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Abstract 

Fables of Ownership: Women, Property and the Form of Victorian 

Fiction argues through readings of fictional and non-fictional texts and visual 

images that property is a decisive undercurrent in narrative structures and modes, 

and an important gender signature in Victorian culture and fiction. Paying close 

attention to the issues it raises for the question of m e n in feminism, the study 

focuses upon exchanges in the Victorian novel between patriarchal cultural 

authority, the "woman question", and narrative form, and demonstrates how 

convergences of gender and property relations inform novelistic structure. It 

isolates and analyzes a key set of connections—between w o m e n and ownership, 

women and narrative representation, and w o m e n and identity. It looks at the 

relationships between femininity and selfhood implied in, and coercively 

maintained by, theories of property which Victorian society inherited, modified, 

and advanced. 

The thesis proceeds by identifying themes and structures of possession and 

dispossession in texts in which a w o m a n owns or controls, or in the course of the 

plot inherits, acquires, or loses property. From this central motif, however, it 

broadens to consider the influence of property relations upon the formulation and 

maintenance of male and female sexual identity in Victorian culture as a whole, 

and the novel in particular. As its framework, the study takes in each chapter one 

aspect of property and fictional form and expands from it to consider how the 

work of each author bears upon the central hypothesis. It looks, in turn, at 

women, narration, and objects in Cranford; territoriality and female authorship in 

Shirley; intellectual property and female authorship in George Eliot; maps and 

narrative form in Hardy; and displacement and fictional discourse in Villette and 

Diana of the Crossways. 
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1. INTRODUCTION: FABLES O F R E G U L A T I O N A N D R E W A R D 

(i) 

Two English pictures painted 160 years apart bound and define this study. 

Thomas Gainsborough's Robert Andrews and his Wife Frances (c. 1748-9, fig.l) 

shows a country squire and his new wife posed harmoniously in undulating park 

and farmland. Walter Sickert's The Camden Town Murder, or What Shall We Do 

for the Rent?, or Summer Afternoon (c.1908, fig.2), on the other hand, is a dark 

interior piece expressing in the grouping of its two figures not harmony but 

discord. The Gainsborough is a much-discussed image of the significance of 

property in representation; and the Sickert, I would suggest, is a little-discussed 

example of the same theme.1 

Both of these paintings raise important questions about the implication of 

property-relations in representations of women. In Gainsborough's landscape-

portrait, for instance, the argument that the couple's "proprietary attitude towards 

what surrounds them is visible in their stance and their expressions" (Berger 1972, 

107), while it precisely locates the picture's mood of natural ease in the 

complacency of ownership, nevertheless accepts without question its other trope 

of unity, the union of Mr and Mrs Andrews as one: as landlord. For, as a wedding 

picture, this image promotes the absolute identity of these architects of nature. 

The abstraction of their gazes, which effectively warns us off the private property 

of their thoughts and feelings, has often been interpreted as the sign of a 

"restrained intimacy from which the viewer is excluded" (Johnson 1986, 71). Yet 

in their facial expressions and in their curiously detached poses (his left forearm 

seems not to be in contact with the seat, which she seems also to hover just 
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above), it is as though besides supremely belonging, they are also paradoxically 

subtly ungrounded in their relation to the scene, and to each other. If both are 

very nearly lost in space, though, they are resolutely resettled by the properties 

which accompany and encompass them. The compactness and clarity—the 

abbreviated authority—of the squire is contrasted with what is, in the half-painted 

pheasant in his wife's lap, the indeterminacy of the woman's holdings. (The 

manner in which the game as it were dissolves into another image of the hunter's 

prize perhaps also explains her ambivalent expression.) Further, Mrs Andrews is 

linked, through the church steeple in the background and the sheaves of wheat 

(symbolizing fertility) in the foreground, with the continuance of property vested 

in the Andrews name. Georg Simmel and Lewis Hyde have both observed that 

property "by one old definition, is a 'right of action'" (Hyde 1979, 94; see also 

Simmel 1978, 328). That is, to 

possess, to enjoy, to use, to destroy, to sell, to rent, to give or 
bequeath, to improve, to pollute—all of these are actions, and a thing 
(or a person) becomes a "property" whenever someone has "in it" the 
right of any such action. There is no property without an actor, then, 
and in this sense property is an expression of the human will in things 
(and in other people). (Hyde, 94) 

It is important to recognize, therefore, that this picture is not merely an inventory 

of its owner's assets but an "expression of the human will in things", a moment 

which captures a man's right of action: it is also a narrative painting. Mrs 

Andrews, in this way, becomes a part of—a property in—a story which is 

animated by the presence of her husband alone. He is the master of all the 

elements in the scene, including her, causing them to coalesce into a meaningful 

composition and to assume their proper places in his family romance. The 

landlord oversees a landscape with figures, a spectacle transformed into a 

dramatic tableau in its comprehension of a consequential narrative. 

Like Ennui (1914, fig.3) and Sickert's other celebrated compositions a 

deux from this period, The Camden Town Murder is also, despite its vivid and 
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expressive painterliness, very much a narrative picture, this time in the Victorian 

tradition. Commenting on the link between Hogarth's Marriage A-la-Mode: 

Shortly after the Marriage (1743-5) and Ennui'$ long-married couple posed in the 

spare (and, in terms of colour and composition, disharmonious) sitting-room of 

their Camden Town flat, Johnson (1986) quotes from Virginia Woolf s imaginary 

dialogue on Sickert: 

Sickert always seems more of a novelist than a biographer.... He likes 
to set his characters in motion, to watch them in action. As I 
remember it, his show was full of pictures that might be stories ... The 
figures are motionless, of course, but each has been seized in a 
moment of crisis; it is difficult to look at them and not invent a plot, to 
hear what they are saying, (cited 271-2) 

Throughout this study I assert that this familiar and habitual manner of reading 

narrative images—a hermeneutic operation predicated on a dialectic, a crisis, of 

motionlessness and motion, seizure and action, still-life and narrative, stoppage 

and progress—is part of a sexual politics of representation which informs cultural 

artefacts of all kinds, but most especially novels. In Victorian Britain, I will 

suggest, this politics is underwritten in part by ideologies of property. Precisely 

because of its ambivalent narrative energies, The Camden Town Murder is a 

disturbing image, its abrasive chiaroscuro consolidating into a uniform impasto 

surface. The intense economy of the scene and the unity of the paint treatment 

lend it a harmony which is, however, shattered by the picture's titles and the 

alarming contradictoriness they elicit. How, we ask, can this image entertain such 

diverse narratives? What are these stories doing here together?2 

In The Camden Town Murder the figure of a naked woman presides over a 

narrative of either sexual crime or domestic despair. Sickert here invokes the 

interpretive tradition of the nude which, as Marina Warner (1985) argues, encodes 

in the statuesque (and thus immobile) body of the woman a system of fixed and 

regulated mythological signs.3 Sickert, by representing this body as victim and 

lover, harlot and wife, shows how the nude approximates in its recumbent gravity 
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to a corpse, and how a corpse might represent a woman's ennui, which might 

suggest a prostitute, which intimates a sexual victim: h o w this single figure could 

be weighted with narratives, yet also embody the detention of narrative. As Diana 

Merion discovers in Diana of the Crossways, any number of stories may originate 

around a "naked body of facts", but only rarely do they originate in her. The 

presence of the man in the picture, on the contrary, even as it plays on the tension 

between his power and his emasculation, doggedly motivates its multiple 

narratives. Though the image appears to drive apart its alternating stories, a 

disconnection restated in the manner in which its protagonists are positioned, it 

nonetheless suggests h o w subjugation and impotence—a brutal silencing and a 

crisis of property—might coexist in a man. W o m e n , in both this painting and the 

Gainsborough, are articles of specific signifying property accorded significance 

by the presence of the men: they do not, in terms of their relationship to the 

whole, occupy the same space. Whether he is moneyed or not (what shall we do 

for the rent?) is no longer relevant, for the narrative, whether it be of marriage or 

murder, property or dispossession, is engineered by his sovereign presence. Thus, 

the family tableau which Sickert is drawing upon in The Camden Town Murder 

and Ennui, a central motif in genre painting from the time of Gainsborough 

onward, shows the couple poised at a moment of collapse. In Mr and Mrs 

Andrews, it is the beginning of marriage—as w e shall see, a collapse into identity; 

in Sickert, the end of marriage, or simply the ennui of a hot afternoon, or the 

finality of death. But in each case the image is fixed at a point where it inveigles 

the spectator into animating the narrative sequences which are embedded in that 

moment, an animation that is likewise gendered, depending as it does upon 

reinvoking accumulative processes and reenacting property as action. 

These two examples bracket the historical period of this study, and while 

they do not engage the specific representational modes which dominate Victorian 

culture, they do suggest how femininity is constructed in relation to masculinity 
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and proprietorship. Mary Poovey notes h o w "the concept of 'sublime 

unselfishness'" in W.R. Greg's argument about Victorian female nature "fits 

w o m e n simultaneously for moral superintendence and sexual availability" (1990, 

35). Both of these images stress in their positioning of the w o m a n the unself that 

is to dominate the moral status of femininity, the way in which she is simply 

available, either just as everything else in the landscape is available to 

Gainsborough's landowner, or as she is available for the multiple significations of 

the titles in the Sickert. 

But remove the man from the picture and what remains? Sickert's The 

New Home (1908, fig.4) submits one interpretation which will be pursued in this 

study. Here the allegory of property and the couple is reduced to the woman 

alone, conferring an enigmatic air which is present in numerous like Victorian 

narrative texts and images. The figure's placement beside the birds under the 

glass dome allies this image with the mood of Ennui, but also recalls Collinson's 

At the Bazaar (c.1857, fig. 10), which, as I discuss in Chapter 3, is explicable less 

as a narrative than a piece of still-life. Such images of women alone— 

economically independent women: bluestockings, old maids, heiresses, and 

celebrities of marital separation—dominate this study, and its concern throughout 

is to ask h o w their presence informs the structural ambivalences of the Victorian 

novel, and h o w through them sexual economies of representation are ratified or 

resisted. 

(ii) 

In what follows, accordingly, I identify and study narrative analogues for 

fundamental social structures and transactions. These structures are, I contend, 

undergirded by, and these transactions underwritten by, relations of property, and 

property, as Renee Hirschon argues, "is a crucial indicator of the balance of power 

between w o m e n and men" (1984, 1). I examine how theories of property were 
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assimilated into and promoted by corroborative cultural forms: the novel and its 

discursive frames of reference, including legal and economic discourses, reviews, 

and polemic; and other cultural forms—visual arts such as paintings, illustrations, 

sculpture, and architecture; and such social codifications as maps, plans, 

museums, lists, and title-deeds. The notion of property, I argue, is crucial to the 

vocabulary of European culture and society, and carries with it a freight of 

significations. Thus, w e need to identify at the outset some of the meanings the 

term embraces. Property is firstly the exclusive right to the possession, use and 

disposal of a material object: it signifies at once a right and a thing, place, 

building, or commodity. Property is both immovable and movable, both landed 

property and money, yet also both material and immaterial, including shares, 

trusts, bonds, or debts owing. The definition of property as a dialectic of 

momentum and trajectory is critical, as I noted parenthetically above, to the 

analysis Georg Simmel advances in his work of 1907, The Philosophy of Money 

(1978), a definition which implicates property in the dynamics of narrative and, 

through the nineteenth-century association of w o m e n and materiality, in the 

sexual politics of Victorian science and culture. But property is also an attribute 

or quality of a thing (and, in older usages, of a person). This "capacity to invest 

possessions with qualities has played an important part in theorising about 

property ... [and] serves to introduce the relation between property and personality 

in political theory" (Reeve 1986, 5); in the links between sexuality, property, 

identity, and narrative, therefore, the conjunction of ownership and personality is 

crucial. In its etymological affiliation with propriety, moreover, property recalls 

what is apt and proper; a property is also a theatrical accessory; and in the 

obsolete form of the transitive verb "to property" it denotes making of someone a 

tool for one's own ends. It describes exploitation. 

Insofar as fiction entertains an illusion of people, objects, and 

environments, it reproduces a correspondence between physical space and social 
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relations: space is inhabited, crossed, encroached upon, fought over, redefined, or 

bounded; objects are hoarded, exchanged, pawned, sold, or stolen; and plots enact 

forms of habitation, trespass, enfranchisement, or dispossession.4 In Western 

capitalist culture space is fundamentally a relational entity, meaningful as 

classification and discrimination, territory and boundary, and in this sense it is 

already explicable both as property and as gender—that is to say, possession is a 

cardinal mark of identity, and it is a mark of difference.5 "Throughout history 

and across cultures", writes Daphne Spain, architectural and geographic spatial 

arrangements have reinforced status differences between w o m e n and men" 

(1992). I a m interested here in an historical and cultural moment when 

topographies of ownership inscribed specific coordinates of gender and class 

power: when ideologies of property colluded in the production and maintenance 

of middle-class sexual stratification. 

In representation, however, space, as Griselda Pollock points out, "can be 

grasped in several dimensions" (1988, 56): as locations, the spaces represented; 

and as spatial order. Without wishing to diverge into the long-running theoretical 

controversy over spatial form in narrative,6 I would like to suggest that in the 

novels treated here constitutive and regulatory discriminations of space in 

fictional worlds are repeated in problems of narrative structure. This is most 

obvious in the formal inscriptions of spatial violations (most especially the 

crossings between public and private) such as the conflict between the museum 

and the woman's collection which lends Cranford its structural trope; the 

theatrical spectacle, which is reproduced in Villette's emphatically episodic 

structure; and even the discourse of the sexual scandal, the domestic story sold on 

the streets, which informs Diana of the Crossways. In what follows, then, I 

interpret narrative spaces as milieux: as interactive referential and formal 

expressions of complex cultural ideas and complex relations of power in literary 

and visual texts. 
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Ever present in the background of this study is the sustained struggle for 

women's property reform, from the publication in 1854 of Barbara Bodichon's 

Married Women and the Law to the passing of the Married Women's Property 

Acts.7 Until 1882 Victorian middle-class w o m e n were tied to laws which 

instructed them to sacrifice their private property and their status as legal 

identities upon marriage. "In law husband and wife are one person, and the 

husband is that person": this aphorism, attributed to the eighteenth-century jurist 

Sir William Blackstone, neatly formulates the nexus of gender and identity with 

which this study is concerned. Under c o m m o n law (which oversaw the legal 

status of ninety percent of married w o m e n in Victorian England) w o m e n were, 

legally, absorbed upon marriage into the identity of their husbands: their legal 

personality, that is to say, was suspended. This metamorphosis was called 

coverture, and a married woman, known legally when she was single as feme sole, 

then became known as feme covert. Under coverture, the husband assumed 

possession of all of his wife's personal property, and the management of her real 

property; she could not sue or be sued, nor make a will, nor sign contracts. Only 

under equity law, which protected the remaining ten percent (that is, the rich), 

could women, by establishing trusts, avoid the penalties of coverture.8 

I argue, following Rosemarie Bodenheimer's use of Jameson's The 

Political Unconscious, that narrative "evokes both social wishes and social fears 

and then negotiates among them, establishing fictional paths through highly 

charged ideological territories" (1988, 3). It is precisely in the relationship 

between w o m e n and property that this social desire and alarm is negotiated. In 

fiction, the constitutive and regulatory authority of property law was reproduced 

in the framework of romance. W o m e n were installed within variants of romance 

which repeatedly and (as it were) covertly plotted the sacrifice of identity as a 

form of desire. Further, this plot was almost invariably paralleled or shadowed by 

a plot of male appropriation, whether explicitly a coming into property or any one 
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or more of its ideological affiliates: maturity, children, work, or most 

significantly, voice—authorship itself. But middle-class w o m e n also represented 

during this period a signal threat to the social order, a threat which had to be 

constantly mediated—deflected, appeased, contested—and which is consistently 

aligned with other threatening social forces, most notably the ever-present fear of 

working-class revolution, and its consequent assault upon the property of the 

ruling classes. The feminist campaigns for women's reform, however, were 

predominantly middle-class, seeking in suffrage, divorce law and property-law 

reforms, and in campaigns for equal rights to education and work, the kinds of 

change which furthered rather than undermined their class interests. As such, 

they bear the marks of conciliation which distinguish consolidatory bourgeois 

strategies of containment: concession, negotiation, and accommodation. It is just 

this double edge that makes the issue of women's property so troubling, however. 

For a conflict between the exigencies of class and the penalties of gender is 

intensely felt in the fiction with which this thesis deals, a conflict registered in the 

tension between a succumbing to and a discountenancing of romance. 

The rhetoric with which opponents of reform expressed their opposition to 

the Married Women's Property Bills reflected their anxiety not that w o m e n would 

retain their wealth in marriage, but that they would retain their identity. As 

Barbara Harman has shown (1988, 354-5), female identity was sexual identity, 

and for a w o m a n to step outside the space of the home, a space regulated by 

property law, was tantamount to sedition. The ownership of property by w o m e n 

was therefore to be deplored principally because of the power of access it decreed. 

Thus, for example, Anthony Cooper, Earl of Shaftesbury: 

Would she hold [property] with all the usual rights, privileges, and 
profits? For instance, could she quarrel with her husband and eject 
him, or refuse him admission to her house; and while keeping him out 
of it, might she admit everyone else? (cited in Harman 1988, 355) 
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Hence, the right of property ownership signified an unbridling of female sexuality 

and, recalling Poovey (1990, 35), a wider availability. What the public realm 

represented, when entered freely by women, was prostitution. 

The etymological juncture of ownership and what are deemed natural 

characteristics—the intersection of a woman's property and the properties of a 

woman—reverberates in the Victorian controversies over "woman's nature".9 

Coverture reflected directly upon the fitness of w o m e n for public life: it was used 

to deny them the right to vote or hold public office simply because the legal 

fiction of identity logically disallowed it. Critical to the maintenance of this 

exclusiveness, though, in addition to coverture, was the very analogy between the 

state and the family. In Patriarchal Precedents, Rosalind Coward points out what 

was a crucial question for social thought in the nineteenth century: "what is the 

relation between familial organisation, the forms of power exercised within the 

family, and the political organisation of society?" (1983, 46). Coward argues that 

Victorian anthropological narratives retailing the origins of social organization, 

narratives which focused on sexuality as a form of regulation and on the family 

and other forms of social alliance, consistently gathered around notions of 

patriarchy and mother-right. Gillian Beer alludes to the traces of Bachofen's Das 

Mutterrecht {Myth, Religion, and Mother Right) (1861) and Henry Maine's 

Ancient Law: its Connection with the Early History of Society and its Relation to 

Modern Ideas (1861) in Felix Holt and Middlemarch, remarking that "there was 

already in the 1850s and 1860s an increasing awareness of the exclusion of 

w o m e n by means of law within many cultures" (1986, 140). These studies in 

social evolutionism ("really only one element in a more general process of 

'historisation'" [Coward, 50]) came to theorize, as the century went on, the nature 

of ancient matriarchal power as well as the reasons for its decline.10 Bachofen 

stresses the affinity of w o m e n and materiality in his archaeology, a necessary 

phase in the gradual development of civilization—the patriarchal ascendancy of 
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ideality and the casting off of crude material regimes. Coward plots this change 

in terms of an attenuation of mother-right to matrilineal descent, and thence to 

"matrifocal" societies, wherein power was concentrated within the home. For 

Victorian social theorists, Coward argues, "rights imply political rights, property 

rights and intersubjective capacities of authority and control" (55). Further, in 

patriarchal theory 

"rights" had clearly meant not only legal and political rights but also 
rights of possession and control over property and family (wife and 
offspring). It was this presumed coherence between the forms of 
authority exercised by the state over its subjects and those exercised by 
the patriarchs over their families which allowed the hypothesis to be 
formed of the homogeneity between the family, the state and the 
nation.(54) 

If women were to "govern" the domestic sphere, then the family (and, as I 

will argue, the plot of family romance) was at once to "represent", and yet 

represent its absolute removal from, the state and the nation. Even the efforts of 

feminism to gain women access to the public sphere were in one sense blocked by 

the very logic of in loco parentis, which imprisoned women in their governance 

of a little state which was, like its "father-figure" the nation-state, nonetheless 

strictly patriarchal. Coward notes, for instance, that "from the 1880s onwards the 

effect of feminism in Europe had been initially to consolidate definitions (at least 

within the law) of women having radically different spheres of influence" (56). It 

is critical, in this context, to recognize, as Mary Shanley does, that Victorian 

feminists "won (albeit partially) the legal measures they sought without their 

ideology making much headway even among liberal MPs" (1986, 77). For while 

many of the feminist reformers asked for the same laws as did the 
lawyers, careful study shows that they had considerably different ends 
in mind. The lawyers sought to replace two sets of legal rules 
[common law and equity] by one, to rationalize the court system, and 
to clarify property rules not only on behalf of married w o m e n but also 
on behalf of tradesmen. The feminists, on the other hand, sought a 
deep and broadly significant change in domestic relations. (76-7) 

The feminists' obligations to questions of fundamental rights and powers within 

the family are here contrasted with the jurists' and politicians' renovation of 
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property law in the context of a more general reformatory project. Understood in 

this way, the feminist campaigns seem to reinforce and not to break down the 

distinction between the politics of the family and the politics of the state, a 

distinction which is analogous to the interfaces between domestic romance and 

public affairs so crucial to the Victorian novel, and especially to the novels under 

question in this study: one thinks of the attenuated industrial plot of Shirley; the 

hinge between Cranford and Victorian England; the solemn consequence of 

history in George Eliot; the pressure of the modem against the borders of Wessex; 

and the court of Diana. 

(iii) 

Following the kinds of critique adopted by a number of critics who pursue 

or depart from the theoretical position announced in The Political Unconscious, I 

argue, in Bodenheimer's words, that it "is in the shape and movement of narrative 

rather than in its proclaimed social ideology that we may find the "politics" of a 

novel in its deepest, most interesting, most problematical expression" (1988, 3). 

Shape and movement: the interactive spatial and temporal dimensions of the novel 

are, as I have begun to indicate, crucially influenced by property-relations. Where 

Bodenheimer links the temporal transformative models of fiction to "models of 

social change, reform, transformation, cycle, or stasis" (4), I argue that in the 

English novel of this period narratives are, in their formal characteristics, fables 

of ownership: they are structured on models of successiveness, expressing in their 

shape the genealogical imperatives encoded in the passing on of property; on 

models of transaction encoded in forms of the legitimate and illegitimate 

exchange of property; and on models of narrative development encoded in the 

deliberate accumulation of property. 

In The Way of the World (1987) Franco Moretti declares that the English 

Bildungsroman is characterized by a relative conformity and continuity of 



13 

structure—that it maintains stable narrative conventions and cultural assumptions. 

Moretti hypothesizes that this was as a result of England's distance from the 

momentous incursion of modernity that was registered throughout the rest of 

Western Europe in 1789. But in Desire and Domestic Fiction (1987) Nancy 

Armstrong maintains that a more subtle revolution was being instituted in English 

novels of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. She writes that these 

novels brought "order to social relationships" only by "subordinating all social 

differences to those based on gender" (4). Dramas of sexual difference which 

postulated domestic resolutions obviated other more radical and destructive social 

differences, most emphatically those of class and race. Domestic fiction in effect 

was a strategy of cultural assimilation. Culture, Armstrong states, "appears as a 

struggle among various political factions to possess its most valued signs and 

symbols" (23), and as a resistance to and assimilation of antagonistic literary 

modes. Thus, "the material composition of a particular text would have more to 

do with the forms of representation it overcame" (23). If the English novel of the 

period displays stability and conformity, it also displays the textual vestiges of its 

remarkable expropriation and accommodation of other forms of representation. 

The novel in each generation undergoes a dialectic of compliance and rejection 

that can be read in terms of inheritance and acquisition. Furthermore, it is a 

model of descent which recalls not only primogeniture and its middle-class 

variations on succession, but the marketplace and its doctrine of value derived 

from the exchange of commodities. In this way property enters the novel in its 

modes of configuring social experience: it not only supplies beginnings, suggests 

motives, impels change, and presides over the rewards of ending; it enters too in 

the novel's interaction with the forms of representation it is constantly displacing. 

What we so characteristically meet in the Victorian triple-decker is the 

image of a culture which zealously displays what its owns, and which takes great 

care to itemize, anatomize, and explain its possessions. This is the first great 
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museum culture, intent on cataloguing all of the products of nature, manufacture, 

and imperialism. In fiction, it is the great age of description, the age in which 

even the contents of the human mind are shown to be available for display, and 

through display for explanation. It is an age frequently construed in terms of 

bounteousness, optimism, and incremental wealth; and its copious fictions are 

likewise explained in terms of exuberance, expansiveness, and 

comprehensiveness. But these museums and museum-like novels do not simply 

register objectively what is in the world: they are a kind of flaunting, a large-scale 

emblem of the productiveness and confidence which is popularly seen as the very 

image of the Victorian era. Of all the socio-economic and historical factors at 

work in the development and triumph of this culture, perhaps none is so pervasive 

and so deeply ingrained as the notion of private property. 

Thus, property enters in narrative discourse itself: in the epistemological 

assumptions of narration—the gradual accumulation of knowledge which is 

finally only fully retrieved in narrative (divid)ends—and in what we might call 

the trappings of the Victorian novel: its assiduous labours of description, its 

inventory of parts, its attentiveness to detail, its passion for synecdoche.11 The 

implication of property in narrative spatial order is registered in narration and its 

obstructions—its interruption or arrest or resistance. Gerard Genette notes that 

narration links itself to actions or events considered as pure processes, 
and by this it puts emphasis on the temporal and dramatic aspects of 
narrative. O n the other hand, description because it lingers over 
objects and beings considered in their simultaneity and because it 
envisages actions themselves as scenes, seems to suspend the flow and 
to contribute to spreading out the narrative in space. (1976, 7) 

Description is coupled, in this study, with property not (as in Jameson [1981, 

157], for instance) as a form of desire but a form of anxiety, a need constantly to 

re-count the material world: and it is middle-class women, as domestic icons, who 

are fixed at this point of social order. Only when they attempt to extricate 

themselves from the forms of representation predicated upon Victorian ideologies 
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of marriage does their relationship to men's property and men's narrative become 

clear. 

Like Russell Berman, I am interested in a "social history of literature 

[which] necessarily differentiates between precapitalist forms of remuneration 

(patronage) and the characteristically capitalist dependence on the market and the 

publisher (especially in the form of royalties)" (1989, 55). Discussing Bronte and 

Eliot, I address this question specifically in relation to the social status of the 

woman writer in the book industry under organized capitalism. But throughout I 

am more fundamentally concerned with the formal consequences of the 

production of fiction—fiction, that is, written by, or about, women—under 

capitalism. In particular, I take up Berman's point that "the consistent and 

rational pursuit of accumulation ... comes increasingly to characterize the 

capitalist spirit" (55-6), and I consider the notably accumulative tendencies of the 

Victorian novel in terms of other allied forms of aggregation. Description and 

narration, I contend, are implicated in the consolidation of the bourgeoisie (a 

point cogently made by Lennard Davis [1987], especially in relation to setting in 

Robinson Crusoe). They are particularly pertinent to middle-class configurations 

of property, both the balance of real and mobile property—land and capital—and 

the social structures most favoured by the middle classes for the maintenance and 

fortification of those configurations: most emphatically, the ideology of 

domesticity. 

But how, precisely, are ideologies of private property complicit in 

ideologies of marriage and conventions of representation? The centrality of the 

campaign for reform of married women's property law to fiction dealing, as the 

Victorian novel does, principally with single women cannot be underestimated 

here, since the marital ending (though it has been said perhaps often enough to 

disguise its real implications) is the crucial organizational trope of Victorian 

fiction. Notwithstanding the emphasis on romantic love, when two lives are 



16 

brought together to symbolize closure they are then seen to require no further 

narrative attention: marriage, while it represents the beginning of one kind of life, 

also marks the end of just another fiction. The couple are, as Dickens writes of 

A m y Dorrit and Arthur Clennam, "inseparable and blessed" (LD, 801), and can 

thus be safely dismissed from view. Once the deferred promise of conjugal 

happiness becomes fact, they can pass out of the text and into a world continuous 

with it, yet one which will remain unwritten. It is the world of domestic 

happiness, and its shape and image is so familiar and so reassuring that it requires 

no further elaboration. It is as inevitable and as universal as death. 

One has only to look closely at representations of domesticity in Victorian 

culture, however, to realize that, as Rod E d mond points out, "there are very few 

durable happy families in Victorian literature" (1988, 7). While it comes as no 

surprise that novel-readers found conjugal endings so satisfactory, given the 

tradition of comic closure, it is curious that the domestic model in Dickens, for 

instance, could renovate and adapt that tradition to the peculiar ends of Victorian 

household harmony, whilst at the same time presenting domestic tableaux ridden 

with conflict, rancour, and marital collapse. What lies beyond the text, evading 

articulation precisely because it is the very mechanism of the text's silence, is the 

domestic ideal, the myth of hearthside unity. What does find its way into the 

body of the text is the corruption of that ideal, a corruption, however, that never 

in any way discounts the value of marriage as affirmative ending. Significantly, 

as I will elaborate later, pictorial narratives of middle-class marriage far out

number novelistic representations. 

If in novels the domestic ideal was cast into a form of the future life, it 

was also alternatively reconstituted it as an irreclaimable past. Mary Poovey has 

shown that the intervention of the middle classes in prostitution, in the form of 

debate (as in Greg's essay in the Westminster Review of July 1850) and images of 

sociological discovery (Rossetti's Found and G.F. Watts's Found Drowned) 
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carried onto the streets and into the working classes the model of "a normative 

domestic life, now preserved only in the prostitute's 'dreams of a happy past'" 

(1990, 32). Thus, what is beyond the experience of their class is reformulated as 

what they have lost, and every representation of a w o m a n on the streets becomes 

not a representation of social fact, but of fallenness. In this way, the middle class 

could align poverty and disease with immorality, and frame their intervention and 

regulation of working-class labour in terms of Christian philanthropy and moral 

discipline. In fiction and in pictorial representations of streetwalking w o m e n this 

"dream of a happy past", this domestic order, is present most powerfully, 

ironically enough, in the very fact that it is not present in the image. 

However, the symbolic conflation of two into one which characterizes the 

marriage ending implies, in the context of coverture, the heroine's imminent 

forfeiture of identity. The departure of the happily-married woman at the end of 

the Victorian novel, then, is perhaps a more troubling disappearance than it would 

at first seem. Likewise, too, the significance of the strong single woman in fiction 

can be reviewed in terms of the relationship between identity and marriage, for 

the single w o m a n was the one female under c o m m o n law able to retain her right 

to property. But perhaps, on reflection, her historical position was more 

problematic. The middle-class woman's rank as wife defined her in terms of 

public and private; thus, if she remained single, or was widowed, her status in 

relation to these categories was radically different. If the wife was disempowered 

by coverture, though, then she was disempowered within the only paradigm which 

admitted of any power (though it be the governance of the home) or any meaning 

in the first place. In terms of property the single woman was neither empowered 

nor disempowered, and in a very particular way (as the following readings show) 

she did not submit to the same conditions of interpretation: ontologically as well 

as in social fact, she was surplus.12 
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Nevertheless Victorian novelists, male as well as female, consistently 

rehearsed alternatives to marriage. Most commonly, of course, this rehearsal took 

the form of the fate of impoverished single women, whose number constituted so 

great a proportion of the population that they provoked, as Terry Lovell has 

noted, "moral panic" (1987, 96).13 The w o m a n who, for whatever reason, will 

not marry also proved intimidating to narrative construction, for her fictional 

setting was often one which represented (somewhat seditiously) domestic 

harmony—without the need for the animating presence of the obligatorily off

stage husband. For the old maids of Shirley and the ladies of Cranford this 

modest idyll projects into the narrating present the imagined realm of romantic 

futurity and the imaginary realm of a fallen woman's past. This violation of 

social relations and narrative expectations causes the resultant fictions of feme 

sole to modify and very nearly undermine the forms of Victorian fiction. 

It is not old maids, however, but marriageable maidens who dominate the 

Victorian novel, and this study is as much concerned with the ways in which their 

presence influences narrative form. The Victorian novel's preoccupation with 

origins and ends, the ideal domestic realm situated outside the bounds of the text, 

not only signifies the woman's sacrifice of her property and abnegation of her 

identity, but also suggests h o w narratives might register formally—how they 

might plot, that is to say—the transmission of property under patriarchy. The 

dynamics of fiction are underwritten in part by what was so often assumed, in 

Victorian social theory, to be (in Rosalind Coward's words) the "natural 

psychological drive of paternity to ensure inheritance of property by genetic 

offspring" (1983, 64). It was this '"sentimental and economic motive for the 

overthrow of mother-right'" (cited Coward, 64) which was advanced to explain 

the historical ascendancy of patriarchal societies. The coincidence of the rise of 

paternity and the accumulation of individual property was simultaneously the 

triumph of the individual over the collective, and consequently the basis of 
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kinship in the procreative unit rather than the clan. Property, in this formulation, 

comes to be the fundamental motivation of lineage, and oversees narrative 

configurations of origins, most obviously in the quest of the male orphan.14 

Moreover, it forms a secular complement to the sacred plot of labour and reward 

by revising the after-life—continuance beyond the end—in terms of the 

transmission of property. Thus, the novelistic marriage ending, which structures 

the suspension of the heroine as a formal reward of romance, also functions as a 

trope of patriarchal continuity. This final difference, however, is only an 

apotheosis of the kinds of difference which the Victorian novel otherwise 

steadfastly sustains in its integration of narration and description. 

