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The rich promise of the late Belinda Starling’stfised only novel makes

her untimely death a serious loss to neo-Victofietion. The book’s cover,
depicting a make-believe business signage with mamds laced-up corset,
subtitled “Bindings of Any Kind”, hints at risquéexual practices with
sadomasochistic overtones, implicitly conflating thody of the book with
the female body of the titular heroiheBoth prove objects of desire,
manipulation, and potentially dangerous consumptionplicating the
reader in the ‘damage’ already inscribed in theatar's name long before
Dora risks becoming, in more ways than one, ‘damag®ods’ through
complicity in the Victorian pornography trade.

When the Damages bookbindery faces ruin due tmdasales and
her husband Peter's growing incapacity from cripgplrheumatism, Dora
takes over the Lambeth-based business in contiameaf mid-Victorian
union restrictions on female employment, which steekelegate women to
the status of handmaidens in the preparatory stafgbsokmaking, rather
than aesthetic producers themselves. The thrdataofcial destitution turns
Dora into a woman artist with shades of the PreHaafites, as when she
gold-tools the centre of a dark green cover linéth sumptuous scarlet silk
with “a beguiling Venus extracting a myrtle leafdasome berries from the
garland binding her hair” (p. 160). Yet having atted the patronage of a
group of wealthy bibliophiles of pornography, D&&raft soon serves to
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beautify, or more accurately disguise, increasimgyurbing subject matter,
as she graduates from binding relatively innocuesotumes, such as
Boccacio’s Decameron(c. 1349-51) andrFanny Hill, or Memoirs of a
Woman of Pleasur€1748), to more hard-core violent and racist skxua
materials.

The finely honed irony of Starling’s novel lies the fact that its
heroine becomes both a skilful manipulator of, prafiteer from, the very
gender, class, and race based injustices of Varia@ociety she abhors. The
transgressive element that Dora’s gender lendetavbrk, as much as her
growing artistic accomplishment, procures her tepeat business of her
upper class patrons. Her equivocal relationshif 8it Jocelyn Knightley,
who becomes both her protector and nemesis, atsodas her with ‘free’
materials to ply her trade. Eminent physician, atiweer, and member of
the pseudo-scientifices Sauvages Noblseciety, Knightley (a far cry from
Jane Austen’s gentlemanly hero of similar name Emma [1815])
repeatedly sends Dora personal gifts, such akalsaks, feather fan, and
even intimate corsetry, many of which she ingeripotecycles as materials
for unconventional book covers. Her family too Wésedirectly, with
Knightley providing complimentary advice and medtimas to temporarily
relieve both Peter's suffering and her daughterinde’'s epilepsy. Yet
Knightley also has few qualms about his associdie=atening to have the
girl declared ‘morally insane’ and subjected tdieemdectomy, to force her
mother to continue working for thees Sauvages Nobles

Similarly, Dora adeptly exploits the middle-classidp of her
landlady Mrs Eeles, a near-necrophiliac who “deltstt in mortification”
(p. 5), superbly rendered in grotesque Dickensein with hints of a Miss
Havisham in black. This class consciousness endbtga to negotiate
preferential terms and crucial extensions on thmilfes rent payments,
which Eeles would never countenance in the caseooking-class tenants
or that other kind of ‘working girl’, which Dora aine point fears becoming,
whom Eeles summarily throws into the street. Tovalthe shabby-genteel
Damages to descend into destitution would compreriisles’ obsession
with respectability, though at other times classoalvorks against the
heroine. Before she attracts the pornographersboysDora unsuccessfully
seeks assistance from a variety of philanthropgaisations. The satire of
the relevant passage conveys a distinctly postmostiew of Victorian
social and moral hypocrisy, as well as resoundintp the preferential
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policies of present-day welfare systems. After ingitwo hours in line at
the Institute for the Restitution of Fallen Wom@&ngra discovers that “my
fall being not a moral one, they had no time for’ méhile at the Guild of
Distressed Gentlewomen she finds that “as | wasanwidow, and lacked a
whole cartload of children to support, my distressinted for nothing” (p.
42). Paradoxically, at the Society for the Promotad the Employment for
Women, Dora is told that “I had the skills to beemfine governess, and
so | could have been, had they not shuddered asuggestion that my
daughter attend me while | worked” (p. 42).

