireland
to the Americas no more than a late-twentieth-century version of the

Famine emigrants' passage from terrain to trireme? If it is, then he, like

Robert Scally's emigrants, has also passed from place to placelessness, from
the "inside" of Irishness to the fatal depths of an Atlantic Ocean that does not
bridge the abyss between one place and the other but is only, ever, a place-
less space between Ireland and the Americas. If this is Muldoon's oblique
but conclusive answer to the painful, haunting riddle of hunger and emi-
gration, then his trireme allegorizes an absolute sundering of the present
from the past, and of the Americas from Ireland, as it frames the relationship

of "here" and "there," "now" and "then," only in terms of death, and loss,
and vanishing.
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It is my sense that this is, in part, exactly what Muldoon intends, and
that we would be ill-advised to ignore this knowledge of emigration cooped
in the hold of his funeral ship. For however mournful that knowledge may

be, it is not, I believe, a signal of his inability to think beyond the tropes of
melancholy that haunt the cultural poetics of imperial suffering, colonial
migrancy, and postcolonial remembrance, but a sign of his awareness that
catastrophe cannot be summarily redeemed simply because we deem it bet-
ter to live euphorically than dysphorically. It is a measure of his recognition
of what Batten calls the "pain and loneliness" too often effaced from the cele-
bratory discourses of cultural multiplicity. But though this is Muldoon's last
word on what it is like to live "between" Ireland and the Americas, it is not
his only word. Indeed, if it were his only word, the volume could not have
been written, not because Muldoon would literally have failed to survive his
westward passage but because the adult world the text maps is not an apoca-
lyptically sundered terrain but one that Muldoon is able constantly to cross
and recross; because as it moves from stanza to stanza, shuttling from the
memories of childhood to the experience of adulthood to the recollections
of adolescence once again, attending to the appeals of an American lover,
the admonitions of an Irish mother, and the delights of a New York bed-
mate once more, the volume charts itself as nothing less than a continuous
circular navigation of the transatlantic. The Annals of Chile, as I mentioned,
contains two "keys." The trireme lost with all hands between Ireland and
America is one. But it is with the second of those keys, though it comes ear-
lier in the volume, that I wish to conclude, for it is in that piece of writing,
in a short poem titled "Twice," that Muldoon reveals the secret that allows
him thus to inhabit the crisscross territory of the Irish Atlantic.

In the poem, Muldoon directs his readers to a photograph that in many
ways provides a counterallegory of the difficulties and pleasures of his own
transatlantic existence. The photo is from his childhood, a conventional
classroom shot of a triple row of school-age youths smiling or staring sullen-

ly, at the lens of a camera. What distinguishes the photo, what makes it both
instantly memorable and retrospectively symbolic of Muldoon's and Ireland's
experience of migrancy, is the grinning delinquency of one of the students,
a boy named Lefty Clery, who gazes out at us "from both ends of the school
photograph, / having jooked behind the three / deep rest of us to meet the

Kodak's / leisurely pan: 'Two places at once, was it, or one place twice?'"
(12). Uncannily present on either side of the row of children, Lefty's body

jokingly poses the question that this essay has, in many respects, attempted
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to answer. For if Lefty is a cunningly wicked little boy, he is also a child who
hides an Irish secret beneath the surface of his English nickname. The
Gaelic spelling of Lefty's name, as Guinn Batten notes, signifies not only
left-handed but "havoc" or "destruction." And so it is not only a classroom

joker who smiles out at us but a portable catastrophe. But what does it
mean to gaze upon that wandering catastrophe? To indicate that Lefty's
magic is to be in one place twice is to see in the doubling of catastrophe an
essentially temporal and melancholy unfolding of the uncanny. It is to see a
single, unitary, place, serially haunted by the same image of destruction, to
see one place giving itself over, time after time, to the same havoc-ridden
vision. To occupy one place twice is to occupy a territory whose present

moment is always overlaid with the image of another, catastrophic, mo-
ment. If that catastrophe is the havoc and destruction of Famine, and that
one place is Ireland, then to be in one place twice is to be unable to escape
the brooding specter of that nineteenth-century past, to inhabit a nation of
the dead. And however suspicious one might be of the consequences of this
knowledge of place, this, undeniably, has been the knowledge of Irishness
that has frequently attended the inspection of the nation's great nineteenth-
century catastrophe.

But Lefty's body offers another knowledge of catastrophe and the un-
canny, a knowledge whose doubleness is less temporal than spatial. To the
immigrants at an American Wake who found themselves occupying their
native places not once but twice, as both the living and the dead, and to a
late-twentieth-century Ireland that finds the present places of the nation
similarly ghosted by the fatal landscapes of the past, Lefty offers the knowl-
edge that to be Irish is not only to suffer the melancholy bewilderments of
inhabiting one place twice but to entertain the promise of belonging to a
community that has learned to meet itself on either side of an impossible
divide, that has unlocked the riddle of finding itself in, at least, "two places
at once." Marveling over the dexterity of a young schoolboy who has man-
aged to invent himself as his own doppelganger, Muldoon determines to

master the same art and to advise his countrymen that whether they recog-

nize it or not they have already been enrolled in Lefty Clery's school of self-

portraiture. For to speak of the Irish, he here suggests, is to speak no longer

only of a body of subjects whose eternal vocation is to stay in place, but to
speak of a community that has learned the migrant art of replacing itself, as

he has learned to replace himself, on either side of a transatlantic territory of
belonging. To be Irish, Muldoon indicates, is no longer only to dwell in the
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island, or to mourn its loss, but to nourish oneself on the traumas and

promises of the Irish Atlantic.

To speak of promise, given the universe of suffering I have addressed,

may seem, at best, brutally glib. And I can only imagine that it would come

as the coldest of comforts to the emigrants trapped in the hold of Robert

Whyte's coffin ship that their sufferings would be recuperated in the ways

in which Muldoon's verse and this essay seek to recuperate them. But it is

my sense, driven in part by the tendency of a number of the recent histories

of the Famine to treat the emigrants as truly dead to Ireland the moment

they set foot on their westward-bound vessels and to read their passage to

the Americas as a passage out of Irish history, that the terrible sufferings of

these emigrants need to be resituated within a cultural history of Irishness,

not that they may be returned to view as yet another of the nation's compa-

nies of ghosts but that the circulating economy of memories, knowledges,

and desires to which their lives were joined might find its place within that

map of Irishness visible in The Annals of Chile.
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The Embarrassment of Victorianism

Colonial Subjects and the Lure of Englishness

Simon Gikandi

In my youth we lived according to the tenets of Matthew Arnold; we spread

sweetness and light, and we studied the best that there was in literature in

order to transmit it to the people—as we thought, the poor backward West

Indian people.

C. L. R. James, "Discovering Literature in Trinidad: The 1930s"

Introduction: Colonial Victorianism

In 1953, C. L. R. James, the great Afro-Caribbean writer and intellectual, was

arrested and asked to leave the United States. It was at the height of the

McCarthy era and James's close involvement with the small Trotskyist move-

ment in the United States was enough to identify him as an undesirable alien

involved in distinctly "un-American activities."1 James was beginning to de-

velop doubts about Trotskyism at the time of his arrest, but, still, he had

struck up what appeared to be a close friendship with Trotsky during a trip

to Mexico in the 19305, and his closest ideological ally in the contentious

politics of the American left was none other than Raya Dunayesvskya,

Trotsky's former secretary and a prominent scholar of European commu-

nism. For members of the McCarthy circle, then, James's long admiration of

what he called American civilization—and his defense of American culture

against European snobbery—did not make any difference to their strong

conviction that this tall wry black man from the British West Indies posed a

157
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clear and present danger to American values. Soon after his arrest and im-
prisonment at Ellis Island, James tried to challenge his deportation order by
writing a book on Melville and the meaning of American civilization, but
this was not enough to mitigate the official view that he was part of the spec-
tacle that McCarthy and his allies were trying to exorcise from the American
body politic.2

James's case was not helped by the fact that he was also a radical Pan-
Africanist, the author of a major history of the Haitian Revolution, and the
mentor of a generation of Caribbean and African nationalists involved in
the struggle against British colonialism. If McCarthyism drew its "moral
energies" from a perhaps regressive and perverted ideal of Victorian values,
then James could have appeared as a visible threat to these values. And yet,
deep down, James was a product of—and one of the strongest adherents
to—what I will call colonial Victorianism.3 He was perhaps the last product
of a residual Victorian culture that was to survive long after the end of the
British Empire. How could such a strong opponent of imperialism also be a
visible adherent of Victorianism?4

This identification of James's Victorianism is more than claiming that he
was a connoisseur of things Victorian, or that he was a product of Victorian
institutions and norms. As he had gone out of his way to show in Beyond a
Boundary, his childhood memoir and history of West Indian cricket, James
was the product of three colonial institutions—the family, the public school,
and sports—whose identity and determinative power were derived from the
core beliefs of Victorian culture long after Victorianism had been declared
dead in Britain.5 James grew up in a family in which the high Puritanism of
Victorian culture had been appropriated and established as a personal creed;
he went to schools run according to the rules and beliefs that Thomas

Arnold had made famous at Rugby; he came of age as a student of cricket, a
game that was considered to be the essence of colonial Victorianism. James's
inheritance from his family, he often asserted, was a strict moral upbringing,
cricket, and early Victorian literature, most notably Dickens and Thackeray.
And what linked all these key institutions of Victorian culture as experienced
by a colonial subject, James was to note succinctly, was "Puritanism; more
specifically, restraint, and restraint in a personal sense" (James, Boundary, 47).

His restraint, which has been seen as one of the defining characteristics

of Victorian culture, was something more than a set of beliefs and practices
imposed on the colonized through literary texts and what James called "the
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pervading influence of the university men who taught me" (ibid.)-6 The au-
thority of the Victorian moral code in the colonial sphere, James reckoned,
came from a certain congruency between the organization of social life in

his family and community and the books he read, books that can be said to
have provided the models on which a modern life could be lived: "I ab-
sorbed it from [Aunt] Judith and my mother—it was in essence the same
code—and I was learning it very early from my Vanity Fair" (ibid.)- In his
reading and misreading of Thackeray—especially from "the things I did not
notice and took for granted" (ibid.)—James internalized the dominant ide-
ologies and social practices of Victorian culture almost a hundred years
since they were deployed in Britain itself.

The subject of this essay is the appropriation, rehearsal, and reformula-
tion of a belated Victorianism by colonial subjects. I am interested in two
broad problems that James's work and life foreground vividly. The first
problem is theoretical: it concerns the authority and residuality of colonial
concepts and categories among the colonized, of their fate in places far re-
moved from their site of conception.7 Colonial subjects were perhaps the
furthest removed from the centers of Victorian culture, but they were heavi-
ly invested in Victorian values as much, if not more, than the Victorians
themselves. But, as I will be arguing, in rehearsing Victorianism and its core
values, the colonized were also transforming Victorian categories; they were
using the dominant forms of colonialism to express their own experiences.
There is hence no better illustration of the unifying theme of this book—
the invention of a post-Victorian culture in our contemporary postmodern
or postcolonial world—than the process by which the colonized imagined
themselves to be Victorian and the way they adopted the idiom of
Victorianism to understand and inscribe their cultural and moral universe.
In this sense, colonial subjects were perhaps the first post-Victorians.

The second problem is one that has been central to revisionist studies of
colonial culture: this is what the Comaroffs have described as the "bitter
contest of conscience and consciousness" in the colonial zone and the re-
sulting dialectic that came to mediate the relationship between the coloniz-

er and the colonized.8 On one side of this dialectic was the alien culture of
European capitalism imposing its "particular way of seeing and being" on

the colonized, seeking "to colonize their consciousness with [its] signs and

practices, [its] axioms and aesthetics" (235). On the other side were the forms

and practices through which the colonized tried to "recast the intrusive



160 — Simon Gikandi

European forms in their own terms . . . in the effort to formulate an aware-
ness of, and gain a measure of mastery over, their changing world" (ibid.).
My concern here is the discursive mechanisms through which some of the
central categories of Victorianism—notions of labor, moral character, re-
spectability, and progress—were transformed in the encounter between the
colonizer and the colonized to create what has come to be known as post-
colonial culture.

But how does one recover a discourse of freedom—and hence post-
coloniality—in a colonized consciousness? When this consciousness is de-
fined as Victorian, the analyst's task is complicated by the "retrospective il-
lusion" that seems to overshadow any discussion of the moral culture of
colonialism in general and the nineteenth century in particular.9 The
Victorians are so close to us, notes Charles Taylor, that "we naturally think

ourselves to have evolved away from them, beyond them"; and yet the basic
grammar of our moral, cultural, and political discourse, "the very picture of
history as moral progress . . . is very much a Victorian idea" (394).

For the colonized, in particular, the temptation for a retrospective illu-
sion or collective forgetfulness has been great: the Victorian age represents
such a powerful reminder of colonial domination and cultural alienation
that it is hard to associate it with a discourse of freedom or moral progress.
It is much easier to privilege the narrative of decolonization and to read it as
the process by which African subjects overcame the colonization of their
consciousness than to posit it as the source of the cultural grammar that en-
abled decolonization. But, as James was eager to remind his postcolonial
readers, the vocabularies through which generations of Africans at home
and abroad used to will a decolonized consciousness into being—to go be-
yond Victorian culture, as it were—came from a set of beliefs that originat-
ed from, and were embedded in, mainstream Victorianism. What did it

mean to be Victorian in a colonial situation? How did the colonized trans-
form the key categories of Victorian culture to account for their own identi-
ties in and outside colonialism? These are the questions that I want to ex-

plore in the rest of this essay.

Victorianism in Reverse

From the vantage point of political decolonization, nationalism, and post-
colonial theory, it is fashionable to read James's works as an attempt to es-
cape colonial Victorianism either through a careful articulation or dis-
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articulation of Marxism or the invocation of Caribbean nationalism. James

has given credence to this transcendental explanation of his own works by
a powerful suggestion, in Beyond a Boundary, that the Victorian culture of
his childhood constituted a prison house for colonial subjects like himself:

Me and my clippings and magazines on W. G. Grace, Victor Trumper and

Ranjitsinhji, and my Vanity Fair and my puritanical view of the world. I

look back at the little eccentric and would like to have listened to him, nod

affirmatively and pat him on the shoulder. A British intellectual long before

I was ten, already an alien in my own environment among my own people,

even my own family. Somehow from around me I had selected and fastened

on to the things that made a whole. As will soon appear, to that little boy I

owe a debt of gratitude. (James, Boundary, 28)

James would, in retrospect, find it strange that he had internalized
Victorian ideas and ideals without questioning their origins or purpose even
when they were at odds with his own environment, an archetypal colonial
situation defined by political domination, cultural alienation, and a colo-
nized consciousness. What was remarkable about this retrospective interpre-
tation of colonial Victorianism, however, was that James could not conceive
his sense of self and his cultural agency as a product of forces extraneous to
the process of colonization and in particular the Victorian text: "We lived

according to the tenets of Matthew Arnold, spreading sweetness and light
and the best that had been thought and said in the world. . . . Intellectually I
lived abroad, chiefly in England. What ultimately vitiated this was that it in-
volved me with the people around me only in the most abstract way" (71).

Although some of the most significant arguments in James's book arose
from his retrospective recognition of his own estrangement from his Carib-
bean situation and his false identification with colonial doctrines on culture,
family, and class, he never questioned his basic assumption that Victorian-
ism provided him with the conceptual tools for understanding himself as a

colonial subject. Moreover, it was in the process of trying to understand his

own alienation that James came to understand the value of Victorianism in
the constitution of Caribbean identities. In March 1932, to cite a famous ex-

ample in Beyond a Boundary, James arrived in England ready to "enter the
arena where I was to play the role for which I had prepared myself. The British
intellectual was going to Britain" (114). But, as he was quick to recognize,
there was a fundamental contradiction between his notion of England—

derived from books and colonial practices—and the complex realities of
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English life, the realities of class society and imperial power. But even after
he had been exposed to this life—and hence the internal contradictions of
his own positions and arguments—and even after his nationalist sentiments
had been aroused under the influence of Learie Constantine, the great West
Indian cricketeer, James still found it impossible to function outside the
horizon of expectations and the hermeneutical circle established by his
Victorianism: "My sentiments were in the right place, but I was still en-
closed within the mould of nineteenth-century intellectualism" (117).

It would be easy to argue that James's radical political practices and writ-
ings since the 19305 were deliberate attempts to overcome the baggage of the
nineteenth century, but this kind of claim misses the essential questions
here: How are we to explain the fact that underlying James's most radical
works, such as The Black Jacobins, is a theory of history—built on notions of
heroism and moral progress—that are simultaneously Marxist, Hegelian,
and Victorian (or rather Carlylean)? What did James mean when he claimed
that "Thackeray, not Marx, bears the heaviest responsibility for me" (47)?
Why, indeed, did nineteenth-century ideas seem to have this kind of hold
on a radical colonial subject long after Victorian culture had been renounced
in Britain itself? What are we to make of this residualism of key Victorian
ideas in the works of one of the high priests of decolonization?

I think it is fair to say, in regard to the first two questions, that when
James acknowledged the unshakable influence of Victorian notions about
the family, culture, and sports as constitutive of his world picture, it was not
simply because this was the world he had lived in but also because there
was, in his work and life, a self-willed identification with this world as a
source of the core values that had made him a modern subject. We have be-

come so used to associating Victorianism with traditional values that we
have often forgotten how, for the colonized in particular, Victorian ideas

and practices heralded the irruption of modernity onto the colonial sphere.
I will return to this subject later in my essay.

For now, let me call attention to what might visibly appear to be the
paradoxical denotation of James's Victorianism: it was strange that a colo-
nial subject born in 1901, the very year Queen Victoria died and the English
middle class was welcoming her death as a liberation from the old world,
should have seized on his belated Victorianism as the source of the social
energies and the intellectual ideas that animated his life and work. But this
adoption of Victorianism only appears strange if we fail to recognize that
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Victorian ideas and categories had undergone significant, if not radical,
transformations in the hands of the colonized themselves. Indeed, colo-
nized subjects in the late imperial period had inherited a body of Victorian
categories and concepts that had already been transformed by two genera-
tions of African, West Indian, or Indian Victorianists. What James was
meticulously rehearsing as Victorianism in the last three decades of empire
was a body of Victorian categories and ideas that had been reformulated
since the beginning of the Victorian age in localized situations (in Africa,
the Caribbean, and India) far removed from the heart of empire.

But Beyond a Boundary is not a book on Victorian culture in the colo-
nial contact zone. On the contrary, it is a mapping of the process by which
colonial subjects appropriated instruments of colonial rule, such as sports
and literature, in order to transcend the colonization of their consciousness.
This transcendence, however, could not be complete; its goal was to reformu-
late and rewrite Victorian ideas and institutions, not to discard them, to
claim them as their own, not to go beyond them. In this regard, the project
of post-Victorianism was intended to deploy colonial means to nationalist
ends. James's cultural task in his book, then, was to understand how he and
his nation and region were liberated from colonial consciousness by deploy-
ing Victorian ideas and practices differently. The desire for a liberated con-
sciousness arose, in turn, from the colonized subjects' awareness of their
own inadequacy in regard to established dogma, an awareness of the gap be-
tween their public investment in Victorian ideals and social practices
(which were a source of status and empowerment in colonial society) and
their very private disenchantment with the way such ideals had been cor-
rupted by racism and racialism.

As he went through the colonial school and later traveled in England in
the 19305, James had become, in what he called his "private mind," increas-
ingly aware of large areas of human history and experience not covered by
his previous education, but he did not know how to move from an "un-

critical admiration of abstracts" about England to a proper understanding of
the complexities of English life (James, Boundary, 115). James was coming of
age in a world where the politics of nationalism was challenging the edifice
of Victorianism, but he did not know how to balance these two forces: "My
sentiments were in the right place, but I was still enclosed within the mould
of nineteenth-century intellectualism" (117). What he was acutely aware of,
however, was that his abstract notions about culture and society, notions
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derived from established Victorian intellectual doctrines or dogmas, were in-
capable of accounting for ordinary life. The vocabulary of Victorianism was
at odds with social life in both the colonial Caribbean and in Britain. To ac-
count for this cognitive failure, James was impelled to rethink Victorianism
itself. As he traced the decolonization of West Indian cricket from its Victor-
ian roots in the nineteenth century to its apotheosis as the symbol of autono-
my in the 19505, James was also exploring the ways in which a post-Victorian
identity had emerged through a rethinking and rewriting of what Victorian
culture really represented for colonial subjects. His major claim was that an
interpretation of Victorian culture from the perspective of the colonized
would inevitably proffer a different history of the nineteenth century.

Indeed, James would begin his revisionist task in Beyond a Boundary by
discrediting the dominant liberal and socialist histories of Victorian England
for, among other things, excluding popular intellectuals, such as the cricke-
teer W. G. Grace, from the pantheon of English culture in the nineteenth
century. In calling attention to the role these figures had played in the mak-
ing of British culture in this period, James's goal was to show that the essence
of Victorianism, or at least its most influential idioms and practices, could
be found in popular activities, such as sports, rather than the tomes of the
sages. Grace was indispensable to our understanding of Victorian society,
James contended, not simply because his views on the relation between
sports and the shaping of character and society were to have a lasting influ-
ence on colonial society, but also because, in contradistinction to the domi-
nant narratives of Victorian culture, his work and ideas promoted an alter-
native vision of Victorianism. Defined through the idiom of popular
culture, Victorianism could be seen not simply as the imposition of a set of

practices by the upper classes on the masses, or by the colonizer on the colo-
nized, but as something inscribed more deeply in the imagination of the
British people "and all who have been brought into close relations with
their branch of civilization" (James, Boundary, 157).

A history of Victorian culture written from the perspective of popular

figures such as Grace (and to this James would add Dickens and Samuel
Smiles) could compel readers to reconsider Victorianism in three funda-
mental ways: First, it would force them to question the common belief that
Victorian culture emerged from a radical rupture from its antecedents, that

it acquired its distinctive identity or exceptionalism from its self-conscious

break with the past. James wanted to challenge the view, valorized by genera-
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tions of Victorian intellectuals, that Victorianism marked a radical depar-
ture from the culture of the eighteenth century. He wanted to show that the
real essence of Victorian culture lay in its subtle connection to the past the

preeminent Victorians thought they had transcended. The agents and prac-
titioners of Victorian popular, middle-class culture—figures such as Grace,

Dickens, and Thackeray—were unique because of their remarkable sense of
the historical continuity within the discontinuity that defined the Victorian
worldview. The language used by these public intellectuals (as we would call
them now) and the institutions they promoted (cricket or the novel) had
their roots in a world that preceded the institutionalization of Victorianism.
Unaware of its radical newness and embedded in the politics of everyday
life rather than abstract notions, Grace's cricket, like Dickens's early novels,
was built on essence rather than artifice, utilitarian preconceptions rather

than theoretically induced epistemic breaks.
The second reason why James was attracted to a popular version of early

Victorian culture, in spite of his own intellectualism, had to do with his ur-
gent need to rethink the temporality of Victorianism. As a student of British
society in the nineteenth century, James was aware of the extent to which
the dominant view of Victorian culture presented it as a set of ideas and
practices whose exceptionalism lay in its transcendental desires rather than
its grappling with the politics of everyday life. The popular figures that
James admired were, like many colonial subjects, located both inside and
outside the dominant ideologies of Victorian culture. It was significant for
James that popular intellectuals such as Grace and Dickens, who had been
produced on the margins of the dominant culture, had come to provide
some of the governing images of their age. In his subsequent claim that
colonial subjects had come to transform imperial culture in areas such as
cricket and literature, James could point to these Victorian figures as impor-
tant models.

In both cases, the Victorian populist and the colonial subjects had, out
of their own sense of association and dissociation from the dominant
Weltanschauung, been able to produce a dynamic culture in opposition to

the reified abstractions of the dominant intellectuals of the age. Victorian
popular intellectuals, and the lower middle class they represented, had "a

surer eye for society as it was and not as it might be" (James, Boundary, 166)

and were thus able to adopt a critical attitude toward the emerging bour-

geois society. The greatest contribution of the Victorian middle class, James
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would conclude, was its ability to understand life in the raw without abstract
mediating systems or a philosophy of culture. For this reason, James did not
think that Matthew Arnold's mid-Victorian critique of middle-class philis-
tinism was justified; this cataloging of the intellectual deficiencies of the
middle class amounted to "pathological malice" because it failed to recog-
nize the extent to which philistinism, as practiced outside the narrow con-
fines of the liberal culture of Whitehall, had significant cultural value for
the middle class. James was emphatic in his claim that the Victorian middle
class had a vibrant culture—"The Victorian middle classes read Dickens,
loved Dickens, worshipped Dickens" (159)—but this was a different culture
from the one being espoused by the high priests of Victorianism. In defend-
ing the Victorian middle class, James was, of course, also defending the
colonial elite and its own version of culture and civilization.

Indeed, the third way in which James would force his readers to recon-
sider the normativity of Victorian culture could be found in his definition of
culture as something other than the sweetness and light he had learned from
Matthew Arnold via the colonial school. In James's view, what ordinary
Victorians wanted—and this too could be said of colonial subjects—was
culture as "a way of life" (160). The idea of culture as a way of life was not to
be found in the works of the Victorian sages (Matthew Arnold, Carlyle, and
Ruskin) or the poets (Tennyson and Browning) but in the works of Thomas
Arnold, Thomas Hughes, and W. G. Grace. And it is in delineating the val-
ues and qualities symbolized by these men—whom he clearly identified as
the creators of true Victorianism—that James begun to point toward a dif-
ferent meaning for Victorian culture, one inflected by the experiences and
perspectives of the colonized. His basic claim here was not simply that the
institutions created by these three men—the ideology of the public school,
the role of sports in the shaping of character, and the centrality of virtues and
manners—were the ones that were easily and perspicuously transported to
the colonial sphere. More than this influence, these men created a cultural

grammar and a series of moral imperatives that were crucial to the social

transformation of the colonial world: they presented the colonized with al-

ternatives to "traditional" cosmologies.
From the colonized subject's perspective, then, what might have ap-

peared to nineteenth-century observers as conservatism in the work and
thought of Thomas Arnold could be deployed as an argument to challenge
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the old vocabularies of moral or social life associated with, let us say, pre-
colonial African cultures while challenging colonial normativity. Indeed,
what made Thomas Arnold appear so modern, in James's view, was the way
he was able to institute a moral culture, through the public school system
and its codes of conduct, that could be used to counter both the claims of
old traditions and the forces of radical social change. Arnold at Rugby,
James argued, was able to create a space in which manners and virtues
would have precedence over both crude politics and utilitarianism; he
taught discipline and self-reliance, order and civility; he preached the
essence of "moral excellence and character training" (163).

But why would a colonial subject perceive moral values intended to
consolidate the status quo as essential to the emergence of a new society
outside Victorian imperialism? Indeed, why would James seem to associate
Thomas Arnold's conservative values with a modern moral order? We can
best understand James's attempt to excavate a liberatory discourse from
within Victorian moral culture by recalling two points made by Charles
Taylor in Sources of the Self. The first point is one already mentioned, that is,
the unexpected association Taylor makes between Victorian values and our
modern identity: he argues that the basic moral and political standards of
our contemporary world—the standards "by which we congratulate our-
selves" (394)—are essentially Victorian. The core values that have come to
define our modern identity and moral culture—the idea of universal benevo-
lence, the notion of a "free self-determining subject," and the "language of
subjective rights"—have come to us from the nineteenth century. And, as I
will show in some detail, this language was central to the colonial subjects'
attempts to transcend imperial conquest and rule. The second point Taylor
makes lies at the heart of my argument here and elsewhere: "Our history
since 1800 has been the slow spreading outward and downward of the new
modes of thought and sensibilities to new nations and classes, with the
transfer in each case involving some kind of adapting transformation of the

ideas themselves" (ibid.). Or, as James puts it more aptly, the "translators

and emasculators of Arnold were the vanguard of a wo rid-wide movement"
(James, Boundary, 164). What I am calling the embarrassment of Victorian-

ism emerges from the unanticipated fact that forces, values, and cultures in-
tended to consolidate colonial conquest could so easily be transformed into
the foundational narratives of black self-determination and rights.10
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Black Victorianism

Long before James was born in the last year of Queen Victoria's reign, colo-
nial subjects had been working hard to transform colonial Victorianism
into a discourse of their own liberation from imperialism. For more than
eighty years, in fact, leading intellectuals in Africa and its diaspora had been
engaged in a generational project whose goal was nothing less than the in-
stitution of Victorian ideas as the basis of a modern black identity and its
accompanying set of moral imperatives. In their garden parties, their news-
papers, schools, and universities, the African elite in places as far apart as
Cape Town and Lagos displayed their Victorian identity and frame of refer-
ence as a badge of honor and celebrated their Victorian world picture as a
mark of their arrival into the modern world, the world of civility and civi-
lization. Some of them may have been former slaves from the United States
or Brazil, or African-American colonists, but, as Michael Echeruo has noted
in Victorian Lagos, that members of this new elite were African by birth or
ancestry was less important than the fact that they were "a new kind of
African"; and what marked their newness was their visible Victorianism:
"What gave a special character to these new Africans was the fact that they
were in a profound, not a polemical sense, Africans of a Victorian persua-
sion."11 On the surface, black Victorianism was indistinguishable from its
metropolitan version: its vocabulary was that of paternal empire, its axioms
were those of the civilizing mission, its evangelicalism was as legendary as
that of colonial missionaries, and its patriotism was properly English.

Consider the case of Alexander Crummell. He had been born a free black
in New York City at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the century of
opportunity, but all his efforts at self-improvement had been stymied by
racial prejudice in the United States. His ambition to enter the mainstream

of the Episcopal church had been dashed at almost every stage of his life; not

even his education in moral philosophy at Cambridge University would

earn him the recognition he deserved as a quintessential nineteenth-century
man of letters. As W. E. B. Du Bois was to note in a celebrated eulogy in The

Souls of Black Folk, Crummell had to cross the "the Valley of Humiliation
and the Valley of the shadow of death" before he could find his true self.12

One would think that having been disappointed by the Anglo-Saxon world,
Crummell would seek to renounce Victorianism. But when he moved to
Africa as a missionary in Liberia in 1853 to escape racial discrimination in the

United States, Crummell held on to his Victorian ideas and ideals as an act of
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faith and sought to make them the foundational narratives of his "colonial"
project. His goal in Africa was simply to transplant the "pagan" beliefs of his
ancestors and turn his adopted homeland into a showcase for nineteenth-

century ideas on morality, commerce, and progress. CrummeH's passionate
commitment to Liberia, notes J. R. Oldfield, was generated by the hope "that
in time it would become a Christian state, a sort of Victorian England."13

What, then, was the nature and meaning of the Victorian interest that
was to animate black nationalist thought in the nineteenth century? Wasn't
there a fundamental opposition between Crummell's struggle for black
rights in Africa and the United States and his unabashed celebration of
Victorian culture and values? Strange juxtapositions make such questions
inescapable. For most of 1896 and 1897, for example, CrummeH's energies
were directed toward the formation of the American Negro Academy
(ANA), a society committed to the vindication of African Americans
through literary, historical, and philosophical scholarship. The ANA was to
bring together the best minds in African-American culture at the end of the

century and was to provide the intellectual base for some radical work by
W. E. B. Du Bois, among others. And yet, soon after the inauguration of the
ANA, Crummell arrived in England to attend Queen Victoria's Diamond
Jubilee. The emotions expressed during this occasion are a perfect illustration
of the embarrassment of Victorianism and its productive contradictions:

I have been in England on four previous occasions, but just now I am almost

over-powered with the impress of greatness, magnificence & power which

comes upon me, at every turn! How wonderful is this great city of London in

its immense population & vastness of area, its palatial residences & fine

equipages, its grand Cathedrals & noble churches, its countless charities &

its boundless beneficence, its marvellous sanitation & unparalleled order.

And the glory of it all is the unequalled fact that all this earthly magnificence

is more or less allied with moral responsibility & the sanctions of religion

both with regard to authority at home & governmental control abroad.14

In this paragraph alone we can see what impressed Crummell most about
Victorian England: the impressive display of imperial power, the architec-

ture of industrial civilization, and the fusion of morality with governmen-
tality. But my initial question still remains: why did Crummell, the son of a

former slave, feel impelled to express his identity and his salvation—and

that of his people—through the idiom of Victorianism?
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There are two main responses to this question. There is, first, what one
may call a determinative explanation for Crummell's attachment to Victori-
an values: he was the product of the nineteenth century and hence incapable
of representing his world outside the dominant Zeitanschauungen.15 The sec-
ond explanation, provided by Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Anthony Appiah,
sees Crummell as hopelessly imprisoned in a certain Eurocentric discourse
on literacy and civilization, a discourse that accepted the Enlightenment's
view that Africa was devoid of the capacity for literacy and by extension ra-
tionality and a moral culture.16 Both explanations are valid but incomplete.
Like many other Afro-Victorians of his generation, Crummell was certainly
interpellated by Victorian culture; he clearly carried the baggage of post-
Enlightenment Eurocentricism and racial thinking; but he also strove to go
beyond his condition of possibility. In both his life and his work, Crummell
rehearsed the key tropes of Victorianism, but in trying to adapt the moral
culture of the nineteenth century to the histories and experiences of colonial
subjects, he also gestured toward a post-Victorian frame of mind in signifi-
cant, but not always visible, ways.

My contention is that although Crummell's practical philosophy ap-
peared to mimic the dominant vocabularies of Victorian society, he was also
aware of the tension between his desire to establish Victorianism in his
adopted African home and the realities of colonial rule on the continent.
Beneath the triumphant and empathetic celebration of Victorianism run-
ning through Crummell's essays and sermons, there lies an important—and
perhaps subversive—subtext that subtly calls the attentive reader to the
struggle between two narratives at odds with one another: an archetypal
nineteenth-century story predicated on the idea of self-emancipation, the
supremacy of a moral order, and communal progress, and a regressive narra-
tive obsession with questions of enslavement and the captivity of the self.
True, these narratives are to be found in the works of the dominant Victorian
sages—Carlyle, Arnold, Ruskin—who were cognizant of the long shadow of

the past on the modern world, but the politics of time in the works of these
mainstream Victorian intellectuals was distinguished by a certain ascension

to inevitable triumph of the progressive narrative over the regressive one.

This is how mid-Victorian culture came to be defined by what Taylor, among
others, has called historical exceptionalism.17

But although Crummell was, by temperament and education, a mem-

ber of this generation, history and social circumstances had placed him in a
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temporal cauldron: he lived in a world and time in which the regressive and
progressive narrative were contemporaneous in a real sense. As Du Bois was
to observe in 1903, Crummell had been born in a world of "puzzling vistas"
when the slave ship "still groaned across the Atlantic, faint cries burdened
the Southern breeze, and the great black father whispered mad tales of cruel-
ty into those young ears" (235). But this product of a slave culture, Du Bois
hastened to add, came of age in a century defined as the age of freedom,
human sympathy, universal freedom, and the rights of others—a century
"when clodhoppers and peasants, and tramps and thieves, and millionaires
and—sometimes—Negroes, became throbbing souls whose warm pulsing
life touched us so nearly that we half gasped with surprise" (234). Unlike his
white Victorian contemporaries, Crummell could not invoke the politics of
time to privilege the progressive narrative over the regressive one because
the two were intertwined in the realities of black life. Whereas a Victorian
sage such as Carlyle could invoke the ordered life of the medieval world of
Bury St. Edmunds in Past and Present to counter what he considered to be
the anarchy of industrial culture, a colonial subject such as Crummell,
though a strong admirer of Carlyleanism, could not construct his narrative
of freedom through this kind of temporal differentiation. Indeed, what
would come to define CrummeU's politics of time was not the paradigmatic
opposition between past and present common in his time, but the impossi-
bility of any serious differentiating of the old world from the new. Living in
a universe in which the past was always in the present, CrummeU's subjec-
tivity was engendered by what Du Bois aptly identified as the cauldron of
time itself: "He [Crummell] was born with the Missouri Compromise and
lay a-dying amid the echoes of Manila and El Caney: stirring times for living,
times dark to look back upon, darker to look forward to" (ibid.). The essence
of CrummeU's work—and by extension of black Victorianism—needs to be
located in his elaborate engagement with the problem of a temporality
trapped between the dream of the future and the shadow of the past.

Africa and Anglo-Saxon Culture

But the narrative of freedom was still the driving force behind black
Victorianism and no one knew how to perform this story of freedom as an
Anglo-Saxon value better than Crummell. As one of the major intellectuals

of the new nation of Liberia, a black republic set up by African Americans
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disenchanted with racism in the United States, Crummell was often asked
to give orations on almost every anniversary of his adopted country's decla-
ration of independence. His intellectual charge on such occasions was to di-
agnose the problems facing the new republic and to promulgate programs
for the consolidation of its autonomous identity in the age of empire.
Although its political institutions had been fashioned after the United
States, the political legitimacy of Liberia would, in the eyes of its African-
American ruling class, depend on the establishment of a moral culture that
would stand out as an example of the African's capacity for civility and civi-
lization. And because Victorianism epitomized the ideals of such a moral
culture, it was attractive as a model of social construction in Liberia and
other enclaves of "Western civilization" on the African continent. As a con-
summate Victorianist—an Episcopalian minister, a graduate of Cambridge
University, and a committed Evangelical—Crummell's thoughts and words
on such occasions were weighted with the moral authority of a sage and
were fitted "to illustrate the responsibilities" of the African American's lot
on the African continent and "to show forth the nature and seriousness of
the duties which arise out of it."18 Given Liberia's precariousness and the
liminality of the African American in colonial Africa, Crummell's addresses
had an important performative function: it was his duty, as a nineteenth-
century sage, to invoke a future in which Africa could become civilized
without the tutelage of empire and to convince the returned Africans that
they had a providential role to play in their adopted homeland in spite of
the difficulties they faced. The rhetoric of Crummell's commemorative ad-
dresses was hence built on a careful balancing of the language of black na-
tionalism and Victorian moral idealism. In his writings and thought, the
language of racial exceptionalism went hand in hand with a European dis-

course of virtues and manners.

Consider the following example. On 26 July 1860, Crummell was asked

to make an address to the citizens of Maryland County in celebration of
Liberia's seventh year of national independence. On this occasion, his sub-

ject was the English language in Liberia. As he often did on such occasions,
Crummell began his address by rehearsing the paradoxical circumstance, or

the "providential event," that had created the African American as a mod-
ern subject: he reminded his audience that their parents had been exiled
from their African homes through the process of enslavement, but in their
encounter with the West, they had found one "item of compensation,
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namely the possession of the Anglo-Saxon tongue" (Crummell, Future, 9).
The Anglo-Saxon tongue and its culture, Crummell insisted, were a moral
prerogative and imperative. In matters of "color, race, and origin," African
Americans in Liberia were identical to "the masses of rude natives around
them"; but what marked them as different—and superior—was the "culti-
vated English language" (which was the outward manifestation of Anglican
"habits and manners") and their access to (and mastery of) a literary culture
built on the canonical texts of Englishness (11—12).