To understand property's gendered relationship to the narratable and 

unnarratable, we must recognize that a fundamental set of contradictions— 

between things and rights; static possessions and the activity of possession; and 

display and accumulative impetus—is being brought to bear upon the social 

regulation of Victorian middle-class women. Simmel's proposition that property 

is not a fixed object or group of objects but a form of action is critical here: 

"property as a reality ... presupposes, as a necessary corollary, action on the part 

of the proprietor. Static possession exists only in the imaginary aftermath of the 

processes that precede it, and in the imaginary anticipation of future enjoyment or 

use" (1978, 306). Yet, "ownership, however comprehensive and unlimited, can 

do with things nothing other than provide an opportunity for the will of the Ego to 

find its expression in them" (321). Thus "the Ego is surrounded by all its 

possessions as by a sphere in which its tendencies and character traits gain visible 

reality" (322). This mutual dependence of having and being is loosened, Simmel 

argues, by the intervention of money: "the relationship of money to private 

property and thereby to the free development of the personality is largely 

conditioned by its movability, and this becomes particularly obvious in its 

opposite, the ownership of land" (351). The relationship between land and money 
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becomes, in Simmel's argument, central to the historical rise of the bourgeois 

individual, a rise that is paralleled, we might add, by the nse of the novel: 

We have a dual relationship to things: man persists and things change, 
and things remain and m e n change. Where the former predominates, 
as in movable property, the accentuation is on man. and one is inclined 
to emphasize the individual as the essential element. Where, in 
contrast, the objects persist and survive ... the individual recedes in 
importance. (353) 

Money, in Simmel's argument, assumes the power to supplant property-

as-thing, loosening property from its material base and exploiting its potential as a 

dynamic: 

the strange coalescing, abstraction, and anticipation of ownership of 
property, which constitutes the meaning of money is like aesthetic 
pleasure in permitting consciousness a free play, a portentous 
extension into an unresisting medium, and the incorporation of all 
possibilities without violation or deterioration by reality, (cited Shell 
1982, 93; cf. Simmel 1978, 328) 

Money, figured here as property-as-desire (whether as a form of surrogate or 

proleptic "realities"—that is, things owned), is equated with the aesthetic, which 

permits too of a removal from the real, an "unresisting medium" for desire.15 In 

the novel aesthetic form and appropriative desire coincide as narrative prolepsis; 

and the act of reading effects a removal from as well as a structured reaffirmation 

of the dynamics of acquisition and accumulation. In the work of art as in the life 

of property this process is bounded by ends which simultaneously enact new 

beginnings (the "Sunset and Sunrise" of Middlemarch), just as a purchase is never 

an end to but always only an aggrandizement of, and a signal of the ongoing 

nature of, acquisitive activity. Property, then, is fundamentally affined with 

narrative consecutiveness, and with causality.16 

The most emphatic form of action of the kind I have been suggesting is 

itself a form of property: labour. Liberal theories of property such as Locke's 

stressed the origin of private property in labour's transformation of the material 

world. This transformational model of property bears acutely upon the debate 
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over women's work, particularly in the codification of the changes enacted 

through labour.17 Furthermore, work is a key narrative trope. What Caroline 

Helstone and Shirley Keeldar can and cannot do is critical to a novel which 

resorts, even as it is painfully conscious of its reasons for doing so, to the kinds of 

plot contrivance which seem in themselves the products of an idle (that is to say, 

female) mind. Shirley inscribes in its narrative dallying the lack of an 

"occupation which shall raise them above the flirt, the manoeuvrer, [and] the 

mischief-making tale-bearer" {S, 393). On the other hand, Jude the Obscure 

supplies a commentary on the ideological bias inherent in the notion of individual 

change operating within societal stability. The fundamental lie that constitutes the 

formulation of the Victorian novel of self-development is, as Boumelha has 

shown, the lie of class mobility (1992, 242-4). When a working man strives to 

better himself, in the tradition of Victorian labour movements such as the Society 

for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, he strives upward and out of his own 

class; but Jude, unlike David Copperfield or Pip, gets what he deserves: work. 

Jude the Obscure recalls a specific tradition of Victorian working class 

autobiography, again one virtually exclusively male. Jude's decline, in this sense, 

is eminently—or more, given his garrulity, it is desperately—narratable. 

For the working women in this study, however, work guarantees no such 

narrative coherence. The formal consequences of Tess's labours, for instance, 

are, as I argue in detail in Chapter 5, more brutal even than Jude's, and promise 

none of the rewards of meaning accorded to his mythologically secure sufferings. 

Miss Matty's tea-shop, Caroline Helstone's Jew's basket, Lucy Snowe's teaching, 

and even the insistently significant primitivism of Marty South's work (figured 

almost more as a dance than a form of labour, Marty's work' is aligned with her 

identity in her identification as a tree): nowhere does woman's work contribute to 

the shaping of story as men's does. For the labour of men is again a form of 

property as action. 



22 

(iv) 

A vast cultural enterprise was required to keep women in their place, and 

once again it was an enterprise which theorized gender as a nexus of properties— 

that is, fixed characteristics—and property. The Victorian ideology of the 

separate spheres was so urgent precisely because a very great number of English 

w o m e n did work. But women were needed to represent the obverse of the self-

interest displayed in the market-place, and were to transform and present back to 

the market-place as signs of moral wealth the profits of the market. As W i m 

Neetens argues, "bourgeois woman supplied the ruling bloc with a positive, public 

identity and moral signature which complemented and mitigated the ruthless and 

individualistic masculinity of homo economicus" (1991, 29). W o m e n were 

therefore responsible for sanctioning the accumulation of property, but the ideal 

of the home was not simply one presided over by a woman but a good woman, 

who organized and arranged the running of the house, and was responsible for 

displaying the properties of industry and earnestness, and for imbuing the 

products of capitalism with moral order. Increasingly, though, order was aligned 

with idleness: the home was seen as a passive and not an active realm, and 

property, when associated with women, though it was purified, declined in status. 

T w o related functions remained—motherhood and the arrangement of domestic 

objects, though in regard to the first the w o m a n was often perceived, as in 

Dombey and Son, to be merely a passive medium through which the active line of 

property had to pass; and in regard to the second, the home was often seen as the 

(equally static) moral medium through which men and their money passed. 

Ross Poole, in "Morality, Masculinity and the Market", has argued that the 

market economy serves the variety of wants of the male individual, and promotes 

the social division of labour and private ownership: goods, and the means of 

producing them, are privately owned. They are, by the terms of exchange, 
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transformed into commodities (1990, 47-8). Under these conditions, "the 

relationships that hold between market individuals are both impersonal and 

universalistic" and "individuals occur in these relationships only through the 

medium of the property" (53). Yet, "on the other hand, relationships involved in 

family life are essentially particularistic" and while "this does not mean that the 

private and personal has a better claim to moral centrality than the public and the 

impersonal"(54), the public sphere 

is transformed by the operation of reason into ordered and calculable 
self-interest. The private sphere ... excludes reason, except insofar as 
this is represented by the males w h o also figure in market relations; 
femininity is constructed in terms of emotion divorced from 
rationality. (54) 

The two strictly maintained realms of the market-place and the home, in Poole's 

argument, establish the fundamental terms of gender definition: 

these two realms may be defined in terms of a number of converging 
contrasts: between public and private; between reason ... and emotion; 
between work and consumption; between self-interest and altruism; 
between universality and particularity; and finally—constructed out of 
such contrasts—the distinction between male and female. (63) 

Importantly, though, the very prevalence of visual images of domestic life 

in the Victorian middle-class culture—privacy's very publicity, as it were—makes 

the distinction between private and public worlds problematic. A particular 

formulation of the ideal of domestic life dominates discourse, as I have argued, to 

the extent that we ask whether political acts or household words enjoyed the 

greater currency in Victorian England. But at the same time, it is figured as an 

absent promise or a longing for the past. The domestic scene was omnipresent, 

however, in visual representation, in images which were exhibited, as engravings, 

on the very walls of the homes which they putatively depicted. Private life, then, 

in its most sanitized and sentimentalized form, was decidedly publicized. The 

very notion of "private life" (in the sense of a world protected from general view) 

was displaced, as a consequence, from middle-class family life to the spaces of 

the illicit. This included the labyrinthine criminal underworld and working-class 
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living conditions—Tom-all-Alone's, certainly, but also, it should be noted, the 

deranged spaces of the Courts of Chancery, or Little Dorrifs Circumlocution 

Office: ostensibly public institutions. Paradoxically, these were among the realms 

of the dangerous, the inexplicable, the private. What Griselda Pollock (1988, 50-

90), discussing modernity and the spaces of femininity, argues in relation to 

French Impressionism, then, does not altogether hold for Victorianism and its 

sites. Pollock's question, could a w o m a n experience the modernity of Manet, 

Degas or Baudelaire?, is an interrogation of the socially contrived orders of 

experience—and the spaces—which structured the lives and production of Berthe 

Morisot and Mary Cassatt. While admittedly I a m not inquiring into the spatial 

conditions which bore upon the work of w o m e n artists, what Pollock says about 

the gendered demarcation of public and private is critical to m y argument. For 

the public sites of Victorianism are not the Crystal Palace, the Houses of 

Parliament, or Ascot racecourse; nor are they the equivalents of the jardins, the 

streets of the flaneur, or the bars and cafes of Paris: they are the rooms of the 

middle-class home. It is private life, moreover, that in Victorian society and 

discourse (such as Walter's My Secret Life) becomes associated with scandal, and 

with men. 

That the domestic ideal should be a tableau which underwrites and resists 

narration indicates its connection with possessive desire, and loss and 

compensation. Womanhood in this ideal supplants the aristocratic model of 

landed wealth, and femininity becomes associated with the manorial in the sense 

that it comes to represent the visibility of property—the woman becomes the 

patent symbol of ownership as the accumulation of things. The workplace in 

Victorian fiction and genre painting becomes explicitly associated with property 

expressed as a form of energy, action, transformation, exchange: with the 

processes rather than the products of accumulation. Hence women are installed, 
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in the domestic ideal and in narrative fictions and images, to represent property's 

visible status, its status not as a right but as a thing. 

This fixing of rights and powers of property onto the representational 

plane implicates gender in interpretive economies. If narrative paintings strive to 

suggest seriality in a spatial form, thereby approximating fictions (as Conrad 

[1973], for instance, takes for granted), Victorian novels also strive for the 

pictorial unity of the image—the fidelity of its minutiae, the surety of its facsimile 

of the social world. The dissolution of fixed images in narrative is a significant 

anxiety in Victorian fiction, and it is an anxiety centred on the dread of dissolving 

property, property vested in speculative ventures, capital-intensive industries: no 

longer vested, that is, in the production of labour and land. The fixity of the 

home, n o w the characteristic bourgeois domestic interior, becomes associated 

with the tableau, with what Genette has called (in relation to the baroque period) 

"the descriptive excursus" (1976, 6); yet description remains problematic, a sign 

of the immateriality of property as a force—most especially a market force— 

absent (as the woman, the material sign is not) from the scene of narration. 

Fredric Jameson's assertion that "the Balzacian dwelling invites the 

awakening of a longing for possession" (1981, 157) becomes, in the terms I have 

suggested, a horror of dispossession. Take the example of Dickens's fiction, 

which does not engender through description a longing for property so much as a 

confusion about ownership and demarcation, which confusion imports such a 

uniformity of significance upon a scene saturated with objects that any privileged 

look-out is treacherous. I have in mind here the scene from Martin Chuzzlewit 

describing the surroundings of Todgers's (Chapter IX). In its labyrinthine and 

crowded environs Todgers's disappears amidst unnavigable passages. But these 

conditions also occasion perplexity about ownership and the discrimination of 

space: "the grand mystery of Todgers's was the cellarage ... which ... within the 

memory of m a n had no connection with the house, but had always been the 
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freehold property of someone else, and was reported to be full of wealth" (MCh, 

129). This blurring of the boundaries of property bears too, however, upon the 

narrative itself, for Todgers's massive accumulation of details blocked up in 

blind-alleys and led in tight circles comes to signify the non sequitur, the 

forestalling of narration, discourse which represents less the descriptive excursus 

than the descriptive bottleneck. Critical to this scene is a passage which might be 

a description of description itself and its attendant perils: 

After the first glance, there were slight features in the midst of this 
crowd of objects, which sprung out from the mass without any reason, 
as it were, and took hold of the attention whether the spectator would 
or no. ... The man w h o was mending a pen at an upper window over 
the way, became of paramount importance in the scene, and made a 
blank in it, ridiculously disproportionate in its extent, when he retired. 
... The gambols of a piece of cloth upon the dyer's pole had far more 
interest for the moment than all the changing motion of the crowd. 
Yet even while the looker-on felt angry at himself for this, and 
wondered how it was, the tumult swelled into a roar; the hosts of 
objects seemed to thicken and expand a hundred-fold; and after gazing 
round him, quite scared, he turned into Todgers's again. (MCh, 130) 

This passage interrogates conventions of meaningfulness in description. Its 

manipulation of synecdochal significance; its satire of the foregrounded object; its 

ascription of meaning to mundanity, and its displacement of the crowd by an 

animated object-world which has become subversive and dangerous, capable of 

profound disorder, like a crowd: this is the exact opposite of the desire for 

possession which Jameson finds in Balzac.18 

The vertiginous anxiety in this passage results from a material universe 

which cannot be fixed, for even (or especially) when narration—story—is 

impeded in Dickens, the futility of holding, possessing, the material referent, 

becomes obvious. The image of a world circulating around the disappearing 

author—the man mending the pen—recalls the heroes of Dickens's frontispieces, 

the absolutely still author-figures who generate, as in the famous painting of 

Dickens's Dream, a vividly animated miniature world (c. 1870, fig.5). Perhaps the 

most directly generative of these images is that of Tom Pinch on the frontispiece 



27 

to Martin Chuzzlewit (fig.6), who seems to play the characters and scenes into 

being. In one conspicuous variation, however, the central figure is removed from 

this process and accorded a sort of sacred space, an enclave around which the 

abbreviated pictorial narrative continues, indifferent to its eponymous superior: 

that figure is a woman, Amy Dorrit (fig.7). 

Alison Booth, comparing Amy and Dorothea Brooke, writes that "critics 

have been more enthusiastic about the structures of which [Little Dorrit] forms a 

part; themes of imprisonment, red tape, shadows, disease or genteel fictions seem 

to explain more than does the tender little cipher going about her chores" (1986, 

192). Amy is carried along by, but also outside, the tumult of plots and histories 

crowding about her. The novel's distinctive iconography of the heroine points up 

some of the implications of this role outside plot and story. In Book One, Amy is 

the still-point of the narrative and the determinate object of Arthur Clennam's 

quest, the focus of his nervous researches into the suppressed misdeeds of his 

family and the presence of the stranger in his mother's house. She is repeatedly 

described in terms of her placement within Clennam's field of vision. The 

compressed early history of the Dorrits, in Chapters VI and VII of Book One, is 

framed by this eavesdropping, an enchassement which identifies Amy and 

bestows upon her the name "Child of the Marshalsea". Thus a silent act of 

perception enshrines the heroine and fixes her in both Clennam's and the reader's 

mind as the sole character free of blemish. This curious form of imprisonment 

within the gaze solves the first of the novel's mysteries: the mystery of identity, 

precipitated by its very title. Shy and retiring—the reader must search out a 

shadowy comer of the house of Clennam for her first appearance in the novel— 

Amy self-consciously shuns attention. Throughout, we are struck that a novel 

with such a title as Little Dorrit should refer to so reticent, so modest, so invisible, 

a heroine. Where, in Little Dorrit, is Little Dorrit? 
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Beneath the decorative headline spelling it out on the title-page of the 

1857 edition (fig.8), there is a vignette which provides the only clue to the two 

enigmatic mortared and shackled words. Little Dorrit, captured in this illustration 

between shrinking back and hurrying forward to her father's cell, steps into a 

prison, a surprised expression registering faint objection but steadily returning our 

gaze. The halo of the bonnet, illuminated by the shaft of sunlight from behind, 

recalls the image of the sun shining through "the painted figure of Our Saviour on 

the window" of the Marshalsea chapel (LD, 801). There remains, however, some 

discontinuity between title and vignette, attributable perhaps to the absence of a 

descriptive envelope around the name, a phrase that might indicate the types of 

narrative to follow, such as attaches to other eponymous heroes of Dickens's 

fiction. Unlike The Life and Adventures of Nicholas Nickleby, or The Adventures 

of Oliver Twist, or The Personal History, Adventures, Experience, and 

Observation of David Copperfteld, the personal history of Little Dorrit is simply 

Little Dorrit. 

The fixity of this vignette's image, and the detachment of the novel's title 

from a narrational context, reinforce the sense of Amy's fundamental role in the 

novel as a kind of symbolic fixture. The emblematic prison is a central 

characterizing device because it is the one object in the fiction which becomes 

distinctive of nearly all the characters as a result of their continual association 

with its figurative variants. But A m y , b o m of the Marshalsea, is realized so 

completely as the one stable point in the novel's entire moral universe, that she is 

indivisible from her "changeless and barren" (LD, 790) place of origin, and is one 

with the novel's symbolic structure. The assimilation of the prison and home in 

this homebody only too eloquently points up the flaws in Amy's special status as 

the type par excellence of Dickensian domestic virtue. For A m y must be enclosed 

by the prison itself to make any sense in a world of bad marriages and wandering 

women. W h e n Clennam finally recognizes his love for A m y , the image of her 
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fixity is again invoked, and once more in the context of perception: "Looking 

back upon his own poor story, she was its vanishing-point. Everything in its 

perspective led to her innocent figure. He had travelled thousands of miles 

towards it ... it was the centre of the interest of his life" (714). Little Dorrifs 

narratives are organized around a central point of convergence—Amy—which 

virtually disappears into its representative centrality and privileged invariability. 

Thus, Clennam's rhetoric of perceptual adjustment places the heroine within a 

spatial context, depth of field, and in relation to a topos. But it is as though it is 

Amy herself who is the naturalizing artifice of depth perspective, who informs but 

does not truly inhabit the picture-space, whose indefinable virtue imbues a moral 

dimension in which she does not properly belong, and whose fixed radiance 

illuminates a circulating underworld of shadowy plots and subplots, of Pancks and 

Casby, and Merdle, the Spirit of the Age. This familiar passiveness reminds us 

that Amy's pre-eminence in the novel, a pre-eminence which seems 

simultaneously negated by her very invisibility, is as a moral or spiritual figure. 

The place she inhabits is a symbolic place. This omnipresent vacancy, this 

pervasive invisibility, consigns the heroine to the status of a marginal eponym as 

surely as anonymity.19 

If it is in Little Dorrit that we experience most baldly the familiar 

imaginative injunctions against the heroines of romance, then it is in Great 

Expectations that we are most keenly sensible of the agency of property in the 

dynamics of plot. Both novels are shaped by destitution, inheritance, loss, and the 

reconciliation of property, yet the difference between them may finally be linked 

directly to a difference of sex, and it is precisely that difference—its social 

background and its formal consequences—that is the subject of this study.20 Yet 

if Amy Dorrit is an example of the novel's accommodation of a central, powerless 

heroine, what is the effect of a powerful woman? Miss Havisham, for instance, is 

a key figure in my argument because for all her vaunted authority, she too 
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represents the prohibition and recision of narrative, and represents how w o m e n 

left to their o w n property are antipathetic to narrative propulsion, predicated as it 

is on reviving fortunes, building empires, and assembling, over time, coherent 

selves. Miss Havisham's antipathy is indicated at first in Satis House's stopped 

clocks, and later in Pip's realization of his misattributed heritage and in the 

visitation by his supposed beneficiary of a general vengeance upon men in the 

cold figure of Estella. Miss Havisham's control of property extends to the project 

of creating her protegee and manipulating Pip, but she can direct the narrative 

only by withdrawal, omission and proscription, and as such truly represents (as 

Mrs Tulliver does in The Mill on the Floss) only the preservation of property 

without power, while the instrumental value of a man's property—so powerful it 

can be vested even in a convict—really drives Pip's plot from beyond. The 

triangle of Pip's expectations replaces the family with a grotesque, but no less 

exemplary, model: the siting of the w o m a n in a domestic space and its show of 

property, with the mother the putative keeper of the keys; and the siting of the 

absent father, absolutely central in Victorian fiction, who mysteriously and 

silently accumulates the property which is forwarding the novel. Miss 

Havisham's property, on the other hand, is essentially immobile, representative of 

the loss of property suffered because of the endlessly deferred wedding. Its 

dustridden decay is a travesty of domestic decoration, but also a symbol of the 

spinster's unexchangeable goods. Shirley's misogynistic Irish curate, Malone, 

puts the paradox clearly, though wrongly, when he observes to Robert Moore, 

"'You have your household in proper order ... You are not under petticoat-

government'" (S, 26). The proper order of narrative, I would assert, assumes the 

installation of w o m e n in charge of domestic property, because it is predicated 

upon maintaining the distinction between government and petticoat-government. 
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(v) 

Thus, it is my object to show how femininity is socialized in Victorian 

society and how that process informs the narrative structures in which women are 

represented. This is a familiar project for feminism, and one which has in recent 

years provoked many productive re-readings of Victorian fiction and history. 

This study takes up the kinds of readings which interrogate the junctures and 

interfaces of cultural forms and social conditions. It engages with the theoretical 

assumptions and methodologies of a number of key works of Anglo-American 

feminism from the past fifteen years, among them Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan 

Gubar's The Madwoman in the Attic (1979); Judith Lowder Newton's Women, 

Power and Subversion (1981); Penny Boumelha's Thomas Hardy and Women 

(1982); Catherine Gallagher's The Industrial Reformation of English Fiction 

(1985); Judith Newton and Deborah Rosenfelt's collection, Feminist Criticism 

and Social Change: Sex, Class and Race in Literature and Culture (1985); Nancy 

Armstrong's Desire and Domestic Fiction (1987); Patricia Parker's Literary Fat 

Ladies (1987); Rosemarie Bodenheimer's The Politics of Story in Victorian Social 

Fiction (1988); Lynda Nead's Myths of Sexuality (1988); Mary Poovey's Uneven 

Developments (1988); and Laurie Langbauer's Women and Romance (1990). 

I have engaged with the arguments of all of these books at key points in 

my readings of texts. However, throughout I have grounded these readings in 

theoretical assumptions and a sexual position which requires preliminary 

explanation. Firstly, as my introductory remarks make explicit, I am involved in 

a critical method which derives from Marxist models of reading, most notably 

those of feminist critics who have appropriated the work of Louis Althusser, 

Pierre Macherey, and Fredric Jameson. For instance, Penny Boumelha's Thomas 

Hardy and Women: Sexual Ideology and Narrative Form proceeds thus: "the text 

does not 'express' ideology; rather, it produces, re-produces and transforms 
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elements of ideology into its o w n literary effects. The 'history' of the text is not a 

reflection or a doubling of real history, but it represents an ideologically 

constituted experience of real history. In this will consist the ideological project 

of the work (which may or may not have some correspondence with the views and 

intentions of its writer)" (1982, 6). My interpretive model here also draws upon 

the materialist feminism espoused in Newton and Rosenfelt's preface to Feminist 

Criticism and Social Change (1985), which is 

"materialist" in its commitment to the view that the social and 
economic circumstances in which w o m e n and m e n live—the material 
conditions of their lives—are central to an understanding of culture 
and society. It is materialist in its view that literature and literary 
criticism are both products of and interventions in particular moments 
of history. ... It is "feminist" in its emphasis on the social construction 
of gender and its exploration of the intersections of gender with other 
social categories like class, race and sexual identity, (xi) 

The feminine in this period is aligned—in the notorious rhetoric of biological 

determinism, for instance—with forms of demarcation which implicate possession 

and dispossession in class, ethnicity, provinciality, and nationality. In the novels 

studied here the manifold themes, issues, and structures of property constantly 

describe patterns of allusion between gender and other social categories which 

make their co-reading inevitable and necessary. In political and legal theory, 

notions of private property are considered alongside associated concepts— 

territoriality, nationalism, racism. In this way, I show how Victorian middle-class 

sexual ideology is related to other social and cultural figures—to other examples 

of self-representation through demarcation. Thus, my concern is with the 

interanimation between what Foucault calls the "great strategies of geo-politics 

and the little tactics of the habitat" (1980, 149). 

In this attention to complex repertoires of texts, both linguistic and visual, 

and social institutions, I am also indebted to Mary Poovey's notion of "the 

ideological work of gender", which she explains thus: 

In one sense, it means "the work of ideology": representations of 
gender at midcentury were part of the system of interdependent images 
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in which various ideologies became accessible to individual men and 
women. In another sense, however, the phrase means "the work of 
making ideology": representations of gender constituted one of the 
sites on which ideological systems were simultaneously constructed 
and contested; as such, the representations of gender I discuss were 
themselves contested images, the sites at which struggles for authority 
occurred, as well as the locus of assumptions used to underwrite the 
very authority that authorized those struggles. (1988, 2) 

Poovey writes that "like critics such as Michel Foucault, Etienne Balibar, Pierre 

Macherey, and Fredric Jameson, I maintain that every text works; as an ensemble 

of specific discursive practices and as the outgrowth of a determinate mode of 

production, every text participates in a complex social activity" (17). It is 

Jameson, in The Political Unconscious, who argues: 

the aesthetic act is itself ideological, and the production of aesthetic or 
narrative form is to be seen as an ideological act in its own right, with 
the function of inventing imaginary or formal "solutions" to 
unresolvable social contradictions. (1981, 79)21 

The unresolvable contradictions explicated in my argument surround the social, 

legal, and cultural determinants of belonging prescribed for middle-class women 

in Victorian Britain. Rather than a formal solution, however, I contend, with 

Poovey (1988), that novels and images are sites of contest, and only reconfigure 

certain paradoxes at the heart of feminist reform in terms of a tension between a 

desire for the security enacted in plot's installation of commonality, and a formal 

resistance to the subjection that such an accession causes. In this I follow Linda 

Mahood's reading of Gramsci's notion of "the engineering of consent" and the 

challenging of a hegemonic discourse by "a subordinate group with ideas of its 

own" (1990, 11). Thus, 

not all discourses carry equal weight or power: some are conservative 
and justify the status quo, while others are radical and challenge 
existing institutional practices. Discourses which challenge the status 
quo will either be marginalized by existing practices, dismissed, or 
lead to social change. (11) 

Nor could I have argued through the implications of property in fictional 

discourse without the exemplary work of Patricia Parker, whose Literary Fat 

Ladies explores "the entanglements of rhetorical questions with questions of 
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ideological framing and political consequence", and especially, for m y purposes, 

"the unsettling mobility of tropes such as metaphor and the boundary markers of 

private property" (1987, 1). M y thesis intersects with and departs from Parker's 

book at a number of key points. Their points of intersection are most clear in the 

chapters of mine which deal with w o m e n and description—Chapter 3, on 

Cranford; and Chapter 4, on George Eliot—and the chapter on Hardy, which 

looks explicitly at gender, mobility, and enclosure. All of these take up Parker's 

elicitation of "the historically influential links between rhetorical invention and 

economic inventory, between the possessive display of the female body [in the 

blazon] and the progressive enclosure of land" (3). This study diverges from 

Parker's, however, most notably in the narrowness of its appeal to a specific 

socio-historical context which links all of its readings, and its alignment of 

fictional, political, and legal elements. Lastly, while I a m also concerned with the 

rhetorical maintenance and furtherance of ideology, I do not concentrate as Parker 

does upon rhetoric itself. 

In like manner, Tony Tanner's influential study of contract and 

transgression, Adultery in the Novel (1979), helped m e to formulate the conflict 

between property's regulatory function and its reconfiguration as reward in 

Victorian fiction. In particular, I found Tanner's gradually cumulative method, 

through which he brings together a subtle and many-layered thesis about the 

effect upon representation of conflicts of social law and its violation, most 

helpful. Tanner's work, while it is invoked directly in m y chapters on Eliot and 

Hardy, also significantly informs the general proposition that property is 

implicated in representations of w o m e n in Victorian fiction. 

Three related works on money also proved indispensable to the 

development of the central argument: Georg Simmel's Philosophic des Geldes 

(1907), translated as The Philosophy of Money (1978); Marc Shell's Money, 

Language, and Thought (1982); and John Vernon's Money and Fiction (1984). 
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O f these, the most direct influence comes from Simmel. But this thesis also owes 

a debt of influence to Shell, whose "argument is not that money is talked about in 

particular works of literature and philosophy (which is certainly the case), but that 

money talks in and through discourse in general" (1982, 180). While I a m 

concerned with other forms of property as well as money, and (following Simmel) 

with the specific differences and tensions between them, this statement of his 

argument also holds for this thesis. 

My work here shares a number of preoccupations too with Susan Stewart's 

outstanding book, On Longing (1984). Stewart, inquiring into narratives of the 

miniature, the gigantic, the souvenir, and the collection, focuses on "certain 

metaphors that arise whenever w e talk about the relation of language to 

experience or, more specifically, whenever w e talk about the relation of language 

to its objects" (ix). Stewart asks: " H o w can w e describe something? What 

relation does description bear to ideology and the very invention of that 

'something'? and, analogously, What does exaggeration, as a mode of 

signification, exaggerate?" (ix). Most obviously, her work is of specific 

importance to what I have to say about the material economies, particularly that of 

the collection, which govern Cranford's formal experimentation, and I engage 

with it there. But more generally, her formulation of longing as a general term for 

the gap between signifier and signified in which the symbolic is generated is 

allied with the notion of belonging which I develop in this thesis, likewise a form 

of yearning, in this case for what is, in Victorian fiction, a desire for narrative and 

its referents to coincide. Likewise, Stewart's subtle critical notations of space 

constantly refer m e back to the ideological substructures of Victorian fiction's 

spatial coordinates, structures supported by bourgeois theories of property.22 

Finally, understanding property relations allows us to see more precisely 

how it is that w o m e n come both to be agents in, and to be defined, directed, and 

debilitated by, realism and its discontents. Following up recent debate over 
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feminism and realism (see especially Boumelha [1988], Felski [1989], and 

Marcus [1992]), my work is concerned, as Allon White puts it, to "break the 

closure which has been effected in criticism by the over-familiar phrase 'the 

break-down of realism'" (1981, 2). The break-down of realism, a phrase which 

implies a psychological collapse from complacent Victorian stability into early-

Modem instability, is largely an historical nonsense, since realism was being 

modified and developed by its interaction with other narrative modes and other 

representational units of meaning even as it struggled to gain cultural ascendancy. 

Feminist criticism has always been attentive to this characteristic duplicity of texts 

claiming to be realist, and has shown how both women's experience and feminist 

intent coincide with this ongoing disruptiveness. This study is an extension of 

that work, and it offers a partial revision of it. 

(vi) 

"Or have you a man's horror of women with brains?" (DC, 183) 

To announce my theoretical position in this thesis as I have done is not, 

however, to declare my sexual subject position, and in particular the implication 

of my sexuality and class in this work. Laurie Langbauer's case against the 

gender biases latent in Jameson's presuppositions about reading (1990, 30-40) 

recalls Edward Snow's warning to male critics engaged in feminist critique that 

"all too often ... it is clear that the superego is in control, enacting at the level of 

analysis the aggression and desire for mastery it seeks to criticize in the subject" 

(1989, 31). Jameson's footnoting of gender and the romance of history is, 

according to Langbauer, a conflation of gender and class as "marginalized or 

oppositional cultures" (1990, cited 34) which thereby annihilates gender.23 Yet 

Jameson founds his own critical method upon a masculinist Bloomian "strong 

reading" (34). What is more, Jameson invokes the degraded realm of romance as 

the realm of women, whom he characterizes as the other of such reading 

strategies. The relationships between women, property and the forms of Victorian 
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fiction explored here also represent points of resistance to assimilations of class 

and gender as allied oppositional cultures. (These false assimilations are nowhere 

more acutely touched upon than in George Eliot's Felix Holt, the Radical, 

discussed in Chapter 4.) 

A significant implication of the argument I mount in the final chapter of 

this study I have excised and reserved for these prefatory remarks.24 For Diana of 

the Crossways entraps in its tale of interrogation and definition one figure who it 

seems resists its most obvious implications: the male critic. For what are those 

diarists, Henry Wilmers, Perry Wilkinson, and Diana's circle—Whitmonby, 

Arthur Rhodes, and the rest—if not critics? The flight of Diana is a flight from 

men, and the shifting sign of the new woman—Diana-Tony-Antonia-Egeria-

Britomartis-Cleopatra-Hecate-Hermione-Lucretia-Merion-Warwick-Redworth—is 

as much a sign of resistance to the penetrating inquisition, the rising inflection, as 

to the interpretive totalizations of criticism. Even as Diana denies property, which 

she must repeatedly, cutting herself free, her severance only sets the hounds in her 

pursuit. Her identity is then as it were up for grabs, and provokes the game of her 

forbidding and consenting to privileged acts of naming (DC, 279, 454-5). The 

satire of Diana of the Crossways is very specifically directed towards men who 

bask in their cultivated pursuit of a w o m a n worth the having and worth the 

questioning, men w h o pointedly count among their acquaintances an 

unconventional w o m a n — a feminist. The novel is also therefore a satire against 

this thesis, and against the male feminist pursuing w o m a n like "the reviews at her 

heels, a pack of clappers" (200). 

Sexual ideology, then, is reproduced in literary forms, but also in critical 

practices; and gender criticism is effective and necessary because it is always a 

double critique, refracting its focus on texts from other times and places onto the 

time and place and gender of its own writing. As Mary Jacobus has written, 

"engagee perforce, feminist criticism calls neutrality in question, like other 
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avowedly political analyses of literature" (1986, 67). I must therefore situate this 

study within not one but two distinct sexual contexts, the first constituted by 

ideologies of masculinity and femininity in nineteenth-century English culture, 

and in the discourses on which the Victorian novel draws; and the second 

constituted by my own time and place, by recent critical history, and by my 

participation in the politics of gender criticism. 

