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Abstract:

This article discusses the tendency in recent Nietokian Studies to privilege the
influence of the nineteenth century on the neofiah novel at the expense of
postmodern or contemporary influences. | explorev leuch favouritism towards the
nineteenth century has produced the pathologicaiifig of neo-Victorian fictional
practices as nostalgic, fetishistic and derivatifeVictorian fiction, giving the Victorian
‘original’ precedence over the contemporary nectdfian ‘copy’. | investigate assertions
of the neo-Victorian novel’s failure to fulfil pasbdern benchmarks, and consider whether
this move contributes to a general assertion ofrpodernism’s dwindling relevance or
whether it augurs a neo-conservative shift awasnfliterary fiction’s subversive potential.
Finally, | proffer the neo-Victorian novel's corttion to recognitive justice as the
postmodern revisionist criterion most likely to eresthe fledgling genre’s significance to
future generations, as well as to politically magdised groups in the present.
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1
U pwards of fifty thousand Victorian novels alreadyis€’, writes

J. Hillis Miller. “Why do we need another one, aadake simulacrum of
one at that?” (Miller 2004: 134) Although his quest is rhetorical,
contemporary fiction set in the nineteenth centonthat which mimics the
Victorian novel, is fast becoming a genre at pamdefend itself. In Caryn
James’s review of Peter Careyack Maggq1997), a neo-Victorian novel
that supplements Charles DickengZeat Expectationg1860-61), she
laments that “[i]t has become common for audacmuself-deluded writers
to fill in the gaps of great novels” (C. James 1998). Certainly, a great
many neo-Victorian noveldo re-envision canonical Victorian texts from
new points of view, but James’s haughty dismisg$ahe practice recalls
Samuel Johnson’s derision towards women preactvian he reasoned to
be “like a dog walking on his hinder legs. It ist@mne well; but you are
surprized to find it done at all” (Boswell 2008:44
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Yet, these comments raise some important questisisneo-
Victorian fiction merely nineteenth-century revisah or homage to the
Victorian novel? What value does replicating th@esiof the nineteenth-
century novel add to the field of contemporary idict or, indeed, to
contemporary culture? Will neo-Victorian fiction jen longevity or, as
Marie-Luise Kohlke speculates, “[w]ill future gea#ibns perceive today’s
superabundance of neo-Victorian fantasies andcismti as a superficial
glut?” (Kohlke 2008: 5). How might the investigat®into what lies behind
the desire to simulate the Victorian period in eomporary fiction be
deemed worthwhile? Or, put another way, what regprtgional
mechanisms mighpreventcontemporary neo-Victorian fiction from being
deemed a useful pursuit and instead earn it cePsure

Part of neo-Victorian fiction’s dilemma lies irsiteady association
with retrieval practices that idealise the ninethezentury (particularly
Victorian England). It is an activity whose nostalgmpulse has been
deemed retrograde, yet one that persists in nemNan scholarship where
the nineteenth century is often expressed as #sept’s point of origin — an
historical parent to whom the present looks foidgaice. Hence, | begin by
exploring the reputation that nineteenth-centurynage has earned neo-
Victorian fiction; in particular the pejorative aations of nostalgia,
fetishism and derivativeness with which contemppraeturns to the
Victorian historical referent are often chargede3d criticisms, | suggest,
accompany a move by some critics to downplay podémoasm’s influence
on the neo-Victorian novel. | investigate this tteas part of a broader and
increasing tendency within recent public debatedohew postmodernism
altogether.

My central proposition is that neo-Victorian fimti serves not one
but two masters: the ‘neo’ as well as the ‘Victaijahat is, homage to the
Victorian era and its texts, but in combination hwithe ‘new’ in a
postmodern revisionary critiqde! contend that neo-Victorian fiction’s
endurance as a robust contemporary genre depentsremstatement as a
subgenre of postmodern fiction with its capacity renovate textual
representation. In this context, | examine recea-Yictorian criticism for
trends in the portrayal of neo-Victorian praxis.plarticular, | am interested
in responding to the foundational arguments mounbgd Christian
Gutleben’s Nostalgic Postmodernism: The Victorian Traditiondathe
Contemporary British Nove(2001)? as well as entering into a dialogue
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with those positions taken up by survey articlestamed in the inaugural
issue of theNeo-Victorian Studiepurnal of August 2008.

1. Pathologising the Neo-Victorian

In their introduction toVictorian Afterlife: Postmodern Culture
Rewrites the Nineteenth CentuBianne F. Sadoff and John Kucich cite the
“recent explosion of postmodern Victoriana”, in fpaslar the glut of
“rewritings of Victorian culture”, as evidence fdesignating the nineteenth
century as the historical focal point for the |awentieth century (Sadoff
and Kucich 2000: x, xi). But accompanying this a$se of the present’s
interest in the Victorian past is, | suggest, ahpkgical discourse that
regards such returns to the past as essentiallgsgige. Although the
preoccupation with the Victorian era shows no sajnabating, such a
pastime — “the pastime of past time”, as Linda Hatm has phrased similar
concerns (Hutcheon 1988: 105) — is being framedanething a little
suspect.

Mark Llewellyn has drawn our attention to the awalence with
which Victorian scholar Kate Flint greets the eptittVictorian’ and the
practices circumscribed by the term in the preskyt (Llewellyn 2008:
167). On the one hand, ‘Victorian’ carries natigstatonnotations that earn
Flint’s intellectual disdain; but, it is the whidif “period fetishism” and the
“nostalgic tug” elicited by contemporary retrieval$ the Victorian past,
which extract from Flint a “visceral” cringe landinsquarely onneo-
Victorian shoulders (Flint 2005: 230). As a literary gerfmattrecreates a
Victorian setting in contemporary fiction, neo-\@dan fiction must
inevitably answer the charges levied at similaccg®eof nineteenth-century
revivalism. It is the hint of anti-neo-Victorianism Flint’'s account that |
should like to investigate further. Although theoréictorian novel is
notable for its absence in Flint's list of modemyd Victoriana, her
allegations of nostalgia and fetishism carry a platfical stigma that neo-
Victorian fiction has often been made to bearViatorian Afterlife Sadoff
and Kucich propose that “[r]lewritings of Victoriaulture have flourished
[...] because the postmodefetishizesnotions of cultural emergence, and
because the nineteenth century provides multipdghé sites for theorizing
such emergence (Sadoff and Kucich 2000: xv; addephasis). What do
assertions of postmodern ‘fetishism’ mean for tee-Nictorian novel?
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In recent decades, the term ‘fetish’ has becometeoaporary
‘psycho-babble’ for mocking any faddish preoccumatiwithin popular
culture. In relation to rewritings of Victorian ¢ute, its use denigrates neo-
Victorian fiction’'s engagement with the Victoriaeferent as a notably
postmodern surfeiting of value. In Freudian ternas,fetish is the
“overvaluation” of an inappropriate sexual objebbice in childhood that
prevents normal sexual maturation (Freud 1977: &). alleging the
emergence of neo-Victorian fiction as symptomafiche fetishisation of
the nineteenth century by the postmodern age, smeterns are shaped into
an unhealthy preoccupation with the past — one gihatents the present’s
embrace of its own time.

