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Philip Davis describes hi8vhy Victorian Literature Still Mattersas “the

autobiography, if you like, of a neo-Victorian” (B). Taking a decidedly
personal approach to reading nineteenth-centung,tébe argues that these
works’ individual appeal and connection with prdseay readers keep the
Victorian alive as a vital force in our contempgraulture. Purposefully
rejecting what he considers to be unnecessary asag@gon, Davis relies
on close, highly informed readings of canonical and-canonical works to
make his point. With its thought-provoking readirgysd non-pretentious
display of erudition, the book could serve wellaasiseful introduction to
the literature of the Victorian period or as a seuof stimulation for
teachers and scholars in the field. However, iadlgueserves an audience
amongst those concerned with the neo-Victoriait, iasmore about how we
relate to Victorian literaturéoday indeed, the concluding chapter focuses
mainly on the continuing presence of the Victorianthe twentieth and
twenty-first centuries.

Despite misgivings about the dangers of categwjdDavis begins
by discussing what the ‘Victorian’ as period andhrgemeans to him and
why he feels it has enduring importance. Playingtlos Victorians’ own
concept of phrenology, he proposes the metaphar ‘Bictorian bump, a
place in the mind that makes the experience ofovian literature always
matter.... It is an in-between place, psychologicallywell as historically in
transition” (p. 7). This definition of the Victomaas focusing on the “in-
between” and the transitional serves as the masistfor the remainder of
the book. Furthermore, “realism ... is the great dien characteristic” (in
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novels, poetry and essays) for Davis, though hex@eledges Victorian
realism as a thorny concept, easy to challengeddficult to define (pp. 7-
8). Davis’ main interest in realist literature ligs the way it relates “to
ordinary life outside the world of writing ... to gsteons about the existence
of an external reality ... even if inside its struetsi [one] will never quite
know or see it” (p. 8). One might fault Davis fodsavowal of modernist
and postmodernist objections to the illusory anteptially deceitful and
dangerous nature of such realist representationthatt would miss the
point. His goal is to redirect readers to Victorigmxts themselves to see
how they functionas texts and to find something meaningful in the @ict
reading them.

Indeed, Davis makes most of his points througsecleeadings of a
wide range of texts, arranged by thematic chapiéms. first two chapters
coalesce around paired concepts, which Davis teftMerality and
Toughness” and “Religious Faith”. Chapter 1 look$s Mictorian
negotiations between fixed moral stances and sbifdocial obligations
through a wide range of familiar and not-so-famili@orks, including
Elizabeth Gaskell’'sRuth (1853), John Stuart Mill'sThe Subjection of
Women(1869) andAutobiography(1873), Elizabeth Sewell'3ournal of a
Home Life(1867) and George Eliot'Bhe Mill on the Flos$1860). Chapter
2, on religion and faith, examines agnosticismha overlooked works of
George MacDonald, as well as George Eliot’'s trdimsiaof Feuerbach’s
Essence of Christianity1854), William JameJhe Varieties of Religious
Experience(1902) and several poems by Arthur Hugh Cloughvi®a
stresses the importance of close readings bectugsryly understand the
Victorians and not simply “[know] about them,” ongust “imaginatively
[inhabit] in oneself as reader all that it meanstspnally, to exist in that
often frightening transition between a world thaemed natural and one
that had begun to go beyond such traditional bgsti(p. 21). The best way
to do this, he demonstrates, is to pay close aberd the syntax of the
author’'s writing and dialogues between charactassthey try to verbally
establish middle grounds that will work in reality.

The next three chapters are structured aroundreliffeforms of
Victorian writing, with one chapter each devoted fiction, poetry and
essays; although none of these are mutually exeluand all are tied
together through Davis’ notion of realism. Cha@eion the novel, begins
with readings of several Charles Dickens novelslusing A Tale of Two
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Cities (1859), Oliver Twist(1838), David Copperfield(1850) andDombey
and Son(1848), as well as Margaret Oliphant's posthumouysiplished
Autobiography(1899) and Eliot’'sMiddlemarch(1871-2) andThe Mill on
the Floss(1860). From these readings, Davis extrapolateatgrelaims to
the realist novel itself as a “territory in ... thaliwable space between
words ... thinking not in terms of concepts but rathre respect to half-
hidden stories, neglected people, and equivocahtsins” (p. 58). Such
novels are “experiments in what is too amorphousootradictory for static
reasoning, models of thinking out life in strugglipractice” (p. 58) —
perhaps analogous to present-day views of nindtezanitury history as too
profuse and paradoxical to be definitively pigededo Comparable to
many neo-Victorian writers’ creation of art frometlbase materials of the
nineteenth century’s underbelly, Victorian textsc@ding to Davis, contain
“poetry... hidden within the ongoing, lower medium tife ostensibly
mundane” (p. 59). In a statement that echoes Geoegme’s influential
study of British realismThe Realistic Imaginatio(lL983), Davis claims that
“Victorian realists do not want to transcend thg9bal, they want to show
the metaphysical arising even from within it” (p2)7 Whether such
arguments correspond with nineteenth-century vieksthe period, or
instead constitute more of a post-structuralistp-¥etorian projection
backwards in time, remains debatable, although ©dwves address these
concerns in his concluding chapter.