Is gender studies what m e n call women's studies, the easier to claim and 

domesticate it? Elaine Showalter's celebrated essay on men in feminism, 

"Critical Cross-Dressing: Male Feminists and the Woman of the Year", concludes 

famously with the following spectacle: 

Sometimes 1 have a dream of the feminist literary conference of the 
future. The demonic w o m a n rises to speak, but she mutates before our 
eyes into a mermaid, a vampire, a column of fire. The diacritical 
w o m a n rises to speak, but she has no head. Holding out the empty 
sleeve of her fashionable jacket, she beckons to the third panelist. H e 
rises swiftly and commands the podium. H e is forceful; he is 
articulate; he is talking about Heidegger or Derrida or Levi-Strauss or 
Brecht. H e is wearing a dress. (1987, 132) 

Around 1980, Showalter argues, woman became a hot property in academic 

criticism; but just as suddenly the hottest properties in institutional feminism 

turned out to be men. Showalter's piece prompted numerous other polemical 

attacks on male academic feminist criticism and an equal number of now familiar 

defensive responses by men, both hetero- and homosexual. One protracted 

engagement with this question is attempted by Joseph Boone (1990).25 Feminist 

scepticism of the critical new man, a steadfast patriarchal academy, and the 

eliding term "gender studies", Boone reflects, all raise problems for a valid male 

feminism. In response, he suggests that 

if the male critic can discover a positionyrom which to speak that 
neither elides the importance of feminism in his work nor ignores the 
specificity of his gender, he m a y also find that his voice no longer 
exists as an abstraction, but that it in fact inhabits a body: its own 
sexual/textual body. (12) 
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Resistance to abstraction is critical to this revisionary poetics: "men participating 

in feminism should make their own oppressive structures (ideological, social, 

psychological) present for critique, rather than hiding them under a veil of 

abstract musing" (24-5). Likewise, Victor Seidler (1989) cites "the historical 

identification of masculinity with reason and progress" (3) as the central event in 

the silence about masculinity which characterizes the essentially masculine 

enterprise of critical thought. The male critic, as Boone and Seidler see it, as well 

as defining his relationship to feminism, must make explicit in his work his own 

masculinity, that is, make explicit the discursive presence of his gender, and his 

identity not simply as a man but as a man of a particular race, class, and sexuality. 

This now considerably debated question of the place, or otherwise, of men 

in feminist criticism is of special importance to this study because its critique of 

patriarchy and property reveals the extent to which a masculinist rhetoric of 

property is implicated in institutional criticism. It is implicated, that is, not only 

in the debate over whether it is proper or otherwise for men to work in feminism, 

or whether the rhetoric of boundary and trespass is masculinist, but more 

generally in the very language of place and space, the language of men and 

women writing habitually without reference to, and indeed often as though utterly 

indifferent to, feminism. The Foucauldian conception of space as strategic has 

implicated knowledge "in terms of region, domain, implantation, displacement, 

[and] transposition", and has captured "the process by which knowledge functions 

as a form of power and disseminates the effects of power" (1980, 69). Critical 

practice, too, proceeds in the same terms—and it functions as a form of, and 

disseminates the effects of, power. The doctoral thesis is in contemporary 

academic politics a necessary acquisition in claiming a place in the academy, and 

critical to the argument of Showalter and others is the motive informing the white 

Anglo-Celtic male middle-class heterosexual's asseveration of feminism, and his 

access, through feminism, to an academy which continues to privilege men. 
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Throughout this study I have tried to keep before m e this subject position, and to 

remain conscious of the bearing of that positionality upon m y readings of gender 

and property. 

(vii) 

Each of the five text-based studies in the thesis, Chapters 2 to 6, shows the 

specific mediation of one aspect of property—initially as theme, but more 

crucially as form. Whilst each deals with a discrete aspect of gender, property, 

and form, they are linked not simply by period but by their development of the 

central argument. Thus, I argue in Chapter 2 that repeated charges of 

provinciality in reviewers' accounts of Jane Eyre contribute to the writing of 

Shirley, a novel about a w o m a n landowner w h o takes charge of her property and 

announces herself a native. Chapter 3 shows how w o m e n as well as m e n in 

Cranford are associated with exoticism, principally because they live 

independently of m e n and the great symbol of patriarchy, Victorianism. In this 

chapter I explore the centrality of property and the maintenance of sexual 

property-relations to the institution of Victorianism itself, with its familiar 

shibboleths—progress, capital, classification, machine energy, and imperialism. 

Chapter 4 argues that female authorship is implicated in the class consolidation 

played out in the economic history of capital in George Eliot, an implication that 

has notable consequences for her realism. The chapter looks at a number of key 

Eliot novels to determine h o w the representation of women, when aligned with 

the representation of shifting class relations between property in land and property 

in capital, comes to confound the realist enterprise. Further, this argument makes 

the most explicit connection of any in the study between female authorship and 

the patriarchal institutions which produce fictional properties, a conflict which is 

enacted in Eliot's repeated fictions of femininity, originality, and reproduction. In 

the fifth chapter, the argument turns to consider antitheses of property and 

dispossession and their influence on fictional form, a problem that the thesis will 
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go on to develop in greater detail in the final text-based chapter. Firstly, though, I 

argue that Thomas Hardy plots female property-ownership and vagrancy in the 

terms of ownership inscribed in maps of representation: his own maps, and those 

which, I contend, also underpin the narrative structures to which he returns again 

and again. Finally, in Chapter 6, the thesis considers how Bronte in Villette and 

Meredith in Diana of the Crossways use departures from nationality to explore 

how women might resist the forms of identity prescribed for them by social rituals 

and narrative configurations alike. In so doing, it is argued, these novels dispute 

the very terms of differentiation which are prescribed by patriarchy (the terms, it 

should be noted, taken up in Hardy), terms under which women are explained as 

either married or single, propertied or vagrant. 

The rejection of the regulations of identity entailed in property's rewards, 

which makes Villette and Diana of the Crossways seem at once liberating and 

doom-laden, is present as well in the conflicts of Shirley and the desperate 

inevitability and conditional happiness of its ending. This deadlock of Bronte's 

states the argument of the thesis in its baldest form. In Cranford, the territoriality 

of Shirley is extended into a comedy of sexual apartheid which is simultaneously 

a radical revision of the assumptions about women and property which underwrite 

economies of description in Victorian fiction. When Cranford ends, famously 

truncated, it nonetheless chooses a kind of marital resolution, which highlights as 

clearly as the novels of Bronte and Meredith the tension between security and 

independence. The intensity of Shirley and the comic camouflage of Cranford 

venture outside the constraints of the fables of regulation and reward (and in so 

doing adumbrate the radical suspensions of Villette and Diana of the Crossways), 

but the problem is nowhere more closely, lengthily, or cogently elaborated than in 

George Eliot. For it is in Eliot that the moral imperatives attached to realism 

collide most problematically with the needs and desires of women, and in Eliot 

this collision animates a covert plot of female authorship, a plot which 
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consistently threatens to undermine her realism. Eliot's fiction presses urgently 

towards revisionary structures of narrative, but constantly falters into 

conservatism as it is compelled, by virtue of its self-conscious fidelity, to relegate 

its heroines to the regulatory rewards of property, in Eliot a concept which I 

demonstrate to be fundamentally implicated in realism's ontological foundations. 

Finally, the regulatory and exclusionary structures of the m a p reveal the plot of 

property and dispossession most clearly in Hardy, a plot which is challenged, as I 

said, in Villette and Diana of the Crossways. Thus, the final text-chapter returns 

the study, in its re-reading of Charlotte Bronte and in Meredith's strategic return 

to the 1840s, to the alternating moods of territorial defiance and acquiescence in 

Shirley. 
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2. FICTIONAL TERRITORY AND A WOMAN'S PLACE: BEING AT 
HOME JN SHIRLEY 

reader ... if you be a southern ... (S, 147) 

(i) 

The Oxford Dictionary of English Christian Names gives the following 

derivation of the name Shirley: "this is apparently a surname (derived from a 

place-name) used as a Christian name. The first example noted is the heroine of 

Charlotte Bronte's novel Shirley (1849), who, as an only child and heiress, was 

given 'the masculine cognomen' Shirley, a family name" (Withycombe 1977, 

267). How strange must the title page of Currer Bell's new "tale" have appeared 

in 1849, written by an author of uncertain gender, and boasting a titular hero(ine) 

with a single, yet threefold, name: a man's name, a family name, and a place-

name. How apposite, though, for a novel in which wealth, patrilineage, and 

manorial power converge—in a woman. Yet Shirley's eponymous lady of the 

manor, poised between the more familiar cast of Brontean orphans, only after all 

wrests almost by accident the title of heroine from another: the hapless Caroline 

Helstone. Shirley's status is anomalous, both in Bronte's fiction and as a social 

fact, and it is fully explicable, I would argue, only when we take into account 

certain contexts of the book's production and reception. 

Eugene Forcade, reviewing Shirley in 1849, wrote that "as a picture of 

society, the novel could have been called Shirley, or the condition of women in the 

English middle-class" (Allott 1974, 143): not, it has been frequently remarked, 

the condition of workers in the West Riding.1 In this novel Bronte juxtaposes the 

violent struggle of the dispossessed working classes and the silent struggle of the 
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class of w o m e n outside of marriage. Shirley Keeldar's commanding position as 

property-owner and heiress raises many questions about the possibility and 

efficacy of a woman's intervention in, or encroachment on, public affairs and 

socio-sexual reform, the "condition of England" and the "condition of women" 

debates. Her final betrothal to the pilfering Louis Moore, who too readily 

assumes her narrative as well as her keys, suggests that it is neither possible nor 

desirable. Indeed, as Rosemary Bodenheimer argues, "active interventionist 

guidance is the missing keystone to stability in Shirley" (1988, 37). If, as Forcade 

proposes, Shirley is about the condition of women, is it one of the conditions of 

women novelists that they withdraw, as Bronte is alleged to do, from the public 

plot? How then are we most profitably to read Shirley alongside the very public 

Victorian "woman question"? What happens, structurally, to novels by women 

that interleave polemic about women and politics with a plot from "pernicious" 

romance (S, 379)?2 

The problems I am approaching may be introduced by rephrasing as a 

dilemma of gender the following observation of Walter Benjamin's: 

If now and then, in the course of the centuries, efforts have been made 
... to implant instruction in the novel, these attempts have always 
amounted to a modification of the novel form. The Bildungsroman, on 
the other hand, does not deviate in any way from the basic structure of 
the novel. By integrating the social process with the development of a 
person, it bestows the most frangible justification on the order 
determining it. The legitimacy it provides stands in direct opposition 
to reality. (1979, 88) 

For Benjamin the Bildungsroman exhibits in its structure the implicit claim that 

individual moral conflicts are commensurable with social forces, and the belief 

that subtle societal adjustment may be registered as narrative resolution. When 

political issues do not impinge directly upon the novel, when it is not "distorted" 

by a reformative mission, fiction projects its own internal intervention in the 

social world by projecting the individual who is shaped by society and who makes 

a difference to it. The social process is less successfully integrated in the 



45 

development of a person, however, when that person is a woman, principally 

because for the heroine individual change and growth cannot be figured by the 

Bildungsroman's adaptation of masculine rituals of initiation: as a youthful 

recklessness to be harnessed in productive labour; as material ambition; or as 

social advancement. Both Jane Eyre and Villette make this clear, I think, in their 

notable distortions of the form, and all of Bronte's heroines reiterate it when they 

ask, "how can I make myself?" Novels about w o m e n make specific, then, the 

duplicity about change encoded in the shape of the Bildungsroman. 

Charlotte Bronte's fiction may be said to install itself in the "woman 

question" debate on the strength of two related emphases which are sustained 

throughout her work: the questions of woman's nature and a woman's place. 

"Woman's nature", of course, was consistently implicated in deciding her proper 

place: where she was answered what she was. Bronte's heroines make this clear 

when they repeatedly ask, as Caroline Helstone does, "where is m y place in the 

world?" (S, 174). This anxiety about social place generates a series of complex 

disputes over sexual territory in Victorian culture, the most notorious of which is 

the so-called ideology of separate spheres, in which woman's domestic vocation is 

persistently expressed in terms of actual physical demarcation. In such a climate 

of territorial coercion, it is perhaps not surprising that Victorian novels about 

w o m e n are so often about the jurisdiction of spaces, and are so consistently set in 

places where social shifts are registered most deeply and painfully. One 

prominent subgenre of Victorian fiction in which problems of territoriality and 

gender are most explicitly worked through, and in which the finest dislocations of 

social order are calibrated, is the provincial novel. Shirley is such a novel: 

following Elizabeth Gaskell's Mary Barton (which Bronte found to anticipate 

Shirley "both in subject and incident" [WS II, 305]), it unites the fiction of 

community-in-transition with middle-class polemical reform fiction. In what 

follows, I will argue that Bronte uses this compound form—part regional novel, 
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part industrial novel—to expand Jane Eyre's interrogation of female narrative and 

a woman's place in Victorian society, and to contest openly the sexual 

demarcation of fictional territories.3 In so doing, furthermore, Shirley engages 

directly with, and contributes substantially to, a debate on provincialism which 

continued throughout the century.4 

The implication of the notion of territoriality in provincialism is more 

fundamental than might be suggested by the tone of condescension so frequently 

associated with the "provincial". For it can be argued that territoriality is 

coextensive with the modem state itself. Land, that is to say, "provides the 

territorial dimension of the political unit" (Reeve 1986, 82). Territorial 

jurisdiction—the staking out and policing of bounded space—in part defines the 

state (Reeve, 82; Boyce 1982, 311): 

Land mediates ... between political power and individuals subject to it. 
For this reason, arrangements governing property in land, which 
aggregatively constitutes territory, have always been of particular 
concern. (Reeve, 82) 

Territoriality broadens the sense of acquisition and ownership denoted in the word 

property into a form of entitlement at once more elementary and more complex.5 

The territory is the space of the tribe. It is associated with inheritance—racial 

birthright and accession—and with struggle—fortification and conquest. As 

Foucault remarks, territory "is no doubt a geographical notion, but it's first of all 

a juridico-political one: the area controlled by a certain kind of power" (1980, 

68). It is also explicitly identified with the native. As Raymond Williams points 

out, in English the adjective "native" connotes "what is innate, natural, or of a 

place in which one is bom", but also "the inferior inhabitants of a place subjected 

to alien political power or conquest" (1976, 180). Region derives, after all, from 

regere, to command; and province from provincia (and vincere), the "charge, 

official duty, administration or region of a conquered territory" (OED). 
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In a similar vein, but seeking in anthropological evidence a definition of 

property in territory, Maurice Godelier, in The Mental and the Material, argues 

that 

what a society claims in appropriating a territory for itself is access to, 
and control and use of, both the visible realities and the invisible 
powers which constitute it and which seem to share between them 
mastery of the reproductive conditions of human life—both the human 
beings' own life and that of the resources upon which they depend. 
This is what the notion of "property in a territory" seems to m e to 
consist of. (1986, 83) 

Forms of property in a territory, according to Godelier, "are an essential part of 

what we call a society's economic structure, since they constitute the legal—if not 

for everyone the legitimate—conditions governing access to resources and the 

means of production" (84). Thus, land tenure wholly in an individual is, in the 

capitalist state, impossible, since "everywhere there exists some kind of limitation 

upon [a property-owner's] right, which is founded upon the prior existence of a 

communal right, a State, nation, crown and so on" (85). Godelier's citation of 

Marx on this point is particularly relevant to my argument about women and 

dialect, and territory and tenure in Shirley: '"An isolated individual could no more 

have property in land and soil than he could speak'" (cited 85). 

Perhaps the most visible expression of territoriality in Victorian England 

was imperial ambition. But the violent history of the "United Kingdom" and 

Ireland is never suppressed by the rhetoric of a united British Empire. Within 

England itself (to say nothing of Ireland, Scotland, and Wales) insular 

antagonism, particularly that between north and south, was rife, antagonism which 

contributes substantially to the conventional picture of the age, and which 

continues to define fundamental territorial differences in the country. A territory 

which perceives itself as a homogeneous economic unit may yet be divided into 

any number of "separate spheres"—regional indigenes, class members, or men or 

women—which are explained in terms of territory. The conflict between London 
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and the northern provinces generates the ideological collisions which animate 

Shirley, and provides the context for its exploration of the territorial rhetoric of 

Victorian sexual separatism. In this reading of Shirley political geography 

intersects with gender politics. 

Nancy Armstrong, in a brilliant recent essay, reconsiders Wuthering 

Heights in terms of "a regional or ethnic remapping of British culture" during the 

1830s and 40s, a remapping that is "essential" to two narratives: "the class 

struggle that took place within England as the nation underwent industrialization"; 

and "Western Europe's attempt to dominate nations that w e n o w locate in the 

Third World" (1992, 245). Likewise, Elsie Michie, using the examples of 

Heathcliff and Rochester, argues that in the 1840s the novel projected "a troubling 

instance of local colonialism [onto] more distant imperialist scenarios" (1992, 

125). Both of these essays assert that a form of domestic ideological coercion is 

deflected into (or "extroject[ed] onto" [Michie 125]) other anthropological 

objects, cultural activities or scientific discourses—the Orient, sociological 

classification, folklore, tourism, photography. These objects, activities, and 

discourses concealed forms of subjugation successfully undertaken by one part of 

Britain, which configured itself as the "core", against another, which it configured 

as the periphery. Michie, for instance, writes that "the Irish cataclysm is not so 

much absent from the novels of the 1840's as present but invisible" (125), and 

Armstrong, invoking the notion of "internal colonialism" (from Michael Hechter 

[1975]) to describe the division in the British Isles between "a m o d e m literate 

urban core and ... a Celtic or ethnic periphery" (245), explores "certain 

textualizing procedures" by which reclassification, and subjection, were effected. 

Thus, Michie's argument (that the Irish were caricatured as "Africanoid celts" 

[126]), and Armstrong's (that the provincial English were reimagined as celts, a 

process which imaginatively affixed the notion of the Englishman to the 

Londoner alone), both analyze the discursive apparatus by which the United 
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Kingdom invented and relayed itself as ethnically homogeneous to its colonized 

others further East. 

Michie contends, following L. Perry Curtis's book on the ethnological 

background to Victorian caricatures of the simianized Irish celt, Apes and Angels 

(1971), that "to associate the Irish with simians was, for the Victorians, to link 

them to the same kind of racial stereotypes that were being used to describe 

blacks" (126). However, Curtis also points out that in the Dublin comic weeklies 

of the period there is not only a fierce resistance by what Homi Bhabha has since 

called "the stereotyped other" to the fantasies of the colonizer (cited Michie 125), 

but a precise reversal of its ethnographic presumptions. The counter-

simianization of the English cannot serve the same powerful ideological ends as 

its model, however, representing as it does not a corrective but merely a 

retaliatory image; furthermore, as Curtis points out, Irish comic weeklies almost 

never reached readers in England, and were directed in Dublin to "men already 

converted to the cause" (Curtis, 82). Additionally, those London news 

weeklies—The Illustrated London News and The Graphic among them—that 

resisted the caricature of the prognathous Irishman (see Curtis, 83-8), re-drew the 

Home Rulers in contexts which recall too well the ideological biases which 

Armstrong argues informed the production of other provincial images for English 

urban readers: the picturesque, the detailed sociological description, and the 

idealized savage. Nevertheless, the existence of these images is a reminder that 

the discourses of internal colonization were met with counter-discourses. In what 

follows, I would like to suggest that Shirley draws upon and furthers a growing 

tradition of radical northern provincial fiction, and to suggest that fiction was 

actively engaged in producing such a counter-discourse. However, as in the 

Dublin weeklies, Shirley is simultaneously compelled to re-inscribe, and so in 

some measure to accede to, the fantasies of its colonizer. As Rosemarie 
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Bodenheimer argues, this tangle of resistance and submission produces Shirley's 

"fierce deadlocks" (1988, 53). 

My interest here focuses on the relations between sexual and other forms 

of regional colonialism. Interestingly, Armstrong's identification of a 

subordinated cultural periphery is accompanied by a relegation of questions of 

gender to the background of her reading. For while gender is swiftly attendant 

upon the repressive systems of classification used on the ethnic periphery by 

educated readers, it is not central to her argument: "what I want to say about this 

narrative is something that cannot be discussed when gender provides the primary 

categories of analysis" (1992, 249). What I want to say about Shirley, on the 

contrary, shows how, in the case of Charlotte Bronte, sexual difference is plainly 

aligned with urban-regional hostility; and how this alignment provides Bronte 

with a way of addressing and contesting both internal colonialism and sexual 

apartheid. For in Shirley a sexual-provincial counter-discourse is posited, a 

discourse which attempts to re-define the territories of Victorian fiction and 

controvert those who assume the voice of imaginative sovereignty over them. 

The counter-discursive context of Shirley is of special importance here. 

When Disraeli published Sybil in 1845, its polemical subtitle The Two Nations 

exploited the sense of a divided England. Ten years later Elizabeth Gaskell again 

invoked Disraeli's territorial notation of economic inequality, but made it 

geographically specific. The plot of North and South allowed Gaskell to place the 

manufacturing districts of Mary Barton against the more affluent and politically 

powerful south. However, this distinction was not so formulaic as to presume the 

absence of wretchedness amongst the rural poor of the southern counties or the 

urban poor of London, an issue broached in the book's structure as well as in 

extensive passages of dialogue. But the south is not Gaskell's concern. As she 

had avowed in the much-quoted Preface to Mary Barton, her subject in that novel 

had been "the unhappy state of things between those so bound to each other by 
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common interests" (1987, xxxv). North and South turns to those not bound to 

each other by common interests, certainly, but in doing so it only extends into 

story the prefatory gesture Mary Barton had made towards those in the south who 

knew nothing and cared less about factory workers in Manchester. North and 

South follows the Hales' vaguely motivated trespass into a hostile and remote 

district, and concludes with the symbolic consolidation of southern property and 

northern capital and labour. Yet it also dramatically enacts another kind of 

territorial conflict. For the Hales represent too the readers of industrial fiction, 

the race of publishers and reviewers and subscribers to whom Gaskell specifically 

directed these novels' utterance of "the agony which, from time to time, convulses 

this dumb people" (xxxvi). As I will suggest, this division—of interpretation—is 

critical too to Shirley. 

North and South makes clear, in spite of its ending, that the workers and 

masters of Manchester, bound to one another by manufacture, can never be 

entirely reconciled with their southern counterparts. The determined self-

education of John Thornton is a long way from his complacently learned Oxford 

landlord, Mr Bell, and his social manner contrasts sharply with the Shaws and 

Lennoxes of London. Thornton's Smilesian code differentiates him within his 

own community, but he and Gaskell's working-class hero John Barton have more 

in common with one another than they do with Margaret Hale.6 Because they are 

both urban figures they transform the provincialism of small communities— 

Cranford, most notably—into a conflict of metropolitan interests. Gaskell is the 

key figure in this transformation, alternating as she does between a more 

conventional regionalism and this radical re-centring regionalism, and Thornton 

underlines the qualities of character which mark the new urban provincial novel. 

This somewhat brusque hero, the very type of the Northern mercantile man, is one 

of the class of characters which, in the context of a developing realism, no longer 

conforms to any catalogue of types derived from Edgeworth and Scott. His most 



52 

memorable characteristic, and through it w e can identify the signal characteristic 

of the new provincialism as a whole, is self-possession. Thornton, like Yorke 

Hunsden and Hiram Yorke, Mary Barton and Shirley Keeldar, is unapologetic and 

plain-speaking. This attitude helps to define the distinctive tone of the provincial 

novel of the 1840s onwards, and it surfaces in their interpolated polemical 

commentary and narrative asides. 

After decades of industrial development, and with the rapid expansion of 

the railroad, England's northern industrial provinces were no longer remote. As 

James Hannay noted in "Provincialism", "the railways ... carry London into the 

country. The Londoner sees more of his own county and other counties than he 

used to do, and cockneyism diminishes from the same causes which diminish the 

rusticity of the provincial" (1865, 674). But the railways, like their brother 

disseminators of change, the printing presses, also ferried to and from London 

enormous amounts of text: reports of provincial and metropolitan journalists, 

pamphlets, bluebooks, and so forth. From about 1830 (Raymond Williams 

pinpoints the 1829 publication of Carlyle's Signs of the Times [1963, 85]), 

detailed sociological inventories of working and living conditions made Northern 

and midlands industrial life visible to London and the southern counties. The 

manufacturing districts were available to social reformers and reporters of all 

kinds. The success (in the bookstall and the legislature) of Frances Trollope's 

"researched" novel Michael Armstrong, The Factory Boy (1839) and Charlotte 

Tonna's Helen Fleetwood (1841), signalled that they were also the legitimate 

territory of fiction. Under these circumstances, various discourses and various 

fictional modes began to contest this territory. 

With the publication of Mary Barton in 1848, provincial fiction explicitly 

registered its resistance to its own history as a form andto the recent historyjf the 

industrial polemical narrative. The alliance of the regional novel and the 

industrial novel produced a fiction which, because of its topicality and committed 
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realism, discarded images of excessively romantic and quaintly countrified comic 

figures. But it also consciously revised those images of extravagant degradation 

which novels like Michael Armstrong derived from Newgate fiction and from 

London working-class and criminal romance.7 In doing so, it was 

correspondingly resisting the literary hegemony of London and the home 

counties. No longer was the imaginative annexation of the province tolerable, and 

no longer could the voices of the province be manufactured to order for London 

readers. In Mary Barton Gaskell recognized and capitalized on the fictional 

potential of ordinary Manchester life: "I bethought me how deep might be the 

romance in the lives of some of those who elbowed me daily in the busy streets of 

the town in which I resided" (xxxv). This preface enunciates the particular plea 

of a particular tribe, and the fiction which follows it is in form as much as in 

content the answer to that plea. Mary Barton is not merely social realism, but 

industrial provincialism: it is a Manchester novel, and it is, on its characters' 

behalf, a claim to fictional territory. 

(ii) 

Territory is critical too to the mythology of "the trapped circle of sisters" 

(Auerbach 1978, 93). In 1829, when Charlotte Bronte was twelve years old, she 

wrote the following fragment: 

Once papa lent my Sister Maria A Book it was an old Geography 
[?one] and she wrote on its Blank leaf papa lent m e this Book, the 
Book is an hundred and twenty years old it is at this moment lying 
Before m e while I write this I a m in the kitchin of the parsonage house 
Haworth Taby the servent is washing up after Breakfast and m y 
youngest Sister (Maria was m y eldest) is kneeling on a chair looking at 
some cakes whiche Tabby has been Baking for us. Emily is in the 
parlour brushing it papa and Branwell are gone to Keighley Aunt is 
upstairs in her R o o m and I a m sitting by the table writing this in the 
kitchin.8 

It is a compelling piece of writing in many ways. We are disarmed by the matter-

of-factness with which a child, changing tense, alludes to the death of her sister. 

We suppose it balanced by the unconscious pathos of her transcription of the few 



54 

words on its blank leaf: Maria's one surviving piece of writing, in papa's book, 

reads "papa lent me this Book." The men are out of doors and the house is full of 

women and girls, washing up and cooking and cleaning and writing. Charlotte's 

composition, however, with its careful inventory of household tasks, is a self-

conscious and almost solemn record of the act of writing itself, and the object 

which generates the writing, and with which it begins, is the book: an old 

geography book. From the beginning, everyday life at Haworth is punctuated 

with writing, and writing is punctuated with the pages of other countries, other 

states of being, other forms of experience, other lives. 

Critical to the Bronte mythology is the motif of the parsonage as exclave, 

a colony of intense, auto-generative creativity surrounded by a foreign state, an 

unlike world. The family participated eagerly in public events and history, but 

they experienced it almost exclusively as text, through conversations with visitors, 

letters to and from friends, books, newspapers, and periodicals. The mystique of 

this cloistered existence has sustained a legend of female literary production that, 

since the mystery of the Bells, has made Haworth both a shrine and a kind of 

peepshow. 

Bronte, writing to W.S. Williams in 1849, recalled how "Emily would 

never go into any sort of society herself. ... When pressed to go, she would 

sometimes say, 'What is the use? Charlotte will bring it all home to me'" (WS III, 

38). But Charlotte herself could not so effortlessly cross between worlds. Her 

own journeys, beginning with the long difficult project of the holiday at the 

seaside, were frustrated by numerous impediments and setbacks. The struggle to 

organize this early expedition (Ellen Nussey described the event as "eagerly 

coveted, but hard to attain" [WS I, 188]), and the significance to Charlotte of 

seeing the ocean for the first time, cannot be understated. This "first flight" (as 

Winifred Gerin [1976] entitles the episode9) calls back to mind the incident in 

Jane Eyre in which Jane stands upon the battlements of Thornfield Hall and longs 
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to "reach the busy world, towns, regions full of life ... heard of but never seen" 

(JE, 132). Yet even the flight of imagination was to Bronte a paradoxical return. 

In 1835 she described the "monotonous street" beyond her Roe Head window 

thus: 

The mind knew but did not feel its existence. It was away. It had 
launched on a distant voyage—haply it was nearing the shores of some 
far and unknown Island ... In other words—in other words a long tale 
was perhaps evolving itself in m y mind. (Gerin 1976, 93) 

The journey to the island of tales, however, necessitated Charlotte's return home, 

always the point of departure for more extreme voyages. Back from London, she 

wrote to George Smith that "after a month's voyaging I have cast anchor once 

more—in a rocky and lonely little cove, no doubt, but still—safe enough" (WS III, 

255). Deprived of its sanctuary and isolation, the stories appear to falter, their 

authors to sicken. Inevitably, the anticipation of the journey (real or imagined) 

implies the compulsion to turn back from the destination to its source, and the 

burden of departure rehearses that pattern of release and return that is a 

fundamental figure in biographical narratives of the Brontes. Haworth is the 

stationary point through which are threaded tentative journeys and compulsive 

homecomings. In Villette, this coercive homeland must be systematically 

dismantled to allow a journey without return: Lucy sails out of London in a void 

of blackness, and her past, disordered beyond recognition, must pursue her and 

reconstitute itself on foreign soil. 

The Brontes' childhoods are, of course, replete with journeys and foreign 

countries. The Glass Town Saga, and the Angrian and Gondal sagas are set in 

hot, exotic antipodes, peopled with Byronic anti-heroes, and full of unmotivated 

pure action, at once noble and hysterical, illogical and powerful. It is truly an 

outlandish realm, blessed with the convenience of being anything, changing 

anything, and receiving anything: any character, real or imagined; any emotion, 

speech, turn of the plot; and, most importantly, any place. It represents to us 
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excess: freedom, heat, satiation. The comprehensiveness of Angria, its imperial 

sweep, its social and political complexity, its formidable cast of characters, and its 

prolific annals contrast dramatically with the literal miniaturization of its texts. 

Precocious in scope and reach, it is, like Branwell's Blackwood's Magazine, 

encompassing and sophisticated—"worldy"—yet hermetic and slight. These early 

chronicles invert the pattern of the novels, in which the merest plots, the quietest 

heroines, and the most unremarkable backgrounds furnish secret and momentous 

sagas of passion. 

In the fable of the Brontes, then, Haworth is a nexus, but also a clearing, a 

hollow in which equally speculative worlds—England and Angria—are 

formulated and negotiated. In some versions of the fable it is an enceinte, a 

fortified w o m b (a kind of Verdopolitan hothouse); in others, an abbey, like the 

space in the very centre of Shirley's Nunnwood. Every telling and retelling of 

this parable of female authorship invokes in some measure a rhetoric of space. In 

each variation, however, the parsonage is unworldly, requiring, as Bronte advised 

Elizabeth Gaskell, a precarious journey by those not native: 

W h e n you take leave of the domestic circle and turn your back on 
Plymouth Grove to come to Haworth, you must do it in the spirit 
which might sustain you in case you were setting out on a brief trip to 
the backwoods of America. Leave behind your husband, children, and 
civilisation, you must come out to barbarism, loneliness, and liberty. 
{WSIV, 70) 

The allusion to America is curiously apposite, suggesting the peril of virgin 

country, the violence and melodrama of uprooting, and the flavour of discovery. 

Journey and destination exclude men, family, and civilisation. The final phrase, 

"barbarism, loneliness, and liberty", recalls Angria, and recalls too the paradox of 

freedom and captivity bound up in Bronte's long fiction: its foreignness, its 

solecism, its provincialism. 

Bronte's journeys to London, and the space of London in her work, is of 

special significance to what I will be saying about the controversy over femininity 
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and provincialism in the critical reception of her fiction.10 London, as Lucy 

Snowe discovers, is a foreign country: "the strange speech of the cabmen" seems 

to her as "odd as a foreign tongue" (V, 61). The vastness, indifference, and 

disorder of the city provokes in Lucy a panic of self-interrogation: 

What was I doing here alone in great London? What should I do on 
the morrow? What prospects had I in life? What friends had I on 
earth? Whence did I come? Whither should I go? What should I do? 
(62) 

But the desertion of providence permits the new beginning that these questions are 

simultaneously initiating. The annihilation and reformation of old selves is not a 

matter of resolution and decision in Villette, as its dangerous, transformative 

journeys show. When Lucy dares "the perils of crossings" in London streets, it is 

the city's power to dissolve her that she dares. All of Bronte's observations of 

"this great Babylon ... this vast Vanity Fair" (WS III, 246), revert to images of 

London as a space of dissolution. Letters from her visit in 1851 stress three 

important events: Thackeray's lectures, the Great Exhibition, and the 

performances of the actress Rachel. Led faint and trembling on Thackeray's arm 

out of Willis's Rooms (which she describes as "all painted and gilded" [WS III, 

239]), Bronte is no more at home with London's literary coterie—society—than 

on her first visit. Crystal Palace is "vast, strange, new, and impossible to 

describe": the crowd is a "living tide", and "you come out very sufficiently 

bleached and broken in bits" (WS III, 243). And Rachel is "a demon", her 

performance "'terrible as if the earth had cracked deep at your feet and revealed a 

glimpse of hell'" (WS III, 253). 