When Flint places a range of Victorian retrieviat® the present on
par with the “retro-marketing” of pseudo-Victoriaouvenirs (Flint 2005:
230), she invokes another type of fetish, in whiah neo-Victorian novel is
also implicated. Flint's denunciation of the fals#lure of Victoriana
marketing invokes Karl Marx’s appropriation of fi&tism’ from
anthropology to explain the production of commaditiunder Capitalism
(Marx 1954: 77). For Marx, Capitalist commoditiee abstracted from the
labour that produces them and “changed into somgtinanscendent” at the
moment of their commaodification: the point of exobga (Marx 1954: 76).
The base object undergoes a deceptive social tranafion that assigns it
an exchange-value beyond its actual worth, a psoddarx calls “the
Fetishism of the commodity” (Marx 1954: 77). Flm&ntipathy towards the
contemporary “period fetishism” of the Victorianeatpkes a similar stand
upon the surplus of value assigned to the nindteeantury via the neo-
Victorian artefact. By promoting an illusory Victan ‘essence’, which the
neo-Victorian object does not possess (but whianesses its exchange-
value in the present), modern revivalists are pgdd as fetishising the
Victorian past into a commodity for present-day sutmers. Jennifer Green-
Lewis offers an excellent example of this commaaifion in her citation of
a mail-order catalogue that charges US $295 toym®a faux nineteenth-
century heirloom quilt using artefacts from thegenet. The quilt is treated
with sepia effect, printed with the customer's enporary family
photographs and adorned with vintage trinkets aesido invest the images
retrospectively and oxymoronically wittrsatz(or ‘replacement’) Victorian
authenticity (Green-Lewis 2000: 40).
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But can the neo-Victoriamovel be regarded as a brand of the
Victorian retro-marketing, which Flint so deridesth Nostalgic
Postmodernism Christian Gutleben attributes a degree of comigodi
fetishism to the way that the Victorian referenmarketed on the fly-leaf
summaries of so much neo-Victorian fiction. Gutlelseiggests that these
paratactic blurbs frequently overstate the neo®riah novel’s connection
to best-selling Victorian novels or their authansorder to capitalise on (or
cannibalise) the Victorian novel's continuing patly (Gutleben 2001:
183). For Gutleben, a “certain commercial orieotdtiundergirds the neo-
Victorian novel's inflation of its Victorian ‘credwials’, and such
opportunism often comes at the expense of a higitelectual purpose
(Gutleben 2001: 182).

The anti-intellectual charge against the neo-Viato novel is
perhaps nowhere more prevalent than in the aconmsatif sentimentalism —
the “nostalgic tug” Flint deems to attend such Neciorian retrievals into
the present (Flint 2005: 230). Once denoting thelica® condition of
homesickness, ‘nostalgia’ has shifted in meaningigmify a “sentimental
imagining or evocation of a period of the past” (WEO00); however, in its
application to neo-historical writing more geneyalthe term ‘nostalgia’
shares with ‘fetish’ the same sense of surfeiting historical referent’s
worth, an overvaluation that borders on the patiold. Writing of Lloyd
Jones’s neo-Victorian nov&aster Pip(2006), Llewellyn contends that the
Dickensian nostalgia present in the novel demotesiréa kind of cultural
sickness that distorts the mind rather than limsrés potential” (Llewellyn
2008: 179). To charge the neo-Victorian novel witistalgia is to appoint
the nineteenth-century past as the privilegedditeturn for a mal-adjusted
present. The novel’'s homage to the Victorian enastead converted to an
immature longing for an irrecoverable Victorian fpasa retrograde activity
associated with conservatism and intellectual ssgom and, finally, a
refusal to graduate to more fitting contemporanycawns.

2. The Inheritance Model

The taint of fetishism and nostalgia borne by enéglay creative
uses of the nineteenth century contributes to @&mgériendency to elevate
the Victorian past to the idealised childhood c# ffostmodern present. A
consequence of such promotion is to theorise thatioeship of the
Victorians to the present as one of parent to chifd Inventing the
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Victorians: What We Think We Know About Them ang Wk're Wrong
Matthew Sweet writes: “they moulded our culturefirted our sensibilities,
built a world for us to live in — rather than beitige figures against whom
we rebelled in order to create those things foselwes” (Sweet 2001: 231).
The verb “rebelled” invokes a comparison between phesent’s implied
dependence on the Victorians and the customary enanmwhich teenagers
chart a life’'s course that differs from their paeerif ‘rebellion’ describes a
generation’s healthy divergence from its forebe@veeet’s portrayal signals
the present’s failure to make that maturationgb.skgamed in this way, the
Victorians become the parents from whose legacgavmot, or choose not
to, escape.

Llewellyn casts our relationship with the Victorgin a similar light
to Sweet when he cites “our continued indebtednéssthe nineteenth
century (Llewellyn 2008: 165). Even after a gapaofentury or more, he
suggests, we remain tethered to our nineteenthugembrebears as their
successors — whether as critics or as writers aifofi. Yet, by marking
ourselves as “the new Victorians” (Llewellyn 20080), are we continuing
to infantilise the present as we deify the Victor@ast? Such an inheritance
model does little to individualise the contributioh neo-Victorian fiction
and its criticism to the present. Rather, it istspersistent efforts to cast the
Victorian referent as our literary halcyon daysttigarner neo-Victorian
fiction’s associations with nostalgia and fetishigndorsing what Raymond
Williams has called the “well-known habit of usitige past, the ‘good old
days’, as a stick to beat the present” (Williamg392).

This habit prevails in Christian Gutleben’s agserthat our failure
to propose a satisfactory model for the presentusagred contemporary
writers back in time to the Victorian tradition ((B2ben 2001: 10). Gutleben
declares the neo-Victorian novel to be a produatastemporary novelists’
belief that they stand in the shadow of the graé@evs of the Victorian age,
“where, according to them, the voice of authoritygimates” (Gutleben
2001: 18). Such adulation, according to Gutlebeam be gleaned from
several features in the neo-Victorian texts theweselHis argument stems
from neo-Victorian writers’ penchant for includingxcerpts from
nineteenth-century works in epigraphs or indentemtafions in their
contemporary novels. Giving Victorian authors prafeplace in this way,
suggests Gutleben, makes a “claim of lineage, kmsbf genealogy”
(Gutleben 2001: 17-18). But to reach this conclusi®Gutleben must
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disregard the very possibility he proposes at thtseai: that these quotations
may simply contribute to thenise-en-scén¢to borrow a cinematic term)
that orients the reader towards the nineteenthdcgrdiegesis (Gutleben
2001: 18). He argues instead that the citationsoparan immortalising
function, indeed that they demonstrate the neoeviah writers’ “worship”
of the quoted texts, confirming the Victorian wrdge “eminence and
precedence” (Gutleben 2001: 18).

By Gutleben’s reckoning, the contemporary writenability to rise
to the prominence of his or her Victorian forebe@sults in the creation of
an imitative work. Yet, despite apparently beingdmap of snippets of the
masters, the contemporary novel does not apprdeckittorian ancestor’s
skill. In this view, the neo-Victorian novel becosna totem erected by the
neo-Victorian novelist in the shadows of their igan literary
predecessors, whom they cannot hope to surpassiyuio emulate.

Yet when the homage ot paid, that is, when neo-Victorian novels
vilify rather than sanctify Victorian authorial edlrity, Gutleben does not
depict their writers as resisting nostalgia orngsabove the anxiety of an
influence or inheritance for which they are unfases like Emma
Tennant'sTess(1993) and Howard JacobsorPeeping Ton{1984), which
both admonish Thomas Hardy for sexism, or Marg&@tster's Lady’s
Maid (1990), which finds fault with Elizabeth Barrettd8vning’s treatment
of her servant, instead become further reasonsnimidh the merit of the
neo-Victorian novel. It is theianti-nostalgic stance towards their Victorian
subjects that earns these texts a range of cnigiswhich include:
“disingenuous” and “intellectually questionable’s aell as “parasitical”,
“warped”, and “exploit[ative]” — all in all, bentroa “jaundiced campaign of
denigration” (Gutleben 2001: 28, 29, 93). It seah# if the neo-Victorian
novel is not venerating the aesthetic achievemeits past epoch or
fetishising the Victorian inheritance, it risks shiaement for tearing the
totem down. Might Gutleben’s vigorous disavowal redo-Victorian re-
creations of Hardy and Barratt Browning demonsteaf@otective impulse
towards the Victorians, a desire to keep the Viatoheritage unsullied?