Although critics of Crummell's work, most notably Anthony Appiah,
have seen this affinity between language and the providential role of African
Americans in the new world as a mark of Crummell's racial exclusiveness,
one should not forget how this privileging of English went beyond the es-
tablished nineteenth-century association between language and nation.19 In
the common lexicon of nineteenth-century nationalism, after all, there was
an assumption that what gave each individual nation a distinctive identity
was the concurrence of language and national territory. In opposition to
this view, however, Crummell was making the general claim that African
Americans had acquired the language of the other and turned it into the
basis of their identity in exile, outside their nation. More particularly,
Crummell's speech made it quite clear that what he had in mind was not
merely the use of English in civilized life, but its function as an instrument
of moral uplift. My interest here, then, is not so much what Appiah has
called Crummell's "burdensome legacy" (5) of racialism and ethnocentrism,
but how and why, among the alternatives available to him, the father of
black nationalism spoke the language of Victorian culture and celebrated its
institutions. What I want to show is that the question of language was im-
portant to Crummell not only because it was a conduit to the politics of
race and nationalism, but because it enabled him to play out, in a colonial
setting, the moral and historical exceptionalism of Victorian moral culture.

If an autonomous African nation was the goal of Crummell's cultural

project, why was it important that this nation be built on Victorian moral
ideals? What Crummell was celebrating in English was more than the
phonology or morphology of the imperial language; he was trying to invoke
what he considered to be its moral force and civil grammar. Compared to
English, African languages (which Crummell considered to be mere dia-
lects) were rough and barbaric, devoid of ideas and the capacity to convey
"moral truth"; these languages did not have a vocabulary for moral qualities
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such as justice and law; they could not lead one to "supernatural truth"
(Crummell, Future, 20, 30). In contrast, English was the language of force,
power, freedom, liberty, and religious faith. It was the language of a literary
canon that would be used to counter the excesses of industrialization.
Against the "trash" literature read by the lower middle class, Crummell had
no doubt that the great writers of the English language from Chaucer to
Milton provided one with "a chaste and wholesome imagination" (41). In
addition, the acquisition of the English language provided colonial subjects
access to the great social values of the nineteenth century, namely, com-
merce, self-help, individualism, and family. English was the language of a
modern civilization that was "moving further and further interiorwards . . .
and sweeping abroad with a wider and wider circumference" (34).

There is no doubt, then, that what Crummell saw in the English lan-
guage was the power of a triumphant imperium and aggressive masculinity;
civilization was embodied in the language of manliness. True, he was con-
cerned, as were other Afro-Victorians, with the status of women in the
emerging national community, but this concern with the nature of the femi-
nine was subordinated to the demands of "manliness." In his discourse on
the English language in Africa, as in all his seminal essays, Crummell was
troubled by what he called "the frivolousness" of the female mind caused by
bad reading habits and the absence of mental discipline. But he did not
blame women for this state of affairs. On the contrary, he considered women
so central to the work of civilization (as the first line of defense against hea-
thenish practices) that he urged his fellow settlers to strive to raise "our
daughters and our sisters to become the true and equal companions of men,
not their victims" (44). In his concern with the status of women, however,

Crummell shared the general Victorian view that the tenderness and respect

with which a society treated its women was, in Catherine Hall's words, "the
great mark of superiority and civilization."20 For Crummell, women were the
custodians of a private space—defined by moral purity and family values—
that offset the dangers of the precarious colonial public sphere. In matters of
gender, too, Crummell was a consummate Victorian.

There is nothing startling in the claim that the Afro-Victorian's dis-
course was built around a familiar set of beliefs or assumptions that were
circulating among Victorian intellectuals in the middle of the nineteenth

century. What needs to be emphasized, however, is the extent to which the
colonial elite in Africa and elsewhere saw Victorianism, on the one hand, as
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a duty and obligation, and, on the other hand, as the burden of civilization.
Victorianism was a duty and obligation because it had marked them out as
modern bourgeois subjects with unprecedented privileges within the culture
of colonialism. It was a burden because colonial subjects could not claim an
inherent Victorian identity or a civilized culture: the logic of imperialism
demanded the exclusion of colonial subjects from culture and civilization.
From the perspective of colonial subjects such as Crummell, Victorianism
was not an inherent value but a set of ideas, beliefs, and practices that the
colonized needed to fight for and rehearse consistently

In a speech he gave in 1855 (again in commemoration of Liberia's inde-
pendence), Crummell invoked the idea of Liberia as a country whose "new-
born" nationality had given place "to care, to thought, to the consciousness
of burdened duty" (58). Although such key words as duty and obligation
were axiomatic in nineteenth-century discourse, Crummell felt that they
needed to be "mentioned"—that is, be rehearsed—in order to be felt. It was
in the process of their enunciation in a specific national context that such
key words could be animated and be forced to carry their full universal
weight. In other words, because Victorianism was an idea associated with
England and Englishness, the colonized could only claim it for their own by
reading a certain universality in its discourse. CrummeU's discursive dilem-
ma, then, was how to transform (English) national ideals (and prejudices)
into universal categories and then turn them into the moral bedrock on
which Liberian nationalism could be constructed. But here, again, paradoxi-
cal questions emerge from CrummeU's project: Why did the Afro-Victorian
consider a Victorian moral culture to be essential to black nationalism?
How could a discourse that privileged national or racial particularism in
one situation be transferred to another without carrying over its inherent
prejudices? How, indeed, could the drama of nationalism be presented in
the language of universalism?21

Crummell considered racial exceptionalism to be the essence of nation-
hood and Appiah has exhaustively explored the problematic of race and na-
tion in his work and thought.22 What has not been properly considered was
the extent to which the language of race and nation was validated by moral
universalism; for even as he insisted on the exceptionalism of the "black
race," Crummell insisted that even the "simple details of a common cul-

ture" could not be contemplated outside a larger moral universe of duties

and obligations; a nation needed to be conceived as "a section of the great



176 — Simon Gikandi

commonwealth of humanity, a phrase of the common type of being, and no
more" (Crummell, Future, 60). If the language of morals seems to dominate
CrummeH's Victorianism, it is because he saw morality as an instrument
both of self-identification and of transcendence. In the first instance, the
cultivation of a moral culture in Liberia would validate the status of the
black as what Taylor would call a "free, self-determining subject" (395).

As Crummell was to note in his inaugural address to the American
Negro Academy in March 1897, black subjects living under the shadow of
slavery in the United States had been denied access to all the matrixes of ci-
vility and subjectivity—art, science, and philosophy. They had been reduced
to cultural and moral orphans without the capacity for "the reflexive powers"
that were considered crucial to the identity of the modern subject. Until
African Americans attained "the role of civilization," they could not stand
up and hold their place in the world.23 Entrapped in the philistinism of in-
dustrial culture—what Crummell called "mere mechanism"—black subjects
in the United States would not acquire the capacity for self-reflection, the
power with which, to quote Taylor, to confer the subject with "different kinds
of inwardness . . . the powers of disengaged reason, and the creative imagi-
nation" (395). The procurement of a moral culture was the first step toward
reflexivity and autonomy: in the Victorian enclave of Liberia, as opposed to
slave culture in the United States, the African American could find "evidence
of moral, industrial, and intellectual progress" (Crummell, Future, 139).

But if Crummell perceived Liberia first and foremost as a moral entity, it
was because he conceived morality as an instrument of transcending the limi-
tations and difficulties of Victorianism, especially the imperial culture that
made it very difficult for the black republic to live up to the promise of
modernity. In this context, Crummell's Victorianism, like that of C. L. R.
James after him, was more than a program of moral conduct inherited from
the colonial masters. Victorianism was the Afro-Victorian's mode of imagin-
ing institutions of society beyond the harsh realities of imperialism. Aware

that the politics of Liberia was as corrupt as that of the United States, and
that its cultural and social life was as impoverished as the enclaves of slave so-

ciety he had left behind, Crummell needed to hold on to Victorianism as a

transcendental moral ideal that could be a point of reference for his imag-

ined community. In this respect, I want to argue further, what now appears
to be a blind celebration of things Victorian in Crummell's writings was also
an elaborate attempt to transcend some Victorian policies and practices, es-
pecially racism, that had injurious effects on the colonized African.
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In order to come to consciousness of themselves as free and self-reflexive
subjects, the Afro-Victorians had to recognize their colonized consciousness

but also hanker for a transcendental point beyond it. Transcendentalism it-
self was an attractive element of Victorianism because it allowed one to cele-
brate dominant values from the vantage point of their future fulfillment
rather than actual effects. It was precisely because his Victorianism could
not be founded on a celebrated past or present marked by equipoise that
Crummell turned more and more to the futurist language of Christian escha-
tology. This eschatology, which is also to be found at work in the writings
of major Afro-Victorians, including Edward Wilmot Blyden and Du Bois,
can be found in three elements that constitute important revisions of the
Victorian doxa: a rethinking of the notion of time itself, a sense of moral
exceptionalism, and a prophetic discourse. Let me examine these elements
in turn.

First, there was the question of time in the construction of an Afro-
Victorian identity. Now, nineteenth-century culture was dominated by a
certain crisis of temporality and the Victorian age in particular came to be
defined by its self-awareness of the radical schism between past and present;
in order to deal with a society that seemed to be in a constant state of flux
and to manage the shock of the new, Victorian writers and intellectuals es-
tablished the transitional as one of the key tropes for explaining their age. It
was through the language of the transient that temporality entered the lan-
guage of Victorianism; and it was in their discourses on the transitional that
Victorians came to deal with the anxieties of time. One could deal with the
anxieties generated by unprecedented change by either appealing to nostal-
gia or invoking the future.24 In this regard, one would have expected the
Afro-Victorians, as colonial subjects who had perhaps undergone more trau-
matic experiences than any others in the orbit of Victorian culture, to have
used the transitional trope to come to terms with the radical changes that
had taken place in their own societies. But anxieties about the present were
conspicuously absent from the works of Crummell and his generation: they

conceived time as a challenge and opportunity rather than a problem; the

work of time did not simply involve the management of secular culture—
"the conservation of men's lives, bodies and goods"—but was also prompted

by "remote and ultimate ends, which pertain to Morals, Duty, Obligations,

and Justice" (Crummell, Future, 65).
This kind of association between the work of reforming civil society and

higher moral ends was, of course, quite common in mainstream Victorian
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discourse. What was unique in Crummell's temporality was its concern not
with how the work of time could reconcile secular culture (the conservation
of lives, bodies, and goods) and moral principles. But how could morality,
in itself, provide the ultimate justification for secular culture? Secular cul-
ture acquired its value when the work of time transformed it into a moral
creed. Thus, while Crummell's contemporaries, most notably Matthew
Arnold, were eager to separate the value of culture from political economy,
Crummell's social epistemology was driven by an urgent need to translate
political economy into moral discourse: commerce, for example, was not to
be feared as the enemy of culture, but as a life-giving, humanizing, and civi-
lizing agent (ibid., 71—72).25 What made a futurist eschatology central to
Crummell's project here was the belief that the abject conditions in which
the African Americans found themselves, both in Africa and the New
World, could only be rationalized by the goodness it would bring about in
the future. And because Crummell could not invoke the future by appeal-
ing to the past (as the mainstream Victorians were wont to do in their rare-
fied images of antiquity or the age of Elizabeth), he had to conjure up the
history of African Americans not simply as one of triumph over adversity,
but one in which the future was guaranteed by an implicit moral exception-
alism born out of this suffering.

The second aspect of Crummell's Christian eschatology—the moral ex-
ceptionalism of the formerly enslaved African—emerged from his desire to
connect racial exclusiveness to the moral universalism discussed earlier. His
claim here was simple: "Our nationality is to be carefully guarded and cher-
ished as a most precious jewel; but the obligations which are connected
with it are of equal worth, and demand equal interest, and earnest zeal, for
their preservation" (73). Among these obligations was the compulsion "to

contribute to the well-being and civilization of man" (64). In order to do

good, a nation and the individuals within it, needed to transcend their nar-

row interests, desires, and perspectives to serve the universal whole. A major

part of Crummell's project was thus concerned with rationalizing moral
transcendence and exploring what he called "an investigation of God's disci-
plinary and retributive economy in races and nations; with the hope of ar-
riving at some clear conclusions concerning the destiny of the Negro race"
(Oldfield, 40). Suffering in the past endowed subjects with moral authority

in the present: "we are members of a but rising race, whose greatness is yet
to be achieved—a race which has been spoiled and degraded for centuries,
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and in consequence of which has been despised" (Crummell, Future, 167).
Here, then, was the schema in which moral exceptionalism could be recog-
nized and celebrated: the black race was defined by a history of degrada-
tion and it was located in a cultural and philosophical vacuum; its hope
and promise lay in a future foretold and guaranteed if certain conditions
were met.

In the name of the prophetic, Crummell would call on the "enlightened
sons of Africa" in the New World to undertake what he called a "higher
work," a work that transcended "mere civilization as the abiding interests of
eternity outvie the transient concerns of time" (280). And it was on the sus-
tained deployment of the prophetic trope borrowed from the Old
Testament that the authority of Crummeirs moral discourse ultimately de-
pended. In his speeches, sermons, and lectures, Crummell's goal was to ex-
hort the black Victorians to rise beyond their existential condition and look
toward the city of the future. The task of rehearsing the future would come
to depend on appropriating two hermeneutical apparatuses: one came from
the prophetic language of the Old Testament, especially Isaiah, which often
provided Crummell with the epigraphic confirmation of his basic belief in
the promise of redemption after slavery. In speeches such as "The Destined
Superiority of the Negro" (1877), Crummell could read Isaiah's text as clear
evidence of a "retributive economy" in suffering—had "the long and con-
tinued servitude and suffering" of the Jews been compensated in time?—
but also posit the story of the Jews as a "prefiguration of the narrative of
the enslaved African on the path to redemption" (Oldfield, 44). God had
marked black subjects for future greatness:

He has brought this race through a wilderness of disasters; and at last put

them in the large, open place of liberty; but not, you may be assured, for

eventual decline and final ruin. You need not entertain the shadow of a

doubt that the work which God has begun and is now carrying on, is for the

elevation and success of the Negro. (Ibid., 53)

The second hermeneutical apparatus in Crummell's prophetic discourse

came right from the discourse of Victorian Evangelicalism: it was based on
the conviction that God had a providential or transcendental design that
could, retrospectively, provide an explanation for difficult historical expe-
riences. As early as 1862, in "The English Language in Africa," Crummell

had begun to rewrite narratives of loss and marginalization as providential
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indicators of the destiny of the black race. His orations were often invita-
tions to his readers to seek such indicators beyond the politics of everyday
life. In the case of the African American's relation to the English language,
for example, Crummell's major claim was that what appeared on the sur-
face to be a sign of the ex-slave's alienation from Africa was indeed a bless-
ing, the basis of an identity that transcended both "pagan" Africa and the
slave-owning cultures of the Americas. The African Americans' alienation
from Africa was most apparent in their language—"they all speak in accents
alien from the utterance of their fathers. . . . Our Speech is indicative of sor-
rowful history" (Crummell, Future, 18)—but this "fact of humiliation"
could, from the pedestal of a high Victorianism, be celebrated as the means
by which certain Africans came to acquire culture and civilization. Humilia-
tion in slavery was "the transitional step to a higher and nobler civilization"
(ibid.). Here, as elsewhere, the authority and force of Crummell's rhetoric
depended on his ability to convince his listeners and readers that the key
negative integers of nineteenth-century culture—slavery, colonialism, and

racism—could be superseded by the compensatory force of culture in a
moral landscape informed by the efficacy of Victorian ideas.

Conclusion: Pilgrims' Progress

In this essay, I have tried to map the colonial subjects' complex engagement
with Victorian culture from two perspectives: from the vantage point of de-
colonization embodied in the works of C. L. R. James, a perspective that
enables us to read the Victorian colonial narrative both in terms of its
promise and failure; and from the perspective of colonial subjects such as

Crummell who sought to hallow a moral landscape from the dominant
idiom of the nineteenth century. The implicit opposition here—between

James's ironical reflection on his own indebtedness to the Victorian past and
Crummell's attachment to the moral landscape and cultural vocabulary of
Victorianism—is, nevertheless, deceptive. James's Beyond a Boundary im-
plies a certain transgressive seductiveness; it presupposes a readerly position
that is predicated on our ability to have overcome the colonized conscious-
ness that was the writer's condition of possibility. And yet, at the very end of
the book, James insists that his search for what might be described as the al-

ternative horizons of Victorianism, most notably Pan-Africanism and

Marxism, had not altered the core of his character or that of his family: "I
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watch my brother and his three children. In very different ways they are all

Jameses; sometimes always present is the Puritan sense of discipline" (James,

Boundary, 246).

It has not always been easy for students of colonial culture to recognize

the Victorian moral stamp that James celebrated and critiqued in his own

memoirs as constitutive of postcolonialism either because the rhetoric of

nationalism in the age of decolonization needed to exorcise Victorianism in

order to valorize narratives of national liberation, or, as I have argued in this

essay, the colonized identified so powerfully with key categories of Victorian

culture that they made them the basis of their own stories of time, work,

and morality. In the first case, the ghost of Victorianism had to be repressed

in order for decolonization to be thought—and be valorized—as a real al-

ternative to colonial culture. In the second case, colonial subjects did not

seem to detect any implicit contradiction between Victorian ideas on ques-

tions such as tradition, morality, and progress and their own program of lib-

eration and self-identity.

The nature and function of Victorianism in the culture of the colonized

were further complicated by the project of modernism, which, because it

sought its identity through the repudiation of the moral economy of the

nineteenth century, had little patience for the beliefs and institutional prac-

tices of the Afro-Victorians. In one famous case of such a repudiation of the

Victorian past, Graham Greene, traveling in West Africa in 1935, was simply

revolted by the what he considered to be the Victorian facade of Liberia and

Sierra Leone. Greene regarded Freetown, the capital of Sierra Leone, to be

"just an impression of heat and damp," its Anglican cathedral a sign of the

Dark Ages ("a Norman church built in the nineteenth century"), its culture

an emblem of "a seedy civilization."26

Greene was, of course, in Africa searching for a primitivism that he

might use to counter the "seediness" of Victorianism; anything that re-

minded him of "home" was too closely associated with the trauma of child-

hood, a trauma that, he assumed, originated from Victorian culture. But for

many colonial subjects, what Greene considered to be the seediness of

Victorian culture was nothing less than a manifest representation of their

modern identity. As Crummell described the work of civilization on the

West Coast of Africa to an American audience in Salem, Massachusetts, in

1861, he had no doubt what the monument of black progress in Sierra

Leone was: "In Freetown, the capital, is a cathedral, and all through the
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colony are numerous, capacious stone churches and chapels" (Crummell,
Future, 115). If Graham Greene's interest in Africa was motivated by his
need to inscribe the rupture between Victorianism and modernism, colo-
nial subjects were more interested in establishing the continuity between
nineteenth-century culture and their own age. They were thus more willing
to acknowledge the circulation of Victorian ideas and icons in their own
post-Victorian world.

I want to end with a remarkable example of the kind of continuity I
have in mind here. One of the most popular texts of the Victorian era was
John Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress. It was a treasured text among the newly lit-
erate Victorian working class; it was also an icon of cultural mastery among
the products of colonial Evangelical missions such as the Lovedale Institute
in South Africa. Bunyan's text was often awarded to new Christian converts
as a sign of their faith and conviction. But, as David Atwell has reminded
us, such icons of Christianity and Victorian colonialism could sometimes
appear in places and situations that negated the ideals they represented:
"Early in 1878, in the aftermath of the last Frontier War, whilst troops from
the Cape Colony were preparing a mass grave for seventeen of their Xhosa
enemy, they found a copy of John Bunyan's Pilgrims Progress on one of the
bodies."27

C. L. R. James could have identified with the Xhosa warrior's trust in
the magical powers of Bunyan and his text. In Ellis Island, in 1953, as he
awaited his deportation from the United States, and as he worked on his
book on Melville as proof of his admiration of American values, James real-
ized that, far from moving away from Victorianism in his years of radical
politics, his life had completed a circle:

I discovered that I had not arbitrarily or by accident worshipped at the

shrine of John Bunyan and Aunt Judith, of W. G. Grace and Matthew

Bondman, of The Throne of the House of David and Vanity Fair. They were a

trinity, three in one and one in three, the Gospel according to St. Matthew,

Matthew being the son of Thomas, otherwise called Arnold of Rugby.

(James, Boundary, 29)

My claim in this essay is that Victorianism was not a discourse or ideology

that was simply imposed on the colonized; it was also a set of ideas and ideals
that were deployed by colonial subjects as a means to a different end—their
own freedom. The Victorian frame of reference was indispensable in the
construction of what would later come to be known as postcolonial culture.
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Hacking the Nineteenth Century

Jay Clayton

Midway through William Gibson and Bruce Sterling's The Difference Engine

(1991), a historical science fiction set in mid-nineteenth-century England,
an automaton startles the protagonist Edward Mallory by whirring to life
in the parlor of a foreign-service operative. The figure is a carved Japanese
doll, fashioned entirely of bamboo, horsehair, and whalebone. It is lifelike
enough to be mistaken for a kneeling lady, although stereotypes of the sub-
missive Asian woman contribute to the deception. The urbane secret agent
appears at ease with such marvels, so Mallory, who is jealous of his reputa-
tion as a scientist, recovers his composure with a show of expertise: he places
the automaton in the context of other mechanical figures, comparing it to
"one of those Jacquet-Droz toys, or Vaucanson's famous duck" and observ-

ing that it moves with the precision of a "Maudsley lathe."1 The habit of as-
sociating windup figures and clockwork dolls with the latest precision engi-

neering from the workshops of Henry Maudsley and his successors is an
accurate reflection of early nineteenth-century scientific culture. The au-
tomata of Jacquet-Droz and Vaucanson were only the most famous prede-

cessors of countless mechanical toys that were displayed side by side with in-
ventions such as Maudsley's lathe, Marc Brunei's block-making machinery,

David Brewster's stereoscope, Charles Wheatstone's telegraph, Michael

Faraday's electromagnetic apparatuses, and Charles Babbage's calculating
machine, the Difference Engine.2

Most of these scientific men were themselves fascinated by automata.

186
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Wheatstone wrote a paper on machines for generating artificial speech,
which begins with the history of automata and discusses the notorious hoax
of Wolfgang von Kempelen, whose "mechanical" chess player concealed a
midget in its base.3 Babbage delighted in inviting guests to see his own au-
tomaton, a twelve-inch figurine he named the Silver Lady, which "attitudi-
nized in a most fascinating manner."4 Brunei, Brewster, Wheatstone, and

Faraday—as well as Ada Lovelace and Charles Dickens—all attended
evenings at Babbage's house in which the Silver Lady was the featured enter-
tainment and traps were sometimes laid for the unwary.

Games and tricks played a more prominent role in early nineteenth-
century science than many realize. Lifelike mechanical figures were only
one end of a continuum of scientific stunts and public shows that ranged
from Wheatstone's display of an "Enchanted Lyre" and the transatlantic
race of Brunei's Great Western, to more disreputable schemes and criminal
deceptions.5 The illicit end of the continuum was visible in 1836, when two
bankers from Paris were caught manipulating the semaphore telegraph in
order to send advanced information about shifts in the stock market to a con-
federate in Bordeaux.6 This episode is an early instance of what is today called
"hacking," the diversion of communications resources for sport or profit.
Hacking, however, has many connotations, some extending well beyond
the communications world to include "any scam or clever manipulation,"
any bravura display of technological expertise.7 The practice of hacking has
generated its own subculture, full of flamboyant personalities, trickery, rival-
ries, and factions. With this cultural parallel in mind, it is easy to see many
nineteenth-century technological marvels as imbued with the spirit of
hacking, particularly those that involve computers, artificial intelligence, or
communications. The mechanical devices of the previous century troubled
the human/machine interface, just as do today's electronic devices. The greater
the potential for unsettling this boundary, as in automata displays, the more
open the field for "hackers," broadly conceived. Gibson and Sterling's The

Difference Engine provides a clue: this novel not only hacks into nineteenth-
century history but also extrapolates from that era's fondness for scientific
tricks of all kinds. In a culture that did not make a rigorous distinction be-

tween showmanship and science—that was only beginning to develop the
institutions that validate serious research today—rogue pleasures played a

role in the advancement of knowledge.
Babbage's automaton was one such rogue pleasure. As a child, Babbage
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had been fascinated by an exhibition of machinery in Hanover Square. When
the exhibitor entices the young boy up to the attic to view "still more wonder-
ful automata" (Babbage, 12), the scene takes on a hint of illicit eroticism,
which frequently seems to creep into accounts of mechanical figures, from
E.T. A. Hoffmanns "The Automaton" (1814) and "The Sandman" (1815) to Ray
Bradbury's Something Wicked This Way Comes (1962) and Thomas Pynchon's
Mason drDixon (1997). In the attic the boy sees two naked "female figures of
silver," whose "eyes were full of imagination, and irresistible" (ibid.)- In
Babbage's hands, the boyhood story swerves away from any hint of corrup-
tion and becomes a portent of his future scientific curiosity. But years later,
in 1834, he chances upon the attitudinizing lady at an auction, and the ex-

citement returns. He purchases the figure, repairs all the mechanisms with
his own hands, and recruits female friends to design clothing and coiffure.
The whiff of eroticism returns too, now blended with Orientalist attrac-
tions: Babbage dresses the Silver Lady in a turban, pink satin slippers with
silver spangles, and a tightly wound robe of Chinese crepe. This exotic outfit
provokes animated discussion among his friends and leads Babbage to make
a sexual double entendre at the expense of a lady who thinks the figure too
slightly clad.

In a final scene involving his automaton, Babbage contrasts a gay circle
of English friends delighting over the graceful movements of the Silver Lady
with two serious foreigners, studying the operation of the Difference Engine,
which was on display in an adjacent room of his house. Babbage takes a grim
satisfaction in this contrast as a parable of how the English neglect his great
invention while foreigners appreciate its significance. Willy-nilly, the two
mechanisms have become a test for unwary visitors, another common side
effect of automata exhibitions. The result of this memorable evening is an
ironic inversion that partakes of what Freud called the unheimlich, the un-
canny sensation aroused when something foreign or strange changes places

with something familiar and domestic. The irony lies in the fact that only
foreigners recognize the importance of what is supposed to be the special
province of the English—science, engineering, steam-driven machines—

while "three or four of [Babbage's] most intimate friends," in the drawing
room of his home, are captivated by pleasures that are not only exotically

Orientalist but vaguely sexual to boot (320).
Dickens may have been thinking specifically of his friend Babbage when

he satirized a scientific proposal for constructing "automaton figures" in the
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third of the "Mudfog Papers" he composed for Bentley's Miscellany? Scholars
agree that the reports on the "Mudfog Association for the Advancement of
Everything" are parodies of the scientific society Babbage was instrumental
in founding, the British Association for the Advancement of Science.9 The
proposal for constructing automata occurs in a section of the report titled
"Display of Models and Mechanical Science," one of Babbage's areas of
greatest expertise. Dickens irreverently suggests using the mechanical figures
to establish an "automaton police" for the convenience of carousing young
noblemen who liked to knock the block off of the occasional constable.10

Dickens seems to find something grotesque in the very idea of automata.
His satire dwells on the perverse fascination of the prosthetic, nicely ren-
dered in George Cruikshank's illustration "Automaton Police Office," which
emphasizes detachable limbs and heads. His satire also establishes a link be-
tween the mania for Mechanical Science and the concurrent effort to re-
organize the production of knowledge along "scientific" lines. Both are arti-
ficial aids, prosthetic devices, that transform the human world in valuable, if
sometimes coercive, ways. No surprise, then, that the first use Dickens imag-
ines for such automata is the establishment of new forms of police.

The trick involving the Japanese doll in Gibson and Sterling's The Differ-

ence Engine captures the spirit of both Babbage's evening gatherings and
Dickens's "automaton police." There is no reason to think that the novelists
are alluding specifically to either source, but Mallory's encounter with Japan-
ese ingenuity fuses the contrasting attitudes found in Babbage and Dickens.
The sexual undercurrent, the sense of uncanniness, the Orientalism—explicit
in Mallory's patronizing talk of English engineering and empire—even the
link with new forms of police, pick up on motifs prominent in the two
nineteenth-century accounts. The novel uses Japan rather than China as an
emblem of the Oriental Other, an updating in line with the geopolitical pri-
orities of the 19905, but Japan did figure in Victorian culture, and playful

anachronisms such as a reference to the post—World War II Japanese eco-
nomic miracle seem appropriate to the novel's blend of social commentary

and alternative history. One of the merits of The Difference Engine is that it
tends to evoke such paradigmatic nineteenth-century scenes with skill.

Gibson and Sterling's exuberant hacking of nineteenth-century science

finds a precedent in the era's own willingness to mix science and entertain-
ment. Their novel reflects the spirit of an age when the boundary between
science and the rest of culture was not so firmly established. The novel,
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however, stops short of unsettling its own boundaries. In the decision to con-
form to the conventions of a science-fiction thriller, the authors limit the im-
plications of their "hack." The novel ends up affirming the alliance between
technology and traditional Victorian assumptions about female sexuality, em-
pire, and the police that its irreverence about other historical pieties would
seem to reject. The ideological confusion of the novel can be brought out by
comparisons with two other texts: an important nineteenth-century pre-
cursor, Benjamin Disraeli's Sybil(1845), and a play by Tom Stoppard, which
invokes many of the same nineteenth-century scientific ideas. Stoppard's
Arcadia (1993), a thoroughly postmodern production, extends the hacking
spirit to its own dramatic conventions. The result is a text that performs tricks
with contemporary as well as nineteenth-century assumptions about gender,
science, and literature.

What is the relationship between postmodernism and the nineteenth-
century culture of hacking? Do today's rogue intellectual pleasures spring
from the same impulses that motivated the transgressive shows in Babbage's
drawing room? If so, then perhaps hacking with history finds its rationale in
a history that often produced knowledge through hacking. This notion
would suggest a justification beyond those usually offered by contemporary
theorists—the loss of faith in scientific norms of objectivity, for example, or a
belief in the inherent fictiveness of all writing—for considering metafiction as
a mode of knowledge. Alternatively, should the tone of nineteenth-century
hacking give one pause? Does the uncanny eroticism, the alliance of engi-
neering and empire, or the link to the police indicate possible areas of con-
cern in contemporary styles of thought?

Gibson and Sterling s The Difference Engine starts with an intriguing idea: it

rewrites Benjamin Disraeli's Sybil, an industrial novel about the reconcilia-

tion of the classes, as a historical fantasy that traces the roots of today's infor-
mation society back to Victorian England. The authors, best known as the
originators of cyberpunk fiction, take Babbage's invention of a computing
machine in 1822 as warrant for imagining the advent of the computer age a
century before its time. Their novel presents the Victorian era as a full-blown
information order, complete with massive databases on citizens, surveillance
apparatus, photo IDs, credit cards, rapid international data transmission via

telegraph, and scientific societies that serve as unofficial intelligence arms of

the military. Idiosyncratic as their historical conceit sounds, it participates in
a thriving subgenre of science fiction known as "steampunk," which in-
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eludes Rudy Rucker's The Hollow Earth (1992), Neal Stephenson's The

Diamond Age (1995), and George Foy's The Shift(1996).,n

Gibson and Sterling's novel is fun—at least in places. It is amusing to
read of John Keats, consumptive former medical student, as a pioneer of the
silent cinema; of Reverend Wordsworth and Professor Coleridge, leaders of
a successful pantisocratic community in America; of Lord Engels, the
Manchester textile magnate; of Lord Byron, Prime Minister of England,
and of his daughter, Lady Ada Byron, Queen of a loose confederacy of
hackers, called "clackers," because of the sound made by the mechanical
parts in their steam-driven computers. The variations on Disraeli's novel are
clever as well. Sybil Gerard, the idealistic daughter of a Chartist agitator,
does not marry her aristocratic suitor Charles Egremont but is seduced and
abandoned by that ambitious politician; she becomes the lover of a minor
character from Disraeli's novel, Mick Radley, who here is involved in inter-
national espionage and computer software theft. Events in Disraeli's novel,
both large and small, are effectively transmogrified for the contemporary
plot. The riot at Mowbray Castle in Sybil, for example, becomes a vast
Luddite uprising in London in the later novel, and offhand references to
horse racing in the first two chapters of Disraeli inspire a key episode at the
races, this time of steam-powered gurneys. The latter incident provides
Gibson and Sterling with a vivid way of introducing to the story Ada Byron's
gambling and laudanum habits, which are based on historical sources.

The scientific developments in The Difference Engine are not so far-
fetched as they might seem, either. All of the information technologies por-
trayed by Gibson and Sterling existed in some form or other during the
reign of Queen Victoria. Babbage is credited by most historians of tech-
nology as having been the first person to conceive of a computer. In 1821,
frustrated by the multitude of errors in standard mathematical tables of as-
tronomical positions and tidal charts, which were laboriously calculated by

hand, he exclaimed, "I wish to God these calculations had been executed by
steam!" One year later, he had not only drawn detailed plans for a mechani-
cal calculator, which he named the Difference Engine, but also constructed
and exhibited a working model for a London show. The Royal Society
awarded Babbage a gold medal for his efforts, and he embarked on a many-
year project to build a full-scale version of his machine. The finished engine
would have contained approximately twenty-five thousand moving parts,
manufactured to such precision that the first task was inventing entirely

new machine tools and lathes, a task undertaken by Joseph Clement, who
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had been trained in the workshop of Henry Maudsley. The project was sup-
ported by the Duke of Wellington and received generous but irregular
funding from the government—perhaps qualifying as the first government
research-and-development program—but it was plagued by numerous de-
lays, including Babbage's commitment to other scientific endeavors and a
protracted dispute between Babbage and Clement.12 The technical difficul-
ties of the engine were not insurmountable: for the bicentenary of Babbage's
birth, engineers at the Science Museum in London successfully built a fully
operational Difference Engine, using only tools and materials that were
available in the 18305.13 By the time Babbage's project was abandoned in
1842, more than £17,000 of government funds and £20,000 of his own
money had been expended. By contrast, the first steam locomotive was
built in 1831 for less than £800. Babbage viewed the failure to complete the
Difference Engine as the central tragedy of his life.

This failure did not prevent Babbage from designing an even more am-
bitious machine, the Analytical Engine, which is the true ancestor of today's
computer. "If the Analytical Engine had been built," writes}. David Bolter,
"it would indeed have been the first computer."14 All the essential compo-
nents of a digital computer were present in the 1833 design: punch cards for
input of data, internal memory storage, a central processing unit (called, in
Babbage's industrial-age vocabulary, the "mill"), and printed output. This
second design is the one actually featured in Gibson and Sterling's novel, al-
though they use the name of his earlier, more famous invention.

In the few years since its publication, The Difference Engine has garnered
some remarkable praise from sources as diverse as Ridley Scott, director of
Blade Runner, Stewart Brand, creator of The Whole Earth Catalog, and schol-

ars writing in Contemporary Litrature, ANQ, and Victorian Studies. In this
last journal, Herbert Sussman nicely illuminates the way in which the novel
rewrites Disraeli's Sybil but strangely reads the book as an optimistic celebra-
tion of the coming of the personal computer, whose decentralizing impulse
has the potential to disrupt the emerging panoptic disciplinary order of
modernity.15 This reading misses the way in which visual technologies of
surveillance dominate the imagery, structure, and resolution of the narra-

tive. For Brian McHale, The Difference Engines value lies in its postmodern-
ism: like other contemporary metafictions, it represents "a new way of writ-

ing historical fiction or, better, a new way of doing' history in fiction"16

The effusive praise and serious critical attention that the novel has received
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largely gloss over the book's pervasive misogyny and its long middle section
that glorifies the violent exploits of Mallory in what amounts to a conven-
tional science-fiction shoot-'em-up.17 The story follows the violent plot
form of the technothriller, a genre that relegates women to sexual ap-
pendages of the hero or to threatened objects of technological stalkers and
government conspiracies. The women in The Difference Engine play one or
both roles, but do little else. Mallory recalls with a shudder "rutting" with a
"rank" Cheyenne woman on his geological expedition to America (197); his
encounter with a London prostitute emphasizes the "exquisite thrill of dis-
gust" (237) and is full of demeaning references to the smells of her sweat,
urine, and "cunt" (223). Elsewhere, the thought of contraceptive devices for
women—nineteenth-century versions of the diaphragm and sponge—
"made his gut lurch" because "Mallory could not avoid the dark imagining

of coitus involving these queer objects" (303).
Sybil Gerard and Ada Byron, the only women with more extensive parts

in the plot, occupy the other conventional role, that of threatened objects of
stalkers and conspiracies. As in popular cinematic technothrillers such as
Terminator 2 (1991) or The 7X^(1995), Sybil's resourcefulness aids in her es-
cape from the clutches of her pursuers; even so, her wheelchair-bound form
is still under aerial surveillance, some fifty years later, by the cameras of the
"trans-Channel airship Lord Brunei" (i). Ada Byron, despite her computer
genius, depends on men throughout to rescue her from her excesses. More-
over, neither character escapes persistent sexual slurs: Sybil is a "fallen"
woman and a "politicians tart" (228), while Ada Byron is characterized as "the
greatest whore in all of London.... she fucks whoever she pleases, and none
dare make a peep about what she does. She's had half the House of Lords,
and they all tag at her skirts like little boys" (232). This revelation prompts
another shudder of repulsion from Mallory: "He knew that Lady Ada had
her gallants, but the thought that she let men have her, that there was shov-
ing and spending, prick and cunt in the mathematical bed of the Queen of
Engines. . . . Best not to think about it" (232; ellipsis in the original).

These episodes might be read as critiques of upper-class Victorian atti-
tudes toward sex were they not also reminiscent of the treatment of women's

sexuality in Gibson's Neuromancer (1984) and its cyberpunk sequels.18 The

historical record suggests that Ada Lovelace had several lovers, but the insis-
tence on such imagery in relation to woman after woman seems excessive, a
quality of the narrative voice more than an effort to characterize Mallory.
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When sex is the subject, The Difference Engine loses all its knowing irony in
relation to the prior century. Instead, it adopts uncritically some of the worst
aspects of the futuristic action thriller. The congruence between this predomi-
nantly male genre and Victorian sexual norms reveals that, in regard to sexu-
ality at least, this novel is appropriating rather than interrogating the past.

The more serious claim for the importance of The Difference Engine lies
in its postmodern approach to history. Critics have rushed to assimilate this
novel's ironic rewriting of the nineteenth century, often invoking the post-
modern genre that Linda Hutcheon labels "historiographic metafiction."19

Gibson and Sterling's fictional transformation of the past accords well with
postmodern arguments about the constructed nature of all historical knowl-
edge. For example, McHale's assertion that the novel represents a "new way
of 'doing' history" implies the postmodern corollary that history itself is a
form of fiction.