Chapters 4 and 5 build on Davis’ discussion oftdian realism
through readings of poetry — including ElizabethrrBd Browning’s
Sonnets from the Portugue@e345-6), Dante Gabriel Rossettiihie House
of Life (1870-81) and Alfred, Lord Tennysons Memoriam(1849) — and
non-fictional prose such as John Stuart MilDs1 Liberty (1859), John
Ruskin’s The Stones of Veni¢@851-3) and Cardinal NewmanApologia
Pro Via Sua(1864). The story told through this multitude oktte is,
according to Davis, “the story of the nineteenthtoey reformation of
human thinking ... the shift from ever-fixed categsri... to change and
chance and flux over unimaginably long periods iofet (p. 85). This
constitutes an apt description of the neo-Victomdso, with its palimsestic
over-laying of former attitudes and ideologies witmodern-day
perspectives, and its opposing poles of elegiadatgpa and invective
cultural critique.
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Such ways in which the Victorian persistently hautihe twentieth
and twenty-first centuries become the subject effthal chapter of Davis’
“neo-Victorian autobiography.” The opening sentemdethis chapter, in
which he describes Victorians as “consciously insadrin history, without
a clear sense of where its changes were leadimg’t{pe 138) could easily
describe one key attribute that persists in thesereday. Indeed, just as
Victorian historical narratives were actually “a waf writing about
themselves” (p. 138), neo-Victorian writers imadively recreate a past
through art and scholarship to understand sometbiinigeir own situation.
As Davis argues, the Victorian historical imagioatiinvolved “not just
looking with hindsight” but “imagining, as a pastutd not, the future it
turned out to have made for itself, unbeknowns{the] present” (p. 140).
Similarly, we too are at the mercies of our imagoes in reconstructing
the past and connecting it to our present, breakimg “into ‘periods’ only
through need of explanatory convenience” (p. 1Athough not explicitly
acknowledged by Davis, this ability to imagine alrenaterial self, existing
in a specific, historical time and space, may wsdl one of the most
persistent Victorian legacies.

Curiously, Davis insists that “the Victorian bumig’most definitely
not to be found in self-consciously neo-Victorian werkuch as John
Fowles’ The French Lieutenant's Wom#&t069) or A.S. Byatt'$?0ssession
(1990) (p. 147). Instead, he locates this esseftiainp” within “certain
moments of personal experience”, in which one b&soaware of existing
in a “primary reality,” paradoxically brought aboby sudden “shifts of
realization” such as the loss of a loved one () 1%his “Victorian” belief
in a “primary reality” that can be depicted throughguage has provoked
some of the period’'s most serious challenges by emust and
postmodernist critics. Yet realist epistemology toares to persist despite
its opponents’ doubts to its veracity. In fact,listaepistemology seems to
invite such critique against itself; as Davis sdfRealism has always made
itself deliberately vulnerable to those self-intgyations, those self-doubts,
which also are its own investigative tools” (p. L5%owever, Davis
cautions that he does not believe “everything thas happened in
modernism or postmodernism is either to be eras@dade into a Victorian
inheritance” (p. 157). Rather, he finds in the ifiad of Victorian realism, a
useful place (the default position”) from which to begin an understang
of modern human existence (p. 159). In spite ofemnble problems with
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the realist tradition, it remains one of the masiportant of Victorian
inheritances — although Davis does make a hastgrgksation in assuming
that the self-consciously neo-Victorian, metafiofb works which he
dismisses cannot still contain such “Victorian” ments.

For, in fact, Davis opens his owWhy Victorian Literature Still
Matters by self-consciously associating it (and his owtf) sgith the neo-
Victorian. In spite of his reluctance to use suategories as ‘Victorian’, his
book attempts to isolate traits that are uniquely-gpart of the “Victorian
bump” that exists in the human mind. Perhapsin ihis paradox that he is
the most neo-Victorian, turning to a definable tdmical past for answers,
while simultaneously revealing the arbitrary natuoé all cultural
constructions. While his readings of Victorian figire must inevitably be
refracted through a contemporary lens, Davis dobes ¢he Victorian faith
that language can point to some sort of “primaglitg’ that existed and
continues to exist beyond language. In this, hensedecidedly separate
from the tenets of post-structuralism. His work tamly revalues the
Victorian for a contemporary understanding, butséems inaccurate to
accuse him ofmerely doing so from a postmodern perspective. This
revaluation of Victorian literature for a new cutiiclimate allows twenty-
first century readers to appreciate the periodigrdiure, while still
recognising the legitimate and important criticismade against it. Such
neo-Victorian revaluation — in a manner paralleihe Victorians’ practice —
also provides a way of understanding and coping #ie present through
an imaginative reconstruction of the past.
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