3. The ‘Real’ Victorian Novel

For much neo-Victorian criticism, the Victorian veb is the hub
around which the neo-Victorian novel revolves. Hgvindentured us to the
nineteenth century as “the new Victorians”, Llewelextends the Victorian
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era’s grip over the present to encompass the sgwnyeof the nineteenth-
century novel over the neo-Victorian novel (Llewal2008: 180):

What the neo-Victorian represents, then, is a dffe way
into the Victorians — for students and faculty alikhis is
not contemporary literature as a substitute fornimeteenth
century but as anediator into the experience of reading the
‘real’ thing (Llewellyn 2008: 168; added emphasis).

Llewellyn’s designation of the neo-Victorian nowed a “mediator into the
experience of reading the ‘real’ thing” is probldina Of course, his
purpose is to declare neo-Victorian fiction’s pai&nto lure recalcitrant
readers to the linguistically denser nineteenthtagnnovel. And on one
level, it may be self-evident to claim that the "\&otorian novel is no more
than a contemporary version of the Victorian ndiide ‘real’ thing”); but,
on another, such a contention necessarily robagbeVictorian novel of its
status as an independent — and contemporary -ariftartefact. Despite
scare-quotes as an ironic gesture of uncertaimmards any concept of the
‘real’, Llewellyn’s declaration establishes a hiefay that privileges the
Victorian novel as more primary and original th&e heo-Victorian novel,
which is reduced to a secondary and derivativdaate

To frame the neo-Victorian novel as a primer fa Victorian novel
is to characterise the latter as the authenticlaragainst which the neo-
Victorian novel (as an inferior ‘copy’) can only eund wanting. This
concern to define the neo-Victorian novel prindipah opposition to the
Victorian novel — as fake to genuine, replica t@ioal — partakes in the
kind of binary logic that must valorise the Victami at the expense of the
neo-Victorian novel. The neo-Victorian novel beceanmething more than a
transitional step, never the destination in itself.

Reading that begets further reading is a posidu&come, but |
refute the idea that we read neo-Victorian fictiante de mieux in the
absence of a better original — and to encouragh augiew of the neo-
Victorian novel is deleterious to establishing tbentemporary genre’s
credibility in its own right The neo-Victorian novel is, it is worth
repeating, acontemporarygenre. As such, | am suspicious of putting it in
the service of promoting the Victorian novel as kbeus of literary value.
This persistent reduction of the neo-Victorian daeeVictorian simulacra
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goes hand in hand with the primacy attributed ®rtimeteenth century over
the present, which | have termed inheritance model.

4. Victorian Studies: Eclipsing the Present

The need to distinguish between the functionshefreo-Victorian
novel and the Victorian novel also leads me to warsthe implications of
Llewellyn’s further assertion, that Neo-VictoriartuB8ies and Victorian
Studies are “engaged in a similar, if not identitask”: “Is not the locus of
[both Neo-Victorian Studies’ and Victorian Studiedual perspectives an
approach to understanding the impact of the niméteeentury and its
enduring legacy into the present?” (Llewellyn 20089) Indeed, the
significance of the Victorian era and its artefaate critical to both the
Victorian Studies and Neo-Victorian Studies prggedt would be naive to
dispute neo-Victorian fiction’s abiding interest the nineteenth-century
setting, which will no doubt continue to be expthréiowever, | want to
suggest that, while the purpose of Victorian Stsidieay well be to
investigate the Victorians and the nineteenth agntplacing Victorian
periodisation at the heart of the neo-Victorianengdisregards the chief
distinction of neo-Victorian fiction, namely its m@mporaneity.

To state the obvious, neo-Victorian fiction ansl writers arenot
native to the nineteenth century, but to the tvethtiand twenty-first
centuries. Certainly, neo-Victorian novels thatal@c or restore eclipsed
narratives of the Victorian past might complicate anderstanding of the
nineteenth century. However, neo-Victorian fict®mepresentation of the
Victorian past is also the lens through which aetgrof presentconcerns
are examined: the interaction of advances in clltutheory and
developments in postmodern criticism; the deliberedmplication of the
supposedly separate jurisdictions of history anctidin; metafictional
commentary on the mechanisms of fiction and theceffof narrative
techniques on the construction of historical disseuand, the imaginative
restoration of voices lost or constrained in thetpwith repercussions for
the present.

Neo-Victorian fiction creatively integrates theg®st-nineteenth
century insights into a hybrid ‘Victorian’ discoer$or the postmodern era.
As Robin Gilmour explains:
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the [Victorian past] exists in dynamic relationth® present,
which it both interprets and is interpreted by. Eug the

Victorians and their world has not been an antigumar
activity but a means of getting a fresh perspectwethe

present. (Gilmour 2000: 200)

A dedicated neo-Victorian criticism requires a msak of the agency
implied by the enduring Victorian influence oveetpresent. This primacy
may be suitable for Victorian Studies, but not Keo-Victorian Studies
with its need to explore the “uses to which Vicaorihistory and Victorian
fiction have been puthy usin the present (Gilmour 2000: 190). As Richard
Flanagan says of his own neo-Victorian nowlanting (2008), “writers
have been doing this since the Old Testament, eetivg stories about
historical characters and using them to discus$i¢ihe and now(Flanagan

in Koval 2008; added emphasis).

Where Neo-Victorian Studies diverges most clefdyn Victorian
Studies is in its concern to examine the impachisf creative commingling
of the present with those traces of the nineteeathury to which we have
access. That present is the postmodern era, inhwiwentieth-century
cultural studies and postmodern theory colour doghcfrom which neo-
Victorian fiction is fashioned. This marriage offliences between the
Victorian and the postmodern (that is, tMectorian and thenew) has all the
while been present in the genre’s description, -Wextorian’.

If declamations on the neo-Victorian novel rangef the nostalgic
sycophant of a venerated past to the venomousihénet dishonours that
memory, the heretical portion is the postmoderme-ihnovative insights
produced by the collision of the Victorian with thestmodern present. But
while neo-Victorian fiction may be cast as the hglohild of both Victorian
and postmodern parents, | contend that the glatio of the nineteenth-
century ‘parent’ has occurred largely at the expeokthe estrangement
and/or occlusion of the postmodern one.

5. The Neo-Victorian Novel and the Death of Postmaainism
Described by one university course as “the re-gemage of the
Victorian novel in a postmodern form” (Jones andifftas 2008), the neo-
Victorian novel has been classed as a speciesstinoolern fiction since its
inception. In the late 1980s, both Brian McHale amtla Hutcheon cited
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John Fowles’sThe French Lieutenant's Womgi969), regarded (along
with Jean Rhys’sWide Sargasso Sefl966]) by many critics as the
inaugural neo-Victorian novel, as exemplary of ameegent literary
category that triangulated history, fiction and tpasdern critical thought.
Hutcheon coined the term “historiographic metadicli to describe this
wedding of historical settings and postmodern devia fiction in ways that
blur clear distinctions between historiographic alfiterary practice

(Hutcheon 1988: 5), while McHale initially prefedre the term

“postmodernist revisionist historical fiction” (Mate 1987:. 96), before
adopting Hutcheon’s term in his subsequent wor& {@eHale 1992: 152).

Although regarded less as a cohesive movementahaemerging
human condition in the West (see Lyotard 1984: kxpostmodernism
generally refers to the coalescence of criticalotirein response to the
disillusioned aftermath of the Second World Ware(Sameson 1991: x,
Abrams 1993: 120). In this mood of profound scegtic towards
metanarratives of ‘truth’, ‘origin’, ‘progress’, ea ‘God’, postmodernism
became the “problematizing force” by which conceptoierarchies could
be overturned, ideologies challenged, ‘naturalegaties denaturalised and
received wisdoms revealed as discursive constngijplutcheon 1988: xi).
Postmodern methods might unsettle, deconstrucendiex; queer or trouble
such seemingly adamantine categories as subjgcthigtory, race, gender,
sexuality or class, in an effort to reveal theirrgmrted ‘origins’ as
narratively constructed.

