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INTRODUCTION

The term “Victonan™ has often been prmsed or criticized at various periods of
history. Besides all the wonderful things the Victorian Age 15 connected to, the
economic, social, culiural development it s largely known for, it has also suffered
criticism and stigmatization as regards poverty, msecunity and, mainly, women's
rights and freedom of fermmine self-expression. A reevaluation of the so-called
rigidity of the age would reveal a number of values the Victoriamsm supported:
respect for domesticity, the concept of the famly, and the values represented by the
instiution of marnage. Contemporary readers enjoy the escape of being entertamed
by the narrative of the Victonan novel. They are continuously drawn by these
struggling humans who managed to um heartbreak, war, pnson, or the dreaded
work of housekeeping into something charming. (Encm., 2014) Since the last
decades of the rwentieth century many writers have evoked in some way the
nineteenth century which has led to the nse and development of the neo-Victonan
novel, a category of fiction that 15 involved both with the Victorian histonical,
cultural and literary past which 18 reproduced, recycled, mmterrogated, and
appropriated and with a contemporary imeframe that 15 examined and evaluated in
a dynamic and complex dialectic.

ldeologmeally, various speeches have dichotormzed the connotations of the
term “Victorian™. Thus, it has been looked at either as connected to the policy of
progress, with entrepreneurship and values such as perseverance, peacefulness and
responsibility, or to the exact opposile: poverty, explomation, social inequality, seen
as consequences of a system that encouraged greed and ruthless individualism.
Invoked either to subscnibe to hberal and progressive policies or o cnbcize
protectiomst ideologies, the term “Victonan™ disintegrates as ineffable due to the
polanzing meamngs it has.

To modermists, the term invokes visions of authontanamsm, parsimony,
rigidity, and imntolerance, which they antagomize with more affectionate and
nostalgic views of later generations, who find value in the relics of the past not only
because of the connections of continmty with the present, but also because of the
hissures of many other discontimuties. The concepts of a Victonan era or Victonan
style are based on a fragile chimera of homogeneity. As Hugh Kingsmull states, the
age “owes the illusion of its spiritual umty to the longevity of a single person.™
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(Kingsmill in Hellmann and Llewellyn, 3) Thus, the semantic instability of the term
18 amplified, bevond 1ts obvious denotative chronological meamng.

In the absence of the certmnty in relabion to the unequivocal meaning of
*Victonan,” the prefix “neo” has been attached toal. The combmation does not have
inherent guidehnes to ghmpse possible angles of significance or application, as the
prehix does nol necessanly imply a creative imitative style, does not allude to
mechamcal recycling, and does not charactenize the nature of the implieit
hybridization. The prefix “neo™ in wself 15 burdened with i1ts own duphicity, as it
tends to invoke the new, but alludes to the old. Therefore, the topic of this thesis
presents important challenges that denve from its protean, polyvalent state and
susceptible to be explored from multple approaches. It should be noted that the
combination of the volatile topie, the conceptual multipheity and the promise of
adventure have directly contnbuted to the consohdation of interest in this research.

The first verifiable mention of the term “neo-Victorian,™” as an adjective 1o
denote a type of novel, 15 attnibuted to Dana Schaller who used 1t in 1997 1n her
article “The Redemptive Past in the Neo-Victonan Novel,” offering a hesitant
defimtion to refer to a type of novel set in the mneteenth century, in the context of
the controversy she had with the cnitic Fredne Jameson. The latter, in his discourse
on postmodermism, as the “culural logic of late capitalism,” (1992) argues that in
relation to the possibilities of knowing the past, postmodem skepticasm has led o a
complete dissolution of the interest in the historical past and to ils aesthetc
recovery, highlighted in what he called:

[-..] the random canmbalhizanon of all the styles of the past, the play of
random stylistic alluswon, and in general [...] the increasing pnmacy of the
‘nee’. This ommipresence of pastiche 15 not imcompatible with a certan
humaor, however, nor 15 10 innocent of all passion: 1t 15 at the least compatble
with addiction - with a whole histoncally onginal consumers’ appetite for a
world transformed mto sheer images of isell and for pseudoevents and
‘spectacles’. (Jameson, 18)

For Jameson the postimodern recogmtion that the past 1s accessible only through s
textuahzation of narrative reconstruction had the consequence of diverting the
inferest in the political importance of history and the past, in order to favor a
superficial and aesthetic appreciation of ther representations. Shaller questions
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Jameson and, in a visionary manner, coms the term “neo-Victorian novel.” She
argues that there 15 a type of postmodern novel that 15 involved m the task of
recovenng the essence of a past period and not simply its styles. (Schiller, 340)