When assessing this novel's relation to history, however, its affinities with
a second, indigenous strain of science fiction should not be overlooked.
This popular tradition is sometimes called "alternative history" or "parallel
worlds," and its most celebrated exemplar is Philip K. Dick's The Man in
the High Castle (winner of the Hugo Award for 1962), which imagines what
the United States would have been like had Germany and Japan won World
War II. The tradition stretches further back, however, particularly when
combined with the paradoxes of time travel. Perhaps the most influential of
such tales is Murray Leinster's "Sidewise in Time" (1934), but other notable
examples include Robert A. Heinlein's "By His Bootstraps" (1941) and "All
You Zombies—" (1959), Ward Moore's Bring the jubilee (1953), in which the
South won the Civil War, Fritz Leiber's cold-war parable The Big Time

(Hugo Award, 1958), Keith Laumer's The Other Side of Time (1965), Larry
Niven's "All the Myriad Ways" (1968), Harry Harrison's Tunnel through the

Deeps (1972), and, most recently, Michael Crichton's Timeline (1999).20

Attending to The Difference Engines roots in popular science fiction

helps locate its historical assumptions more precisely. The notion of alterna-
tive history raises anachronism, in the literal sense of something out of its

proper time, into a methodological principle. There is nothing wrong with

such a procedure: it underwrites the intellectual paradoxes of parallel world
fantasies, and it may be the vehicle for astute social commentary. It should be
recognized, however, that anachronism is a fundamentally Romantic attitude
toward history, as Jerome Christensen has demonstrated. Christensen argues
that willful anachronism marks the revolutionary character of Romanticism
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as a social movement: "committinganachronism romantically exploits lack
of accountability as unrecognized possibility."21 Whether in the form of me-
dievalism, nostalgia, prophecy, or apocalypse, English Romanticism explores
the untimely as a visionary alternative to the existing world. Christensen
emphasizes the political potential of this investment, calling anachronism a
"politics of the future" (475). For both conservatives, such as Burke or the
later Coleridge, and radicals such as Blake, Hazlitt, or Percy Shelley, the
untimely did have a political edge. But escapism—Christensen's "lack of
accountability"—has been the specter that haunts Romanticism's social
projects even more than its literary visions. "Romantic" or "visionary" are epi-
thets still used today to belittle ideas deemed noble but foolishly impracti-
cable. The charge of escapism, of course, bedevils science fiction too: it is a
criticism even the finest achievements of the genre have had trouble evading.
For all its dangers, then, anachronism describes an approach to history com-
mon to both Romanticism and science fiction. Christensen might be dis-
cussing The Difference Engine, not the Romantic movement, when he con-
cludes: "its historicity [is] the willful commission of anachronism after
anachronism linked by bold analogy" (476).

Anachronism names the narrative consequences of hacking with history.
To hack the nineteenth century in a literary work means altering the tempo-
ral order of events, deliberately creating anachronisms in a representational

world. The problem of accountability raised by such hacking, however,
needs to be assessed on two different levels: the mimetic and the proleptic.
Parallel world science fiction invites scrutiny primarily in mimetic terms, de-
spite the fact that the mimesis in such novels is of an alternative reality. No
matter how wild the anachronisms, the mimetic success of a work in this
genre is usually clear to the initiated—the SF fan—and with good reason.
The conditions of vraisemblance are fairly strict. In keeping with the genre's
emphasis on time travel, let me chart these mimetic conditions across four

dimensions. Two of these dimensions concern the relationship of anachro-

nism to what readers think they already know: the past and the present. To be
interesting, anachronism must first establish a creative relationship with the
received wisdom about a period. Variations, however ingenious, must have a

logic or plausibility that stems from accepted features of the past. Second,
anachronism should suggest intriguing perspectives on the contemporary
world. Whether as cautionary fable, satire, or allegory, the anachronisms of
alternative history implicitly comment on present conditions. The other two

dimensions concern matters that may be largely unknown to the audience:
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Third, alternative history often highlights obscure or suppressed historical
actors—those on the losing side in wars, whether of ideas or of armies;
women, minorities, the poor, the otherwise silenced; people considered
mad in their day; the young, the old, the infirm; even animals and other
nonhumans (consider the partnership between dogs and robots in Clifford
D. Simak's City [1952], the dolphins and computers in Ted Mooney's Easy

Travel to Other Planets [1981]). Fourth, there is the matter of internal consis-
tency. Whatever its liberties with external events, an alternative world must
appear credible according to its own terms.

Proleptic anachronisms raise a different set of concerns. Prolepsis comes
from the Greek for "anticipation." In rhetoric it is a method for anticipating
and thus answering a potential objection to one's argument. In everyday
language, prolepsis is a form of hyperbole that anticipates a result before it
has occurred, as when sportscasters proclaim after an apparently decisive
play: "It's all over now but the cheering." In poetry, prolepsis is the use of an
adjective to anticipate the result of a verb: "He fouls the sick air." None of
these senses of prolepsis really raises the issue of vraisemblance. Instead, the
emphasis on anticipation and answering, prediction and consequence, indi-

cates an orientation toward the future, an action in the present designed to
intervene at a later moment. Hence the problem of accountability for pro-
lepsis is ethical and political—that of assessing the integrity of a desired
outcome, not of producing a consistent mimesis. Prolepsis makes present a
future state of affairs by hacking with time.

The charge of escapism only seems to arise when readers feel that mimet-
ic consistency is the principal question at stake. By contrast, argument or
agreement are the responses prolepsis tends to elicit. Failed prolepsis pro-

vokes ethical or political disagreement—often violent repudiation—but not
the simple dismissal, the shrug of the shoulders, that accompanies escapism.

Take, for example, Disraeli's Sybil, the book that serves as a departure point
for The Difference Engine. Disraeli's novel has often been praised for its
mimetic accuracy in depicting the "condition of England," a country divided
into two nations, the rich and the poor. Critics, however, have just as often re-
jected its proleptic politics.22 Disraeli first came to prominence in the 18405
as the advocate of a platform founded entirely on anachronism: the Young
England movement. In Sybil Disraeli expounds his notion that the only way
to revitalize the Conservative party is by returning to the principles that gov-

erned class relations in a (mythical) time when England was young. In the

days of yore, the aristocracy of England were not tyrants but "the natural
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leaders of the People" (334). That day will come again, and soon, but only

when England awakes from the delusive dreams of equality that have ani-
mated the past two hundred years of political debate and are fueling the
Chartist movement of Disraeli's day. Hence Disraeli's anachronistic move-
ment displaces a recent with a more distant past in order to conjure a desired
future. Whig philosophy, he claims, masquerades as freedom, but it actually
results in an "oligarchical system" (354), in which a coalition of newly rich
industrialists and middle-class tradesmen dominate the country. True equali-
ty will come only when England restores the grandeur of its aristocracy.
"The future principle of English politics will not be a levelling principle. .. .
It will seek to ensure equality, not by levelling the Few but by elevating the
Many" (ibid.). Disraeli's character Egremont claims to bask in the light of
another time, a future that revives a vanished past: "You deem you are in
darkness, and I see a dawn. The new generation of the aristocracy of England
are not tyrants, not oppressors, Sybil, as you persist in believing. Their intel-
ligence, better than that, their hearts are open to the responsibility of their

position" (334).
The Difference Engine attempts to repudiate Disraeli's political vision,

not least in its cynical account of class relations, summed up in the ugly way
its version of Egremont treats Sybil. All the same, the novel's anachronistic
politics presents difficulties too. One can learn much about the two novels
by comparing the handling of the uprisings in the respective narratives.
Disraeli is at pains to distinguish two kinds of subversive agents: insurrec-
tionaries, such as the mob's drunken leader (mockingly called the Liberator
after Daniel O'Connell), outside Chartist agitators, and the profiteer, Mick
Radley; and rioters, who are members of the local community, driven to des-
perate means by penury and unendurable working conditions.23 Disraeli's
sympathies are with the latter, even though he thinks they are duped by their
leaders, and he portrays their hardships with sociological accuracy as well as
compassion. Gibson and Sterling's novel contains no equivalent group, no
sympathetically portrayed workers or rioters motivated by unendurable in-
justice. The London uprising is led by a "Frenchified race-track dandy" (187),
who has adopted the Luddite name of Captain Swing and fomented revo-

lution as part of his personal plot to achieve world domination (a science-
fiction convention that appears gratuitously during the climactic battle

scene). His chief assistant is a vicious murderess, Florence Bartlett, whose

"Medusa glare" (304) goads a deluded band of followers to ever more savage

acts of violence.24
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What is disturbing about this battle scene is the acquiescence to the rigid
limits of an action genre. If the authors' unruly spirit had seemed to revive
for postmodernism an early-nineteenth-century irreverence toward discur-
sive boundaries, the embrace of technothriller conventions reestablishes the
familiar modern subservience of values to science. Irony and rogue pleas-
ures, witty tricks and traps for the unwary, are once again relegated to the
domain of culture, and science reassumes its place as the partner of the mod-
ern technological state. Mallory and his allies crush the insurrectionaries
with an awesome display of high-tech military might, including computer-
guided artillery, automatic weaponry, and a prototype streamlined vehicle.25

This triumphalist conclusion contradicts the novel's larger critique of socie-
ty, in which state powers of surveillance increasingly invade all aspects of its
citizens' lives. In a novel intent on hacking history, this celebration of tech-
nological warfare and secret police is disturbing. It is as if the hackers have
become agents of the modern police.

The political message of this conclusion seems as anachronistic as any of
the novel's technological marvels, but the politics points not to the future
but to the past. If computer databases and streamlined cars come from our
time, the political attitudes come straight from Babbage's drawing room.
The novel's climax is a throwback to the days when English engineering and
empire reigned supreme, when few challenged the marriage of technology
and the police, and when masculine power and the erotics of vulnerable
femininity were widely approved norms. The anachronism is mimetic of
Victorian attitudes that the novel's postmodern stance would otherwise
seem to have left behind. Its militaristic escapism makes a poor conclusion
to the project of hacking the nineteenth century.

Do the partial failings of Gibson and Sterling's experiment, like those of
Disraeli's, imply a more general inadequacy in anachronism as an approach
to history? Not necessarily. Babbage's invention of the computer one hun-
dred years before its time indicates the need for a conception of history that

registers the untimely. Ways of responding to lost threads of the past, to
forkings in history that seemed to have vanished with little trace, are crucial

to the historical enterprise.

Ada Byron, only legitimate child of George Gordon Lord Byron, is a preco-

cious woman of nineteen, full of aspirations for greatness in some field of
science or mathematics (it hardly matters which), and protegee of Mary
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Somerville, the most eminent female scientist of the day. One month before
Ada Byron's marriage to William King, later Lord Lovelace, she receives an
invitation to Babbage's house to view his Silver Lady. Babbage's flirtatious
note dilates on the charms of his automaton, its turban and new dresses,
but Ada Byron sees through the trap—Babbage's usual test for visitors—
and saves her admiration for the Difference Engine in the next room. A
friend records her reaction: "While other visitors gazed at the working of
this beautiful instrument with the sort of expression, and I dare say the sort
of feeling, that some savages are said to have shown on first seeing a looking-
glass or hearing a gun . . . Miss Byron, young as she was, understood its work-
ing, and saw the great beauty of the invention."26 The only automata this
young woman cared about were mathematical; she dreamed of commanding

regiments of numbers, "harmoniously disciplined troops;—consisting of
vast numbers and marching in irresistible power to the sound of Music."27

Ada Lovelace, nee Byron, is a more interesting figure than her portrayal
in The Difference Engine would suggest. Her story graphically illustrates the
many barriers women confronted in attempting to engage in scientific en-
terprises during the last century. Despite these barriers, she became a close
associate of Babbage, Somerville, Wheatstone, Brewster, and Faraday, and
she went on to write the most penetrating account of Babbage's Analytical
Engine published during the nineteenth century. Fortunately, a raft of biog-
raphies and encomia have appeared in recent years (no less than four books,
as well as shorter portraits in many studies of the computer revolution),
which can counter the portrait drawn by Gibson and Sterling. Lovelace's
reputation, however, is not of primary concern here.28 What is more inter-
esting in the current context is how one approaches figures whose "untimeli-
ness" makes their very lives seem anachronisms.

Babbage's invention of the computer is an example of untimeliness that
rarely fails to astound. Lovelace's life and writings present a more complex
case. She has no original discovery to her credit, and recent claims that she
wrote the first computer program depend on drawing an analogy between

software code and her diagram of how the (unbuilt) Analytical Engine

would go about calculating Bernoulli numbers. Yet there are elements of her
story that seem oddly out of sync with her time. Daughter of Lord Byron

and wife of the Earl of Lovelace, mathematically gifted and intensely ambi-
tious, a bold and often fanciful writer, equally at home with renowned scien-
tists and with literary figures such as Dickens, Harriet Martineau, and Anna
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Jameson, wealthy yet embarrassed by gambling debts, talented musically,
sexually independent, often hostile toward the duties of motherhood—her
life crosses boundaries, confounds roles, mixes genres, fields, and interests in
ways that seem almost postmodern in their gender-bending and anticipa-
tion of today's technoculture. Yet she was not a feminist in any modern sense
of the term, not a bluestocking, not a crusader for philanthropic causes, not
a sectarian, not an ideologue of any recognizable sort. She simply does not fit
any of the customary categories—either of her age or of our own. If she con-

tradicts the usual image of an upper-class Victorian woman, she equally fails
to conform to the few roles we have imagined for women who were "ahead
of their time."

History of science has no useful vocabulary for discussing untimely fig-
ures such as Babbage and Lovelace. They are not "pioneers" of the computer
age (as has sometimes been claimed) because their contributions were for-
gotten or ignored, playing virtually no role in the (re) invention of the com-
puter in the 19405. The first digital computers strikingly resemble Babbage's
sketches and Lovelace's account of the Analytical Engine, but twentieth-
century researchers derived none of their ideas from this long-forgotten ma-

chine.29 The Romantic vocabulary of "unrecognized genius" or "visionary"
does not fit for the opposite reason. Babbage received enormous recogni-
tion in his own time, and Lovelace, too, successfully published in a scholar-
ly journal and was accepted by her scientific peers. Melodramatic phrases
such as "inspired madman," "idiot savant," or "born too early" are still less
applicable. The only words that seem appropriate come not from history but
from literary discourse. Babbage and Lovelace can be said to "foreshadow" or
"anticipate" later scientific developments, even if their works had no causal
role to play in the eventual discoveries, only if these words retain their figu-

rative status. As pure prolepsis, such words capture the way Babbage and
Lovelace realized a desired future in the past until the literal present of

their time reasserted its dominance. Historians, of course, use words such

as foreshadow and anticipate all the time. But they use them for local effect;
they use them to underline the irony, pathos, or wonder of history. Unless a

causal line can be traced, unless there is evidence of influence, anticipation
is usually more of a curiosity than an object of serious inquiry.

The most intriguing attempt to deal with the untimely figure of Ada
Lovelace comes not from computer historians (and certainly not from
Gibson and Sterling) but from the playwright Tom Stoppard. In Arcadia
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(1993) Stoppard draws extensively from the biography of Lovelace to fashion
the character of Thomasina Coverly, a mathematically precocious girl of
thirteen (sixteen at the conclusion of the play). The drama is set entirely in
the drawing room of the Coverly estate, even though it juxtaposes events sepa-
rated by more than 150 years. The first story, set in the early years of the nine-
teenth century, mixes a conventional Regency farce—involving the young
poet Byron, adulterous trysts, a jealous husband, and two threatened duels—
with poignant glimpses of Thomasina's brilliance and yearning. The second
story, set in the present, might be called an academic farce; it concerns the
descendants of the Coverly family, still in possession of their country house,
and two rival scholars who have come to investigate the very events por-
trayed in the nineteenth-century scenes. The play raises many of the issues
that have animated this discussion: it shows Thomasina discovering scien-
tific concepts years ahead of their time and creates deliberate anachronisms
onstage—a tortoise appears in both time periods, a character in 1809 eats an
apple left on the table during the twentieth century, and a coffee mug and a
laptop computer remain onstage during nineteenth-century scenes.30

Although the dates of the nineteenth-century events (1809 then 1812)

correspond to the years when Ada Lovelace's mother, Lady Byron, was en-
tertaining Lord Byron's marriage proposals, Thomasina's personality and her
mathematical ideas clearly stem from Lovelace rather than her mother.31 The
correspondences with Lovelace are numerous. In the play Thomasina initi-
ates a romantic affair with her tutor, Septimus Hodge, on the night before
her seventeenth birthday; Ada Byron, as it happens, was caught in a roman-
tic entanglement with her tutor around her seventeenth birthday.32

Thomasina's governess bears the same name, Briggs, as the one Ada had
during the period of her affair, and the girls share a talent for drawing and a
love of waltzing, which both learn at sixteen. Thomasina is given to enthu-
siastic bursts of ambition, which echo passages in Lovelace's letters. When

Thomasina says playfully to Septimus, "You will be famous for being my

tutor when Lord Byron is dead and forgotten" (37), she repeats a boast of
Lovelace, who wrote in a letter to Babbage: "I do not believe that my father
was (or ever could have been) such a Poet as I shall be an Analyst" (Toole,
156-57). In another letter Lovelace muses about fame coming to her only

after her death (ibid., 112), and Stoppard has one of his characters comment
about Thomasina, "She was dead before she had time to be famous" (76).

The most significant parallels lie in the area of mathematics. Stoppard
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has his thirteen-year-old prodigy anticipate three important ideas: recursion,
the second law of thermodynamics, and contemporary chaos theory, includ-
ing fractal geometry.33 In interviews, the playwright attests to having mined
a number of recent popular science books, particularly James Gleick's Chaos

(1987), and it is easy to track down the exact passages in Gleick and other
contemporary works (notably Douglas R. Hofstadter's Godel, Escher, Bach

[1979] and Stephen Hawking's A Brief History of Time [1988]) from which
Stoppard has adapted speeches. What has not been noticed, however, is that
Stoppard's characters also repeatedly echo passages from Lovelace and
Babbage in the course of explaining Thomasina's mathematical intuitions.
Babbage's most famous line about his Analytical Engine concerns its ability
to use the conclusion of one equation as the starting point of the next; his
colorful description of this recursive operation is that the Analytical Engine
"eats its own tail."34 Thomasina uses much the same analogy when she tries
to explain what an iterated algorithm is to her tutor: "It eats its own proge-
ny" (77). In the twentieth-century scenes, Valentine Coverly is using his lap-
top computer to create an algorithm that would model the changes in the

grouse population on the estate over the last one hundred years. His project,
which depends on ideas only developed in recent decades when computer
modeling made chaos theory conceivable, echoes Babbage too: "This thing
works for any phenomenon which eats its own numbers . . . it's a natural
phenomenon in itself. Spooky" (45-46).

Valentine's comment about recursion being a spooky natural phenome-
non gestures toward the mathematics of cellular automata, prominent in
contemporary artificial intelligence research (AI), in which recursive routines
take on a life of their own. Lovelace's image of numbers as living entities—

disciplined troops—certainly should not be taken as anticipating the idea of

cellular automata, but it makes one wonder what mathematical vistas might

have been opened by a functioning Analytical Engine. Without such a ma-

chine, calculating iterated algorithms was virtually insane, as Valentine ex-
plains to the responsible historian in the play, Hannah Jarvis:

HANNAH: Why? Because they didn't have calculators?

VALENTINE: No. Yes. Because there's an order things can't happen in. You

can't open a door till there's a house.

HANNAH: I thought that's what genius was.

VALENTINE: Only for lunatics and poets. (79)
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Even though Lovelace never had a computer, she did have the idea of

the computer, and the idea was enough to prompt her to speculate about

AI. In the "Notes" she published on the Analytical Engine she suggests that

Babbage's invention opens up for the first time "the idea of a thinking or of
a reasoning machine."35 Its power would enable a mathematics that "weaves

algebraical patterns just as the Jacquard-loom weaves flowers and leaves"

(273; emphasis in the original). A leaf, it turns out, is the pattern Thomasina
chooses to weave with her first iterated algorithm. "I will plot this leaf and
deduce its equation," Thomasina tells her uncomprehending tutor (37). It
will take Valentine, the twentieth-century chaos researcher, to explain what
Thomasina (and Lovelace?) could have meant:

If you knew the algorithm and fed it back say ten thousand times, each time

there'd be a dot somewhere on the screen. You'd never know where to expect

the next dot. But gradually you'd start to see this shape, because every dot

will be inside the shape of this leaf. It wouldn't be a leaf, it would be a mathe-

matical object. But yes. The unpredictable and the predetermined unfold

together to make everything the way it is. It's how nature creates itself, on

every scale, the snowflake and the snowstorm. (47)

Thomasina, like Lovelace, chooses a leaf because she is in the habit of
seeing numbers as revealing the secrets of nature itself. In a parody of
Fermat's Last Theorem, Thomasina writes in the margin of her mathematics
primer: "I, Thomasina Coverly, have found a truly wonderful method
whereby all the forms of nature must give up their numerical secrets and
draw themselves through number alone. This margin being too mean for my
purpose, the reader must look elsewhere for the New Geometry of Irregular
Forms discovered by Thomasina Coverly" (43). Her faith that "nature is
written in numbers" (37) echoes Lovelace's frequent assertion in her letters
that numbers reveal the "hidden realities of nature" (Toole, 101), as well as

her published declaration that mathematics alone "can adequately express
the great facts of the natural world" (Lovelace, 272).

Stoppard's use of historical material about Lovelace occurs in a play that
insistently raises questions of history and temporality. The play mocks the

jealousy, pretension, and unscrupulous careerism of a historian who is

shown misconstruing the very nineteenth-century scenes the audience wit-

nesses, but it also emphasizes the pitfalls that await even the most empirical

of researchers. False leads, misleading survivals, and lost evidence make the
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full recovery of these events impossible. What the play offers in place of an
unbroken linear history is a fluid nonlinear vision of time. This segue from
the topic of history to that of temporality is characteristic of literary ap-
proaches to the anachronistic; it is a formal constituent of most parallel
world fictions, including The Difference Engine, which signals as much by
naming its five major sections "Iterations." Stoppard signals his interest in
temporality by numerous small touches such as the stage directions about
anachronistic props, speeches about the nature of time (5, 50, 79), charac-
ters from different eras who "iterate" one another word for word, and a tor-
toise that evokes Zeno's paradox.36 The most dramatic evidence of this in-
terest, however, comes in the final scene, where the characters from the two
different periods appear together. Here the farcical maneuvering over his-

torical method is subsumed in scientific musings about synchronicity and
the circularity of time.

As the play nears its end, Thomasina's tutor and the present-day chaos re-
searcher bend over the same drawing, a diagram by Thomasina illustrating
the second law of thermodynamics. The stage directions read: "Septimus
and Valentine study the diagram doubled by time" (93). Voices double one an-
other too, weaving a pattern of nineteenth- and twentieth-century dialogue
that resonates equally well in either time. The meaning of the diagram is
slowly dawning on Septimus and Valentine, but Thomasina thinks only of
learning to waltz. It is the night before her seventeenth birthday, and the au-
dience knows she is to die in a fire before morning. The adults in each cen-
tury speak to one another of entropy, the slow movement of history toward
an inevitable end. But Thomasina speaks of dancing and love. She is in a
rush and cannot wait on history when she is consumed by such timeless
urges.

HANNAH: What did [Thomasina] see?

VALENTINE: That you can't run the film backwards. Heat was the first thing

that didn't work that way . . . with heat—friction—a ball breaking a win-

dow . . . it won't work backwards.

HANNAH: Who thought it did?

VALENTINE: She saw why. You can put back the bits of glass but you can't

collect up the heat of the smash. It's gone.

SEPTIMUS: So the Improved Newtonian Universe must cease and grow cold.

Dear me.
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VALENTINE: The heat goes into the mix.

(He gestures to indicate the air in the room, in the universe.)

THOMASINA: Yes, we must hurry if we are going to dance.

VALENTINE: And everything is mixing the same way, all the time,

irreversibly. . .

SEPTIMUS: Oh, we have time, I think.

VALENTINE: . . . till there's no time left. That's what time means.

SEPTIMUS: When we have found all the mysteries and lost all the meaning,

we will be alone, on an empty shore.

THOMASINA: Then we will dance. Is this a waltz?

SEPTIMUS: It will serve. (93-94)

In traditional history, as in entropy, time means one thing, but in art, as
in love, it means another. The arrow points only one way, Valentine would
maintain, but Arcadia as a whole suggests otherwise. Events repeat them-
selves, even individual words return through time. Discoveries are made,
lost, made again, and their real meaning lies in the process of discovery. "It's
wanting to know that makes us matter," Hannah declares (75). This conclu-
sion may be the only response consonant with a genuine interest in
anachronism. The true historical oddity of untimely figures—of Thomasina/
Lovelace, of Babbage—is obscured if the only question becomes whether or
not they led to something in the future.37 No matter what answer one
chooses, the question itself implies a seamless, linear conception of history
in which anything that is not demonstrably tied to a later moment is eccen-
tric, trivial, or freakish. Stoppard, by contrast, knows that a loose historical
thread may have much to teach because of its being unwoven into the fab-
ric of history, because of how forlornly its frayed end sticks out from the pat-
tern. Arguing exclusively in terms of influence and development eliminates

the possibility of messiness, nonlinear phenomena, incoherence, stubborn

unreadability. It eliminates the rogue intellectual pleasures provided by a

culture that blends science, literature, and hacking.

The form of the play conveys the same message. Through its elaborate

self-reflexivity, the play strives to function as the literary equivalent of an it-
erated algorithm.38 It eats its own tail, in Babbage's phrase. This recursive

structure implicitly comments on the limitations of any conceptual frame-
work, especially that of traditional history. But this self-reflexive structure
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also comments on the anachronism of a nineteenth-century woman who sees

things before their time. Formal recursiveness is a way of making anachro-

nism accountable, of transforming anachronism into a kind of knowledge,

the knowledge of what a young woman's life might mean. This is the kind of

knowledge that Arcadia offers in place of historical certainty. This is what re-

cursive forms—literary works, alternative history, cultural studies—can re-

veal about untimely lives. It will serve.
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Queen Victoria and Me

Laurie Langbauer

One thing feminist scholarship does, in literary studies as well as in the study
of history, is recover the work and lives of women made invisible, women lost
to time. However various, even at odds with itself, feminist criticism might
be, that recovery—whether called gynocriticism or Anglo-American literary
history—has remained an enduring element; the annals of feminism depend
on it. "Show us the life of the average Elizabethan woman all but absent from
history now!" Virginia Woolf exhorts the women scholars at Newnham and
Girton in A Room of One's Own. Adrienne Rich, in On Lies, Secrets, and
Silence, or Alice Walker, in In Search of Our Mother's Gardens, criticize A Room
of One's Own soundly; they are troubled—they are dismayed—that Woolf
could only define her audience as those women scholars, the elite and well-
placed, the daughters of educated men. But, in spite of that, they share with
Woolf the deep conviction that such "special women," as Rich calls them,
calls us (literary scholars), have an obligation to make known to all women

what Walker terms that "unknown thing": women themselves, women's art,
overlooked and unrecognized as those things still remain.1

It is in this context that I want to consider the recent writing of a group

of feminist scholars devoted to nineteenth-century Britain, engaged in
bringing into view the literary and cultural significance of a key woman they
see ignored or misrecognized: the excerpts from Margaret Homans's Royal

Representations: Queen Victoria and British Culture, 1837—1876 (199%) that ap-
peared in journals in 1993 and 1994, Adrienne Munich's Queen Victoria's
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Secrets (1996), and the work of the thirteen contributors to Remaking Queen
Victoria (1997), edited by Homans and Munich.21 am especially interested in
this pioneering work on Victoria, although, partly because of it, she is now
being discussed by feminist scholars ranging from graduate students to
Nancy Armstrong.3 At first glance, such critics might seem hard at work ap-
plying the standard feminist methodology of recovery to the woman in all
of time who would seem least to warrant it: Queen Victoria, absent from his-
tory? Such writing actually demonstrates, I think, the enormous, if not some-
times crushing, weight obstructing the project of recovery. Queen Victoria,
these scholars write, has been "hidden in plain view for a hundred years."4 She
has been overlooked precisely because we think she has not. We just assume
we know everything about her, as we may assume that—with the establish-
ment of feminism in the academy, say—women's lives, women's art, no longer
need to be recovered; women have already arrived ("By and large," even
Simone de Beauvoir wanted to claim so innocently—and so mistakenly—in
1949, "we have won the game").5 If Victoria, the very figure who gave her
name to a historical period, remains in effect invisible within it up till now,
especially as these scholars argue because she is a woman, then the cultural
resistance to recognizing women's history, and literary history, is still very
powerful indeed.

Despite, in fact because of, the innumerable biographies and countless
references to Queen Victoria in official history, these scholars argue that the
particular relation of this specific woman to "the ideological and cultural sig-
nifying systems of her age," especially to the representation of women, re-
mains largely overlooked (Homans and Munich, 2). If literary scholars can-
not see Queen Victoria, how will we be able to see the average women that
Virginia Woolf asserts as the object of scholarly study, that Rich and Walker

demand as a subject position necessary to extend women's studies beyond

the boundaries of the academy? Yet the question might be asked: what help
would the study of Queen Victoria be in that transformation anyway?
Critics might worry that, even if scholars can provide us with a fuller and
more detailed picture of Victoria's role as a woman, and her relation to the
definition of women at the time, doesn't that simply continue a story of privi-
lege that ultimately prevents the recovery of any other story, that precludes
difference? Those critics might ask: why should we wish to recover excep-
tional women, women who signify and uphold a dominant, unequal, and

unjust realm of power and way of thought? Why Queen Victoria?
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In part, these recent scholars of Victoria suggest that studying her allows
us to understand those injustices more clearly. In their desire to "put Victoria
back into Victorian," the studies at hand are attentive to issues of class and
race—issues they find as much overlooked as gender in previous studies of
the period that ignore Victoria (Romans, "The Powers of Powerlessness,"
258 n. n). An attention to Victoria's particular presence actually enables
these scholars to redress that balance. For them, Victoria exercised power by
swaying popular opinion rather than wielding a scepter. That relocation of
the political realm provides another answer to the question, why Victoria?
For, within the popular imagination, it seems impossible to fix Victoria's
identity as single, simple—simply conservative. Could her representational
power have always operated only in that way? What these scholars offer in-
stead is "the existence of many Victorias" (Romans and Munich, 2). Within
her own era, they claim, "many conflicting ideas of her increasingly came to
be used to model or to justify a wide variety of cultural practices and person-
al self-fashionings" (3). To see Victoria herself as exceptional and conserva-
tive is just one part of a contradictory picture. To see what the idea of
Victoria allowed within Victorian culture is another part.

The use of Victoria's image is what my essay is about. I am still centrally
interested in the question—why Victoria?—but I want to ask it somewhat
differently. I am interested in the cultural work attention to Victoria is
doing for feminist scholarship and literary studies right now. What contra-
dictory formulations and paradoxical myths does it inspire for those writing
about her (including, by extension, myself too)? What informs the climate
in which women in the academy want to write and read about Victoria
now? Not only Why are we interested in her? But Why are we interested in
her in the particular ways that we are?

If, as Adrienne Munich claims, Victoria "held up magic mirrors to the
Victorian age to reflect images in which it could believe" (5), what mirrors
does she hold up to us now? For me, the important particulars of that ques-
tion have to do with what Victoria tells us about feminist scholarship. Most
important: what does the recovery of Queen Victoria reflect of the aspira-
tions of women in the academy, concerned about the relation of their spe-

cial placement to what they see as the larger needs of women?
I am writing this piece, then, because these two things in my field strike

me as a generative confluence right now. At the same time as this lively, ex-
citing, and long-overdue reclamation of Queen Victorias history by a group
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of Anglo-American critics, I have noticed what I would like to argue is a re-

lated focus on history in feminist theory—its own. (Some of the critics

writing on Queen Victoria—Mary Loeffelholz, for one—actually also write

about academic feminism.)6 Academic feminism's attention to its own his-

tory, especially the various legends of its establishment within the academy,

seems everywhere once you begin to look for it; I could argue it character-

ized feminist critical writing in the 19905. Such histories generally involve

statements (like my own) that describe the present moment, and they do so

in terms of its uneasy successes: what does it mean that feminism has found

a place within an institution that to some degree is a site for cultural and

ideological power? What are the costs of being inside structures of power?

What I find especially interesting is the way feminist scholarship asks it-

self such questions; at the same time that it worries about its institutional

history, it moves to a form—the personal essay—that supposedly (or so it

argues, so it hopes?) has no secure place within the academy's structures of

study, yet (beginning with Lingua Franco's February 1991 headline "True

Confessions: Feminist Scholars in the First Person") that form also seems to

me to be everywhere these days too. Some critics have in fact argued that

academic feminism's success and the personal essay go hand in hand: auto-

biography and personal confession are possible to such an extent within

feminist scholarship right now because a whole generation of women schol-

ars have achieved the economic security and professional recognition within

the academy that give them the protection to explore such forms, even

though they may not acknowledge that standing, even though they cast auto-

biography only as risk and not as privilege.7

In the context of feminist studies' concerns about its own appropria-

tions within institutional power, Victoria seems almost an inevitable figure

to whom to turn. Inevitable perhaps because her own autobiographical

writing demonstrates the highly problematic ground of autobiography and

identity to begin with. The royal "we," after all, is popularly associated with

Victoria: is it even possible to conceive of a particular, singular self when it

comes to Victoria? The Prince of Wales was reportedly "indignant and dis-

gusted" that his mother could think to put her personal life—and the royal

family—on display when she published her journals, Leaves from the Journal

of Our Life in the Highlands (1868) and More Leaves (1884).8 Yet it is hard to

know what might have bothered the prince. When it comes to a public fig-

ure like Victoria, any definition of the personal becomes strained. Despite

their vague emphasis of the domestic—she travels and views Scotland in the
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midst of her family—Victoria's published journals contain nothing that
readers can easily pick out as personal or private as we commonly know
them, even when they give us the details of one of her daughter's engage-
ments, say; instead, we get what Margaret Homans calls a "spectacle of royal
domestic privacy," a "privacy . . . deliberately exposed" (Homans, '"To the
Queen's Private Apartments,'" 4, 20). Only personal in the abstract, her jour-
nals institute a kind of state domesticity.

The recent scholars of Victoria also argue that any emphasis on the per-
sonal and domestic (no matter what else it might be) was a carefully orches-
trated public move, the strategy of a female sovereign to rule indirectly by
manipulating the cultural vocabulary of a woman's role current at the time.
Victoria, after all, was given her first diary at thirteen by her mother in order
that her mother could monitor through it her growth toward the throne.9

The private was never fully private for Victoria; as Cynthia Huff suggests,
how else could she view the world but to conceive of "the personal pub-
licly and the public personally" (46)? Could it ever be possible to identify a
Victoria outside her role as sovereign?

The almost necessary indirection of Victoria's relation to herself as a self
already provides a model for the indirect identification I am implying that
current feminist scholars have to her now. Yet I do not mean to argue that
the complications of that form of identity in any way make it somehow es-
sentially destabilizing. The Prince of Wales could not have been shocked at
anything in particular his mother had to reveal in her journals, but at the
stance of personal revelation she adopts. The scandal was that Victoria
could gesture at having a personal identity at all. Karen Chase and Michael
Levinson argue that "Victoria was seen at once to symbolize and to embody
a mythology of private experience . . . even as she was held, and held herself,
to the exacting standards of impersonality."10 Her construction of a private
identity at the same time reveals that it is empty—or, at any rate, that the

personal cannot be thought outside the public for Victoria. Victoria pro-
vides a way to formulate what critics of the personal form argue that femi-
nists have not yet fully realized—to think through whether, and how, the

construction of the personal can "registe[r] its complicity with the institu-
tions that structure its representation" (Bernstein, 140).

The imagination of something outside seems to me the most important

commonality between the study of Victoria and the discussion within femi-
nist studies of its relation to institutional power. While both focus directly on
institutional sites of power, whether monarchy or academy, both also look
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beyond them to emphasize people—something, anything—outside such

institutions. The study of Victoria, of course, places her in a context that

addresses people and circumstances supposedly well beyond the throne as

seat of power; it considers not only her own ambiguous construction of a

private self (the attempt to split off some kind of self from queen) but also

the cultural fantasies of an entire nation, empire, and world projected onto
her during her reign (the attempt to separate populace and ruler).

Yet the enormous popular attention to Victoria in her time suggests

that, however separate Victoria was from her subjects in terms of privilege

and opportunity, she remained crucial to their subject formation: rather

than just occupying separate (and unjustly unequal) stations, "Victoria"

and "the people" are connected too (as she was always quick to claim, al-

though perhaps not exactly connected in the ways she thought).nThey are

connected through the notion and formation of their very selves. All sub-

jects constructed within systems of power help to constitute them, no mat-

ter how far removed they may seem from their benefits. But what if self-

hood too was one of those benefits, although not commonly understood as

such? Seen that way, Victoria's is not so much an exceptional identity as the

most relentlessly average and conforming one, the denominator toward

which all others tend.

I recognize that making the claim that the study of Victoria parallels

questions of feminist identity—whether conceived personally or collective-
ly—pushes the representational status of Victoria farther than I myself al-

ways find comfortable. I do not want to argue that feminist scholars study
Victoria because they themselves personally identify with her. That state-

ment might be a lot less problematic if we define "identify" itself as a prob-

lematic relationship that involves critique and rejection, rather than just un-

thinking bonding. This is the more complicated definition adopted by

Evelyn Fox Keller and Helene Moglen when discussing the misunderstand-

ings between supposedly established, senior feminists and their academic

juniors (they do so in "Competition and Feminism: Conflicts for Academic

Women," an early and often-quoted article about the problems for feminism

imposed by its academic successes).12 But, even so, the idea that feminist

scholars personally identify with Queen Victoria (what would the personal

mean here?) sounds literally mad (the Victorians incarcerated madwomen

who believed themselves to be Victoria).13 Even at best, in its figurative sense,
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it still sounds like the kind of bald statement that indicates the worst, most
unsubtle, form of "symptomatic" reading.14

Rather than reading other feminists symptomatically in this essay, how-
ever, I would rather do just the opposite: use the criticism on Queen Victoria
to query Freud's notion of the symptom, especially as he discusses the figure
of the queen in The Interpretation of Dreams; he defines queens as one of
those "symbols which bear a single meaning almost universally: thus the
Emperor and Empress (or the King and Queen) stand for the parents."15

This schematic notion—that a symbol can be univocal, universal, and,
hence, easily deciphered—is almost immediately exploded within Freud's
work, yet still held to fast within a cultural imagination that unites the acade-
my and its supposed beyond. It would not be wrong to point to Freud to
support a contention that the renewed attention to Queen Victoria, often in
her time depicted or depicting herself as a maternal figure—"The Great
White Mother . . . The Grandmother of Europe"16—makes sense now in a
feminist climate that quite explicitly outlines problems in the academy as
generational conflicts between senior and junior feminists seen as mothers
and daughters.17 Such a reading is plausible, but Queen Victoria is interest-
ing to me as a figure precisely because what we might call her symbolic
prominence requires that we ask something more.

Whether the representational status of Victoria can be universal, wheth-
er there are different opportunities, stakes, and likelihoods in even the at-
tempt to identify with her, is, in fact, the subject of the African-American
writer Adrienne Kennedy's play Funnyhouse of a Negro (1962), and of the
scholars of Queen Victoria who take that play as their starting point.18

Kennedy's heroine, Negro-Sarah, talks to a statue of Queen Victoria kept in
her room and dominating her thoughts, but can ultimately take up no other
relation to it than to commit suicide, hanging herself in front of it. All the
recent scholarship on Victoria attests to the power of her image, but explores

its manifold power, both to enable and to destroy. This is the notion of

symptomatic that Freud actually employs, the sense that a figure's seeming
obviousness (even in the argument of his own writing) carries with it a multi-
tude of meanings, less recognized but still operative, that must to some de-
gree work against those arguments. This definition of the symptom actually
implies that the more obvious a symbol seems, the more strongly denied,
and perhaps firmly entrenched, are its competing meanings. The multifari-

ousness, contradictions, and ambiguities within Victoria's image, then, seem
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to me to make it an extremely useful one for considering the relation of fem-
inist scholarship to ideological power.