By mounting its challenge within narrative itsefipstmodernist
fiction complicates “the ways in which narrativedes [...] artificially
construct apparently ‘real’ and imaginary worlds terms of particular
ideologies while presenting these as transparéndifural’ and ‘eternal™
(Waugh 1984: 22). In the neo-Victorian context,stldomplication is
foregrounded through the transformation in textaakning resulting from
the confrontation of revisited Victorian texts withe shifts in ideology
since their production, especially those brouglaualyy postmodern critical
theory. It is a move that J. Hillis Miller locatés Charles Palliserdhe
Quincunx: The Inheritance of John Huffafh990) for the way that the
novel “appropriates and embodies the results di-2éntury scholarship on
Victorian novels to bring their features out andskmw them as historically
conditioned” (Miller 2004: 136).
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Neo-Victorian texts expose such ideologies in widnag enrich the
narrative without derailing it. This reworking takéhe form of an ironic
double-coding that splices together nineteenthtecgnealist representation
with a postmodern sensibility. IDan Leno and the Limehouse Golem
(1995), for example, Peter Ackroyd poignantly sket an intimate
relationship between Inspector Kildare and his n@enpanion, George
Flood, via three oblique gestures that at onceasitire pair as homosexual
— at least to a modern audience (see Ackroyd 1285:259)° However, at
the very moment that the postmodern reader recegnisee men’s closeted
homosexuality, s/he is simultaneously aware tha then’s sexuality
remains unarticulated within the novel's Victoriaetting (and possibly
even to the men themselves). A relationship sudkildare and Flood’s has
been engulfed by the restraint of the Victoriarlestynarrative in which
such sexual personae were unidentifiable until, MicFoucault tells us,
discourses of sexuality brought such social beings existence (Foucault
1990: 43)" Without the explicit language or concepts to samisate their
emotional reality or physical practices, the mdmsnosexual love remains
both present and absent in the text, the perfesthpmdern aporia.

Implicit in Ackroyd’s portrayal are the numerousgures of
Victorian literature whose same-sex proclivitievdawelt at the level of
allusion or subtext until teased out by moderrnagitor modern audiences —
Mr Audley’s great love for his friend George Talllsoin Mary Elizabeth
Braddon’sLady Audley’s Secrdll862), Lucy Snowe’s ardent admiration of
Ginevra Fanshawe in Charlotte Bront&/8lette (1853), Basil Hallwood’s
ill-fated desire for Dorian in Oscar WildeBhe Picture of Dorian Gray
(1891), to name a few. Such reading and writingregdhe grain has been
enabled by recent critical works that denaturalisgresentation and the
invisibility of homosexuality in English literaturencluding Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick’sBetween Men: English Literature and Male HomosoBiakire
(1985) andThe Epistemology of the Clos€t990), Terry Castle’sThe
Apparitional Lesbian: Female Homosexuality and Mod€ulture (1993),
as well as Judith Butler's ground-breaking thecsdtiwork, Gender
Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Ider(ti§90).

Yet, despite evidence of such postmodern illunnomst of
nineteenth-century texts, there have been movelistance neo-Victorian
fiction from its postmodern influences, mainly imat ways. The first move
involves the suggestion that, because neo-Victofiation frequently
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embraces nineteenth-century realism — that epitahethe coherent,
teleological narrative structure that postmodernisreaid to position itself
against — it could not be further removed from dnéi-realist experimental
and self-conscious fictions that emerged in thet-p@s decades, which
have come to epitomise the postmodern. The secoatiom (in part

building on the tendencies just indicated) arguest the condition of
postmodernism in the late twentieth and early tyinst centuries has
become depleted of its subversive capacity, so ékah if neo-Victorian

fiction wereconsidered ‘postmodern’, such a label would n@érindicate

relevance to cultural criticism. | will considerabaof these propositions in
turn.

6. The Shift Away from the Postmodern Prototype

During his study of British neo-Victorian fictionNostalgic
PostmodernismChristian Gutleben argues that few neo-Victonavels
typify the postmodernist historical fiction thatiginated in Fowles’sThe
French Lieutenant's Womarfor Gutleben, one hallmark text that does,
however, is A.S. Byatt'®ossession: A Roman¢E390), which the reviewer
Michiko Kakutani lavishly describes as “a hodge-gedof styles and
postmodernist pyrotechnics to tackle the dauntivegnies of history, time,
politics, social change and art” (Kakutani qtd.Tiodd 1996: 37). Gutleben
regards Byatt's novel as postmodern because itsfdf maximal checklist
of postmodernist criteria, whereas in his view th&jority of neo-Victorian
novels (for example, Palliser'she Quincunxand Sarah WatersAffinity
[1999]) achieve only a “minimal allegiance” to tipestmodern aesthetic
(Gutleben 2001: 141).

This distinction between maximal and minimal abege to the
postmodern, however, tends to privilege stylistidteda over the
postmodern novel's capacity for revisionary nawegi Despite Byatt's
stylistic pyrotechnics, for example, she doeslitd depart from unflattering
lesbian stereotypePRossessionffers two extreme representations of female
homosexuality — from the vacuous impotence of Bten&lover to the
butch predation of Leonora Stern — which did lithecounteract prevailing
discrimination against homosexuals in Britain i tlate 1980s when the
text was written(see Carroll 2008: 357-378Nonetheless, Gutleben takes his
criteria for defining what should constitute posttamist fiction from the
benchmarks set by the French avant-garde, Amesggiction writers and
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Britain’s ‘Angry Young Men’ in the decades follovgriworld War Il (see
Gutleben 2001: 119, 158). Yet, according to Hutchebe French nouveau
roman, together with American and British exampdéghe same period,
differ from postmodernist fiction because they ‘mat so much transgress
codes of representation as leave them alone” (ldottii988: 40); that is to
say, rather than challenging narrative cohererfe®y tgnore it altogether.
Therefore, Hutcheon suggests, such anti-narrativaeitst are not
characteristic of postmodernism but, rather, o labdernist“attempts to
explode realist narrative conventions” (Hutcheom®8:9xii). Indeed, most
neo-Victorian novels will inevitably fall foul of ueh experimentalist
benchmarks. Instead, neo-Victorian fiction (anddrisgraphic metafiction
more generally) rejects aleatory modernism’s distar narrative, instead
“work[ing] within conventions in order to subvert them” (HutcheoB8 %,
original emphasis).

It is this brand of subversion that is tailor-mddethe neo-Victorian
novel by reinstating the classic realism of theeteenth-century novel at
the same time as undermining its certainties. ®Gatie laments that
“contemporary [i.e. neo-Victorian] fiction has bawe estranged from the
acute sense of angst of the after-war period” @uath 2001: 220). | want to
suggest that neo-Victorian fiction’s refusal to neguce the jarring
disruptions of more experimental fiction ought not condemn it to
conservative homage or a blind nostalgia for theuseges of fictional
realism. Rather, it is precisely its rejection bese highly experimental
forms that distinguishes neo-Victorian fiction fropost-war writing and
marks it as postmodern. As much may be illustrabgdreconsidering
Gutleben’s assessmentTifie Quincumas anti-postmodern in light of these
divergent claims.

The Quincunx a ‘baggy monster’ in the Dickensian mould, is
exemplary of what Gutleben perceives as the netekan novel’s failure
as postmodern fiction. Gutleben’s position restsrupicHale’s designation
of postmodernism’s dominant mode of questioningoasological (see
Gutleben 2001: 50). Iostmodernist FictionMcHale asserts that, while
modernist fiction principally poses epistemologigakstions, postmodernist
fiction breaks down the illusions of fictional cobace and narratorial
authority over the conveyed world — the very ongatal boundaries that
realist fiction had sought to keep intact (McHa@817: 9, 10).