These figures of the topos are as suggestive in critical discourse as they are 

in biographical texts.11 The cautionary tone which anathematizes the 

consequences of an untempered romance—the perilous reversion to the 

abandoned dukedom of Angria (explained in the biographies as Emily's 

addiction)—is ubiquitous in Charlotte Bronte's mature work. What, though, are 
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the consequences of an untempered reality! What is foreclosed by labelling 

England the country of the real? The forfeiture of first-person narration in Shirley 

is a renunciation of the controlling consciousness of the heroine. Jane Ewe's 

speaker may be inconsistent, both orchestrating and being spoken into being by 

the many voices of her autobiography, but the sovereign "I"—though its integrity 

is severely contested—is never entirely abandoned to those voices. But for the 

heroines of Shirley speech is contested, denied, and appropriated. The 

competition of modes is not nearly as benign as Jane Eyre's partsong, because the 

exigencies of social realism and the relinquishment of the first-person make of it a 

literal conflict, a literal silencing, a literal plunder. 

A further consequence of the pressure of the real, the formal resistance to 

which generates Shirley's extraordinary concentrations of pathos, is captivity. 

Confinement in Shirley means something quite different than in Jane Eyre, for 

Shirley's England fixes its old maids and its heiresses alike in an unrelenting 

social realist homeland. The madwoman in the attic is succeeded by the old maid 

in the parlour, but the incoherence as realistic narrative of the unmarriageable 

woman is as devastating as that of Villette's "bottled storm". The effect may not 

be nearly as dramatic as Jane Eyre's incendiary climax—unlike Bertha, Caroline 

Helstone contracts and wastes—but the violation of social realism's structural 

integrity by an aberrant woman is again rendered legible in terms of a 

psychopathology of rejection and solitude. Precisely at the point when Caroline 

asks '"Where is my place in the world?'" (S, 174)—she has no property, no 

prospects, no lover—Shirley Keeldar inevitably materializes to arrogate her story. 

Caroline declines into silence and illness, and her story fades with her. This 

breaking of the heroine into two, so that one picks up the narrative where the 

other leaves off, anticipates the later affrays of Lucy and Ginevra, but also Lucy's 

self-division, her perception of herself as alternating subject and object, and her 

characteristically suspicious mode of self-address. Caroline declines into silence 
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and illness, but Shirlev herself, though she fares somewhat better, ultimately finds, 

like her friend, that there is no plot but marriage: hence the double wedding which 

does double the work of the conventional romance ending, conflating its heroines 

back into one. 

The triple duality of geographical division (England and the antipodes), 

female psychopathology (reason and passion), and split text (realism and 

romance) extends, however, into more troubling questions of gender and 

authorship, and gender and the social construction of personality. Is the realist the 

masculine? If, as George Levine contends, the "geography of ordinary England" 

represents "Victorian realism's attempts to exclude extremes," (1981, 204) what 

constitutes the feminine landscape of extremity? Levine conceives the response to 

this question in terms of the ineffable and the monstrous, but I would like to 

suggest an alternative configuration of gender and the Victorian landscape of 

reality, that circumscribed by property and provinciality: a landscape divided 

between London and the north. Bronte's most incisive interrogation of this 

appears in Shirley. 

(iii) 

In Shirley the province and the language of the province—its vernacular— 

are important in a much wider literary-historical context than that suggested at 

first by its Yorkshire characters and settings and the background of its author.12 

Bronte's second novel is even more consciously a provincial novel than Jane 

Eyre, because it is preeminently a declaration of what it means to write a novel 

outside London. It is critically concerned with the conditions of its own literary 

production, and it anticipates, partly combatively and partly defensively, its own 

critical reception. It is above all a response to the public response to Jane Eyre. 

Contemporary readers of Bronte's first published work—and reviews of that 

controversial book continued the debate over what properly constituted the 
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"territory" of the novel (especially the woman's novel)—consistently conflated 

questions of provincialism and gender. The typical critical reaction to Jane Eyre 

found in it a masculine coarseness and a hoydenish vulgarity especially offensive 

since, on the basis of its modest scope, it was self-evidently the work of a female 

with little experience of "life"—that is, London Life. This is most obvious in 

Elizabeth Rigby's famous attack on Currer Bell's social ignorance. The mystery 

of the author's sex and origin confused reviewers of Jane Eyre into revealing 

uncertain and questionable opinions about the relationship between gender, place, 

and fiction. But the predictable equation of the provincial and the uncultivated, 

and the less predictable obscuring of the feminine and unfeminine, reveal 

something of Jane Eyre's startling originality. For with its publication, the 

passionate interior life of the poor, plain, quiet heroine was announced in a dialect 

altogether unfamiliar. Further, a new territory, a territory, as Lewes suggested, 

"the very antipode of 'lady like'" (Olmsted 1979, 657) was claimed by the 

speakers of that dialect. 

This antipodes is sited generically by Matthew Arnold in his well-known 

essay on the "note of provinciality" in English prose, "The Literary Influence of 

Academies", wherein the argument rums on the relative merits of genius, 

appropriate to poetry, and "quick, flexible intelligence"(1962, 241) typical of 

critical prose. Provincial genius is characterized as a form of crude energy which 

must be qualified and tempered by the order and lucidity of urbane reason: 

The provincial spirit... exaggerates the value of its ideas for want of a 
high standard at hand by which to try them. Or rather, for want of 
such a standard, it gives one idea too much prominence ...; it orders its 
ideas amiss; it is hurried away by fancies; it likes and dislikes too 
passionately, too exclusively. Its admiration weeps hysterical tears, 
and its disapprobation foams at the mouth. So w e get the eruptive and 
the aggressive manner in literature; the former prevails most in our 
criticism, the latter in our newspapers.... the provincial tone is more 
violent, and seems to aim rather at an effect upon the blood and senses 
than upon the spirit and intellect. (249) 
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Arnold's conception of energy, the nation's "chief spiritual characteristic" (238), 

assumes a subversive and even sinister aspect with the use of adjectives like 

eruptive, aggressive and violent. The association of provincialism and energy of 

this most seditious kind, and the association of urbanity and control, recalls too 

well the long history of struggle for provincial independence.13 It also registers 

the ambivalent attraction towards and contempt for the territory in fiction which 

Bronte is claiming, and the deep-seated middle-class fear of the violent energy 

centred on that territory, an energy simultaneously identified in the industrial 

working classes. 

Writing to James Taylor shortly after the publication of Shirley, Bronte 

expressed her disappointment at its reception: "I imagined, mistakenly it n o w 

appears, that 'Shirley' bore fewer traces of the female hand than 'Jane Eyre'" (WS 

III, 34). In spite of their manifest differences—the change to third person 

narration, the overt social theme, the larger cast—and in spite of its statement of 

realist intent on the opening page, readers armed with Jane Eyre saw in it only a 

reversion to its predecessor.14 Again, the emphasis was laid on distinctions 

between male and female authors, feminine and masculine tone, and southern and 

northern vernacular. A n anonymous reviewer of Shirley professed that "to our 

southern visions, the entire environments of the piece seem somewhat strange and 

uncouth, but not without a possible reality, which, though one's experience 

cannot, one's imagination can readily embrace" (Allott, 120). The Spectator, too, 

complained of "a literal provincial coarseness ... whether it be the author's fault or 

Yorkshire's" (Allott, 131), a sentiment later echoed by Lewes when he wrote that 

the "frequent harshness and rudeness [of the characters] is something which 

startles on a first reading, and, on a second, is quite inexplicable. Is this correct as 

regards Yorkshire, or is the fault with the artist?" (Allott, 165).15 The problem of 

provincial obscenity, the problem of the eponymous property-owning heroine 

with a man's name, and the problem of the gender of the author predictably 
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coalesce, as in Fraser's Magazine, which "could bet a trifle that the author is a 

Yorkshirewoman;—Yorkshire, we are sure; woman, we think. Why not Miss 

Currer Bell as well as Miss Shirley Keeldar?" (Allott, 154). 

Inevitably, Bronte invoked in Shirley the one contemporary novel that 

alone represented to her what Jane Eyre was not: Vanity Fair. Shirley may be 

read as Bronte's attempt to transcend the first-person, and with it, the prison of 

solitary consciousness she wrote of in "Reason": 

Life I must bound, existence sum 
In the strait limits of one mind; 
That mind m y own. Oh! narrow cell ...16 

Penny Boumelha notes, however, how the common description of Shirley as 

"Bronte's Thackerayan novel" and her "attempt at social panorama" (1990, 78) is 

at odds with the considerable constraints placed upon Caroline Helstone. Third-

person narration seems to conspire in an ubiquitous impenetrability of character 

(epitomized in "that little man of bronze" Matthewson Helstone [S, 100]), and our 

witness of Caroline's silencing contributes powerfully to the novel's atmosphere 

of suffocation. Peering in on the heroine's consciousness seems suddenly more 

problematic than it is in Jane Eyre. The fact of boundedness is especially acute in 

these scenes, not only because we feel keenly the injunctions upon speech and 

action which afflict Caroline, but because we become aware of what we do not 

see of Robert Moore, or Hiram Yorke, or Shirley Keeldar.17 

Lewes's review of Shirley picked up on the change to third person as the 

difference between the unity of Jane Eyre and the diffuseness of its successor: "In 

Jane Eyre life was viewed from the standing point of individual experience; in 

Shirley that standing point is frequently abandoned, and the artist paints only a 

panorama of which she, as well as you, are but spectators" (Allott, 163). A few 

paragraphs later, Lewes writes that Shirley "is not a picture; but a portfolio of 

random sketches for one or more pictures" (165). In this it is perhaps most like 
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Vanity Fair, which one reviewer called "a novel without a plan" (Tillotson and 

Hawes 1968, 66).18 But Shirley's lack of unity opened it to the contrary charge of 

narrowness, and Lewes lost no time in regretting Currer Bell's "poverty of 

invention" and vulgar adherence to a sordid accuracy of presentation out of 

keeping with art: 

Art... deals with the broad principles of human nature, not with 
idiosyncrasies: and, although it requires an experience of life both 
comprehensive and profound, to enable us to say with confidence, that 
'this motive is unnatural', or 'that passion is untrue', it requires no 
great experience to say 'this character has not the air of reality; it may 
be copied from nature, but it does not look so'. (Allott, 165) 

Note especially the contrasts Lewes invokes: broad versus idiosyncratic; 

"comprehensive and profound" versus "no great experience". Narrowness is 

again summoned in the denunciation of a picture of life that is perceived to be not 

vulgarly melodramatic, as Jane Eyre was, but vulgarly factual: provincial. 

Bronte's panorama retreats to the "strait limits of one mind". 

The shadow of Thackeray falls over a complex division and interchange of 

loyalties in Shirley—between northern provincialism and the London novel—a 

situation which informs the rhetoric of expectations, at once tentative and 

provocative, with which the novel opens: its "reader, do you expect?" questions. 

This voice of the apologist is really wholly comprehensible, I believe, only in 

reference to the issue of female authorship. For the characteristic tensions in 

Bronte's work are explicable principally as territorial notations of sexual 

difference. Bronte's appeal to the truthfulness of her work is equally a defiance 

and rejection of the double chauvinism—against the femininity and provinciality 

prescribed by London—implicit in the charge of hoyden. This more than any 

concern for the realistic use of dialect brings vernacular to the surface of Shirley: 

Is the first chapter disgusting or vulgar? 
It is not, it is real. 

... where I a m not what you consider graceful you will condemn me. ... 
C o m e what will, I cannot, when I write, think always of myself and of 
what is elegant and charming in femininity; it is not on those terms, or 
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with such ideas, I ever took pen in hand: and if it is only on such terms 
m y writing will be tolerated, I shall pass away from the public and 
trouble it no more. (WS III, 30) 

(iv) 

A yell followed this demonstration—a rioters' yell—a North-of-
England—a Yorkshire—a West-Riding—a West-Riding-clothing 
district-of-Yorkshire rioters' yell. Y o u never heard that sound, 
perhaps, reader? (S, 343) 

Shirley begins with its infamous levitical curates, but its interest reverts, in 

"a dream of dawn", to the first book of the bible. The dawn, in this invocation of 

origins, is the period of social unrest in northern England in 1811-12: we are 

directed to sleep through the Chartist noon.19 Shirley is troubled by beginnings. 

Each volume seems to start anew, adding a heroine in the second and a hero in the 

third. Caroline Helstone spends the first volume watching "the true narrative of 

life" commence and "the shores of Reality rise in front" (97). The novel's plot is 

plagued with anagnoreses, confessions pleading new beginnings, and reversals of 

fortune. Finally, the book winds up with an appended tale of the pre-dawn, 

"when there was neither mill, nor cot, nor hall" and when "the last fairish" was 

seen in the hollow. How the mid-century is rendered comprehensible in terms of 

history, except by the mere fact of returning to the Luddite riots, is questionable. 

Shirley is not Middlemarch, and the arbitrariness of its opening (why the curates?) 

reinforces the sense that it resists a logic of historical influence, or even causality. 

In any case, the idyll of origin is soon disrupted, as Genesis is, by Babel. 

Shirley begins with its quarrelsome curates sniping each other's homelands and 

parochial mannerisms, and ends with "a mighty mill, and a chimney, ambitious as 

the tower of Babel" (645). Absent is the spectacle of cataclysm inspired by the 

John Martin engraving, "The Fall of Babylon", replaced by the spectacle of the 

crowd. Of interest on this treatment of the crowd is John Lucas; explaining why 

Engels's description of a London crowd is inferior to Dickens's, he cites Steven 

Marcus: "objects [in a passage in Nicholas Nickleby] are contiguously related, but 

the contiguity is precisely the term of their disrelatedness as well" (Lucas 1977, 
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46).20 Shirley is one of the first English novels to display as structural 

disturbance the disquieting implications of the m o d e m crowd, and it is just this 

quality of disrelatedness which was, and still is, perceived to be its formal 

imperfection. The charge that the aesthetic failure of Shirley is caused by its 

crowded cast and disparate structure is levelled again and again (Allott, 135, 137, 

144, 153, 158). Not only is "the canvas too much crowded with figures", but the 

novel suffers from a good deal too much talk. Albany Fonblanque complained 

that "the expression of motive by means of dialogue is again indulged to such 

minute and tedious extremes, that what ought to be developments of character in 

the speaker become mere exercitations of will and intellect in the author" (Allott, 

p. 125-6). The point is, though, that dialogue is impossible in Shirley: people in 

this novel simply do not communicate. It is as though everybody is speaking a 

different language, and there is no central agency of translation.21 Jane Eyre's 

multiplicity of voices and modes is here transformed into a cacophony of dispute 

and argument, a parable of misunderstanding and mistrust: into a world of tribal 

differences. 

Shirley is punctuated by antipathy, animosity, disputation, and "wordy 

combat" (S, 56). The confronting Dissenters and Churchman in Royd-lane 

witness a trickle of blood from an absent confrontation when Caroline draws 

attention to "the line of red" (303), the soldiers marching in the distance. But in 

this incident the two processions face each other as a kind of infant infantry 

enacting what is latent in almost every other relationship in the novel: every 

political, religious, and family relationship; every social and personal relationship; 

and every perceived difference of national and regional loyalty. Wellington fights 

Buonaparte, and mill-owners fight their trading partners as a result of the Orders 

in Council. Churchmen ridicule Dissenters, and radicals argue with Tories. Mill-

owners defend themselves against starving workers, and unite with their enemies 

to defeat them. Yorkshiremen distrust southerners, and the English distrust 
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foreigners. The sphere of business contends with the domestic sphere (172), and 

men misunderstand, ignore, or hate the tribe of "womenites" (158,160). 

Matthewson Helstone dismisses w o m e n as "a different, probably a very inferior 

order of existence" (53) and Robert Moore tells Caroline that he believes "men ... 

are a sort of scum, very different to anything of which you have an idea" (85). 

The novel's womenites are utterly incomprehensible to the despised tribe of 

Levites, and w o m e n misconstrue the motives of other w o m e n (as Caroline does 

Shirley's, and Mrs Yorke Caroline's). Marriage is almost universally shown as 

unhappy, and for families such as the Yorkes, the home is a space of verbal 

combat and stratagems for inculcation and deception. Virtually all of the rancour 

and antagonism in the novel can be described as Hiram Yorke's hatred of 

Helstone is: "a double antipathy; the antipathy of nature and that of 

circumstances" (52). 

Robert Moore's "crabbed contumacy" (38) exemplifies the mood of 

intractable difference which settles over Shirley. His obstinate insularity and 

obsessive ambition ("Mr. Moore loved his machinery" [32]) undermine his 

profession of a mercantile indifference to national boundaries: "he was unapt to 

attach himself to parties, to sects, even to climes and customs" (28). Yet despite 

his "most anti-British and anti-Yorkshire look" (51), the Yorkshireman Joe Scott 

recognizes their kinship: '"onybody may see ye're akin to us, ye're so keen 'o 

making brass, and getting forrards'" (59). Moore's loyalty is to his investment, 

and though "his manner of speaking displeases" and "he has an outlandish accent" 

which "grates on a British, and especially on a Yorkshire ear" (27), his native 

dialect is the dialect of business, which Caroline is powerless to interpret: 

The secrets of business—complicated and often dismal mysteries— 
were buried in his breast, and never came out of their sepulchre ...: 
indeed, a general habit of reserve on whatever was important seemed 
bred in his mercantile blood. (125) 

Caroline meditated in her own way on the subject; speculated on his 
feelings, on his life, on his fears, on his fate; mused over the mystery 
of 'business', tried to comprehend more about it than had ever been 
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told her—to understand its perplexities, liabilities, duties, exactions; 
endeavoured to realize the state of mind of a 'man of business', to 
enter into it, feel what he would feel, aspire to what he would aspire. 
Her earnest wish was to see things as they were, and not to be 
romantic. (172) 

The conflict of the mill and the cottage, and their alternating 

accommodation of Moore's "'two natures; one for the world and business, and 

one for home and leisure'" (256), is balanced by the two roles Shirley is supposed 

to assume in the novel: 

"Business! Really the word makes me conscious I am indeed no 
longer a girl, but quite a woman, and something more. I a m an 
esquire: Shirley Keeldar, Esquire, ought to be m y style and title. They 
gave m e a man's name; I hold a man's position: it is enough to inspire 
m e with a touch of manhood". (200) 

But "petticoat government" (327), the phrase for the gender reversal of Moore's 

alternations between the house and the counting-house, is only a fantasy after all. 

The mocking title of one chapter, "Shirley Seeks to be Saved by Works", reminds 

us of what Shirley is constantly reminded, that is, that work for a woman, 

however wealthy or powerful, is only so many variations on the jew's-basket. 

Moreover, the novel's rhetoric of commerce, its "further communications on 

business" and its claim to "settle accounts" (632), ironically attests to the futility 

of communication between men and women. For language in Shirley, like houses 

and mills, is property; and silence, concomitantly, is the novel's most ruthless 

form of dispossession. 

Shirley's tribal affiliations, despotic and dogmatic and yet also equivocal, 

fix a pattern of retort and resistance which invariably leads to violent quarrels and 

long silences. The power to speak, and to speak authentically, as oneself, is 

everything in the novel. But so too is the power to silence another. Speech is 

sought by dispossessed workers and women alike. William Farren, choosing not 

violence or vandalism but talk, is repudiated by Moore's caustic and abrupt 

suppression: "Talk to me no more about machinery, I will have my own way" 

(137-8). Caroline Helstone is rebuked by the voicelessness incumbent upon 
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women, not only in Joe Scott's Pauline misogyny—'"let the w o m a n learn in 

silence, with all subjection"'(328)—but in the certainty that "a lover masculine so 

disappointed can speak and urge explanation; a lover feminine can say nothing" 

(105). For "nature ... is an excellent friend in such cases; sealing the lips, 

interdicting utterance, commanding a placid dissimulation" (105). The 

interdiction of utterance is a central issue in Shirley, pertinent to its somewhat 

distant and tentative treatment of the working classes themselves, and pertinent to 

the effect of gender on the novel's o w n formal strategies. W h e n the narrative 

breaks into its plea to fathers to find for their daughters "an occupation which 

shall raise them above the flirt, the manoeuvrer, [and] the mischief-making tale

bearer" (393), it irresistibly draws our attention to Shirley's bearers of tales, and 

the consequences of their inhibition. The discourse of Louis Moore with his 

blank book is critical to the context of the battle between master and slave in 

which the putative lovers engage, and the Louis's own strategy for taking control 

of Shirley's property and her will: 

"If I must be her slave, I will not lose m y freedom for nothing." 
He locked the desk, pocketed all the property, and went. (527) 

"The thing you want is mislaid—lost some time since: let m e go and 
seek it." 
"Declare that it is where your keys often are—in m y possession." 
(622) 

The mislaid object is Shirley's heart, but the double quotation marks are a clue to 

something else mislaid at this point in the narrative: Shirley's voice. For this 

entire scene is transcribed from the notebook of this installed narrator, so that 

everything Shirley says is safely where her keys are, locked in inverted commas. 

This ostensibly affectionate fight over voice, property, and dominion, a 

fight between the mistress of an estate and a language master, reveals, within the 

context of Shirley's anatomy of remorseless territoriality, an undercurrent of 

hostility and violence against w o m e n w h o do not know their place. Unlike the 

assiduous scribbler courting her, Shirley does not write down her visions, and her 
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indolence, her indifference to seizing and fixing the moment as text, is expressed 

as an indifference to property: 

Had she a little more of the organ of Acquisitiveness in her head—a 
little more of the love of property in her nature, she would take a 
good-sized sheet of paper and write plainly out, in her own queer but 
clear and legible hand, the story that has been narrated, the song that 
has been sung to her, and thus possess what she was enabled to create. 
(388) 

Moore's possessiveness is the source of his textual authority and his sexual 

mastery. This is the real sense in which the drama of two sisters, one "poverty 

and incapacity" the other "wealth and power" (260), rums out to be a drama of 

female authorship. For property and fiction coincide in Bronte's fable of the 

female voice, a fable of the discursive power and poverty of dialect, and a fable of 

the territory of fiction. 

The question of the constraints upon the heroines' speech is critical to 

Shirley's revision of the provincial novel. A n early reviewer identified the 

feverish tone of its constant chatter with a female restlessness which, by 

implication, was the noise of pestilent unmarried women with nothing to do but 

talk. It was a mischief, he or she contended, which can only be quelled by love: 

"both [Caroline and Shirley] suffer from the malady of unrest and 

dissatisfaction,—on the prevalence of which among w o m e n of the nineteenth 

century so many protests have been issued, so many theories of emancipation 

have been set forth" (Allott, 123). Though these two heroines retreat into 

narrative closure, the Cassandran vexation they cause the novel remains.22 

Shirley, whether her talk is interpreted by men as "the chattering of a pie" (S, 

327) or "a fervid lyric in an unknown tongue" (371), is incomprehensible, a being 

of another kind—as incomprehensible to them as her obverse the mermaid 

("monstrous likeness of ourselves" [246]), is to herself. W h e n Caroline (who is 

herself compared with the mermaid [100]) remarks, '"she is not like us: w e are 

neither temptresses, nor terrors, nor monsters'", Shirley replies, '"some of our 
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kind, it is said, are all three'" (246). Shirley and Caroline place themselves 

between the blue-stocking and the lovelorn maiden, between the chatter of w o m e n 

and the silence of nuns: at the periphery of "their kind," and at the Celtic periphery 

of the metropolitan m e n of politics. 

Curiously enough, it is in descriptions of a man, Hiram Yorke, whom 

Susan B. Smith has described as a key "bidialectal" character in Shirley, that the 

issues of female authorship and provinciality converge. Smith argues that Yorke 

represents the transcendence of "fixed and unchanging" social systems: Yorke 

"understands the utility of language sufficiently to move effectively in the rising 

middle-class world but has no desire to give up his Yorkshire roots" (1987, 643-

4). While agreeing with this account of Yorke's function, I would go further and 

propose that his democratic ease with language (he also speaks French, and has 

travelled throughout Europe) is a reflection of Bronte's own attempt to overcome 

the constraining antitheses of dialect and standard English, and romance and 

realism. It is significant that the figure of Yorke, though he recalls John Barton, 

John Thornton and Yorke Hunsden, also anticipates the cosmopolitan Villette. 

The abandonment of England and its territorial squabbling in that novel is critical 

to the fate of Lucy Snowe and critical to Bronte's attempt to transcend the 

limitations that alternating between English and Angrian settings imposed upon 

her fiction. Territorial rancour is not abated in Villette, of course, but the removal 

of the action to Labassecour, and the deliberate un-Englishness of its Celtic 

Brettons and Homes, allows an imaginative flexibility which, as Shirley 

demonstrates, England forbids. 

Several aspects of Bronte's response to criticism of Jane Eyre gather 

around Hiram Yorke. Describing his character provides the narrator with an 

opportunity to admonish his "paucity of ideality" (S, 48) and his contempt for 

poetic imagination. But the "truculent spirit" of the poet (48) is not to be denied, 

and the narrative rather pointedly pauses to refute the narrow provincialism of 
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poetry and apostrophize "the broad, deep, comprehensive, and merciless contempt 

of the unhappy Pharisees who pronounce" the poet's art to be useless (49). But 

Bronte is also much too sympathetic with Yorke's character to have him stand for 

the enemies of her imagination. Rather, in his character and speech, he becomes 

the provincial's advocate. The following descriptions, for instance, are surely 

replies in rhetorical kind to the reviews of Jane Eyre: 

It will have been remarked that Mr. Yorke varied a little in his 
phraseology; n o w he spoke broad Yorkshire, and anon he expressed 
himself in very pure English. His manner seemed liable to equal 
alterations; he could be polite and affable, and he could be blunt and 
rough. His station then you could not easily determine by his speech 
or demeanour. (42) 

the harshness of the north was seen in his features, as it was heard in 
his voice; every trait was thoroughly English, not a Norman line 
anywhere; it was inelegant, unclassic, unaristocratic mould of visage. 
Fine people would perhaps have called it vulgar; sensible people 
would have termed it characteristic; shrewd people would have 
delighted in it for the pith, sagacity, intelligence—the rude, yet real 
originality marked in every lineament, latent in every furrow. (46) 

Shirley's thefts of voice, then, and the long and only partly successful 

labour of their reclamation, represents, alongside the figure of the male polymath 

Yorke, an allegory of the provincial novel and its intersections with gender. For, 

as Shirley makes clear, the most effective silencing in middle-class northern 

provincial fiction written for a southern readership is that of dialect itself, which, 

like women in romantic novels, is in effect silenced by its very inclusion. Dialect 

is essentially a spoken and not a written form, and dialect-based narratives most 

commonly take the form of ballads and folktales. The novel is also a middle-class 

form which developed within a tradition of standard middle-class English. 

Where, in the case of the Dorset poet William Barnes, for instance, we can 

observe a deliberate project to keep dialect alive, in the novel it is interspersed 

(mostly in the dialogue of "locals") with the standard English of the narrative 

voice. What results is a paradox. The interpolation of vernacular in narration 

(central to the novel's realist aspirations from the 1840s onwards) unavoidably 

reinstates the unequal relationship of the province to the centre whilst seeming to 
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relinquish it in favour of a shift away from London. The integration of provincial 

speech forms and national language—the particular and the general—at once 

supplies, in the former, the novel's empirical credibility (it is grounded in real 

social conditions) and, in the latter, its claim to authority (it processes and 

arranges material in language that transcends those conditions). The voice of the 

regional novel thereby potentially retains a metropolitan condescension in its 

asides, comments, and allusions, and in the educated tone and knowing ubiquity 

of its narrators. Yet in its overt project it is fundamentally inimical to the 

presuppositions of a metropolitan centre. Shirley brings this paradox to bear upon 

the open territorial conflict between race and nationality, and between women and 

men.23 

In concluding, let me return to Godelier's quotation from Marx's 

Grundrisse der Kritik der politischen Okonomie: '"An isolated individual could 

no more have property in land and soil than he could speak'" (1986, cited 85). In 

Shirley the social isolation of Caroline Helstone is reinvoked, I would argue, in 

Shirley Keeldar's very manorial tenure. Language may be perforce dialogical, 

but in this novel its speakers are almost invariably foreign to each other, a 

contradiction which is decisive in the novel's critique of gender. The female 

author trying to speak, that is to speak with, is reiterated in the female landowner 

trying to belong with: in Shirley trying to place herself territorially. This is 

nowhere more forcefully advanced than in the episode of "Mr. Donne's Exodus" 

(S, 275-89), in which Shirley's proprietorial status is linked directly with her 

Northernness. The chapter builds up to its climactic scene, in which Shirley 

expels Donne from her property with the words '"How dare the lisping cockney 

revile Yorkshire?'" (289), by enacting a fierce though comic territorial defence of 

Fieldhead by Tartar, Shirley's dog, and by the narrator anticipating and endorsing 

Shirley's disgust. In reply to Donne's '"Wretched place—this Yorkshire ... How 

corse and uncultivated! They would be scouted in the south'", the narrator 
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interleaves his next speech with: "(you must excuse Donne's pronunciation, 

reader; it was very choice; he considered it genteel, and prided himself on his 

southern accent; northern ears received with singular sensations his utterance of 

certain words)" (288). H o w you are to respond to this, reader, "if you be 

southern" (147), is left open. 

In its remorseless anatomy of a woman's place, and in its marked self-

consciousness about the contestable territories of femininity and fiction, then, 

Shirley is an exemplary provincial novel. Though Charlotte Bronte, as Elsie 

Michie points out, reverts to an exotic physiognomic stereotype to describe a 

character such as Malone, Shirley is never silently complicit in internal 

colonization. It is a confrontational novel and it confronts most dramatically the 

sexual-provincial assumptions that will meet its publication. However, its 

"oscillations between defiance and submission [which] follow directly from 

Bronte's view of paternalism as order and violence" (Bodenheimer 1988, 47-8) 

are never resolved "in the reconciliatory form of story" (36). Shirley is at once a 

defiant and an appeasing book, figuring in its structure a keen recollection of Jane 

Eyre's failure to please, yet acutely conscious of what is lost to the province in 

conciliating the urban aggressor. If its rhetoric of female independence collapses 

into a tension between "old maids" and blue-stockings (a tension, it should be 

noted, that drives the romance plot), and if the story of working-class rebellion 

disappears altogether: nonetheless the novel's passionate allegiance to its o w n — t o 

the north and to the w o m a n novelist—never abates. Refusing to settle for the 

power relations manufactured by discursive topographers from the London 

periodicals, the novel identifies and resists its hording colonizers, its readers. 
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3. CRANFORD A N D ITS BELONGINGS 

She said all was thoroughly clear to her; but I never quite understood 
the whole story. (C, 208) 

(i) 

Two incidents in Elizabeth Gaskell's fiction, taken together, bear upon the 

relationship I have been developing between notions of property, and women and 

narrative space in the Victorian novel. In the first, in North and South (1855), 

Margaret Hale inherits property from Mr Bell, becomes John Thornton's 

landlady, and watches a proposal to rescue his business hesitate into a proposal of 

marriage. In the second, in Cranford (1853), Miss Matty Jenkyns loses all but 

five shillings a week in the collapse of the Town and County Bank, agrees to 

become the tenant of her servant, and is rescued by the arrival of her long-lost 

brother. North and South and Cranford both conclude with forms of domestic 

settlement—a marriage and a pseudo-marriage—yet neither novel satisfactorily 

resolves what its sets out to consider. Having once put under question the issue of 

where a woman belongs in Victorian society and fiction, each calls her quietly 

back to her place. But her acquiescence does not entirely efface her resistance. 

If Margaret's trouble is that, until she comes simultaneously into property 

and husband at least, she does not know her place, then the trouble with the 

Cranfordians is that they know only their place, and while it is not the place for 

conventional domestic arrangements, it most emphatically is the place for 

domestic arrangement. Margaret passes up what belongs to her in exchange for 

the symbolic consolidation of north and south, though that is scarcely an even-

handed transaction. But the ladies of Cranford, as Miss Matty discovers, only 
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ever precariously the "holders of houses ... above a certain rent" (39), have 

outlived the opportunity either to hand over material security or to marry into it. 

Instead, they enact rituals of possession centred on sentimental property: the 

keepsake. In Cranford these properties are the measure of belonging. The ladies 

of the town may well be comfortably housed, but they can never leave this 

spinster Eden which keeps men safely out of the way, and the independence they 

display is as orderly and well-preserved as old things left on the shelf. 

(") 

The freight of Victorian things into our own century has left historians 

with a plentiful resource, but also with a number of special problems. One has 

only to pause in a recreated drawing-room, at a genre painting, or over a passage 

of description in a novel, to sense the abundance and oppressiveness of a 

famously cluttered age. In The Victorian Treasure-House (1973), Peter Conrad 

elicits something of this ponderousness when he pieces together a composite 

picture of the Victorian frame of mind by showing how things were implicated in 

cultural forms, scientific practice, and middle-class domestic ideology. The 

emphasis he places on materiality is especially evident in both his treatment of 

detail—the ability to isolate, identify, and position the one thing among the many; 

and his exploration of the familiar texture of accretion—the jumble of 

furnishings, the unwieldiness of the Victorian novel, the labour of accumulation. 

In Victorian Things (1990), likewise, Asa Briggs sets himself the difficult task of 

unearthing the '"intelligible universe'—or, more properly, universes, for there 

was more than one—of the Victorians" (31). Briggs acknowledges this difficulty 

and prefaces his study with a prolonged reflection on the procedural problems 

generated by a history of things. He is concerned not only with artefacts 

themselves, for instance, but with "cmcial aspects of categorization": "what were 

the things that Victorians listed, and what constituted a laundry list or a shopping 

list...?" (34). Among the many "category questions" which the subject invites, 
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Briggs asks: "which were specifically women's things? Which men's?" (34). 