An interest in Victoria captures our split and divided relations as subjects
to ideology, the ways we occupy and can never wholly shed it, no matter
how much we might wish (as feminists inside the academy, say) to imagine
an outside to power. That notion of ideology complicates, as an interest in
Queen Victoria complicates, any easy split between the academy and the
arenas outside it as well; it helps to explore commonalities as well as differ-
ences between these realms too, as we try to account for the shared impulses
and stories that keep such a figure alive in our imaginations.

To take Victoria as a powerful emblem for identity—specifically women's
identity—is nothing new. The recent scholarship on Queen Victoria makes
clear that this was a crucial function of her symbolic resonance in her own
time. The introduction to Homans and Munich's Remaking Queen Victoria

asserts that "Victoria is a model for middle-class women" (6); Victoria in-
deed, Alison Booth argues, performed "the function of codifying Victorian
femininity."19 Booth examines the many didactic collections of biographi-
cal sketches in the nineteenth century—intended for women readers, girls
especially—that took Victoria as one of their patterns. Booth calls this genre
"collective female biography or role model anthology" (60—61)—collective
because it not only gives a model of woman through various pictures of
women, but because it links a variety of women as well. In this form, "Victoria
is used . . . to encourage aspiration," Booth claims (76), whether her role as
sovereign sanctions the achievements of the other notable women who sur-
round her in the pages of these collections, or the ambitions of the (often)

female editors and writers putting them together, or—and Booth sees this as
key—the aspirations of their readers. Victoria provides an image of women's
importance at odds with their usual disparagement or disregard in standard
European men's history. In this way, Booth argues, "collective, even collabo-
rative, biographical history . . . has been one strategy for empowering . . .
women" (76-77); Victoria's cultural power extends in however muted a way
to those outside it, to the women "who could obtain but not get in such
books" (77).

The queen as an image of women's power, inspiring other women who
read or write about her—such a notion of Victoria's efficacy within role

model anthologies might be applied to Remaking Queen Victoria itself. The
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richness and diversity of the various essays within it perform in our own
time what Adrienne Munich claims for Victoria in hers: "Her uniqueness
enabled those of differing interests and needs to create the Victoria of their
particular dreams" (13). The dreams of women that strike feminists now,
however (pace Freud again), are those that strike Booth—their dreams of
aspiration, ambition, their dreams of power. Nancy Miller, exemplary
writer of feminist personal criticism in the 19905, pointed this out in her ear-
lier influential essay "Emphasis Added: Plots and Plausibilities in Women's
Fiction" (which first appeared in 1981).20 In discussing Freud's claim that "in
young women erotic wishes dominate the phantasies almost exclusively . . . ;
in young men egoistic and ambitious phantasies assert themselves plainly"
(32), Miller argued compellingly (especially at the time) that the repressed
content of women's stories could actually be "not erotic impulses but an
impulse to power: a fantasy of power that would revise the social grammar"
(35). Yet these days Miller, as much as other feminists, wonders through her
own autobiography if that innocent fantasy of power—now (only partial-
ly) realized—has become a bad dream.21 By occupying traditionally male
positions—and prestige—within the academy to the degree that they do,
have academic feminists revised anything?

Hence the attraction of what Homans calls "the paradoxes of her power"
(Homans and Munich, 5), which makes Victoria in particular so interesting
to academic women, writers and readers, right now. On the one hand, recent
studies allude to those contemporaries of Victoria's who saw her effect as
coming as much from her structural role as from her own beliefs or choices.
Munich quotes W. T. Stead, who wrote: "no one of her subjects could hon-
estly repeat the old rubbish about the natural incapacity of women. What
the Queen's own views are upon the subject of Women's Suffrage is compara-
tively immaterial. . . . The Queen has vindicated the capacity of her sex to
perform political and social duties" (218). Maria Jerinic rearticulates this posi-
tion for modern feminism, arguing in Remaking Queen Victoria that "any rul-
ing woman disturbs a perceived natural order and upsets ideas, particularly

Victorian ones, of normalcy."22 Such views suggest that women's identity
within institutions is of paramount significance, that women's institutional

placement can even be transformative in and of itself. This account implies
that it does not matter as much what views Queen Victoria (or Margaret

Thatcher or Benazir Bhutto) holds; their cultural effect comes from their
mere existence as woman rulers.
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On the other hand, another description of Victoria's power insists that it
resides expressly in her own agency. The status of the queen's own ideas is
especially vexed, however, because—especially when it comes to women—
they seem so orthodox. About women and power, Victoria could write (in
1852): "I am every day more convinced that we women, if we are to be good
women, feminine and amiable and domestic, are not fitted to reign."23 Yet
Romans insists that just because Victoria's ideas are orthodox need not
mean they are not strategic. She asks us to consider how models such as
Victoria still "construct their own versions of female authority . . . by means
of the ideology of female submission" ("The Powers of Powerlessness," 245);
after all, Victoria had been ruling for fifteen years when she questioned
women's capacity to do so, and would go on ruling (in the face of requests
to abdicate to her son) for almost fifty more. The effectiveness of Victoria's
particular self-representation as subordinate and self-denying woman—as
ideal nineteenth-century middle-class wife, mother, and widow—made it
seem, like all her displays, a consummate performance to the foremost thea-
ter critic of the time: George Bernard Shaw felt "that it is a pity that so able
an artist should be wasted on a throne."24 However we ultimately regard
Victoria's rule, this description of it seems to retain the notion of Victoria's
agency as ruler.

This undecidability about agency seems to me to characterize recent dis-
cussions of Victorias power. Such may be the particular questions raised by
any sovereign—and women sovereigns in particular—when it comes to
modern notions of identity. In the 19805, another British queen represented
similar issues for a new critical approach codifying its place in the academy—
not feminism then, but New Historicism. Louis Montrose argued that we
should be interested in an Elizabethan woman—the queen, Elizabeth I (not
the average woman Woolf had demanded)—but precisely in order to under-
stand the parameters of ordinary subjectivity. For Montrose, Elizabeth I
epitomized the determination of the self and the revision of the concept of

agency that was (via Foucault) arguably New Historicism's most salient con-

tribution to literary scholarship—the sense of all selves as nodes of power that
I have been working from in this essay. Building on the work of other New

Historians such as Stephen Greenblatt, Montrose emphasized that however
much Elizabeth was "the creature of her image as she was its creator . . . her

power to shape her own strategies was itself shaped by her society and con-
strained within the horizon of its cultural assumptions."25



Queen Victoria and Me — 221

Homans specifically turns to Montrose's work as a precedent for explor-
ing questions of agency: "What Montrose writes about Queen Elizabeth I
in this regard could also be said of Victoria" ("'To the Queen's Private Apart-
ments,'" 6). For Homans "the degree to which Victoria's own agency was
involved in constructing [her bid for power through womanly submission],
and the degree to which it was created for her by social forces operating in-
dependently of her, can of course never be established" (ibid.). In Homans's
account, these queens keep the possibility and the degree of agency open.

For both Montrose and Homans, it is specifically Elizabeth's and Victoria's
identities as women that complicate questions of agency. They assume as
their starting point "Nancy Armstrong's contention 'that the modern indi-
vidual was first and foremost a woman'" (Homans, "'To the Queen's Private
Apartments,'" 2). Given this assumption, Homans writes:

Victoria could have been said to have been herself such a woman, with no

more than any other woman's share of power, a conduit for the sort of power

a Foucauldian reading attributes to all—great, perhaps, but unrelated to in-

dividual empowerment or agency. On the other hand, she was unique, a

woman whose life was related to ordinary female domesticity only by analo-

gy and masterful tricks of representation, with powers that included her

having—if any individual could be said to have it—individual agency. (5)

Such contentions about Victoria push the limits of the kind of reading based
in the determination of identity made current in the academy by New His-
toricism: if there is any room for agency at all, Victoria as queen represents
one of those liminal sites in which we might hope to find it.

The symbolic meaning of these queens seems to me to be different, then,
for Montrose and Homans. The status of the queen resonates differently at
different moments for the historical self-constructions of New Historicism
and feminism. Montrose's treatment of Elizabeth I is ultimately not con-
cerned with the position of Elizabeth herself as the head of English male so-
ciety, except in those self-fashionings in which she represents herself as male,

with "the heart and stomach of a King." Montrose focuses instead on the
men—Philip Sidney, Walter Raleigh, William Shakespeare—who are con-

tained under her rule. His sympathies (however understandably) lie in his
sustained attention to her male courtiers, negotiating the contradictions and
anxieties her female sovereignty poses for them, not for her. No matter his stat-
ed argument, Elizabeth is not so much a subject within power for Montrose,
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as she comes to stand in for power itself.26 Romans, on the contrary, is
specifically interested in what Victoria tells us about what it means to be a
woman experiencing power as a subject in it. She argues that Victoria's differ-
ent gender emphasis reflects a historical shift of the time ("Elizabeth served
as the kind of ruler for which the paradigm could then only be masculine—
prince or king. Two centuries and a half later, the monarchy required a
symbolic ruler, for which the paradigm might well be a woman" [" 'To the
Queen's Private Apartments,'" 4]). But I want to argue that this history is
more recent as well. Women scholars turn to Victoria to tell them something
about the contradictions and anxieties of their own positions too—in an
academy to which they are supposedly co-opted at the same time that they
must still and repeatedly remind their brother scholars in it that women also
have a subjectivity and point of view, no matter how we define them.

Questions remain about just how we might define that subjectivity and
how relate it to power. Those are the questions occupying feminist criticism
right now as it worries about the establishment of feminism within the
academy and the move by some women into more clearly marked positions
of power within it. The more notorious recent attacks on academic femi-
nism by other women—Daphne Patai's and Noretta Koetge's Professing

Women: Cautionary Tales from the Strange World of Women's Studies (1993), or
Rene Denfeld's The New Victorians: A Young Woman's Challenge to the Old
Feminist Order (1995)—(like Camille Paglia before them) assume a femi-
nism coterminous with power itself, blaming feminism for women's ills.
But even feminism's proponents share to some extent with its attackers the
assumption that, by moving into the academy, feminism has moved into
the very seat of power. Denfeld's book, by denouncing feminists as New

Victorians, suggests that a notion of Victorianism still provides a com-
pelling plot with which to code that history.27

Denfeld's excited indictment of the connection between current femi-
nism and Victorianism actually builds on (often by misconstruing) the

more careful work of academic feminist scholars. She relies on Judith
Walkowitz, Gayle Rubin, and Katha Pollit, among others, for offering an
understanding of recent feminist work through its identification with some
picture of the Victorian it also creates (240—41). In Denfeld's all-or-nothing
logic, however, such imagined links can only be bad. They have a lot to do
for her with the questions that I have been suggesting engage scholars of

Victoria too: the relation of "influence" to power (206-7, 22J) and threats
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of diminished agency. Denfeld's book is predicated on the assumption that
women, young women especially, already exercise individual choice un-
problematically; anyone who might question how such choices—or even
the illusion of choice itself—are socially determined in the first place is in
her view responsible for attempting to deny choices to women (see her de-
nunciation of university policies banning sexual relations between faculty
and students, for example [239-40]). Denfeld circularly relies on statistics
and arguments from academic feminist scholarship to buttress her whole-
sale rejection of academic feminism, which she sees as out of touch with real
women's lives: "the movement that once stood for equality for all women
has come to stand instead for extremist and often irrelevant academic theo-
ries and the patronizing views held by an elitist group of largely privileged
women" (216-17). Yet this too provides a connection between her and the
very academic feminism she rejects, because it is also worried about its own
irrelevance and elitism.

By and large, the history recent academic feminism constructs for itself
parallels this scenario of capitulation and loss. As Keller and Moglen outline
it, "those of us who were engaged in the development of feminist scholar-
ship in the early to mid-seventies experienced ourselves as radical innova-
tors, operating outside conventional structures. . . . Over the last few years,
all that has changed. Feminist scholarship has moved into the conventional
reward system" of the academy (503). Debbie Epstein and Deborah Lynn
Steinberg agree: "the world doesn't change just because we move up in it.
Rather than feminism having purchase of the centre, what we have here is
feminism repossessed."28 In all the various maps of feminism's "legitima-
tion," "professionalization," "appropriation," or "domestication"—to list just
a few of the words applied to its movement "from the margins of the acade-
my to its interior"29—what academic feminism seems to its historians to
have lost is any direct connection to women who remain marginal, ordinary
women, women without power.

Radical innovators do operate outside conventional structures. Keller
and Moglen are not alone in suggesting that feminism's history placed it
originally outside any taint of power; "as the doors to the ivory tower have
swung open," they write, "as positions of influence and power have become
available to women, we have lost both innocence and purity" (494). Taking

the academy as site and figure for power assumes that power's institutional

sites are public, discreet, easily localizable—structures outside, rather than
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at the same time part of the self; doing so assumes that selves can be both

pure and innocent of power. The academy as type of power provides a story

of such current fascination that almost all other problems can be laid at its

door. For Jane Gallop, something as seemingly central in itself as tensions

over racial differences within feminism is actually one effect of feminism's

academization: "I would contend that one reason [race] is such a heated

topic now is that it is also a debate about the institutional status of feminist

criticism, an anxious non-encounter with the fact of our specific location as

insiders" (6). Locating problems within the academy seems to shift them

away from individuals—racial tensions become primarily a function of aca-

demic pressures (easier to locate and, perhaps, rectify) and not the racist in-

ternalizations that produce modern selves (much more entrenched).

This would seem, on the surface, to jibe with the imperative to move

away from an unproblematic sense of self to a sense of our multiple and insti-

tutional determinations. And, on the surface, this history of academic femi-

nism I am tracing here renounces a sense of self conceived in terms of simple

individual agency. It blames the desire for agency—such as Denfeld's—in

fact for the decline in feminism's history. Probably the most quoted of these

indictments is Madelon Sprengnether's warning about

the phenomenon of what I will call "careerist feminism," the version of aca-

demic feminism that focuses on individual achievement as its primary goal,

disavowing the very value of collectivity in its definition of feminism. . . .

["Careerist feminists"] not only benefit from the struggles of us older femi-

nists, who created the fields and markets that allow their work to flourish,

but they also underestimate the levels of resistance that remain and are actu-

ally on the rise. (206)

Rejecting individual agency, this history has recourse to the spectacle of the

personal nonetheless, with its picture of a battle between powerful mothers

and ungrateful daughters. The agency denounced in current academic femi-

nism is unwittingly retained for a prior generation supposedly once outside

academic appropriations, one that had the power to "create" fields and mar-

kets, rather than one that (in an alternative explanation) might have found

itself within the academy because large-scale demographic forces brought

such markets into existence (and brought women into the academy as a

field for those markets) in the first place. In an atmosphere in which academ-

ic feminism is felt both to flourish and to remain under constant threat, such
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a discontinuous notion of agency makes perfect sense; the political step
missing here, I think, is to make that discontinuity explicit and theorized.

Yet, for me and for others, including many of these feminists too, the
issue is whether such investments can ever be avoided. Keller and Moglen
conclude that "it is neither possible nor advantageous for women to avoid
the dilemmas of power" (510). Gallop cites Meaghan Morris's recognition
that "institutionalization is not another name for doom. . .. It's an opportu-
nity, and in many instances, a necessary condition, for serious politics"(5).
Susan Stanford Friedman confirms: "Success within the system one is trying
to change inevitably contains the possibility of co-optation. . . . I prefer to
live and work within this contradiction, in a constant state of vigilance."30 In
order to realize this position, however, we would need to extend the meaning
of institution beyond the academy per se—and sites like it—to such cate-
gories as identity, gender, race. Institutionalization therefore becomes in-
escapable; it is what allows us to be and do. That recognition transforms the
understanding of power. The question becomes no longer so much Who's
got it? as How to handle our implication in it to address its inequities? Since
the assault on academic feminism in the 19805 by women of color and les-
bians who felt left out of its accounts, academic feminism has been trying to
ask this question in order to register its greater connectedness to others con-
structed in the network in power.31 Ironically, admitting one's possession of
relative authority becomes necessary to the very possibility of relation to
women placed differently in the matrix of identity.

This understanding of power actually seems to me to motivate recent at-
tention to Victoria; we can see in the mirror we make of her realizations that
are harder to grasp than those we apply to ourselves. In this way, scholarship
on Victoria remains symptomatic, but in the sense of revealing the indirec-
tion and displacement that identity seems to find necessary in order to ex-
plore its most poignantly vulnerable, its deepest, mainsprings—to confront
and to try to change them. The parallels between Victorias status and the

self-questioning by recent academic feminism are various: just as Victoria's
rule seems to recent scholars a manipulation of stereotypes of women that

remains ambiguously intentional, Gallop writes of feminism's history: "the

mainstream of academic feminist criticism implicitly defined its enterprise
in a way that fit the literary academy. Cooptation or strategy? We may not

be able simply to decide what motivated this split" (243). Whether senior ac-
ademic women had, or have now, any power they can personally use,
whether they figure even to other academic women as "either irrelevant in
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their impotence or anomalous in their strength" (Keller and Moglen, 496),
echoes the questions scholars ask of Victoria's representational status too.
Such parallels are not uncanny or in any way really surprising; they suggest
that this is the frame of thought right now, these the terms of debate.

I have been arguing that Victoria acts as symbol especially of the break-
down of the category of identity for academic feminism right now—its
own. The tension she personifies between a private self impossible to realize
and the public persona required by institutional needs parallels tensions
within academic feminism: between the deconstruction of the self and the
need for a fiction of woman. All the essays on recent feminist history I have
cited, no matter how they differ as to the particulars of that history, share a
common form. They are all excursions into "personal criticism," as Nancy
Miller calls it; some of these critics (Jane Gallop, for instance) have, like
Miller, helped to establish this form within the academy. Of course, one of
the rhetorical options within feminist discourse has always been the crea-
tion of a speaker located within specific space and time—a contingent
construction meant to rebut a masculinist stance of universality and objec-
tivity. Woolf, Rich, and Walker all adopt this writing persona. Academic
feminism's recent imitation of this form certainly reflects its desire to heed
those writers' call and reach out beyond its own limits—reach out to the au-
diences Rich and Walker themselves address but reprove the academy for
ignoring.

Elizabeth Hirsh argues, however, that it also demonstrates "the extent
that self-dramatization remains the prerogative of celebrities and senior fac-
ulty" (712). The very gesture of reaching outside boundaries paradoxically
reinforces an inner circle. Susan Bernstein suggests that such disavowals get
in the way of the impulse prompting critics to the personal form in the first

place. Rather than provide connections beyond what some feminists con-

ceive as their circumscribed place in the academy, personal criticism begins
to substitute for such action. Simply by inserting an illusion of individual
self in excess of—and often at odds with—their jobs, by asserting through

their form their desire to reach out to others not directly concerned with

traditional scholarship, such writers hope to "vindicate] academic feminist
theory as some species of political activism" (123). For Bernstein, an as-

sumption of commonality that does not explicitly engage differences means
that such gestures are, at best, deluded, at worst, cynical. For me, it is actu-
ally an expression of those differences that could lead to any connections.
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But this would involve redefining the academy as just one site of power, and
not such a special one—for don't claims of its elitism and privilege also art-
fully carry with them implications of the academy's purity and innocence?
Academic feminists need not lose these qualities after all if the definition of
the academy as narrow and circumscribed, as ivory tower, also somehow ex-
empts it from the pressures supposedly affecting only the masses outside it.
The mea culpas of academic feminist criticism ironically allow no place for
an understanding of the permeability of its own borders. They seem still to
assume that academic feminism is special because it at any rate really has

won the game.
For Bernstein, what is wrong with a lot of personal criticism is that this

form often assumes a "teleological T whose personal disclosures somehow
delineate the truth of 'myself as a person'" (128)—a form of presentation that
is sometimes subtly but nevertheless in contradiction with the very critical
contentions it may present. Bernstein insists instead that effective personal
criticism self-reflexively and explicitly explore the "constructions of subject
positioning," the "double register of representation and self-representation"
(123). This double register is at the heart of recent scholarly attention to
Victoria: not just what it means to be a woman undeniably within systems of
power, but how such women might represent (even by denying) their au-
thority. And I would suggest it goes farther too: how does the recent con-
struction of Victoria, a woman with whom it would be mad to identify, at-
test to the political importance of imagined connections, even those at odds
with logic or conventional political wisdom, even those that come (as they
must) at a great price?

Victoria's own self-presentation followed the pattern of denial and cir-
cumvention that critics such as Hirsh and Bernstein locate in recent person-
al criticism. Her stance of personal revelation within her journals was meant
to make her more accessible to her subjects by making her somehow more
like them (all private women together, subject to cares, subservient to their

families, just the same). Her ongoing disavowals of her own placement in
power were—publicly, discursively—emphatic when it came to her self-
dramatizations of her personal life (she vowed to "obey" Albert, for instance,
in her marriage ceremony). Such disavowals on Victoria's part perhaps ring
more hollow than they could if made by anyone else. No matter how effec-
tive her gestures of similarity to her female subjects might have been (and

Cynthia Huff argues that they were effective [46]), none of them could have
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believed her sovereign was really just like her. Yet, in Victoria's case, as in
feminist academic criticism, the personal stance does have specific political
effects, although these may not be the exemption from the sites of power
that such personal posturing can seek to signal.

That Victoria's authority rested in her sovereignty ironically might be as
much a point of connection to other women as the personal stance she
adopted to reach them. Kathleen Jones argues that the notion of "sovereignty"
is central to notions of authority, and central too to feminist criticism's de-
bate about its place in the academy right now: about who gets to speak, who
gets left out, whether the site is necessarily elitist and exclusionary.32 Jones
defines sovereignty as the kind of authority that lays hold of "the singular
right to speak for another" (114). Jones argues that the personal turn in femi-
nism today is an attempt on the surface to elude this kind of representational
logic, to give up the authority to speak for others and try merely to speak for

one's self. It is a response to assertions that "if you are not me/like me, you
cannot speak for, or even about, me or those like me. I alone have the au-

thority to do that" (105), which she sees result in "politically stultifying argu-
ments about whose voice is controlling, whose voice is sovereign, whose
voice must be heard" (109). Yet Jones suggests that although "we are warned
away from giving authoritative readings of others' lives" (107), the model of
authority we retain for speaking of our own often remains just the same, just
as sovereign. The personal voice often relies on the assumption of a separate
and noncontingent self that still annuls the very others it tries to avoid.

When assumptions of the sovereignty of the individual voice itself are
not explored or theorized, the bid to sovereign authority cannot be ex-
punged by recourse to the personal. "Our struggles with authority," Jones
writes, "become struggles over who should practice authority in feminism

rather than what authority should be" (109). What we get instead is "a veri-
table cacophony of voices" (108) that "otherwise leaves unchallenged the
structure and practice of authority itself... [as] a form of liberal individual-
ism . . . [that] treats the autonomous subject as a sovereign. . . . Perhaps the
feminist demand for women's inclusion really amounts to nothing more
than an effort to vindicate women as sovereigns" (iio-n). Yet, as Adrienne

Munich suggests about Victoria, "one queen does not make room for others:
Queen Victoria did not necessarily ease the way for ordinary women to gain

autonomy" (131). The impossibility of Victoria's attempt to maintain a single

and sovereign voice when it came to personal disclosure, however, so care-

fully explored by her recent scholars, might prompt us to a different tack, it
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seems to me—away from the very model of (self-) sovereignty she seems to
epitomize.

For Hirsh, Bernstein, and Jones, until women attempting the personal

voice imagine a different way of constructing the self that can "represent di-
vided interests" (Jones, 114)—divisions within her self but also divisions from
her audience's (to and for whom she speaks)—that form will not change
anything. It will continue to proffer only the imposition of the personified
writer's sense of self upon a supposedly identifying reader: right now, "the
confessional mode," Bernstein argues," often capitalizes on promiscuous
identification, championing an uncomplicated resemblance that disguises a
vexed non-resemblance" (123). As long as the private voice still offers "au-
thoritative interpretations of female experiences" (Jones, 107), the connec-
tions and differences between academic feminists and women located in
other places cannot be explored in all their particularity.

Yet, unlike Hirsh and Bernstein, I do not mean to indict the personal
form in particular for problems that seem endemic to all discursive construc-
tions of identity—especially the relation of the self articulated (its divisions
and commonalities) to its audience. Although my own criticism, for in-
stance, has yet to explore more than just vestigially the rhetorical invocation
of a private self, I still feel my own writing to be highly autobiographical,
symptomatic—always betraying the possibilities and limits of my imagined
relations to others (that tricky "we" that takes on so many meanings over the
course of an essay, and fails to live up to so many more).33 I think writers—
whether Victoria in the nineteenth century or academic feminists now—
turn to the directly personal form as much for an expression of the insoluble
problems of relation and identification as for an escape from and denial of
them. And, as I have been arguing, part of that identification involves the
recognition of similarities where we least expect to find them: if even Victoria,
Queen of England, remained a partial agent, who had repeatedly to capitu-
late, to resort to indirection, no matter how effective (in order to make ef-
fective) her long reign, no wonder at our frustrations, dismay, and self-
indictments as we shoulder even a fraction of her administrative authority as
feminists within the academy. And if Victoria as queen turns out not to be a

convenient scapegoat for the injustices of the systems of power within which

we live, not a special case but the very model of identity that we have all in-

herited, that makes us who we are too, then our connections to her turn out
to be disturbing indeed.

In Funnyhouse of a Negro, Victoria is deadly to Sarah in part because she
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is one of Sarah's many selves. An internalized image whom Sarah in her dif-
ferent particularity can never fully realize because of the brutal restrictions
of culture, Sarah can exorcise Victoria only by killing herself, the two seem
that interrelated. If we as critics emphasize just their differences, without
admitting and exploring these interconnections, we risk closing off political
alternatives that might someday provide another path of connection than
(self-)murder between disparately placed women. It seems to me that a turn
to personal criticism within the academy might actually provide a way of
making connections generative rather than destructive, but that would in-
volve seeing the academy not as a site from which we should apologize but
one of a network of places in which we can help. Tania Modleski defines
this as "a view of feminist criticism as symbolic exchange—between the

critic and the woman to who[m] she talks and writes—[which] is, I would
argue, more egalitarian than much . . . criticism which frequently con-
demns as elitist the very idea that the critic might have anything to give to
anyone."34 For Modleski, academic feminists have something to say to
other women—but only when they also embrace their identities as women,
admitting similarity, not apologizing for specialness. Critics turn to Victoria
to help us to see how in part we got to be who we are. We can learn through
the picture those critics give us which forms of identity and connection are
available to us, and begin to search for those we have yet to imagine.
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A. S. Byatt Ghostwrites Victorian Fiction

Hilary M. Schor

For most contemporary readers, the Victorian novel matters because of its
plot: whether old-fashioned, garden-variety readers (those who "love a good
story") or costume-shop haunting, melodrama-adapting producers for the
BBC, moderns who turn the novel backward are looking for the confidence of
psychological realism and the faith that character will emerge from incident,
fact from fiction, and conviction from clutter. In the realist novel, all will be
fitting, all will be appropriately clothed, and all will be well. The unspoken
rules of Victorian fiction promise moral unity and historical veracity and gen-
erate adaptations that (in that new periodization that makes Jane Austen and
Thomas Hardy contemporaries) allow the present to patronize the past, and
the past to congratulate the future on its good taste in memorialization.

For contemporary novelists, the Victorian novel has meant something
else. For them, what we might think of as Victorian debates about realism—
the relationship between mind and matter; between spirit and body; be-
tween a hypothesized past and an unrealized future; between questions of

form and questions of morality—have a new life, and elicit, indeed, re-
quire, new solutions within the novel. For women writers in particular, in-
cluding Margaret Drabble, Elizabeth Jane Howard, Andrea Barrett, and Pat

Barker, long, serial novels, family romances, the "condition of England" ques-

tion, and the debate over science and faith have opened new possibilities for

discussion of the nature not only of fiction but of material reality. The Victo-
rian past has come to uncanny life in contemporary fiction.

234
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But that reincarnation is provisional, in pursuit of new visions of human
relations and new questions about literary forms. The Victorians, we might
theorize loosely, matter not for their answers but for their bewilderment. It
is too easy to say that the "new" Victorian novel frames itself around doubt,
not faith, for any careful reading of the fiction of the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury reveals the same uncertainties posthumously, but somehow the contem-
porary weaving together of certainty and implausibility (all that makes up
the rather uncertain "probabilities" of realism) has been accomplished dif-
ferently. One last reviser of Victorian fictions, A. S. Byatt, who comes to her
resurrection work from a career seemingly far from the comforts of realism,
character, and plot with which I began, suggests the essential difficulty of
the work of remembering the Victorian novel, and the productive labor of
materialization (bringing memory to uneasy life) that the novel itself made
possible.

Even the most cursory review of A. S. Byatt's professional history sug-
gests that she has an extensive relationship to literary adaptation. In fact, she
has had an extremely successful career since she began writing other people's
novels. Her most extended incarnation as a Victorian, however, is somewhat
different. Although from her earliest fiction she has been a highly mannered
stylist, and certainly one dependent on forms, metaphors, even texts import-
ed (or, if necessary, invented) from other disciplines or literary periods, in
Angels and Insects she attempted something more complete: two novellas, of
the Victorian period, written with no visible interruptions from the twenti-
eth century. Writing as a Victorian does not mean an absolute seamlessness,
for these novellas continue her modernist habit of internal disruption and
interpolation: variously, pseudoscientific works, journals, bits of poetry, and
fables of animal life dot the text, as do more palpable intrusions: seances; en-
crypted messages; and ghostly visitants. Byatt comes to the Victorians by way
of interruptions and borrowings: the novellas further invoke a series of spec-
tral Victorian predecessors, conjuring up variously Alfred Lord Tennyson,
Charlotte Bronte, John Ruskin, and Charles Darwin, as if Byatt conceived
of writing a novel by herself as altogether too lonely an activity, and hence

invented imaginary friends to help her through.
But something more than literary companionship seems to be going on

here, as indeed it has from the beginning of Byatt's career. From the first, she

has been remarkably uninterested in much of the ordinary business of novel

writing: her plots move painfully slowly, if at all, and in some novels (the
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recent Babel Tower most significantly) a period of very few years, and almost
fewer events, is covered at great length. What has seemed to draw her on is a
layering (what Babel Tower calls "laminations") of fictional levels, or, more
accurately, of textual devices.1 Her own set of serial novels, those following
the heroine Frederica Potter, suggests the range of her borrowings: The Virgin
in the Garden depended on an Elizabethan masque written in the 19505 to
revive the verse drama (it fails to do so) and performed for the coronation of
Elizabeth II; the author of that play, Alexander Wedderburn (a lovely name
for a Victorian novelist—as it was the name of one of Ruskin's editors and
biographers) reappears in the second novel, Still Life, and writes a play about

Vincent van Gogh, whose meditations on light and pigment punctuate the
drama of the novel; Babel Tower is interspersed with a fairy tale, the hero-
ine's own scribblings and "cut-up" texts, and (most prominently) with a
pornographic novel set during the French Revolution and involving an as-
sortment of Sadeian theatricals and games—none of which, to my surprised
disappointment, we get to read, because that novel goes on trial for obsceni-
ty but our novelist does not bother to finish it.2 Byatt's mania for (literary)
world making and text laminating reached its apogee in Possession, which
invented two imaginary Victorian poets, wrote letters, diaries, and poems
for them, and yet managed (somewhat skillfully) to mock the very readers it
invoked, by placing at its heart a number of bad academic readers whom we
were not to be. Possession carries out its own kind of property wars, finally
claiming as its own not only its imaginary poets but the "real" figures of
Browning, Barrett Browning, Rossetti, Tennyson, and Morris out of whom
they are crafted—and reclaiming possession of these poets (and any fan-
tasies about them) from bad feminists, nasty editors, and a series of textual
ghouls who (most risibly) attempt to dig the dead poet up and read his em-
balmed text.3 "How dare they!" the novel seems to be trumpeting—at the
same time, of course, as it invents exactly the dead texts it wants for its dead

poets, and rewards the good readers of poetry with happy marriages, blissful

sexual adventures, and a choice of tenured positions—all of which are
awarded to the decent, kindly, manly (unghoulish) hero.

Literature itself, then, seems to occupy some privileged site for Byatt,
which criticism does not; literature constitutes the "real" property. But it is
more difficult to determine just what Byatt thinks literature—and in par-
ticular fiction—really is. Since her first novel, The Shadow of the Sun, she

has been obsessed with where fiction comes from, and in particular with
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what kind of novel people write who have no novelistic gift; a comparison
with Margaret Drabble's The Garrick Year, a much smoother and more af-

fecting novel published the same year, suggests that Byatt knows herself all
too well.4 Her continued interest in fiction suggests not the love of story
making per se, but some sense that the novel is a kind of organizational
structure, some way of knowing and naming material, some way of resur-
recting interest, available nowhere else. It is as if for Byatt there were some
problem, some question, some vision she could achieve only through the
novel, even if it requires an almost entire violation of the novel's forms and
the invocation of everything else; or rather, as if she thought (and this is an
instinct much more akin to the Victorian than the postmodern novelist)
that the novel's form was at its heart to invoke everything else. Byatt's fic-
tion moves from the dictum of modernist fiction ("it is above all to make
you see") and back toward the impulses of the Victorian novel: she invokes
the desire to take the roof off the houses, as Dickens's Asmodean spirit will
in Dombey and Son, but every house, including the grave, is to be opened.
In Angels and Insects, the form of writing she invokes is ghostwriting, which
she reads in a double sense: first, that of the "borrowings" ("writing like . . .")
that seem to approach the postmodern forms of pastiche, and second, a
ghostwriting that is speaking with the dead, not so much as writers but as
moldering bodies, decaying forms. What Byatt is resurrecting is a concern
with writing that she is identifying as peculiarly Victorian: forms of organ-
izing matter that are linked not only to the novel but to other "ghost hunt-
ings," to Darwin's romancing of the evolutionary past, to Swedenborg's
spirit investigations, to Dickens's (and others') memory texts. Byatt's own
fiction (from "The Day E. M. Forster Died" to "July's Ghost," to which I
will return) has always connected writing and death; in Angels and Insects,
Byatt invents a contemporary version of realism that can reanimate the
complicated literary genres of the past. For Byatt, the novel is not only a
ghost story but a catalog organizing the material and immaterial world. It
is a "literary" device for giving forms form.

Angels and Insects is (or pretends to be) two "Victorian" novellas. The first,
Morpho Eugenia, opens with a Darwin-like figure at a dance in an English
country house: his visions intercutting English mating rituals with Amazon
rites punctuate the story of his courtship and marriage to the eldest daughter
of the house, Eugenia, who (as he learns after the couple produce a swarm of
small children) has been incestuously involved with her brother, Edgar, since
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childhood. By the novel's end, the hero has left the family estate with the
overeducated, sharply intelligent governess-companion of the children,
Matilda Crompton, who has encouraged him and joined him in the writing
of a fabular book on ant culture; together, they sail to the Amazon to resume
his scholarly explorations.5 The captain of their vessel, Arturo Papagay, pro-
vides the only plot connection to the second novella, The Conjugial Angel.

There, the captain's wife, Lilias, presumed a widow following her husband's
disappearance at sea, is one of the spirit guides of an oddly mixed group of
ghost hunters, who join in seances of a Swedenborgian nature, seeking (pri-
marily) contact with Arthur Hallam, the dead fiance of one of the seance at-
tendees, Emily Jesse, sister to Alfred Tennyson, who appears (in one of the
book's strangest scenes) hypnotizing himself with the mantra of his own
name. The slight link between the tales is almost irrelevant to their telling:
the presumed connection (are William and Matty lost in the same storm
that drowned Captain Papagay?) goes unremarked upon, and, when the
captain defeats the laws of nature and plot by returning, miraculously but
materially, at the book's end, no mention is made of drowned companions;
where Matty and William sailed off into romantic happiness, the captain re-
turns home, Odysseus-like, to rejoin his wife and reverse the pattern of voy-
aging and dispersal.

In so blunt a summary, the paired novellas suggest other paired opposi-
tions: body and spirit; social criticism and religious doctrine; science and
faith; masculine investigation and female inspiration. But what they share is
an obsession with the nature of matter itself, and the question of how to
render matter: it is matter, as Byatt has Tennyson remark in The Conjugial
Angel, that is truly mysterious.6 The balance of a material world and one of

mystery is not easy to effect; but it remains a goal (if an elliptical one) of the

fiction. As a character thinks of a Morris sofa used for the company's

seances, "Mr. Morris's sofa acknowledged both worlds; it could be sat on; it
hinted at Paradise. Emily liked that" (204—5).

Byatt likes that, too, and thus, the precise nature and referentiality of
any sofa, then, is never accidental. For Byatt, as I have suggested, fiction of-
fers a space for a series of strategies for the deployment of and the debate
over matter, what I am calling sorting, morphing, and mourning. These

techniques make clearer the connection between the Victorian forms of sci-
entific and spiritualist thinking that Byatt is both utilizing and commenting

on, but they also draw our attention usefully to the current technologies of
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representation and replication available—not just a taxonomy of matter, or
the moments of yearning for matter's former purity, but the fluidity of mo-
tion between one state of matter and the next: we can organize it (sort); we
can regret its loss (mourn); but we can also watch as it changes form before
us (morph)—a change that is a kind of death and rebirth, and that threat-
ens the ultimate total dissolution of matter into mystery. On the one hand,
Byatt is drawing on a particularly contemporary working out of Victorian

forms of material life—not only readings of the fiction, but scholarly inves-
tigations that connect what we think of as nonfiction ways of reading
(Darwin's revolutions in thought; Victorian death practices) to narrative
forms. On the other, she is connecting these older fictional and fictionaliz-
ing forms to contemporary media, to our computer-generated fascination
with morphing and transformation, to cinematic and other technological
ways of drawing attention to form itself. And it is here that Byatt's own
formal revolutions become part of her working out of the problem; rather
than form's following function (think of the sofa), here the formalist quali-
ties of the work threaten to take over, and the mere pleasures of parody
(morphing and remorphing) hint at another level of literary, and material,
desire: the desire to escape any single form whatsoever.

These anxieties (and pleasures) of form return us to the postmodernist
questions with which I began: with the difference between formal innova-
tion or renovation, and a purely (were there such a thing) nostalgic form.
Despite the costumey quality of the film adaptation of Angels and Insects,
the novel takes its investigation of material remains with a certain skepti-
cism, mirroring its hero's return from the Amazon with a newly anthropo-
logical gaze, estranging the Victorians it (like he) looks upon, their manners
and customs and dress all grist for a skeptical mill. This is no costume drama;
rather, it is a mating game. But its elements of mixing and matching on a
formal level, as I am suggesting, contain a similar skepticism, one we are
prone loosely to call "postmodern," in the belief that to look back, as Fredric
Jameson puts it, in a moment when we have "forgotten how to think histori-

cally," is also to look at the present—and to look at the present is to es-
trange it as well.7 For Jameson, as I think for most literary critics, anxieties

about the past are most easily transformed into formal anxieties, particular-
ly an anxiety on the level of the sentence, the problem of parody or pas-
tiche, of an echo (either satiric, in parody, or dead-on, affectless, in pas-

tiche) of an earlier voice.8 This gets to the heart of Byatt, who has affected a
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series of pastiches in Angels and Insects that listen uneasily to the past so as to
stage the present moment. But Jameson has further directed us to this lis-
tening backwards, this quotation, as an act of resurrection: with the impos-

sibility of new forms and new voices, he says, we find the "unforeseeable
return of narrative as the narrative of the end of narratives, this return of
history in the midst of the prognosis of the demise of historical telos" (xii).
This is exactly what Byatt stages: the novel has returned; characters return;
then she stages (renders self-conscious) the return. The "appeal to experi-
ence" that Jameson claimed died with the postmodern also returns—but
here, the return to the real is staged as itself almost comic, mostly horrify-
ing. As Jameson says of the return of the return-to-the-past, it "fuses its un-
likely materials into a gleaming lump or lava surface" (xiii).