Neo-Victorian Studies 3:2 (2010)



186 Samantha J. Carroll

Although most neo-Victorian novels do not proféssbe radical
(such as by eschewing realism altogether), manystrebicHale’s
prescription towards ontological violability. Yet is against such a
yardstick that Gutleben measur@®he Quincunxin order to place its
postmodern credentials in doubt. Gutleben chafges Quincunxwith a
teleological impulse, because such novels “repredine pattern of the
novels they are proposing to revise” (Gutleben 2@X). However, there
are other modes of ontological disruption that lemge the internal
coherence of the fictional teXtAs Hutcheon has suggested, the defining
characteristic of historiographic metafiction l@®cisely in its “paradoxical
inscribing and contesting” (Hutcheon 1988: xii; original emphasisr
reproducing and revising, the realist tenets oft&fian fiction from within
the fiction itself. As with many neo-Victorian ndsethe structure oThe
Quincunxdoes follow a traditional narrative arc; howeepersistent motif
of chaos marks out the novel's rebellion againsiditional ordering
principles.

The young protagonist John Huffam begins the nbygblacing his
trust firmly in narrative: “But it says so in thedk!” (Palliser 1990: 19).
Yet Johnnie’s certainty is undermined when his yatatls him, “[s]tories
are lies”, and again when Mr Pentecost insists|joVfal-writers are liars”
(Palliser 1990: 18, 240). As Johnnie matures, hiem at the realisation
that narrative truth may itself be a fiction: “Fbunderstood now that |
could continue for ever to hear new and more caraid versions of the
past without ever attaining to a final truth” (Psdr 1990: 671).

The Quincunxmay claim Dickensian fiction as its “source-text”
(Letissier 2004: 121), but it declaims its internaherence and determinism
by systematically challenging the myth of meanihghierconnectedness
and asserting events as arbitrary (see Miller 203%), substantiating the
protagonist’s fear of such a capricious realitywds terrified — as | suppose
all children are — of things being random and aabjt | wanted everything
to have a purpose, to be part of a pattern” (Ralli®90: 30). The anxiety
Johnnie expresses about life’s failure to unfoldoading to a predetermined
plan (or plot?) is amplified by the literal anddigtive references to games
of chance that pepper the novel, such as cardstass, and the ubiquitous
references to the dice game of Hazard by whichfrégoHuffam lost the
family estate to the Mompessons (Palliser 1990:&71,52). The chance
factor is emphasised by the design of the lostte&@staesemblance to “five
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dots on the face of a die”, which echoes the Sesigi@incunx motif used
throughout the novel (Palliser 1990: 53).

Johnnie is mortified to discover that even his avame was chosen
randomly — “at hazard” — by his mother, a fact tleaids him to articulate
the underlying premise of structuralist linguisticwith its ongoing
implications in poststructuralist criticism:

Then if something as important as one’s own nameltwh
seemed so rich in meaning could be so meaninglessly
random, then perhaps all names — and even words, fo
weren’t they merely names? — were equally accidleand
lacking any essential connection with what theyigiesed?
(Palliser 1990: 62)

The authority of stories, of any narrative struefueven the randomly
assigned meaning of individual words themselveg krought under
scrutiny in The Quincunx which insists that “[tlhere is no pattern. No
meaning save what we choose to impose” (Pallis€901240). The
principle of randomness over that of an overarchpagtern is affirmed,
serving as a constant foil to the authority ofaédgical narrative (see Miller
2004: 139). On the one harthe Quincunxmitates the nineteenth-century
fictional style but, on the other, it frets the wers of the ordered universe
that Victorian fiction attempted to impose, therebpdermining the
totalising dominant of narrative that Gutleben migiit perpetuates (see
Gutleben 2001: 50).

The Quincunxnay not demonstrate the frame-breaking that wpifi
a ‘textbook’ challenge to ontological levels, btg tactics are far from
incompatible with postmodernism. As Patricia Waegbplains in her study
Metafiction postmodern fiction employs a deliberate “redungarabsent
from the earlier experimental fictions, which hdshadoned their hold on
realism altogether:

Literary texts tend to function by preserving a aoale
between the unfamiliar (the innovatory) and theilam(the
conventional or traditional). Both are necessargalbse
some degree of redundancy is essential for anyagedss be
committed to memory. Redundancy is provided fdita@rary
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texts through the presence of familiar conventions.
Experimental fiction of the aleatory variety esclesuch
redundancy by simply ignoring the conventions t¢éréry
tradition. Such texts set out to resist the norpratesses of
reading, memory and understanding, but withoutmeduacy,
texts are read and forgotten (Waugh 1984: 12).

Such calculated redundancy may also determine wioekls actually gain
readership. In an era that Peter Brooks asserternésaced the enduring
appeal of plot (Brooks 1984: xi), postmodernistidethat eschew narrative
altogether struggle to gain commercial publica{eee Hoberek 2007: 236).
Writing of the recent publishing market, Robert McLaughlin contends
that the chance “for anything of artistic merithhe published without the
possibility for profit [...] is slim indeed” (McLaudim 2004: 54). Hence,
neo-Victorian fiction that cloaks its artistic meimm a compelling narrative
has a greater chance of securing readers andfdreerpublication. Hence,
Gutleben’s claim that neo-Victorian novels are II'skess radical, less
subversive, less innovative than [the literaturg mbdernism and early
postmodernism” is perhaps what paradoxically acto@or neo-Victorian
fiction’s continuing popularity (Gutleben 2001: 361

A. S. Byatt achieved popular and critical succbgsproducing a
“fat, glossy romance”, but one “tricked out in néawngled, self-reflexive
style” (Hulbert 1993: 55). This combination won hego-Victorian novel
Possession: A Romandee Booker prize in 1990, followed by an ongoing
place on bestseller lists on both sides of thenAitathe reprint of her entire
backlist, and a big-screen movie deal (see Todd:128). Harking to the
success of the same formula, numerous earlier,eflsas subsequent, neo-
Victorian fictions have won or been listed for tpeestigious Booker:
Thomas Keneally’S'he Chant of Jimmie Blacksmi¢h972), J. G. Farrell’'s
The Siege of Krishnapufl973), Peter Carey’dlywhacker (1985) and
Oscar and Lucindg41988), David Malouf'sRemembering Babylof1993),
Margaret Atwood’'sAlias Grace(1996), Carey'sThe True Historyof the
Kelly Gang (2001), Sarah Watergngersmith(2002), Colm Téibin’sThe
Master (2004), Gail Jones’Sixty Lights(2004) and Kate Grenville'She
Secret Rive(2005). Such a situation confirms Gutleben’s obston that,
while the earliest postmodern texts were writtenanyobscure group of
writers, today’s literary heavyweights have beesdr to the neo-Victorian
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form, with Byatt, Atwood, Ackroyd, Carey and Lodgdl garnering
mainstream popularity and success (Gutleben 201). 2

Again, Gutleben expresses scepticism regarding linidging of
critical and popular divides. For, if a glut ofdiary writers are turning their
hand to neo-Victorian fiction (which, as alreadyaetished, requires a shift
away from the earlier, radical forms of postmodgection), it necessarily
places the genre at odds with postmodernism pescti€ subverting from
the sidelines. The core of the problem appearsietanl this notion of
‘accessibility’: “By softening the subversivenedsite immediate forebears
[i.e. early experimental fiction], the neo-Victamimovel puts into practice a
form of fiction more accessible to a British read@p” (Gutleben 2001:
161). Neo-Victorian fiction’s artistic merit appsato be measured in
inverse proportion to its accessibility. By reaghbieyond a die-hard coterie
of academic radicals, Gutleben suggests, writergea’-Victorian fiction
have capitulated to the demands of the publishiagket at the expense of
critical credibility. Where literary fiction is caerned, popularity appears to
negate subversion and therefore the conferral stihpadernist membership.
Yet what places mainstream success at odds witiannerit? According
to another view, neo-Victorian fiction’s popularcsess is just one symptom
of late postmodernism’s bankruptcy of innovation.

7. Postmodernism’s Loss of Relevance

The second argument for divorcing neo-Victoriaotidin from
postmodern subversion concerns the state of postmisdh more broadly.
In this alternate claim, neo-Victorian fiction’s leded diluting of
postmodernism’s more extreme traits is attributed thhe diminishing
currency of postmodernism itself as a problemagigorce in the so-called
late postmodern era, and possibly the exhaustiorpastmodernism’s
relevance altogether. In other words, neo-Victoriemtion may well be
postmodern, but its very postmodernism may nowdated with a dearth
of subversive capacity.

