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On Writing Neo Victorian Fiction'

Patricia Duncker
University of Manchester
Patricia.Duncker@manchester.ac.uk

Abstract

This essay revisits the founding texts of Neo-Victorian fiction: John Fowles’ The French
Lieutenant’s Woman (1969) and A.S.Byatt’s Possession: A Romance (1990) in the context of
a reassessment of an ever-expanding genre in contemporary commercial fiction. I approach
the peculiar phenomenon of Neo-Victorian fiction as a novelist, as well as an academic, and I
interrogate the forms, registers and methods of the contemporary novels through the spectral
presence of canonical texts (the Brontés, George Eliot, Charles Dickens) of Victorian fiction.

Keywords: Neo-Victorian fiction, John Fowles, The French Lieutenant’s Woman, A.S. Byatt,
Possession

What is the literary lure of the Victorian period to which contemporary novelists are attracted,
like maggots to a corpse? Why have so many contemporary novelists decided to set their
fictions in the Victorian period, or, to be more accurate, in the Long Nineteenth Century — a
broad span of literary and historical time, ranging from Jane Austen to E.M. Forster? Should
we consider these texts as a group, and if so, how are they to be designated? In what ways, if
any, do these Neo-Victorian fictions with literary pretensions differ from serious historical
fiction? And what trace elements do they share with other kinds of genre fiction, - romance,
crime, thrillers, ghost stories, horror, - that have decorative period se‘[tings?2 Alongside this
flurry of fiction we have also been presented with a deluge of academic books, theses and
journals, all negotiating the field as promising research territory. Christian Gutleben initially
noted the appearance of these books as a contemporary publishing phenomenon, and
described their common quality as ‘nostalgic postmodernism’ (2001).> Mark Llewellyn set
about the task of inventing precise definitions.

What is a neo-Victorian engagement? What is a neo-Victorian text? Can it be any text
published after 1901 which is set in the Victorian period, or is it about characters from a
Victorian text, or about real life Victorians? Can it be a text set in the contemporary
period but with recognisable allusions to Victorian texts, characters, people? Where does

" This is a pre-copyedited, author-produced PDF of an article accepted for publication in English: The
Journal of the English Association. The version of record [Duncker, Patricia. “On Writing Neo-
Victorian Fiction”. English: The Journal of the English Association 2014, first published online :
September 3 2014, doi: 10.1093/english/efu019] is available online at:
http://english.oxfordjournals.org/content/early/2014/09/03/english.efu019.full ’keytype=ref&ijkey=zd
AUNdsloyNGwoL.

*I have already addressed some of these critical problems. See Duncker 2011, 48-64. Elsewhere in the
literary landscape we are enduring an explosion of Tudors. The question ‘why?’ and ‘why now?’ one
particular historical period attracts contemporary writers is not exclusively confined to the Victorians.
? French critics and intellectuals were among the first commentators on Neo-Victorianism.

Hopes and Fears: English and American Studies in Spain. Proceedings of the 36th AEDEAN Conference
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conscious and deliberate appropriation begin and general awareness of accidental echoes
of the Victorian end? (2008, 164-85)*

Here we have a genre in the process of creation, perhaps even the emergence of a
genealogy with all the attendant uncertainties of categorisation and provenance. Clearly not
all books, which contain a crime, are crime novels, > and genres tend to establish themselves
and evolve over decades, even centuries. So it may be helpful to ask a second set of questions,
from the novelist’s rather than the academic’s point of view. ® These questions are certainly
addressed by the ‘content critics’, whose main concern is with classification, not with form,
technique, language, and method. The academic sector of my brain is not alarmed by this. I
too am concerned with cultural and political formations, and know that genre fiction, even the
most tedious and predictable examples, can be very revealing in any investigation of
underlying cultural ideologies. But the novelist in me finds the fact that so much intellectual
energy is spent on explicating banal trivia deeply unsettling. Just occasionally the more
honest academics ‘come clean’ and admit that they are analysing work that has no literary
value whatsoever. Here is Professor Francis O’Gorman discussing Salley Vickers’s Miss
Garnet’s Angel (2000) which he describes as “not a volume without challenges for its
reader”:

Its caricatures of politics, unanalytical conception of religion, unsophisticated Christian
apologetics, and its psychologically undeveloped characterisation are not easy to
overlook (O’Gorman 2010, 3-22) ’

Needless to say, he then goes on to overlook them. The significance and interest of a
mass of badly written novels have been inflated beyond reasonable measure in the present
round of ‘Neo-Victorian studies’. We all spend a great deal of time reading bad writing, for
study and for pleasure, but the quality of the Neo-Victorian writing considered by most
commentators on the genre, which is the primary concern of any serious writer, seems largely
irrelevant. It is not irrelevant to me.

The significance of the ‘Neo’ in Neo-Victorian deserves some comment here.

The term Neo when used in conjunction with a political movement, implies a desire to
return to the political beliefs of that movement’s past (for example Neo-Fascism) and the
desire for the reinstatement of earlier and often conservative values, as opposed to more
radical change (Gay, Johnston and Waters 2008, 10-11). ®

* See also Ann Heilmann and Mark Llewellyn, 2010. This is a survey of the territory, picking out
ideological threads in the contemporary fictions and offering close readings of selected novels. The
authors are especially interested on the story of Saartje Baartmann, the Hottentot Venus, and the way
in which her life and body have been re-appropriated (Heilmann and Llewellyn 2010, 106-142).

> Clearly not, or E.M. Forster’s 4 Passage to India and The Wind in the Willows would be candidates
for the genre.

%1 hereby declare an interest. I have written a Neo-Victorian novel, although I didn’t know I was
doing so at the time: James Miranda Barry (1999), and have just written another one, Sophie and the
Sibyl: A Victorian Romance (forthcoming), although this time around, with the help of a good many
academic revelations, I did know exactly what I was writing.

"1 haven’t much time for Salley Vickers, but O’Gorman goes on to make many interesting points
about Venice. Overall this volume (Arias and Pulham 2010) is filled with important and interesting
reflections both on the Victorians and the Neo-Victorians.

® For further discussion of the issues and a delightful list of Neo-Victorian clichés see Heilmann and
Llewellyn 2010, 4-8.
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This suggestive observation appears in a tiny footnote in a volume on the Victorians and
Neo-Victorianism, edited by Penny Gay, Judith Johnston and Catherine Waters, Victorian
Turns, NeoVictorian Returns, and is discussed at length by Heilmann and Llewellyn, who
offer a precise and convincing definition of the Neo-Victorian. “To be part of the Neo-
Victorianism we discuss in this book; texts must...in some respect be self-consciously
engaged with the act of (re)interpretation, (re)discovery and (re)vision concerning the
Victorians” (Heilmann and Llewellyn 2010, 4; original emphasis). In other words, you have
to know what you’re doing when you meddle with the Victorians and have an agenda,
whether obvious or covert. ‘Neo’ does, of course, also mean new. Does it matter if we are
looking backwards to the Victorians themselves or taking our stand on Victorian ground and
looking forwards into the twenty-first century? And are not all historical novelists Janus-faced,
always looking both ways at once? ° But the suggestion that Neo-Victorian writing manifests
a longing to return to something secure, conservative, even reactionary, and above all familiar,
cannot be swept aside. The conservative aesthetics of Neo-Victorian fiction, an issue raised
by Christian Gutleben, still needs to be addressed. Neo—Victorian fiction writers insist on that
which is not new, as much as enjoying the appropriation and adaptation of the old for new
purposes. Indeed, the most interesting Neo-Victorian fiction writers insist on having their
Neo-Victorian cake as well as eating the high Victorian one Miss Havisham never touched.

In whatever ways the Neo-Victorian phenomenon is configured, the academic critical
consensus names the same two texts as godfather and godmother to the monstrous brood:
John Fowles’ The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1969) and A.S. Byatt’s Possession: A
Romance (1990) '°. Neither book was born a Neo-Victorian text, but became one. The birth of
a genre begins here, with these two flawed, ambitious novels, which, each in its own way
takes on the Victorians. Both books were discussed in academic journals and taught at school
and university levels as post-modern or experimental historical novels, before they achieved
their current status as the first Neo-Victorian fictions. Byatt’s publishers called attention to
the link between the earlier best—seller and her own Booker Prize-winning text on the flyleaf
of the first edition: “Like The French Lieutenant’s Woman, it is formally both a modern novel
and a high Victorian novel”. But Byatt deliberately describes her novel as 4 Romance, and
these two registers of fiction, the novel and the romance, are very different from one another,
both in outcome and intent. Her epigraph, which cites Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Preface to The
House of the Seven Gables, amounts to a manifesto:

When a writer calls his work a Romance, it need hardly be observed that he wishes to
claim a certain latitude, both as to its fashion and material, which he would not have felt
himself entitled to assume, had he professed to be writing a Novel. ... The point of view
in which this tale comes under the Romantic definition lies in the attempt to connect a
bygone time with the very present that is flitting away from us (Byatt 1990).

The tension is Byatt’s novel lies not in the old eighteenth-century split between the
novel of manners and the Gothic world of the fantastic, nor between realism and myth, but
between the two time periods in the narrative, the bygone period of the Victorians and “the

? See Heilmann and Llewellyn’s most interesting discussion of the mirror image, the glass that looks
backwards and forwards in A.S. Byatt’s The Children’s Book (2009) in Neo-Victorianism, pp. 156-
163.

' Jean Rhys’ Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) a modernist re-working or prequel to Jane Eyre is also often
cited as a Neo-Victorian text. Her stylistic and literary agenda seems so radically different from that of
Fowles and Byatt I would not include her work in the Neo-Victorian project.



AEDEAN 36 Proceedings

very present that is flitting away from us”. Both Fowles and Byatt’s novels already seem to be
part of a past present, and a past reading of the Victorians that no longer exists. For Fowles
too has a double narrative: his omniscient narrator, that magnificent and controversial
presence in the Victorian novel, who tells you how to read the book, is located in the 1960s,
recounting the events unfolding in the 1860s. All serious writers are concerned with
chronologies of time: the times in which the work is written, and the connection between the
present and the period described. Fowles’ version of the Victorians is rooted in the 1960s.
Look at the epigraphs to the chapters and note some of the authors cited: Hardy, Arnold,
Marx, Darwin, A. H. Clough, and Tennyson, - he quotes extensively from Tennyson’s
“Maud”. Mrs. Caroline Norton and Jane Austen are the only women writers to be included in
his raft of epigraphs (Fowles [1969] 1972)."" Both women writers are significant. Austen set
important sections of her last novel Persuasion (1818) at Lyme; indeed, she made the Cobb at
Lyme Regis famous. Fowles also includes Caroline Norton and her appalling poem “The
Lady of La Garaye”. But this list doesn’t even hint at the quite different Neo-Victorian canon
of authors ripe for imitation, adaptation or reinvention, among whom I would stress the
presence of Wilkie Collins, all the Brontés, the 1860s fashion for Sensation fiction, Henry
James and the Victorian ghostly writers, especially M.R.James, the ubiquitous Oscar Wilde
and, more dangerously, Charles Dickens. '*> Characters from Dickens seem to be an
irresistible Neo-Victorian lure, especially the cast of Great Expectations, but his style
presents problems, even to the most determined imitators, as it resists both parody and
pastiche.

Fowles was genuinely interested in Victorian discourses: religious, cultural, social,
political and scientific. His text is littered with intriguing information, such as the sexual
habits of Dorset peasants, Victorian women’s fashions, wonderful footnotes on Victorian
contraception, Hardy’s romantic attachment to Tryphena, Darwin’s technical terms for
‘camouflage’, Charles Lyell and the history of geology. Fowles is a pornographic writer,
intensely interested in heterosexual sex, and in heterosexual sexual politics, both the sexual
politics of the Victorians, and the radical sexual mores of the 1960s ‘Sexual Liberation’ years.
He is also fascinated by the intimate relationship between heterosexual sex and rape."

Ostensibly, the subject of The French Lieutenant’s Woman is the classic tale of
seduction and betrayal, but with the usual sexual roles reversed. Charles Smithson is torn
between two women, the conventional, bourgeois, Victorian tool of the patriarchy, Ernestina,
to whom he is suitably engaged, and the mysterious Sarah Woodruff, who stands for sexual
modernity. Sarah has, apparently, also been seduced and betrayed, for the abandoned woman
is always, traditionally, the fallen woman. But in Fowles’ Neo-Victorian novel it is not the
man who is the seducer and betrayer, but the other woman. And here, Fowles, thinly
disguised as the omniscient narrator, declares his hand, and reveals his fictional agenda.
“Modern women like Sarah exist, and I have never understood them” ([1969] 1972, 85). This
novel contains his attempt to decode a woman whose sexual and emotional independence
remain a mystery to the writer who imagines her.