The brilliance of Byatt's staging of the return of the repressed (the "mat-
ter" of the novel) lies in her choice of Victorian realism, which itself repeat-
edly stages this return as a material problem, and worries about precisely the
organization of forms equally at the heart of postmodernism. Byatt takes
the uncanny nature of realism, which must always stage the return of mat-
ter as a deeper ("lumpier") form of material, as her subject. There is already
something elegiac, nostalgic, and downright creepy about the novel; the act
of writing is an act of mourning, but it is also a refusal to let nature take its
course. The act of preservation at the heart of the novel is simply unnatural,
its way of cataloging, transforming, and resurrecting matter an intervention
in the world it pretends merely to "show"; what better form than the
Victorian novel for gathering, for interrogating, for estranging the forms of
representation themselves?

This essay, a bit like Byatt's novellas, must take for granted the Victorian

anxieties about materiality (an index-card view of Tennyson, Dickens, and
Darwin is all I can hope to present here) but it is enough to allow us to begin
to focus on the primary job of any novelist/cataloger: how to sort the forms
out? Sorting is linked, for Byatt, to both the realist and the romancer: her
hero, William Adamson, finds himself "at once detached anthropologist

and fairy-tale prince" (2,5). Sorting offers both a quest narrative and a form
of material investigation, but it is also a version of interiority, which for

William is marked through the evolution of his journal, from "a daily exami-

nation of his conscience" (10), to journals of his collection, as he discovers

"the Crucifers, the Umbellifers, the Labiates, the Rosacae, the Leguminosae,
the Compositae, and with them the furious variety of forms which turned
out to mask, to enhance the underlying and rigorous order of branching
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families, changing with site and climate." The journal becomes "alive with a

purposeful happiness," as he begins to collect insects, "a mass of mess moved

by an ordering principle" (n), and "the journals began to intermingle a rapt,

visionary note with detailed practical sums for outfitting, for specimen
boxes, with useful addresses" (12). The journals return with him, "much

stained," with

scribbled descriptions of everything: the devouring hordes of army ants, the

cries of frogs and alligators, the murderous designs of his crew, the monoto-

nous sinister cries of the howler monkeys, the languages of various tribes he

had stayed with, the variable markings of butterflies, the plague of biting flies,

the unbalancing of his own soul in this green world of vast waste, murderous

growth, and lazily aimless mere existence. (113)

Other forms of writing in the novella follow this quality of "descriptions of
everything." The book William and Matilda write is similarly wide-ranging:

she says it would be "very interesting to a very general public, and yet of sci-

entific value. You could bring your very great knowledge to bear on the par-
ticular lives of these creatures—make comparisons—bring in their Amazon-
ian relatives—but told in a popular way with anecdotes, and folklore, and

stories of how the observations were made—" (108). Interestingly, he is not
to "set out again on another foreign journey to collect more information";

he is to sort what is in front of him, an enterprise Matilda, at least, connects
with a female (almost domestic) science: "My sphere is naturally more lim-
ited. I look naturally more close to hand" (108, 90).

All of these investigations, of course, are still framed by writing, but the
more interesting versions of "sorting" in the novel are the nonliterary, more
visibly taxonomical enterprises, the activities suggested in Miss Mead's
telling of the story of Cupid, Psyche, and the sorting ants. Here, Byatt seems
both to draw on and to mock slightly the works of such "naturalists" as

Edmund O. Wilson: as William remarks, "We look in their [the ants'] socie-

ties for analogies to our own, for structures of command, and a language of

communication" (127). But the more powerful critique is reserved for the

anxious, Victorian forms of sorting: William has been brought to the manor

to organize Harald Alabaster s collection, which is in a disused saddle room,

half-full o f . . . things Harald had purchased—apparently with no clear pri-

ority of interest—from all over the world. Here were monkey skins and deli-

cate parrot skins, preserved lizards and monstrous snakes, box upon box of



242 — Hilary M. Schor

dead beetles, brilliant green, iridescent purple, swarthy demons with mon-

strous horned heads. Here too were crates of geological specimens, and packs

of varied mosses, fruits and flowers, from the Tropics and the ice-caps, bears'

teeth and rhinoceros horns, the skeletons of sharks and clumps of coral. . . .

William asked his benefactor on what principle he was required to proceed,

and Harald told him, "Set it all in order, don't you know? Make sense of it,

lay it all out in some order or other." William came to see that Harald had

not carried out this task himself partly at least because he had no real idea of

how to set about it. (28)

The same incoherence of purpose and principle informs Harald's own writ-
ing, his attempts to find a design of the creator in the multitudinous natural

world, but his own writing circles around, finding only his own desire for
form at its heart.

An in-joke about form and particularly about the repetition of forms is
at the heart of the "morphological" impulse that offers another version of

materialism for the novellas, and that similarly reflects back on the novel's

own inscription. As William explains to Eugenia, when he shows her the

butterfly that shares her name, "It means beautiful, you know. Shapely."

"Ah," said Eugenia, "The opposite of amorphous."

"Exactly. The primeval forest out there—the endless sameness of the

greenery—the clouds of midges and mosquitoes—the struggling mass of

creepers and undergrowth—often seemed to me the epitome of the amor-

phous. And then something perfect and beautifully formed would come

into view and take the breath away. Morpho Eugenia did that, Miss

Alabaster." (24)

The slight gender mockery implicit here (and made explicit, of course, by

the revelation that Eugenia, far from perfect and beautifully formed, is in

fact a monstrous and incestuous mess) does not entirely belie the desire for

perfect form, one marked in part by the book's playing with the conven-

tions of Victorian form. The novel's play with Amazonian mating ritual (a

seemingly postmodern gesture toward contemporary skepticism about ex-

ploration and anthropology) masks an astonishingly conventional two-
heroine plot, one in which William first loves the beautiful, golden, and
shallow Eugenia, only to be freed from her to marry the dark, sallow, and

perceptive Matilda—and less we miss the convention, Byatt has William

and Eugenia the parents of twin daughters named Agnes and Dora. Again,
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the Victorian novel comes back, but here in an even more directly incestu-
ous version of itself, the twinned heroines twinned. Byatt "materializes" the
romance of the hero's choice by reinvoking what seems to be a dead form,
bringing it to weird (and rather comic) life.

The series of perfect forms Byatt mocks and emulates include not only
Dickens's coming-of-age novels but Bronte's (in particular Jane Eyre, in-
voked through the governess plot and Matilda's attic room, and Villette,
whose shipwreck metaphors inform The Conjugial Angel, only to be van-
quished by that novel's happy return of the hero from the sea); further, Byatt
"morphs" Ruskin's stories of crystals written for little girls (here, revised into
the stories of the ant fortresses Osborne and Red Fort), Darwin's journals
from The Beagle, and fragments of Paley's Natural Theology. Indeed, she
writes her own ant histories, acknowledging in her afterword the work of
Wilson and others; similarly, she not only borrows liberally from Tennyson
and makes him "her" character, but outdoes the poet laureate by writing an-
swering portions of In Memoriam in dialogue with Arthur Hallam, and
rewriting the poem in seance form. These parts of the novel read almost like
a deconstruction, posing and counterposing key terms, returning to them in
uncanny fashion and making them speak to each other; but her readings of
the "parodied" and quoted texts come with a double set of quotation marks,
not only to the "original" author, but to critics who have resurrected them
and set them spinning. Byatt reads Victorian literature in the company of
scholars, as well as "primary" writers, and whereas Possession posed scholar-
ship as "mere" (and repugnant) grave robbing, here the doubled reading be-
comes the stuff of fiction, again echoing fiction's uncanny mediation be-
tween forms and experience, between one form and another, as one writer
morphs (through the mediation both of fiction and criticism) into another.9

But if morphing has come, through computer and film nerds, to mean
not only "form" (as linguists use it, for pure structures) and "varieties of
deep structures" (as narratologists use it, for folk and fairy tales) but the
amazing process through which Arnold Schwarzenegger or Michael Jackson

can become anyone at all (a derivation of metamorphosis, presumably), it
suggests the absolute lack of form behind formalism of any sort: Byatt's
writing here is more neurotics than erotics; and certainly more borrowing
than inventing; but what erotics and invention there is goes into this other
writing, this disappearing author routine that becomes, precisely, as she
continues, routine. "Ah," we say, "there goes that author, disappearing again."

By the time we reach The Conjugial Angel, in which the version of writing
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we get is automatic writing, where characters need assume no responsibility
for their texts, Byatt's insistence on her own absence seems considerably less
perverse than it did initially—if also, perhaps, less charming. Byatt's writing
(and here we engage again questions that have come to us through post-
modern debates) disenchants the absent author.

For Byatt's habit of lifting texts seems to be contagious: everyone gets to
be an omniscient narrator; a dead character; an absent author. The ghosts as
well as the ghostwriters in The Conjugial Angel write other people's books:
Lilias Papagay's husband quotes his own erotic neologisms; when Hallam
sends messages to Emily Tennyson Jesse, he quotes his own translations of
Dante and his citations of Chaucer in letters he wrote decades earlier; when
he appears later in the novel, he wants to hear Keats's poems read aloud.
Mrs. Hearnshaw's dead children also send poetry and play word games, and
even the odious Mr. Hawke quotes (or is it inhabits?) the meditations of
Swedenborg.

All of this material (every author dead; no author dead) forces us to con-
nect the novel's work of "collection" with something much more macabre,
returning us to the problem of "mourning," the final of my Victorian bor-
rowings for the organization of matter. To the extent that the realist novel is
a collection of material things, it, I have been arguing, partakes of the
macabre itself: it must bring things to life, keep them in life, arrest their
decay. But it also studies decay: the novel is primarily an animist fantasy, of
making the dead live, of making "mere" forms "matter." Like In Memoriam,
with which it is obsessed, Angels and Insects worries considerably about
whether or not it wants the dead to return: like Tennyson thinking that he
might not want Arthur Hallam to watch his every move, the characters in
Angels and Insects want their dead in their places, even if that place is un-

comfortably lodged between two worlds. And, like another resurrection
man, Sigmund Freud, the novel poses mourning, the constant return to the

dead, as a testing ground for experience. For Freud, mourning is "work,"
and that work the "testing of reality," the making real of the absence of the
beloved from the world. Mourning may be extraordinarily painful, but, he
claims, this pain seems "natural to us": loss is consciousness, and the prob-
ing of that loss the way we know the world and its (and our) limits.10 When

those limits fail—when what we experience is not the loss of another but

the ego loss Freud associates with melancholia—the world becomes overly

full and crowded and we ourselves become empty. We must reintegrate the
self and the world; we must resurrect not the world but ourselves. If we do
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not, if we can only mourn, then what we can express, Freud says, is only

"the conflict of ambivalence."
That form of ambivalence—where is the material reality, in the self or

the world? how are we to inhabit a world overly crowded with living and
dead, with matter and decaying forms?—is at the heart of both Byatt's proj-

ect and the return of the repressed to which Jameson directed us. But in

some ways, Byatt's answer is more productively ambivalent. We have full

selves, but they are overly full with the words of others—and that is at once
"natural" and "naturally unnatural," uncanny, "realistic" in the haunted
sense of realism I have been insisting on. The realist novel's problem was al-
ways what to do with the macabre detritus of a "real" world, and it can or-
ganize that material (catalog, transform, wax elegiac) only by playing games

with language. But Byatt does not assume that language is dead—or rather,
that its death is permanent. The novellas point insistently to a different

kind of postmortem inhabitation. The Swedenborgian's favorite speech, we

are told, is to unravel "all the threads of connection between the Divine

Human and local lumps of clay." Like the gleaming lump that Jameson

imagines the return of past forms "fuses its unlikely material into," the
"lumps" of this novel insist on resurrection. The incessant return of the
dead in The Conjugial Angel, in the form of language as well as in the form

of clay, seems to call out for the rematerialization of the dead. In Byatt's
brilliant story "July's Ghost" a rather stiff young man finds himself the
lodger of a reserved older woman, whose dead son he begins to see in the
garden. The woman, herself always a skeptic, longs to see him only once;
the young man, who sees him in spite of himself, cannot speak to the boy,
can only intuit and try to enact the boy's desire, in this case, that the young
man make love to his mother and (somehow) bring him to another form of

life. That longing is a site of profound anxiety in The Conjugial Angel,
where the stakes of materialization are rather different, and not exactly so

loving. In the long passage recounting the aging Tennyson's double recollec-
tion of Hallam and the poetry of In Memoriam, he dwells lovingly on "the

clay and the mould and the moulding" (313). For him,

If the air was full of the ghostly voices of his ancestors, his poem let them sing

out again, Dante and Theocritus, Milton and the lost Keats, whose language

was their afterlife. . . . He saw it as a kind of world, a heavy globe, spinning

onwards in space, studded with everything there was, mountains and dust,

tides and trees, flies and grubs and dragons in slime, swallows and larks and
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carrier-birds, raven-glossed darkness and summer air, men and cows and in-

fants and violets, all held together with threads of living language like strong

cables of silk, or light. The world was a terrible lump of which his poem was

a shining simulacrum. (312)

This lump, this bit of earth, poses the problem of matter at its darkest: the
"common clay ta'en from the common earth / Moulded by God, and tem-
pered with the tears / Of angels to the perfect shape of man," as Tennyson
quotes himself within the novella. And "now there was Darwin," as he goes
on to say, "grubbing away at the life of the earthworm, throwing up mold
and humus all over the place." Hallam himself appears to Sophy Sheekhy
not as a gleaming angel, but as a "terrible face, with its flaring lights, and its
smoke and its bone-pits"; as "a dead cold weight" with "disintegrating fin-
gers," and finally, "he was being unmade, undone, and she could not, lying
there, hold him together with her arms, or hear his voice any more in her
ears, he had no more face, or fingers, only clay-cold, airless, stinking mass,
plastering her face and nostrils" (313—18). When the dead return, it seems,
they do not promise, as Tennyson fears, that "the spirit does but mean the
breath"; more ominously, it would seem that matter lives on only and more
terrifyingly as itself, as pure matter, pure lumps, pure clay.

All the progress of the novella leads us to expect its climax to be the inspi-
ration of the dead: the moment when the clay re-forms, revives, is revital-
ized; the equivalent of the literary afterlife Tennyson here imagines and
Byatt is practicing. But the return of the dead is more material, and more
matter-of-fact than that: rather than the ghastly Arthur Hallam, the last page
of the novel resurrects Captain Papagay, who presided over the happy end-
ing of Morpho Eugenia, and reunites him with his loving wife. Not an elegy,
then, or a threnody, but an epithalamium—or rather, a r^-epithalamium;

not the mourning verse, but the marriage plot. Byatt offers not the grave, or
even gravity, but, at the end, the comic spirit—an astonishing resurrection,
we might think, not only of domestic realism (hearth winning over horror)

but of a Dickensian pious fraud, a trick played on the reader to startle us out
of our own cynicism, our faith in the decay of matter and spirit.11 Like a

benevolent fairy, for Byatt, the final materialist strategy is the triumph of
love over death; or (speaking more literarily) of living memory over the
deadly stratagems of history, a memory here made flesh.

These strategies (of text as well as of materialism) both are and are not
Victorian: in their adherence to a Wordsworthian sense of "spots of time,"
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they give a hint of metaphysical realism: the sense that in every household

object, paradise peeps through; that grace abounds in the beetles and the
bread knives.12 But, as I suggested earlier, they also share a more postmod-

ernist state, the "laminations" Byatt has invented in Babel Tower, that take
their name from the tracings on the snail's shell, but need no reasoned order
or meaning. This seems to locate Byatt's experiments less within a Victorian
reversion, and more powerfully within her own oeuvre, and in particular
within her attempt to rewrite the "connections" of E. M. Forster and D. H.
Lawrence through the notebooks (and particularly The Golden Notebook) of
novelists such as Doris Lessing, but what I am also trying to trace here is the

way in which it is marked less as "postmodernist" than as "postrealist"—
that is, with a still persistent and terrifying clarity about realism as ghost-

writing. Nobody really thinks A. S. Byatt is George Eliot—and indeed, the

almost total silence of her narrator suggests she is making no such claims.
But she has claimed as her own that quest for a larger vision, one that en-
compasses a range of voices much like Eliot's—and goes farther, for Byatt,
like any brave New Historicist, is trying to talk with the dead.

It cannot be accidental that the book ends with the raising of the dead,
because for Byatt, the image of resurrection runs deep: the possibility of
endless return, of the boy playing in the garden, of the child rising from the

foam, of (to use one of her favorite images) Persephone rising from dark to

light, informs most of her fiction, and makes the whole of Angels and Insects

into (to borrow the subtitle of Possession) a "romance." But the image of
Dickens's resurrection men also hangs over this text: what is it, we might
wonder, that allows Darwin to give way to grace, insects to angels, except
the immersion of all matter in the grave? And here, of course, we are back to
the grave-robbing image of Possession, in which literary property is clearly
theft, publication a violation of the dead, and (as Angels and Insects would
have it) our power to speak through the voice of the dead, most ominously,

its exact opposite: their threatening power to speaker us. This again is a

huge site of ambivalence for Byatt: her own relationship to the canon,

which she pillages with such enthusiasm, seems unambivalent, but the in-

ability of people to see the world without seeing a world of texts at times

seems a dismaying prospect. So, similarly, Frederica Potter, in Babel Tower,

"a woman whose life appears to be flying apart into fragments," sits at her

desk and "re-arranges scraps of languages" including "legal letters, letters
about the Initial Teaching Alphabet from Leo's school; Leo's first written
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words, which are BUS and MAN; the literary texts and the quite other texts

that dissect these texts; her reviews, her readers' reports"—texts piled on

texts piled on texts, we might note, until she concludes: "Language rustles

around her with many voices, none of them hers, all of them hers" (Babel

Tower, 381).

But the language of The Conjugial Angel suggests one last rustle of lan-

guage, one last act of uncanny life—that of mating with the dead, of an an-

gelic connubial visitation, of not speaking with but sleeping with the dead.

Again, to marry Freud and Jameson, however uneasily, is to bring us to a

sense of the erotics of the past, the erotics of resurrection, and the uncanny

birth of the self that ritual repetitions of seemingly dead material bring

forth: for Freud, remember, mourning is both work and production; for

Jameson, to estrange the world is to make the unnatural as natural as any-

thing else, to make the unnatural again "our" (however acculturated) "na-

ture." What does this do to the unnatural act of re-membering literature? I

can offer one other, powerful image, one common to both Byatt and

Margaret Drabble: the image of a woman in childbirth reading, or, in the

case of Drabbles heroine, screaming out the lines of Wordsworth.13 If the

Eliot narrator is dead, Byatt seems to be saying, that does not mean she can-

not still be giving birth; for Byatt, despite the intensity of her own labors,

her own earnest sortings, morphings, and mournings, the literature she

(and in this volume, clearly I mean we) loves still has a life, and more pow-

erfully, a death of its own. Out of that death comes an eerie, but strangely

satisfying, new form of vision, one that resides (if a tad uncomfortably) in

both worlds—theirs and ours; dead and living; resurrected, if still a tad

moldy. That world, unlike Mr. Morris's sofa, may not always be that com-

fortable to sit on, but it may still, nonetheless, give off its own hints of para-

dise. So, we may suggest, Byatt returns us to our uneasy perch on the

Victorian novel: realism may not be comfortable, but that discomfort may

be the source of our most generative imaginings.

Notes
1. A. S. Byatt, Babel Tower (New York: Vintage International, 1996), 314; 360;

385; all subsequent references are given in the text. The laminations themselves are
bits of texts (by the heroine and by others) that she cuts up and rearranges in a
"laminated" notebook; Frederica begins using them as a vision of "being able to be
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all the things she was: language, sex, friendship, thought, just as long as these were
kept scrupulously separate, laminated, like geological strata, not seeping and flowing
into each other like organic cells. . . . Things juxtaposed but divided, not yearning
for fusion" (314-15). Later, she "has the first vague premonition of an art form of frag-
ments, juxtaposed, not interwoven, not 'organically' spiralling up like a tree or a
shell, but constructed brick by brick, layer by layer, like the Post Office tower" (360).

2. Byatt's use of the pornography trials offers an interesting microcosm of her
technique: she is echoing not only the Lady Chatterley's Lover trials, though Lawrence
remains a touchstone in all her novels and is so in this one, but the trial over Last
Exit to Brooklyn, which, like the verdict on her imaginary Babbletower: A Tale for the
Children of Our Time, is reversed on appeal (Byatt notes this in her "Note for
American Readers," ix). Last Exit, of course, is a novel of gritty and aggressive social
realism; the novel that Byatt puts on trial is abstract, historical, and highly literary, a
Sadeian pavane as opposed to the violent underworld of Last Exit. The suggestion
remains: when Byatt rewrites history, she not only cleans it up, but dresses it up to
go out.

3. Her male poet, Randolph Henry Ash, has elements of Robert Browning in
his excessive physicality and the linguistic play of his works, as well as his slightly
heretical views (and his occasional long-windedness); her female poet, Christabel
LaMotte, borrows Elizabeth Barrett Browning's reclusiveness, allusiveness, and coy-
ness. But her letters seem to owe more to Christina Rossetti and Emily Dickinson;
her poetry seems more clearly tied to Rossetti's (and of course Coleridge's, as
Christabelis a recurrent motif in the novel), and she has acquired Christina Rossetti's
habit of writing fairy tales and short stones. In turn, Ash has acquired William
Morris's Norse epics and Dante Rossetti's translations; the scene of their first meet-
ing at "Crabb Robinson" (a parody, it seems to me, of the breakfasts of Victorian
almost-laureate Samuel Rogers) is reminiscent of the scene of self-pronouncement
("I am Christina Rossetti") that is at the heart of Virginia Woolf's powerful essay on
Rossetti in The Common Reader. The scene Woolf depicts took place at a tea party
given by Mrs. Virtue Tebbs; if this woman had not existed, A. S. Byatt would have
had to invent her (Woolf, The Second Common Reader [New York: Harcourt, Brace
and Company, 1932], 261).

4. Byatt's own rather difficult novel, The Game, takes up exactly this problem
of two sisters writing books, the one difficult works of criticism, the other more
popular (and more vulgar) novels of romantic life. Typically, the novel undoes some
of its own binaries by the end: the "cheap" sister writes a good novel, one unfortu-
nately taken in part from her conflicts with her "serious" sister, and the serious sister
kills herself, but it is not entirely clear that the more serious sister is not herself at
fault for her own death and for her inability to create anything more lasting. Interest-
ingly, Drabble's most recent novel, The Witch ofExmoor, has returned to the image
of a childhood, Bronte-like magic game, which is the central motif of Byatt's earlier
novel; it also features two rivalrous sisters who quarrel over one man—in hers, the
older sister is the more manipulative and (interestingly again) also finally suicidal.
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5. William is living at the estate because his own scientific discoveries, his col-
lection, and all his belongings were destroyed in a fire on board ship while he re-
turned from the Amazon; such an accident had indeed happened to Alfred Wallace,
and William notes that he did not fear such an accident for exactly that reason. This
same detail (Wallace's accident, the hope of protection, and the loss of an entire
South American collection) occurs in Andrea Barrett's wonderful story "Bird with No
Feet" in Ship Fever (New York: Norton, 1996), where the scientist, a young American,
is unable to resume his collecting, but meditates similarly on the nature of collect-
ing and of science itself.

6. A. S. Byatt, Angels and Insects (New York: Vintage International, 1992), 306.
All subsequent references are given in the text.

7. Fredric Jameson, "Introduction," Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of
Late Capitalism (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1991), ix-xii. All subse-
quent references are given in the text.

8.1 am drawing here on Jameson's earlier work in "Postmodernism and Con-
sumer Society" in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster
(Port Townsend, Wash.: Bay Press, 1983), 111-26, which draws on the difference be-
tween the pointed, satiric quotations of "parody" and the affectless, emptied-out
quotations of "pastiche," which no longer hold the possibility of a stable meaning,
but echo the past for its own sake.

9. The dependence on Tennyson should by now be clear; although Byatt cites
Michael Chinery's Collins Guide to the Insects of Britain and Western Europe and
Derek Wragge Morley's The Evolution of an Insect Society, there are also clear echoes
of Edmund O. Wilson's Naturalist (New York: Warner Books, 1994) and (with Bert
Holldober) Journey to the Ants: A Story of Scientific Exploration (Cambridge: The
Belknap Press of Harvard University, 1994). Byatt's debt to Gillian Beer is more
general, but see in particular the connections between the sense of "evolutionary
plot" and Victorian social relations (particularly familial relations) in Darwin's Plots:
Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Fiction
(London: ARK Paperbacks, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983). My reading here is
indebted to Louise Yelin's fine essay, "Cultural Cartography: A. S. Byatt's Possession
and the Politics of Victorian Studies," Victorian Newsletter 81 (1992): 38-41, which
argues that Byatt makes "an implicit claim to possess Victorian secrets known or
knowable by no one else," particularly by scholars and critics (40). The reconciliation
of the Victorian (Arnoldian) imagination carried out by a culture at once androgy-
nous and feminine, benevolently financed by a "sanitized," Thatcherite merchant
(industrial) class, is, as Yelin describes it, far creepier than any of the moldering
corpses of Angels and Insects—but for the later resurrection, it would seem, you need
to have the critics on your side.

10. Sigmund Freud, "Mourning and Melancholia," in General Psychological
Theory, ed. Philip Rieff, trans. Joan Riviere (New York: Collier Books, 1963), 165,
166,172.1 have selected this translation both for its closeness to the German and its
relation to the language of literary realism.
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11. My reading of this resurrection is influenced by Edwin Eigner's discussion
of Our Mutual Friendand the "pious fraud," in "Shakespeare, Milton, Dickens and
the Morality of the Pious Fraud," Dickens Studies Annual i\ (1992): 1-5.

12. This discussion draws on Edwin Eigner's The Metaphysical Novel in England
and America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978). For a more extended
treatment of these issues in Victorian fiction, see my "The Stupidest Novel in
London: Thomas Carlyle and the Sickness of Victorian Fiction," Carlyle Studies
Annual 16 (1996): 117-34.

13. The Byatt heroine is Stephanie in Still Life; Margaret Drabble's is Frances
Wingate in The Realms of Gold.



Asking Alice

Victorian and Other Alices in

Contemporary Culture

Kali Israel

Carol Mayor's Pleasures Taken: Performances of Sexuality and Loss in Victorian

Photographs begins with a description of a revision. Mavor used to perform,

she tells us, as a "portmanteau" figure who combined the Alice of Alice's

Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass, and What Alice

Found Therewith "the real Alice" (Alice Liddell [Hargreaves]) and with the

figure of Lewis Carroll. In these stagings, she says, she called into question

who is an author, who a character, and who a muse, while "insisting]" on

the "sexuality" of children.1 Mayor's first chapter, on Carroll's photographs,

in turn begins with an allusion to Nabokov's Lolita, immediately followed

by a claim: "Very few critics have been willing to touch the little girls Carroll

photographed" (j}.2 Mayor's choice of names here (the photographer is

Carroll, not Dodgson—the fictionalist, not the don) announces that her

chapter will follow the precedent of her enactments in moving across histo-

ries and stories, while her phrasing extends the suggestion that she, unlike

most, will dare to touch. Mavor thus begins by evoking stages—the stages of

her past performances and the "stages" of child development—and by implic-

itly staging her own text's daring. The conjunction of these themes—the uses

of fictional and "real" characters and names, claims about children and sex,

and claims to be breaking taboos—with the name of Alice will recur through-

out this essay; I begin with Mavor's beginnings because her text brings them

into play so rapidly and usably. I also begin with Mavor, however, because of

252
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the simultaneous tightness and wtongness of her claim that others have not

dared to touch £/?a$^ photographs.
Mavor is, within the strict phrasing of her sentence, correct: she cites

Helmut Gernsheim's and Morton Cohen's disavowals of anything troubling
in Carroll's photographs. For Gernsheim, Carroll's liking little girls was
"strange" but "innocent," and Cohen attributes only "natural" and reverent
feelings to Carroll and explicitly dismisses the possibility that he had "any-
thing in common with . . . Humbert Humbert."3 These texts, however,
bring into view that which they wish to dispute. Other texts too display tac-
tics that do not work by the simple repression of erotic possibilities. In sever-
al cases, displacement is more notable than a blanket erasure of sexuality.
Colin Ford, director of the National Museum of Wales and curator of the
1998 exhibition of Dodgson's photographs, Lewis Carroll: Through the View-
finder, at the National Portrait Gallery in London, recognizes but denies the
legitimacy of "the question of pedophilia." That question "overshadowed
everything this year," by contrast to a 1974 show of the photographs when,
he says, "no one asked me about pedophilia."4 According to Alan Riding in
the New York Times, "Ford believes that any sexuality seen in Dodgson's
photographs is a product of our age, which has made 'Carroll's always inno-
cent nude children . . . dangerous and threatening.'" While Ford at one level
simply denies sexuality in those photographs, he also both displaces perver-
sity onto contemporary viewers and syntactically locates danger and threat
on/in the depicted children rather than in Carroll/Dodgson.5

A more complex form of displacement utilizes a display of "knowledge"
about class. Morton Cohen's essay, "Are You Kissable?" for the catalog of a
Grolier Club exhibit and the text that accompanies Carroll's photograph
Alice Liddellas a Beggar-child m the Pierpont Morgan Library's 1998 Carroll
exhibit both briefly and coyly invoke the question of sexuality only to place
it elsewhere.6 Edward Rothstein's New York Times essay on the Morgan ex-
hibit calls the seven-year-old Alice a "seductive" "Lolita"—locating sexual

agency in the depicted child—and assumes that the normal reaction to the

sight of a child in rags, whether a truly impoverished child or a middle-class
child in costume, is to feel sexual desire.7 The Morgan and Cohen texts are
scarcely less offensive. The Morgan caption explains: "Beggars were a com-
mon sight in both London and Oxford as mid-Victorian culture struggled
with the problems of child prostitution, for poor parents would sometimes
sell their daughters to the streets. However, in this photograph, Dodgson
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seems to aim at the image of an alert personality despite her rags." The cap-
tion confounds the questions Carroll's photograph might raise about mas-
querades of class with questions viewers are presumed to have about sexuali-
ty, and it conflates poverty with prostitution and street children with
sexualized children. It too assigns agency: child prostitution is the result of
the decisions of working-class parents.8 Despite its displacements, however,
the Morgan caption retains middle-class agency: an "alert personality" in a
poor child, even in a middle-class child pretending to be poor, is an "image"
created by the photographer. Cohen's Grolier essay similarly moves quickly
from the question of Carroll's desire to an invocation of child prostitution
in its second paragraph. Cohen's essay works to separate that which it has it-
self pulled together while preserving middle-class agency, rapidly explaining
that "Polite Society" idealized and worshiped children and was tormented
by social misery. In short, sex is something that may happen to children but
only to working-class children, principally because of the failure of their
immiserated families.9 As Judith Walkowitz has taught us, stories about
Victorian child prostitution can be extremely useful.10 Despite their differ-

ent allocations of agency, the Rothstein and the Morgan/Grolier texts are
mirror images; in all these texts, the invocation of class allows both the rais-
ing and the quick banishment of questions. For Rothstein, class and age
disparities are naturally erotic, whereas for Morgan and Cohen, desire for
children disappears into pseudosociology. All these texts shift attention
away from Charles Dodgson.

I will return to the uses of knowingness about class in stories about chil-
dren and sex. But if my quick reading of these exhibition texts suggests that
Mavor's statement about unease and avoidance as dominant tropes in dis-
cussions of the Carroll photographs can be both sustained and revised, her

claim about the undaringness of other critics may evoke a response of un-

easy laughter. If "few critics' have "touched" those photographs, that has not
stopped anyone else. If we look around, we find a proliferation of Alices.
This is not in itself new. Carolyn Sigler has compiled and commented on
the rich tradition of Alice-revisions, and there is, besides the substantial
Carroll industry in literary criticism, a lively world of nonacademic buffs
and an undiminished trade in Alice tchotchkes like those that filled the
display tables and cases of the Morgan Library's giftshop.11 Despite the
Alice trade s affiliations with other branches of marketing the cutely Victori-

an, Juliet Dusinberre has explored connections between the Alice books
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and literary modernism, and Alice's attractions also seem strong for those
overtly locating themselves in postmodernity.12 "Cyberfiction" writers Jeff
Noon and Jonathan Lethem make use of Alice more or less overtly: Noon's
Automated Alice plunges Carroll's character into a dystopian fantastic 1998
Manchester of chaos theory, human/machine and human/animal hybrids,
and blurrings between the real, virtual, and automated, while Lethem's As

She Climbed across the Table offers jokes about deconstruction and a central
character named Alice Coombs whose rabbit hole is a wormhole named
Lack, created in a university particle-physics lab.13 Both books mark Carroll's
compatibility with postmodern thematics of fragmentation, deconstruction
and reconstruction, inversion, hybridity, logic and language games, reflexivi-
ty, jokiness, and punning.14 But the point is not simply to claim in a register
of (slightly exasperated) hyperbole that no one can keep their hands off
Alice; my argument is not just that Alices are ubiquitous. I also want to dis-
pute and complicate the status of "denial" as a ruling term in writing about
Alice and Carroll. Just as the Morgan, Cohen, Rothstein, and Gernsheim
texts invoke even as they deny or displace, a wide array of texts that evoke
the Alice books are haunted by the "problem" of those pictures, by possible
stories about Charles Dodgson, Alice Liddell, and other little girls.

This essay explores a constellation of Alices, most of whom have been re-
moved from the Victorian era and only some of whom are "little girls." My
questions are part, however, of a larger interest in the uses of little girls, espe-
cially historicized "Victorian" and "Edwardian" little girls, in contemporary
culture. Carolyn Steedman's account of the place of girl-children in stories
about human interiority and Judith Walkowitz's analysis of W. T. Stead's
"Maiden Tribute" have taught us to pay attention to the political and cultur-
al uses of little girls in the nineteenth century.15 But Victorian girl-children
have also been deployed in more recent fictions, often as emblematic figures
of resilience and courage, as in films such as The Secret Garden and A Little

Princess and novels such as Neil Stephenson's cyber-Dickensian The Diamond
Age.16 My interest is not in judging such works for adherence to "true"
Victorian history but in noticing how fiction and scholarly writing partici-

pate in large ongoing cultural arguments about agency and victimhood, sur-
vival and damage. More pointedly: the wholehearted reclamation of Victo-
rian and other little girls into stories of survival, courage, and high-spirited
triumph may be not only exhilarating but wishful. Celebrations, including

scholarly versions, of the endlessly undaunted girl-child who is triumphant
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despite her vulnerabilities are deeply appealing. This is especially true when
such stories are presented as revisionary, when they are marked and marketed
as alternatives to narratives of feminine passivity or helplessness.17 Despite
the fillip of daring that may attend them, however, stories of resilient chil-
dren intersect with a cultural truism, a reassuring knowledge that "children
are resilient," a knowledge that can easily slide into comfortable knowing-
ness. Stories of resilience also risk inadvertent collusion with backlash poli-
tics in which speaking of victimization is demonized and liberal autonomy is
refetishized. However appealing, the proliferation of stories of agency and
survival may overshadow other, bleaker, possible narratives. In what follows,
I consider several texts that move between "real" and "fictional" characters,
including both kinds of Alice, and yet an important intertext for my larger
argument is not an Alice text. Geoff Ryman's brilliant Was is about an in-
vented "real" Dorothy Gael, the "real" Judy Garland, and "real" L. Frank
Baum, and their figures in The Wizard ofOz, Hollywood, and the imagina-
tion of a young gay man with AIDS; it is a novel about stories and secrets.18

In Ryman's novel, figures of strong, resilient, courageous girls hide as well as
tell stories. We are reminded that the gorgeous, moving circulation of figures
does not annul other histories, and that writing lives is not the same as sav-
ing them.19 We also know that Ryman's text is fiction too.

If the production of resilient children is a wider theme, the reiteration of
Alices suggests that the possibility of dark stories or irrecuperable losses cre-
ates a particular anxiety around that figure. Rothstein's Times article is an
excellent example of a widespread familiarity with the possibility of sexual-
ized readings of Carroll's photographs of little girls, an instance in a larger
pattern of knowingnesses about the perversions of "those Victorians."20

Such knowingness includes a familiar sniggering but also can range from
gleeful appropriation to more worried and even panicked manifestations.
At the appropriative pole, at least one pedophile magazine and an Internet
child-pornography site have used the title Wonderland, while—in the regis-
ter of panic—an Oklahoma City "family values" activist sought to have Alice

in Wonderland itself banned from libraries not only because it allegedly

promotes drug use but because it was written by a "suspected pedophile."21

Knowing about the Carroll photographs is both productive and anxious.

Productively, the photographs themselves draw attention to the smallness

and fragility as well as the beauty of children; they suggest many stories
about little girls, many pleasures of fantasized and not necessarily pedophilic
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intimacy.22 Anxiously, these stories include the possibility of danger and dam-
age, and not only to long-dead children. Those photographs, that is, may not
only suggest dark narratives about past and present, but may threaten our
pleasure in narratives we already have. Possible but unknowable stories may
impinge on the Alice books' ability to offer an angry, active, lively little girl,
obstreperous and uncowed—a resilient heroine.