Meanwhile, the white supremacist attitudes and stacexual
fantasies of upper class female supporters of t@mlilike Lady Sylvia
Jocelyn — ironically shared with the pornographiscdurse produced for
her husband — lead directly to Dora’s employmentafl subsequent erotic
entanglement with, the African-American ex-slave Blielson. Again, Dora
profits from what she contests, not least in teofinthe practical experience
that completes her book-based sexual educatiorer(Rett Dora’s marital
intercourse having been confined to a mere thremmees, each preceded
by relentless scrubbing “with carbolic soap andibglsoda” (p. 24) instead
of foreplay). In spite of passages of genuine saitgu Dora and Din’s
relationship proves one of the weak points of Btgid novel, inevitably
recycling the black man/white woman fantasy itigues. Yet insofar as
inter-racial love affairs, rather than enforced aets between slave masters
and their ‘property’, still remain an underreprdsen theme in neo-
Victorian fiction, the author’s attempt is stillmonendable.

At times Starling tries too hard for political cectness, as when she
has Jocelyn admonish his agent Mr Diprose thatpberative kaffir
derives from the Arab word for infidel, its provewa “a continent away
from those to whom you are referring”, and requésas for his racist abuse
Diprose at least “choose a geographically corréatth (p. 106). Later, as
Jocelyn reflects on Dora’s use of an ivy imageturas into a postcolonial
spokesperson, anachronistically expressing a vesgienm-day critique of
imperialism’s detrimental effects on its racial eyt ‘Hedera heliq...] A
hostile assailant, with quick, hardy runners; ipihes its host of sunlight,
with a resultant loss of vigour, and eventual demishould recommend it
to the Foreign Office as an emblem for the conswacof Her Majesty’s
Empire.”(p. 140) Here the novel's neo-Victorian fsminsciousness
becomes a little too overt. So too upon Dora’s sdcaisit to Jocelyn’s
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home, when she is again “taken aback by the statlegro lad,” serving as
a coat stand in the hallway, “at whom | nodded kaywf apology” (pp.
128-129). Most obviously, the shattering of Dorateempted self-delusion
that, like “the pearl around the grit in the oy&teshe “was making
something beautiful out of something ugly” (p. 168)}oo contrived. One
look at the depiction of “the prodigious poster@rd pendulous labia of the
Hottentot Venus” proves sufficient to cure her oy duch wishful thinking:
“And that was it. In an instant | knew that | wouldhve to find my
employment elsewhere.” (p. 213) Starling fails t@yide a convincing
context for Dora’s heightened racial sensitivitygmpared to the vast
majority of racist characters in the novel.

Similar problems of credibility attend Dora’s ‘se@nsciousness’, as
she repeatedly seems to endorse gender restriciohehaviour and access
to sexual knowledge. She is concerned not to bagltabare-headed” by
Sir Jocelyn (p. 138) and responds hystericallyataégrading glimpse of his
navel”, when he exposes his tattoo (p. 146). RiecpPeter’s refusal to let
her peruse works on the representation of the hlody in art, she admits,
“I knew they were unseemly” (p. 57), and later slwgries about “unsexing
myself, or worse, him” (p. 67) through her effotts save the business.
Hence she seems to side with the reactionary vigwer Diprose, who
reminds Peter of “the dire consequences of expdgergture of that ilk to
women [....] It will addle their brains” (p. 95). Dais initial reaction to the
Decamerorreads — seemingly unintentionally — like melodramtarce: “I
trembled at the wantonness within and searchedstietter for my soul
against the certain apocalypse that would befalnttior doing it and me for
bearing witness.” (p. 118) Such a repressed sdihgibeems distinctly at
odds with Dora’s tolerant sympathy for the ‘fallamman’ Pansy Smith,
whom she readily employs as a maid, or for Jacksieapthe Damages’
apprentice, imprisoned for unspecified homosextattres.

Likewise, it remains unclear to what extent readaes expected to
endorse the heroine’s shock and moral condemnatiaihe stuff of her
daily bread. The frequently simplistic stand Dakeis on pornography as a
socio-morally corrosive force hearkens back to 9¥0s pornography
debates and anti-porn feminism, as when she irlhyiceflects that she
cannot recall her husband’s penis ever “throbbirtty \@mmunition like a
flesh-coloured trebouchet, or ‘at full cock’ likel@aded gun, or erupting
like Vesuvius. But then again, at least, that me¢hat | had never been the
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silent victim of bullets, shrapnel, or lava eitligp. 185) Although Dora at
one point admits “gratitude to the images [...] fetding me to make sense
of foundlings and baby-farms and fallen women” (fp62-163), the novel
never fully incorporates alternative perspectivagh as pro-sex feminism
or sex workers’ rights claims, to make for a movamced discussion. This
has been done somewhat better by other neo-Viotosidters, such as
Sarah Waters and Michel Faber, whom Starling hshdfeen compared to
by reviewers on account of her feisty heroine aexually explicit plot.
Starling’s novel also contains little in the wayiofplicit engagement with
present-day issues. Dora’s personal pornographstees framed in such a
way as to elide related Victorian issues and tfegnimation in twenty-first-
century contexts, including paedophilia, sex taarifuman trafficking and
sexual slavery. The only real gesture in this dioec comes in the
neighbourhood’s fears concerning the unmarked codobm which
Kinghtley watches his disowned son and other céndplaying: “A
pederast, they would whisper to each other, orsyleer [...] we would say
a child-snatcher, with the modish hysteria aboethite-slave trade, and
kidnappers crawling our streets.” (p. 429) And le tepilogue, Lucinda
reflects that her mother would have foreseen thaturban ‘clean-up’ of
London would simply displace the Hollywell-streedde elsewhere, while
pornography would become democratically afforddbterich and poor by
the turn of the century, “available from barrowsewery market” (p. 445)
much as it is today accessible from every laptop