Nevertheless, it has been acknowledged that the neo-Victonan novel may
have had its founding text in the novel The French Lieutenant s Woman (1969) by
John Fowles. Also the last decades of the twenbeth century were particularly
prolific in this novelistic genre, especially in the publication of the novel that
perhaps had the exclusive role in tuming the genre to celebnty: A5, Byan’s
Possession (1992). However, it was the yvear 2000 that brought about the founding
of a new academic area of mnterest and a new disciplinary field supported by the
creation of a publication based on and supported by Swansea Umiversity in Wales,
The Journal of Neo-Victorian Studies, Tully devoted not only to the exploration of
the neo-Victonan novel, but to the neo-Victorian phenomenon as a whole.

In the years preceding the establishment of this emblematic publication,
important theoretical developments took place and aimed at achieving an approach
to this culural trend. Among the first and most important extensive studies
specifically dedicated to the attempt to define the neo-Victorian novel are those by
Lowmsa Hadley (2010), Kate Mitchell (2010), and Anne Heillmann and Mark
Llewellyn (2010). These authors, in a continuous dialogue with one of the most
important researchers i the held, Marne-Lowmse Kohlke, pomnt at varous
differences in the later’s approaches. It 15 uncontestable that for a tme there was
an experimental neo-Victorian “canon,” which generally overlaps wiath the texis
until recently considered to be postmodern. This overlap calls for the answer to the
question whether neo-Victonan novels should be included as a subgenre of the
postmodern novel or as a genre in iself.

In her armicle *“*But it’s only a novel, Donan’: Neo-Victorian Fiction and the
Process of Re-Vision™ (2009/2010), Lowsa Yates expresses her undenable concern
about the difficulty of inding umform critenia that would give neo-Victorian novels
the opportunity to umite and prodect themselves under the requrements of the
novelistic genre. What she finds is that this is a “genre of contemporary fictions,
the chief collective charactenstic of which [...] 18 an obstinate resistance to generic
charactenzation.” (Yates, 186) This 18 due to the fact that the novels share a
reluctance to conform to a certan narrative model. This aversion to a principle of
regulanty in narrative techmgue threatens to block even the possibality of granting
them the privilege of belonging to a genre.
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If to this debate the controversy surounding the choice of the term
“neo-Victonan™ 15 added, the argument of thes research 15 extended to understand the
vicissiiudes of the process establishing the new disciplinary field onented towards the
study of the phenomenon. In particular, for example, m the mnaugural editon of The
Jowrnal of Neo-Victorian Studies (2008), Mane-Lowmse Kohlke launches an exphent
urge o create a forum for debating new cultural surge, the boundaries of which “remam
flud and relatively open to expenmentaiion by artists, wniters and theorists ahke, a state
of affaurs that forms part of its strong attraction.” (1)

In the same edition of the publication, but in her own article, *(Re-)Workings
of Mineteenth-Century Fiction: Definmmons, Termmology, Contexts™ (2008),
Andrea Kirchknopf suggesis that the preferred term for delimiting the new cultural
trend should be “post-Victorian fiction™ because “it displays nuances in both the
historical and the aesthetic realms and does nmot yet seem to exhibit enough
distinctive features”™ (Jouwrnal of Neo-Victorian Studies, 2008: 59) that would clearly
set it apart from postmodermism. This question of the “neo-" prehix itself in the
maugural publication dedicated precisely to the “neo” phenomenon deserves an
in-depth investigation regarding, at least, the termunological aspects.

The subversive character of the neo-Victorian novel was clmmed as
antagomistic to the nostalge intention. In her article “Putting the *Neo™ Back into
Neo-Victorian: The Neo-Victonian Novel as Postmodern Revisiomst Fiction™
(2010), Samantha J. Carroll attnbutes to the neo-Victonan novel the subversive
value of the redistnibution of power and the reallocation thereof, from prominent to
margmal figures in history, which 15 why she considers it “recogmitive justice
clams.” (Jowmal of Neo-FVictorian Studies, 195) Suitable for the dismemberment
and dissolution of categories such as subjectivity, history, race and gender, among
others, the neo-Victonan novel has a strong transgressive potential anchored in “the
confrontation of revisited Victornan texts with the shifts in wdeology since their
production, especially those brought about by postimodern critical theory.™ (Carroll,
Jowrnal of Neo-Victorian Studies, 182).