Against this possibility, Rothstein's essay chooses knowingness about se-
ductive girls as its resolution.23 Others, as we have seen, choose knowing-
ness about class to direct our attention elsewhere: Alice's stories are managed
by knowingness about "Victorians." Others yet, such as Mavor and Nina
Auerbach, find in the photographs evidence of strength or anger or confi-
dence or traces of "resistance"—that is, they read the photographs for narra-
tives of resilient girls.24 Reading Alice as a desiring figure is presented as pre-
servative of her autonomy; it also preserves her allure to us. Mavor and
Auerbach, in arguing for and about the sexuality of children, echo and inter-
sect long-running tensions inside and outside the academy about agency. An
important branch of that larger argument has moved within and around
feminism: how do we represent both sexual danger and sexual pleasure, both
oppression and agency?25 In what circumstances must we? Texts about little
girls can proffer sexuality as if it were ^alternative to hapless objectifica-
tion, but Rothstein's crude naming of Alice Liddell as a seductive Lolita
highlights how easily a claim for children's subjectivities can slide into trou-
bling attributions of full sexual agency to children. Moreover, we will see
that the allocation of natural and authentic sexuality to girls is often secured
through contrasts to repressed or repressive adult women, especially moth-
ers. More broadly, the ascription of sexuality risks becoming an easy know-
ingness; the knowledge that "children 'have' sexuality," a deeply orthodox
position routinely presented with a fanfare about one's sophistication, can
be not daring but comforting, not unsettling but gratifying. Like other
knowingnesses—for example, about Victorian prostitution—knowingness
about children and sexuality displaces and contains the wonderings un-

leashed by cryptic photographs and untouchable bodies.
I have already set in play some themes that move through the Alice texts I

read. My concern is not to make claims about the Carroll photographs them-

selves, Charles Dodgson or Alice Liddell, Victorian children and ideas of
childhood, or child sexuality.26 My interest is in how modern Alice-invoking

works by novelists and filmmakers are repeatedly crossed by questions about
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knowledge and sexuality. The texts I read grapple with the tensions of know-
ing about and wondering about Alice; they thematize stories as much as sex.
Like Mignon in Carolyn Steedman's study of another little girl's circulation
through texts and across stages, Alice is a "word for little girls you fancy," but
also a name for the "thing you want," and while "wanting" includes sexual
desire, it covers many other possibilities, including wanting stories (Strange
Dislocations, 38—39, 2—3, 5, 173-74). We recall stories of Alice Liddell's re-
quests that Charles Dodgson tell and write stories for her. Alice is a name for
wanting stories to have, stories to keep, and stories to continue.27

To return to the ubiquity of Alice and the pervasiveness in Alice works of
questions of sexuality and boundaries: I can only allude to some recent
works that use the Carroll books (see also Sigler, introduction and bibliogra-
phy). Christopher Hampton's stage version of the Alice novels moves be-
tween the world of the books and the life of Dodgson, and cannot avoid
wondering about those photographs.28 Pat Barker's The Ghost Road, the cul-
mination of her extraordinary World War I trilogy, includes W. H. R.
Rivers's and his sister Katharine's memories of Charles Dodgson.29 Barker's
Rivers painfully and even ironically muses about Dodgson/Carroll, memory
and trauma, inadmissible desires, the uncertainty of stories, and the evoca-
tiveness of pictures. Barker's novel even raises the issue of the cultural value
of little girls: Rivers recalls—in the context of a war in which men's lives are
endlessly and meaninglessly expended—Dodgson's contempt for boys.
Less obvious Alice texts include Blanche McCrary Boyd's lesbian-feminist
odyssey, Terminal Velocity, which begins with a Wonderland costume party/
play before telling its tale of shifting rules and changing languages, and
"Nicci French" (Nicci Gerrard and Sean French)'s murder mystery, The

Memory Game, which evokes Alice and (a conjunction to which we will re-
turn) Dennis Potter for its plot about children, sexual violence, and the
knowability of the past.30 Emma Tennant's novel Alice Felland the Australian

Dorothy Hewett's long biographical poem-sequence, "Alice in Wormland,"

center on female sexuality, families, storytelling, and escape, and they in-
clude overt allusions to the Carroll texts.31 Philip Pullman's children's trilogy,

His Dark Materials, may draw its title from Milton, but its first volume, The

Golden Compass, crosses the Alice books.32 In its early chapters, the heroine,
Lyra, inhabits an alternative Oxford that is simultaneously Victorian and fu-
turistic, in a world of mysterious technologies (including forms of photogra-
phy) and communicating animals. In a moment of danger, Lyra gives Alice
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as a false name, but immediately afterward declines to enter the "Chthonic
Railway" and risk "being trapped underground" (89). While offering intrepid
child characters, Pullman's plot impressively and ruthlessly explores the dan-
gers of adult theories of sexuality, including stories about children's sexless-
ness; betrayal and narcissistic self-justification by adults, including parents;
and the violences to children, beyond murder, that class can authorize.

Given these instances of Alice, it is impossible to be surprised when in
As If, a. study of the child murderers of the toddler James Bulger and the
fantasies and furies they evoke, Blake Morrison's rhapsodic account of the
intense sensory pleasure of dressing and caring for his young daughter con-
cludes with his wife entering the room to read her Alice in Wonderland. Alice

appears between Morrison's description of his love of the physicality of his
daughter and the (notorious) passage in which he tells us that he has experi-
enced an erection with a child on his lap.33 The ubiquity of Alice's associa-
tions with children and danger—sexual or otherwise perverse and mortal—
is marked by her range from the quality-press writings of a literary author
such as Morrison to contemporary U.S. television. "Paper Hearts," a 1996
episode of The X-Files, features a serial murderer of little girls who stores his
"trophies"—cloth hearts cut from his strangled victims' pajamas—in a hid-
den volume of Alice in Wonderland?^ The episode is shot through with Alice/
Carroll references, including hearts, number games, and the incessant repe-
tition of the word and theme of dreams. The episode's title—paper hearts—
evokes books and writing, even though the hearts in the plot are cloth; the
murderer is called a Mad Hatter; and the denouement takes place on "Alice
Road." The episode's place in the series's larger story-arc both offers the en-
ticements of endlessly elaborating stories and underlines unknowability, as
it reiterates the theme of irretrievability that motivates and haunts other Alice
tales: Special Agent Fox Mulder may "never find out what happened" to a
particular little girl.

Not every Alice in contemporary film and fiction leads us directly back to

Oxford, not least because of the name's resonances. Teresa de Lauretis's Alice

Doesn't tells us that her cryptic title should suggest both the "unqualified

opposition of feminism to existing social relations" and the multiplicity of
signification, summoning thoughts of "Alice in Wonderland or Radio Alice
in Bologna... Alice B. Toklas, who 'wrote' an autobiography as well as other
things; or ... Alice James, who produced an illness while her brothers did
the writing; or Alice Sheldon, who writes science fiction but with a male
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pseudonym; or of any other Alice."35 The ambiguity of Alice's name is ex-
plored in Susan Sontag's play Alice in Bed, whose book jacket combines an
1891 photograph of Alice James, ill in bed, with a reproduction of the
Tenniel drawing of Alice too big for the house that contains and constrains
her.36 Sontag's Alice James wishes and worries about holes to fall down and
muses on the problems of bigness and littleness (the stage sets for scene 6
place her in an oversized chair that makes her child-sized in her world), and
the play includes a fantastic tea party in which the making of stories about
women is discussed. Sontag's epilogue is explicit about her movement be-
tween Alices (see 25, 42—80). Sontag's play and her epilogue are deeply con-
cerned with names; "Perhaps nothing about a person is more potent, and
also more arbitrary, than the person's name," and both Alices, Liddell and
James, were members of famous clans, female bearers of the names of power-
ful fathers (114). Sontag's own title illustrates the circulation and doubling of
names; the play bears, but for its subtitle, the same name as Catherine
Schine's 1983 novel, Alice in Bed?1

Sontag's Alice play illustrates the importance of taking the naming of
Alice seriously but not allowing it to constitute a limit. Noon's Automated

Alice and Alison Habens's Dreamhouse underline the mutability of names by
a Carrollian device: Noon offers an automated/cyborgian double for Alice
named Celia and (Alison) Habens's Alice tale's heroine is also Celia—an ana-
gram of Alice.38 More important, Alice is only one name, if a ubiquitous
one, in stories and histories that evoke her. Like Steedman's Mignon and
Ryman's Dorothy, whose names change and who conjure other figures, Alice
texts often allude to other much-narrated female figures. We have already
seen several authors—Cohen, Mavor, and Rothstein—establish even if by
disavowing a relationship between Alice and Nabokov's Lolita; we shall see it

again.39 Sontag's epilogue cites Virginia Woolf's story of Shakespeare's sister,

but her Alice is a figure of the nineteenth century. Sontag's play's tea party
brings her Alice together with two "real" women—Emily Dickinson and

Margaret Fuller—as well as with two "fictional" (and theatrical) women,
Kundry from Parsifal and Myrtha, Queen of the Wilis, from Giselle. In a col-
lection of contemporary fantasy short stories, Fantastic Alices, two other au-
thors associate their Alices with Emily Dickinson; Dickinson's fabled "small-

ness," imagination, and wordplay seem to make her if not a mirror image at
least an associate of Alice for some authors.40

Sontag's play, moving beween Carroll's Alice and Alice James, also repeats



Asking Alice — 261

the theme of class. Sontag's play and its epilogue contend, directly and in-
directly, that material histories matter and that the class limits of Alice James's
imagination should shape the uses of her story, including how we make her
story emblematic of women's lives in the past or present.41 In this critical
awareness, Sontag's play is not only a sharp contrast to texts such as the
Morgan caption and Cohen's essay, but to another fiction about historical

figures, David Slavitt's 1984 novel, Alice at Eighty. In Slavitt's text, class and
pseudohistoricity are harnessed to very problematic claims about sexuality
and gender.

Slavitt's novel works through a series of fictional encounters in the 19205
and 19305 between Alice Liddell Hargreaves, her husband Reginald ("Regi"),
their son Caryl, Isa Bowman (an actress who had been among Dodgson/
Carroll's "child-friends," who played Alice on the stage and to whom Sylvie
and Bruno is dedicated), and Glenda Fenwick, a (fictional) London madam
who had known Carroll/Dodgson as a child at Eastbourne.42 In Slavitt's
text, there is no ambiguity about the sexual dimensions of Carroll/Dodgson s
relations with children; he is a "paedophile," a "poor sad pervert" who mas-
turbates beneath his photographer's drape while taking pictures and who
holds little girls onto his erections (79—80, 208). But Slavitt's novel "ac-
knowledges" (and thematizes the acknowledgment) of sexuality only to deny
any possible damage except that caused by "repression."43 Slavitt's novel en-
gages in two moves. First, Slavitt's Glenda and Isa are unharmed by Dodgson
because they understand and embrace sexual desire; more, they are indebted
to the good sense of their sexually savvy mothers. Isa's mother presents her to
Dodgson as younger than she really is and shaves the hair from her daughter's
vulva in order to support Dodgson's desire; Glenda's mother manipulates
Dodgson and teaches her daughter the skills of prostitution, including auc-
tioning her virginity to the highest bidder. Isa and Glenda expound theories
about the "power" of sexualized children, as well as sexually liberated women,
over men, although Isa also explains that all "females" secretly want to be se-
duced and controlled by more powerful men.44 Both tell stories in which
Dodgson's sexual desires, along with their mothers' enlightened attitudes, are
gifts that endow them with happy lives. In contrast, Alice Hargreaves is sexu-
ally "cold," but not because she was damaged in any way by Dodgson (49).
She and Regi have chosen to accept repression, whose most powerful em-
bodiment was the converse of Isa and Glenda's enabling mothers, the puri-

tanical and limited Mrs. Liddell. However—and here is Slavitt's second
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move—Alice has her own dark and guilty secret that has nothing to do with
sex. Alice and her younger sister Edith had been rivals for Dodgson and that
relationship caused Alice lasting shame and guilt; that is, the violent emotions
of children, and the inadequacies of middle-class, unimaginative Victorian
mothers, are dangerous, not the sexual actions or emotions of adults.

Slavitt's novel, in short, resolves the questions of those photographs—
banishing any uncertainty about the question of Dodgson's sexuality or the
sexual agency of children—while rendering them safe largely through the
construction of stories about class. Working-class or class-marginal people,
especially women, are cheerfully realistic and free, even if occasionally en-
dangered. Middle-class men like Regi and Caryl, however, are victims of
sexual hypocrisy, and middle-class women like Mrs. Liddell and Alice
Hargreaves are sexually repressive or repressed. Although Slavitt's Isa (like
Cohen and the Morgan exhibit) tells us en passant that it is common for the
poor to sell their daughters into prostitution, prostitution is also presented
as predominantly a space of female power, a picture that owes less, one sus-
pects, to historical analyses of the complexities of Victorian prostitution
than to old fantasies about brothels as red-flock-wallpapered free zones in a
"prudish" Victorian society.45 In sharp contrast to Sontag's emphasis on ma-
teriality and the power of culture, Slavitt makes sex the key to history and
class, sexual knowingness the key to happiness, and gender a self-chosen
burden that women can refuse or reshape at will.

In Sontag's Alice play and its epilogue, the powers of stories are stressed.
In the play's final scene, Alice James asks for a story, "without the unhappy
ending," and Sontag associates fallenness with being captured into a narra-
tive: Alice recalls that she "used to be a real person" but now "I feel as if I fell"
(109—10). Sontag's epilogue ends with an insistence on the dangerous limits
of stories, including those told by historians. Jean Strouse's biography of
Alice James is, in a sense, a story of survival: it culminates in a chapter titled
"A Voice of Her Own" and concludes with one in which Alice James crafts "a
legacy of her own"—the preservation of her (literary and other) remains—
and the achievement of "peace."46 Sontag, however, concludes: "the victories

of the imagination are not enough" (117). For Sontag, stories are powerful in

several ways. In contrast, Slavitt's characters are symptomatically contemptu-
ous of stories. The "liberated" characters—Isa and Glenda—depict the Alice

books as saccharine, bland, and escapist, "charming [but] irrelevant," "neat
[but] unsatisfying" (84,187—88).47 Their, and Slavitt's, stories seem to require
banishing anything scary, angry, or even complex or engaging from Carroll's
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work. If, as I suggested earlier, some possible stories threaten readerly pleasure

in Alice and Sontag warns of the costs of such pleasures, Slavitt's characters
deny that any grown-up should have or want such pleasures anyway.

Another contemporary "Victorian" Alice text, the 1985 film Dreamchild,

written by Dennis Potter and directed by Gavin Millar, oddly shares Slavitt's
immediate point of departure but offers a far more complex account of the
multiple powers of stories.48 Slavitt and Potter begin with the same story:
Alice Liddell Hargreaves's 1932 trip to New York to receive an honorary de-
gree from Columbia University. But Dreamchild makes very different use of
Carroll's texts. The film is about possible stories around those photographs,
possible relations between men and little girls, and about the nineteenth cen-
tury, but Dreamchild, like Sontag's Alice in Bed, is also about storymaking.

Dreamchild is visually imaginative in depicting pleasure and menace in
its "own" stories and in Carroll's. The film opens on a strange, uncanny, and
frightening shore where the Gryphon and Mock Turtle confront the seventy-
nine-year-old Alice Hargreaves. Here and in later scenes with the Mad Hatter
and March Hare, Carroll's characters are scary and grotesque; the stories
with which Alice Liddell is associated, in which Alice Hargreaves sometimes
feels trapped, are given dark power. In both Dreamckildand in Labyrinth, an
Alice-inflected 1986 film, storybook creatures are animated by Jim Henson's
workshop to be genuinely unnerving; they are ugly, have prominent teeth or
talons, and leer close to the camera.49 In the story the film tells of Alice
Liddell and Charles Dodgson as well, Alice is unsure if Dodgson is in some
way dangerous; when he tells her, "I like you exactly the way you are. . . . I
wouldn't change one hair of your head," she seems to hear both love and
threat. Dodgson has Alice dressed up in Chinese costume for a photograph
at the time; the film hints that he likes her just as he has made her and as he
wants to keep her. Nonetheless, Dreamchild's Alice enjoys Dodgson's love
and feels affection for him. Potter and Millar's film neither denies Alice's

emotions nor makes them symmetrical with Dodgson's.50 Elsewhere, too,
Potter emphasized the complexity of children's emotional lives even in cir-

cumstances of clear-cut abuse. Speaking of his own experience of sexual as-
sault by an uncle at age ten, Potter stressed that such deeply damaging expe-

riences can generate many kinds of stories, many kinds of containments,

and representations that should not be reduced to their traumatic origins.51

Children are not free of power for Potter—in Blue Remembered Hills and
in interviews, he argued that children's imaginations may contain and re-
iterate the violence or sinfulness of the adult world—but Dreamchild'^, very
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different from Slavitt's novel when it depicts children's power over adults.
Throughout the film, we see that Alice can hurt Dodgson—thoughtlessly, in
half-understood self-defense, or in petty but cruel malice—but even to her
cruellest action, Dodgson responds with restraint, his face suggesting for-
giveness and comprehension that her actions may be responses to the pres-
sures of his emotions. Dreamchilddoes not render adults and children equals
in responsibility.

Dreamchild values a kind of Victorian restraint as morally and psycho-
logically complex, not just a denigrated Victorian "repression." In the film's
very moving story, Charles Dodgson is stoic in his desire and sincere in his
love, accepting that what he loves most in Alice Liddell—her childness—
makes her unable to mirror his love. The film's final scene returns to that
strange shore. Dodgson has his face buried in his hands, as if weeping, but to
Alice Liddell's question, "what is his sorrow?" the Gryphon replies, "Ah, it's
all his fancy, that; he has nae got any sorrow." Dodgson raises his smiling
face; he was only pretending to cry; he and Alice join hands and laugh.
Nonetheless, we are back on that strange shore, the Gryphon and Mock
Turtle are still dark and ugly, and we have had our attention drawn to the
powers of pretense. We may conclude that Alice—Liddell or Hargreaves—
need not have been frightened and that Dodgson and his stories were never
dangerous, but we are not surprised that she was. The film has taught us that
even "untrue" or incomplete stories have power—to limit, to scare, to mark,
as well as to yield pleasure, profit, and adventure. In these double scenes on
the fantastic shore, Potter's screenplay and Henson's creatures thematize the
problem of those photographs—the simultaneous existence of playful and
deeply scary possible meanings—and they give real scariness to the scary
possibilities, even while they offer a generous resolution for their Alice.

Dreamchildis visually and verbally dense; every line, including—charac-

teristically for Potter—the lines of the songs, resonates with possible double

meaning. Doubleness is the film's method—as in the opening and closing

scenes—and one of its central themes. Alice Liddell and Alice Hargreaves
shift between and within scenes, and throughout the film, double names are
highlighted. Mrs. Hargreaves sharply corrects those who call her Alice or
refer to Mr. Dodgson as Lewis Carroll; she draws attention to the presump-
tions of familiarity and knowledge that naming may signify. These concerns
are linked to a repudiation of others' claims to own her story. She argues
with a New York reporter, Jack Dolan:
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JACK: We all want you to be the little girl you once were.

MRS. HARGREAVES: The little girl Mr. Dodgson made me out to be, you mean.

JACK: Yes, yes! Lewis Carroll's Alice.

MRS. HARGREAVES: . . . [it would be] utterly impossible to be what I never was.

JACK: . . . can't you just. . . play the part?

Like Sontag's Alice, Alice Hargreaves worries about being caught in a

story. However, Potter's Mrs. Hargreaves learns to use the cultural indus-

tries that initially try to use her—advertising, radio, and Hollywood—and

to make use of her image. That plot, as well as the romantic subplot be-

tween her companion, Lucy, and Jack, are given happy endings. Nonethe-

less, each repeats the questions about duplicity, seduction, and exploitation

that haunt Mrs. Hargreaves's memory of Charles Dodgson.

Dreamchild shares another theme with Slavitt's novel and other Alice
texts: a concern with mothers. Christopher Hampton's Alice play, like

Slavitt's novel, makes middle-class Oxford women the enforcers of painful

repression on Charles Dodgson's emotional expressivity. But Dreamchild is

more complicated. Mrs. Liddell appears suspicious of Dodgson from the

first scene in which she appears, and Alice explains to Dodgson, "You know

how very tiresome mothers can be." Later, Mrs. Liddell tells her daughters,

"sitting still is good for little girls," and again regards Dodgson's attention
to Alice with concern and an expression of recognition. But Potter's screen-
play does not simply use Mrs. Liddell as an emblem of repression. Alice
Hargreaves, in conversation with the Caterpillar, worries, " . . . like my
mother . . . my mother tore up his letters to me . . . why should she want to
do that unless there was something wrong, something I can't bear to think
about," but we also repeatedly see Alice Liddell both enjoying and being
puzzled by Dodgson's attention. Mrs. Liddell is partly a stand-in for, not

simply a source of, Alice's own fears.52 Mrs. Hargreaves even catches herself

becoming a double of her mother, badgering and castigating Lucy, "If I'd

behaved like that, my mother would've . . . my mother would've...." Lucy's

orphaned state underlines the hint that mothers are not the only source of

fear; Lucy is "frightened of everyone and everything, frightened of the

world." If Potter's Alice's mother is irritating and repressive, she is not simply

opposed to victimized or liberated daughters. She is troubled, and her trou-

bledness is usable by her daughter. That usability, indeed, slyly hints at the
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usability of the Victorian-mother figure in texts such as Slavitt's and
Hampton's and in the wider set of stories in which Victorian middle-class
mothers are the condensation of class-coded Victorian repressiveness.53

Sontag's, Slavitt's, and Potter's works quite differently use Victorian
Alices to make claims about Victorian culture, Victorian mothers, and
Victorian sexuality. Other writers have created more contemporary Alices
that nonetheless circle around the same themes: stories, sex, and sometimes
class, mothers, and photographs. Among these more recent Alice stories,
Wim Wenders's 1974 film, Alice in the Cities, shares Dreamchild's focus on
the elusive, unspoken relations between an adult man and a young child.54

Wenders's film, like Dreamchild, is a story of an awkward sad man and a
stroppy but sometimes frightened little girl, wandering through strange
lands. The protagonist, a German photographer and writer who has been
traveling in the United States, meets and becomes responsible for Alice, aged
nine, whose mother—not repressive but simply inexplicably detained—
fails to turn up as expected; he travels with her to Amsterdam and in search
of a home in Germany that she cannot remember clearly. Like some other
Alices, Wenders's Alice is vulnerable, in need of help, and uncertain about
some memories, but she is sure about food and stories and is willing to be
uncooperative and rude as well as charming. She is decisive about words
and referents and eager for reality; playing hangman on a plane, she fails to
guess that the word is Traum (dream) and insists, "words like that don't
count, only things that really exist." Alice in the Cities asks questions about
vision, pictures, and stories that move across Wenders's oeuvre; his more
recent Until the End of the World, Lisbon Story, and The End of Violence are
also about the pleasures and dangers of images.55 These questions nonethe-
less evoke Carroll's Alice. The characters in Alice in the Cities repeatedly

worry about photographs, stories, and truth. The protagonist's work is re-
jected by an editor: "that's why you came here—for someone to listen to

your stories—which are not really intended for you alone—but that's not
enough in the long run." He himself is divided by anxieties about images,
about "what really exists"; pictures "never really show what you've actually
seen" but "taking photographs has something to do with proof." Lisbon
Story, although not exactly an Alice tale (its presiding texts are by Pessoa,

another writer of shifting names), has a protagonist with the same name as

in Alice in the Cities, played in both films by Riidiger Vogler, and it slyly in-

cludes a white rabbit and a Cheshire cat and is even more explicit in wonder-
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ing about looking.56 In short, Alice in the Cities is like other Wenders films

in worrying about the invasiveness of images, but pictures also provide

memory and preserve connection. Wenders's films, like Dreamchild, are

aware of their own complicities in the dangers of pictures and yet empha-

size the potential of photographic apparatuses to offer joy and relationship.

In Alice in the Cities, Alice takes a picture of the protagonist in Amsterdam;

their two faces reflect and combine in the photograph. Later, in a moment

of sadness and jealousy, she comforts herself by looking at a photostrip of

the two of them, mugging sillily at the photobooth camera. Lisbon Story

worries about the intrusiveness of vision but concludes with a comic coda

that emphasizes the pleasure of pretense in a slapstick homage to early cine-

ma. As in Dreamchild, stories are self-consciously thematized, and they can

be both ended and left open. In the final sequence of Alice in the Cities, the

protagonist is taking Alice to her mother in Munich. As he is reading a movie

magazine, Alice asks what he will do next. "Finish off this story." "Your

scribbling?" He nods and asks, "And you, what'll you do?" She is pensive,

silent, then rises and the two lean out an open window over an unfolding

panorama of river and land.

Alice in the Cities, like Dreamchild, offers an understated and ultimately

gentle story of adult—child relations. Like Dreamchild, too, it raises the

question of eros but comically banishes threat. Alice and the protagonist are
lying in their underwear on the grass after swimming.

ALICE: I wonder if people think you're my father?

HIM: Me? No! Why? [pause] I don't know, why not? What else would they

think?

Alice then announces that she will ask a woman sitting nearby; he protests;

she leaps up and runs over. When Alice reports that the woman does not

believe he is her father, he asks why not, to which she calls the reply "Too

fat!"; they continue in a joking game of naming his faults. Soon after, the

protagonist sleeps with the woman but silently understands Alice's tem-

porary jealousy. In short, Wenders's film raises the question—what kind of

relationship might there be between a man and a little girl?—and, like

Dreamchild, tells a story in which a child desires adult attention and love,

but those feelings are comprehended without transgression. In both films—

Victorian or modern—the possibilities of dangerous relations between
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adults and little girls are acknowledged but contained. Both films can be
read as haunted by those photographs—unable to tell Alice stories without
wondering, without raising the question of the relations between adults and
children—but both dispel, through silent recognitions as well as overt
laughter, the possibility of Alice's story toppling into pathology.

A number of novels have, like Wenders's film, de-Victorianized Alices to
tell stories set in modern worlds, but in stories in which pathology of vari-
ous kinds is overtly present. Unlike Wenders's film, however, these modern
stories are not about adults and children but are stories of young women, in
late adolescence or their early twenties. Stephanie Grant's The Passion of
Alice^7 Catherine Schine's Alice in Bed, Alison Habens's Dreamhouse (in
which multiple Alices appear, sometimes anagrammatically), and, perhaps,
A. M. Homes's The End of Alice, all offer older Alices. These older Alices
nonetheless evoke questions I raised earlier about the production of resilient
heroines. In Grant's and Schine's novels, Alice is a young woman in a posi-
tion of considerable constraint and even danger, who is nonetheless demand-
ing, clever, recalcitrant, and intrepid. These Alices are ill: a young college
student is hospitalized in bed with a mysterious, immobilizing ailment that
causes intense pain, and a twenty-five-year-old young woman is in a clinic
for anorexia. Sontag, too, told a story of an older invalid Alice subject to
medical discipline, and Schine and Sontag share a multiplication of possible
causations—psychic and medical, as well as familial and cultural—for their
Alices' immobilizations. In all these tales, girls' and women's bodies are the
sites of failure or success, are subject to investigation and constraint, flattery
or condemnation. Marya Hornbacher's recent memoir, Wasted, like Grant's
novel, invokes Carroll's Alice's struggles with bigness and littleness and the

powers of looking glasses to tell a story of anorexia, bulimia, and the control
of bodies.58 In Grant's and Homes's fictions, Carroll's trope—"eat me"—is
associated with eating disorders and with eucharistic passions; pleasures,
not simply self-abnegating starvations, are evoked in intense, unsettling
scenes that are not reducible to displaced sexual appetites.

These texts also share with other Alice tales the interconnected themes

of proper femininity, class, and mothers. Grant and Schine—like Sontag

and Potter—recognize that their Alices' imperiousness, even in bed, is in-

debted to class privilege, and the powers of middle-class mothers move
through these novels as much as through Slavitt and Potter's works. In
Grant's and Schine's stories, mothers are loving but inadequate; Homes's
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narrator tells us that his nameless female correspondent (like Schine's Alice,
a college student from an upper-middle-class suburb) has an ineffective
mother who attempts to cajole her into proper femininity, and his Alice—
the twelve-year-old girl he murdered—was subject to her mother's ineffec-
tive attempts to control and protect. Habens's feminist Dreamhouse offers a
more punitive and oppressive mother who shoves her daughter hard in the
direction of a dismal marriage, and Pullman's fantastic The Golden Compass
contains a scary mother who is seductively ultrafeminine and deadly. Across
Alice-invoking texts, mothers' limits and their powers are associated with
class. In some stories, they are dangerous queens, subjecting daughters to
frightening games; more generally, they are enforcers, tantalizing examples,
or sad reminders of the costs of respectable womanhood.

Schine's, Grant's, and Homes's novels overlap with other Alice texts as
well in offering looking-glass worlds that their resilient heroines must nego-
tiate. For Schine's Alice Brody and Grant's Alice Forrester, hospitals are
looking-glass worlds of language games, rules, arbitrary decisions, and
strange people, although Grant also offers a mall bridal salon as a seductive
and dangerous mirror-world. In Homes's novel, the nameless male narrator,
a convicted pedophile, is in prison.59 These repeated fictions of institution-
ality allude both to Carroll's Alice books, and indirectly, even unconsciously,
to the institutionality of Oxford, another world of strange, arbitrary rules
and word games. In Homes's, Grant's, and Habens's novels, middle-class
culture, especially in suburbia, can, like Alice Liddell's Oxford, be as weird,
confusing, rule-bound, and illogical as any looking-glass world. The End of
Alice and Schine's Alice in Bed also, like Slavitt's Alice at Eighty, comment on
the strangeness of even recent histories; if Regi and Caryl highlight the re-
pressiveness of Victorian society, Homes and Schine highlight the oppres-
sive dailiness of, respectively, the 19505 or 19605 and the early 19708 in
Westchester and Westport. But Homes's novel also offers a warning. Her
narrator asserts that there is no, or little, difference between his prison and
the outer world, and between him and "us," but his claims are an attempted

seduction by a highly unreliable narrator; his knowingness about the secrets

of suburbia and about "our" secret identifications are deeply self-serving and
allow him to claim a kind of "innocence," which the very overtness of his

crime "proves" (74-75, 109). More narrowly, it is worth remembering that
Grant's and Schine's protagonists choose to reenter worlds more normal
than the hospitals they inhabit.
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Alice's attractions for stories about female adolescence and young
womanhood—especially the themes of confusion, boundaries, parent-child
relationships, the costs of adulthood, and the arbitrariness of various social
worlds—thus run across these novels by Grant, Schine, Habens, and Homes.
The appeal of Alice's name for exploring such themes is not limited to fiction,
as Hornbacher's memoir and Mandy Sayers's autobiographical Dreamtime

Alice illustrate.60 These contemporary, un-Victorian, novels do more than
simply borrow a name, invoke an image or moment from Carroll's texts, or
take advantage of the suitability of Carroll for stories about youth and lim-
inality. Their plots subtly or overtly present knowledge of those photo-
graphs and the stories sometimes told about them. Certainly, one could
read the aging of Alice as a response not just to the ways in which photo-
graphs freeze moments of childhood but as a riposte to Charles Dodgson/
Lewis Carroll's sadness about girls' growing up, the wish attributed to him
(by biographies and by Dreamchild] to keep little girls just as they are forever.
But these novels do not just reassert time. They are also stories about young
people and erotic agency. These Alices must struggle to comprehend, re-
spond to, or resist other people's imputations or refusals of sexuality. These
stories are not about little girls but they are definitely about sex.

Grant's Alice's erotic struggle is to find a way to formulate her desire for
another woman, to find a language that does not feel entrapping. Schine's
Alice in bed is seduced by a creepy doctor who addresses her in diminu-
tives and eroticizes her smallness and physical helplessness. The heroine of
Habens's Dreamhouse finds that desire in women, and desire for women, is
not a "fall" but a leap into heights (250). Grant's Alice and Habens's Celia
both have (like Alice Liddell?) important friendships with sexually dissident/
dissonant men; Grant's Alice's recovery includes a reconciliation with her

black gay friend Ronald, a friendship that had been destroyed by sex and de-

nial, and Habens's Celia grapples to understand her housemate, Dodge(son),
a transgendered man with whom she argues about names and with whom

others confuse her. Sexual labels and languages must be refused, reworked,
and claimed in these books. Grant's The Passion of Alice suggests that sex

and stories need to be disentangled. Like Dreamchild's Alice Hargreaves,
Grant's Alice comes to understand that she has been more afraid than nec-
essary; sexuality can bring pain as well as pleasure but desire is "only a fact";
it "lacked agency" in itself and it did not determine what stories might be
lived (256).
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Schine's novel more overtly echoes questions about Carroll/Dodgson
and the applicability of sexual labels. Alice wonders about her ludicrously
Anglophilic father. He has abandoned his marriage and embarked on a new
life, and he asks Alice to send him some of her childhood books, including
one about a rabbit, in order, Alice suspects, to woo the child of his new girl-
friend. Alice muses:

her father loved nine-year-olds. He had been wonderful to Alice and Willie

when they were nine. It seemed futile for him to start with another nine-

year-old, though. . . . It was bound to become ten sooner or later, and then

eleven, and then twelve [and then an adolescent with a sex l i f e ] . . . . Poor

Daddy, she thought. This can only end in tears. (121)

Alice and her brother, talking about their father, jokingly wonder whether
he's "entering his second childhood" or is "a pederast," but Alice sadly con-
cludes that he simply cannot accept her maturation: "Alice looked at her fa-
ther in his blue blazer and silk ascot and thought how difficult it must have
been for him to watch her turn from a happy girl earnestly coaxing her spir-
ited pony over a stone wall into a sullen teenager locking herself in her
room to listen to loud rock and roll. A chair in the dollhouse that suddenly
violated the decor. . . . And then of course I was sick as well as sullen. He
must have found that a kind of obscenity" (217).

The aging of Alice into adolescence or young adulthood can both mark
and deny the ways in which Alice texts are haunted by those photographs
and the possible stories about them. If class offers some authors a way of
suavely acknowledging while immediately displacing questions of the sexu-
alization of children, the age shifting of Alice allows her to figure in stories
that are sexual but not pedophilic while still being about youth and power.
If those photographs cause us to wonder if we should wonder about the sexu-
alization of little girls, the aging of Alice allows an open exploration of the
erotic. Stories about not-little girls can freely be stories about sex. As in

Schine, questions about pedophilic desires can even resurface jokily or in-

directly. This is not to say that these novels are settled, let alone comforting,
in the effects of this displacement. Schine's novel, for example, risks a trou-
bling conclusion. Her Alice, virtually paralyzed, is seduced by an infantiliz-
ing doctor, and yet she is a lusting, voluntary participant who feels desire
for him and other men.61 If readers are meant to be startled out of the easy
assumption that the disabled or the ill are sexless—that is, if Schine's text
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means to draw attention to and overturn a taboo—does it intend an analogy
to be made to other taboos? If Schine is out to challenge us to imagine that
(even) sick girls might like sex, even in situations of maddening constraint
and pain, even when addressed in smarmy diminutives, does her placement
of this quite reasonable claim under the sign of Alice invite analogies to
other girls who have limited power and are conventionally seen as erotically
inert? Are we meant to wonder if little girls like sex too? Schine's novel does
not make such a clear claim but it risks such analogizing.

The shift of Alice's name to stories about Alices indisputably old enough
to be erotic agents may both exhibit awareness about those photographs—
and questions about sexuality and agency—and offer an easy out. Even
Slavitt's Alice at Eighty may be marked by this anxiety; his tale insists that Isa
Bowman, when first involved with Dodgson, wasn't really eleven, she was
really thirteen, only pretending to be younger.62 Of course, the question of
Alice's age and Alice's agency overflows the category of Alice stories per se.
To use a trite recent example, media and popular discussions about Monica
Lewinsky highlighted the confusion and opportunism of allocations of sexu-
al adulthood to female figures; Lewinsky, in her twenties, was cast in some
accounts as the child victim of adult male lust; that is, the aging of Alice in
some texts may not secure her erotic agency for some readers, given the
volatility of ideas about gender and sexual agency in young people.

This incoherence is not new: Carolyn Steedman argues that the instability
and sometimes unknowability of Mignon's age—she is sometimes a "little
girl," sometimes "older than her years"—is central to that figure's repetition
and usefulness in nineteenth-century plots (Strange Dislocations, 34,36,41). In
our time, however, Lolita is the (unstable, covering, fetishized) name for fe-
male figures whose desirability depends on their youth but whose age itself

and whose status as sexual agent are famously unstable. The instability of
Lolita's age underlines questions about the repercussions of aging Alice. While
Rothstein applied the name to a seven-year-old, Lolita is more often, like
Schine's and Grant's Alices, older than her "original." Whatever the reasons—
capitulation to "prudery," casting difficulties, or legal issues—the aging of
"Lo" in both film versions, from Nabokov's twelve-year-old to fourteen or
fifteen, has effects. Most obviously, it removes the necessity of thinking

about Humbert's category of "nymphets" as including nine-year-olds. By en-
listing our knowledge that "of course" teenage girls are sexual and can be flir-

tatious and aggressive, the Lolita films risk aligning themselves with Humbert
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at his most self-serving, speaking of his helplessness in the face of nymphetic
actions, rather than Nabokov at his most complex.63 James B. Harris, the
producer of Stanley Kubrick's Lolita, claimed: "We wanted [Humbert] to be
the only innocent person in the piece," and Adrian Lyne's Lolita as well as-
pires to be Humbert's tragedy.64 The shifting of Dolores Haze's age helps
"Lolita" to become the name for sexually aggressive minors, as in popular us-
ages such as the "Long Island Lolita."65

Lolita is not just a parallel to Alice as an often-aged figure. We have seen
that their names often appear together in critical texts—in Mavor, Cohen,
and Rothstein—whether to claim or deny that "their" stories are the same.66

A. M. Homes's The End of Alice, however, goes beyond a quick invocation to
a more sustained bringing together of Nabokov and Alice while reiterating
the questions that Alice's aging in other texts might raise. Homes's novel is a
first-person narrative by a nameless, imprisoned pedophile and murderer
who tells us about his correspondence with a nameless female college stu-
dent who writes to him about her desire for and seduction of a twelve-year-
old boy. The End of Alice is a Lolita text as much or more than it is an Alice
text; Homes's novel is deeply, fundamentally Nabokovian. The narrator de-
picts himself as a Humbertish gentleman-aesthete, infinitely nuanced in his
pleasures and pains; he is seductive and unbearable in his language games
and jokiness, his lovingly detailed accounts of the degradations and pains he
suffers and those he tells us about having inflicted or wishing to inflict. As in
Nabokov, too, the disjunction between the narrator's account of his helpless-
ness and the account of what he did to Alice that he finally repeats to us ex-
poses his self-interest. Throughout the novel, we must wonder at even his
"slips," the moments at which his text claims or seems to be out of control.

I will return to The End of Alice's affiliations with Nabokov, but Homes's
novel shares themes with other Alice texts: the trope of eating as transfor-
mative; an institutional setting and a depiction of "normal" middle-class so-
ciety as a looking-glass world that is arbitrary, confusing, and scary. As in
other Alice texts, mothers are dangerous: Homes's narrator depicts his
mother as unstable, seductive, unpredictable, and sexually exploitative, and

the mothers of his victim, his young woman correspondent, and the young
boy that correspondent allegedly seduces as controlling but ineffective, un-

attractive stereotypes of suburban femininity. The End of Alice also sharpens
some of the questions I have pursued through other Alice texts, questions

about attribution and agency and the making of sexual stories. Homes's
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narrator, like other authors, freely attributes desires to others, including
"us." We know nothing about "the girl" who writes him but what he claims
are her words, and he repeatedly draws attention to how he has "translated"
her inadequate accounts into detailed stories of her actions and desires; he
tells us how much he hates it "when they believe they can think for them-
selves" (52). Homes's narrator's repeated and overt claims to know, and thus
to be licensed to act upon, the "truth" of others' desires alerts us to the use-
fulness and the dangers of such claims. Victorianist James Kincaid's scholar-
ly Child-Loving similarly claims to offer a brave knowledge that "we" are all
child lovers and all share in pedophilic desires, but Carolyn Steedman has
rightly noted how Kincaid occludes other possible deep subjective relation-
ships to stories of child sex (Strange Dislocations, 166—68).