This interleaved inquiry about gender, however, suggests a further question: can 

w e distinguish not only between the categories of things special to w o m e n and 

men, but between the modes of categorization that were brought to bear upon 

those things? Gender, I would suggest, while it clearly enters the history of 

Victorian things in the matter of their design and use, also enters in the manner in 

which they are defined and described. 

One aspect of the practice of definition and description was the Victorian 

collection. A concern with aggregation—organizing individual things into groups 

of things—is apparent in the domestic handbook, the rise of the emporium, the 

natural sciences, the public museum, statistics, genre painting, and the Victorian 

novel. These public forms were also paralleled by the private pastime of 

collecting. It is therefore worth inquiring whether the very notion of the 

collection differed between the sexes, as it differed amongst classes and races, and 

whether this difference becomes apparent in writing about collections, and in the 

assumptions about collecting that underwrite such cultural forms as painting and 

prose fiction. Briggs's book, itself as much a collection as a history, articulates in 

its very structure the tension in Victorian culture between systems of meaning, 

particularly historical systems, and things. It is a tension that surfaces in the 

development of realism in the arts, in the concerns and methods of the natural 

sciences, and in the rise of sociology. Taxonomies, statistics, universal 

expositions, and multiplot novels all attest to a passion for order, but attest too to 

an obstinate disorderliness of things and an anxiety of agglomeration exemplified 

in the domestic interiors, dustheaps and curiosity shops, but also in the populous 

and unruly plots, of Charles Dickens. 

Elizabeth Gaskell's Cranford—no loose, baggy monster, let us admit it— 

is not the book that comes to mind when w e invoke the Victorian novel. Though 

it is dominated by things in a way that few novels are, even Victorian novels, it 
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recalls collections of a very particular kind. By this I mean that it is usually 

associated with that caste of Victorian objects produced by middle-class feminine 

work—needlework, decorative crafts, domestic arrangement—and is most often 

characterized as a female collection: a bunch of flowers, a pot-pourri, or a "ladies' 

museum". It is a woman's book about a woman's place, and its universe of things 

encompasses "bonnets, gowns, caps, and shawls" (C, 169), personal mementos, 

old letters, muddled memories and, above all, stories. 

"Our Society at Cranford" first appeared in Household Words on 13 

December 1851, some two months after the close of that most celebrated 

Victorian collection, the Great Exhibition. O n the face of it, the two events are 

scarcely comparable: the Crystal Palace is an enduring emblem of Victorianism, 

and Cranford an enduring article of Victoriana. For the historian of Victorian 

material culture, the Great Exhibition was a key episode, and to popular history it 

represents the very image of the age. While it gestured towards a coherent 

account of culture by placing "everything" under one roof, the effort of 

categorization necessitated by this inclusiveness was, as Briggs explains (53-56), 

doomed to fail. But the glass structure itself was the triumphant symbol of a 

massive simplicity of design capable of containing even the irresistible Victorian 

machinery of progress. It is perhaps this image of the containment of energy, the 

bounding of the incoherent, that makes the Crystal Palace so favoured by critics in 

search of a symbol of the massive, complex organism that is the Victorian novel. 

The Great Exhibition, like the novels of Dickens, may have been an indifferent 

whole, but it was a whole nonetheless.1 

The marriage of Paxton's formal simplicity (an architectural gesture 

towards transparent continuity between collection and world) with the insistent 

materiality and even gorgeous redundancy of the exhibits, struck many visitors 

with a sense of other-worldliness. A spare transparent structure accommodating 

an exotic plenitude, while it may n o w be very suggestive of Victorian experience, 
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was then suggestive of its antithesis.2 O w e n Jones's Alhambraic scheme for the 

decoration of the Great Exhibition building, though it was never fully realized, 

was a clear example of the deliberate orientalism of the spectacle, an orientalism 

also underscored in the comparisons consistently drawn between the Exhibition 

and the East.3 Writing to her father, Charlotte Bronte expressed delight and 

wonder at this Verdopolitan spectacle: 

it is a wonderful place—vast, strange, new, and impossible to describe. 
Its grandeur does not consist in one thing, but in the unique 
assemblage of all things. Whatever human industry has created, you 
find there .... It may be called a bazaar or a fair, but it is such a bazaar 
or fair as Eastern genii might have created. (WS III, 243)4 

The Exhibition demonstrated to Bronte a magical power which "gathered 

this mass of wealth from all the ends of the earth" and "arranged it thus" (243), 

but though the effect was Eastern, the power was not. This "assemblage of all 

things" was controlled by England, and the Great Exhibition represented to its 

patrons an emblem of the supremacy of national over international progress. 

Nowhere is this smugness more evident than in an article written by Dickens and 

R. H. H o m e in Household Words on 5 July 1851, "The Great Exhibition and the 

Little One" (Stone 1969, 319-329). Dickens and H o m e sarcastically dismiss the 

Chinese Gallery in Hyde Park Place and the Chinese Junk at Temple Stairs, both 

showing simultaneously with the Great Exhibition, as the material testimony of "a 

people who came to a dead stop" (322). As Stone notes in his introduction to the 

article, this is "a view of East and West that Dickens, along with most of his 

contemporaries, regarded as self-evident" (319). It is a view implicitly endorsed 

by M r Holbrook when he recites Locksley Hall in Cranford, and it surfaces in 

1853 in Punch (fig.9). John Stuart Mill, for instance, in On Liberty (1859), cites 

"the warning example of China" (1974, 88) in his appeal for a rigorous 

individuality to contest the tyranny of a uniform, uncritical public opinion in 

England: the Chinese "have become stationary—have remained so for thousands 

of years; and if they are ever to be farther improved, it must be by foreigners" 
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(89).5 Significantly, though, in the light of Cranford's treatment of orientalism, 

both the view of China "shutting itself up, as far as possible, within itself (Stone 

322) and "the Chinese ideal of making all people alike" (Mill 90) also describe 

Cranford. The conventional association of men and orientalism in Gaskell's 

novel is challenged by an association of the feminine and the Eastern that is 

indicated in the dormancy and homogeneity of the Cranfordians. The conflation 

of the feminine and the oriental is also, I shall argue, implicated in the idea of the 

female collection, an idea that is central to Cranford's exploratory form. 

Cranford presents an ironic reversal of Locksley Hall. The poem's 

relevance to the town is summarized by Miss Matty's snooze during its recitation: 

whatever does become of Victorianism, it is not at Cranford. The poet's desire 

for a renewal of creativity at "the gateways of the day" (where he imagines he 

will "take some savage woman" to rear his "dusky race") is a longing to step 

outside the tumult of history, outside the "heavens [filled] with commerce": 

There methinks would be enjoyment more than in this march of mind, 
In the steamship, in the railway, in the thoughts that shake mankind. 

The poet-speaker's Cathay is outside history because Europe is history. As 

Dickens and Home complain, "well may the three Chinese divinities of the Past, 

the Present, and the Future be represented with the same heavy face" (Stone 1969, 

322). The Chinese Exhibition, like Tennyson's Cathay, is illegible as the 

narrative of human progress because its exhibits do not, as in the Victorian 

museological imperative, stage a comprehensive history of development. Chinese 

things are merely curious, displaying what Dickens and Home scorn as the 

"essential" quality of "always doing the same thing" (328). It is an incoherence 

that confounds the imperious and coercive narrative of the Great Exhibition. 

Henri Lefebvre has contended that capitalism brought with it "not only a 

'culture' but also a space" (1991, 265)—the market place, which was 
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as far removed from the portico as it was from the basilica; its function 
was to shelter the transaction of business while permitting the 
authorities to control it. The cathedral church was certainly not far 
away, but its tower no longer bore the symbols of knowledge and 
power; instead the freestanding campanile now dominated space—and 
would soon, as clock-tower, come to dominate time too. (265) 

A corresponding sense of legitimacy and control (and an equally commercial 

disposition) accompanied, I would submit, the arrival in the nineteenth century of 

the museum culture as a space. As I have suggested in relation to the Great 

Exhibition and the Little One, museums enshrined and consolidated a temporal 

authority not by erecting clock-towers but by encoding in the spatial organization 

of their exhibits a specific narrativization of the past. As Susan Stewart argues, 

"the collection replaces history with classification, with order beyond the realm of 

temporality. In the collection, time is not something to be restored to an origin; 

rather, all time is made simultaneous or synchronous within the collection's 

world" (1984, 151). 

The image of the Crystal Palace as a bazaar calls to mind not only the 

Chinese Exhibition nearby, but other bazaars operating in London at that time. 

Extending the argument of Gary Dyer (1991), who has traced the history of the 

ladies' bazaar in early nineteenth-century London, I would like to consider a mid-

century image of the charity sale. At the Bazaar (fig. 10) was exhibited at the 

Royal Academy in 1857, four years after the publication of Cranford, by the 

onetime Pre-Raphaelite James Collinson. Known in other versions as For Sale or 

The Empty Purse, it is, like its companion piece of that exhibition, To Let (fig. 11), 

something of a problem picture. Ronald Parkinson's assessment that Collinson's 

historical painting is "at the same time bewildering and dull" (1984, 69) could 

equally apply to this example of Victorian contemporary genre painting. Careful 

composition suggests a decided narrative intention which is either deliberately or 

ingenuously withheld. The three titles do little to illuminate one another, and the 

various objects arranged in the background are apparently allegorical, in keeping 
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with the moral signposting of Pre-Raphaelitism and Academy genre, yet random, 

in keeping with the subject of the bazaar. Further, who is the woman, and what 

does she represent? A buyer with no money for these "useful and fancy articles"? 

A philanthropic lady in charge of the stall? A gentlewoman who has, ironically, 

already emptied her somewhat modest purse? There is also the question of the 

purse itself, likewise on display. It seems to be a token, but is it a trinket for sale, 

a symbol of its holder's wealth, or a symbol of her powerlessness? Further, is 

Collinson's heroine, as it has been suggested, really neither buyer nor seller, but 

commodity? Dyer has argued that for the middle classes in nineteenth-century 

England the charity bazaar functioned to "conflate and control all that bourgeois 

sensibility demonized, whether the marketplace, the East, or women's power" 

(1991, 199).6 However, 

people perceived the women working in these temporary bazaars as the 
real merchandise; indeed, many unmarried young w o m e n evidently did 
see a fancy fair as a means to display themselves. 
(208-9) 

Dyer quotes from a letter written on behalf of the founder of the first London 

bazaar, John Trotter: the bazaar '"does not [d]rive woman from sacred home, but 

tells her to reside there in virtue, in peace, under the shield of security'" (198); 

yet, as Dyer points out, "gathering women together in a public place ... seemed to 

risk promoting the most immoral kind of trade" (199). These double entendres 

recall the sexual imbroglios suggested by To Let and Collinson's dismay that both 

pictures should be read as insinuations of fallen womanhood.7 

In spite of its crowded backdrop and Christian allusions, then, At the 

Bazaar resists the easy ascription of narrative logic and moral purpose.8 While 

the picture strives to coalesce into a visual argument, the significance of the whole 

is dissipated by the uniform significance accorded each and every trifle on the 

picture plane. It is as though the undifferentiated focus of Holman Hunt's Pre-

Raphaelitism were visited upon a scene deliberately emptied of the heavy-handed 
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symbolism so characteristic of that painter. At the Bazaar is, finally, just a 

collection of objects valuable only in the context of the attenuated capitalism of its 

subject. Furthermore, they are objects which, as representations, resist 

meaningful association either with Collinson's protagonist or with each other. 

The very spectacle of devaluation empties them of meaning. Any innuendo 

invited by the subject of the bazaar is also exhausted by this ceremony of 

redundancy: this is not a portrait with a background, nor a narrative painting, nor 

even a stilted moral allegory. It is simply a collection. What is most memorable 

about the picture, what contributes as much to its pathos as to its sterility, is its 

sense of superfluity. Like the dome over the flower, the picture space encloses a 

scene of display, not of commerce. The possibility of transaction is negated by 

the empty purse of the title, leaving only an exhibition of preservation. This is a 

realm of exchange that is exclusively feminine, trading in valueless goods. 

Bounded by its frame, the scene finally only volunteers an allegory by default: an 

allegory of the woman's sphere. 

At the Bazaar therefore announces two gendered extremes of Victorian 

materialism: commerce and display. The commercial irrelevance of the ladies' 

bazaar, exploited in Cranford's celebration of narrative discontinuity (most often 

discounted as formal imperfection), is also reflected in the status of other kinds of 

Victorian female collection. The rise of collecting as a middle-class pastime is of 

particular importance to English cultural history. Like reading itself, collecting 

was adapted to both communal and personal spaces in the home. What had been 

an exclusive pursuit of the leisured classes in the eighteenth century was 

reconciled to the Victorian middle classes when recast as an enterprise inviting 

industry, meticulousness and earnestness. Professional natural scientists were not 

c o m m o n in the first half of the century, and amateurism was prized by the 

Victorian middle classes. Nonetheless, there was a strong distinction between the 

amateur naturalist and the amateurish collector, between fads for certain types of 
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collecting and the naturalism and archaeology that was the business of the 

dedicated amateur. Whatever the sex of either collector, the distinction was 

essentially one of gender. Amateurishness was the skill bestowed upon middle-

class women, as a kind of public emblem of their absolute removal from the 

workplace, and collecting, despite its Evangelical respectability for men,9 was for 

women simply another form of public appearance. In this sense, it was 

represented as other genteel outdoor recreations for ladies were: that is, as sexual. 

Seaside Sirens (fig. 12), in which maidens collect admirers, recalls the 

ambivalence of the bazaar, and indeed the sexual interpretation of female public 

appearance itself (as argued in Barbara Harman's fine essay).10 

It is clear from the Victorian vogues for ferns, shells and aquariums, 

moreover, that most amateur collecting served the ends of domestic decoration: 

Young ladies on holiday now collected shells with a new energy and 
purpose. Back home, with the help of their periodicals, they turned 
them into picture-frames and boxes, decorated dolls' houses and 
looking glasses with them and used scallops to edge the flower beds. 
(Howell 1974, 91) 

Numerous manuals of High-Victorian taste instructed householders in the 

decorative effects of accumulation and the aesthetic embellishment of surface. 

Jenni Calder argues that "we can partly attribute the growing clutter of things in 

the Victorian household to the fact that many women had little to do but make 

great numbers of things of limited use or value" (1977, 22). That artistic 

endeavour was for the middle-class woman to be directed and confined to the 

home is made clear in the popular Art at Home series of books, published in 

England during the 1870s. In The Drawing Room (1877), for instance, Mrs 

Orrinsmith writes: 

There is no doubt that much good decorative household work might be 
done by ladies, who are so often gifted with accuracy of perception at 
first sight, and refined judgments as to graceful effects. They waste 
these talents on the production of weak and unsuccessful, because too 
ambitious, sketches and paintings. 

Does it not seem the better course for us to select and create the 
beauties that are to be our daily companions? (9) 
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The wealthy middle-class Victorian household, with its steel engravings, 

souvenirs, and heavy draperies, was part art gallery, part museum, and part 

mausoleum. However, its needlework fancies and painted firescreens also 

transformed it into something very like a bazaar. For the gift of bringing together 

into aesthetic arrangements groups of unlike things is, as Lady Barker in The Bed 

Room (1878) assures her readers, in a husband's eyes the most desireable of all 

properties: 

A n eye so trained that disorder or dirt is hideous to it, and a pair of 
hands capable of making such conditions an impossibility in their 
immediate neighbourhood, need be no unworthy addition to the dowry 
of a princess. (14) 

The preoccupation amongst male collectors (Lydgate and Farebrother in 

Middlemarch, for instance) with taxonomy, monographs, and a tradition of 

amateur verification that survives today, suggests that the male collection was part 

of a broader scientific enterprise engaged in making sense of the world at large. It 

was sanctioned in the premises and procedures of natural history and archaeology, 

and it realized value as a form of intellectual commerce.11 Even collections noted 

for their eclecticism, such as the Pitt-Rivers collection, sought a sanctioned 

principle of order. David van Keuren (1989) has demonstrated how, "from [Pitt-

Rivers'] collecting resulted a developed theory of evolution in material culture" 

(274).12 Further, as David Allen notes, "the great majority of naturalists ... shared 

the same ideas about the purpose of the subject and were happily oblivious to 

potential alternative attitudes" (83). The female collection, on the other hand, was 

virtually invisible as a cultural pursuit because it could only be considered 

meaningful within the walls of the home. It was continuous with no publicly-

declared empirical project, but only with determinants of taste: handbooks of 

domestic science, magazines, and movements such as aestheticism. It identified 

and named nothing of substance, and contributed nothing to public knowledge.13 

Its dogged materiality was only re-emphasized in its ephemerality, which also 
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endowed it with the familiar patina of sentiment exploited by Gaskell in 

Cranford.14 Its value was necessarily personal, and any project of public display 

was deemed trivial, nonsensical, or offensive. Such objects did find their way 

into public texts, but only as books exclusively for women: keepsakes. The 

objects themselves foundered into bric-a-brac, and women's private archaeologies 

into miscellany. Ladies' magazines formalized the female miscellany and instated 

textually the ephemerality of the woman's collection. Its contingency in relation 

to taste and fashion; its rhetoric of the snippet and the pressed flower; indeed its 

very mode of presentation: all emphasized disparateness. It is telling, in this 

context, that women's magazines should have borne such titles as "La Belle 

Assemblee" (1806-37), "The Ladies' Museum" (1829-47), and "The Ladies' 

Cabinet of Fashion, Music and Romance" (1832-70); and continue to bear such 

titles as "Harper's Bazaar". 

Women were excluded from the anthropological enterprise at least in part 

because they were (again, like the Chinese) among its principal objects of study. 

In contrast to Seaside Sirens (fig. 12), w o m e n are no longer merely collectors but 

also specimens in Common Objects at the Sea-Side (fig.13).15 The rise of social 

anthropology in the mid-century, and its relation to sexual politics, has been 

outlined in Chapter 1 above. Elizabeth Fee (1973) and Joseph Kestner (1989) 

have both noted its importance to misogynistic representation. As Fee notes, the 

social Darwinist discourses of anthropologists such as Maine, John McLennan and 

Herbert Spencer all advanced the belief that "patriarchalism was ... inextricably 

linked with the progress of civilization" (38). Kestner adds that Bachofen, in Das 

Mutterrecht (Myth, Religion, and Mother Right) (1861), promoting the 

widespread myth of a "prehistoric" matriarchy, equated femininity and materiality 

which further served to consolidate the domestic ideologies of the period, with 

their ahistoric emphases—ideologies which were furthered by the many variations 

upon the woman's collection (30-1). 
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The irony of the ladies' museum is, I would suggest, at the centre of 

Collinson's At the Bazaar, which frustrates our efforts to ascribe public 

meaning—some convention of narrative, commercial, or scientific order—to its 

displaced collection of objects. The authority missing from the bazaar and the 

woman's collection is dramatized by the very absence of a male reference point 

within the narrative of Collinson's painting. O f the thousands of m o d e m life 

pictures painted during the period, many described the private domestic 

experience of women: there were countless images, by painters of both sexes, 

showing w o m e n preparing to go out, playing music, sewing, talking with sisters 

and friends, and being with their children. But many of the most powerful images 

of w o m e n showed them in relation to a dramatic situation outside the frame, to be 

inferred by the viewer. These are images of separation and waiting, 

correspondence and death; and images of w o m e n "lost" in thought, memory, or 

reverie.16 The single figure of the w o m a n most commonly makes sense as a 

narrative in these works in relation to an absent man. That the image equated the 

faraway hero and the public world is evident from three examples. It descends 

from the throne, as in Albert Graefle's Queen Victoria as a Widow (1864) (n.d., 

fig. 14), which shows the Queen looking out of the picture space (towards Albert 

and the public arena from which she was to retire) while a bust of the Prince looks 

in rather absently. It can be seen in John B y a m Shaw's picture The Boer War, 

1900 (1901, fig. 15), with its "public" meaning present only in the explanatory 

title. It is also apparent in the reflected figure of the homecoming workman who 

appears precisely where the viewer should be in Joseph Clarke's The Labourer's 

Welcome (n.d., fig. 16). In At the Bazaar, though, no such absence can be 

inferred. The central figure and the objects arrayed around her do not consolidate 

into the readable plot of a foregrounded heroine and an offstage hero. They tell 

no story about her and she tells no story about them. She is neither protagonist 
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nor narrator. She is outside the proper context of her identity, her home, and 

presides over a drama of superfluity. 

This suggests that images of waiting women make explicit the 

impossibility of coherent domestic narratives without men, just as the bazaar and 

the female collection are commercial and scientific enterprises bankrupted of 

authority and coherence by the absence of a male point of reference. The 

presence of a man authenticates a "feminine" domestic drama, but what of the 

reverse? The w o m a n must impose domesticity on the marketplace if her presence 

there is to be at all comprehensible (as Bathsheba must in Hardy's Far from the 

Madding Crowd).11 Images of commerce in which women feature are not 

common in Victorian contemporary genre painting: when they do appear (as in 

Hicks's Dividend Day at the Bank of England [1859, fig. 17]), it is either a scene 

in which men confer upon them special attention and courtesy, and in which a 

point is made about the humanizing influence of the feminine visitant; or a drama 

of the loss of a husband, as in the numerous Victorian pictures of women visiting 

pawnbrokers, such as Arthur Brunton's Extremity (1886, fig. 18). The formal 

design of domestic fiction must be brought into question when a woman cannot 

alone constitute her own story. What formal qualities would such a novel 

display? What does such a book look like? These issues are at the heart of 

Cranford. 

(iii) 

My argument, in brief, is that Cranford's narrative form, loosely episodic, 

is reminiscent less of a conventional Victorian novel than a woman's collection. 

T w o passages in Cranford describe two special kinds of "texts" which are also 

domestic appurtenances, and they might also be describing the novel itself: 

There was another square Pembroke table dedicated to the Fine Arts, 
on which there was a kaleidoscope, conversation-cards, puzzle-cards 
(tied together to an interminable length with faded pink satin ribbon), 
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and a box painted in fond imitation of the drawings which decorate 
tea-chests. (C, 122) 

" M y father once made us ... keep a diary, in two columns; on one side 
w e were to put down in the morning what w e thought would be the 
course and events of the coming day, and at night w e were to put down 
on the other side what really happened. It would be to some people 
rather a sad way of telling their lives." (158) 

Cranford, as I will explain, is organized like a collection of anecdotes printed on 

cards and bundled together.18 Its miscellaneous form, though, is also one 

response to the diary in two columns. The poignancy of passing time is expressed 

in Matty's sudden recollection of hopeful expectancy; the blank of forgetfulness 

calls back the blank of a future that day by day is not to eventuate. This fitful 

history records most faithfully the handing over of the past simultaneously to 

remembrance and oblivion. (The memorialization and annihilation of each of 

Matty's ancestors is dramatized in the slow reading through and burning of 

letters.) There is no bygone voice which answers or accounts for anything; only 

the charm of a preserved collection, and the shuffling of tales into multiple 

histories. These histories refuse to affix themselves to anything "public", and are 

detached from the historical background that is so germane to other more 

formidable Victorian novels. Cranford interrogates what it means to write 

imaginative histories of private life and to place them, as Cranford is placed 

within England, like an enclave within the larger narrative of history. While its 

form is not entirely discontinuous, it privileges formal discontinuity as part of its 

experimentation with an appropriate form for this history of private life.19 Its 

thematic concern with things and their collection in a world without men is 

connected with this exploration of stories and their collection in a world without 

beginnings, middles, and ends. 

This is not to say that Cranford rejects conventional literary modes, along 

with men, in a zeal of feminist revisionism. Its sentimental allegiances are to its 

maiden ladies, but the moral new world that its old-world values promise is 

severely tested by the keen pathos of its discontents: its poverty, rancour, 
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competitiveness, loneliness. The novel shifts, "vibrates" (like Mary Smith), 

between a vision of the singularity and the triviality of its subject, and between 

apotheosis and critique. This alternation is registered textually in shifts between 

pastoral, social realism and social comedy, and utopianism. Nina Auerbach 

describes Cranford as "an organic community rooted in the past and containing 

the future" (1978, 89), but it is a temporality explained not through historical but 

through literary modes. The sense of the past is fixed to the pastoral, the present 

impinges in the form of the realist and the comic, and the future exists only as an 

expression of the Utopian. 

What Cranford takes from pastoral is that mode's sense of melancholy 

relinquishment, the poignancy of presiding over a residual world. Gaskell first 

experimented with the ironical juxtaposition of pastoral and social realism in 

Mary Barton's holiday opening. This is a strategy to re-educate the (middle-

class) reader's eye, to banish the complacent distance of the picturesque and 

magnify the labouring classes from pastoral fixtures to fully-realized characters. 

Cranford, however, is more complex. Its mood of reminiscence and regret is 

tempered but not negated by the penetrating irony of Mary Smith's narration, and 

the pathos of privation is never entirely demeaned by the magnitude of 

Cranfordian snobbery. Unlike Mary Barton, Cranford does not propose social 

realism as the necessary corrective aesthetic to an indulgent nostalgia. 

The informal title "The Cranford Papers" also places the novel within the 

Victorian comic tradition of Egan, Surtees, and Dickens. Like the Pickwickians 

and the heroes of other sporting novels the ladies of Cranford are members of a 

kind of gender-exclusive club. The difference, of course, lies in the fact that the 

adventures of gentlemen's clubs, almost always of the gallivanting kind, rely upon 

mobility, whereas the "adventures" of Cranford derive their comedy from the 

almost complete inertia, indeed the very sleepiness, of the spinsters. This comic 

aspect of the book is critical (especially given Captain Brown's fatal fondness for 
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Dickens) to the dispute over Boz and Dr Johnson. As Hilary Schor (1989) has 

convincingly argued, the relationship between Rasselas, Cranford and The 

Pickwick Papers is as much about female authorship as it is about a moment of 

precise literary-historical transition. To read the death of Captain Brown as the 

symbolical submission of the age of Dickens to the age of Johnson and Jane 

Austen, as Valentine Cunningham does (1975, 142), is surely mistaken. Indeed, 

to read it as anything but Pickwickian is to overlook the debt Captain Brown owes 

to Sam Weller.20 Nor does the Captain's demise spell the end of the matter by 

any means, as the arrival of another Sam and another Brown—Signor Brunoni— 

makes clear. 

Cranford is also nowhere. It is not simply an escapist provincial idyll, but, 

in the tradition of Utopian discourse, a nexus of the social, the political, and the 

imaginary.21 It can hardly be said to be an exemplary existence, however. Its 

comic and sentimental elements intercept any genuinely prescriptive utopianism 

with their emphasis on the town's ineffectualness and indulgence. Cranford is an 

ironical Utopia in which the optimism vested in an imaginary future—in fact, 

futurity itself—is played off against the eternal senility of its inhabitants and the 

impossibility of procreation. As Miss Pole wryly observes: 

"as most of the ladies of good family in Cranford were elderly 
spinsters, or widows without children, if w e did not relax a little, and 
become less exclusive, by-and-by w e should have no society at all". 
(109) 

Cranford is a fantasy of the social and political empowerment of women alone 

and it is at the same time a caricature of (comfortable middle-class female) 

everyday life in Victorian England, devoted to the filling-in of time. It is a Utopia 

of the superfluous. This idealism, problematic at the very least, contributes to an 

effect of incoherence and open-endedness, and to the impression that such a place 

cannot be sustained, such a text cannot be satisfactorily concluded. There is no 

future in Cranford. W h e n in North and South John Thornton confesses to 
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Margaret Hale that commercial ill-fortune has made of his middle age a 

'"starting-point which requires the hopeful energy of youth'" (NS, 528), Gaskell 

is providing the convenient stimulus to matrimony without which that novel 

cannot end. But what is to happen after the end of Cranford! There, the future is 

so empty of promise that it represents only a return to "the old friendly 

sociability" (C, 218). As Mary Smith notes of her return to the town in Chapter 

Two: 

There had been neither births, deaths, nor marriages since I was there 
last. Everybody lived in the same house, and wore pretty nearly the 
same well-preserved, old-fashioned clothes. (52) 

Cranford stands still in Mary's absence, in a state of perfect preservation, like a 

tourist destination. Indeed, she is something of a tourist narrator (as Hilary Schor 

notes, "we are reading her holiday self [1989, 299]) and she animates by her 

narratorial presence the waiting town. Thus, Cranford can claim none of the 

roundedness of the pastoral tale: the spinsters' unfinished sentences and 

imperfectly-realized tales suggest a trailing off, and the novel's ending, far from 

delivering any sort of resolution, just ends. Gaskell's own long silences during 

the protracted serial publication, when she was engaged with the writing of Ruth, 

indicate that she, like Mary Smith, was often unavoidably delayed in Drumble on 

business. If Cranford must end, it does so in the service of other weightier 

matters, of which North and South was perhaps the weightiest. 

But the concerns of social realism are not entirely absent from Cranford, 

in spite of those claims that "the retreat to Cranford is an escape from the city, 

atheism, Dissent, the age of railways, the present" (Cunningham 1975, 142). The 

novel does not depict a sentimental pre-industrial existence, a golden age. This 

may be "the last generation of England", but it is placed alongside Victoria's 

generation, the generation of North and South. Pastoral, history, and social 

realism are all complicated by this geographical propinquity of Cranford and 

Drumble. The rigorously excluded historical "present" which abuts the present of 



92 

Cranford represents an entire world of commerce, manufacture, engineering, and 

imperialism, all of which are gathered under the masculine. This is the muscular 

Victorianism of M r Holbrook's Locksley Hall with its conception of the machine 

of progress fuelled by sexual distrust, class anger, and racial superiority. But fear 

of the foreignness of men in Cranford also finds its way into a kind of sexual 

xenophobia: the exoticism of the gender, and, by extension, of Victorianism, is 

registered as orientalism. It is adumbrated in Captain Brown, acted out by Signor 

Brunoni ('"like a being from another sphere"' [C, 134]), and literally realized in 

the brown-skinned Aga Jenkyns ("'like dear Captain Brown'"[94]) and others of 

his tribe. The threat of the irruptive, oracular male is, however, constantly posited 

and deflected.22 O n meeting the major, Matty is reminded of Bluebeard, and on 

meeting Signor Brunoni, Miss Pole is reminded of the heroes of popular 

romances: '"He spoke such pretty broken English, I could not help thinking of 

Thaddeus of Warsaw, and the Hungarian Brothers, and Santo Sebastiano'" (130). 

The speech and writing of men is often characterized as "cabbalistic": it places 

men at the furthest remove from occidental Cranford. Inscriptions on tea-chests 

merge with Signor Brunoni and the Aga Jenkyns to symbolize this inscrutable 

foreigner. A s Miss Matty nervously admits: '"they are very incomprehensible, 

certainly!'" (145). The panic (a threat of violent male incursion) subsides without 

incident, though, and Signor Brunoni turns out to be not a gypsy thief but an 

ailing Englishman. The colourful orientalism of his imperfect speech merges with 

the more general menace of an inculcation of men dressed as women, but both 

dissolve into benign feminine incapacitation. The ineffectual heroism of the male 

is also enacted in M r Holbrook, who looks like Mary Smith's "idea of Don 

Quixote" (73). 

This feminization, a domestication of the foreign, only further undermines 

any fixed point of masculine-occidental authority. Additionally, the Cranfordians, 

with their "love of the marvellous" (155), are equally "oriental" (or Amazonian) 
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to their distant male antagonists: "words that [Matty] would spell quite correctly 

in her letters to me, became perfect enigmas when she wrote to my father" (186). 

Moreover, when Peter returns from India with "more wonderful stories than 

Sinbad the Sailor" (211), he does not realize just how Cranfordian he is. Part-Aga 

and part-Amazon, he is a curious embodiment of the ladies' defeated aspirations. 

His youthful female impersonations are so unnerving because they represent two 

extremes of the woman who is defined outside the home: the independent 

bluestocking passing through (94), and the fallen woman. These pantomimes are 

punished with Peter's expulsion, but it is an expulsion that takes him to the place 

he belongs. Unlike Ruth Hilton, whom he might also be impersonating, Peter is, 

one might say, cast in. When he returns to Cranford he assumes control of the 

novel's story-telling and the town's social diplomacy, earning only Mary's 

reproach: "he laughed at my curiosity, and told me stories that sounded so very 

much like Baron Munchausen's, that I was sure he was making fun of me" (208). 

In his bravura performances, still calculated to give the ladies something to talk 

about, he becomes only another tale-teller in a novel so notable, as Nina Auerbach 

(1978) has argued, for embellishment and deceit. He divides his stories into the 

fantastic and the factual strictly along the lines of gender: "when the rector came 

to call, Mr Peter talked in a different way about the countries he had been in" 

(211). His gesture to the Cranford historian—'"don't be shocked, prim little 

Mary, at all my wonderful stories'" (217)—is surely ultimately Mary's victory 

over his autocracy of the tale, for he cannot know the centrality and power of 

story in the lives of these women. 

The double expulsion from Cranford of men and "the world", obscuring as 

it does distinctions of gender, race, and class, correspondingly obscures the 

opposition between private and public. Novels, like museums, imply that the 

materials of privacy can be made publicly available. Yet both also imply certain 

I clearly or obscurely defined) prohibitions upon that availability. Prohibition, as 
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Lefebvre writes, "is the reverse side and the carapace of property", and "the 

symbol of this constitutive repression is an object offered up to the gaze yet 

barred from any possible use, whether this occurs in a museum or in a shop 

window" (1991, 319). In reversing the spatial prohibition imposed on women 

which restricts them to the home, Cranford''s exclusionary space, and its critique 

of the usefulness of domestic things, accentuates the hinge between the home and 

the world which operates in Victorian fiction at large. 

The relationship between private lives and historical forces, then, which 

social realism formally invokes and which Gaskell makes the overt thesis of North 

and South, is under suspension in Cranford. The "condition of England" novel is 

anxious to demonstrate how public issues are susceptible of treatment (and I 

intend here also the therapeutic sense of that word) by the domestic romance. 