Thus Fowles sets up a narrative in which a particular culture creates and determines
weak and fatuous characters, such as Charles and Ernestina, but cannot touch the melancholy
and elusive Sarah Woodruff whose time is yet to come. In a most interesting scene early in

""'See pp. 100-101 for Fowles’ commentary on the career of Caroline Norton, which is eventually used
as a stick to beat the conventional Ernestina.

' See the list of historical texts, politely ‘revisited’ by the Neo-Victorians (Heilmann and Llewellyn
2010, 288-292).

" Readers who feel that this is a controversial statement should reflect on the fact that ‘rape’ is
exceedingly difficult to prove. Why?
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the novel, when Sarah persuades Charles to meet her in secret, Fowles allows the emerging
candour of the 1960s to expose the sexual confusion of the 1860s. Charles confronts Sarah’s
demands with a row of Victorian clichés.

When one was skating over so much thin ice-ubiquitous economic oppression, terror of
sexuality, the flood of mechanistic science, - the ability to close one’s eyes to one’s own
absurd stiffness was essential. Very few Victorians chose to question the virtue of such
cryptic colouration; but there was that in Sarah’s look which did. Though direct, it was a
timid look. Yet behind it lay a very modern phrase: Come clean, Charles, come clean
(Fowles [1969] 1972, 127).

Fowles steps into the narrative and attributes an utterly modern sexual challenge to
Sarah. The Victorians are doomed in the Gospel According to Fowles, because they cannot
abandon their innate hypocrisy, and ‘come clean’. And this brings me to reflect upon two
elements in this peculiar, misogynist, overblown, but fascinating text, that are both powerful
and characteristic features of Victorian writing: the presence of the omniscient narrator and
the problem of the ending.

In a traditional Victorian novel which uses a single narrator, - Mary Barton,
Middlemarch, Tess of the d’Urbervilles,- the omniscient narrator becomes the character with
whom the reader holds the closest relationship, and that voice determines our connection both
to the story and to the text itself. In The French Lieutenant’s Woman this dominating
authorial personality is identified with Fowles as author-creator, who appears as a character in
his own fiction. This is not in itself especially startling, for almost all first-person narrators
appear as characters, usually, the main character, in their own stories. What is extraordinary is
the nature of the character Fowles assumes. He climbs onto the same train as his anti-hero,
Charles, and the two men exchange glances:

He sat, a man of forty or so, his top hat firmly square, his hands on his knees, regaining
his breath. There was something rather aggressively secure about him; he was perhaps not
quite a gentleman ... an ambitious butler (but butlers did not travel first class) or a
successful lay preacher-one of the bullying tabernacle kind, a would-be Spurgeon,
converting souls by scorching them with the cheap rhetoric of eternal damnation. A
decidedly unpleasant man, thought Charles, and so typical of the age- ...(Fowles [1969]
1972, 346).

Thus Fowles sits, exposed to the gaze of his character. He now joins the Victorians and
is implicated in their fate, the hypocritical self-righteous preacher, ‘so typical of the age’. All
the identities Fowles imagines for himself are overdressed, tacky and fraudulent. He appears
in Chapter 61, outside Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s residence at 16, Cheyne Walk, looking
“foppish and Frenchified”, wearing a “lavishly embroidered summer waistcoat” and
appearing to have “more than a touch of the successful impresario” ([1969] 1972, 394).
Fowles is the novelist who is also the confidence trickster, the illusionist.

This engaging, self-deprecating identity goes a long way to undoing the damage done
to the narrative by his patronising contempt for his characters. For this is always the danger
attached to the role of the omniscient narrator who enjoys the power he, or she, possesses.
Charles and Ernestina are mired in their own contradictory ideologies, all of which are laid
bare and dismembered by the novelist’s scalpel. Sometimes the omniscient narrator is the
source of all compassion towards the pathetic lives revealed in all their self-deception,
ignorance and confusion on the page before him. But Fowles has little sympathy for Victorian
muddle, fear and moral ambiguity. And here he mistakes and ignores the emotional drama of
reading. Many contemporary novelists, intent on the cleverness of their own post-modern
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estrangement misjudge, or fail to remember the investment they are asking their readers to
make, both in the characters and the story unfolding before them. '* The very history of this
Victorian narrator and his or her voice in the text enables Fowles to speak to the reader with
an easy familiarity, to insert extraneous information and to initiate general discussions,
without ever seriously disrupting the illusion of the novel. We are in familiar territory. He
assumes his position as interpreter; the source of knowledge, prejudice, argument and opinion.
It is not his presence but his attitude of condescending disdain towards the historical
Victorians and his own fictional representations that puts the book in jeopardy.

In Chapter 55 Fowles makes an inaccurate statement about the conclusions permitted in
Victorian fiction, which then leads into a technical discussion of the nature of endings.
Fowles claims that “the conventions of Victorian fiction allow, allowed no place for the open,
the inconclusive ending” ([1969] 1972, 348). But nothing could be further from the truth. The
great Victorian tradition is littered with problematic endings and with double endings. Many
writers offer two endings; and when these are both contained in the novel, there will often be
a safe ending and an unsafe ending. Emily Bronté does this in Wuthering Heights (1848).
Hareton and Catherine retire to Thrushcross Grange to go on reading together and to be happy,
but Heathcliff and Cathy are still out there on the moors, the unquiet sleepers “in that quiet
earth”. For their eternal ghosts there is no ending. Henry James wrote two endings to The
Portrait of a Lady (1881), the later version transforms the mood of the ending if not the
outcome of the action. Significantly, James comments in his Notes for the novel “[t]he whole
of anything is never told...(Edel and Powers 1988, 15; James’ emphasis)”'”. Charlotte Bronté
is Mistress of the Double and the Double-Edged Ending. Sometimes the writer’s own
insecurity on the matter of the ending leads him, or her, to entertain two endings. There are
two endings to Great Expectations (1861), one published, one unpublished. In the original
ending Dickens gave Pip and Estella one final meeting. She is now an unhappily married
woman, and they will never be united. The final, published ending with the return to the
ruined house and the marshes and the last glimpse of the two brings them together at last: ...
I saw no shadow of another parting from her” ([1860] 1965, 493). '° Dickens gave way to the
demands of his friend Edward Bulwer Lytton and his audience; he provided the supposedly
happy ending.

Fowles is faced with the same problem. His hero Charles, and a good part of the
readership no doubt, all want the happy ending. But is that possible without destroying the
independent mystery of his heroine? The metaphor Fowles uses for the ending is the fight.

...the writer puts the conflicting wants in the ring and then describes the fight-but in fact
fixes the fight, letting that want he himself favours win. And we judge writers of fiction
both by the skill they show in fixing the fights (in other words in persuading us that they
were not fixed) and by the kind of fighter they fix in favour of: the good one, the tragic
one, the evil one, the funny one, and so on ([1969] 1972, 348).

But what is an ending? How should novels end? The end of a book need not be and
often is not the climax of the action, or even the metaphoric climax where the structures of
significance culminate and intersect.

" This is also true of Ian McEwan in his novel On Chesil Beach (2006), who manages to patronise
both his characters and his readers in a way Matthew Arnold never did.

1 James constantly revised his fictions and his later emendations, for the New York edition, written 27
years after the novel was first published, transformed the book. See his edition for Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1908. But James always intended Isabel to return to Italy.

' See Appendix A in this edition for an interesting discussion of the significance of both endings.
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Darwin’s son George commented on his father’s extraordinary fictional addictions. “It
often astonished us what trash he would tolerate in the way of novels. The chief requisites
were a pretty girl and a good ending” (qtd. in Browne 2002, 68). A good ending is not
necessarily a happy ending- so what are the characteristics of a ‘good’ ending? Many writers
claim not to know the ending of their novels when they are in the process of writing them, and
I never quite believe this, for how can you judge pace, reversals, developments, or calculate
the evolution of a reader’s knowledge if you do not know where you are going or how it is all
going to end? What is a satisfactory ending? What is a just ending? And to whom does the
writer need to be fair, the characters or the reader? Consider the descriptive words for
endings: denouement — which literally means an ‘un-knotting’, the unravelling of the threads.
Denouement also suggests ‘an explanation’, the elaboration of the reasons why, and the
suggestion of complexity transformed into simplicity. Fowles suggests that a good ending
must be both surprising and yet seem to be inevitable. We cannot see how the fight was fixed,
but feel that it could not have happened any other way. A resolution is obviously something
to be desired, the ending of a conflict, the dispersal of tension. It can also mean seeing a
picture more clearly, being given a stronger definition and therefore a clearer resolution. To
resolve means to find a solution for a problem, to solve a mystery. And resolution can also
indicate tenacity, firmness, perseverance. To resolve also means to decide, and to act firmly.

The idea of judgement is never far away in the construction of an ending. Punishments
and rewards handed out. Even Fowles is quite clear that someone needs to win. But the
ending of a fiction is also the arrival at the boundary of that fictional world where the
imagination reaches its limits and the structure is complete. The moment of completion is also
the moment of cessation, the moment when we reach the edge. Thus, the ending of each novel,
especially a great novel, is a little death. The fiction ceases and we return to the world that is
not necessarily more real, but is the one in which we actually die. The ending of a book we
have loved reading is both desired and feared; we are no longer accompanied, but abandoned
and left alone. No writer finds that passage easy to negotiate.

Charlotte Bronté’s sudden refusal to come clean at the end of Villette (1853) and to tell
us what actually happened is therefore all the more startling and radical. She suggests that
“kind hearts” can imagine their own clichéd happy ending, and then in a few sentences sets
out the rapid withdrawal of her substitute author, the speaking narrator, the unreliable Lucy
Snow, who gives a terrifying summary of the characters’ fates, that is, only the very minor
characters. “Madame Beck prospered all the days of her life; so did Pere Silas; Madame
Walravans fulfilled her ninetieth year before she died. Farewell” ([1853] 2004, 546). Her
ending here is a snarl and a vanishing.

George Eliot, some of whose finest writing appears in her endings, wrote “[c]onclusions
are the weak point of most authors, but some of the fault lies in the very nature of a
conclusion, which is at best a negation” (Haight 1954-1978, vol. 2, 234). For an end is also a
parting. The reader parts with the book, leaves behind the writer and the characters. The end
of a novel is loss, absence. It is also the last time the writer speaks to the reader, for it is the
point towards which you have been travelling together. Your ending will be your strongest
statement to the reader. Last words are always the words you remember.

Or are they? We often misremember endings. Most readers remember the ending of
Jane Eyre (1847) as the joyous reunion with the maimed, but still virile Rochester. Reader, 1
married him. Those are the first words of the last chapter, but in fact the book doesn’t end
with Jane and Rochester, but with St John Rivers: it is an apocalypse ending. “ ‘Surely, |
come quickly....Amen; even so, come Lord Jesus!” ” ([1847] 1966, 477). For these are not
only the last words in Bronté’s novel, but the last words in Revelations, and the end of the
Bible. Bronté’s double ending is subversive and ambiguous, because as a Victorian audience
would have realised, Jane Eyre has chosen romantic love, domesticity and security, instead of
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the great adventure, serving God in this world. She has chosen earthly happiness rather than a
divine calling, and to serve one man rather than her God. Of course St John’s missionary
struggle is now largely discredited as a suspect version of imperialism, but not every
Victorian believer would have read it as such. Fowles chooses to make his double ending
explicit.

The only way I can take no part in the fight is to show two versions of it. That leaves me
with only one problem: I cannot give both versions at once, yet whichever is the second
will seem, so strong is the tyranny of the last chapter, the final, the real version ([1969]
1972, 349).

And indeed, he gives us first the happy ending, where Charles and Sarah are finally
united after many misunderstandings, as a Victorian family with their child cradled between
them. In the second ending Sarah rejects Charles, who is last seen alone, walking the
embankment, facing the desolation of modernity. And Fowles has fixed the fight; the darker
ending is unsettling, but more convincing.

John Fowles emerges from the 1860s with an argument, an agenda and a hero: Thomas
Hardy. Chapter 35, which is a meditation on the Victorians and sex, ends with a fascinating
account of Hardy’s broken relationship with his cousin, Tryphena, (or was she his illegitimate
half-sister’s illegitimate daughter?), and his agnostic fury. Fowles lived and wrote in Hardy’s
Wessex, he described the same places, he negotiated the same intellectual terrain. Sarah
Woodruff is Fowles’ version of Sue Bridehead and Tess. Both writers confronted the eternal
Woman Question.

This tension then-between lust and renunciation, undying recollection and undying
repression, lyrical surrender and tragic duty, between the sordid facts and their noble use-
energizes and explains one of the age’s greatest writers; and beyond him, structures the
whole age itself ([1969] 1972, 236).