In 2005, when the American historian Minsoo Kangctaimed “the
death of the postmodern”, she assigned it retrosde to the day on
which the filmThe Last Action Herpremiered in the United States in 1993.
“A thoroughly postmodern work”, claims Kang, “empiong the standard
devices of self-reference, ironic satire, and plgywith multiple levels of
reality”, The Last Action Herctarred the ubiquitous action hero Arnold

Neo-Victorian Studies 3:2 (2010)



190 Samantha J. Carroll

Schwarzenegger and deployed the same big-budgdipn-aaovie
conventions and effects that it simultaneously hgbdto ironic scrutiny
(Kang gtd. in Hoberek 2007: 233). The film’s subhsaqt failure at the box-
office led Kang to conclude that “there’s no susegn of an intellectual
idea’s final demise than its total appropriationrbgss culture” (Kang qtd.
in Hoberek 2007: 233).

It seems that the very democratisation of postmosie has become
its undoing. The mainstream success of postmodariefacts, such as that
which neo-Victorian fiction enjoys, is seen as tharbinger of
postmodernism’s demise. There may be merit in ehglhg the continuing
efficacy of a radical movement once its unconverdiity becomes
“‘consensual” (Gutleben 2001: 168). But this proposi might also be
viewed somewhat differently, whereby the successhflltration of
postmodernism’s devices of subversion, irony, parodrrative scepticism,
and metafictional self-consciousness into the ntie@am become a measure
of postmodernism’s success rather than its failure.

Or, is it that we have we become dulled to subeefs Do
“subversive practices become institutionalized ahéreby lose their
seditious impact and intent”, as Gutleben claimseb-Victorian fiction
(Gutleben 2001: 172)? Can we go so far as to lahel genre’s
postmodernism as “neo-conservative” as, citing diifgabermas, Gutleben
does (Gutleben 2001: 193)? Or is it once againestipn of framing? Might
not the paralysis of postmodernist dissent be aneé&& neo-conservatives
to lobby for the return to a genuinely neo-consewveaculture? Is the
backlash against postmodernism, after all, just ay wto usher
postmodernism to the door when it still has reviary work to do?

For all the claims of postmodernism’s supposeaiyndling impact,
it still garners vocal opposition from its rightiwg detractors, suggesting
that its radical potential is far from dead. Dekaite the Australian public
sphere reveal a neo-conservative impulse set ondicatang
postmodernism’s influence from the national cuddouw For example, in
2006, it was widely reported that then Prime Migistohn Howard blamed
“the so-called postmodernism” for “dumbing down”ethhigh school
syllabus, and the term thence became Howard’s wihgpboy’ for all that
was controversial in public education:
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I mean when the, what | might call the, traditiotetts are
treated no differently from pop cultural commentagas
appears to be the case in some syllabus [sic]atesthe
views of many people about the so-called postmasiern
[...] We understand [...] that there’s high qualityeliature
and there’s rubbish, and we need a curriculum that
encourages an understanding of the high qualigratitire
and not the rubbish. (Howard qgtd. in King 2006)

Rejecting any mode of analysis that problematise®@ted hierarchies of
literary value, Howard and other conservative pulgibmmentators have
sought to stamp out the use of postmodernist giegethose that encourage
students to view a text as constructed from wigranticular discourses and
which demonstrate power relationships between r@iffiesocial groups in
society. Similarly, when Australian revisionist tasans began to uncover
tales of frontier violence that overturned the ordlist pioneer narrative, it
was postmodern dissenters whom Howard accusedio€irey the accepted
version of Australian history to “little more thanlitany of sexism, racism
and class warfar¢Howard 20086).

As this cursory overview suggests, the presencpostmodernist
practices in the mainstream continues to engendeety at the most public
levels. It is a curious position for postmodernignbe in: to be occasioning
a fervent backlash against its dangerous relativighile at the same time
being so depleted of subversion as to be toutdtleasew conservativism.
Such a paradox suggests that postmodernism is peersidl capable of
challenging the more conservative elements of nir@as culture after all,
which begs the questions: how can postmodernisaebd if it still has the
power to cause such unease?

8. Neo-Victorian Revisionism and the Politically Caect

In the current rhetoric, the surest means of dismg liberal
revisionism is to consign it to the trash-heap péblitical correctness’.
According to the British commentator Will Huttorhig tactic emerged as
“one of the brilliant tools that the American Rigthéveloped in the mid-
1980s as part of its demolition of American libesad”:
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What the sharpest thinkers on the American Righw sa
quickly was that by declaring war on the -cultural
manifestations of liberalism — by levelling the di@ of
political correctness against its exponents — tleeyld
discredit the whole political project (Hutton 2001)

Equating postmodernism with the politically corr@covides its detractors
with a convenient shorthand for dismissing issuegepresentative justice
as the latest left-wing fad. Interestingly, neo{dian fiction has come
under attack for the very same revisionist prasticRepeated from one
novel to another, these politically correct persipes, far from being
subversive or innovative, become predictable, rmtsay redundant’
(Gutleben 2001: 169).

Yet arguably to dismiss what is perhaps the nestevian novel’s
most innovative contribution to contemporary litgraulture as ‘political
correctness’ is to capitulate to the very rightgvimechanisms that
revisionary fiction sets out to challenge. This ortant work entails the
retelling of Victorian narratives from marginal pts of view, a practice that
Peter Widdowson describes as “re-visionary fiction”

novels which ‘write back to’ — indeed, ‘rewrite’ canonical
texts from the past, and hence call to account dtixe
narratives that have arguably been central to dmstcuction
of ‘our’ consciousness. (Widdowson 2006: 491)

As well as harking to Adrienne Rich’s feminist pogal for women’s
writing as re-vision (see Rich 1979), Widdowson&iwition incorporates
Salman Rushdie’s account of postcolonial literatasewriting from the
margins back to the imperial centre in a way thgtaeds upon and/or
confronts the dominant narrative (see RushdieAgticroft et al. 1989: 33).
The neo-Victorian novels of the types that Widdows® concerned with
are those that contradict or complicate what Rayifilliams has called
Victolrci)an literature’s “selective tradition” (Wiims qtd. Vicary 1989: 168-
169):

Revisionary tendencies in neo-Victorian fictiorveaarnered much
critical attention, earning it a variety of destoifs. Anne Humpherys uses
the term “aftering” to explain the burgeoning preetin recent decades of
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“writing over” Victorian novels (Humpherys 2005: 24 Steven Connor
reports an ambivalent critical response to the gmtoje calls “literary
reversion” (Connor 1994: 79), in contrast to ClaustGutleben and Susana
Onega’s use of the visual metaphor “refraction’iligstrate “the ways in
which a text exploits and integrates both the otid@s of a previous text
and the new light shed on the original work byréariting” (Gutleben and
Onega 2004: 7). More recently, Andrea Kirchknogé<i“adaptations or
appropriations”, lending a derivative feel (Kirctdpf 2008: 68), while
Mark Llewellyn’s “critical f(r)iction” encompassethe dynamic tension
present in such texts (Llewellyn 2008: 170).