This is perhaps best exemplified in Margaret Hale and John Thornton. The most 

memorable incident in North and South describes their encounter on Thornton's 

steps. Critical to this scene is the heroine's emergence from the house, which puts 

into dramatic shorthand the function of the street door in any representation of the 

passage of the w o m a n into public life. The transition from the domestic interior 

(literally a sanctuary against chaos and destruction) to the m o b outside is a 

disturbingly immediate transition from the sphere of private relations to the 

sphere of public experience. As more than one critic has remarked, the 

confrontation is a problematic one, and its consequences for the fate of the novel's 

romantic plot are far-reaching.23 Most disturbing is Gaskell's inversion of the 

relationship between domestic romance and history. Instead of momentous public 

conflicts finding their way into the parlours of fiction on the boots of the men, as 

it were, the w o m a n steps out into history. It is a bold move on Margaret's part, 

certainly, but the image of emergence is also fraught with sexual confusion and 

threat. The threat is to the workers, who respond to her misplacement by 

protecting her from themselves; and the confusion is experienced by Thornton, 
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who construes Margaret's unconscious motives as personal (that is, as romantic). 

Yet for all its radicalism, the only real effect of Margaret's actions is the 

advancement of the romantic plot.24 Compare this incident and the moment when 

Miss Matty Jenkyns realizes she may have to confront the directors of the lately 

collapsed Town and County Bank in Cranford. This scenario is only entertained 

for its comic incongruity, of course. Idealizing the notion of shareholding, Miss 

Matty imagines the corporation as a group of individuals like herself. Yet her 

duty to honour the stranger's valueless cheque at Mr Johnson's, while it reveals 

both her integrity and naivety, also represents her assumption of a public role. 

Her loss of property in the collapse of the bank is figured as a sentimental 

loosening of the "bonds" of the world. The decision of the ladies of Cranford to 

meet and take responsibility for Miss Matty's financial welfare is central to the 

town's installation of its own versions of the public institutions that violate its 

borders. Like "the great Cranford parliament", the first annual general meeting of 

the genteel shareholders and Miss Matty's foray into "trade" are both examples of 

the Republic of Cranford's appropriation of the notion of "joint stock". 

The ambivalence of Margaret Hale's appearance on the stage of industrial 

relations, which debases public intervention into a masquerade of romance, 

resurfaces as a central problem in Cranford. A man may be "'so in the way in the 

house'" (39), and Cranford is only after all a kind of vast house, that his absence 

empties the domestic space of all its potential as a point of convergence of public 

and private. As Mr Smith's attitude to Miss Matty's tea enterprise makes clear, 

hers is only a toy institution: 

my father says, "such simplicity might be very well in Cranford, but 
would never do in the world." And I fancy the world must be very 
bad, for with all m y father's suspicion of every one with w h o m he has 
dealings, and in spite of all his many precautions, he lost upwards of a 
thousand pounds by roguery only last year. (201) 

Likewise, the Cranfordians have their adventures, but they are only pretend 

adventures, without real villains or heroines. Under the novel's hegemony of the 
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drawing room, a hegemony of privacy, w o m e n play at politics, finance, and trade. 

Mary Smith's assessment of M r Holbrook's inhospitable parlour holds too for 

Drumble: "It was the smarter place; but, like most smart things, not at all pretty, 

or pleasant, or home-like" (74). Cranford's "incorporation" of public affairs and 

commerce by domesticity is simultaneously a drama of their devaluation by the 

home-like. Cranford's autonomy is finally achieved in its independent economic 

order, but the sacrifice of an acknowledged hierarchy of public and private (in 

effect Cranford's sacrifice of its men) reduces its institutions to tea parties and its 

commodities to trinkets. 

Its collection of trinkets, however, is precisely what make Cranford so 

radical a novel. Far from being limited to the function of setting or local colour, 

objects enter the narrative-historical dimension of the novel in two ways. Each 

object, firstly, is described with special attention to its historical moment, so that 

the history of the town is related to the acquisition, relinquishment and 

recollection of material tokens. A n d secondly, narration and materiality are 

fundamentally affined in Cranford. Mary Smith collects anecdotes and gathers 

them into the text like the little hanks of string "picked up and twisted together, 

ready for uses that never come" (83). N o article is of so little value that it cannot 

be saved, or adapted to another use, or refashioned, and everything is precisely 

and individually accounted for by narration, observation, comment, chatter. "I 

had often occasion to notice", remarks Mary Smith, "the use that was made of 

fragments and small opportunities in Cranford" (54). Fragments and small 

opportunities do not constitute the novel's background, but its very structure. The 

most valued possession is story itself, exchanged with a reverence for the magic 

with which it bestows the power of dispensing with event. So little actually 

happens in Cranford that its most valuable currency is language, and 

"happenings" become important only in their exchangeable form, as stories. 

Discourse displaces experience in episodes of reading and writing, talking and 
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listening, recalling and recounting. That property can be vested not in houses but 

in what is material and potential—bodies, things, and voices—is also made clear 

in Gaskell's industrial novels. In Mary Barton, as Gillian Beer points out, Gaskell 

"uses individual speech-styles, Manchester songs, life-narratives, in ways that 

suggest she is trying to make her middle class readers hear and pay attention to 

living working class speech" (243). Writing novels about "these dumb people" 

(as Gaskell calls them in the author's preface to Mary Barton) presented the 

Victorian reader with something strikingly novel: '"things nameless'" (Beer 243). 

What is unnamed in Mary Barton's Manchester is succeeded by what is 

unspoken in Cranford. A s intimacy is censured in the town, an effect of the 

tireless maintenance of class barriers, so "smallness" of voice is privileged. 

Captain Brown's first and most telling transgression is vocal: he speaks "in a 

voice too large for the room" (C, 43). The distaste of the Cranfordians for 

personal disclosure, which results in the oppressive ritualization of speech and 

writing, does not, however, foreclose sympathy. Language, destitute of the power 

of intimacy, is redirected into communal mythologizing. The reiteration of a 

c o m m o n voice, like the individualized voice of the working class or the voice of 

the fallen woman, transforms personal events into history. B y standing in for 

each other as historians—Miss Pole narrates the history of Matty and M r 

Holbrook, Matty narrates the history of Deborah, and so forth—the ladies of 

Cranford are able to transcend a notion central to the development of omniscient 

narration in the novel and in the writing of history: that authentic utterance and 

private experience are only accessible to the unified self that is implicit in a 

consistent governing voice. The choice of narrator is crucial to this critique of 

narrative discourse and private life. The delimiting structure of romance is 

impugned by Gaskell's installation of a key figure who is able to represent both 

narrative authority and its revocation. That figure is Mary Smith. 
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Cranford's narrator, one of the novel's few mobile women, is also 

conspicuously without property. She lives in her father's house, or stays in any 

spare accommodation that Cranford can afford. Moving about between rooms, 

however, enables her to achieve multiple perspectives on the town: "It was 

impossible to live a month at Cranford, and not know the daily habits of each 

resident" (49). The fact that Mary alternates between Drumble and Cranford, an 

outsider and a native, permits Gaskell to cultivate her narrator's tone of affection 

mingled with gentle mockery. " H o w naturally one falls back into the phraseology 

of Cranford!" (42): but there are two Mary Smiths, for each of w h o m a different 

phraseology is appropriate. W e do not have the sense of two selves ironically 

interleaved into the narrative, as in such first-person Bildungsromane as Jane Eyre 

or Great Expectations. Mary develops from an unidentified narrator into a 

poorly-defined character. Her development, it has been argued, is made possible 

by the benevolent and redemptive atmosphere of Cranford unconsciously presided 

over by Miss Matty.25 But she is neither omniscient nor properly a character, and 

the question of what she represents as a narrator returns us to the question of 

where she belongs in the book. There is no sense of an older, more mature Mary, 

but nor is there a sense of her immaturity; she is young, in that she represents the 

next generation, but she seems ageless. Finally, she is not "above" the text in the 

way that an omniscient narrator is, by virtue of superior knowledge of the plot's 

outcome; yet she can judge, interject, comment, as though she were not herself a 

part of the narrated world. In both senses of the phrase, she sometimes looks in 

on Cranford. 

Yet it can also be argued that Mary does not really fall back into the 

phraseology of Cranford at all. In a novel notable as much for its female 

impersonators as for its surrogate male authority figures, Mary is perhaps its most 

complete male impersonator. Her educated tone and easy habit of allusiveness 

(most unprovincial, where provincial equals feminine) provide an ironic relief to 
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the sometimes pompous and mostly faltering speech of Cranford. She faintly 

ridicules Deborah's anachronistic Johnsonian convolutions, but is herself 

presented with "the handsomest bound and best edition of Dr Johnson's works" 

(210), a prize befitting Deborah's successor. She never fails to point out Miss 

Matty's bad spelling (52) or her tendency to begin "many sentences without 

ending them, running them into one another, in much the same confused sort of 

way in which written words run together on blotting-paper" (128). Nor do the 

horizontal and perpendicular tangents of Miss Pole and Mrs Forrester (163-4) 

escape her notice. But her own text is both truly Johnsonian and Cranfordian. 

Remembering the announcement of Lady Glenmire's marriage to M r Hoggins, 

she writes: "the contemplation of it, even at this distance of time, has taken away 

m y breath and m y grammar, and unless I subdue m y emotion, m y spelling will go 

too" (165). The irony here is directed at the spinsters' reception of this 

"stupendous" news, but also against herself and her makeshift style. This easy 

compatibility is perhaps her most remarkable quality as a narrator, and it makes 

her abrogation of narratorial authority seem inevitable. N o symptom of self-

repression (as in the case of Lucy Snowe in Charlotte Bronte's Villette) this 

abrogation is rather a gesture of community. Mary consistently hands over to the 

ladies of Cranford their own narration, relinquishing her role as historian and 

allowing a more radical form of history to be written. Her narrative is like the 

letter she sends to Peter, "familiar and commonplace", which once out of heT 

hands has adventures of its own: "It was gone from m e like life—never to be 

recalled" (182). As Hilary Schor has shown, the tension between the Johnsonian 

and the Cranfordian is a tension between an inherited masculine grammar ('"My 

father recommended it to m e when I began to write letters, - I have formed m y 

own style upon it"'[48]) and the style that Mary Smith clearly indulges, that 

informed by Cranford's peculiar "leisure for the delights of perplexity" (174). 

Critical to the history Gaskell is proposing, finally, is the powerful 
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ubiquity of the narrating present. The moment of recounting, of bringing into 

voice, transports the past into utterance with an immediacy that is startling and 

sometimes violent. This is what invests the "old things"' of the novel (the very 

materiality of its story-artefacts) with the keenness of perfect preservation, as in 

the old Jenkyns letters: "There was in them a vivid and intense sense of the 

present time, which seemed so strong and full, as if it could never pass away" 

(85). A s James (in The Turn of the Screw) and Conrad (in Heart of Darkness) 

were later to do, Gaskell experiments with the tension between utterance and 

event by exploring ways of clearing a space for narration. Matty prepares to tell 

the story of Peter's exile by sending Martha away, locking the door, and putting 

the candle out (95): the tale is told in a darkness that obscures place and time. 

Matty's sense of the theatricality of narration, her relish of story-telling, is attested 

to by the very violence of the tale, at once so present and so distant. Stories are 

adventures. 

(iv) 

In summary, then, Cranford's collection of stories and women, curios 

both, do not belong in the world to which the narration is directed. That 

commercial world, belonging to the Londoner of Chapter One and the M r Smiths 

of Drumble, ridicules the novel's and the town's seemingly valueless modes of 

exchange, of which the most important is the exchange of stories. The structure 

of Gaskell's bazaar draws attention to relationships between m e n and the 

imperative of narrative development: the progress of the tale, like the progress of 

the hero, is explicable in terms of the related public enterprises of commerce, 

museology, and history. Cranford's interrogation of gender, materiality, and 

history is consequently overlooked by those celebrations of its charm which 

finally debase both its "elegant economy" and its narrative economy. But the 

novel finally questions the authority of any such critical position. It carries the 

Victorian orthodoxy of the separate spheres to its logical conclusion by imagining 
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a world in which sexual division is so absolute as to be experienced as 

geographical segregation. This enables Gaskell to interrogate imaginatively the 

myth of the parallel existence of the sexes precisely at the point when Victorian 

middle-class w o m e n were undermining it by initiating public debate on these 

issues. Eschewing polemic, Cranford's nervous sexual apartheid simply explodes 

the rhetoric of separateness by establishing a kind of omnipotence of the 

powerless: the town is at once marginal and total, excluded and exclusive. It is a 

world which relocates "the world" on its outskirts (as the Amazons might phrase 

it), and allows a radical revision of the formal authority of the masculine and the 

occidental in the writing of private life. 

But how do we account for the paradox that this novel is removed from 

Victorianism when, almost from the day of its publication, it has occupied a 

privileged place in representations of the Victorian? Cranford, then, is not 

entirely an isolated and discontinuous text among Victorian novels. In fact, its 

radical revisions of narration and privacy, and women's fiction and property, 

highlight the complex transactions between fictional worlds and their referents 

which are dramatized throughout Victorian fiction in negotiations between private 

enclosures and public realms, domestic and public spaces: Cranford's very 

subject. For the novel colludes in Victorian transformations of cultural 

mediations of privacy by shifting the association of seclusion away from 

insurrection, and towards comfort and security. Realism's repression of anything 

unintelligible or seditious latent in privacy, effectively a repression of gothic-

romantic elements in fiction, was, in a century framed by Frankenstein and 

Dracula, and by the French Revolution and Freud, always doomed. However, the 

cult of domesticity was such a persuasive model for social regulation precisely 

because it installed private life as the focus of discourse. Newspapers, magazines, 

theatre, paintings, photographs, and novels were all agents of this unrelenting 

openness of middle-class life to self-scrutiny. 
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Further, these discourses successfully reinscribed domesticity not only in 

their subject matter but in their very mode of consumption. Newspapers, 

periodicals, and novels were read in the study and the morning room, and 

(reaching back to eighteenth-century epistolary fiction with its bureaux, packets 

of letters, and boudoirs) they made use of these rooms in their explorations of the 

revelation and concealment of interior consciousness itself. The Victorian 

domestic novel reproduced the conditions under which its readers consumed it, so 

that narratives, however far-fetched, were secured to the spaces of private life and 

made continuous with them. Books furnished rooms and they furnished dramas 

played out in rooms: as domestic objects—material objects—they plotted the 

room as a refuge into which encroached a public world and a telling past; and out 

of which issued a coherent private life and a resolvable future. This identification 

of the domestic space as "semi-public" emphasizes what Terry Lovell has argued 

is its internal segregation. The demarcation of intermediate spaces, then, was 

fundamental to a gendered differentiation in types of privacy and publicity, forms 

of differentiation which break down rigid distinctions between inside and out.26 

The widespread publication of genre paintings as steel engravings likewise 

enabled Victorian domestic interiors to display meaningful icons of themselves. 

The alliance of domesticity and the novel (and the further implication of image 

and narrative) was visually confirmed in countless pictures of reading. The 

association of engraved genre paintings and an implied but non-existent text was 

reinforced by this habitual combination of language and image. Hung on middle-

class walls, however, pictures were also icons of the acquisition of seriality which 

Susan Stewart argues is at the centre of the enterprise of collecting (1984, 151-2). 

Furthermore, rooms with their careful internal arrangement iconically defined and 

preserved social strata: they were manifestations of class, wealth, taste, and, above 

all, order. But if they were spaces which resisted change, they were also spaces 

that accommodated forms of culturally endorsed transformation, myths of 
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continuity such as fashion and upward mobility. Domestic rooms were museums 

housing (as museums themselves did) narrative meaning. In this way, the middle-

class home became a site of narrativization itself. The room was like a modem-

life painting, a space arranging its internal components into a coherence at once at 

odds with and yet continuous with temporal experience—the outside world, its 

"referent". Personal affairs seemed capable of a meaningfulness that was 

consistent with the events of popular fiction and, by further extension, with a new 

consciousness that public affairs were explicable as forms of domestic narrative. 

Cranford takes to its extreme the processes by which the Victorian novel 

and its contexts negotiated and accommodated each other, and as such 

underscores the relationships between representation and property which I a m 

proposing. Its museum world, as we have seen, "by arranging history spatially, 

gives us a chance to experiment with various sequences of remembering" 

(Harbison 1977, 142). Thus, paradoxically, it is to the novel's original published 

form that w e must return in order to grasp its real formal radicalism. It is as a 

serial that Cranford most clearly articulates the tension between w o m e n and the 

world of property, domestic interiors and the great sites of Victorianism, and 

between fiction and history. In this context w e see h o w emphatically it resists 

seriality and how powerfully it produces the desire for continuance, a desire 

encoded in Matty's futile longings for a baby. This tension, between a woman's 

accumulation and preservation of personal property, on the one hand, and her 

entrance into the representational economies of marriage and private property on 

the other, recalls Shirley's tone of defiance and appeasement, and continues to 

leave its mark on the form of Victorian fiction. 
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4. THE ALLIES AND ENEMIES OF LAND: 
REALISM, PROPERTY AND AUTHORSHTP IN GEORGE ELIOT 

It was as necessary to her mind to have an opinion on all topics, not 
exclusively masculine, that had come under her notice, as for her to 
have a precisely marked place for every article of her personal 
property (SM, 216) 

(i) 

It is a commonplace that in the novels of George Eliot the past functions to 

explain and shape the present, and that compiled from the past are histories of 

unremarkable, unmarked lives—each with its choices, destinies, abandonments, 

and retrievals. History is made by massive forces of change (such as 

parliamentary reform) but also by imperceptible forces of change: the private 

lives of individuals. Everyday life, then, is just as consequential and grave as 

great public deeds. In fiction, characters think and act from desires and fears 

which rewrite in terms of individual psychology and moral drama an aesthetic and 

epistemological conflict between the historical and the quotidian. In this 

reformulation heroism, an index of individualism, invariably gives way to the 

anonymous life in a process which is shown to be ethically necessary and 

aesthetically inevitable. "Unrealistic" desires are tempered, the "hidden life" is 

sanctioned, and a realist aesthetic comes to seem as it were the only "realistic" 

choice over a range of other undesirable, because selfish, aesthetic modes, which 

usually take the form of antitexts—whether fabular, quasi-mystical, 

melodramatic, or romantic. 

But realism promotes anonymity in what are, paradoxically, fictions of 

reclamation. Disappointed provincial doctors are everywhere and always lost to 

the past—that is the difficult reality—but Lydgate is reclaimed, not as an abstract 
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variable, but as a "realistic" character, one of the forgotten. Thus, a new heroism, 

the heroism of the anonymous, is suggested.1 It is no coincidence that stories of 

women come to epitomize the reconciliation of this conflict between heroism and 

anonymity, in part at least because they are absolutely removed from public 

history, and because they are used to carry plots of domestic romance, and so can 

realize their realist destiny all the sooner, and act as a heroic moral guide and plot 

vehicle for the education in humility of the ambitious, public man. Yet women 

represent too the contradictions implicit in realism, most emphatically the fact that 

the Eliotean endorsement of anonymity is inevitably to be aligned with die 

systematic silencing of women. Realism, as the unrealist "rescue" of Maggie 

Tulliver makes clear, is the aesthetic of oppression, representing as it does 

confining social conditions.2 Thus it is that novels about w o m e n are the medium 

through which history is claimed and remade as the realist novel. 

Among the forms of heroism discouraged by Eliot's attentiveness to the 

"oppressive narrowness" (MF, 272) of "obscure hearths" (273) is that of 

authorship itself.3 W e would look in vain amongst her heroines to find an 

analogue for that memorable creation of Dickens's, his "favourite child", David 

Copperfield—the figure of the author as hero. David's heroism is sustained, of 

course, by the sound of his own voice. H e can ask himself, by way of beginning, 

what he already, what we, in hearing his voice, already know: that he is indeed the 

hero of his own life. His heroism, that is to say, resides in his authority as author 

of the self, in the exploits of identity through which he comes to seat himself, as it 

were, at the centre of his o w n Bildungsroman. In all of Eliot's work, however, 

there is only a single first-person narrator, Latimer in The Lifted Veil, whose 

narration coincides with a disease of consciousness which all but destroys him. 

And Latimer's life story, unlike David's, is no testament to the heroism of 

authorship: 
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I shall leave no works behind m e for m e n to honour ... It is only the 
story of m y life that will perhaps win a little more sympathy from 
strangers when I a m dead (Eliot 1982, 30). 

Nor is the transport between conventions of voice (such as Dickens supplies, 

problematically, in Bleak House, for instance) ever achieved by other than 

surreptitious means. It is as though Latimer is dragged down from (and punished 

for) a position of omniscience ordinarily assigned to the convention of third-

person narrator. In what is almost a corrective commentary upon the process of 

mediating between author and hero by inventing an author-hero in David 

Copperfield, Latimer's insight ironically only makes him the hero of, and visitor 

upon, his own death. 

Terry Eagleton has identified in Eliot "a mystification inherent in the very 

forms of realist fiction, which by casting objective social relations into 

interpersonal terms, constantly hold open the possibility of reducing the one to the 

other" (1978, 121). H e concludes that in Middlemarch the "suffering abnegation 

of the ego offers itself as the answer to the riddle of history" (121).4 This ethical 

solution, which effectively annihilates "real" history, is out of account in first-

person narrative. Indeed, nothing of the interanimation of history and narrated 

self would be imaginable, so that a certain "I" has been abnegated, disallowed, 

from the start, in order to install an interactive drama between historical and social 

forces and the individual. Yet for all that there is a first-person speaking subject 

in every one of Eliot's novels: the personified narrator whose voice intrudes 

periodically into the voice that recounts, arranges, and describes. These 

interventions are examples of the gendering of discourse, as Robyn Warhol 

(1989) has demonstrated, and, crucially in Eliot, they are irruptions of an ego 

which is repeatedly suppressed—mastered—by its own claim to authoritativeness. 

In order to comment, the very interestedness of this "I" must be kept at bay. 

Consequently, the narrator assumes an underground identity which is always on 

the point of emerging into naming, a naming that would undermine its own power 
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to narrate. But it never does, and the periodic "I" remains as an incognito, as 

much a disguise as a disclosure. 

This alternating voice, this recurrent tempering of an obtrusive, interested 

ego by the voice of culture, is, I would suggest, an enactment at the level of 

narration of the thesis Catherine Gallagher develops in her long chapter on Felix 

Holt (1985). In this account of the politics of culture in the novel of the 1860s, 

Gallagher analyzes contemporary political sources for "the need for an alternative 

to descriptive representation" (237), a need which has far-reaching consequences 

for Eliot's realism. Gallagher locates in Felix Holt certain contradictions in 

Liberal ideology which result in a decisive shift, a shift, perceptible in J.S.Mill 

and Matthew Arnold, away from the ideal of a "descriptive" system of 

Parliamentary representation, an ideal which, on aggregative principles, urged an 

extension of the franchise; and towards an antidescriptive ideal, a system through 

which the notion of franchise meant not comprehensive representation, but the 

representation of Arnold's "best-self, the best-informed, most civilized, and 

hence least interested individuals. The relationship between politics and culture 

thereby became one of "mutual support" (237), and in "culture, especially literary 

culture, a realm of values, becomes opposed to society, a realm of facts" (236). In 

fact, the politics of culture effected, in Gallagher's argument, such distorting 

paradoxes of the representation of social life that it "disarmed a whole tradition of 

social criticism and brought the Condition of England Debate to an end" (264). 

This desocialization of the social was in part enabled by the desocialization (and 

reformation as politicized culture and acculturated politics) of the entire literary 

enterprise of which realism was a part: "the politics of culture ... emptied out a 

certain kind of realism, too, not by calling attention to the sign's nonreferentiality, 

but by emphasizing its being as representation" (265). 

Declaring in the narration a representative "I" suggests too the promotion 

of a self-interest directly in the face of the kind of representation necessitated by 
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the politics of culture. Throughout Eliot's fiction, it seems to me, this conflict of 

representation is being staged as a moral drama of authority and effacement. 

Moreover, it is a conflict embedded in the very name "George Eliot", which at 

once underwrites a certain cultural ratification even as it retreats from any fixed 

identity, which identity would, as representative of a social interest, debase that 

narrative authority. Moreover, it is a conflict rewritten as a drama (in Eagleton's 

terms) of the ego and its abnegation, heroism and anonymity; and given Eliot's 

promotion of a special heroism for w o m e n in anonymity, and the prohibition of 

the heroic author-protagonist, it is worth asking (following Gilbert [1985] and 

Homans [1986]) how, in other ways, the female author is figured in Eliot's work. 

In one notable instance, the "Finale" of Middlemarch, she is absolutely 

synonymous with the "abnegation of the ego".5 The redemptive power of 

anonymity, nowhere more persuasively developed than in this novel, is 

apotheosized in Dorothea's famous "declension" (MM, 677), the necessary retreat 

through which her unwritten life, the life which will ensue from the novel's 

ending, is already marked out as a triumph of obscurity, of "unhistoric acts" 

(682). But for another character, Mary Garth, this finale, this "sunrise", is the 

beginning of a life of writing. For Mary, however, writing is to represent an 

annihilation as complete as that ordained for Dorothea: her destiny, like that of 

any woman, is to be and not to write the epic, the "home epic" (as Dorothea's is 

to be poem and not poet); and her authorship of the "Stories of Great Men, taken 

from Plutarch" (677) is to be automatically accorded to Fred, who is, fittingly, 

himself the comic counterpart of Middlemarch's defeated "great" men, Casaubon, 

Lydgate, and Bulstrode. Thus, 

in this way it was made clear that Middlemarch had never been 
deceived, and that there was no need to praise anybody for writing a 
book, since it was always done by somebody else. (678) 

That Mary's book is a re-telling—of Plutarch and of tales of heroic men—only 

adds to this suggestive aside, interleaved as it is with the lesson inspired by the 
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text of Dorothea's life. Her misplaced quest for heroism (literally, as the 

prefatory Theresa myth affirms, a quest in the wrong place and time) is, after all, 

likewise a kind of misplaced quest for originality. Dorothea and Mary share the 

common destiny of motherhood, a more solemn and sacred destiny for them than 

the origination of authorship, it would seem. Indeed, the w o m b seems to be the 

final medium of Middlemarch, the medium of realistic history and its slow 

accumulation of effects. While Eliot refers to her books as her children (she calls 

The Mill on the Floss "my youngest child" [GEL iii, 335], and describes writing 

as "gestating" [GEL viii, 384; ix, 149]6), she gradually distances herself from 

them, allowing them like a parent, their independent identities; but it is an 

independence which involves the partial sacrifice of her own authorship, a 

sacrifice that recalls too well the space between George Eliot and Marian Evans 

Lewes, and the space between Mary Garth and the real author of the Stories of 

Great Men: "when [my books] are a year behind me, I can no longer feel that 

thorough identification with them which gives zest to the sense of authorship. I 

generally like them better at that distance, but then, I feel as if they might just as 

well have been written by somebody else" (GEL iii, 383).7 

This points up a number of clear implications for those questions of 

women and authorship which are so central to Eliot. The critique of the 

pseudonym "George Eliot", for instance, has always been germane to feminist 

biographies and critical commentaries and to those essays which attempt a critique 

of (the critique of) origins in Eliot.8 It need hardly be remarked that the 

"anybody" in the passage from Middlemarch above is anybody who is not a man. 

Yet the complacency with which Middlemarchers assume that while books have 

authors, they need never be ascribed to any actual author, male or female, w h o m 

one might actually know, indicates something other than a blunt ironization of 

provincial disdain for silly novels by lady novelists. The suppression of the 

author by the community is part of the same powerful critique of voice and origin 
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which Michal Peled Ginsburg argues is a "refusal of authority over the text which 

manifests itself ... in the use of pseudonym, epigraphs, and various narrative 

techniques [which present] the narrator as inseparable from his text" (1980, 556). 

The tone of Middlemarch's finale is one of consolidation and 

reconciliation, both "wrapping up" the narrative—at last it is a tidy parcel ready to 

be despatched—and demonstrating, in the usual manner (that is, through tropes of 

marriage and childbirth) the value of the familial metaphor. It is an ending which 

resolutely re-fixes and re-endorses the social value of property through the 

inheritance of Mr Brooke's land by Dorothea's son, and so firmly bounds the 

parameters of change proposed by its historical episteme. The retreat of Dorothea 

into privacy and silence and the retreat of Mary into authorship and silence are 

thereby all the more inevitable. The "wrapping up" is correspondingly the 

quittance of an authorial contract (the invitation "who that cares much to know 

the history of man ...?" [MM, 3], which leads to a final question, "who can not 

desire to know what befell them in their after years?" [677]). This contract, 

which accords narrators, characters, and readers a common ground, forms the 

basis of Eliot's moral realism. 

A community of assent, therefore, is at the heart of Mary's occultation as 

an author. After all, in a very particular way, the realist novel writes itself—it is 

not, as the narrator remarks in the finale, a "sample" (677), an isolated but 

continuous portion of a much greater whole, but it is a unique fragment of a 

whole which is nonetheless always narratable. The realist project actively 

structures and re-makes the external world, but in presupposing its continuity with 

that world, autonomous and knowable, it offers what amounts to a scaled 

transcription of a greater narrative already in place. That is to say, as Susan 

Stewart puts it, "realistic genres do not mirror everyday life; they mirror its 

heirarchization of information" (1984, 26). The continuity of novel and world is 

contingent upon realism's very metonymic procedures, the easy interchangeability 
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of narration and narrated event. It is less artefact than specimen, less fiction than 

a small part of life itself; removed, certainly, but removed to a kind of 

intermediate space (again, recalling Cranford), like a museum. This life is at once 

the later life of Dorothea, Eliot's life, our lives. This provokes some very 

pertinent questions, however, for this account of property, authorship, and 

fictional form. For the notion of belonging is central to those great heroines of 

Eliot's—Maggie Tulliver, Dorothea Brooke, Gwendolen Harleth—who are poised 

on the periphery and at the very centre (the march and the middle) of 

communities they are powerless to reject, and poised on the point of sidestepping 

a realism they are likewise ultimately powerless to evade. 

This hints at a cluster of significant themes and preoccupations in Eliot's 

fiction which bears upon her entire project, and most especially upon its 

considerations of gender and literary form. Realism promotes an assumption of 

common experience—social and political, epistemological and ontological— 

while the site of writing and reading is consistently one of contestation: I mean to 

explore this well-known paradox by looking at a conspicuous and characteristic 

tension in Eliot which is encoded in relations of property. It is my object to locate 

the thematization in George Eliot of female authorship and realist structure within 

a socio-economic context—competing claims in middle-class society and culture 

between land and capital—and a legal context—the development of copyright 

legislation. Throughout I have developed my argument in relation to two key 

essays by Catherine Gallagher, "The Politics of Culture and the Debate Over 

Representation in the 1860s", Chapter Nine of The Industrial Reformation of 

English Fiction (1985, 218-67), and "George Eliot and Daniel Deronda: The 

Prostitute and the Jewish Question" (1986). 
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(") 

Barbara Hardy has shown how in Eliot "environments are animated sooner 

or later by the characters' sense of their relationship to place" (1982, 172). She 

uses verisimilitude in an attempt to create structures and languages 
which investigate the relationship between people and their 
environments. She looks at the way in which w e "belong to our 
belongings", to use the words and concept Thackeray put in the mouth 
of his old worldling Lady Kew. (147) 

Hardy is exploring here what is absolutely critical in Eliot: in what way, she asks, 

do objects and environments belong in this realist universe? The status of 

fictional objects in realism is a question taken up by many commentators on 

Eliot—Tony Tanner (1979) and John Kucich (1983), for instance, are both asking 

it—and by many critiques of realism. But Hardy is restricted in her analysis by 

the very conditions of object-description which realism prescribes. Plot-

properties (Hardy means this phrase to echo stage properties) are complex in 

Eliot—they are at once instrumental, symbolic, and socially expressive. But 

should our analysis of the fictional object-world after all involve something more 

than an inventory, however complex, of properties? For Barbara Hardy the larger 

structure in which objects are embedded in Eliot's fiction is that "in which things 

determine destinies" (1982, 150), and not the submerged structures through which 

textual things appropriate particular functions and come to signify in particular 

ways. To conceive of objects and environments as movable props, as though they 

were themselves textually functional objects "accumulated and pressed into 

double service" (154), fails, even as it makes clear a relationship between objects, 

environments, and property, to recognize how property may be implicated in the 

very processes by which descriptive acts attain their currency. For the value of 

objects in novels, as a book such as Cranford makes explicit, is contingent upon 

their imbrication in a particular narrative economy, an economy through which 

objects are traded for language, and their linguistic form is in turn traded amongst 
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meanings—literal, figural, symbolic, instrumental, social or economic. As 

Kucich points out (he is referring to The Mill on the Floss, but his observation 

could well apply to the Evangelical-commercial background as a whole), in Eliot 

there are "no purely natural objects ..., nothing antecedent to a commercialized 

culture" (1983, 321). 

Thus, the realist dictum that "an idea [be] wrought back to the directness 

of sense, like the solidity of objects" (MM, 173), assumes a different emphasis 

when once we rethink that solidity not in terms of the positivist imperatives it 

prescribes, but in terms which are yet implied by the impulse of positivism to 

description and classification: in terms of property. The pleasure attendant upon 

the certainty of a material thing possessed, the pleasure of ownership, is then 

suggestive of a double solidity. But the legal and social context in which ideas 

were to be wrought back to the solidity of possessions was especially contentious 

leading up to and during the period of this study, and continues to be so. 