Fowles takes the Victorians’ struggle with sexuality, faith and ethics, very seriously
indeed, for the existential thread he follows through The French Lieutenant’s Woman binds
the Victorian age to our own. What standards of ethical behaviour should we invent for
ourselves in a post-Christian world? Many of the Victorians Fowles admired asked
themselves precisely that question. And it is the one that Fowles poses, both to himself and to
his readers.

The Pre-Raphaelites make a brief cameo appearance at the end of Fowles’ novel, their
sexual freedoms (for men, at least) offering a door into our sexual futures. The cover
illustration of the first edition of Possession: A Romance (1990) presents us with another Pre-
Raphaelite image, Edward Burne-Jones’ “The Beguiling of Merlin”. For the recurring theme
in Byatt’s Possession is of course, seduction and betrayal, and once again, a drama in which
the usual boundaries of sexual blame are blurred.'” Byatt’s work has received extensive
critical attention in many different contexts.'® She places writing and literary production at the
centre of her novel, both as a slippery intellectual adventure between her nineteenth-century

" Heilmann and Llewellyn continue this tradition. The cover of their volume Neo-Victorianism (2010)
has Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s sinister Neo-Medieval mirror image of two pairs identical knights and
ladies confronting one another in a state of shock: “How they met themselves”.

'® Her scholarly and fictional interest in the Victorians and the Edwardians has never faltered. After
Possession: A Romance (1990) came Angels and Insects (1992), The Biographer’s Tale (2001) and
The Children’s Book (2009).
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poets, Randolph Henry Ash and Christabel LaMotte, and as solid documents, a body of
literary evidence, which forms that obscure object of desire for the academics in the 1980s,
greedily hunting down their sources. Two interlocking genres, broadly drawn, correspond to
the double narrative in the novel. We have a 1980s campus novel, which, as the genre dictates,
is essentially comic, portraying a grotesque cast of obsessive academics, each of whom
represents a theoretical approach to literature: the biographer, the feminists, the textual critic,
the archivist, and so on. The poets are locked in a pastiche Victorian romance novel. Byatt
uses a forensic realism for her 1980s narrative and pastiche and poetic parody for her
Victorian texts. Her academic couple, Roland Michell and Maud Bailey, are haunted by their
respective objects of Victorian study, Randolph Ash and Christabel LaMotte. The fictional
poets are, in their turn, haunted by the Victorian literary voices of Robert Browning and
Emily Dickinson. Here Byatt is following a literary method adopted by Henry James in The
Aspern Papers (1888). ' Aspern is, supposedly, an American version of Byron. Byatt places
each poet’s writing, like a palimpsest, upon that of their historical model, producing an
uncanny sensation of déja vu. Possession is literally padded out with the poetry supposedly
written by the two fictional poets.”” The poems are the bridge between the nineteenth century
and the 1980s, they form the elusive literary evidence laid before both the academics and the
readers. The truth of the Victorian love affair, with all its shattered taboos and emotional
ambiguity, eludes all the academics until the end of the book, when, in the midst of a
wonderfully melodramatic storm, clearly based on the hurricane of 1987, the past finally
touches the present. The search for literary evidence becomes the discovery of our Victorian
origins. Our heroine, the ice maiden Maud Bailey, discovers that she is descended from both
poets.”' She is their inheritor.

The 1980s, which was the recent past when Byatt was actually writing the novel, is
dominated by the engagingly misguided academics. They are her literary detectives, pursuing
their quest. The twentieth-century sections of Byatt’s novel already describe a time that is
now a generation ago, part of a remembered past. The theoretical debates, which preoccupy
her academics, now appear, at the time of writing, hopelessly dated, and oddly irrelevant.
Byatt is uncannily aware of this, for she includes Beatrice Nest, the unfortunate keeper of
Ellen Ash’s Journal, who had been trained to look for Influence and Irony, having studied
English in an even earlier generation. Byatt appears to suggest that literary studies, of
whatever kind, are of very little use in our struggle to understand the past. Comedy dates very
rapidly, as anyone who tries to sell P.G. Woodhouse to young people will swiftly discover.
The Victorian sections of the novel however, have not aged a day. This double narrative,
which forms the spinal structure of the novel, is the technical aspect of Possession that is of
most interest to me, both as a practicing novelist and as a student of literature.

Byatt’s method marks a significant shift away from the recorded social history of the
Victorian period, which preoccupied Fowles, to the literary discourses and poetic styles of the
mid-nineteenth century. This shift from historical documents to literary styles means that
nothing in Byatt’s text actually dates from the Victorian period. Everything is (re)invented

" First published in three parts in Atlantic Monthly, March-May, 1888. In his Preface (written 1907-
1909) to The Aspern Papers James describes his discovery of the fact that Claire Clairmont had
survived into his own times, actually living in Florence rather than Venice where the novella is set.

0 The poetry in the texts divides Byatt’s readership. Those that enjoy Victorian pastiche love the
poems, but sometimes wish they were not quite so copious. Teachers of the novel, I'm afraid, report
that none of their students ever read the poems.

! This is uncannily like the resolution of Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code (2003), where the heroine
discovers she is descended from Jesus and Mary Magdalene.
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and (re)imagined. The double narrative® occupying two different periods of historical time is
a common device in many contemporary novels, not just Neo-Victorian fictions. It is a
dangerous structure for any writer to use. One of the two following catastrophes is very rarely
avoided: either one narrative is intensely researched and imagined, usually the historical
narrative, and the other is far less engaging; or the reader, whatever inducements the writer
offers to the contrary, prefers one narrative and one set of characters to the other and begins,
in irritation, to skim read. There are three ways of avoiding these dangers, and none of them
are ever completely effective.

One: Make sure that the plots of each narrative are so closely bound together that one
narrative explains the other. This is Byatt’s method. The sexual secrets hidden in the
Victorian period are brought to light in the modern narrative. This is not strictly a ‘double
plot’, because the two narratives interlock. One narrative provides the solution to the other.

Two: Set the two narratives on collision course, so that the tension is generated by the
dramatic structural conflict of the two tales and the possible climax can be seen approaching
from afar, like a train crash. *°

Three: Give one narrative power over the other.

All these solutions address the same problem. Two separate narratives set up two
different kinds of demands and expectations in the reader, and generate different desires.

The two narratives will also generate two endings, and for writers of Neo-Victorian
fiction this is a gift, because the writer can address the reader’s fear of the unhappy ending.
The usual pattern will be to deal out separation, loss, waste and death in the historical
narrative, and ensure that the present makes good the mistakes of the past. And Byatt does
precisely this. She separates the lovers in the past; Randolph Ash and Christabel LaMotte
come together for one erotic, geological tour in Yorkshire, then are separated and betrayed.
But Roland and Maud find one another along with the manuscripts. Byatt cannot, however,
bear to abandon the past to its tragic ending, and adds the Romance ending, where Randolph
Ash meets his daughter, the fruit of that brief sexual union, and knows who she is. Thus, there
are three endings to the novel, the last one, “Postscript, 1868, being addressed directly to the
reader, whose knowledge therefore supersedes and exceeds not only that of the academics,
but all the characters in the novel. As the omniscient narrator points out

There are things which happen and leave no discernible trace, are not spoken or written of,
though it would be very wrong to say that subsequent events go on indifferently, all the
same, as though such things had never been (1990, 508).

This is a classic Victorian ending, which echoes the famous ‘Finale’ to Middlemarch
(1871-72), where George Eliot takes on all the readers, like myself, who feel that Dorothea’s
life has been wasted, and proclaims, ex cathedra,

...for the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; and that
things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the number
who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs (1994, 838).

2 Andrea Kirchknopf claims that “post-Victorian texts engaging with their nineteenth century
predecessors indicate both generic and thematic repetitions in fiction, best visible in novels with a
double plot, such as A.S. Byatt’s Possession (1990) or Graham Swift’s Ever After (1992)” (2008, 68).
I question the term “double plot™.

3 This is the method used very successfully by Lyndsay Clarke whose double narrative novel, The
Chymical Wedding (1988), has one narrative in the nineteenth century and the other in the 1980s.
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Byatt’s Finale, which unites father and daughter, is sentimental, even mawkish, and a
classic example of having it both ways, but it is intensely Victorian, both in mood and
message.

Double narratives are of course a frequent feature of the massive baggy monster novels
of the Victorian period, and Eliot’s great fictions of the 1870s, Middlemarch and Daniel
Deronda, place the heroine on one side of the double narrative, and the hero on the other. But
of course, both novels were conceived, composed and originally published in serial parts, so
that the effect and significance of the double narrative cannot initially be grasped. Barbara
Bodichon, Eliot’s staunch supporter and friend, thought that the main theme of Middlemarch
must be the Woman Question, upon reading the First Book, ‘Miss Brooke’, where Lydgate
makes only a brief appearance. She praised the novel but described her fears for the heroine.
“I dread the unfolding and feel quite certain it is a horrible tragedy coming (to Dorothea)”.**
The double narrative in Victorian fiction usually places both narrative voices, or the tales of
two separate destinies, in the same time period, so that the structure functions quite differently
from that of Neo-Victorian fiction. The most extraordinary, suggestive double narrative is to
be found in Charles Dickens’ Bleak House (1853). The theme of this dark and haunting novel
is The Condition of England, and it is shaped as a debate, indeed, as a trial, given that the
Court of Chancery and the endless case of Jarndyce vs. Jarndyce is at the core. Dickens
genders the narratives: his omniscient narrator is counsel for the prosecution; his is the voice
of condemnation, judgement, investigative analysis, and moral authority. Esther Summerson,
is counsel for the defence; hers is the intimate first-person voice of Christian hope,
compassion, forgiveness. She places her faith in family, domesticity and the affections
generated by home and kinship. Thus the novel is structured like a courtroom drama, a novel
of debate in which the reader is the jury. Both voices in the double narrative occupy the same
world, the same historical times, but read them very differently.

Victorian fiction unflinchingly occupied the moral high ground. The moral, political
and social agendas, which dominated this highly engaged argumentative fiction, cannot
possibly form the substance of any Neo-Victorian novel.”> We no longer need to fight against
that particular form of Slave Trade, or, in western Europe at least, the evils of rapid
industrialisation and the creation of an urban proletariat. We are not required to agitate on
behalf of the Reform Bills, Chartism, universal suffrage, the Factory Acts, Divorce, the
Married Women’s Property Act. True, Darwin is still with us, but the arguments for and
against evolution look radically different in an era of rapid climate change. Even the drama of
faith and doubt takes on a different complexion given the rise of radical Islam. So what is
most Neo-Victorian fiction actually about? Well, the writers have not followed Fowles, but
Byatt. There has been a shift from the political to the personal, a lurch towards commercial
genre fiction, where both form and the readers’ expectations determine content, and a
preference for style over intellectual substance.*

Two writers whose work represents this shift, but whose writing has at least some
intellectual credibility, are Sarah Waters and John Harwood. >’ Both writers have worked as

** See her letter to George Eliot, December, 1871 (qtd. in Haight 1968, 446).

» T am not suggesting that Victorian culture did not have its fair share of “silly novels by lady
novelists”, which is just as well, or Darwin would have had nothing fictional to read, but I too, for the
duration of this essay at least, am intent on occupying the moral high ground of serious Victorian
fiction.

26 But, for a more sympathetic interpretation of the Neo-Victorian project see Dana Schiller (1997).

7 The relevant texts so far are Waters’ 7 ipping the Velvet (1998), Affinity (1999), Fingersmith (2003),
The Little Stranger (2009) and Harwood The Ghost Writer (2004), The Séeance (2008) and The Asylum
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academics Waters’ PhD, roguishly entitled ‘Wolfskins and Togas: lesbian and gay historical
fiction 1870- to the present’, fired her interest in nineteenth-century pornography. Both
Harwood and Waters. know the period they exploit for their fictions intimately and from the
inside. Their subject is sexuality and narrative, and on occasions, the relationship between the
two. Like Byatt, Waters’ Neo-Victorian project is the reinvention of Victorian sexuality,
making the sexual secrets, suggested but coded in Victorian fiction, visible and explicit. Her
Lesbian Romances develop the threads suggested by Byatt’s representation of the Lesbian
passion between Blanche Glover and Christabel LaMotte.”® The very name ‘Christabel’ is of
course suggestive of Coleridge’s poem of Gothic Lesbian seduction. I note that all the women
in Byatt’s novel seem to be suffering from sexual problems: Val is embittered, frustrated and
bored, glows with a ‘new slightly defiant radiance’ (1990, 477) as a result of her relationship
with Euan MacIntyre. Maud Bailey’s error of judgement in a moment of madness was her
decision to have grim sex with the awful Fergus. Randolph Ash’s wife Ellen suffers from
heterosexual frigidity and the sexual horrors. Christabel LaMotte is a Lesbian turned
heterosexual when confronted with the bearded virile Ash. Blanche Glover is the deranged
obsessive who betrays the lovers, works as much destruction as she can, then commits suicide.
Beatrice Nest is the grotesque spinster and the American feminist Leonora Stern is too large
to be taken seriously. The men are all fertile, virile and able, when interested, to perform as
required. In the face of this somewhat extraordinary sexual catalogue Waters’ implausible, but
pleasurable versions of Victorian Lesbianism read as cheerfully comforting. Fowles, speaking
as the omniscient narrator, gives us an unusual moment of sexual discretion when he
describes Sarah Woodruff sleeping with the hysterical servant Millie. “As regards lesbianism
she was as ignorant as her mistress...” ([1969] 1972, 138). This statement will appear
increasingly unlikely to any reader of Neo-Victorian fiction where Lesbianism, carefully
presented and constructed to appeal to heterosexual tastes, is ubiquitous™.