Put simply: if Victorian historical and fictiondéxts represent the
centre, neo-Victorian novels give voice to “the a@ntric, the off-center”
(Hutcheon 1988: 41). Neo-Victorian fiction bringsthe fore the “trace of
the excluded” (Holton 1994: 10) — those voices werds whose overt
presence might disrupt the clear path of the nagatith viewpoints that
contest the authority of the historical record lits€or example, in its
transition to film at the turn of the twentieth-tery, Jane Austen’s
Mansfield Park(1814) underwent a postmodernist intervention difgred
testimony to the unsavoury underbelly of colonialgperity. Under Patricia
Rozema’s direction, the oblique references to slaire Austen’s Regency
novel are given substance in the 1999 film, becgnaim explicit exposé of
colonial practices during the early nineteenth egnt

In Rozema’s film, the source of Tom Bertram’s reygtiliness
originates in his disgust at his father's excesgege visiting the family’s
sugar plantation. Portrayed in a dreamlike flaskbdom’s horror at his
father's abuse of slave women in Antigua explaiissnhalaise. This visual
elaboration of the unspoken elements of Austenid tmves its neo-
Victorian re-reading to the postcolonial critique Mansfield Park so
influentially levied by Edward W. Said in “Jane Aes and Empire” (Said
1993: 95-116). Said’s disinterment of the impesialpolitics beneath
Austen’s text is what permitted Rozema’s postmodeswvising of the
literary-historical record. Similarly, the colonialnd gender politics of
Charlotte Bronté’slane Eyre(1847) cannot be read in the same way after
Jean Rhys’'sWide Sargasso Se&l966) or Gilbert and Gubar3he
Madwoman in the Atti¢1979).

However, just as postmodern devices are said W@ hast their
innovation owing to their acceptance into the ma@zsn, Gutleben regards
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neo-Victorian fiction’s shift from dominant to mamnglised points of view
as equally retrograde. According to Gutleben’s argot, people from
formerly marginal groups - non-white, non-heterosgx non-male,

working-class, and others — have now gained greabainstream

acceptance, and therefore the neo-Victorian fietigmactice of centralising
such figures is no longer controversial. Althoughtl€ben acknowledges
that early recuperative efforts by neo-Victoriactibn were “right-minded”,

now, he suggests facetiously, the ideal neo-Viatorprotagonist has
become “a destitute, handicapped, black, femaledserual’ (Gutleben
2001: 168)!

Gutleben’s concern is to highlight what he perceiae the over-use
of non-normative protagonists in neo-Victorian ibet that risks blunting
their impact for the purposes of socio-politicatique. His position requires
some unpacking, however, since it depends on lgerisn that such a
tendency is a capitulation to the rise — and aecw@ — of political
correctness in the 1990s, a movement he regar®asensual”, “obliged”
and “(almost) universally accepted” (Gutleben 20067, 168). This is
problematic on two fronts. In the first place, piohl correctness is far from
universally accepted — a point that is demonstrabgd the term’s
longstanding pejoration into little more than arsfietermined to discredit
the project of inclusion and belittle attempts tdness socio-political
imbalances rather than to describe mass conseardsvsuch a movement.
In the second place, this backlash against pdliticaectness has the effect
of falsely assigning marginal subjects a politeaVereignty they simply do
not possess. To claim as “redundant” neo-Victofietion’'s upward trend
in representing figures from the margins (GutleB6Al: 169) is to suggest
that there is nothing more to be gained in termepfesentative redress for
minority groups. Yet, despite neo-Victorian litena’s penchant for
representing homosexual characters and relationshipday same-sex
marriage remains unrecognised in the majority af thorld, even in
developed democracies like Australia and much ef tmited States. In
another example, the actual political represematiominority groups in the
United Kingdom (where neo-Victorian fictions araialy set) also remains
resolutely lacking. A report on public appointmetdbled in 2002 found
that the occupants of positions in government ahérgoublic bodies to be
overwhelmingly “pale, stale and male” — older whiten sourced from the
more affluent regions of London and England’s seedhkt (Hencke 2002).
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If some neo-Victorian writers’ use of formerly marglised
characters as protagonists has indeed become fbhowal’, this
conventionality has not been converted into acpaditical representation,
or even into the recognition of some basic humaghtsi Yet, the
centralisation of non-normative protagonists in -Méctorian fiction
participates in the gradual expansion of cultu@nms to accommodate a
diversity of social subjects, with the potentialaidvocate for transformative
changes to the political equality of such subjéetgond the narrative.

9. Neo-Victorian Revisionist Fiction as Recognitivdustice

By revising Victorian narratives to include thofigures under-
represented by Victorian historical and fictionexts, neo-Victorian fiction
makes an important contribution to the model of idogustice via
recognitive justice. While other models of sociadtjce define equality in
terms of people’s access to material goods (Cort@di3: 43, Gale and
Densmore 2000: 12), recognitive justice claims ttieg most damaging
injustices are “cultural or symbolic” (Fraser 199%1). For example,
distributive justice models may benefit groups whaoseeds are mainly
economic, because they seeketadicatethe very attribute that constitutes
the group’s collectivity (such as poverty). Howevilrere are other groups
whose memberselebratetheir binding characteristic as a source of pride
(such as sexual orientation) and do not seek #suee (Fraser 1995: 74).
On the contrary, what such groups suffer from idaek of positive
representation across multiple areas, from politicgpresentation to
narrative visibility. In order to produce changessbcial equality that are
transformative and long-term, a recognitive formsotial justice must be
engaged to destabilise deep-structure inequalities.

Because of its capacity to enhance the represamiait marginalised
groups, fiction is an important mechanism for mgtiout recognitive
justice. As we have seen, the neo-Victorian novetjdently reassigns
prominence from the voices at the centre of Vietorhistory to the figures
at the margins: servants, criminals, women, homaalex the colonised
races; those political minorities who were Vvilifieat eclipsed by the
historical record become its subjects. Speakinpesfthree neo-Victorian
novels, for example, Sarah Waters asserts thatal@sin is “both at the
heart of the books and yet it's also incidentatause that’s how it is in my
life, and that’s how it is, really, for most leshiand gay people” (Waters
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gtd. Lo 2006). By making\ffinity’'s protagonist and antagonists alike same-
sex-attracted, Waters desensitises lesbianism g®irdt of difference,
making female homosexuality a highly visible yetnarked case. Lesbians
cease to be marginalised oddities in Waters’s mgimng of a Victorian
world but occupy centre stage.

A decade earlier, Terry Castle’s groundbreakingdyton lesbian
figures in Western narrativeThe Apparitional Lesbian(1993), had
described the tendency to characterise female samelesire “through a
blanching authorial infusion of spectral metaphq@astle 1993: 34). Such
tropes of apparitionalisation made the lesbian lgle¢ unsupportable within
the ‘real’ world of the narrative, resulting in thesbian’s disappearance
from the story, or even her death (Castle 1993:I%)the fashion of
postmodernist fiction, Waters’s most recent neatdfian fiction, Affinity
(1999), engages the very apparitional tropes use@viscerate lesbian
presence from the Victorian novel; but in this seemary novel, lesbian
presence is fortified rather than occluded. Inranic nod to the history of
lesbian narrative erasurdffinity’'s love-plot between the middle-class
spinster Margaret Prior and the imprisoned worldlags medium Selina
Dawes revolves around the practices of nineteesiucy spiritualism —
not unlike the famous Victorian proto-lesbian botheétween Olive
Chancellor and Verena Tarrant in Henry Jamé@sie Bostoniang1886).
However, Affinity is in an important sense pddbstonians Whilst Olive
Chancellor was apparitionalised at the conclusicth® Victorian novel, her
‘Boston marriage’ to Tarrant dissolved by Basil Bam’s triumphant
heterosexual intervention (see Castle 1993: 39)thatstart ofAffinity,
Margaret has already survived such a dissolutidre Bas overcome the
betrayal of her first female love-interest, Helerho succumbed to an
approved heterosexual union with Margaret’s ownth@o She has also
survived the ensuing suicide attempt. Now as thgelha@ommences,
Margaret is ready to find love again, albeit unextpdly with the Millbank
prisoner and mesmerist Selina Dawes.