Nonetheless Starling’s appropriation of pornographyfigure the
opposite of its typical subject matter — namely aman’s intellectual,
political, and sexual awakening rather than herectfjcation — proves
largely successful. There are evident echoes otk dingersmith(2002),
which ends with a lesbian female protagonist egrhier independent living
by writing (rather than packaging) pornographyréhg circumventing the
exigencies of heterosexual union and legal andnéimh dependency.
Similarly, the scene where Jocelyn feeds Dora extmkumi, better known
as Turkish Delight, may be intended to echo theede WatersTipping
the Velve(1998) where the meaning of the titular euphenisnevealed as
cunnilingus. As Dora struggles with the cloying fpered taste, Jocelyn
whispers to her that the sweet “may be presseddasetvithe outer lips of a
woman'’s nether orifices by her lover, then lickad of her. It drives them
both mad with untold delight” (p. 150). With equiadertextual exuberance,
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Starling earlier has Dora try “to imagine Jdimkytoodling with Rochester,
which was not hard, given that they only made lomee he was a cripple”
and envisage “Cathy and Heathcliff, with Edgar \Wwatg, or, better still, a
ménage a trois(pp. 189-190).

According to the epilogue, Starling’s heroine, likengersmiths
Maud and Sue, opts for a female partnership, thaowgrapparently due to
any lesbian leanings but on account of the protoiiest Dora having
learned from experience that she’d “rather have aomwe than an
unsatisfactory lover” (p. 443). After Jocelyn’s tlean Africa, she retires
from the metropolis to Gravesend in Kent, livingt dwer days with her
former patron’s widow and son, amused by the regpftittle-tattle” of the
neighbours (p. 443). As her daughter remarks writlye fact they were
from London gave them something of a shady patingway, as if
sapphism, or tribadism, or whatever you want td ttalwas de rigeur
anywhere north of Clapham” (p. 443). Meanwhile Jgte book collection
is donated to the British Library, “who were pos$gitno confounded by its
contents to refuse” (p. 443), evoking shades ofrid&pencer Ashbee, who
also modelled for Maud’s uncle, Christopher Lillg, Fingersmith While
points like these constitute possibly too blatdfdres at postmodern self-
consciousness, they also indicate a significant stk germinal neo-
Victorian literary trend to engage intertextualljttwcontemporaneous neo-
Victorian works as well as nineteenth century texts

In spite of its imperfections, much of Starling’'owel is as
exquisitely crafted as Dora’s finely tooled leathmovers. Although it
recycles many recognisable, by now standard neteian tropes — the
oppressed woman, sensationalised sexuality, thigfatmadness, Gothic
villains, slavery — Starling manages to deploy thamew and unexpected
ways, as in the case of female domesticity. Doreépt housekeeping, her
endless futile fight against all-pervasive dirtt naly comes to stand for the
‘dirty’ business in which she engages, but alsemmages strongly with the
stressful pace and conflicting demands of the leketoday’s professional
women, expected to consummately multi-task and nisela often
irreconcilable demands of career and family. Stgit novel can be
expected to continue to attract critical attentilemding itself as it does so
well to popular discussions of gender performativand the role of the
market on patterns of cultural production and camstion. For it is, of
course, that same marketplace, with prestigiousaly prizes like the
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Booker and the Pulitzer, which has contributed ifigantly to bringing
neo-Victorian fiction to cultural — and academipreminence.

The prologue to Dora’s narrative opens with the aieionally
inflected statement, “This is my first book, andarh rather proud of it,
despite its obvious shortcomings.” (p. 1) Starlng’eaders are left
contemplating in vain what further neo-Victoriarbifi@ations she might
have produced had she lived. Inadvertently, Sigidifirst line provides a
fitting epitaph for her swansong.

Notes

1. In ‘Written on the Body: Sexual and Textual (Regriptions’, a keynote
speech presented at the Adapting the Nineteenthtu@emonference at
Lampeter, Wales, UK (22-24 August 2008), Ann Heitmapersuasively
argued that Starling plays on the equivalences dmtwiemale-body-as-text
and text-as-female-body.
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