I should therefore try to account for the Lesbian turn in contemporary Neo-Victorian
fiction. I believe that this phenomenon, oddly enough, is also linked to academic fashions.
Queer studies are now interestingly potent and intensely practised in many British and
American universities, in a way that the path-breaking and more tellingly political Lesbian
and Gay Studies never were. Queer is post-Gay, and often enough, post-Political. The
scholarly lament, for those of us engaged in historical Lesbian studies, has always been that
Lesbianism leaves very little trace. There are no children, no marriage certificates, only the
odd significant legacy or bequest, but no inheritance as of right. All we can hope for are
personal documents or dedications, diaries, letters, ambiguously gendered poetry, and the
occasional unambiguous declaration. The love remains as invisible as the lovers. This is of
course a protective cloak, if you are in danger of being shamed into suicide or stoned to death.
But Neo-Victorian Lesbianism is now being made mightily visible, the lure being its hidden
secrecy in the Victorian period. This really was the love that did, yet did not exist, a Victorian
secret, that can now speak its Neo-Victorian name. Sarah Waters made Lesbian Romance her
Neo-Victorian textual trademark.

John Harwood is an impeccable stylist at the level of the sentence, and, especially in
The Ghost Writer (2004), a master - creator of a web of spectral echoes around the Victorian
ghost stories. The novel is an exploration of Victorian narrative, a tale of seduction by reading,

(2013). Waters has been the subject of extensive critical comment. Affinity is the novel with the closest
links to Harwood’s The Asylum, where the novel is all about the plot in all senses of the word.

* For a scholarly account of Lesbian lives in the Victorian period see (Vicinus 2004) and for the men
see (Robb 2003).

¥ John Harwood’s latest novel The Asylum (2013), and Stevie Davies’ Awakening (2013) both contain
important Lesbian themes. In both cases the Lesbian passion is the cause of the heroine’s undoing.
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and embodies a similar drama to the one described in Possession. The hero, Gerard Freeman,
brought up in Australia, and aware that his mother is concealing a dark secret, sets out on a
quest over decades to find the truth behind two documents: the evidence, a photograph and a
story which dates from the late Victorian period. Significantly, Heilmann and Llewellyn, who
have discussed Harwood’s novels in detail, can only do so through a lengthy explication of
the plot, identifying the Victorian sources of all the ghostly pastiche narratives and the
spectral echoes of the names, Alice, Jessel, Liddell, and so on. The novel dramatises a search
for origins and the modern critics hunt down the Victorian sources, in an exact replication of
the action in Byatt’s novel, which is of course also about reading and misreading. Harwood’s
patchwork of narratives, “an extraordinarily carefully crafted web of inter/intratextual
references” (Heilmann and Llewellyn 2010, 55) actually forms the substance of the novel; the
book is about the process of reading the book. We are indeed seeking “the dread pleasures of
the pastiche Victorian ghost story” (Heilmann and Llewellyn 2010, 169);*° we have read all
the real ones and long for more. Harwood is a talented mystery writer, and his descriptive
writing has an uncanny power. In his subsequent novels he recreates the haunted house of
Victorian genre fiction. Both The Séance and The Asylum are set entirely in the Victorian
period. But can Victorian ghosts and pseudo-Victorian ghost stories give us anything beyond
the pleasures of Gutleben’s suspect “nostalgic postmodernism”? Rosario Arias and Patricia
Pulham give a more nuanced definition of nostalgia in their suggestive Introduction to
Haunting and Spectrality in Neo-Victorian Fiction: Possessing the Past, argue that “the
nostalgic return to the Victorian ‘maternal’ body implied by neo-Victorian fiction underlines a
simultaneous longing and anxiety that manifests itself in a series of recognizable features
which Freud describes as uncanny” (2010, xv). So why do some writers desire the security of
the past where their fictions flourish, while others suspect that its lure leads only to
comforting delusions and dead ends? This brings me back to the first question I asked: why
have so many contemporary novelists decided to set their fictions in the Victorian period? I
have an intimate stake in this argument. And so, thinking as a novelist, and a Neo-Victorian
novelist at that, I will try to suggest some answers.

It is a truth universally acknowledged that the Victorian period, or the long Nineteenth
Century across Europe, is the Great Age of the Novel. Both Fowles and Byatt are ambitious
and pretentious writers. They are measuring themselves against the best, but they are of
course the great-grandchildren of their Victorian mistresses and masters, not the direct
inheritors. Virginia Woolf’s generation needed to kick against the pricks, to jeer and destroy.
And to be innovators, to write it new. Byatt and Fowles are looking for what they can salvage
in the wreckage of nineteenth-century realism. And the most recent generation have decided
on a different credo: don’t innovate, imitate.

What does the Victorian period offer the contemporary writer? Ladies and Gentlemen,
welcome to the Pleasures of the Plot. Modernist writers eschewed plot, and Virginia Woolf
famously admitted “And as usual I am bored by narrative” ([1953] 1972, 141). But Victorian
and Neo-Victorian fiction thrives on contrivance, coincidence, reversals, revelations, and
melodrama. An elaborate plot transforms the experience of reading; the process becomes a
journey, with markers, milestones, false turns, surprises and crossroads. Since the glory days
of Modernism plot has been the province of lightweight, middlebrow fiction and commercial
genres, especially crime and thrillers. In the eighteenth century, before psychological realism
came to dominate the novel, plot was a source of significance and meaning. Austen’s novels
of moral choice used the two sisters plot, indicating the ethical struggles of her heroines

* Heilmann and Llewellyn give very spirited readings of both The Ghost Writer (2010, 55-65), and
The Séance (2010, 167-173).
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through her titles, Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice. The radical Jacobin novels of
the 1790s set up debate plots that were also evident in their titles: Mrs. Inchbald’s Nature and
Art (1796). This pattern continued into the nineteenth century with novels such as Elizabeth
Gaskell’s North and South (1854-55). The giant plots of the Victorian novel often dramatised
connection across boundaries, particularly the barriers of class and wealth. The plot of Bleak
House links everyone in the novel, from Lady Dedlock in her bored grandeur down to Jo, the
consumptive crossing sweeper. The Victorian message is a moral one: we are all part of one
another and we must recognise the connections. But do Neo-Victorian plots operate in that
way? I would argue that they don’t. The Neo-Victorian plot, which often dramatises trickery
and deception, is about the narrative itself. The forgery calls attention to its own artifice. Neo-
Victorian writers are illusionists, and it is actually this quality of deliberate, transparent
deception that transforms an historical novel set in the Victorian period into a Neo-Victorian
novel.

Significantly, the content critics concentrate on literary tropes, spectral Victorian echoes,
parallels with contemporary concerns, and issues of theory and historiography, rather than any
intense textual analysis of the languages of these novels. And it would not be sensible to
conduct any such analysis. I fear many Neo-Victorian sentences would collapse under close
critical scrutiny. And I also fear that contemporary literary theory can make even silly novels
by lady novelists appear interesting. But very few critics ask the crucial hard questions of the
ideologies, which underpin this kind of contemporary commercial fiction. Literary critics
often fight shy of the commercialisation of fiction. Novels are, mostly, written to earn money.
And no sensible writer bent on cash tries to write fiction that will alienate their readers. Know
your readership! Strengthen their prejudices! How do we account for the lure of the
Victorians? Why, in much the same way that contemporary crime writers escape into the past
to evade the forensic scientists who simply solve the mystery with the aid of DNA and a test
tube, rather than instinct, intelligence and logic.’' To be both blunt and obvious: adultery,
infidelity, perversion and sexual treachery no longer have deadly consequences. Marital
breakdown now leads to screaming, a few scenes and rich lawyers, not social ostracism,
moral condemnation, nasty encounters with God, repentance and death. Seduction and
betrayal have lost their sting. Let us return to the Victorians where class war is still brutal and
sexual desire can have terrible consequences.

What elements in Victorian culture do Neo-Victorian writers carefully avoid? The
omniscient narrator, who makes such a telling appearance in The French Lieutenant’s Woman,
has not appealed to many other contemporary novelists.”> We prefer narrative fragmentation
to authorial coherence and control. And few writers have either the intellectual power or
sufficient knowledge to wield that magisterial ‘we’, the authorial presence in George Eliot’s
novels. Nor do many writers subscribe to the bullying certainties of a writer like Fowles.”> A
third-person narrative with a limited perspective, or an unreliable first-person narrator are
more popular, as are the ubiquitous letters and documents, even the e-mails, which have the
advantage of being immediate, intimate, or confessional. We are following Wilkie Collins
into the safer and less morally demanding intellectual world of Victorian genre fiction. But

3! Crime writing with Victorian settings never wavers in its content: London, gaslight, fog, prostitutes
and, usually, Jack the Ripper. For a Neo-Victorian take on the matter of the Ripper try Alex Scarrow
(2012), and for a modern copycat killer in the style of Jack the Ripper see S.J.Bolton (2011).

32 John Berger uses an omniscient narrator in G (1972), the novel for which he won the Booker Prize.
3 Fowles was, I suspect, disastrously influenced by D.H. Lawrence, whose reputation was colossal in
the age of F.R. Leavis.
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the largest and most obvious gap in Neo-Victorian fiction is religion®*. The Victorians took
their faith and their doubts very seriously indeed. Even the atheists and agnostics (Hardy,
Arnold, Tennyson, Browning, Eliot, Clough, Meredith) gnawed away at their condition. The
believers were no less passionate (Charlotte and Anne Bront€, Christina Rossetti, Elizabeth
Gaskell). Even the heretics (Emily Bront€) knew they were heretics. Christianity is the
foundation of the language and grammar of Victorian fiction, an intellectual and emotional
register without which much of the writing would be unthinkable. Heilmann and Llewellyn
do take account of this. “The neo-Victorian novel itself often runs the danger of debunking
faith without the kind of subtleties and nuances of thought and rationality that are frequently
emblematic of the nineteenth century’s own debates on these matters” (Heilmann and
Llewellyn 2010, 169). I would put it even more bluntly: many contemporary novelists, Neo-
Victorian and otherwise, who are unbelievers, have no knowledge of the content or nature of
the religion in which they do not believe. *> More crucial still is their lack of familiarity with
the languages and registers of the King James Bible. The linguistic drama of Anne Bronté’s
The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848) resides in her evocation and interpretation of scripture.*
The plot of this novel is unintelligible without a sound grasp of the (terrifyingly Calvinist)
doctrines of sin, repentance, forgiveness and damnation.

It is now time to come completely clean on my own views. As a novelist I will not
choose between Fowles’ close and argumentative engagement with history and Byatt’s
playful games with Victorian Romance. Like Fowles, I believe that sentimental fictions of the
Victorians, whether these are the ones they created for themselves or the ones we make up for
them, are “stupid and pernicious”, and I agree entirely with his brief polemical outburst that
“Each age, each guilty age, builds high walls round its Versailles; and personally I hate those
walls most when they are made by literature and art” ([1969] 1972, 138). We should take the
Victorians as seriously as they took themselves, and treat their myths with suspicion, but we
must also study our own times, and not presume to understand them. And we must not look
back rather than forwards simply because we are afraid of whatever we might see, reflected in
the glass.
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Abstract

While one of the current debates in the Natural Language Processing (NLP) community
focuses on how to ensure the quality of the human-coded annotations which will facilitate the
automation of annotation through the development of machine-learning algorithms, manual
corpus annotation —adding interpretive information into a collection of texts—is not receiving
the same attention in the field of Corpus Linguistics, despite its potential as a topic of
methodological cutting-edge research both for theoretical and applied corpus studies. This
paper outlines the theoretical and methodological impactof human-coded corpus annotation
on linguistic research, more specifically on current corpus linguistic practice, as illustrated by
work within the CONTRANOT research project.’’”