So, far from erasing lesbian sexuality using apipaal metaphors
to disempower lesbians characters, the spectia¢ tbecomes the vehicle by
which the female same-sex love-plot is given ayfullaterial reality in the
neo-Victorian novel (Hall 2006: 5). Historiographmetafiction “works
within conventions in order to subvert them” (Hutcheo®8.95; original
emphasis), and likewise Waters’s revisionary nectdfian text “works
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both within and against the apparitional historylesbianism” (Hall 2006:
2). Waters abides by the apparitional tradition mikesuing Selina’s love
tokens to Margaret via (apparently) supernaturabmee Yet when the
spiritualist illusions are revealed as mere chicgnéhis revelation also
shifts lesbianism from the metaphysical to the ptalsrealm. The
keepsakes Margaret believed to be conveyed thrthaylether from Selina
were instead conveyed by the hand of her own niuth Vigers — actions
that confirm the latter woman to be Selina’'s truever. Female
homosexuality thus becomes de-apparitionalisedd-takes its place in the
‘real’ world of the narrative.

In the final telling, howeverAffinity is as much about renovating
representations of Victorian class as those of aéyu It is not for her
aberrant sexuality that Margaret is punished, wBelma and Ruth abscond
with Margaret’s fortune and identity (as Castle gegjs is the case when
Ransom’s rescues Verena from Olive’s clutches enfthal pages offhe
Bostonians[Castle 1993: 7]), but, rather, for her middlesslahypocrisy.
When contemplating how easily she avoided a jaiitesee herself,
Margaret briefly acknowledges that it was her dostatus as a lady that
protects her from imprisonment following her sueidttempt (see Hall
2006: 8): “[A] common coarse-featured woman migtiki morphia and be
sent to gaol for it, while | am saved and sentigit Wer — and all because |
am alady’ (Waters 2002: 256; original emphasis). Margaretitburst does
not express sympathy for the injustice caused ® “tommon coarse-
featured woman” (that is, a woman of lower class), does she appreciate
the privilege her class selectively affords hestéad, her words lament the
limitations placed on herself as an unmarried gs&vaman.

In an ironic reversal of these rights, it is tlirhmon” women of
Millbank who openly enjoy same-sex relationships “pglling up” with
fellow inmates (Waters 2002: 67). The prisoners raoe hide-bound by
concerns about social repercussions as was Mawgdirst lover, Helen.
Yet Margaret is repulsed by the arrangements betwlee prison inmates:
when she is almost duped into passing a communiQaéveen
“sweethearts” Jane Jarvis and Emma White, Mardaet$ disgust towards
her potential role as “medium” to the women’s “dgrission” (Waters
2002: 67). Yet, what makes the sweethearts’ passiomnpalatably “dark”
Is surely connected to the women'’s class rather their same-sex desires,
which Margaret shares. It is only because Selingasething of a lady”
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(Waters 2002: 42) that she is raised above the fitomcoarse-featured”
women and made a likely candidate for Margarefeciibns.

As for the other women at Millbank, their humangyas invisible to
Margaret as her own illegitimate longing for a fée@mpanion in the eyes
of Victorian society. Margaret does not considez tither inmates fully
sexualised, fully realised human beings any moas tthe does her own
maid, Ruth Vigers. To Margaret, Vigers is not attjua person but a
function, a word to be uttered when service is megl “...her name is
Vigers | shall enjoy pronouncing that, | never much dikéoyd (Waters
2002: 68, original ellipses). Margaret upholds #tttude towards servants
reflected in Victorian literature, where the segirtlasses remained
invisible, peopling the background of the livestioé Victorian middle and
upper classes like human furnituldfinity continues this premise of servant
obscurity by keeping Vigers’s role in Selina’s ligecret until the final
shocking revelation that a mere servant girl hasskdd away Margaret’s
beloved Selina from under her very nose. And Ké&garet's insistence of
Vigers’s relative insignificance that riles her thwst: “What was she, to
me? | could not even recall the details of her fée look, her manners”
(Waters 2002: 340). Furthermore, in Margaret’s #&igwat the runaways’
betrayal, she turns to fantasies of exerting helatpower to punish Vigers
and secure Selina for herself: “I'll have them bathMillbank! I'll have
them put in separate cells, and make Selina my agan!” (Waters 2002:
342). However, the ultimate triumph of the novelobgs to Ruth Vigers,
who, by flouting both the apparitional status adddns and the narrative
invisibility of the working class in Victorian litature, disgraces Margaret
for her middle-class hypocrisy. Although Victorissocial mores deny
Margaret the freedom to be a lesbian, it is her osfusal to empathise with
the women disadvantaged by class in the narrdtaedenies her happiness
at the novel's end.

Like many neo-Victorian novelsiffinity broadens the exclusive
reach of dead, white (and, one might add, straagltwhite-collar) males to
accommodate a more diverse picture of nineteenthucg social history by
revealing how such histories are relayed accortbrigerarchies of political
power. Affinity's portrayal of under-represented social groupshsas
lesbians, criminals and the working class, enhapab$ic recognition of the
plight of such groups as a significant precursorstistantive political
change.
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If, as Suzanne Keen suggests, 60,000 Victoriarelsolrave been
written (Keen 1998: 179), with most installing amative protagonist, neo-
Victorian fiction’s relatively recent reversal dfi$ trend should not make so
much as a dent on the canon of politically dominagrtoes. To suggest,
therefore, that neo-Victorian fiction’s habit oupking its protagonists from
the least advantaged groups of society, historaralcontemporary, is
redundant participates in a false attribution ofifgge. Rather, such a
reversal valorises diversity and difference amormugs and disperses the
myth of sameness. It is here that neo-Victorianidits postmodernist
revisionism still has a vital role to play.

Notes

1. J. Hillis Miller uses these two seemingly incatible terms, “homage” and
“critique”, to describe Charles Palliseffie Quincunxand the neo-Victorian
project in general (Miller 2004: 30).

2. This original and exhaustive volume made groborehking strides into the
fledgling field of neo-Vic criticism. As with anyesninal work, Gutleben has
himself since developed or qualified some of treuagtions and conclusions
mounted byNostalgic PostmodernisnNonetheless, the claims made by this
foundational text still bear scrutiny in our coniing to investigate the poetics
of Neo-Victorian literature into the twenty-firs¢iatury.

3.  However, this practice is surely less a functafhan author's mercenary
intentions than those of their publisher’'s markguiepartment.

4. Such a process of veneration must by extensémmip some neo-Victorian
writers to build up their own authorial status byrfowing the limelight of
their Victorian authorial forebears.

5.  Moreover, might we ask whether the rise of tee-¥ictorian novel is the
conseqguence, not the proposed instigator, of argeoe already reading
more Victorian literature than it has in the prexdd30 years? Might not the
neo-Victorian novel be responding to a renaissandde increasing range
and number of Victorian novels being published spgrback than ever
before (see Gilmour 2000: 198-199)7?

6. On arriving home, Inspector Kildare gives himchelor” housemate George
Flood “a quick peck on the cheek”. Flood then pnéseKildare with a
welcome-home drink, “after gently kissing the tdphis head”. This casual
intimacy continues during the ensuing conversatierKildare “strokes his
friend’s mutton-chop whiskers” (Ackroyd 1995: 2258, 259).
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10.

11.

“The sodomite had been a temporary aberratlmhbmosexual was now a
species” (Foucault 1990: 43).

In a later article, Gutleben argues that a cuoimtation of forms within the
neo-Victorian novel can produce “a contiguity andimilarity between the
Victorian and contemporary traumas” (Gutleben 22090: 145).

Kang’s full text, ‘The Death of the Postmodendahe Post-Ironic Lull’ is
available online (see Goetz 2006).

Oft-cited examples of re-visionary neo-Victarieewritings include: Robert
Louis Stevenson’'®r Jekyll and Mr Hydg1886), retold from the perspective
of the upperhouse-maid in Valerie Martitviry Reilly (1990); Peter Carey’s
supplementation of Charles DickensGreat Expectations(1860-61) by
reimagining the tale of Pip’s convict benefactoradwitch, inJack Maggs
(1997); and, Emma Tennant’'s contemporary reworkihg homas Hardy’'s
Tess of the D’Urberville§1891) inTess(1993).

Although the end of the novel re-stages noy Murgaret Prior’'s self-erasure
via implied suicide, but the erasure of her voi@ehurning of all but the last
pages of her diary.
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