Questions of intellectual property, focussing on but by no means confined to the 

question of copyright, were of paramount importance as conditions of authorship, 

publication, marketing, and readership changed dramatically, due principally to 

rapid developments in education and technology. In what follows I intend to 

consider these questions of intellectual property in the direct context of exchanges 

in Eliot's fiction between realism and gender, authorship, and identity. I will look 

at Eliot's conception of the author in the modem world, her conception of herself 

as author under those conditions, and her placement of herself as a "lady 

novelist"; and explore the ways in which all of these questions bear upon the 

success and failure of her realism. 

As Mary Poovey has made clear, David Copperfield describes and 

reproduces an "individualized, psychologized, and ahistorical" subject, which is 

also gendered (1988, 90). Dickens was translating "deep structural relations" 

(relations between economic and political components and the constitution of the 
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nineteenth-century subject in social discourses) "into a psychological narrative of 

individual development" (89), and he was able to do so within the context of 

certain emergent conditions: 

the historical emergence of "literature" as a distinct body of culturally 
valued texts belongs to the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries; its social and ideological functions during this formative 
period were extremely complex, as were its relations to other emergent 
social institutions, such as literacy, the daily press, and public 
education. (89) 

Critical too was the gradual constitution of the figure of the modem author during 

the Victorian period, a reconstitution which has its basis in what had, since 1731, 

been known as the question of literary property. This question, part of "a 

commercial and legal struggle between the booksellers of the capital and those of 

the provinces", as Mark Rose (1988, 52) demonstrates, had focussed, during the 

latter part of the 1700s, on the debate over "whether literary property was a 

statutory right, a limited creation of the state, or a common-law right and 

therefore absolute and perpetual" (Rose, 51). Changes in copyright law were 

compelled, however, by a number of other specific social transformations. The 

first of these is the decline of patronage and the rise of the professional author. 

Attendant upon this, as Rose shows, "the concept of the author as the originator of 

a literary text rather than as the reproducer of traditional truths also had to be 

more fully realized than it could be in Milton's day, and this involved a major 

aesthetic realignment in which such concepts as 'art,' 'genius,' and 'originality' 

were transvalued" (56). In short, "literary criticism," as Benjamin Kaplan (1967) 

puts it, "became less friendly to imitation" (23). Gone, then, is Horace's publico 

materies (23): 

In placing a high value on originality, the new literary criticism ... 
tended to justify strong protection of intellectual structures in some 
respect "new", to encourage a more suspicious search for 
appropriations even of the less obvious types, and to condemn these 
more roundly when found. (24) 
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However, as Rose rightly argues, it was not simply the transformation of 

conditions of authorship and modes of critical favour that urged changes in 

copyright law. Before all else, he points out, "there had to be an adequate theory 

of property, or, more precisely, an adequate mode of discourse about property, a 

language in which the idea of the proprietary author could be elaborated" (56). 

This was supplied by Locke's discourse of possessive individualism, centred on 

the axiom "that an individual's 'person' was his own property" (56), and that 

"through labor an individual might convert the goods of nature into private 

property" (56). Thus, according to Rose, "London booksellers invented the 

modem proprietary author, constructing him as a weapon in their struggle with 

the booksellers of the provinces" (56). 

At the core of the legal disputes between booksellers was also an argument 

over principle, conducted as a conflict between self-interest and cultural interests. 

Rose puts it thus: "The author has a right to the fruits of his labor, but society has 

a need to maintain the circulation of ideas" (59). Underlying this conflict is of 

course the question of the exact status of the literary work, alternating as it does in 

the legal debates of the eighteenth century between a collection of ideas and a 

form of material goods. This conflict is embedded in the terms in which 

Blackstone presents his argument for copyright in the Commentaries (again, I am 

indebted to Mark Rose here): 

even as it was being defined as essentially incorporeal—"the identity 
of a literary composition consists intirely in the sentiment and the 
language"—literary property was presented in the Commentaries as if 
it were another in a list of material goods that also included, for 
example, items seized from an alien enemy or items found on the sea. 
(64) 

The "analogy between a literary composition and a landed estate" (64) suggests a 

fundamental contradiction between the free circulation of ideas and the 

proprietary rights of the author—a contradiction framed as an antagonism 
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between the spiritual and the material—which bears significantly upon what I 

have to say about Eliot. 

By the middle part of the nineteenth century, a number of these issues 

have been clarified by law. The Copyright Act of 1842 was, in John Feather's 

words, "to remain the basis of British copyright law until 1911, and indeed to 

exercise immense influence throughout the British Empire and the rest of the 

world." (1989, 62): 

The basic term of copyright was the author's lifetime plus seven years 
after his death, or forty-two years from publication if forty-two years 
had not elapsed seven years after the author died. Copyrights assigned 
to others were to enjoy only their first term of protection, that is, seven 
years after the death of the author. There was, however, a crucial 
exception to this rule: copyrights assigned to members of the author's 
family were fully protected, with the possibility of a full forty-two 
year term. (62)9 

But the problems of principle put forward in the contests of the previous century 

were by no means comprehensively addressed in the Copyright Act of 1842. In 

1880, Matthew Arnold (1973) continued to deny any natural right to property, 

thus foreclosing the entire question of copyright as a form of intellectual property. 

Arnold argued that copyright led only to expensive books, thus impeding the 

circulation of ideas, a position which Grant Allen, also in 1880, disputed 

vigorously. Allen took up the eighteenth-century debate about the relationship 

between landowning and copyright, claiming that "only the abstract nature of the 

property prevents us from recognising its real nature" (355). Allen prefaces a 

long disquisition on the nature and origin of private property with an anecdote 

that sets out to question how it is that property in land and in books are in fact 

treated radically differently in law. Opening with an extreme example of the 

thesis that follows it, Allen suggests that British copyright libraries represent a 

store of books "gathered together by unjustifiable confiscation of property from 

private persons" (343): the point he is making is that such a confiscation would 

not be tolerated if the material goods were other than books. The notion of the 
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free circulation of ideas in the form of copyright libraries is contrasted with the 

free exploitation of literary commodities by inadequate American copyright 

provisions, which had largely been the reason for the Royal Commission on 

Copyright of 1875-8. In these two essays, then, as in the philosophical disputes 

which accompanied the court battles of the previous century, the conflict returns 

to competing principles: proprietary rights, and the free circulation of ideas. 

In nineteenth-century Britain, I would like to argue, the notion of 

authorship was being forwarded and revised in the context of middle-class debates 

over the relative values of land and capital, of private ownership and the 

inheritance of real property on the one hand, and of public shareholding and 

speculation, banking, and industrial manufacture on the other. As Leonore 

Davidoff and Catherine Hall have shown (1987, 205-7), the ascendant 

manufacturing classes were divided, in the period between 1780 and 1850, 

between adapting the aristocracy's and gentry's double assurance of power and 

wealth vested in land, an assurance underwritten by patrilineage; and exploiting 

the increasing liquidity of capital freed from land, which represented a far greater 

risk, since "throughout the period there remained a dearth of trustworthy 

institutions for raising capital or in which to invest" (Davidoff and Hall 207). 

Land represented both security and status but, as Davidoff and Hall argue, the 

middle-classes sought alternatives to primogeniture (such as partible inheritance) 

as a means of supporting their whole families, and did not consider the family 

home in terms of the lineage it guaranteed, frequently selling it at the death of the 

incumbent to raise capital. Aristocratic institutions and rituals of marriage and 

inheritance gave way to business partnerships, thereby securing in capital 

amalgamations new forms of "family" connection. 

A.L. Morton (1965) has noted that "the simultaneous prosperity of 

industry and agriculture is the explanation for the remarkable absence of open 

conflict between manufacturers and landowners in the twenty years which 
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followed the repeal of the C o m Laws" (1965, 407). Economic theorists 

continued, however, to dispute the value to m o d e m England of a largely 

aristocratic wealth governed by land and primogeniture. J.R. McCulloch, for 

instance, in A Treatise on the Succession to Property Vacant by Death (1848), 

argued that 

The large fortunes which primogeniture concentrated in few hands 
were said to be the means for educating the younger children of landed 
aristocrats as well as professionals and businessmen generally to the 
benefit of riches and arousing their envy, thereby spurring them to 
exertion and accumulation of wealth to the benefit of society as well as 
themselves, (cited in William Miller 1980, 569) 

J.S. Mill, however, in his Principles of Political Economy (published in the same 

year), disagreed. William Miller puts it thus: "Mill's comment on all this was that 

in a developing economy inherited land was only one source of great personal 

wealth and that fortunes acquired by industry, frugality, and prudence provided 

better and more effective models than inherited ones" (569). In the background 

of this debate, real property (with its advantages of prestige and solidity) was 

being assimilated more completely to the demands of capital enterprise: it was 

being used to underwrite capital expansion, and to indicate commercial 

competency and trustworthiness, while at the same time was much more readily 

"made liquid" to serve the interests of enterprise. In this way the treacherousness 

of pure capital was ameliorated by its linking to an overhauled system of landed 

wealth. A dangerous and potentially lawless force is tempered by aligning it with 

an outmoded form of patrimonial security, so that the first renovates and frees up 

the second, and the second grounds and legitimates the first. 

Georg Simmel has claimed that "the emergence of economic individuality 

begins at the point where inheritance ends. It commences with the individual 

family and it ceases where inheritance still prevails—within the individual family" 

(1978, 354). It is precisely this tension between inheritance and individuality, 

land and capital, that surfaces in George Eliot's writings about writing, and 
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which, I will argue, sits just below the surface of her fiction. Catherine Gallagher 

avers that "Eliot's dominant metaphor for authorship, both in her novels and 

essays, is not genealogy but commerce" (1986, 45), a claim certainly borne out by 

the non-fiction. In the essay on authorship in "Leaves From a Note-Book", for 

instance, the production of literature is compared with the machine reproduction 

of cloth: 

The author's capital is his brain-power—power of invention, power of 
writing. The manufacturer's capital, in fortunate cases, is being 
continually reproduced and increased. Here is the first grand 
difference between the capital which is turned into calico and the brain 
capital which is turned into literature. (Pinney 1963, 439) 

The writing of literature which is to be published entails a moral responsibility, an 

influence which is equated with the display and sale of merchandise: 

man or woman who publishes writings inevitably assumes the office of 
teacher or influencer of the public mind. ... — h e can no more escape 
influencing the moral taste, and with it the action of the intelligence, 
than a setter of fashions in furniture and dress can fill the shops with 
his designs and leave the garniture of persons and houses unaffected by 
his industry. (440) 

If an author "really cares for nothing but his income", then he "carries on 

authorship on the principle of the gin-palace" (440): "And bad literature of the 

sort called amusing is spiritual gin" (440). The metaphors of manufacture and 

retailing inevitably invite the metaphor of the immoral trade in liquor, and shift 

the emphasis from responsible middle-class industry to a dangerous peddling of 

intoxicating substances to the lower classes. Another intoxicating substance 

purveyed to the wrong people is education, the dissemination of which produces 

something like a literary mob, a spectre of a vast, anonymous, enfranchised 

working-class become a vast mass-produced author-class: 

how or on what principle are we to find a check for that troublesome 
disposition to authorship arising from the spread of what is called 
Education, which turns a growing rush of vanity and ambition into this 
current? (441) 
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And what of w o m e n authors? Wholly engaged in manufacturing products 

which are "less the result of labour than of busy idleness" (Pinney 323), the lady 

novelists in that infamous essay of Eliot's "write in elegant boudoirs, with violet-

coloured ink and a ruby pen", and thus "must be entirely indifferent to publishers' 

accounts, and inexperienced in every form of poverty except poverty of brains" 

(304). In this sense, they are much like the "works of destitute women turned 

novelists", which are in their turn (pace Miss Matty) "like the extremely 

supererogatory pincushions and ill-devised nightcaps that are offered for sale by 

blind men" (303). Or again, summoning Gallagher's argument (1986), female 

authors are of that class that will do anything for easy money: "these ill-taught 

persons are perhaps idle and want to give themselves 'an object'; or they are short 

of money, and feel disinclined to get it by a commoner kind of work" (441). In 

keeping with the twin fears surrounding prostitution—the mingling of the classes 

and the spread of disease—Eliot pursues a solution to the rampant disease of 

authorship: 

whatever medicines of a spiritual sort can be found good against 
mental emptiness and inflation—such medicines are needful for them. 
The contempt of the world for their productions only comes after their 
disease has wrought its worst effects. (442) 

Clearly, then, an anxiety about novel-writing, and the novel-writing of 

women, emerges in Eliot in a complex response to the ascendancy of the novel to 

"literature" in the face of its devaluation by the very industrial processes and 

social institutions—mass publication, literacy, education—which elevated it in the 

first place. Eliot's anxiety is consistently focused on the peril of over-production. 

The relationship between disease, turpitude and economic mismanagement is one 

readily at hand from decades of spectacular commercial swindles, and for Eliot 

the diseases of authorship are similarly embroiled in the machinery of the market 

economy. It is not simply that novel-writing is a high vocation demeaned by grub 

street, though that elitism is undeniably present. Rather, it is that authors 
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themselves become cyphers, machines producing and automatically reproducing 

whatever the market demands. They are, in fact, anonymous and interchangeable. 

The gradual shifts over the course of centuries in the influence and power 

of printers, booksellers, and publishers is of particular note here. B y the 

nineteenth century, publishing—a capital-intensive enterprise—had replaced both 

printing and bookselling as the principal agent of literary reproduction. The key 

to this change is the power of distribution, rather than, as in printing and 

bookselling, material production itself. The author-publisher relationship was as a 

consequence dramatically recast, with the author no longer sought out by printers 

but compelled actively to seek out a publisher with the capital resources to print 

and market the work. W o m e n were conspicuously excluded from control of 

publishing businesses.10 As agents in a circulatory system of publication 

controlled by men, w o m e n writers (even someone as experienced as Elizabeth 

Gaskell) were frequently exploited outright, or, in a more general way, embroiled 

in networks of circulation, invariably producing what the market determined. A s 

Meredith's Diana Merion discovers when she publishes The Princess Egeria, 

"editions of the book did really run like fires in summer furze; and to such an 

extent that a simple literary performance grew to be respected in Great Britain, as 

representing Money" (DC, 201). In this sense, the dissemination of books 

through circulating libraries and rail networks can be likened to the circulation of 

capital itself,11 to the circulation of ideas in education (set against, you will recall, 

the argument for an author's proprietary rights, the rights of inventive genius), 

and the circulation of semen (and disease) in prostitution. 

Eliot's response to this complex malaise of modem authorship is to appeal 

again to originality and its concomitant status as property. "Great and precious 

origination", she writes in the piece entitled "Value in Originality" (in "Leaves 

from a Note-Book"), "must always be comparatively rare, and can only exist on 

condition of a wide massive uniformity" (Pinney 448). For "when a multitude of 
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men have learned to use the same language in speech and writing, then and then 

only can the greatest masters of language arise" (448). As the piece on authorship 

makes quite clear, Eliot was consistently concerned with this relationship between 

uniformity and originality, and the implication of authorship in the programmatic 

treatment of anonymity and heroism in her work. All of the images she uses 

above—the investment of capital in industry, the mass production and sale of 

cheap, corrupting, and intoxicating entertainments, the mass entry into the 

marketplace of uniform fictional products produced by a body of anonymous 

writers, and the spread, via education, of a disease of authorship)—emphasize an 

alarm at the commodification of writing. Gallagher explains it thus: "by 

relentlessly exposing the unnaturalness of the commercial literary economy—its 

severance from 'real wants' and independence of standards of quality in the 

commodity—Eliot promotes the artificial construction of a superseding moral 

economy" (1986, 47). 

Martha Woodmansee, exploring the economic and legal conditions of the 

emergence of the "author" in the eighteenth century, explains how "'inspiration' 

came to be explicated in terms of original genius, with the consequence that the 

inspired work was made peculiarly and distinctively the product—and the 

property—of the writer" (1984, 427). The emergence of the professional writer 

under the conditions I have outlined coincides, Woodmansee avers, with the 

redefinition of originality and genius, a redefinition that was, for instance, to serve 

William Wordsworth well in his thirty-years' campaign for copyright reform. 

Woodmansee cites the poet Edward Young, whose Conjectures on Original 

Composition (1759) strikingly anticipates Wordsworth's position. An original 

work, Young wrote, 

may be said to be of a vegetable nature; it rises spontaneously from the 
root of genius; it grows, it is not made. Imitations are often a sort of 
manufacture wrought up by those mechanics, art and labor, out of pre-
existent materials not their own. (cited Woodmansee, 446) 
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N o w it is curious that Eliot, in her celebrated attack on Young, "Worldliness and 

Other-Worldliness" (Pinney, 335-85), condemns him for precisely these qualities 

of imitation, "the type of that deficient human sympathy, that impiety towards the 

present and the visible, which flies for its motives, its sanctities, and its religion, 

to the remote, the vague, and the unknown" (385). As Pinney observes in his 

foreword to the essay, Eliot "brings to the judgement of Young an implicitly 

Wordsworthian standard" (336). The Eliotean byword, truth to feeling, is the 

source of her complaint against Young, and the poet's infidelity to any common 

experience mocks his antithesis of organic and mechanical composition: "place 

him on a breezy common, where the furze is in its golden bloom, where children 

are playing, and horses are standing in the sunshine with fondling necks, and he 

would have nothing to say" (369). 

Wordsworth, invoked in relation to both Young and Eliot, provides an 

eloquent example of the paradoxes which emerge from the argument for 

originality used in agitation for copyright reform, paradoxes which are redoubled 

in Eliot's case by the added component of gender. Wordsworth, as Susan 

Eilenberg persuasively argues, took an interest in copyright reform which "verged 

on the excessive" (1989, 352). The presuppositions of his evangelically 

reformative program, Eilenberg contends, were at once bome out in, but finally 

contradicted by, his poetry. The entire question of material property in works of 

art emerges in the materiality of language towards which his poetry pushes: 

"words and things seemed to him so nearly alike that the possibility that one 

might confuse them both alarmed and allured him" (358). More telling still, 

however, is the contradiction between private property, the original production of 

genius, and common property, the democratic tenor of Wordsworth's verse: 

"Wordsworth had long before proclaimed that the stuff of lyric poetry was 

common to us all, declared that the poet was only a man speaking to men in the 

language really used by men, and hinted that the primordial language of poetry 
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had almost more to do with the dead, w h o have no voices with which to speak for 

themselves, than with the living, who found both property and identity upon their 

power to name" (Eilenberg 362-3). For Eliot, too, realism promises this 

imaginative commonwealth, a notion of common property which strains against 

the proclamation of original genius (and its concomitant, literary proprietorship) 

through which she attempts to differentiate herself from the uniform mass of 

novelists. Realism is the aesthetic of the quotidian, the everyday world, and it 

inevitably repositions its literary antagonists as the forms of other-worldliness. 

Put more emphatically, Eliot's realism ungrounds its others, and it does so 

by striking a characteristic distinction between the invulnerability of English 

lands, and the influence of what is foreign (to land and to realism) and vulnerable: 

pure capital and Romantic excess. To appreciate how what is un-English comes 

to be associated with what is inimical to landed interests, and both to be 

associated with anti-realism, we need to recall, in thinking about Eliot's 

understanding of reform, the historical context of a post-revolutionary, post-

Napoleonic, and post-Chartist England. This is precisely the context which 

Charlotte Bronte had established in Shirley, and a cautionary tale in that novel is 

oddly relevant to the context I am trying sketch here in relation to Eliot. At the 

beginning of Chapter Ten of Shirley the narrator bitterly castigates those classes 

who "think too exclusively of making money" (S, 166). Yet Robert Moore, the 

unpatriotic foreigner, is also "specially prone to confine his attention and efforts 

to the furtherance of his individual interest" (167), efforts which amount to an 

agitation to end the war. The Tory rector Matthewson Helstone construes 

Moore's purely commercial stance as Jacobinism and goes on to condemn the 

French language as "a bad and frivolous one at the best". What is more, "most of 

the works it boasted were bad and frivolous" (168). Bronte's narrator is appalled 

in this passage that "the tradesmen of England" (167) would have capitulated 

shamelessly to Napoleon, only defending their own moneyed interests. Without 
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land but only capital to defend, these classes would have submitted to Napoleon's 

invasion, and submitted to its bad and frivolous language, a language of another 

place: a language of passion, excess, money. 

In Middlemarch, Lydgate is ungrounded by his passion for a French 

melodramatic actress Laure. This episode, what is more, is itself a melodramatic 

intrusion into the narrative, secured in the realist context by reference not to two 

contraposing modes—melodramatic and realistic—but to Lydgate's two selves: 

He had two selves within him apparently, and they must learn to 
accommodate each other and bear reciprocal impediments. Strange, 
that some of us, with quick alternate vision, see beyond our 
infatuations, and even while w e rave on the heights, behold the wide 
plain where our persistent self pauses and awaits us. (MM, 125) 

This passage recalls what George Levine has called "the landscape of reality", an 

encoding in geographical terms of differences between romance and realism 

(1981, 204-26). What is critical in this passage is the confidence with which 

Eliotean realism controls the transaction between the two modes, firstly by casting 

them as states of being, and secondly by noting that the "persistent self will 

always be that which waits on the plain. Yet for all that, the negotiation of modes 

is one of accommodation, as though to stress the inevitability of both in spite of 

their inaptitude; and one which stresses the bearing of "reciprocal impediments", 

the consciousness of the limitations of each which may find their extension in the 

other. This is a typical gambit of Eliot's, of course, to insist upon our own 

limitations that can be met in another's unseen strengths, strengths that w e merely 

took for ridiculous, shallow, irrelevant affectation. It is critical, nonetheless, that 

Eliot should frame a formal transaction as a misalliance, an impetuous affair 

between an English doctor and a Frenchwoman, between an English provincial 

settlement and the vagabond existence of an actress, between complex interactions 

of choice and determination and unmotivated and indifferent criminality, between 

us and them, between a condition of home, and what is (as melodrama) essentially 

foreign.12 In Diana of the Crossways, likewise, this enemy of realism is the witty 
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woman, the alien w h o prompts and mediates the emphatic revision of realism in 

that novel: "English women and men feel toward the quick-witted of their species 

as to aliens, having the demerits of aliens—wordiness, vanity, obscurity, 

shallowness, an empty glitter, the sin of posturing. A quick-witted woman 

exerting her wit is both a foreigner and potentially a criminal" (DC, 122). 

It is critical, therefore, that realism strive towards a reinstatement of a 

revisionary (home-) land, and the coincidence of reinstated land and a woman's 

reproductive body cannot be overlooked here. Middlemarch ends, as I noted 

above, with Dorothea's production of an heir, a continuity in property which 

cannot be entertained by The Mill on the Floss, in spite of that novel's claim to 

final rebuilding. There, the almost biblical epochal structure of conflict, 

destruction, and renovation is interleaved with the structure of anadiplosis, or 

doubling back, which is set up in the epigraph/epitaph which sends the novel 

circulating back to the opening page, as the flood spills back into the 

hyperaesthetic/anaesthetic immersions of the first chapter. The promise of 

historical continuity at the graveside of Tom and Maggie is short-circuited by the 

destruction of Maggie's body and its potential as the medium of history. This 

investment in the reproductive body also emerges, again through Mary Garth, in 

Eliot's representations of the author as mother or father, as a distinction between 

the female reproductive body and the mechanized reproductions of identical texts 

by women; and a distinction between the female (author) as a corporeal medium 

for genealogical reproduction and the (female) author as a medium through which 

the inheritance of ideas is diverted. Thus, Eliot, pseudonymously and in plots of 

gendered authorship, both reinforces and confutes the distinction between "the 

'masculine' realm of language and law and the 'feminine' realm of emotion and 

the body" (Rosenman 1989, 238).13 

When Mark Rose contends that "the distinguishing characteristic of the 

modem author ... is that he is a proprietor, that he is conceived as the originator 
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and therefore the owner of a special kind of commodity, the 'work'" (54), he fails 

to take into account what is most salient about the period covered by his 

argument. That is, that (until 1882) the relationship in law between literary 

property and the author is different if the author is a married woman.14 The 

deliberate artifice of Eliot's marriage-non-marriage to Lewes, the assumption of a 

right to property implicit in her male pseudonym, her dependence upon and 

independence of his commercial acumen, her preoccupation with money (see 

Dessner 1979, 258-9) and with finding an appropriate house: all of these bear 

upon her self-creation as George Eliot. Thus, problems of identity merge with the 

secrecy of an illicit marriage and the freedom of ownership it permits, and 

complex questions of intellectual property surround the invention of the female 

author. All of these factors converge in the affair of Joseph Liggins, alias George 

Eliot. 

The Liggins affair involved a curious form of appropriation dependent for 

its success upon Eliot's maintenance of the incognito.15 When Liggins usurped 

the literary property of George Eliot, he did not steal and reproduce the content of 

her work under his own name, but rather stole the name itself.16 "George Eliot", 

in this case, was a piece of movable literary property, a sign which became 

disengaged from its "owner" and claimed by another, a disengagement which 

immediately proclaimed the volatility of the sign of a woman's authorship, a 

volatility which the pseudonym had been intended to minimize in the first place. 

This is underscored when we read the first letter to The Times protesting against 

Liggins's trespass: 

Allow me to ask whether the act of publishing a book deprives a man 
of all claim to the courtesies usual among gentlemen? If not, the 
attempt to pry into what is obviously meant to be withheld—my 
name—and to publish the rumours which such prying may give rise to, 
seems to m e quite indefensible, still more so to state these rumours as 
ascertained truths. (GEL iii, 50) 
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Significantly, the author of this letter was George Henry Lewes, here alias George 

Eliot. More than two months later, Eliot herself writes in stronger terms to The 

Times, intent on forcing Liggins to reveal himself by appealing to the guilt 

implicit in his silence (GEL iii, 92-3). But throughout this dispute, multiple 

voices and silences—most notably those of Marian Evans, Lewes, and Liggins, 

but also others pursuing the authentic "key" to the Scenes of Clerical Life and 

Adam Bede—are added to the layers of duplicity surrounding "George Eliot". As 

Alexander Welsh points out, "the Leweses were in effect blackmailed" (1985, 

128): "At first [Eliot, Lewes, and Blackwood] were amused ..., but they became 

upset and unnerved when other outsiders conceived the idea of raising charity for 

Liggins, who was said to have received no pay for these from the publisher—as 

indeed he had not" (128). The hint of a publisher's exploitation here is ironical, 

given that Liggins himself acts less like a plagiarist than an exploitative publisher. 

His plagiarism, that is, is not that of the work and its double but of the author and 

her double, a plagiarism already present in the female author writing, as Mary 

Garth does, a book that is always the work of someone else. 

If Marian Evans Lewes, as Eliot came to want to be known, silenced the 

association of authorship and motherhood in her adoption of the pseudonym 

George Eliot, then Liggins actively took up its implicit claim to fatherhood, and 

made public what Eliot herself could not. As Catherine Gallagher has argued 

Eliot's fears of authorship ... center around the relationship between 
her public, authorial identity, her pseudonym George Eliot, and her 
private identity, the ambiguous Marian Evans Lewes. ... "George 
Eliot" ... was not just an enabling fictional masculine identity but was 
for many years a serious screen to disguise the author's identity. For it 
was feared, by Lewes, Eliot, and her publishers, that no one would buy 
the books of the scandalous Marian Evans. (1986, 59) 

Gallagher is presenting here an argument for the close association, in the 

Victorian period, of the "activities of authoring, of procuring illegitimate income, 

and of alienating one's self through prostitution" (43): 
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The author ... does not go to market as a respectable producer with an 
alienable commodity, but with himself or herself as commodity. The 
last half of the eighteenth century is the period both when the identity 
of text and self begins to be strongly asserted and when the legal basis 
for commodifying texts (as distinct from books) comes into being in 
copyright law. This combination puts writers in the marketplace in the 
position of selling themselves, like whores. (43) 

This revision of the generative maternity of female authorship seeking refuge in 

the established patriarchal myths of creativity and originality, and in the male 

pseudonym, identifies a fear of female authorship and its association with 

prostitution and usury, systems of sexual exchange and monetary exchange in 

which capital circulates independently of production. It is an idea which shows 

female authorship in Eliot to be fraught with evasiveness and incognito: with a 

dread of being found out to be an author who is not a man, and who must be, in 

consequence, a woman living in sin. The image of the whore undermines any 

notion of a woman's fundamental right to literary production, a right which was 

wrested by the male myth of literary paternity constructed to compensate for the 

"fictional nature of all fatherhood" (39).17 

There are, then, Gallagher argues, two contradictory relationships 

concealed behind the male pseudonym. Yet they are finally only two of a great 

number of relationships gathered under a sign which suspends and alternates 

between the identities it names. What "George Eliot" really occludes, I would 

argue, are relations of property: the ownership of texts; and the ownership of 

identities, identities which merge and cross between character, author, and 

narrator. This is evidenced in the characteristic collapse into self-referentiality of 

the author's name, as on the title-pages of novels where it is affixed to an identity 

which exists exclusively in relation to other texts, other names. The author-name 

does not inscribe "George Eliot, also Marian Evans Lewes", but places him in 

relation to other men-children: "Author of Adam Bede, Felix Holt, Silas Marner, 

Daniel Deronda etc.". 
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(iii) 

The protection which copyright law extends to the author's originality in 

its stipulation and policing of rights of reproduction is germane to convergent 

images of authorship, motherhood, and the law in Eliot. It has frequently been 

remarked of Eliot's fiction that none of her heroines are eponymous, and that 

motherhood, subordinated to courtship plots in English romance, is invariably 

occulted or relegated to minor characters.18 Silas Marner at once corroborates 

and contradicts this commonplace. As Sandra M. Gilbert (1985) has 

demonstrated, this novel is a compelling allegory of female authorship and its 

discontents. As with "George Eliot", in Silas Marner it is as though a woman 

with a man's name (Silas, like another author of sorts, Latimer in The Lifted Veil, 

is repeatedly feminized) becomes in a single visitation both father and mother (as 

Eliot was also Muttered, or as it were surreptitiously spoken into existence as 

Marian Evans Lewes, the mother of Lewes's boys) without either fathering or 

mothering. Marner's virgin birth so effectively does away with the necessity of a 

mother that the novel comes to allegorize processes of authorial effacement and 

instatement in the rest of the fiction. 

Certainly nowhere else in Eliot is this transsexual generativity, authorial 

ambiguity, and enclosed economy more forcefully and explicitly announced than 

in Silas Marner. The novel presents a reversal of the Danae myth, in which the 

mother of Perseus is impregnated by Zeus in the form of a shower of gold. As 

Joseph Kestner remarks repeatedly, this is an archetypal Victorian image of 

prostitution (1989, 4, 12, 89, 100, 298), and one which is used in painting and in 

such texts as My Secret Life, in which "Walter" "fills the vagina of a prostitute 

with shillings in literal imitation of the myth" (1989, 12). If semen is coin, then 

Silas's masturbation is all the more curious for the delayed return upon his 

money. His act of hoarding is deliberately and explicitly ungenerative, as Eliot's 
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description makes quite obvious. Yet, as Gilbert notes, its exchange for a child 

efficiently bypasses the necessity of a mother. It is as though it were prostitution 

in reverse—paying not for sexual pleasure without issue, but issue without the 

sexual act. 

Fixed within this "legendary tale"19 is a fable of Eliot's project of 

metonymic realism. The environments and things of which Barbara Hardy writes 

become, in the context of Silas's accumulation, less "an archaeology of household 

objects, dress, architecture and institutions" (1982, 148) than a register, a careful 

process of documentation, mensuration, and book-keeping. Detailed description 

serves the purpose of confirming the very power of language to reproduce the 

tangible world and bring every element, from the smallest to the grandest, to bear 

upon a moral purpose. More correctly, though, this assiduously acquisitive 

enterprise is itself the moral purpose. As Elizabeth Ermarth has argued, "in 

George Eliot's view the diverse objects of culture are irreducible," and "do not 

reveal transcendental laws, they are laws in themselves." (1974, 278). That is to 

say, "actual facts are the moral laws" (280). Attentiveness to these objects, these 

facts, is so crucial to Eliot's realism precisely because objects are always 

intentional objects: they embody ideas. Thus, every description of an outward 

appearance intends a meaning. 

However, in the annotated anti-realism of Silas Marner the project of 

metonymic signification is allegorized and placed under interrogation in Silas's 

hoarding. For in this novel, more is as good as nothing, and only its necessary 

loss buys happiness. According to Catherine Gallagher, the "relatively settled 

Protestant view of the relationship between outward appearance and inward 

essence" (represented in Felix Holt by Rufus Lyon, and rejected by Felix) is "a 

view that stresses the conventionality of signs" (1985, 239). The point Gallagher 

makes about "Debasing the Moral Economy"—that it "can be absolutely debased 

in a way that money cannot be" (255), that "as cultural signs lose their individual 
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values, their multiplication and accumulation become mere signs of devaluation 

itself and hence sources of emotional emptiness" (255)—is especially pertinent to 

the explicit dramatization of this process in Silas Marner. The coin in this novel 

both resists and colludes in its own symbolic potential, its potential as a referential 

currency of value, just as its disappearance seems both to coincide with and be 

utterly independent of Eppie's appearance, a paradox signalled in Silas's vision of 

her as a pile of gold left on the hearthstone. In this way the coin is not brought 

into the transaction explicitly, it is not a clear exchange, in spite of Silas's belief 

to the contrary. That is to say, the money does not buy what clearly it cannot buy 

(redemption), and yet does. Further, it symbolizes, during the period of Silas's 

solitary enjoyment of it, that which effectively undermines its symbolic power: 

that is, its irrelevance, as a hoarding, to any form of exchange, economic or 

linguistic. 