Keywords: Corpus Linguistics, Corpus Annotation, Natural Language Processing, Research
Methods

1. Introduction: what is corpus annotation?

As explained elsewhere, “corpus annotation, sometimes called ‘tagging’, can be broadly
conceptualized as the process of enriching a corpus by adding linguistic and other
information, inserted by humans or machines (or a combination of them) in service of a
theoretical or practical goal” (Lavid 2012a, Hovy & Lavid 2010).

In the field of Natural Language Processing (NLP) corpus annotation is viewed as the
process of transforming pure text into interpreted, extracted, or marked-up text, and it is a
fundamental task for a number of text-oriented computational applications such as
Information Extraction and Retrieval, Question-Answering Systems, Summarisation,
Translation, etc... In early work, rules or computer programs to effect the transformations
were built manually, while recent methodologies use machine learning techniques to acquire
the transformation information automatically, in a process called ‘training’. This methodology
requires two principal stages: first, to have humans manually annotate texts (the ‘training
corpus’) with the desired tags (i.e., the transformations); second, to train computer algorithms
of various kinds on the corpus to perform the same job. In more detail, the annotation process
for NLP consists of the following steps:

7 The CONTRANOT project is financed by the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation under the
I+D Research Projects Programme (reference number FFI2008-03384) with the title “Creacion y
Validacion de Descripciones Funcionales Contrastivas a través del andlisis y la anotacion de
corpus”. As team leader of the research group, I gratefully acknowledge the support provided by
Spanish Ministry Science and Innovation (MICINN) for the work reported in this paper.

Hopes and Fears: English and American Studies in Spain. Proceedings of the 36th AEDEAN Conference
Copyright © 2013. Departamento de Filologia Inglesa, Francesa y Alemana. Universidad de Malaga
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. Identifying and preparing a selection of the representative texts as starting material for
the ‘training corpus’ (sometimes called ‘training suite’).

. Instantiating a given linguistic theory or linguistic concept, to specify the set of tags to
use, their conditions of applicability, etc. This step includes beginning to write the
annotator instructions (often called the Codebook or Manual).

. Annotating some fragment of the training corpus, in order to determine the feasibility of
both the instantiation and the annotator Manual.

. Measuring the results (comparing the annotators’ decisions) and deciding which
measures are appropriate, and how they should be applied.

. Determining what level of agreement is to be considered satisfactory (too little
agreement means too little consistency in the annotation to enable machine learning
algorithms to be trained successfully). If the agreement is not (yet) satisfactory, the
process repeats from step 2, with appropriate changes to the theory, its instantiation, the
Manual, and the annotator instructions. Otherwise, the process continues to step 6.

. Annotating a large portion of the corpus, possibly over several months or years, with
many intermediate checks, improvements, etc.

. When sufficient material has been annotated, training the automated NLP machine
learning technology on a portion of the training corpus and measuring its performance
on the remainder (i.e., comparing its results when applied to the remaining text, often
called the ‘held-out data’, to the decisions of the annotators).

. If agreement is satisfactory, the technology can be applied to additional, unannotated,
material of the same type, thereby assisting in future analyses. If agreement is not
satisfactory, the process repeats, possibly from step 2, or possibly from step 6 if more
training data is required.

These steps are graphically represented in Figure 1, the generic annotation pipeline, in which
90% agreement is taken as the acceptability threshold. The three alternatives labelled
“Feedback”indicate where attention must be paid should agreement not reach satisfactory

Theory 1
(Domain) &1
Model-building
Theoryz_ T=>  fortask / annotation §3
(L|ngu|st|cs)

Annotatlon

Theory 3 K Englne training

(Anotherfleld) V| and application

Feedback ?
k Evaluation

90%7? and verification

Corpus

Figure 1.The generic annotation pipeline

As briefly described above, it is fundamental that the human-coded annotations are

‘reliable’, i.e., stable and reproducible, so that machine-learning algorithms can be trained on
them. Reliability is based on both intra-annotator (measures stability: consistency of each
annotator alone over time), and inter-annotator agreement (measures reproducibility: different
annotators on the same problem). Metrics include simple agreement, Krippendorff’s alpha,
variations on the Kappa coefficient (Cohen 1960, Krippendorff 2004, Artstein and Poesio
2008), and others.
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While the issue corpus annotation is part of the current debate in the field of NLP, it has
not received the same attention in the Corpus Linguistics community, despite the fact that it
gives ‘added value’ to a corpus in terms of reusability, stability and reproducibility. In terms
of reusability, an annotated corpus is a more valuable resource than a raw corpus since it can
be reused by other researchers for additional purposes. In terms of reproducibility, an
annotated corpus records linguistic analysis explicitly, thus exposing the analysis (and its
underlying theory) to scrutiny and critique. In terms of stability, an annotated corpus provides
a standard reference resource, a stable base of linguistic analysis so that successive studies
can be compared and contrasted on a common basis. (McEnery et al. 2006).

However, in spite of these advantages, and the clear need for a well-founded scientific
methodology that would ensure the reliability of corpus annotation, best practice in corpus
annotation is still not part of the research agenda of Corpus Linguistics in this decade. As
stated by Geoffrey Leech (2005): “Best practice in corpus annotation is something we should
all strive for—but which perhaps few of us will achieve”.

The reasons for this is probably the lack of awareness of the need and the
methodologies that would ensure consistency and reliability in the annotation process, and the
fact there is no clear picture yet of how to use the results of the annotation process for
maximal benefit.

Interestingly, corpus annotation has a tremendous potential as a topic of methodological
cutting-edge research both for theoretical and applied corpus studies (Lavid 2012a, Hovy and
Lavid 2010).

From the theoretical point of view, corpus annotation can be used as a mechanism fo
test hypotheses about linguistic phenomenaempirically. How can this be achieved?

a) identifying new (heretofore theoretically unanticipated) aspects where the annotators
can't handle the phenomenon observed — here the theoretical coverage falls short
(theory formation);

b) identifying points of annotator disagreement- here the theoretical definitions lack clarity
and accuracy (theory redefinition);

c¢) determining empirically the relative frequency of each subtype of the phenomenon
being studied (enriching theory with quantitative information).

From the practical point of view, corpus annotation can be used in different fields for
different purposes:

a) in the NLP field, it is used for the development of ‘enriched’ corpora that can serve as
training material for computational systems.

b) in the field of Language Teaching it is possible to work with students as annotators,
using annotations by experts as ‘gold-standard’ for teaching students how to apply
theoretical concepts to actual data.

c) in the field of Contrastive Linguistics and Translation, contrastive corpus annotation can
be used for establishing cross-linguistic comparisons of linguistic phenomena in
different languages.

In the rest of this paper, I will outline the theoretical and the practical impact of corpus
annotation on current corpus linguistic research by focusing on the work carried out within
the CONTRANOT project, a recent research effort aimed at the creation and validation of
contrastive functional descriptions through corpus analysis and annotation in English and
Spanish.
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The paper is organised as follows: section 2 describes the main annotation tasks carried
out in the project, and illustrates them by briefly describing the annotation tasks in the area of
Thematisation in English and Spanish. Section 3 analyses thetheoretical and the practical
impact of the work carried out in the project and, finally, section 5 draws some concluding
remarks and gives some pointers for the future.

2. Towards best practice in corpus annotation: the CONTRANOT project

The CONTRANOT project is a current research effort carried out by members of the
Contrastive Functional Linguistics Research Group at Universidad Complutense de Madrid,
the collaboration of an international partner from Simon Fraser University (Canada), and an
international advisory board of scholars from different European and American research
institutions. Aimed at the creation of ‘reliable’ functional contrastive descriptions of English
and Spanish through corpus analysis and collaborative annotation, the project work focused
on selected discourse and semantic phenomena which can be considered as illustrative of the
metafunctional spread characterising both languages, such as Thematisation and Topic
structure, Modality and Appraisal and the expression of Coherence Relations in both
languages. The idea was to use human-coded (or manual)corpus annotation as a tool for
testing linguistic hypothesis about these phenomena empirically (see Hovy and Lavid 2010).
These are explained in detail in the following sections.

2.1. Annotation tasks in CONTRANOT

The standard methodological practice in NLP is that human-coded annotation must be
performed by at least two, and, usually, more people acting independently, so that their
tagging decisions can be compared; if they do not agree with enough reliability then the
whole project is taken to be ill-defined or too difficult. As explained by Hovy and Lavid
(2010: 23):

The underlying premise of annotation is that if people cannot agree enough, then either
the theory is wrong (or badly stated or instantiated), or the annotation process itself is
flawed. In any case, training of computer algorithms is impossible on inconsistent input.

In the CONTRANOT project, the annotation tasks involve a number of steps, described
below:

1. Selecting the ‘training’ corpus. This is a preliminary task, focused on the compilation of
samples of comparable English-Spanish texts on which to perform the human-coded
annotations. In the CONTRANOT project, the samples were collected from different
genres and registers to ensure variability, on the one hand, and to count on numerous
instances of the investigated phenomenon, on the other. For example, Appraisal features
abound in online reviews, and therefore, we included samples of this genre in our
training corpus (Taboada 2009). In other cases, e.g, thematisation, we compiled samples
from editorials, commentaries, news reports and letters to the editor, to investigate this
phenomenon in different genres (Lavid, Aras and Moratéon 2013a, 2013b; Lavid and
Moraton 2013).

2. Instantiating the theory. Here the task consists of defining and delimiting the theoretical
categories that are going to be the annotated. As explained in Hovy and Lavid (2010):
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3. instantiating the theory encounters the problem that no theory is ever complete, and few
if any are developed to an equal degree for all variants of the phenomena they address.
Since theories tend to focus on some phenomena over others, uncertainty arises about
exactly which categories to define as tags for annotation, how to define them exactly,
and what to do with the residue not covered by the theory.

Numerous problems arose in the process of instantiating the theoretical categories
investigated in the project. The most common ones were that the categories were not
exhaustive over the phenomena, or that they were unclear or difficult to define (often due to
intrinsic ambiguity or because they rely too much on background knowledge). This is the case
of categories such as Appraisal (Carretero and Taboada 2009; Taboada and Carretero in
press), Modality (Carretero and Zamorano in press) or the textual phenomenon of
Thematisation (Arts, Lavid and Moraton 2012).

The general solution adopted in the NLP community is ‘neutering’ the theory: when the
theory is controversial, when categories are hard to define, or when it appears impossible to
obtain agreement, one can often still annotate, using a simpler, less refined, more ‘neutral’ set
of terms/categories. This solution was also adopted in the case of the annotation of thematic
features in English and Spanish, where an initial tagset of thematic options includes broad
thematic features to ensure inter-annotator agreements of over 85% (see Arus, Lavid and
Moraton 2012).

4. Designing annotation schemes and guidelines. This task involved instantiating all or
part of the features of the selected theoretical model and developing a core and an
extended tagset to annotate the training corpus. Creating an annotation manual is not a
trivial task; for example, the Penn Treebank Codebook is three hundred pages long. In
our project we created simplified annotation schemes and guidelines which were
modified and perfected during the annotation process, typically whenever new variants,
unforeseen by the theory, were encountered. For the category of Thematisation in
English and Spanish, a core and an extended annotation scheme was designed based on
the theoretical model of Theme proposed in Lavid, Aras and Zamorano (2010). A
specification of the tags used and their definitions can be found in Arus, Lavid and
Morat6on (2012).

5. Performing annotation experiments. In order to determine the feasibility of both the
instantiation and the annotation manual, we performed several experiments on some
fragments of the training corpus. For example, in the area of Thematisation (Arus,
Lavid and Moratén 2012), Appraisal (Carretero and Taboada to appear; Taboada and
Carretero in press; Mora 2011) and Modality (Carretero and Zamorano 2012). The
experiments were performed by members of the research team and by associated
doctoral students who had weekly or biweekly meetings during which problematic
cases were discussed, codebook problems were noted, the need for neutering was
investigated, theoretical background was provided, etc. Annotation disagreements were
brought to open discussion and jointly resolved (‘reconciliation’ stage). Backing off
occured in cases of disagreement and several solutions were adopted, depending on the
specific cases: (1) making the option granularity coarser (neutering); (2) allowing
multiple options; (3) increasing the context supporting the annotation decision; (4)
annotating only the easy cases.

6. Evaluating the annotations. The next step in the annotation process was to evaluate the
annotation results in order to determine the stability and the reproducibility of the
annotation schemes. This was done by comparing the degree of agreement between the
annotators’ decisions, including the selection of the more appropriate measures, how
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they should be applied, and determining the level of agreement which will be
considered satisfactory. As explained above: “The underlying premise of annotation is
that if people cannot agree enough, then either the theory is wrong (or badly stated or
instantiated), or the annotation process itself is flawed.”(Hovy and Lavid 2010).