Homes's narrator tells us about his attractiveness to filmmakers, writers,
and academics, who visit or write him, as well as the placement of his child-
hood belongings in a museum of crime, and Homes compounded this
theme by publishing, alongside her novel, an art book of pictures of arti-
facts linked to the novel.67 Homes's text(s), that is, highlight the desire to
understand extreme acts and the belief that a careful enough scrutiny can
yield comprehension. But her narrator also draws attention to the glamour
and self-congratulating sophistication that can attend the desire to en-
counter, to know, to claim terrible things, to hear and tell horrifying stories,
and she shows us how this glamour ratifies the narrator's story of himself as
too good, rather than too bad, for "normal" life. Homes's novel, like other
Alice texts, conjoins desires and knowledge with the power of stories.
Homes's narrator tells many stories before and instead of the story of his
murder of Alice. Throughout his accounts, the possibly fantasized status of
his stories taunts that we are, after all, reading a novel, a fiction, while the
narrator also tells us how powerful stories are. He quotes his young woman
correspondent, who tells him that the stories of his murder of Alice, who
lived on her street in Scarsdale, shaped her life: "I live differently because of

you, there is no such thing as safety" (164—69). But we have only his ac-

count of her words.
The End of Alice both thematizes and works by exciting the desire for

stories. The narrator presents himself as desperate for the young woman's

stories and willing to create them himself if necessary, but while telling
many other stories, which may be fantasies, of other children and what he
did to them, he withholds the story of his Alice, the child he killed. The
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sadistic suspense of his withholding, as much as the sadistic pleasure of his
recounting, places the reader in the perverse position of wishing for the plot
to move forward, if only to end the suspense—wishing for something to
"happen" in a plot in which only terrible things happen. The stories he does
tell—excruciating or nauseating for at least some readers—dare the reader
to endure. Instead of the universals other authors offer we are "all" pe-
dophiles or we "all" know about children, sex, or Victorians—Homes's
novel implicates us by suggesting a different universal: we "all" want stories.
Homes's novel can be read as responding to those photographs in a different
register. The End of Alice suggests that we prefer stories over uncertainty and
undecidability; we may even prefer scary stories, including those that use
the language of brave exposition of sociological or psychological truth, be-
cause they confirm our own resilience.68 In short, Homes's Alice tale speaks
deeply to the problem of those photographs—not what they mean but how
they incite desires to find and to use stories.

The End of Alice's extremely sophisticated relations to Nabokov com-
plicates its conjunction with other Alices, however, especially in its ending.
In her killer's (deeply unreliable) account, the denouement—that is, the
murder—is in some sense caused by Alice's female biology. Alice becomes
extremely, violently upset on getting her first period, for which she was un-

prepared; her hysterical fear and distress "make him" stab her to death and
mutilate, dismember, decapitate, and rape her dead body (267—69). This
plotline is related to the narrator's earlier story of his mother's body and his
mother's blood, but the theme of female reproductive biology compound-
ing female vulnerability both echoes Lolita and brings Homes's narrator's
account oddly near Slavitt's Alice at Eighty. Homes's narrator insinuates, like
Slavitt, that it is children's emotions that are dangerous. Adequate sexual
knowledge might allow sexual engagement with adults to be untraumatic or
at least not fatal. In her murderer's tale, which is the only tale we have,

Alice's sexual ignorance and wild emotions lead to her end.

Homes's Alice's textual relations also oscillate between Lolita and other
Alice tales in another regard. Like other modern Alices and like Dolores

Haze, Homes's Alice is not a little girl. Indeed, the narrator sometimes con-

flates his child victim, Alice, who is twelve and a half, and his nameless female
correspondent, who is nineteen or twenty. Moreover, although the narrator

had earlier told of younger girl-victims, Alice—the girl he "loves" and kills—
is pubescent and she is extremely sexually aggressive. The narrator surmises
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that her actions—masochistic as well as aggressive and taunting—may be
the result of earlier sexual abuse, but they nonetheless allow him to tell a par-
ticular kind of story, of a man tormented by a seductive child/adolescent.69

Alice is only partly a child and is in some respects, like Mignon, "old beyond
her years." Homes is truer to Lolita than the films of that name, which age
Dolores even further, and her novel does not, any more than Nabokov's,
present Alice as deserving her fate. Yet by placing Alice on the cusp of adoles-
cence, by foregrounding Alice's body's sexual maturation, Homes both raises
and restricts the terms of questions about children, sexuality, and agency.

Homes ensconces Alice's story in Nabokov's. But if Homes's novel's rela-
tions to Lolita incite metaphors about halls of mirrors, this essay too has be-
come a looking-glass world of texts that mirror or modify each other and
speak to other stories. I end therefore by doubling back, to say more about
an Alice text cited earlier, which is itself about moving, mutating figures.
Alison Habens's Dreamhouse thoroughly uses Carroll's Alice novels while
commenting on the uses of Carroll, Alice, and Charles Dodgson.

Habens's story of how Celia changed her mind combines Carroll's word-
plays, reversals, and multiplication of figures—the anagrammatic Celia is
but one of several Alices—with contemporary satire. Dreamhouse includes
violence—an attempted rape and a murder—and sharp-edged allusions to
sexual violence and threats to children, and it refuses to manage the question
of those photographs by producing a contained story of sexual predation.
Habens's Dodge(son), a housemate of her central character, Celia, is neither
desireless nor a dangerous deviant; although sometimes unsure in his loyal-
ties, he is not a villain and his desires are absurd, moving, and uncategoriz-
able within simplistic schemata. He is sexually dissonant/dissident without
being either Slavitt's harmless "poor sad pervert" or a dangerous heterosexual

pedophile. Instead, Dreamhouse gives Dreamchild's strategy of doubling an
extra turn. Celia first thinks that Dodge is sexually interested in her but then

realizes that his desires are more complicated. His room is a "mirror image"
of hers and he pleads to borrow her Alice-blue frock: "Dodge doesn't want
her. Dodge wants to be her" (140). In a mirroring conversation, Celia and
Dodge argue about Alice and Victorian men; Celia tells him that in Tenniel's
illustrations, "Alice looks like a boy. A boy with a wig on. Wearing a dress.
Just like you." Dodge bristles, "A girl doesn't want to be told she looks like

some Victorian queen's sexual fantasy. It's unnatural" (141). He defends his

own masquerade's power but is also the only one who can recognize Celia
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through her costumes. Despite Habens's satirical take on Dodge's love of
the stereotypical femininity by which Celia is endangered, he is a perceptive
voice about sexual danger and a defender of Celia's choices. In Celia's dress,
he is attacked by a Mad Hatter who thinks he is "Alice," and he learns, "No
matter what I said, it would have been Alice talking. And you know that
men don't listen to little girls. His 'Yes' was worth a hundred of my 'Nos,'"
and in another context, he reiterates: "Celia said no. She said no, and she
meant no. So we're just going to have to take no for an answer" (266, 324).

Dreamhouse reminds us that the dernonization of some marginal men
may divert attention from dangers inside families. But Habens avoids the
countermove of Kincaid's Child-Loving, in which a critique of the demo-
nization of the figure of the pedophile as utterly deviant Other is oddly pur-
chased, as Carolyn Steedman notes, by a remarkable silence about incest and
parafamilial abuse (Strange Dislocations, 167). Habens does not buy recogni-
tion of familial dangers by glibly eclipsing other dangers, as in the The End

of Alices narrator's attempts to elide what he did—torture and murder—
with all the hidden violences of suburbia. In Dreamhouse, danger is neither
wholly outside nor wholly inside; Habens's text refuses that economy. After
the murder, police attempt to break down the door of the house, but by
ironic "luck," "the door is substantial; designed to have old-fashioned fami-
lies raised behind it, designed to keep strangers out and secrets in" (326).
Habens's Dodge draws attention both to continuities in forms of violence
("you know that men don't listen to little girls") and to the reality of non-
familial assaults (266). Dodge (cross-dressed as Celia) and the novel's Alice
are attacked, and those attacks make clear that sexual danger is not located
only in individual strangers or in secretly pathological families. One attack is
an attempted date rape by a man who feels entitled, while the Mad Hatter is
both a rapist and a policeman. Habens also suggests that violence is not the
only means by which some men secure power. Like Dreamchild, in which
Alice Liddell sometimes finds Dodgson's adoring gaze oppressive,
Dreamhouse notes that male pathos can be a weapon: Celia's father has al-
ways found the making of "sad doggy-eyes . . . his best weapon against
women and socialists alike" (261). Conventional marriage is presented as a
risk of starvation and mutilation, and some mothers are punitive enforcers

of constraint on their daughters, but Habens does not simply repeat the
trope of repressive mothers; a subplot involves intense, loving mourning by

two daughters for their mother.
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Habens's novel moves between the "real" and the "fantastic," and, like
Dreamchild, argues that the two are not separable. When Celia protests that
the Alice tales are "a bedtime story for children," her double, Alice, "drawls,"
"That's just what I used to think" and expounds the looking-glass realpolitik
of Wonderland: "Wonderland is an institution like any other. Riddled with
corruption and rotten with internal politics. It's back-stabbing all the way to
the top" (91). One of Habens's Tweedledee/Tweedledum twins, Hebe, tells
Celia: "It is always daylight in the depths of your unconscious mind. And it
is a political unconscious. It's up on current affairs. It reads the papers. It
knows what's going on," while Celia's mother learns from the Sheep that
"something she thought was a figment of her own childhood imagination . . .
is out on general release. How many hundreds of people must have the same
dreams?" (228, 239-40). Habens's brilliant concluding sequence comments
on Alice's mobility. Celia is mysteriously transformed; she becomes—like
Disney's Alice?—a cartoon, a giant image, towering, transparent, lumines-
cent, naked, singing. But this transfiguration is not a containment in yet an-
other fantasy; she then becomes invisible. Her unlocatable voice explains:

"Generations of girls have sat at that tea table and been told to shut up and

listen," Celia's tones are terrible, "and all they hear are nonsense crimes, but

the Hatter's word is the law. . . . We must get out of Wonderland. . . .

Disillusioned? I know I am." (312-13)

Her friends think they glimpse her, through a tiny, unpassable door, in a
mysterious garden, shimmering under a tree, but to Dodge's question—can
she hear him?—she replies, "No." A cryptic, jubilant postcard later falls
through the box of an empty house. Celia doesn't live here anymore.

Habens's novel pays paradoxical homage to the stories whose dangers
she cites and evokes the complicity of stories with violence while seizing
their plots of escape. Celia both escapes Alicehood—containment in sto-
ries about little girls—and claims that figure's powers, mutabilities, and
elusiveness. Dreamhouse condenses, therefore, much of the work of this
essay: Habens's novel knows that Alice is always on the move and endlessly
usable, that Alice stories contend with the powers of gender and sex and

the powers of stories to contain and deflect; that Alice is always being

dressed up and unmasked, being attacked and idealized, being reiterated
and disappearing. Dreamhouse knows that Alice's mutability is not un-

ambiguous; it knows that Alice's name has been inscribed in misogynist
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and trite stories as well as feminist fantasies. Dreamhouse knows that there

is no end of Alice.
To repeat my own earlier words, in a new context: Dreamhouse's multi-

plications—of Alices and stories—offers a microcosm of the wider, multi-
authored profusion of Alices. But if no one can keep their hands off Alice,
few can not wonder what it means to touch her. This doubleness—Alice's
endless appeal, but the apparent necessity of containing the stories to be
told about her, a necessity often shaped by a desire for stories of agency, re-
silience, autonomy, and durable selfhood—often generates plots in which
wondering is central. Alice-writers do not only or always tell stories about
desire—stories that explicitly inscribe or deny the sexual—but when they
do, they often displace the stories they claim to tell. Some use class and
prostitution to localize and displace the sexualization of children; others re-
sort to the Lolita-fi\m gambit, in which an age shift ensures that Alice is not
just a sexual victim by ensuring that she is not a child. Wondering is also
often banished by claims to knowledge—knowledge about sex, knowledge
about children, knowledge about Victorians. Yet if some stories align us with
a fantasied figure of Alice Liddell and her sisters—asking for more stories—
the problem of those photographs is not just the stories they suggest but
that they will never say enough, never move us from storymaking to knowl-
edge. Thus, other authors, including me, tell stories that draw attention to
Alice's revisions and perambulations, appearances and disappearances: sto-
ries about the making of stories. In mirror images of knowing-stories, Alice
becomes a figure or a name for unknowability. Potter and Wenders, Homes
and Habens, darkly or comically thematize not only the threat of sexual sto-
ries but the elusive power of stories more generally. More: in their tales, de-
sire is a capacious, uncertain category, including but not reducible to sex.
These authors remind us that stories, desire, and knowledge can appear in
many sentences, in changing combinations and weights.

Indeed, the proliferation and mobility of Alice is not new—since her
first appearance, she has been usable for many purposes. Her mobility is not

distinctively postmodern, however appealing she has been for writers who
position themselves as such. Nor is wondering about Charles Dodgson, or

about relationships between children and adults, vision and possession, es-

pecially fin-de-siecle. Potter and Millar's film draws on a play written in the
19605, and Wenders's Alice-invoking films—however they have been seen as
distinctively postmodern—run from the 19705 through the 19905. The
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trope of the repressive Victorian was also certainly far from unique to late-

twentieth-century culture. Alice tales can easily form part of a story of con-

tinuities between postmodernism and modernism, as in her continued us-

ability for those interested in children, language, and eros (Dusinberre).

Nor need Alice remain where / have put her: in an unfinished and provi-

sional story about the appeals and costs of the desire for stories of resilience

and agency, and in a story about tensions between knowingness, wonder-

ing, and narrative. There are many more Alice stories than I have told, and

there will be more to come, more that we may wish for, more than we may

wish for. No one can keep their hands off Alice, but no one can hold on to

her either.

Notes
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possible.
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Specters of the Novel

Dracula and the Cinematic Afterlife

of the Victorian Novel

Ronald R. Thomas

Sartre, a movie-goer since the age of three, tells us somewhere that the

theory of contingency—the fundamental experience of Nausea and the

cornerstone of Sartrean existentialism as such—was derived from the ex-

perience of film, and in particular from the mystery of the difference be-

tween the image and the world outside. . . . Did human nature change on

or about December 28, 1895?

Fredric Jameson, Signatures of the Visible

"Here I am, sitting at a little oak table . . . and writing in my diary in short-

hand all that has happened since I closed it last. It is nineteenth-century up-

to-date with a vengeance. And yet, unless my senses deceive me, the old

centuries had, and have, powers of their own which mere 'modernity' can-

not kill."1 So writes Bram Stoker's character Jonathan Harker while im-

prisoned in Dracula's Transylvanian castle, lost in an unmapped region of

Eastern Europe while on a business trip selling London real estate to that

strange foreign gentleman. Despite Marker's repeatedly expressed concern

that he cannot pinpoint his location on any available map or in any book,

his sense of disorientation is not principally geographical. He is as lost in time

as he is in space, stranded uncomfortably in some uncharted territory be-

tween what he calls the "powers" of "the old centuries" and those of "moder-

nity." The young solicitor's act of writing an "up-to-date with a vengeance"

account of the bewildering events that transpire in this temporal and spatial
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limbo impresses upon him the consciousness of a profound historical dis-
location, placing him squarely on the threshold of what might justifiably be

called the post-Victorian.
Harker penned his diary in the recently invented language of business

shorthand in a notebook that would eventually be transcribed by his wife
on her typewriter and collated with a number of other typewritten docu-
ments from other modern media—phonograph records, newspaper clip-
pings, intercontinental telegraphic messages, personal letters, shipping
records, railroad timetables, Kodak photographs—all of which together
comprise the text of Dracula. Those documents, each of them written origi-

nally in the hand of Bram Stoker, of course, would eventually be typeset
and then mass-produced for the modern readers that made this late-
Victorian gothic sensation a best-selling novel in both the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. But Marker's diary and the novel that contained it
would find another equally enduring medium and a still wider audience
when Dracula was adapted for the screen. David Pirie has counted more
than two hundred vampire movies produced in the period between 1955
and 1970 alone, in markets ranging from the United States to England,
Spain, Mexico, France, and the Philippines.2 The actual number of Dracula
films in existence is ultimately incalculable because it is difficult to deter-
mine which of them qualify as actual adaptations of Stoker's novel and
which are more properly regarded as mere parodies, pastiches, or allusions to
it.3 Regardless, unless, like Jonathan Harker, our senses deceive us, Dracula
has been made into moving pictures "with a vengeance," more frequently
than any other literary work—Victorian or otherwise.

We should not be surprised that Hollywood's obsession with making and
remaking nineteenth-century novels into movies simply will not die, nor that
"the movies" have become the principal medium through which the Victori-
an novel, and even Victorian culture, has maintained its ghostly afterlife in
modern society. I will argue here that the reasons for this irrepressible haunt-
ing of contemporary "visual culture" by the specters of nineteenth-century

"novel culture" are embedded in modernity's mixture of anxiety and nostal-

gia over these two deeply interrelated phenomena that are also at the heart of
Bram Stoker's Dracula: the modern sense of having lost a nineteenth-century

conception of the autonomous individual "character" (on the one hand)

and (on the other) the modern belief that the forces of the past drain the life
from the present even as they sustain it. I will explore how this combination
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of concerns is singularly embodied in the plot of this most frequently filmed
Victorian novel and, more specifically, in the history of its myriad film adap-
tations. In both instances, the message about character and historical con-
sciousness becomes inseparable from the medium in which that message is
delivered, so much so that the media themselves transform the subject—
and subjects—of the text beyond recognition or reclamation.

Dracula adaptations have by no means cornered the market of Victorian
novels made into movies. In the last few years alone, not only has virtually
the entire Jane Austen oeuvre been put on film, but classic nineteenth-
century novels from almost every novelistic tradition continue to offer a po-
tent source of material for the screen. Kenneth Branagh's 1994 version of
Frankenstein was only one more in a seemingly endless stream of adapta-
tions of Mary Shelley's story of perilous self-making, dating back to the first
Edison studios' silent production of 1910. Recent film versions of Hardy's
Jude, Bronte's Jane Eyre, James's Portrait of a Lady, and yet another Great

Expectations (this updated variant set in modern-day Miami and New York
City) make clear how deeply implicated the medium of film continues to be
with core Victorian issues. These very different novels from the nineteenth
century all deal in their distinct ways with the crucial concern of maintain-
ing a stable and definable moral "character" who takes his or her place in the
forward progression of history. Not accidentally, these are the very Victorian
virtues so frequently longed for by contemporary politicians and pundits
who vilify the decline of modern society and condemn the influence mod-
ern movies inflict upon it.

Stoker's novel, and its legion of film versions, make these same issues
their central concern as well; but here they are staged as the problematic
symptoms of fundamental conflicts between the past and the present in

which the traditional conception of character is threatened by primitive

forces from within and by modern forces from without. The modern com-

pulsion to repeat and recapture a Victorian past symptomatizes an ambiva-
lence in the relationship between now and then—a simultaneous desire to

recover the lost sense of "character" the Victorians at least seem to have em-
bodied and a simultaneous fear of being recaptured by that archaic forma-

tion. "The death of the novel," D. A. Miller has argued, "has really meant
the explosion everywhere of the novelistic" into a modern mass culture, a
phenomenon that treats the essentialized "liberal subject" at the heart of the
Victorian novel as, at once, the lost paragon and the antitype of post-
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Victorian persons.4 The medium of film itself, especially when it lives off
the Victorian novel as its source for scripts, captures this ambivalence in a
particularly eloquent way.

Uncertainty about the status of persons and historical consciousness is
absolutely central to the plot of Dracula, a story in which a spectral figure
from the past literally threatens to extinguish the will and agency of
Victorian character as they exist in a series of stock Victorian characters in
the present: the young woman and the young man coming of age; the pro-
gressive physician at the vanguard of scientific theory; the effete aristocrat in
decline; the lunatic confined in an asylum; the flirtatious "new woman"; the
ambitious professional; and so on. That ghostly figure from the past lives by
drawing its lifeblood from the present and transforming individual charac-
ters into zombie-like automata, essentially denying them their character
and autonomous agency. Dracula does this by first inciting and then disci-
plining their suppressed erotic energies.5 But this is not his only tactic. The
vampire also manages to stimulate and then inhabit the same informational
technologies with which his victims try to document his activities and resist
his power. Considered in the light of its subsequent cinematic incarnations,
the materials of Stoker's novel conspire with its screen history to offer a
compelling metaphor for the way nineteenth-century texts and textuality,

together with the sense of subjectivity they symbolize, haunt the modern
cinema and even the modern sensibility.

This haunting effect is dictated first by the way Stoker's plot is present-
ed to its reader: in the form of a series of written texts generated in more
and more technologically sophisticated media, which themselves become
mysteriously possessed by the mediumship of the same hallucinatory
power they seek to master and destroy—the "undead" force from the past
we call Dracula.6 From the very first screen adaptation of the novel (F. W.
Murnau's Nosferatu in 1922), modern filmmakers have extended that im-
pulse by foregrounding the cinematic vampire's genealogy from the world

of texts and the modern media's simultaneous enthrallment by and tran-

scendence of all that is represented by the more primitive medium of tex-
tuality. Because the vampire's power (especially in these film adaptations) is

expressed through his ability to access his victims through their eyes and to
manipulate what they see and what they do not see, the cinema may be the
ideological principle silently guiding the evolution of modern media tech-

nologies so elaborately documented in the novel. In this light, Mr. Marker
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would seem to have gotten it right in that diary entry. There are some powers
of past centuries that the media of modernity cannot kill, and Dracula is
foremost among them.

The force of that now prior time—Marker's "up-to-date nineteenth
century"—seems to live on in our own time not in spite of but within the

representational machinery of modernity: not just in the typewriter, the
phonograph, and the telegraph, but (even more persistently) in the moving

pictures of the cinema, where that spellbinding power of the past is ritually
recalled and disposed of in the darkness of the local cineplex with each new
incarnation of yet another vampire movie. The point is not simply that
cinematic style began with the Victorian novel, as Sergei Eisenstein famous-
ly proclaimed in his classic essay on Dickens, Griffith, and the cinema.7 Nor,
as Marshall McLuhan put it in Understanding Media, that "even the film
industry regards all of its greatest achievements as derived from novels" of
the nineteenth century.8 What we sometimes fail to remember is that the
cinema itself is a nineteenth-century invention, one that came to life not
only just in time to record Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee, but also to
witness the publication of Bram Stoker's Dracula in the very same year.
Through the magic of this reel-to-reel device, we make our own ceremonial
return to Victorian culture each time we enter a movie theater and the house
lights go dim, regardless of what title is listed on the marquee.

In the selection of Dracula films with which I will be concerned here
(ranging from Murnau's silent 1922 German Expressionist Nosferatu, to Tod
Browning's 1931 early "talkie" version of the book starring Bela Lugosi, to
Francis Ford Coppola's 1992 postmodern treatment of the subject, Bram

Stoker's "Dracula"} this ambivalence is expressed most elaborately in the in-
creasingly sophisticated ways in which a dialectical relationship between

text and image is played out on the screen. This dynamic, in turn, may be

read as combining the historical confusion that inhabits Stoker's novel with
an investigation of what is at stake in the transition between the self defined
novelistically (as a substantial character with continuity, integrity, and

agency) and the self portrayed cinematically (as an evanescent flickering of
machine-made shadows that appear and vanish in time intermittently).
Seen in this light, the common cliche of film criticism—that cinema is a
medium incapable of portraying the complexity of human character and

interiority—misses the crucial point.9 Such observations, faithfully trotted

out to dismiss the latest film adaptation of virtually any nineteenth-century
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novel, overlook the fact that the cinema is the medium of the modern sub-
ject, for whom the essential interiority of the individual is a Victorian myth
that has been displaced by a congeries of impulses shaped by the mechanical
forces of time and place, producing only the illusion of continuity, coher-
ence, and self-control.10 The story of this displacement is illustrated quite ex-
plicitly in each of the film versions of the novel to which I will allude here.

An analogous narrative of displacement, it should be noted, may be
traced in the fundamental shift in film theory that occurred in the 19705,
when a dominant semiological framework for analyzing cinema was sup-
planted by a psychoanalytic one—a turn that directed emphasis away from
the content of the cinematic sign to the effects the cinematic apparatus reg-
istered upon the spectator. Jean-Louis Baudry and others drew the analogy
between the experience of film and that of the Freudian dream work, argu-
ing that both function as devices by which the subject constituted itself
through images. According to Baudry, dream and cinema alike are expres-
sions of the primitive desire "to construct a simulation machine capable of
offering the subject perceptions which are really representations mistaken
for perceptions."11 Central to this analogy between dream and film, however,
is a crucial distinction between the "hallucinations" of the film spectator
and those of the dreamer—a distinction based in what Baudry called the es-
sentially "artificial character of the cine-subject." "It is precisely this artifi-
ciality," he argued, "which differentiates it [the cinema] from dream or hallu-
cinations" and which problematizes the "subject effect" of the film spectator
in a peculiar way (706—7). This distinction, which underscores the evidently
artificial nature of the cine-subject, may also be seen to illuminate the funda-
mentally different conception of the self that is cultivated in the private act
of reading a book from that which is constructed in the process of watching
the mechanical apparatus that projects a movie, a point that is quite explic-
itly illustrated in the history of film adaptations of Bram Stoker's Dracula.

In Stokers novel, Marker is particularly impressed by the "vast number
of English books" and "bound volumes of magazines and newspapers" he
finds on the shelves of Dracula's library when he arrives in Transylvania (19).

Though the books represent widely divergent fields—history, geography,
law, politics, political economy, botany, geology to name a few—Marker

notes that they are all out of date and that they all deal with "English life
and customs and manners" (ibid.). It is as if the anachronistic character of

English life and manners is bound up with their status as written texts. At
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the same time, Dracula characterizes these books as his "good friends," who
have offered him "many hours of pleasure": "Through them I have come to
know your great England; and to know her is to love her," he confides to
Harker (20). All that this ancient figure knows about the character of the
modern person, that is, is a product of these outdated English texts, which
together he has humanized and subjugated to his desire and will. And it is
through whatever he has absorbed in these texts that the primal and subver-
sive force he represents takes the artificial form of a strange "modern" char-
acter when he enters the world of London and takes up his parasitic resi-
dence at Carfax Abbey.12

Fittingly, therefore, one of the first demonstrations of Dracula's ascen-
dant power over the character of Jonathan Harker takes place when the vam-
pire forces his unwilling guest to compose yet another text by writing a letter
to his fiancee, Mina. The monstrous host dictates the content of that text to
the young law clerk, a letter that specifies the length of his planned stay in
Transylvania and the state of his mind. As the vampire inhabits Jonathan's
writing here and gradually transforms his character, so will he occupy and
work through all of the elaborate array of written texts (and writers) that
comprise the novel. "Here is the book," Jonathan eventually says to Mina
when they are reunited in marriage, presenting her with the diary of his se-
cret ordeal with the vampire and his consorts, "Take it and keep it, read it if
you will" (104). In the form of this book, Jonathan not only ritually offers
himself to Mina and reveals what he has become, he exposes her character to
Dracula's invasive influence as well. (Dracula seems to similarly take up occu-
pancy in Dr. Seward's diary, the newspaper accounts of his activities, the
ship's log recounting his journey, and the telegraph messages of Van Helsing.)

At the same time that the vampire derives his power from these media,
however, he also takes control over them and cancels their authority, as he
does quite literally back in London when he burns the very manuscripts

and melts the phonograph cylinders that had so carefully documented his
existence there. By the end of the novel, therefore, Harker is forced to admit

that "in all the mass of material of which the record is composed, there is
hardly one authentic document" (378). If the goal toward which the narra-

tive strives is to invoke and then destroy the vampire that has transformed

these Victorian characters into the modern persons they have become, that
objective can only be achieved by producing and then destroying the very
written media which that hallucination vampirically occupies and usurps.13
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The Dracula films identify this transformation of character with the

transformation of the novel from page to screen. As in Stoker's story, Murnau's
Nosfemtu introduces the vampire to the viewer through an elaborate series of
texts that practically structure the film—a real estate contract, the "Book of
the Vampires," a ship's log, newspaper articles, and even a piece of needle-
point made by the Mina character that spells out (in German) "I Love You."
In each case, the appearance of the vampire is preceded by the appearance on
the screen of a passage from one of these texts, as if the text were an intertitle
sequence providing a portion of dialogue or narrative transition between
scenes (as silent films frequently deploy for such purposes). In Nosferatu,
however, these projected passages of text play a more complex role: they are
detail shots of objects in the mise-en-scene; they are intertitles advancing
and explaining the film's narrative; and they are indices connoting the medi-
um's origins in and departure from the world of textuality.

Jonathan Marker's first encounter with the vampire in the film, for ex-
ample, is preceded by his reading about such creatures in a mysterious
"Book of the Vampires" he discovers in his hotel room on the night he ar-
rives in Transylvania. Before he goes to sleep, close-up images of Jonathan
reading this book are intercut with extreme close-ups of the words written
on the pages of text he is reading before he goes to sleep. After Marker jour-
neys to the vampire's castle the following morning, a parallel montage is

presented at the entrance to Nosferatu's castle. A medium shot shows a pair
of massive doors opening mechanically like the parting curtains of a movie
screen (or the covers of a massive book). That shot is intercut with a medi-
um shot of a dark passage within the castle, now seen from Jonathan's point
of view, in which the strange white figure of Nosferatu gradually appears—
as if a fade-in seen through the viewfinder of a movie camera. In the logic of
this pair of parallel sequences (like many that follow it) the book of vampires
is effectively transformed before our eyes into the starkly framed image of
Nosferatu, as first we and then Jonathan move from the subject position of

readers to the subject position of spectators.14

In a later sequence back home in Bremen clearly intended to echo this

one, Nina gets her first view of Nosferatu only after she reads the same "Book
of the Vampires" Jonathan had been reading in Transylvania (Murnau's

script moves the London setting to Bremen and changes Mina's name to

Nina). After secretly reading from this text that her husband has forbid-
den her to read, Nina rises out of her sleep in a trance, approaches the open
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window of her room, and gazes outward. The camera cuts from a shot of
Nina with her back to the camera, looking out the window, to a shot (from
her point of view) of the ghostly visage of Nosferatu, appearing like a hallu-
cination framed in another window that fills the screen directly opposite. It
is as if Nosferatu now exists as a two-dimensional figure projected on a
screen before her, just as he does for the spectator. Reinforcing the analogy
between Nina viewing the vampire and the spectator viewing the film, the
pallid face in the window begins to move offscreen to the left, beyond the
camera frame, until the figure disappears. Then, in a subsequent sequence,
Nosferatu enters Nina's room in the form of an oversized shadow projected
upon her sleeping body, a transformation warranted, we might argue, by
the fact that this is the vampire as cinematic effect, as specter, no longer as
the mere subject of a text. Here the shadow and silhouette of Nosferatu,
backlit and framed by the lighted window, seem to deliberately call to mind
cinematic images projected upon the flat, screenlike field of the window.
Accordingly, those images vanish in a puff of smoke once the sun dawns
through that same window to disperse the cinematic illusion the vampire
symbolizes. Once more, the sequence of shots depicts the words of a book
about vampires being turned into a powerful play of light and shadow that
fundamentally transforms the subject gazing upon them from one kind of
person to another.15

Subsequent Dracula films reference their predecessors continuously,
each one seeming to function as an homage to those that came before. This
is nowhere more apparent than in the way these films repeatedly commit
sequences to acknowledging the emergence of the cinematic vampire from
the world of texts and his subsequent superseding of those texts. In Tod

Browning's Dracula (1931), for example, Lucy's deadly encounter with Dracula
is also intercut with shots of her reading a book, an action that once again

offers itself as a metaphor for her unconscious act of opening the window of
her bedroom for Dracula's entry. As his shadow merges with her dreaming

figure in the darkness at the end of the sequence, the scene dissolves to an
overhead shot of a surgical theater in which Lucy's dead body is now being

gazed upon by a group of doctors whose studied gazes replace Dracula's.
Lucy is, in fact, not dead but undead, fully transformed from the reader she
had been to a disembodied object of the gaze.

In a later sequence, Browning again presents Dracula's hallucinatory,
spectral power as a product of and an alternative to the private world oftex-
tuality and individual autonomy. During a climactic confrontation with



Figure 1. From Nosferatu, A Symphony of Horror (1922), directed by F. W. Murnau. Typical of the

Dracula adaptations, Murnau represents the vampire as emerging from the world of textuality—in

a play of light and shadow—to haunt the human world. The vampire thus appears as a cinematic

effect, as specter. The Museum of Modern Art, Film Stills Archive.
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Figure 2. The shadow and silhouette of Nosferatu, backlit and framed by the lighted window, again call

to mind cinematic images projected on a flat, screenlike field. Here, at the end of the film (just as the

house lights go up), those images begin to vanish once the sun disperses the cinematic illusion the

vampire symbolizes. The Museum of Modern Art, Film Stills Archive.
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Dracula that takes place in a library where the walls are lined from ceiling to
floor with books, Dr. Van Helsing first notices that Dracula's image is not
visible in a mirror's reflection. When the doctor accidentally observes the
scene before him reflected in a mirrored cigarette box, the counts image is
strangely absent from the room. Browning then presents an elaborate mon-

tage on the screen in which a medium shot of Dracula speaking with the
mesmerized Mina is intercut with two others: a close-up of the mirror re-
flecting the same scene with Dracula vanished from view, and a third shot
of Van Helsing and Jonathan alternating their gaze between the mirrored
reflection and the scene of Dracula and Mina taking place before them. In
this complex shot sequence, the mirrored surface seems to function like a
cinematic device that reveals to the viewer (here in the library) that the
vampire is, on the one hand, a real threat and, on the other, that his threat is

that he is not real—that he is but a phantom, an artificial image with no
substance, present and yet not present.

Like its successors, this film version of Dracula stages the vampiric trans-
formation taking place in the characters in the form of a ritual interchange
between the acts of reading, dreaming, and viewing. In the movies, the ap-
pearance of the vampire as transformative visual spectacle consistently
emerges out of these other acts of imagination (reading and dreaming) per-
formed by the subject/spectator. In this, and in his own invisibility in the
mirror (both in Stoker's novel and in most film versions), the vampire calls
to mind Christian Metz's comparison of the act of watching a film with the
imaginary stage of subject development as theorized in psychoanalysis.
Although the film is like a mirror, Metz argues, in which we as spectators
view the images by which we constitute ourselves, "it differs from the pri-

mordial mirror in one essential point."16 Unlike the mirror stage, where the
subject sees its own image undifferentiated from those of other objects,

"there is one thing and only one thing that is never reflected in it [the film]:
the spectator's own body" (44—45). The film spectator, then, constitutes it-
self not as a discrete object (or character) as seen in the mirror, but as a pure
act of perception, as what Metz calls "a transcendental subject" that sees
but is not seen (49). With film, the spectator is present only as perceptual

act, and not as discrete object. In the mirror scene of the Browning film, for

example—a stock scene in Dracula films—the spectators' shocked recogni-

tion that Dracula's reflection does not appear in the mirror confronts them

with the truth of their own transformation from personal essences to percep-

tive events. Different kinds of cinematic apparatuses, shots, and techniques,
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then, produce different kinds of spectators—voyeuristic, sadistic, masochis-
tic, fetishistic, masculine, feminine—as many film theorists have argued.17

In this context, Coppola's Bram Stoker's "Dracula"-—titled, provocatively,
to bring attention to the novelistic source of the film—offers itself as a tour
de force of the transformation of textuality into spectrality, alluding prolifi-
cally to its host of cinematic predecessors and foregrounding dramatically
Stoker's preoccupation with turn-of-the-century media and textuality.
Through a series of complex dissolves and superimpositions, Coppola bril-
liantly weaves montages of handwriting, typewriting, and phonograph
recording with the shifting settings and dramatic action of the narrative
throughout the film. In Jonathan's first encounter with Dracula, the conflict
between text and photographic image is emphasized as the young solicitor
negotiates with his client over the "little oak desk" where they do business, a
surface littered with texts of various kinds. When Dracula discovers Mina's

photographic miniature lost among these written documents, a stream of
spilled ink creeps significantly across the image of Mina's face, and the count
picks up the portrait to caress it desiringly.

That drama of ink and photograph, text and image, is then projected as
a kind of film-within-the-film directly behind Marker and Dracula, where a
giant map of London has been mounted on the wall. As if in a turn-of-the-
century cinematic exhibition, Dracula casts an eerie and threatening shad-
ow across the map and the dense jumble of type that fills it; but this shad-
ow is weirdly out of sync with his body, moving with unsettling delays and
inconsistencies—perhaps evoking the crude technology with which early
films produced the special effect of shadows on the screen. But then, inex-
plicably, this disjunction is exaggerated, as the vampire's shadow begins to
act entirely independently of his body, performing a dumb show on the
map behind the two figures. Combining techniques of front and rear pro-
jection, Dracula's shadow reaches out to strangle that of young Jonathan
against the map's printed surface, while in front of it their bodies calmly dis-
cuss the details of their business transaction, surrounded by the necessary

documents. The essential artificiality of the cinematic subject and the trans-
formative power of the shift from text to image could not be more effectively
visualized than it is in this scene.

This interpretation of the way Dracula seems to represent the vampiric

power of the cinema in these films over against a different set of powers

invested in texts is indebted to two influential essays—one dealing with
Stoker's novel, the other dealing with films of Victorian novels. The first is
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Jennifer Wicke's "Vampiric Typewriting," which demonstrates how Dracula
himself may be regarded as an articulation of and a figuration for, mass cul-
ture, that he "supervenes" the media of mass culture, and that his "individu-
al powers all have their analogue in the field of the mass cultural."18 In other
words, those same "technologies of social control relied upon to defend
against the encroachments of Dracula" in the novel (the telegraph, the type-
writer, the phonograph) "are the source of the vampiric powers of the mass
cultural with which Dracula . . . is allied" (477). My second point of refer-
ence is Garrett Stewart's essay, "Film's Victorian Retrofit," which shows how
movies made since the 19505 about the Victorian period commonly use
photography as a metaphor for their nostalgia about a period perceived to
be more authentic than our own.19 Stewart explores how the photographi-
cally based narrativity of film adaptations reflects upon cinema's descent
from the still photograph and film's superiority to that more primitive
medium. "In the age of the digitalized generation rather than the chemical
registration of images, there is a growing nostalgia for the real itself," as he
puts it, "and for the way the real once gave itself up to film, first to photog-
raphy and then to cinema" (184). Coppola's Dracula provides Stewart with
one of his most compelling examples of how "cinema promotes its own rep-
resentational agenda by recovering the naive ruptures that greeted its arrival
on the scene of mere photography," and thereby suggests to the audience
that the moving picture is a more vital and authentic form of representation
than the photograph that freezes its subject in a corpse-like and motionless
silence (194).