By wirtue of the retreat from the histornical past, an essental feature of
postmodernism, especially mm its Briush type, the concept of nostalgia s
unavordable. When the adjective “nostalgic™ 15 attached as a qualifier of this type
of novel, 11s connotations assimilates terms such as sentimental, escapist or evasive,
as 1f 1t were a type of imitative novel that would lack orniginality. Even worse, the
term “nostalgic” associated with the neo-Victonan novel may suggest that, in order
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to compensate for 11s lack of senousness and quality, the greatest merit of the neo-
Victornan novel 15 the simple reiteration of genres, themes and style. The nostalge
gesture 15 equated with an immature desire for an irretnievable past.

In her article, “Why *Victorian™?: Response”, Kate Flint recovers the
pathologcal features of nostalma and indirectly places neo-Victonan fiction as a
form of fetish. Compared to a form of “bric-a-brac of a Masterpiece Theater
mnterior, or [...] sng-along performances of music-hall songs, or [...] the retro-
marketing of sema street scenes,” ( Fictorian Studies, 230) the novel embodies the
overestiimation of the nmeteenth century by the postmodern culture, which did not
detached itself from practices of revived mercantilism and tourist promotion of the
past, fueled by the economy of late capitalism that umned history and culture into
profitable resources. From this point of view, the neo-Victorian novel 15 a simple
sepia-colored posteard that does not guarantee histoncal authenticity, and much less
activates subversive energmes due to its compheity with the market that propels i

Thus, the divergent opmions reduce the novel to a pastiche that capitulates to
virtues that are impossible to imitate or a parody imtended to blame value systems,
lifestyles or ways of representation outside of the synchromzation with the evolved
present, as expressed by Chnstan Gutleben in Nostalgic Posimodernism: The
Victorian Tradition and the Contemporary British Noved (2001 ):

Does the contemporary novel set out to rectify certain lstoncal wrongs, to
fight aganst specific prejudice and to subvert ideologmcal and aesthetic
commonplaces? Or does it take over a set of themes, of characters and of
novehistic devices either because they appear as tokens of an unsurpassed art
or because they perpetuate the immense success of the Golden Age of the
British nowvel? (7)

Gutleben insists that the paths opened by this bifurcation have aesthetic
consequences, as a subversive approach wall have formal repercussions on
abandoning realistic techmques, while a nostalgic approach will put conservative
priorities first. The mechamsm for determining whether a text uses one or other
framework 15 to evaluate whether it prefers the sardomic quality of the parody or the
mimetic quahity of the pastiche. Although, in the same study. Gutleben admats that
the line between parody and pastiche s somewhat blurred, he presents the temporal
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perspective as a classifying critenon, since there “cannot be an illusion of faithful
imitation.” (8)

The harshness of such formulations does not comrespond to comparable levels
of effectiveness, becanse determiming whether a character or production 15 clearly
situated in the past 15 tantamount to neglecting the fact that such a construction can
only be simulated, mediated and texmalized i the present. Also, the line berween
serwpusness and play can be quite evasive, and the texts can contain parody and
pastiche at the same time.

The use of these categones, which are not used as analytical tools, but as
monolithic labels to prase or discredit the genre, dichotorized the phenomenon
and led to a senes of questions: 15 the neo-Victonan canon an ambivalent one, 1n
which some novels are subversive, and thus cnitically productive, and others are
nostalgic and therefore sterile and unproductive, doomed to a gesture of blind
imitation? Can neo-Victorian novels be nostalgic and subversive at the same time?

First, in a general sense, this research 15 framed 1in comparative smdies,
because the topic involves two divergent temporal and culiural frameworks
involved in a continuous dialogue. In “Comparative Literature, Its Definition and
Function™ (1961 ), Henry H. H. Remak proposes that compamtive hiterature should
be understood as the study of literature beyond the borders of a particular country
as il 15 defined as:

The study of the relatonships between hiterature on the one hand and other
areas of knowledge and belief [...] on the other. In brief, 1t 15 the comparison
of one hiterature with another or others, and the comparnison of hterature with
other spheres of human expression. (3)

The imphent inter-discursiveness in this conception of comparative studies marks
the general context in which a thesis that explores the phenomenon can be framed.
By its very nature, such a thesis analyses two temporally separated culmres, though
the novels under discussion are written in the same language in different English-
speaking countnes.

Intertextuality studies provide a context limited to the framing of the thesis in
a study that takes advantage of the multiple intertexmal relationships proposed by
the neo-Victorian novel in general. Intertextuality reveals the commumcative
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