In the NLP community the most widespread statistical test to measure inter-annotator
agreement is the kappa coefficient, which measures agreement among coders in any situation
where at least two independent coders are analysing the same element. Other measures used
are Krippendorff’s alpha, AGR, precision and recall. Kappa coefficient and AGR were used in
the CONTRANOT project in those annotation experiments where more than two annotators
were involved, as in the case of annotating thematic features in English and Spanish
newspaper texts (see Arus, Lavid and Moraton 2012). Precision and Recall were also adapted
to measure inter-annotator agreement in our project, considering that one of the annotators is
the gold-standard (see Taboada and Carretero in press).

2.2. An example: Thematisation in English and Spanish

For the phenomenon of Thematisation, two annotation schemes were developed, one for
English and one for Spanish, with tags based on Lavid et al.’s recent model of thematisation
(see Lavid, ArGs and Zamorano 2010). On the basis of those annotation schemes, two
agreement studies were designed: 1) the first study measured inter-annotator agreement on the
identification of thematic spans; 2) the second one measured inter-annotator agreement on the
type of labelchosen by the annotators on the previously selected spans. The Agreement metric
(AGR) was used for the 1st agreement study because the annotators could be coding different
expressions (markables) in identifying thematic spans. For the 2nd agreement study the kappa
coefficient (K) was used, since it measures agreement when two independent coders are
analysing the same element.

The studies showed that the task of identifying some thematic spansproved to be more
difficult than the labelling one (e.g. AGR for IT was only of 37.50%) for the English dataset,
(see table 1 below).

L liscn Ik HTEN!

Tank 1 ecdered Pcation ol Thernatic Teld AR — L7, ALK — 513

Task 20 Idontilicalian ol hanealie =prans realising canc Laes AGE G TH = 25510 AGHE ke TH = %1
AR e L = 56 500 AGE Tl =57 U
AGE e FIL =787 3 AGK Fe PIL— =%
AR e T = 37500 AR B T =91

Table 1: Summary of Agreement Study 1

Labeling of specific Thematic Head types was more difficult for the Spanish dataset
than for the English one as shown by the lower agreement (kappa = 0.475) in table 2 below:

Englisa Spne
Teask 1z Laheliv ul o Lygs adjpa =081 Adjipa = LR34
Toaak 20 Lahielivne o Thermatic lead Lepes Kappe = LT adjpe = 0172
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Table 2: Summary of Agreement Study 2

This lower agreement is probably due to the complex morphology of the Spanish verbal
group, which caused annotators to hesitate between thematic features such as PreHead or
Thematic Head. The inherent difficulties in disambiguating different types could only be
improved through consistent training and practice with the annotators.

3. Theoretical and practical impact of annotations

The agreement studies carried out within the CONTRANOT project have had a direct impact
in the theoretical characterisation of the complex linguistic categories investigated so far. For
example, in the area of Thematisation in English and Spanish, the thematic features proposed
in the available theoretical model of Lavid et al. (2010) were redefined and clarified on the
basis of the annotation experiments (see Arus, Lavid and Moraton 2010). In the area of
Modality, new subcategories for modality types were created on the basis of poor agreement
when trying to distinguish deontic and dynamic modality (see Lavid et al. forthcoming).

As to the practical impact of the work, several annotated corpora have been
created containing annotations with the categories investigated in the project. Thus, a corpus
of consumer reviews with Appraisal annotations has been developed by members of the
project (see Taboada and Carreteroto appear), which is available online for NLP and linguistic
investigations. Another corpus of newspaper texts with Theme-Rheme annotations, and a
corpus of interviews with Modality annotations have also been developed and will soon be
made available for the research community (Lavid et al. in press).

In the area of language teaching, some members of the project have worked with
students as annotators, using ‘gold-standard’ annotations by experts to teach students the
behaviour of certain linguistic categories, such as Thematisation and Modality (see Arts,
Lavid & Zamorano 2010).

4. Concluding remarks

We are entering a new era of corpus building, with need for annotated corpora and annotation
experts but there is a lack of a generalised standard practice which would ensure the
trustability of results: the work in NLP does not ensure theoretical soundness (through
reference to prior theoretical work), and the work in Linguistics does not guarantee ‘reliability’
in the annotation process.

The main challenges for the future in this field are: a) enriching computational
studies with theory; b) enriching (corpus) linguistics with experimental methodologies which
ensure ‘reliability’ in the annotation process; ¢) need for collaborative efforts between both
camps. It is expected that the CONTRANOT project and subsequent research efforts (see
Lavid 2012b) will contribute to these challenges in the investigation of complex linguistic
phenomena.
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Abstract

In this essay, I analyse the life and fiction of Mary Brunton from a completely new angle.
Whereas previous criticism has always presented her as one of Walter Scott’s imitators and
therefore inferiors, here, the basic approach is reversed. By considering her as a writer on her
own terms, by granting her certain autonomy, she emerges as a beguiling novelist. This is
difficult to accomplish, as Brunton and her contemporaries all, in a rather supercilious fashion,
publicly acknowledged their inferiority to Scott. However, simultaneously, they involved
themselves in a attempt to construct a credible literary persona, the obligatory credential for
the literary market. Brunton’s personality is determined by a dull, portentous memoir penned
by her husband. Just as he stifles her personally, so her fiction has suffered from her
reputation as an unforgiving Presbyterian. However, 1 argue that her portrayal of female
desire is daring and controversial, especially in her unfinished, novelistic fragment Emmeline,
which plots out the limits of nineteenth-century romance.

Keywords
Nineteenth-century fiction, desire, reviews, Mary Brunton, Walter Scott

First of all, I would like to extend my thanks to the President of AEDEAN and its board for
inviting me to be here today, as well as to the organising committee of its 36 conference for
their hospitality. When I first started writing this lecture, I must admit that I blinked — a few
times — in disbelief when I saw that number —36— not because it might have some undetected
cabbalistic significance, but simply that thirty-six is rather a lot. This is not, I stress, an
argument about numbers, nor is it an epistemological debate; the reason is another one, and
concerns my subject, the novel. Once, while reading in a critical theory course Karl Marx’s
Communist Manifesto, a discussion arose as to what he had in mind when he states that: “[The
bourgeoisie] has been the first to show what man's activity can bring about. It has
accomplished wonders far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic
cathedrals” (257). In order to make an ‘activity’ as relevant as possible, I asked what these
‘wonders’ could be; back came a series of suggestions, museums, industrial design, opera
houses; another suggestion was that in more recent times, sports stadiums would certainly
qualify (the 2008 Beijing birds-nest stadium or the 2012 London Olympic velodrome —aka as
the Pringle - to name but two), but someone, whether half-asleep or in another mental state,
said that the great nineteenth-century monument was the novel. It is certainly true that two of
the great bourgeois cultural products of the mid-nineteenth century —the manifesto was
published in 1848— were fiction and opera; both have remained enormously popular,
obviously not constantly, obviously not equally. Adaptations, which have made both genres
more accessible, are widespread.

But, I believe, there is a but, a big but, and that is right here. The nineteenth-
century novel was a great achievement, yet it won’t be found very easily in this conference. In
the panel on modern and contemporary literature, we can find a contemporary Victorian, AS
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Byatt, we can reach back to HG Wells and Conrad; there’s little to be found in US studies; in
critical theory we get close, with a paper on Victorian burlesque, and in comparative literature,
Lewis Caroll pops out of his rabbit hole for a brief performance. The research projects on the
AEDEAN webpage stop at the end of the seventeenth century and resume in the twentieth.
Poor Jane, poor Walter, poor Charles, poor Elizabeth, poor Charlotte and siblings, poor
Marian, poor Anthony...no one loves you, it seems, academically at least south of the
Pyrenees and north of Gibraltar. The map or timescale of our English studies is a little
peculiar, or using Marx’s terms, the conference has, for some time, been strangely lacking in
wonders.

With that personal reflection made, I would like now to focus on one practitioner of that
wonder. My account and analysis are based on the research that led to the publication of The
Novels of Walter Scott and his Literary Relations: Mary Brunton, Susan Ferrier and
Christian Isobel Johnstone. 1 am only going to touch on a few, in fact very few, of the
questions dealt with in this monograph, which is a simple invitation to read it in more detail.

The book’s rather mundane title responds equally to the marketing strategy of the
publisher and the basic hypothesis behind the book, which is a simple but, I would like to
believe, innovative one. If we look at the cover and leave aside the author, we will see that
there are five people: four writers, plus the charming and beautiful female reader. “And” is a
connector which often suggests partnership and/or rivalry: Jarndyce and Jarndyce, Thompson
and Thomson, Blair and Brown, Tom and Jerry, even Ben and Gerry’s, so there is, potentially,
a level playing-field, which, in terms of literary history was never the case with these writers;
they were never, ever considered equals to Scott. That said, Ferrier was championed in the
1880s by two such notable figures as the philologist George Saintsbury, and by the prolific
novelist and critic Margaret Oliphant who both use the same set of national parameters:
Scottish Ferrier, Irish Edgeworth and English Austen, who together form a national novelistic
triangle, which is basically equilateral. Apart from that brief moment, the three relations were
never considered as belonging to the same universe as Scott, seemingly accepting their
subservient position. Here, for example, is Ferrier writing to her faithful correspondent
Charlotte Bury in 1829:

My chief happiness is enjoying the privilege of seeing a good deal of the Great Unknown,
Sir Walter Scott. He is so kind and condescending that he deigns to let me and my trash
take shelter under the protection of his mighty branches, and I have the gratification of
being often in that great and good man’s society. (Doyle 1898: 245)

Ferrier infrequently writes in such supercilious term, it must be pointed out, and were
time permitting, it would be a simple exercise to point out certain ironies in this account and
discrepancies with other of her comments. Johnstone was a liberal journalist and novelist (and,
from all accounts of her contemporaries, was the brains and energy behind the highly
influential Tate’s Magazine), that is, someone whose political ideas have nothing in common
with the arch-conservative, very high Tory, Scott. As Thomas Carlyle put it in a pungent
comment on Victorian middle-of-the-roadism:

Mrs Johnstone's Tales of the Irish Peasantry bring her honourably to our mind. Pray offer
the good brave-hearted lady my hearty remembrances, good-wishes and applauses.—
Radicalism, I grieve to say, has but few such practical adherents! Radicalism, when one
looks at it here, is—a thing one had rather not give a name to! (Carlyle 1985: 234)

In an anonymous 1832 article, which is always attributed to Johnstone she claims —in a

completely idiosyncratic polemic — that Scott is a liberal whose accounts of the corrupt courts
of the past reflect the current state of regency Britain to such an extent that he is nothing less
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than “a universal leveller” (Anon 1832: 133). Like a considerable number of nineteenth-
century readers and critics of both sexes (George Eliot and John Ruskin are the most
influential of these voices), she praises his active, adventurous female characters, which leads
to the hagiographical remark that Scott represents the embodiment of “the Philosophy of
Humanity, and the spirit of our own national history, with that finer spirit, expansive as Life,
and enduring as Time, which pervades all that he has written” (129). The interesting point is
not the nature of the comment itself, but by whom it is uttered: an active, anti-conservative
journalist, engaged in an ongoing battle to supply the public with literary and political
journals whose liberal viewpoint would counter the all pervasive influence of Blackwood'’s.

Both Ferrier and Johnstone lived in an intellectually alive and prosperous Edinburgh, or,
as it branded itself: the Athens of the north, and were well connected to the upper echelons of
the aristocracy and literary circles in the case of Ferrier, and to publishing, in the case of
Johnstone. Mary Brunton, in contrast, was married to a church minister, preferring home to
public life: being an acknowledged author, she confided to her correspondent Mrs. Izett, was
like performing in a circus, so better leave these things to Scott, whose fiction, nevertheless,
she enthuses, delighted her soul. Her abhorrence might not be prim propriety but realisation
that the combination of female gender, intelligence and public life produced a product she had
no taste for: the bluestocking. It is a feeling Ferrier shared, if we are to judge by her merciless,
violent portrayal of such figures in Marriage (1816). Between being anonymous, penning
your work as “by a lady”, and being regarded as a bluestocking, there is really no choice for
Brunton.

All three writers, openly, or as openly as they wanted or were permitted to, consciously
assumed a position of subservience to Scott. Although that has for years been more or less the
end of the story, for me it became just the beginning. For, notable scholars such as Peter
Garside and Ina Ferris have argued so convincingly, Scott behaved as a double-agent: while
he adopted the female author’s obliged anonymity, hence the nickname the Great Unknown,
he purposefully ensured that in his case this would not prevent him from dominating all areas
of print culture: from the quill to the printing press and, most importantly of all for the widest
promotion possible, the reviews. This constitutes the phenomenon which Ferris so concisely
defines as literary authority in her ground-breaking study.