I would like to draw from both of these essays, and to suck a little life of
my own from the novelistic host to argue something a bit more specific
about Draculas peculiar involvement with the media. First, with respect to
Wicke's point about Draculas collusion with mass media, I want to shift
the focus somewhat to the way this Victorian novel's general fascination

with the media corresponds in important ways with the origins of the par-
ticular medium neither Wicke nor the novel deals with directly, but with

which the text is so thoroughly saturated—the cinema. The fact that cine-

ma effectively represents the transition from a Victorian past to a modern

present—for those late Victorians and for us moderns alike—is substantiat-

ed not only by the record of the novel's continual adaptations into film but

also by the increasingly explicit self-referentiality of these films as they relate
to Dracula as a visual phenomenon and as a text. Second, with respect to
Stewart's analysis of the way modern film uses the Victorian photograph by
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transcending it in order to inspire nostalgia for the real, I want to emphasize
that the nostalgia expressed in Stoker's novel is not just for a sense of the
real, but specifically for a sense of the real "self" or character that is threat-
ened by Dracula's archaic "self-consuming, mesmerizing power. This point
is stressed in the film adaptations by their self-reflexive identification of
Dracula's threat to persons with the medium of cinema itself. In his pro-
tean, evanescent appearances as shadow or mist on the one hand, and his
apparently substantial existence as human form on the other, Dracula pre-
sents himself in the novel and in the films as the incarnation of what Metz
has defined as cinema's representational mode: the projection of a "lost ob-
ject" that is desirable because it is presented only "in effigy, inaccessible
from the outset, in a primordial elsewhere"2®

Fittingly, Dracula?, appearance in 1897 came less than a year after Lon-
don's Empire Theater began attracting capacity crowds to its sensational
new diversion—Lumiere s spectacular Cinematograph, the first public pro-
jection of moving pictures in England. In that same year, the English optical
instrument-maker Robert William Paul would invent a new film projector,
the Theatregraph, and produce the first British fiction film (or "made-up"
movie), The Soldier's Courtship. A month after Lumiere began his popular
reign in the Empire, Paul commenced his own two-year run to equally large
and enthusiastic crowds in the Alhambra Theatre: "So animated and real,"
ran one Scottish press notice of these "animated picture shows," "that one sat
spell-bound."21 "The action represented was so realistic," marveled another
(as if describing Mina Murray's encounter with that other spellbinding
specter that looms suddenly out of the darkness), "that in several cases the
audience could not restrain their wonder, and even startled with surprise at
the events which were flashed before their eyes."22 The year 1896 also saw the
pioneer British filmmaker and producer George Smith invent a new movie
camera and found (along with his partner James Williamson) the "Brighton
School" of filmmaking, famous for its pioneering work in trick photography

and optical illusions. Appropriately, these two men are credited with being

(among other things) the first to use what was then called "spirit photogra-
phy" (or, to us, superimposition), creating the special effect we have become

so accustomed to seeing in movies where the projection of simultaneous im-
ages suggests the coexistence of parallel realities, or, byway of the "dissolve"
transition, implies the ghostly persistence of the past in the present.23 In
1896, in short, the history of British cinema began.

All these developments in the new mass medium of cinema took place



Figure 3. The first appearance of Dracula in London in the form of Stoker's novel takes place within a

year of the arrival of Lumiere's spectacular Cinematograph, England's first public projection of moving

pictures.
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in the year in which Bram Stoker was writing Dracula, a text that fore-
grounds its own involvement—and that of its vampiric antihero—with the
powers of mass media in the destruction and recovery of "characters" as well
as with the invasion of the present by the past. The significance of this con-
junction of events is most emphatically expressed, perhaps, by the fact that
in this same year, the first vampire film was also made. Georges Melies's

two-minute silent film Le Manoir du diable (The infernal house) begins by
showing a large bat flying into a medieval castle, which then transforms it-
self into Mephistopheles. The demonic figure, presiding over a boiling caul-
dron, conjures up a beautiful young woman, who is followed by a stream of
phantoms, skeletons, witches, and cavaliers, until one of them brandishes a
crucifix and thereby causes the demon to vanish in a puff of smoke. This
film almost certainly played in London in 1896 or early 1897, because Melies
had already been signed by an English distributor who was bringing his
films to London at this time. It is entirely possible, even likely, that the film
was seen by Stoker (the manager and frequenter of another London theater,

the Royal Lyceum). If so, this novel that has generated so many cinematic
adaptations may itself (at least in some measure) have been adapted from
the cinema. Regardless of whether or not that is the case, however, what is
clear from this confluence of events is that the cinema and Dracula are the
twin children of the same cultural forces: they arrive in London at the same
time, each producing in the audience the same spellbinding effect under the
cover of darkness.

The significance of this context for the novel is made quite explicit in
Coppola's treatment of Dracula's arrival in London and his first encounter
with Mina, a sequence that Coppola's film entirely invents. The sequence is
provocatively crosscut with scenes of the dramatic medical intervention by
Van Helsing's band of men upon the body of the already infected Lucy.
Coppola has Dracula appearing in London first as a figure in old newsreel

footage, emerging from the fluttering pages of a newspaper. He is shown as
a dapper, bespectacled young man walking in the London streets in the jit-

tery, speeded-up pacing and sepia color of an early silent film. These images
are accompanied by the voice-over of an offscreen barker continuously urg-
ing the public to come "See the amazing Cinematograph." Dracula arrives in
London not only as the subject of the cinema, but as the transitional figure
who signals a shift from the textual representation of a newspaper to the ar-

tificial image of the cinema. Those antique cinematic images then dissolve
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almost imperceptibly back into the full-color image of the modern movie
we have been watching—Coppola's movie—with Dracula spotting Mina
and commanding her, subconsciously, to "See me now" (note that Dracula's
command to Mina echoes the earlier injunctions of the disembodied voice-
over spoken to the audience, an echo that identifies Dracula with the new
medium of the cinema: "See the amazing Cinematograph'V'See me").

Dracula then contrives an encounter with Mina on the street and asks
her if she can direct him to the cinematograph, the new invention he refers
to as one of the "wonders of modern civilization." After cutting back to the
scene of Lucy's receiving blood transfusions from her suitors, the scene dis-
solves from a close-up of the telltale bite wounds in Lucy's neck to the pierc-
ing eyes of a wolf and then, in a continuous dissolve, into the cinemato-
graphic theater where Dracula proceeds to assault Mina amid a confusion
of projected images. One of those images is the oncoming train that
Lumiere famously exhibited at the Empire theater in 1896. The visual logic
of the sequence suggests that Dracula's primitive inscription on Lucy's body,
in the form of the textual trace of himself he leaves on her neck, is trans-
formed into the even more penetrating medium of the cinema, through
which he will seduce Mina. The medium is clearly meant to be the message
here, as if Coppola has unearthed the unconscious of the other media that
are so elaborately articulated in the novel and alluded to in his cinematic
predecessors: Brarn Stoker's Dracula arrives in London at the same time as
the cinema, and his supernatural powers are identified with the effects of
that magical medium.24

As is clear in its many film adaptations, Draculas potency for the screen
is deeply related to the novel's intense interest in the power of the new media

technologies that were transforming Victorian characters into modern sub-

jects and with the privileged role of cinema in that process. Those media
threatened to reduce their users to nothing more than, like Mina Harker,
mediums for some transhistorical mechanism outside themselves—the
powers of the ancient monster reconstrued in the authority of modern pro-
fessional discourse, the hegemony of marriage, and so on. As the vampire
produced in its victims the dehumanized, automatic response of the "un-

dead," transforming the body into an erotically charged pleasure machine

that ruled the mind, so the emergence of the magical pleasure machine of
the cinema (also referred to variously in the 18905 as the "Vitagraph" and the

"Biograph") not only held the audience in spellbound amazement, but im-
plied in its lifelikeness that this may be all we are—the not-quite-living, not-
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quite-dead projections of the machinery of history that sucks the lifeblood

of character from us. The backward glances at the threatened Victorian
"character" in these cinematic Draculas offer the modern audience a fleeting

specter of a desire that cannot be satisfied and of a possession that cannot be
exorcised.

As a medium that was initially described as a form of magic and contin-
ues to be regarded as a kind of fantasy world or escapism, the cinema has
managed—as Count Dracula did with his victims—to transform modern
subjectivity and the modern sense of history into something that risks being
as unreal and evanescent as the medium itself.25 It is in this sense that the
modern cinema exercises a vampiric power over these two principal ortho-
doxies of the nineteenth-century novel: the myth of historical progress and
the fantasy of the authentic self. "The addiction that we have for the media,"
Jean Baudrillard has claimed, "is not a result of a desire for culture, commu-
nication and information, but of this perversion of truth and falsehood, of
this destruction of meaning in the operation of medium."26 Our modernist
desire for a show, Baudrillard goes on to explain, our desire for this form of
simulation, is also a desire for dissimulation, for the dissolution of demarca-
tions of authenticity—an impulse that may in turn be regarded as a sponta-
neous resistance to "the ultimatum of historical and political reason."27

This analysis of mass media's social effect perfectly describes the trans-
forming power that Dracula exercises upon his victims as well, an effect
concretely manifested in their absorption by various technological media
both in the novel and in its film versions. It also describes the effect that the
movies exert on the notion of character as a coherent psychological entity as
it is embodied in the nineteenth-century novel as well. Modern mass cul-
ture and its media, as Fredric Jameson has shown, should not be seen as ex-
pressions of "mere" false consciousness, then, but as forms of transforma-
tional work that are performed upon our anxieties and fantasies, and are
managed by the production of compensatory narratives.28 Not only is this
the work done by every filmic resurrection, decapitation, and stake driven

in the heart of Dracula, but it may be the achievement of every film adapta-
tion of a Victorian novel. That is why the conventional objection to these

films—that whatever their capacities for portraying the visual spectacle of

the period, they are unable to represent the complex individual subjectivity

or interiority of Victorian characters—should be understood as the medi-

um's transforming effect on our understanding of persons rather than as a
limitation of its representational powers.
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Even within the novel itself, somewhere between the written text and the
visual manifestation of Dracula the novel's characters go into a trancelike
state and come out of it marked by some other identity. The most eloquent
image of this process in the novel itself may be that of Mina Marker sitting at
her desk, the "forked metal" listening devices of Seward's recording machine
plugged into her ears, her fingers operating the typewriter, her foot working
the pedal to stop and start the phonograph. "That is a wonderful machine,
but it is cruelly true," Mina says to the doctor as she becomes the medium
upon which information from one form is transcribed into another; "I think

that the cylinders which you gave me contained more than you intended me
to know" (222). As her consciousness is later taken over alternately by
Dracula's telepathic powers and by Van Helsing's hypnotic trances, Mina is
being made into a machine here, transformed by the forbidden knowledge
of the "cruel" devices—the media—that contain more than they were "in-
tended" to contain by their human agents. In this, Mina is a metaphor for us
modern spectators, who watch the novel being projected before our eyes, hear
it amplified in our ears, and participate in the artifice it projects upon us.

Like Dracula himself, the cinema erases the continuous inferiority—or
the "stream of consciousness"—that composes the individual "Victorian"
character, replacing that more unified conception of the self with a se-
quence of post-Victorian "frames" of mind, a self composed of a series of
discrete, fragmented mechanical images that engender a past to which the
viewer cannot return and a future she cannot fully occupy. In this, the cine-
ma converts the dilemma of modernity's impermanence and ephemerality
into a source of pleasure and entertainment. In film, as Leo Charney put it,
modernity's "shock, speed, and dislocation became editing, and the evacua-
tion of presence, in the technique of cinema, became the means by which
the viewer could find a place in the film's ceaseless movement forward."29 By
so explaining the allure of the cinema, Charney may also have been describ-

ing the temptations of Draculas bite for Jonathan Marker or Mina Murray,

when the vampire offers them the guilty pleasure of living as he does, some-

where in the afterlife of the Victorian novel, somewhere between the living

and the dead. At the same time, Charney offers an explanation for the
temptations of modern filmmakers to draw on the nineteenth-century

novel in order to project for us phantom shadows of the Victorian charac-
ters we no longer can be.

Bram Stoker's Dracula, in other words, is the cinema, and the cinema of
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the 18905 (and 19905) is a vampire that puts an end to what we mean by the

Victorian era even as it keeps it animated (if not alive) for us—keeps its un-
dead image projected tantalizingly before our eyes. Although Stoker's story
derives from an ancient myth that has surfaced in many cultures in various
forms, this late-Victorian version of that frequently told tale has its special

power for us "moderns" because it functions in historically specific ways as a
mechanism of reversion and preservation, one that both divides and con-
nects our modern present and our Victorian past. Our desire for a show—
or, to be precise, for the moving-picture version of a Victorian novel—does

not manifest our desire for Victorian culture or even for Victorian character

so much as it does a desire for historical dissimulation. Liberating us from
the repressive hypothesis of the Victorian subject, this desire manifests

modernity's attempt to participate in a performance in which the demarca-
tions of difference between them and us may effectively be dissolved. What
the cinematic incarnation of Dracula makes quite clear is that in the conflict
between past centuries and modernity in which Jonathan Marker found
himself suspended, Dracula is more an agent of the liberating, subversive
powers of modernity than he is of the powers of the past. Those older

forces, and the ideologies of the self they embodied, were more properly
represented by the Victorian century that was reeling into the past as the

novel was being published and cinema was being born.
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Postscript

Contemporary Culturalism: How Victorian Is It?

Nancy Armstrong

The essays in this collection indicate how pervasively postmodernism de-
pends on the very conventions and critiques that modernism condemned as
naive, authoritarian, mercenary, superficial, trashy, or commonplace. More-
over, the essays suggest why recycling these remnants should have resurrect-
ed a controversy over the very definition of culture that preoccupied the in-
tellectuals of that earlier age. What the reader consequently takes away from
this collection is a sharp sense of just how Victorian is the present-day iden-
tification of our nation with our national culture and the attendant fear that
the strength of the nation is being sapped by an insidious erosion of national
"values" and "identity" from within. It is a critical commonplace that Victori-
an intellectuals were concerned with defending their culture from without,
against cultural objects and forms of behavior at once antagonistic to tradi-
tional Englishness and yet an integral part of imperial England. Indeed, the
agents of empire who exported English ways around the world found that in
the process both those agents and their English ways had undergone a self-
alienating transformation. Flushed with the success of transplanting certain
elements of their culture around the world, in other words, the British were

among the first to think of themselves as a culture on the defense. Less obvi-
ous but just as essential as this first line of defense was the defense against a

popular culture empowered not only by print but also by photography and

all the technologies of spectacle that bombarded the national readership

from within with sensations, images, narratives, and ideology.
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The Victorian boom in culture criticism sought to protect a class- and
gender-bound notion of Englishness against the tide of modernization ac-
celerated by an information industry out of control, an international market
in commodities, and the fabled mix of populations within the expanding
parameters of empire. But the equation of nation with national culture not
only accelerated the spread of English culture (according to Ian Baucom's
essay, this holds true for Irish culture as well), in doing so, this same equation
set off something like a quantum leap in the character and power of repre-
sentation. The new primacy of national culture detached the nation from its
traditional foundations in land, church, aristocracy, and those things made
in England of English materials and instead subjected national identity to a
new and profoundly unsettling order of discursivity. To the degree that post-
modernism and the cluster of features associated with the degeneration of
the national character can be said to have instigated and perpetuated what
has been accurately termed "the culture wars," postmodernism is a conse-
quence and acknowledgment of the Victorian redefinition of the nation.
But objects and events postmodern do not stir up anxiety about the primacy
of culture—its power to occlude, displace, or transform that which it pur-
ports to represent—simply because they reproduce the Victorian equation
of the nation with a national culture. Postmodernism also extends that logic
to the point where it arcs back upon itself to reveal a fundamental lack of any
natural basis—whether geographical territory, historical events, or national
character—for that entity we call a nation; it is strictly an imagined commu-
nity.1 In this respect, postmodernism simply acts out a contradiction un-
comfortably but quietly nested within Victorian culture. By enacting that
contradiction as a division within our culture over the definition of culture
itself, contemporary culture defines itself as both very Victorian and not

Victorian at all.

Not at All Victorian

Perhaps the most important accomplishment of Victorian Afterlife is its ap-

parent disregard for European modernism's claim to have broken with the

Victorian past. Contrary to the prevailing winds of literary and cultural
criticism, the authors in this collection have no difficulty either describing
postmodernism as a distinctive cultural phenomenon or determining the
relation between postmodernism and an earlier moment in cultural history.
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The collection as a whole establishes such an impressive range and variety of
continuities between postmodernism and Victorian culture that it does the
enormous service of rendering obsolete the whole question of whether post-
modernism represents a break from modernism or just another version of
it. What happens to modernism as a result requires a longer explanation
than a postscript such as this would allow. But I do want to suggest that to
consider postmodernism as an extension of Victorian culture—or more ac-
curately, an extension of Victorian culturalism—is to expose modernism as
an attempt at arresting the process of cultural modernization that shifts po-
litical action from government onto culture. Modernism would relocate
identity—national and personal—from culture back to blood in the form
of an authenticity that dwells on the other side of mediation where it had
survived unnoticed from a mythical point in time. Whether one is English,
Irish, Jewish, Indian, male or female, common or patrician, blood suppos-
edly determines the quality and trajectory of modernist desire. Indeed, if we
understand desire, as modernism does, as coursing along these ancient
riverbeds, all historical changes in the objects, quality, and expressions of
desire are by definition displacements, substitutes, and ultimately symp-
toms of an originary desire thwarted and suppressed by a culture bent on
harnessing desire for its own narrow productive and reproductive ends.
Written against the backdrop of a world at war, the circulation of theories
of degeneration, the early signs of a crumbling empire, feminism, and an
international workers movement, such literary works as Women in Love,
Ulysses, The Wasteland, Mrs. Dalloway, and "The Second Coming" heralded
the uncanny return of a nature that, if not adequately acknowledged and
gratified, could easily spell the end of the West as it sought to define itself.
For modernism, "nature" was neither blessing nor curse except that culture
came along and made it so, but either way "nature" was the ultimate reality.

Being the compulsive imperialists they were, Victorian authors and in-
tellectuals may well have intended not only to observe, but through obser-

vation also to regulate and even own the territories and populations within
their imaginary domain. Hence the genres of expeditionary and criminal

photography that grew up side by side with family photography and the
parlor art of P. H. Robinson and Oscar Rejlander. But Victorian realism

could not have succeeded in creating a "world picture" that allows "the ob-
server" to position himself or herself at the center had it not required its
consumers to believe in a world outside and prior to that picture.2 The new



314 — Nancy Armstrong

technologies of representation we consider most Victorian—for example,
scientific and social-scientific description, reportage, statistics, graphs, new
cartographic methods, as well as photography, exhibitions, and displays—
were all ways of bringing to the literate public chunks of the world that
could formerly be seen only by traveling to various sites throughout that
world. In that Victorian culture gestures toward a world of primary objects
beyond itself, it cannot be called postmodern.3

Something like this distinction between Victorian and contemporary
culture holds true in the domain of the subject as well. In transforming a hi-
erarchical arrangement of stations based on blood and tradition into a dif-
ferential system of instantly recognizable social stereotypes, a whole range of
nineteenth-century social scientists and novelists sought to make individual
inferiority legible on that individual's face and figure. That they succeeded is
not in question. Cultural history has called attention to the failures of such
prominent figures as Francis Galton, Hugh Diamond, and Charles Darwin
to find empirical justification for their respective typing systems. It is wise to
remind ourselves, however, that this was the same period when fiction and
photography became adept at using many of the same stereotypical features to
indicate a whole range of personality types, and the new popular media were
transforming interiority into a dazzling variety of material forms. Charles
Dickens and William Makepeace Thackeray were joined by urban ethnolo-
gist Thomas Mayhew, psychopathologist Richard von Krafft-Ebing, urban
photographers John Thomson and Paul Martin, and any number of social-
scientific experts to bring the techniques of sensationalism to bear on the
social underworld of industrial England and its primitive counterparts in
Africa, Asia, and Polynesia.

Freud regarded the bodies and behaviors of his patients in the early

Studies on Hysteria in much the same terms as a Dickens character—as out-
ward and visible signs of an inward and psychological condition. If these

women were paralyzed, unable to speak without impediment, and suffering
from eating disorders as well as strange genital discharges, it was, Freud rea-
soned, their way of expressing reluctance to tell impolite truths, as well as
their refusal to mature as women and reproduce. Obstacles—whether famil-
iar or fantastic—were absolutely legible, when the body provided an allego-
ry for their mental conflict as well as a means of preventing these women

from achieving (hetero)sexual maturity. It did not require nearly as much in-
genuity of the therapist to read those symptoms as to remove them. At some
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point in the Studies on Hysteria, however, Freud broke from his fellow re-
searcher and coauthor Josef Breuer and decided that legibility required far
more indirect and subtle reading procedures than his work had heretofore
acknowledged. He came to the conclusion that although there were many
ways of being man or woman, the individual did not make choices on the
basis of what s/he desired. On the contrary, any expression of desire was
more likely a way of disavowing identifications made and objects chosen on
the basis of some natural appetite. Sealed off by compulsive disavowal, what

Freud considered the "natural" core of individual identity came to exist as a
buried city or dark continent within the individual, where it sought inge-
niously to preserve its invisibility.

Using this shift in Freud's early work to illustrate the transformation of a
Victorian into a modernist model of the subject, we can say that cultural
conventions no longer express the truth of the subject as we cross into the
twentieth century so much as misrepresent, block, and stigmatize that truth
and in the process often render it monstrous. Commodity culture created a
world in which virtually anything spontaneous and natural about national
life could be bought up and resold in a predictable commercial package that
would in turn elicit only canned responses. The result was an individual ei-
ther repressed or hollowed out but, in either case, feminized, because lack-
ing in natural (read masculine) desire. Hence the frequent representations
of mass culture as a woman in the literature and critical theory associated
with modernism.4

Postmodernism assumes that Victorian men and women were every bit
as enchanted with the alluring surface of commodities as modernism
claimed. But postmodernism rejects the modernist contempt for that en-
chantment by refusing to distinguish the achievements of the isolated eru-
dite genius from the mass cultural spectacles that pandered to the populace
for commercial purposes. Indeed, we recognize as postmodern traditional
forms of art, architecture, film, and literature that display the staginess of
nature, revel in the surface, and incorporate what is usually considered
commercial, banal, repetitious, and lowbrow. Thus, as Sadoff and Kucich
note, we have Clueless, a contemporary cinematic adaptation of the plot of
Jane Austen's Emma. This movie distinguishes itself from anything Victorian

not only by recasting the novel as a Hollywood blockbuster, but also by em-
phasizing clothes, cars, a precise use of a carefully crafted teenage slang, and

the people with whom one hangs out. Such things as these, says the film,
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are the measure of a young woman's intelligence and good nature, as well as
the basis on which she will value and be valued by others. Unashamed of its
nineteenth-century heritage as it is of its contemporary commercialism,
Clueless takes as its premise the idea that all relationships are versions of and
require the same expertise as accessorizing. In a culture founded on this as-
sumption, inferiority is no more nor less than the cultural debris clinging to
a body or a name. Such a subject cannot by any stretch of cultural-theoretical
logic be called Victorian, because it has carried the logic of Victorian cul-
ture to the point where images create not only objects but the subjects who
consume them as well. But Clueless would strike us as just another girl's
coming-of-age film were there not also something very Victorian about it,
devoid though it is of any indication of depth under the vibrantly colored
celluloid surface.

Very Victorian

I have argued that Victorian realism—by which I mean all those technolo-
gies of representation that claim to bring the world in detailed veracity be-
fore the reader-observer—never relinquished its foundational assumption
that the object was more primary and real than any representation. But I
have also suggested that this did not hold true for popular culture. Far from
it. Something was happening to the very idea that popular culture was pro-
duced by indigenous folk, artisanal practices, and regional customs. This idea
of the popular was being pushed aside in the national consciousness, if not
in fact by various technologies of mass mediation and the formal principle
of repetition. Prompted, I believe, by England's crossover into a new infor-

mation age, where the world one encountered was almost always mediated
by print, photograph, illustration, or exhibition, John Stuart Mill began his
On Liberty by sounding an alarm. "Apart from the peculiar tenets of indi-
vidual thinkers," he explained, "there is also in the world at large an increas-
ing inclination to stretch unduly the powers of society over the individual,

both by the force of opinion and even by that of legislation."5 Mill was par-

ticularly interested in explaining the potential of what he alternatively calls

"public opinion," "popular belief," and "custom" to exercise something akin

to the force of law over English citizens.6 Mill sought to convince his readers

that a radically democratized culture represented a threat to rather than a
guarantee of individual freedom. "Unless a strong barrier of moral convic-
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tion can be raised against the mischief," he predicted, "we must expect, in
the present circumstances of the world, to see [the power of popular cul-
ture] increase" (19).

There is a problem with this argument, however. What such intellectuals
as Mill, Ruskin, and Arnold found so threatening was precisely the radical
democratization of the public sphere: a situation where arguments could be
made cheap and fast, come in many copies, and be authored by virtually
anyone without so much as a moment's concern for good taste or the greater
good. Not that these good Victorian men would say in so many words what
troubled them about their culture, but there is no mistaking their disillusion-
ment with a public sphere to which anyone could have access. Nor is there
any mistaking the rhetorical lengths to which these men went to make an
aristocratic past seem more conducive to the general good than the new
forms of popular culture. It is through sheer redundancy, according to Mill,

that modern culture acquires the power to limit individual liberty. With repe-
tition, he explains, any opinion loses touch with the world of fact as well as
with "the meaning of the opinion itself. The words which convey it cease to
suggest ideas, or suggest only a small portion of those they were originally
employed to communicate" (45). Behaving like any oppressive cultural insti-
tution, such opinions neither arise from nor speak to the individual but "re-
main outside th[at] mind," where they squelch any opinions that might be
individually formulated. The implications of Mill's descriptive language are
clear. Opinions that are mass reproduced, however popular, besiege the
thinking individual and hold him prisoner until he is intellectually and
emotionally starved. These opinions do not suffer "any fresh and living con-
dition to get in," while they themselves do "nothing for the mind or heart,
except standing sentinel over them to keep them vacant" (46). This reconcep-
tion of popular culture as the semiotic equivalent of a barbarian hoard marks
the turn away from liberal endorsement of an extended public sphere.7

In his well-known description of the commodity fetish, Karl Marx too
blames popular faith in culture to represent the world faithfully and well.

Much as he might disagree with the liberal intellectuals of his period on
other issues, Marx joins them in contrasting Victorian culture unfavorably

to an earlier epoch, when man had a direct relationship with the objects he

made.8 What, if not public willingness to consume the signs of things as if

they were the things themselves, made it possible for signs to take the place
of actual objects?9 He warned that when the process of commodification
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separated the sign from the thing it represented, human identity would
undergo a profound transformation as well. People would acquire their re-
spective places in the social order, not on the basis of their needs or produc-
tivity, but through the objects they could or could not consume. Marx was
of course neither the first nor the last to represent Victorian realism as a dan-
gerously naive venture. How so many intellectuals could work so hard to de-
velop ways of objectively representing the truth of the individual and so
completely miss the boat was the subject of Woolf's comparison between
Arnold Bennett's way of representing the conspicuously ordinary Mrs. Brown
and Woolf's own version of that character.10 It is certainly worth noting that
Bennett can no more be described as a Victorian than Woolf herself could,
even though she used him to exemplify everything that was obsolete about
her predecessors. All she ultimately explained, however, was why one of her
contemporaries could not represent individuated subjectivity to the satisfac-
tion of a group of twentieth-century intellectuals who, along with Woolf her-
self, portrayed the Victorians as secret lovers of conventional surfaces. Post-
modernism understands the Victorians rather differently.

In her essay "Where Have All the Natives Gone?" Rey Chow argues
against the lingering modernist tendency in both feminism and postcolonial
studies to counter objectifications of oppressed groups with descriptions of
the interiorities that "objectification" has heretofore "suppressed." Indeed,
she argues, "the problem with the reinvention of subjectivity as such is that
it tries to combat the politics of the image, a politics that is conducted on
surfaces, by a politics of depths, hidden truths, and inner voices. The most
important aspect of the image—its power precisely as image and nothing
else—is thus bypassed and left untouched."11 This same difference between
surface and depth is what made the difference between Charlotte Bronte's

representation of "the madwoman in the attic" as a beast whose deranged

inferiority was entirely legible on her body in Jane Eyre and Jean Rhys's re-
presentation of that character by way of an extended interior monologue in

Wide Sargasso Sea. Whereas Bronte believed that depth revealed itself on the

body's surface, Rhys believed, as Woolf did, that such a surface obfuscated
the inferiority within, making each individual a mystery to every other.

Postmodernism returns to the Victorian moment where an image displaces
the object on which it depends for mimetic authority in order to collapse
the surface-depth opposition itself.

Postmodernism does not consider repetition a lie so much as a fiction
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on its way to accumulating the historical sedimentation that it takes to be-
come truth, and postmodernism consequently has no interest in peeling
back the stereotype to discover an inferiority that has been distorted or con-

cealed from view. Indeed, postmodernism asks, what if the most oft-repeated
and banal aspects of our culture—rather than the curious and inaccessible
excavations of modernism—are the only basis for our selves? What if in
seeking access to some more primary world of subjects and objects we do
not approach those subjects and objects in all their premediated purity, but
encounter instead just another cultural formation that we happen to con-
sider most primary and real? To encounter such a nostalgic formation is to
encounter culture rather than anything like unmediated nature. In doing
so, moreover, we inevitably convert that chunk of an earlier moment of cul-
tural history into modern stereotypical form. In this respect, postmodernism
is perhaps more Victorian than even the Victorians were, and we must re-
gard Cher, the heroine of Clueless, not as a shamelessly lowbrow parody of
Emma but as an extension of the Austen principle that decorum—which
for the novelist was the accumulation of rather small but absolutely appro-
priate details—is what we really are.

The Case for Resurrecting Culturalism

The Arnoldian equation of a nation with its culture inevitably raises the
question of which culture is the authentic national culture. Once we are no
longer so sure of an identity rooted in the land, or tied to ancestral sites, or
prescribed by the metaphysics of blood, it begins to matter greatly what cul-
ture is revered, taught, displayed, and reproduced. If not our own, then we
may cease to be ourselves. This is precisely what is at issue in the contempo-
rary culture wars. Commentators tend to see this conflict as the result of the
success of "women and minorities" in revising the traditional notions of
where we came from and what characteristics make us American. Why else,

for example, would Richard Rorty go out of his way to attack Leslie Marmon

Silko for ending Almanac of the Dead "with a vision in which the descen-
dants of the European conquerors and immigrants are forced back to Europe,

thereby fulfilling Native American prophecies that the whites would be a
temporary disaster, a plague that would last no more than five hundred
years"?12 In his recent collection of essays titled Achieving Our Country,

Rorty slides comfortably into the defensive posture defined by Mill and
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Arnold. Doing so allows him to reverse the position of colonizer and colo-
nized, casting Silko as the interloper who prevents America from fulfilling its
destiny. We have heard any number of claims of this kind from erudite white
men who sincerely feel themselves marginalized simply because they have to
share the privilege of representing "America" with a growing number of mi-
nority groups in addition to women and African Americans. I am less inter-
ested in why Rorty feels marginalized than in the reasons why he regards
those emerging into cultural visibility under the umbrella of multicultural-
ism as so unfit to succeed him in representing "our country." From what, in
other words, does he think he is protecting us?

The Victorian culture critics can help us answer this question historical-
ly. To a man, as I have suggested, they saw themselves defending traditional
British culture against popular British culture. Rorty and his fellow defend-
ers of a traditional white masculinist America do not classify the enemy as
"popular" in a nineteenth-century sense, but a second look at his attack on
Silko reveals that certain elements of Mill's argument nevertheless survive
into Rorty's. After scolding her for producing an ending that imagines the
collapse of the American government, "as the descendants of the Maya and
Aztecs stream into California, Arizona, and Texas," he establishes a guilt-by-
association relationship between her dark view of the present-day United
States and theory:

One does not need to know whether Silko has read Foucault or Heidegger

to see her novel as offering a vision of recent history similar to the one

which readers of those two philosophers often acquire. . . . Those who find

Foucault and Heidegger convincing often view the United States of America

as Silko does: as something we must hope will be replaced, as soon as pos-

sible, by something utterly different. (7)

Rorty himself remains relatively untainted by cultural theory because he failed
to understand so much as a word of it.13 For him, critical theory amounts to
little more than brainwashing, much as television, popular cinema, and rap

lyrics do for conservative Congressman Henry Hyde. "When young intellec-
tuals watch John Wayne war movies after reading Heidegger, Foucault,

Stephenson, or Silko," Rorty claims on the basis of no evidence or method-
ology but solely his own common sense, "they often become convinced that

they live in a violent, corrupt country" (7).

The road to cultural politics is paved with theory:
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We now have among many American students and teachers, a spectatorial,

disgusted, mocking Left rather than a Left that dreams of achieving our

country. . . . Members of this Left find America unforgivable, as Baldwin

did, and also unachievable, as he did not. This leads them to step back from

their country and, as they say, "theorize." It leads them to do what Henry

Adams did: to give cultural politics preference over real politics, and to

mock the very idea that democratic institutions might once again be made

to serve social justice. It leads them to prefer knowledge to hope. (36)

According to Rorty, theory situates us in a world of discourse where signs
are no longer attached to the world they represent. By condemning our-

selves to concepts and terminology cut off from actual people and their
problems, recent generations of intellectuals not only betray our traditional
commitment to build a more democratic America, they also threaten the

literary tradition that maintains that commitment from Lincoln and

Emerson, to Whitman and Dewey, and presumably, to Rorty himself.

"Even though what these authors 'theorize' is often something very concrete

and near at hand—a current TV show, a media celebrity, a recent scandal—

they offer the most abstract and barren explanations imaginable" (93).

Where Mill feared that popular culture was beginning to operate like
the law and govern the nation, Rorty levels much the same charge against

the present generation of intellectuals, who have abandoned American

common sense for a critical perspective hostile in principle to an indigenous
national culture. Although deliberately remote from the real world of poli-
tics, these theorizers, from his perspective, nevertheless serve the interests of
minority groups within the United States and prefer popular culture to
great American literature. Despite the apparent difference between his ob-

ject of attack and Mill's, then, Rorty gives the enemies of traditional culture
many of the same characteristics that Mill did; armed with theory and in

league with multiculturalism, contemporary culturalism threatens to evacu-

ate our national culture of all meaning and render it "barren." How can

concern for minority groups possibly resemble the deadeningly mechanical

effects of repetition that Mill described? How can a critical understanding

of our national culture keep us from achieving our country? Like Mill,

Rorty feels betrayed by a culture that has shifted the location of political ac-

tion from labor, money, and law, or politics, onto the production and dis-

semination of information, or culture. His claims to this effect are based on
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the assumption that cultural politics amounts to the neglect of politics and
the degradation of culture.

Postmodernism works the other side of Victorian realism. Postmodern-
ism accepts the arbitrary relationship between signs and the things and
people they represent and reassures us that we are who we are, not by some
accident of nature, but because of the position we occupy in a differential
system of such positions. In a modern mass-mediated social order such as
ours, individuals understand themselves in relation to one of a number of
utterly banal stereotypes that enable a wide spectrum of the public to read
them. Under these conditions, one achieves individuality in the way he or
she fails to meet or manages to embody contrary positions of this kind.
The devout postmodernist would consequently say that no country, but es-
pecially not the United States, could cohere as such without a highly redun-
dant, instantly recognizable, utterly banal method of social classification. If
we begin with this as the primary social reality, then what would constitute
responsible political action? Certainly some way of prying these categories
loose from the flesh-and-blood bodies they presume to represent would be a
start. Having done this, however, we would not seek out some more "origi-
nal" object or subject behind the type but rather strive to understand the
operations of the differential system itself: Why do some differences matter
more than others? How do certain individuals become types unto them-
selves? How do new categories emerge and old ones reveal their artificiality?
Who has the power to reproduce these categories? How would we change
them for the better (because getting rid of them is out of the question)?

Political change has always taken more than "awe," "enthusiasm," faith in
our ability to improve, and even courage and willing self-sacrifice, and I do

wish that intellectuals with education and influence would stop indicating
otherwise. Moreover, what it takes to effect political change is itself subject
to change, and we have, as Rorty himself suggests, born witness to a major
transformation in the theater of political action in the last half of the twenti-
eth century. Even Rorty admits that the situation for women and minorities

began to improve, particularly within American universities, once teachers

and students began calling attention to the categories and kinds of people

who happened to be excluded from the disciplines of knowledge. These

minor changes in the demographic myth of who represents our country

have reverberated across the culture. The ripple effects can be seen in the
courthouse, hospital, pharmaceutical industry, publishing world, sports,
military, and Wall Street, as well as the Congress and the university.
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The 19605 can be regarded as the turning point. Where the war in South-
east Asia signaled a decline in the belief that to preserve democracy and the

modern family we had to send heroic men to do battle against those who
threaten to extinguish Western humanism, the war at home gave unprece-
dented and irreversible authority to spectacle. Refusing to attend university
classes was fundamentally different from a General Motors strike. Throwing
rocks at U.S. policemen and being carted off in a paddy wagon to the local
jail was not at all the same as killing Germans, Koreans, or Vietnamese. The
clothes of the 19605 were not the clothes of rebellious natives, migrant labor-
ers, abused minorities, or the homeless poor but carefully crafted costumes.
To regard this inaugural battle of the contemporary culture wars as anything
other than a performance, a media event, or a spectacle is to imply that it was
a disgusting parody of war, which is to ignore its profound cultural-historical
importance. Precisely because the war at home displayed, for all the world to
see, a generation out of control and acting out contempt for the values of
their parents' generation, it was and remains a more bitter national embar-
rassment than the war in Vietnam itself. The antiwar movement was a will-
ful violation of established social categories. This decisively violent renuncia-
tion of the prevailing categories of race, class, and gender was not a statement
about a war going on somewhere else but an act of war in its own right, a war
over how to represent this country and its ruling class.14 Thus the most im-
portant achievement of "the sixties" was neither to deflect attention from the
civil rights movement, which antiwar demonstrations certainly achieved,
nor to bring an end to involuntary service in the military, which they also
achieved, but to shift the theater of political activism from the plane of physi-
cal action, conflicts we call real, to the plane of discourse, conflicts over how
our relation to the real should be imagined.15

Something got permanently turned around in the process, I am suggest-
ing, and the outcome of military actions, hunger, trade policies, as well as
elections and, yes, university search committees, began to depend on how
those under consideration were represented, how well they managed the in-
formation about themselves, rather than who and what they were. Indeed,

it is fair to say that modern cultures such as ours have moved so far in this

direction that how people are represented may well be who they are. To

come to this conclusion is to admit that any responsible political action
depends on understanding the world so classified as the real and primary

one, the one that must be changed if the material conditions in which people
live and die are going to improve. Because our forebears were so successful



324 — Nancy Armstrong

in establishing their picture of the world as the world itself, cultural theory
is not just a legacy they bequeathed to us, but one of the most effective means
of intervening in the reproduction of that picture.

Notes
1. By this I mean not only those who had access to print culture but also the

"imagined community" formed by their shared participation in a vernacular print
culture (See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin
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Slavoj Zizek's celebration of the 'meaningless traces' that thrust meaning production
onto analysis itself, the postmodernist conviction that the systems of knowledge hu-
mans create constitute the only source of meaning is gradually displacing both the
problem of induction.... [J]ust as the Baconian fact did not suddenly or complete-
ly displace its ancient predecessor, so the postmodern fact has not wholly tri-
umphed over either the production of modern facts or the longing for them"
(327-28). This order of explanation as to why contrary epistemologies could achieve
a synthesis during the Victorian period only to flare up in the culture wars during
our own seems much more satisfying to me than modernist proclamations of great
divides between then and now.
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trans. Ben Fowkes [New York: Random House, 1977], 170).
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