In the 1829 “General Preface” to the Waverley Novels, Scott explains that he had
started writing Waverley in 1805, then abandoned the project, before taking it up again years
later when he accidentally discovered the manuscript of its opening chapters in a desk-drawer,
while searching for fishing tackle. That implies that the greater part of the novel was therefore
written after that, in other words between October 1813 and the following June; publication
rapidly ensued. Garside begs to differ, pointing out that Waverley had been advertised for
publication by John Ballantyne in his 1809-1810 catalogue. Consequently there is a clear
discrepancy between Scott’s self-fashioning account of the process, the advertisement, and
the other documentary evidence that Garside has collected. For Garside, then, this is like a
jigsaw with many pieces, but one where “[n]othing fits” (33) as smoothly as Scott would have
us believe. Subsequently, the enormous majority of readers and critics, dating back to 1814,
have been misled. The fishing tackle story indicates two relevant points. First, that Scott
strove successfully to dominate the novel through the careful creation of an episode of literary
history which is largely fictitious, as the fishing tackle story locates him as the founding
father who had really invented the historical romance as far back as 1805. The date, I must
stress, is of paramount importance, as Scott is insinuating, actually hoodwinking us into
believing that he had more or less formulated the national tale before the publication of, for
example, Mary Brunton’s Self~-Control (1811). Second, the discovery of the manuscript
among his sporting equipment is narrated in an extremely mundane manner, which suggests
that casualness, but only the casualness of a great master, was sufficient to engender a literary
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revolution with an effortless stroke of his pen. In other words, his abilities were far beyond
those of his female contemporaries. To determine what Scott’s motives were for the fishing
tackle story is open to debate; but what is indisputable is that it underlines his attempt to
consolidate his number-one slot. But the irony is, and it is surely an irony that has passed by
unnoticed, that Scott sets in motion the machinery of self-promotion because of his awareness
— immeasurably greater than that of his many critics since 1814 — of their existence-cum-
status as writers. It is a question of simple logic: if there were no rivals, there would have
been no need to be so assertive, to be so intent on eliminating all opposition.

This led me to argue that it is therefore a legitimate exercise to question if not reverse
the causes and effects of their subservience. Previously, his literary relations have always
been read as his followers, his satellites; to a great extent, as I have shown, this is their fault —
to use a trite expression— but of course, there are other hypotheses which are better known and
extensively researched, such as the materialism associated with the Ian Watt or Raymond
William schools of thought. These writers cannot fit into such historicist models of
encroaching secularism. What I basically do is first analyse the literary relations on their own
terms and then turn to Scott to see how that process of reverse optics affects our
understanding of author, the historical novel and fiction in general. This is the first time this
exercise has ever been undertaken. My main conclusions focus on the questions of union,
desire, Ireland, religion, and the viability of the historical romance as a genre beyond the
second decade of the nineteenth century.

One conclusion is this: the fishing tackle story has been extremely persuasive, in fact so
much so that it was not really challenged in a conscientious, scholarly fashion till Garside’s
ground-breaking 1991 article. As John Sutherland says, it is “one of the hoarier creation
myths of nineteenth-century literature [...but one] [t]he reading public have always loved”
(169). In other words, it is a good story (in the widest possible sense of the word). What has
never been fully examined and acknowledged till now is that his three literary relations were
subject to an identical process, that of creating a literary persona: in the case of Mary Brunton,
this took the form of a memoir written by her husband, Alexander. Mary died in childbirth in
1818; the memoir, along with the fragment Emmeline, and a selection of her letters and diary,
were published a year later. Why this is important is that it illustrates that not only were both
male and female writers working on similar genres, the national tale would be the most
precise term, but they employed secondary material to create an image, to project their status
as a literary figure, even if, as in the case of Mary Brunton, its purpose was to justify her
decision to stay out of the limelight. Again, one does not have to be a post-structuralist to see
the irony in someone creating a literary persona in order to justify her desire for anonymity
and belief in the worthlessness of being a female literary persona.

Mary Brunton’s persona is the joint effort of her own words and her husband’s,
Alexander Brunton. It is impossible to know what motivated him to compile a memoir, but he
really describes a stultifying marriage, so much in fact, that, after reading it, were one to reach
the end, one would be put off for life and never be attracted to reading anything by her or
about her ever again. Luckily, the volume was published posthumously, by which time Mary
Brunton had been relatively successful. Her two complete novels — Self~-Control (1811) and
Discipline (1814) went into several editions during her lifetime, later becoming part of the
Standard Novels collection, the popular cardboard and paste one volume mid-century format
which replaced the highly expensive multi-volume leather and sown pages editions of the
early decades. The rise of feminism and the accompanying interest in the mothers of the novel
led to their republication a few decades back. Let us now have a close look at dreariness and
then see what literary persona he created through adorning his account with a combination of
omission and/or white lies.
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The memoir, 116 pages in all, begins with a self-deprecatory admission by Alexander
that he is not up to the task, before embarking on a brief biographical sketch of his wife’s
early years. Much of the memoir consists of her letters on a varied subject matter. Alexander
dedicates four pages to her religious character: “her piety was not of an ostentatious or
obtrusive kind” (1819: cxiii). In short, this assonant sentence tells us that she was an ideal
Presbyterian wife, corresponding to her role as model spouse for the respectable Professor of
Oriental Languages and author of a volume of Persian Grammar. The letters are followed by
“Helps to Devotion Selected from the Holy Scriptures”; addressing her dear young friends,
she informs them that the author of these pious pieces is “a woman in the prime of life, as
cheerful, as happy” (179). That said, the final pages are dedicated to six uninteresting
“Examples of Praise”.

Being such a saintly man, Alexander Brunton is so overcome by grief that he can only
provide us with a “feeble sketch” of her life and cannot manage to describe her final days. It
is good to know that he had dedicated much of his free time to the instruction of his devoted
wife: “in the evening, I was in the habit of reading aloud to her, books chiefly of criticism and
Belles Lettres” (ix). Her literary career was inevitably the result of this education; she did not
turn to writing to some years after their marriage, or, in other words, to some years after this
instruction had begun. The Edinburgh Monthly Review, which thought the memoir was a real
masterpiece, had one bone to pick with Brunton: his wife’s failure to master maths.

It is no surprise, that such a godly man informs us of her favourite reading; apart from
the Bible, it comprised John Newton’s Messiah[: fifty expository discourses on the series of
scriptural passages, which form the subject of the celebrated oratorio of Handel] (1786) and
his Cardiphonial: or, the Utterance of the Heart] (1781), Jeremy Taylor’s [The Rule and
Exercises of] Holy Living (1650), presumably Richard Allestree’s The Whole Duty of Man
(1659), and Richard Baxter’s The Saints’ Everlasting Rest (1650). The only item which is
literary, in the more widely accepted term of the word, is Cowper’s poetry, which is itself
informed by deep religious angst. Conspicuous in its absence is any reference to the genre his
wife is remembered for: the novel. This arguably select bibliography contributes to
enveloping the couple in an aura of saintliness. In fact, it is almost a caricature of Protestant
holiness: all prayer and no fun. Why Alexander Brunton presents his wife to us in this way
will shortly become evident.

One of the recurrent themes in the little critical work available on Brunton is the
peculiar, slippery way she handles desire. By this I mean that she does deal with the subject,
rather than, as commonly argued, avoid or blot it out. Her preoccupations, for example, are
evident in the novels themselves: the peripeteia, the trigger moment, is brought about in the
first by a seducer’s indecent proposal in the opening chapter to elope, and by a fond kiss by
the father of the daughter she is governess to in the second. Her heroines struggle between a
strict sense of morality and their illicit desires. Mary Brunton herself states in a letter, about
Hargrave [the villain of Self-Control] that “[i]t is alleged, that no virtuous woman could
continue to love a man who makes such a début as Hargrave. All I say is, that I wish all the
affections of virtuous persons were so very obedient to reason” (Brunton 1819: 25). Brunton
is aware not only of the role desire plays in her fiction but also of the likelihood of an overtly
moral response, which, to judge for her caustic remark in the closing words of this citation, is
one step away from hypocrisy.

Brunton’s remarks irrefutably demonstrate that she is aware that if the question of
desire is sent into hibernation, it will be because the reader, whether amateur or reviewer, will
construe her fiction as being thoroughbred, stereotypical Puritanism. This is precisely the
history of her critical response in a nutshell. Her jocular remark on readers’ own morals has
been overshadowed by the view that religiosity annuls any eroticism, down to the slightest
glimpse of an ankle. Again, it is the writer herself who must take a great deal of responsibility
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for this state of affairs. Brunton dedicates her first novel to the contemporary dramatist,
Joanna Baillie, adding that the reason why she drew this rakish character was as follows: “I
merely intended to shew the power of the religious principle in bestowing self-command; and
to bear testimony against a maxim as immoral as indelicate, that a reformed rake makes the
best husband” (1811: xlii). This grandiose statement reads as if it were delivered from a pulpit,
so it is hardly surprising that she fits the slot of harsh, unforgiving Presbyterian. In the other
words, when the heart beats, when desire calls, follow only the path that will allow you to
knock on heaven’s door.

And yet, it would not escape the attention of a literary scholar that Hargrave is no
ordinary name picked at random. On the contrary, it is a name borrowed from Richardson’s
History of Sir Charles Grandison (1753). The remark about the reformed rake is also
Richardson’s — from Clarissa. In my analysis, I point out there is a steady stream of
Richardsonian echoes in her fiction: not just in the names, but also in the plot, in the
importance given to the father, in the use of hypergamy — marrying up as a reward for virtue —
to name but a few. Thus we reach the bizarre situation that a writer who is deeply influenced
by Richardson, never really felt much interest in him, (according to her husband,) unless she
kept his works hidden from his sight, something which, bearing in mind the length of the two
novels I have just mentioned, would have required great ingenuity and a large house. In sum,
his bibliography is carefully selected to underline her saintliness.

As this is an essay on literature, it is only fitting that another reason, a literary one
presents itself as complementary reason for the compilation of her bedside reading: perhaps
fiction was of so little consequence to both Alexander Brunton and his contemporaries that it
was not worth mentioning. This might seem far-fetched, but the cogent school of criticism
that has built its foundations on the literary authority argument, as previously mentioned,
would certainly put forward this hypothesis. There can be no doubt the gender/genre bias
operates with total power and impunity, relegating fiction to the lowest rung in the
evolutionary ladder of literature. The reverse side of the coin is that if we turn to the
Alexander Brunton’s remarks that he could instruct his wife in languages and the humanities
but not in maths, his failure then has a simple explanation: he could not teach her maths as
that is not the province of the female mind. Worthless fiction, good only for diversion, and
even then not always, has a different role to play.

It is easy to be hard on Brunton, but if you feel he is genuine rather than sanctimonious,
read on. In the memoir, he hides other juicy details, which only came to light in Mary
McKerrow’s extensively researched Mary Brunton the Forgotten Scottish Novelist, (2001)
which pieces together her complex family history. My doubts about Alexander’s motivation
stems from the information which McKerrow provides. Did Alexander know, for example,
that his mother-in-law, Frances, was illegitimate? If that might sound an unimportant fact of
modern life, it certainly was something that would have affected, even in the slightest way,
his views on her family. Of much greater importance is the fact that Alexander hides,
knowingly and therefore purposefully, the story of their courtship and marriage, which bears
an uncanny resemblance to seduction fiction. I am not saying that Brunton is a rake, but he in
real life he was, irrefutably, that other villain: the eloper!

Mary Balfour, as she then was, lived in the Orkneys, though educated in
Edinburgh with good contacts in the military and high society. Her great uncle, for example,
had had an extremely successful military career in the Hanoverian army, rising to the rank of
Field-Marshall, in 1757 and becoming Commander-in-Chief. Alexander, in real life was a
poor scholar who tutored Mary’s brothers in preparation for their going to public school.
McKerrow explains that Frances (Mary’s mother) detected that something was going on
between the tutor and the boys’ sister; she was definitely not keen on having her daughter
marry a man “with a ridiculously small stipend, and no social standing” (McKerrow 2001: 56).
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Frances wanted to pack Mary off to London, out of harm’s way. This seems ironic, as
London’s as the epitome of vice is a traditional trope of English literature, most notably, I
would argue, in Restoration comedy. It is precisely where the virtuous maiden is ruined, not
saved! Mary would stay with her godmother, Lady Wentworth, in order to be presented to
glittering London society. This would initially seem an enticing proposition, as glamorous,
cosmopolitan, social connections would provide the opportunity of meeting suitors with large
stipends and considerable social standing. Mary had other ideas, and her mother took further
preventive action.

Frances sent Mary off to the tiny island of Gairsay. Its size is 294 hectares, its
population in 1798 was 33 (for several years it was uninhabited and in 2001 its population
was three). McKerrow explains

Somehow he [Alexander] managed to arrange for Mary to give him a pre-arranged signal
from the island, and he then, as chivalrous as the proverbial knight in shining armour,
would secretly row over in a small boat, probably from the mainland, and whisk her away.
An operation, no less romantic, for being undertaken in the sometimes fickle late autumn
weather. But fortune favoured him and he rescued his girl. (58)

This reads like fantasy; it is open to debate whether, were we to turn their affair into a
story or a film, we would be accused of stretching credibility beyond belief, for, out of this
romantic setting, the two main characters go on to become the author and subject of the
piously dull, passionless 1819 memoir And that is precisely the point: they elope in order to
be a conventional Minister of the Church and Minister’s wife. To continue the jigsaw
metaphor, these pieces do not seem to complete the puzzle; they appear to be part of a
different one. A convincing alternative argument is that their married life was very happy,
despite the laconic nature of the memoir.

Just to complete this biographical section, Mary Brunton had a very un-Prebysterian
love for Baroque art. The most emotive passages of her diary relate her visits to such places as
Burghley House, built by and mostly designed by William Cecil, Lord High Treasurer to
Queen Elizabeth I:

Cecil had as good a taste in houses as his mistress had in prime ministers. Admirable
pictures! — A Magdalene, by Carlo Marrati; Domenichino’s mistress, by himself —
loveliness personified! Above all, the Salvator Mundi! [...] But the magical expression of
the countenance! The inimitable execution of every part! Such benevolence — such
sensibility — so divine — so touching — cannot be conceived without the soul of Carlo
Dolce! How blest must the creatures have been whose fancy was peopled with such
images! (Brunton 1819: 105-6)

To crown it all, she also loved Guido Reni’s risqué, but popular painting, Venus Attired
by the Graces, of which many copies and engravings were made. Its subject matter hardly fits
the Alexander Brunton template for his wife. In fact nothing could initially be more distant
from Presbyterianism than the artefacts of the Counter-Reformation. One thing is the
heavenly religious music of JS Bach, but another is the almost complete pagan, nude Venus
Attired by the Graces.

It is therefore obvious, and I use choose the word carefully, that whatever her religious
views were, this did not detract from her admiration for earthly beauty, her celebration of
Baroque art and music —she loved Handel— and I would propose, a certain celebration of the
beauty of the female body, that central concern of Baroque art. At this juncture, it is important
to point out that my analysis goes against every single description of her life —and fiction—
hereto. In yet a further irony, just as millions accepted Scott’s account of the birth of
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Waverley unquestioningly, no one has ever doubted that Alexander Brunton’s portrayal of his
wife is correct. Specific accounts of her writings recognise that she is aware of the power of
female desire, but only are unanimous in that she writes about it with the clear intention of
snuffing it out, thus upholding unflinchingly, “the power of the religious principle”. I don’t
agree, as I don’t believe that she ever shows the power of the religious principle is sufficient
in itself to sustain a full life. She is also aware that Presbyterianism can sometimes be
narcissistic and even lapse into solipsism, but that’s another story, and probably even more
controversial.

I would like to turn my attention to the posthumous fragment Emmeline. Novelists used
a limited number of names, hence, there are several earlier novels with like-named heroines,
most notably Charlotte Smith’s Emmeline, the Orphan of the Castle (1788). This does not
mean there is any intentional intertextuality going on here. As I said, this is a fragment,
though Brunton did leave explanatory notes of great interest as to how the novel would
develop and conclude. Her two complete novels can be read as pursuit novels involving
vulnerable young heroines who eventually survive to lead satisfactory, full married lives.
Thematically, taken as a pair, they convincingly illustrate the trickiness inherent in the
definition of plots, as laid out in Toni Bowers’s thought-provoking but certainly debatable
taxonomy: “courtship, [is]supposedly a process of mutual consent, seduction, which involves
the gradual achievement of female collusion with primary male desire, and rape, an act of
force defined by female resistance or non-consent” (141). The trickiness resides in any
attempt to draw a strict division between one category and another, especially problematic
being the space where seduction and rape overlap. Satirists of the time frequently used this as
a metaphor for Anglo-Scottish relationships after the act of union. Had Scotland been seduced
or despoiled, for example, queries a typical example of British political satire, 7he Comical
History of the Mariage [sic] Betwixt Fergusia and Heptarchus(1706)?

In her final piece, Mary Brunton moves location from the spiritual purity of the North to
an imaginary, pastoral England. Therefore, the typical fictional journey of the cosmopolitan
hero or heroine travelling north or west out of the metropolis to encounter the internal exotica
of the British Isles will not take place; that journey was used extensively by Scott and his
contemporaries as the standard metaphor for the Bildung of the hero or heroine.

Emmeline begins in pure pink, decorated with what Sara Smith rightly considers, “tinsel
of the bad romantic novel” (Smith 1986: 56):

The dews were sparkling in the summer sun, the birds sang in full chorus, the antic sports
of animals testified activity and joy, and gladness seemed the nature of every living thing,
when the loveliest bride that ever England saw was preparing for her nuptial hour.
Affluence awaited her, and to her rank belonged all the advantages of respectability,
without the fetters of state. That hour was to see her united to the gallant Sir Sidney de
Clifford, — a soldier high in fame, — a gentleman. (Brunton 1819: 3)

Not only do we have the loveliest bride, in addition, she is shortly going to marry that
embodiment of romance, an officer and gentleman, a hero of the Peninsular War. It is easy to
believe that Brunton has abandoned moralising and has reinvented herself as an ur-Barbara
Cartland. However awful the opening is, Brunton’s intention is to show how awful, in a
completely different sense, this pastoral England is; in short, her intention is to burst this
romantic bubble. For, in this case, even though this is a marriage born of love, a slippery
concept in Brunton’s universe, it is Emmeline’s second marriage. What appears as a dream
will rapidly become “a sketch for a nightmare” (Smith 1986: 53).

Brunton’s use of the language of love has a clear purpose: if the couple are presented as
perfect, it is because, save the question of the second marriage, they are the perfect couple as
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envisaged in historical romances, and therefore what is being called into question are the
tropes that sub-genre relies on. What makes Emmeline different from other, or perhaps all
other fiction of the time, is that the lovely, beloved heroine is not only a beautiful bride but a
mother, and in marrying for love has given up her children and, to all intents and purposes, a
person who seems to have been a decent husband: he gives her a substantial gift of money,
£10,000, with no strings attached. To paraphrase Dryden, this is a marriage all for love, and,
as we can imagine, the world will be lost. Logically, following the power of the religious
principle, Emmeline deserves to suffer and be punished and should not attract sympathy:
rather than knocking on Heaven’s door, she should be sent downstairs, and this is what will
happen, though some of the action is not so predictable.
At one point, Emmeline’s husband, against her wishes, looks at her drawing book:

Two infant figures were repeated in every attitude of sport and of repose. Many of them
were blotted with tears. Upon some the names were written again and again, as if the very
names were dear; and sometimes they were joined with a short and melancholy sentence
that sued for pity or forgiveness.

While De Clifford hurried over his comfortless survey, Emmeline unresisting stood by
and wept. (83)

In an overt Freudian move, Emmeline’s emotions are displaced onto her drawings, and
the tears she is reluctant to weep in the presence of her husband are wept when he is not
looking on. “Comfortless survey” is certainly an evocative phrase, and Emmeline’s passivity
poignant, partly because the text lacks at this point those strident moral comments —the
religious principle— which interpolate Brunton’s fiction in her two completed novels and are
the hallmark of didactic fiction and the butt of most criticism. The highlighting of empathy
might be explained by the sense of impending doom that is present in the characters’ minds
right from the beginning of the story (the wedding ceremony), when we are told that
Emmeline’s bosom heaved not from happiness but from sadness, and when she momentarily
doubts that the slightly stooping rather than erect figure approaching is in fact her husband-to-
be. The couple know what will eventually transpire but profess love in conventional terms,
which only enforces their sense of alienation. This is why the fragment is so different from
the complete novels: there are no interpolations, there is no overt moralising, just a brief but
intent look at a failed égoisme a deux.

To a certain extent, the inevitability of the breakdown, forces us to focus on the way the
subject is handled through the narration of external and internal causes. In simple terms, we
know what the plot is. Isabelle Bour argues that “[t]he emptiness of their life is made worse
by the superficiality of their religious feeling, and their irritability increases with the length of
their exclusion from social life [...] very few external circumstances are mentioned” (32).
This is where I would like to disagree: while religiosity in the two completed novels and in
the memoir is the key to salvation, in Emmeline this is not the case. It is not because religious
principles are no longer the answer, but that the question requires a different set of parameters.
Yet, although the novel does certainly indicate “emptiness”, religion no longer plays that
crucial role it did before. In other words, Bour is possibly reading the third novel as if it were
a continuation of the previous, almost monothematic novels, whereas I will argue that it is
radically different, which, at the danger of repetition, goes against all modern accounts, but
not, as we shall see, in contradiction to several contemporary reviews. Some moral strictures
are shown to be so uncharitable that the narrative, the interpolations and the outsiders’ voices
do not speak in unison. There are so many conflicting principles at work that no particular one
stands out as dominant. It is not the case that the fragment contains moral strictures, but that it
has itself fragmented. The puzzle cannot be completed.

38



Andrew Monnickendam - Knocking on Heaven's Door: the Life and Work of Mary Brunton (1778-
1818)

Let us now look at few revealing cases. Emmeline’s declaration to her husband that
“with you I cannot but be happy” (11) is made early on in the book. In the words of an
innocent young thing, like the characters of the earlier novels and most contemporary
romance, these words would be shown up to be ingenuous by the harshness of life that
follows. But here, the couple, almost complicitly, lie to each other right from the beginning,
as they know the language of romance could never faithfully express their experience. Soon
after her romantic declaration of love, she feels “the deadly pangs of remorse” (17); if
remorse is, as Adam Smith says, such a powerful emotion, then they presumably entered their
marriage knowing that happiness would be the one thing it would never produce.

What the text shows, almost immediately after the sugary opening, is that Emmeline is
suffering tremendously and therefore the possible consequence is that empathy or even deep
sympathy is aroused in the reader. The likelihood of this occurring is raised as a result of the
treatment meted out to men in these situations being less draconian than that meted out to
women. The least charitable person is undoubtedly the most saintly, Mrs Villiers, who shows
neither pity nor companionship when Emmeline has to take in her -Mrs Villiers’— sick child.
Furthermore, Emmeline believes that her husband will abandon her — “What am I but his toy?”
(80) — for a fuller life and a younger woman. In brief, Brunton seems to have steered herself
into a cul-de-sac by illustrating the effects of a supposedly despicable act but in so doing
causes her heroine to suffer so much from the consequences of desire that the reader
acknowledges the depth of her pain. As a result, this leads to questioning whether the
punishment —complete social ostracism and deep unhappiness— fits the crime, or more
importantly, whether the religious principle holds. In other words, what elsewhere
traditionally represent morality, strength and support, the caring husband, or the potential
female friend a la Wollstonecraft, harm rather than cure.

As stated above, although this fragment and its peculiarities are relatively unknown
today other than as typical moralising Brunton text, this was not the case when it was first
published. In an revealingly bizarre article, the Edinburgh Monthly Review, stated that
Brunton “does not intend to render Emmeline and De Clifford objects even of our compassion”
(84). While it is fruitless to enter into arguments about intentionality, the journal implicitly
acknowledges that something is wrong: sympathy for Emmeline could bring into question the
story’s moral purpose, hence the assertion that

these characters, as delineated, never, we apprehend, did nor could exist [...] Their
disposition, sensibilities, and virtues, are incompatible with their guilt, in the first place;
with their abhorrent marriage, in the next; and, in the last place, with their attempt, or
even wish, to mingle with honourable society, whose most sacred bonds they have
daringly set at nought. (85)

The Edinburgh Monthly Review is adamant that the characters should either have
appeared in fiction in which they had not committed sinful acts or else other, more obviously
evil characters should have taken their place. If we want to put this in other words, Brunton,
the journal is implying, should have written a different book. The Review can only arrive at
such a nonsensical conclusion because it has detected that the fragment might arouse its
readers’ sympathy for immoral beings and therefore cast into doubt that fundamental tenet of
Edgeworth, supposedly shared by fellow writers of didactic fiction, that “a maxim is
illustrated through the plot, or an episode is rounded off with a moral conclusion