The disjuncture of outward appearance and inward essence is also 

embodied, so to speak, in the figure of Silas himself. The assurance of this hero's 

salvation is established only when he can in his o w n mind assume the right to take 

possession of what is and is not an extension of himself—when he knows finally 

what he can and cannot be held responsible for, when what is willed and what is 

determined come into the sort of correlation which might provide the basis for a 

logic of thought, action, and outcome. Only with the marriage of Eppie does 

Silas become what w e think of as a realist character. H e perceives this happy 

ending in terms of an exchange, and it is equally an exchange of one form of 

authorship for another, the fabular for the realist. In "The Natural History of 

German Life" Eliot censures Dickens's "rendering [of] the external traits of our 

town population" without "their psychological character" (Pinney 271). Only 

"the precious salt" of his humour redeems that "which compels him to reproduce 

external traits that serve, in some degree, as a corrective to his frequently false 

psychology" (271). This disjunction between external metonyms and the qualities 
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of character they are intended to carry is especially pronounced in Silas, who is as 

it were by right of illness absolutely detached from realism's logic of motivation 

and action. H e is also (like an author) both present at, yet removed from, the 

work of his hands: the work of the devil (of which he is wrongly accused); the 

work of weaving, with its long history of connection with authorship; and the 

work of procreation. 

Silas Marner strenuously resists teleological form, yet it also affords a 

critique of the kinds of historical meaning automatically accorded to Eliot. The 

novels, in keeping with what Ermarth identifies as an influence from "Spencer's 

nonteleological idea of progress" (1974, 275), elaborate on the error of origins (in 

the make-believe of beginnings), the imperative of the past (in its presence in the 

present), and the false faith in an inevitable historical development (in recurrent 

ironical asides on progress). Thus, though the insistent linearity of a crudely 

deterministic providential aesthetic is constantly reviewed, nevertheless a 

fundamentally historical mode of understanding and of narrative arrangement is 

always privileged. As Ermarth argues, Eliot's novels are composed of 

"incremental additions to the sum of particular conditions, and of the spatial 

expansion and intersection of multiple effects from single causes" (282). Mary 

Wilson Carpenter, too, has shown h o w a Protestant exegetical tradition— 

"apocalyptic 'continuous historical' interpretation centering on the Books of 

Daniel and Revelation" (1986, ix)—has presupposed "history" in narrative, and 

outlined "what particular designs and strategies it might have furnished a 

Victorian novel-writer, how it constructed beginnings, ends, and middles" (ix-x). 

Instead of a "perfectly ordered Providential machine" (Gallagher 1985, 220), 

Eliot adopts "the methodology and diction of those who observe a more 

inscrutable process of evolution" (221). The mechanics of the plot are those of 

exchange (centring on the exchanges between the money and Eppie), but also 

resistance to exchange. Silas's annihilated past is replaced by an "eternal" 
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present, a present made immanent by the monotony of mechanical work and made 

meaningful by the accumulation, without intention to exchange, of money. Thus, 

money comes to "mark off his weaving into periods" (SM, 68), but always the 

very activity of its accumulation rejects any other end: for Silas, then, is "the end 

quite hidden" (70). This suggests a reversal of the doctrine of "Assurance of 

Salvation" so favoured of Silas's treacherous friend Dane, but it also threatens to 

annihilate the narrative. The "unhistoric acts" of that most "historical" of all 

Eliot's novels, Middlemarch, revert, in Silas Marner, to a consideration of those 

acts which fall outside of history. This novel more than any other of Eliot's 

dwells on narrative and its silences. Its structure encodes and its thematic 

emphases reflect the very affliction of its hero, for it is a novel which effects what 

w e might call an exploratory catalepsis of history. It is punctuated with so many 

disjunctures that it threatens to be ruinous to that moral imperative predicated on 

historical continuity. 

Indeed, the social predication of historical continuity is, as a function of 

the plot of Silas Marner, peremptorily challenged. The "timeless origin" of the 

Cass estates, already corrupted,passesin the form of Eppie (who represents the 

abrupt end of primogeniture) to the itinerant artisan, the m a n who has no past. 

Significantly for what I have to say about authorship, Silas is an already obsolete 

artisan in 1861: in fact, after the loss of his gold, he begins almost to 

metamorphose into a machine. Silas Marner plays out a parable of authorial 

corruptions and their possible remedy. It appears at a moment when (in Eliot's 

view) the author, the aesthetic teacher, is under particular stress, threatened with 

obsolescence in the face of a rapid multiplication of undifferentiated authors and 

works. The malaise of m o d e m authorship can only be treated by recalling Silas to 

his realist senses (via Eppie), by effecting a new and morally laudable structure of 

continuity beyond the corruption of primogeniture and beyond the machine 

reproduction of manufacture. Silas Marner is in one sense principally concerned 
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with breaking habits: with undermining all habitual systems of industrial, social, 

and especially authorial reproduction. The morally obsolete landed aristocrats 

and the obsolete artisan of a "disinherited race" (52) corrupted into a silent 

manufactory by the allure of pure capital are thereby brought into a new 

resolution by the gesture of marital reconciliation, which simultaneously sets in 

place a new social order and a new aesthetic order: realism. 

(iv) 

This conflict between the solidity of land and the vulnerability of capital is 

also explicitly enacted in The Mill on the Floss, but with entirely different 

consequences. What in Silas Marner is an allegorization of the assimilation to 

realism of property and capital is inscribed in The Mill on the Floss as a discourse 

about metaphor, and the infringement of metaphor into realist objects and 

incidents. This novel also introduces a figure who is to compete with the author 

at the intersecting sites of land and capital, and language and authority. In 

Chapter Three, Maggie Tulliver interprets for the local valuer Mr Riley a picture 

of a blacksmith in Defoe's The History of the Devil: 

"the devil takes the shape of wicked men, and walks about and sets 
people doing wicked things, and he's oftener in the shape of a bad man 
than any other, because, you know, if people saw he was the devil, and 
he roared at 'em, they'd run away, and he couldn't make 'em do what 
he pleased." (MF, 18) 

The context of Maggie's exegesis—Mr Tulliver's discussion with Mr Riley about 

this "puzzling world", and his plans to get the better of it by educating his son to 

take on the law—suggests to us associations which are later to be critical: that 

between the devil and the lawyer, and between storytelling and disguise— 

associations which bring together Wakem the profit-maker and Maggie the story-

maker, and which return us to the problem of the incognito, the female author, 

and the law. Gallagher's argument that Eliot's fear of authorship centres on an 

interchangeability, an "equivalence of difference", between whore and author is 
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absolutely right; but there is another, parallel figure w h o also represents the 

control of linguistic negotiation within a sphere of exchange which excludes 

production, and w h o embodies both the author and the devil: that figure is the 

lawyer. 

The Mill on the Floss is centrally concerned with relationships between 

property rights and language. It is the first and perhaps the most extended 

example in Eliot's work of a sustained pressure brought to bear upon the "solidity 

of objects", and thence upon the procedures of realism, a pressure figured in the 

energy of water directed through the Tulliver mill on the Ripple. Indeed, The 

Mill on the Floss is a novel greatly troubled by water. Since Tony Tanner's 

argument in "Law and the River" (in Adultery and the Novel), it has become 

almost a commonplace to focus upon the nexus (or "chiasmus") of the mill and 

the Floss, the cultural and the natural, structure and desire, masculine and 

feminine, realist and anti-realist.20 In the figure of the mill, the "problematical 

space" on the river, Tanner identifies "tensions between the obligations of 

property and the importunities of passion" (1979, 67), a tension which animates 

his analysis of adultery in the novel, the binding and undoing of social contracts 

and narrative plots by social imperatives and by passion and feeling. The mill 

represents that fatal nexus of social and "extrasocial territory" (69), the 

"outlawed" realm of passion and "the realm of law and meaning" (70). But a 

perilous relationship between land and water is also present in the novel's explicit 

plot of property and its maintenance, and its profound concern with negligence 

and the loss of property. George Eliot considered calling it The House of 

Tulliver; or Life on the Floss, a title which more precisely identifies some of its 

intersecting concerns: land and water, commerce and life; property and fiction. 

The dispossession of "Mr Tulliver of Dorlcote Mill"—the perfect correspondence 

of a man's name and his place, w h o he is and what he owns—raises a set of 
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broader questions relating to property and realism, and it is these I wish to look at 

by way of introducing the problem in Felix Holt. 

Mr Tulliver sits in awe of "a being powerful enough to create lawyers" 

(MF, 19), and sets his mind to achieving the kind of power and authority that 

would allow him to indulge fully his passion for arbitration. In thrusting 

education upon Tom because of his own puzzlement with language, he vicariously 

joins those "fellows as talk fine and write with a flourish" (9). He means Tom to 

be not a miller but an engineer or surveyor, auctioneer or valuer: to work in land 

or commodities. The relationship between geomorphology and trade is apparent 

here as elsewhere in the novel (the flood is as much an economic as a natural 

disaster, for instance): as John Kucich has pointed out, "acculturated nature" 

(1983, 322) in The Mill on the Floss emerges from a friction between the 

functionality and the pure materiality of things. It is not things themselves but 

their use which is finally determinative, and "characters use their control of things 

as a means to master each other" (Kucich 325). The lawyer, in Tulliver's 

formulation, is the figure who is totally disconnected from land and its reverence, 

and the space he occupies is one of pure language, which, like pure water, is 

deceptive, dangerous, and groundless. The lawyer is thus contraposed to the 

miller, who uses water only to grind out a living, an image that recurs in 

descriptions of Tom's schooling, as monotonous as a mill, and in the sweet 

monotony of childhood. Wakem, however, represents fluidity, change, and 

diabolical cleverness, and most importantly, the ready access to capital—all of 

which representations are centred on his use of language. 

Language is the disguise under which power is exercised. Without 

disguise, after all, the devil would have no power. It is precisely on this point of 

language that Mr Tulliver falters, being "only susceptible in respect of his right to 

water-power" (11).21 Water-power is thus contrasted with "solid knowledge": 



138 

"I want T o m to be such ... as can talk pretty nigh as well as if it was all 
wrote out for him, and knows a good lot o' words as don't mean much, 
so as you can't lay hold of 'em i' law; a good solid knowledge o' 
business too." (11-12) 

Tom, however, inherits from his mother and not from his education the kind of 

solid knowledge that Mr Tulliver lacks, and which is set against Maggie's book-

learning (again, connecting her via language and her father to water). Tom is the 

realistic one, the foil to Maggie's unrealistic ambition, who knows 

how padlocks opened, and which way the handles of the gate were to 
be lifted. Maggie thought this sort of knowledge was very 
wonderful—much more difficult than remembering what was in the 
books. (39-40) 

Tom's realism, though, represents too a desire for mastery ("when he was 

a man he should be master of everything and do just as he liked" [92]), a desire 

which the "realist" narrating voice of the novel interrogates extensively. Girls' 

stories, Tom declares, are "stupid things" (165). His stories, like his play, are 

"fighting stories", stories of conquest and control. As Janet Beizer and 

Christopher Prendergast have argued, "a pseudoscientific mimetic discourse 

whose insistence on representation has been traced (notably, by Aristotle, in the 

Poetics, and Freud, in Beyond the Pleasure Principle) to children's attempts to 

master their environment through imitative play" (Beizer 1989, 51) suggests that a 

"profound psychic pattern" may be indicated "between the principle of mimesis 

and ... the desire for mastery" (Prendergast in Beizer, 59, n.5). In the well-known 

passage in The Mill on the Floss, the narrator apostrophizes Aristotle, but it is not 

the mimetic impulse that is under scrutiny: 

O Aristotle! if you had had the advantage of being "the freshest 
m o d e m " instead of the greatest ancient, would you not have mingled 
your praise of metaphorical speech as a sign of high intelligence, with 
a lamentation that intelligence so rarely shows itself in speech without 
metaphor,—that w e can so seldom declare what a thing is, except by 
saying it is something? (140) 

As the editor's notes explain, the narrator is here referring to the Poetics, XXII, 

16: "It is a great thing to make use of... double words and rare words ... but by far 
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the greatest thing is the use of metaphor. That alone cannot be learned; it is the 

token of genius. For the right use of metaphor means an eye for resemblances". 

But the passage also suggests two other excerpts from Aristotle: the first, that 

"metaphor consists in giving the thing a name that belongs to something else" 

(Poetics, 1457b); and the second, "midway between the unintelligible and the 

commonplace, it is a metaphor which most produces knowledge" (Rhetoric, III, 

1410b). Patricia Parker has explored "the dominance of the notion of 'place'—of 

territory already staked out, of the tropological as inseparable from the 

topological—and thus also of 'property', or of a place where a word properly 

belongs" (1987, 36) in metaphor. This "figure of transport and exile, evasion and 

transformation, deviation and copulation, identity and transgression" (53) is 

suggestive too of the crossings and duplicities of the male pseudonym, with its 

metaphoric fatherhood doubling back upon the metaphor of the author as mother. 

For "the multiplicity of plots contained within metaphor ... suggests why [it] can 

be at work in so many genres not just as figures of speech or rhetorical ornament 

but as structuring principle" (52). The pseudonym "George Eliot" is one such 

structuring principle, which institutionalizes the mystery of connection, the 

interposition of the proper and the alien, the pause over the two contained in the 

name of the one. Like metaphor, the woman author with the man's name is 

midway between the unintelligible and the commonplace. When in The Mill on 

the Floss Maggie crosses back between the proper and improper, she 

conspicuously stakes this middle ground, the (groundless) ground of metaphor. 

As Mr Tulliver might say, it's puzzling work, women is. 

What is most remarkable about The Mill on the Floss is that it is not 

disabled but rather empowered by its cognizance of the inefficacy of language. 

As the deconstructive critique of Eliot's work by J. Hillis Miller (1975) has 

shown, Eliotean realism proceeds in full consciousness of its own textuality, 

exploiting, in repeated figures of organic structure and connective tissue (webs, 
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textiles, threads), the implicit acknowledgment of the limitations and possibilities 

of language. What Eliot is striving to achieve in The Mill on the Floss, I believe, 

is not any kind of solution to the problems of figurality, but instead a means of 

accommodating and overriding them. The central question in the novel is not, 

how am I to speak? but, how am I to speak with authority? What power, in other 

words, can language endow me with? The dilemma for Tulliver and his family, 

revisited upon Maggie and Tom, is how to enact change through language, and it 

is a dilemma which, as I will elaborate further, captures the paradoxes of the 

realist epistemology. 

Mastery through language, which the men of the novel go on fighting 

over, is critical too to the women in the novel, most especially Maggie, who are 

constantly restricted to a realm in which performative language, utterance which 

make a difference, is excluded. That language, even figurative language, is a 

form of control is made clear by Wakem, but also by Tulliver's loss of self-

control, his subsequent loss of a controlling interest in the mill, and his final utter 

loss of control over language.22 This preoccupation with the kinds of authority by 

which one is able to speak and to act upon speech (and disabled from speaking) 

brings under scrutiny the authority through which realist narrative itself is 

enabled. The scenes of education are so important in The Mill on the Floss 

because they set out as plot the institutional processes through which knowledge 

is passed on in the form of what Pierre Bourdieu has called "symbolic capital" 

(1991, esp.66-89), processes which exactly parallel those through which realism 

enters into forms of exchange, transactions underwritten by the symbolic authority 

of its language. Like education, realism, in Bourdieu's formulation, endows 

institutionally authorized knowledges and ways of speaking: 

An institution ... is any relatively durable set of social relations which 
endows individuals with power, status and resources of various kinds. 
It is the institution, in this sense, that endows the speaker with the 
authority to carry out the act which his or her utterance claims to 
perform. (Thompson 1991, 8) 
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This endowment is precisely what Maggie, denied a space for the exchange of 

economic capital, is seeking through reading and the space it opens for the 

exchange of cultural capital. What she is removed from, as Eliot tries to imagine 

a w o m a n who defies the realist stipulation of the typical, is the transaction of the 

female body in the process of endowment—what w e might call an exchange of 

symbolic capital (the Victorian prestige of motherhood) for genealogical 

manufacture. It seems that the extent to which she gains entry to one field of 

exchange, the cultural, becomes the measure of her unfitness for the other. Yet, 

as there is in any case ultimately no space for her as a w o m a n in the field of 

cultural exchange (she is a commodity and not an agent of transaction23), there is 

no space at all, and the space of realism is erased, and with it Maggie, before it 

emerges to reclaim, as an historicizing last gasp, the dry land, the mill, the past, 

and the heroine of historical romance. The mill is rebuilt, certainly, but it is 

Wakem's. So much for historical continuity. 

(v) 

Finding both lawyer and author at the centre of a revisionary assimilation 

of land and capital in Eliot—both of them figured as plot-makers and artificers— 

further complicates the context of intellectual property and realism which I have 

been developing. The authority of the lawyer must (like the sham authority, 

vested in sales, of the popular romancer) be undermined and abrogated by the 

authority of the realist author—the sage—and this abrogation becomes a key issue 

in Felix Holt. The legal plot in that novel, a creation of truly Dickensian 

complexity, so embarrasses the reader in a net of the past set to catch Esther 

Lyon, that history begins to look less like an affair of radicals and conservatives 

than an affair of lawyers, plaintiffs, and defendants, and the '"cursed conjuring 

secret of theirs called Law'" (FH, 185). Significantly, even the composition of 

Felix Holt was interrupted by the bewilderments of the law, and indeed became a 
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forum for opposing the conjuring secrets of author and lawyer. Fred C. 

Thomson's work on the legal plot in Felix Holt (1967, 1980) has clarified the 

circumstances under which Eliot incorporated the legal substructure into the wider 

issues of the book. Arguing that the plot, "overcontrived as it may appear to be, 

was another means by which she hoped to reenforce the theme" of '"hereditary, 

entailed Nemesis'" (1967, 695), Thomson carefully recounts the correspondence 

on the matter between Eliot and Frederic Harrison, lawyer, writer, and 

Positivist.24 

Curiously, the correspondence between Eliot and Harrison itself takes on 

something of the novel's determination to differentiate between legal and moral 

claims to inheritance, in the form of a conflict between the claim to technical plot 

construction and inspired composition. This conflict suggests again the necessary 

conditions of authorship maintained in Eliot's essays on writing and in her 

fictional allegories of female authorship, conditions which contrast uniformity and 

originality, technical reproduction and inspired genius, and anonymity and 

heroism. Harrison's almost overstated determination not to infringe, as a mere 

lawyer (the arch-plotter in Eliot's fiction25), upon the sacred ground of the author, 

sets up the terms of the correspondence: "I have been at work at your 'case' with 

zest, for points of law are so little connected even remotely with the happiness of 

mankind that I fall with a will upon one which I hope will be." (GEL iv, 216). 

Yet Eliot places Harrison more or less exactly in the position of Lewes when she 

writes: "I have no confidence that the book will ever be worthily written. And 

now I have something else to ask. It is, that if anything strikes you as untrue in 

cases where my drama has a bearing on momentous questions, especially of a 

public nature, you will do me the great kindness to tell me of your doubts. ... 

Hitherto I have read my M.S. (I mean of my previous books) to Mr.Lewes, by 40 

or 50 pages at a time, and he has told me if he felt an objection to anything. No 

one else has had any knowledge of my writing before their publication (I except, 
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of course, the publishers)" (GEL iv, 221). Harrison, in reply, writes that "I have 

ventured to turn the account into the real names and here and there to insert a 

word or two of connexion which is only meant as an example of what is legally 

probable. I hope you will not think this is a presumptuous tampering with the 

authenticity of history" (GEL iv, 222); and in a postscript, adds: "I have just sent 

off a skeleton sketch and there has flashed across m e a gross absurdity which it 

contains.... I must think of this again—the Annette episode struck m e as an after

thought and its dramatic character blinded m e to its inherent absurdity—you see 

how rash it is for critics to presume to construct even a cell in an organism" (GEL 

iv, 227). Again, in a letter of 29 January 1866, Harrison reassures Eliot that he is 

nothing but an accessory to the artist's creative processes: "Of course m y little 

hypotheses are only meant to draw attention to the legal necessities which occur 

to m e " (GEL iv, 228). H e adds that "Of course m y modes of putting the story 

were not meant as suggestions to you but as a form of conceiving to myself the 

events in a consecutive way" (GEL iv, 231). Eliot, for her part, retains 

throughout a proprietorial tone: "what I want is simply a basis of legal 

possibilities", and concluding thus: "the careful trouble you have so generously 

given to it has enabled m e to feel a satisfaction in m y plot which beforehand I had 

sighed for as unattainable" (GEL iv, 231). 

W h e n in the epigraph to Chapter Eight Eliot frames the book's 

deterministic structures and themes in an extended metaphor, she chooses a 

metaphor of occupancy, dispossession, and continuance. Changing one's mind 

involves a dispute over property which, in Locke's terms, yields according to an 

inviolable sequence of sovereignty, habitation, and labour: 

The mind of man is as a country which was once open to squatters, 
who have bred and multiplied and become masters of the land. But 
then happeneth a time when new and hungry comers dispute the land; 
and there is trial of strength, and the stronger wins. Nevertheless the 
first squatters be they who have prepared the ground, and the crops to 
the end will be sequent... somewhat on the primal labour and sowing. 
(FH, 93) 
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Felix Holt promotes its agenda for social change, as Gallagher (1985) 

demonstrates, in the terms of culture's very displacement of social action. But in 

terms of Eliot's determinism there is, in effect, no possibility for revolution in any 

case. There is no dispossessing the past, which must, by strength and 

responsibility, be accepted and worked with until it is improved. This is the clear 

message of the "Address to Working Men, by Felix Holt" (Pinney, 415-30). It is 

a message which reinscribes inheritance in its programme of radicalism: for 

Eliot's radicalism "consisted in her keen sense of the determining function played 

in human affairs by the root of history" (Pinney 415). The implication of 

inheritance in history is expressed in the motto to Chapter Forty-Eight, from the 

Agamemnon: "Our days are heritors of days gone by" (FH, 383). As Gallagher 

writes, "Felix Holt converts its political and cultural concerns into issues of 

inheritance, apparently preparing the way for a traditional novelistic solution of 

the problem of inheritance, in which name and thing come together in the person 

of the legitimate inheritor" (256). It is important, I think, to identify closely the 

processes by which inheritance is refigured, authorized, and radicalized (that is, 

returned to its root) in the novel.26 

The juxtaposition of Mrs Transome and Esther Lyon highlights the 

imperative that the slow and imperceptible effects of accumulating 

misdemeanours can surprisingly uncover moral heirs of new promise.27 To 

achieve this, Eliot must take Harrison's advice that "it will be better, if it can be 

managed, to regard the case as one of settlement not of heirship" (GEL iv, 217). 

Esther has none but a legal claim upon the property of the Transomes, and thus 

only relinquishes her right as the dispossessed claimant, which is not a right by 

birth. There is no direct line of inheritance, a factor which renders the legal plot 

famously unreadable, but which allows Eliot to pursue the theme of moral 

inheritance and social parenthood. This difference, as Gallagher argues, is central 

to Felix Holt, which emphasizes in its three renunciations of heritage—Felix's 
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rather earnest, Harold's false, and Esther's genuine renunciation—how individual 

acts can at once endorse and emend the text of the past, the Nemesis of our moral 

ancestry: "every day she was getting more clearly into her imagination what it 

would be to abandon her own past, and what she would enter into in exchange for 

it; what it would be to disturb a long possession" (FH, 321-2). At the heart of 

Felix Holt is the abhorrence of radical social change registered explicitly in the 

"Address to Working Men". There, Felix warns against uprising by appealing to 

the strength of the "obligation w e lay on ourselves to beware, lest w e also, by a 

too hasty wresting of measures which seem to promise an immediate partial relief, 

make a worse time of it for our o w n generation, and leave a bad inheritance to our 

children" (Pinney 418). For 

there is hardly anything more to be shuddered at than that part of the 
history of disease which shows how, when a man injures his 
constitution by a life of vicious excess, his children and grandchildren 
inherit diseased bodies and minds, and how the effects of that unhappy 
inheritance continue to spread beyond our calculation. (418-19) 

It is through this paternalist rhetoric that the novel attempts to reconcile the social 

plot to the family plot, showing h o w Esther's renunciation (and Eliot's fiction's 

renunciation) of the depravity of legal claims and counter-claims frees the family 

plot for its new responsibilities, and frees her to produce the legitimate heirs of 

the new radicalism.28 

Thus, when the politics of culture "empties out the social" replacing it 

with Felix's and Esther's marriage of new minds, it empties along with it all the 

plot-properties of inheritance, all the legal gimcracks, all the unwieldy clutter of 

the Transomes. Or rather it closes the lid upon them. In this sense, though, they 

are never, as Jermyn would have attested, made null and void, but merely 

disappear into locked boxes and lie unheeded, like codicils waiting for some 

Christian to animate them, or some Jermyn to exploit them. The irresolution of 

the property plot in Felix Holt leaves us with precisely the anxiety of lawyers, the 

'"complicated questions, and—a—legal subtleties, which are never—a—fully 
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known even to the parties immediately interested, still less to the witnesses'" (FH, 

187), the discontent that matters can not have been cleared up and loose ends tied; 

and the irresolvable status of plot-properties, the undecidability which Gallagher 

brilliantly politicizes as a liberal crisis of representation, likewise leaves us 

wondering. "Empty" in this case is perhaps too final a word for the suspended 

ending of Felix Holt. 

This fear of relinquishing a rhetoric of real property and inheritance 

reflects the double anxiety in Eliot for which I have been arguing—over land in 

the wrong hands, and an economic power-base founded purely upon money. It is 

an anxiety which is never adequately resolved, for Eliot's realism is a site of 

contest for authority between the allies and enemies of land: real and mobile 

property, a feudal and mercantile order, material certainty and capital circulation, 

secure heritage and social reform, an aristocracy of authorship and a common 

ground. W h e n a minor character in Felix Holt defends the balance of land and 

capital, he does so using Middlemarch's famous image of connexity: 

'"Trade makes property, m y good sir, and property is Conservative, as 
they say now. Calibut's son-in-law is Lord Fortinbras. H e paid m e a 
large debt on his marriage. It's all one web, sir. The prosperity of the 
country is one web." (MM, 180) 

As I have argued, gender is paramount in this anxiety of authorship. Felix Holt's 

focus upon the inheritance of Esther Lyon points up h o w fiction-writing and 

female reproduction are both tied to the new anti-aristocratic imperative projected 

in a realist Utopia. Nonetheless, it is a Utopia never finally detached from an old 

order, the male order of land and its apportionment, fiction and its forms. 



147 

5. THE PANTOMIME OF THE WESSEX MAP 

They were only women; they were not regular labourers; they were not 
particularly required anywhere (77), 382) 

(i) 

Esther Lyon's renunciation of landed wealth is a moral luxury which few 

of Thomas Hardy's heroines can afford. Tess Durbeyfield, often thought of as the 

archetypal Hardyean figure, is sent off in pursuit of the family seat; but when she 

finds The Slopes, it is not a manorial home but a brick lodge "of recent erection— 

indeed almost new" (TD, 62). But in the tragic irony of the title the cognomen 

stays with her as persistently as if it were a place, as if to spite the fact that she 

does not particularly belong anywhere. 

Tess's homelessness, of course, has a history, but her fate is not that of, 

say, Moll Flanders. Defoe's decision to allow Moll to take up land in the N e w 

World at the end of that novel underscores the necessity he saw for a satisfactory 

novelistic resolution to a form predicated upon the dizzy reiteration of encounter 

and escape. But it also registers conspicuously a new fate for the English heroine: 

retirement indoors. Once there, the road becomes a perilous and always a doomed 

space. Caroline Helstone's longing for Ali Baba's tube; the exaggerated insularity 

of the ladies of Cranford; the generic infractions of the melodramatic in Eliot's 

realism; and, as w e shall see, the perilous crossings of Lucy Snowe, Isabel Vane, 

and Diana Merion: throughout this study the distinction between being at home 

and being away from home is different, both as a social fact and as a determinant 

of fictional possibilities, for a w o m a n and for a man. In his case, it articulates 

precisely the eloquent modulation of private and public spheres continually 
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negotiated by the Victorian novel, a modulation that takes the form of integrated 

fictional and historical events, or integrated domestic drama and civic and 

political dramas, dramas of individuals and families in commerce and industry, 

and dramas of urban streetlife, foreign travel and exploration, war and 

imperialism. The vast, encompassing realms of public experience become readily 

reconcilable with the confined space of the drawing-room; historical personages 

and anonymous urban hordes m o v e in and out of narratives focussed on 

individuals, families, neighbourhoods, provinces. 

In the Victorian novel the negotiation of this double world is nearly 

always at issue, for the characters and their plots but also for the formal design of 

the fiction. Dickens, for instance, in Little Dorrit, demonstrates h o w a world so 

insular and removed—so private—as that of the Marshalsea debtors' prison, 

might be related to a mechanistic instrumentation such as the Circumlocution 

Office, related even to the exclusively public M r Merdle, whose private existence, 

conspicuously omitted from the narrative, only enters it at the point of his suicide. 

This novel's entire formal project is governed by the moral imperative of its 

characters' and its institutions' implication in one another's guilt or innocence, 

and their responsibility for one another's fate. The idea that narrative art could 

bridge the gap between historical forces and individual lives pervades the fiction 

of Thackeray, Trollope, and Meredith as well as Dickens, but the division 

between the insularity of the dwelling and the great world beyond is also, as I 

have indicated in earlier chapters, central to the fiction of Charlotte Bronte, 

Elizabeth Gaskell, and George Eliot; and it is likewise central to the work of 

Thomas Hardy. 

Those novels which most clearly enunciate this spatial interanimation— 

Little Dorrit, as I said, or War and Peace—require a formal vehicle which 

guarantees some measure of mobility between realms. In the case of the woman, 

though, any such mobility is problematic, as Mary Smith's vibrations and 
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Dorothea Brooke's "declension" make clear. This is partly because a w o m a n 

stays home, of course; but also because the very distinction between private and 

public is different for her. The relationship between self and world, inside and 

outside, becomes a relationship between order and dispossession, moral 

conviction and misgiving, security and exposure. However, the price of that 

order, conviction, and security—and it is precisely at the same time her 

dependence upon a given narrative order—is loss of identity. Instead of the easy 

negotiation between private and public spheres, in the characteristic novel of the 

room and the road the two states are independent of each other, in conflict. 

The rooms of the house afford, in their privacy, a circumscribed space for 

the novelistic exploration of subjectivity; and afford, in their society, a regulated 

space for social interchange, a medium through which access between private and 

public worlds can be negotiated. But it is the road—the highway and the railway-

line—which represents the troubled obverse of the room, the severest reversal of 

the home's security. The perilous and only contingently private chambers of the 

thoroughfare—the carriage, the rail compartment and the cabin—bespeak a want 

of ease. For they represent not destination but dispossession, not habitation but 

itinerancy, and not identity but nonentity.1 In every nineteenth-century novel in 

which the plot turns explicitly upon the maintenance of property, there looms the 

spectre of exclusion, the fear of being turned out into the road. The resolutions of 

Jane Austen's comedies revolve upon the satisfactory marriage of c o m m o n 

properties, both moral and material, but they are resolutions that only barely allay 

the distress of the Miss Dashwoods, trapped in the carriage between Norland, 

Barton Cottage, and London: fatherless, fortuneless, without a home, and with the 

bleak prospect of spinsterhood before them. Circulating endlessly between houses 

not one's own is a fate taken care of by novelistic closure, but dread of its barely 

articulated horror allies Elinor Dashwood, Elizabeth Bennet, Fanny Price and 

E m m a Woodhouse.2 However they all do get their houses. Perhaps the extreme 
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antithesis of these plots can be found in the stories of Hardy's tragic trampwomen, 

Eustacia Vye, Tess Durbeyfield and Sue Bridehead. For them, the house is only 

an intermediate resting place in plots that doom them to vagrancy. Yet Hardy 

also created more property-owning heroines than any other novelist in this study. 

Thus, in his fiction w e find most conspicuously the tension which informs this 

project as a whole: the suspension between the mistress of the house and the 

streetwalker, the landlady and the vagabond. 

(") 

The "incident" with which Far from the Madding Crowd (1874) begins 

will serve to introduce the theme in Hardy. In this opening episode Bathsheba 

Everdene sits on the "summit" of a wagon "surrounded by tables and chairs with 

their legs upwards, backed by an oak settle, and ornamented in front by pots of 

geraniums, myrtles, and cactuses, together with a caged canary - all probably 

from the windows of the house just vacated" (FMC, 43). Coming to a standstill, 

she takes a looking-glass from a package, and proceeds to "survey herself 

attentively" (43). The pictorialism of the scene, in which the watching Gabriel 

Oak is transfixed by a w o m a n transfixed by herself, is emphasized by its stillness 

and by the narrator's remarks that "the picture was a delicate one" (44). By this 

he implies that it is a feminine picture, but also that it requires the greatest 

delicacy in the telling, for it is a bedroom scene. In its image of a woman looking 

at her reflection for its own sake and for the sake of its own affirmation—in its 

candidness—it is a scene of undress. Bathsheba contemplates the spectacle of her 

self-presence, but the onlookers, Gabriel and the narrator, though obliterated from 

the looking-glass, reposition her, Lilith-like, into an erotic spectacle of sexual 

power. This curious misplacement of rooms, a lumber of feminine accoutrements 

disarranged as though "woman's prescriptive infirmity had stalked into the 

sunlight, which had clothed it in the freshness of an originality" (44), prefigures 

the disturbance of roles at the centre of the plot. For the singular figure of the 
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wom a n landowner, whose assumption of the part of mistress of the house is 

finally only an extension of this image of her atop her household furniture, 

disarms the novel as she disarms Oak. But it also prefigures the very contingency 

of that ownership, the fact that her self-exhibition, though it is disturbing, is 

recuperated, by Oak and by the narration, into a display of her goods. For Farmer 

Everdene is watched over, as she later is, by Farmer Oak, who successfully sues 

for her hand and her land. Bathsheba held up on the road with a wagon-load of 

her furniture suggests the very tenuousness of female property-ownership and 

self-possession in Hardy's fiction. W h e n Oak pays for Bathsheba to pass the toll-

bridge, it signals the first of many interventions into that property, and it is the 

first of many "incidents", battles waged by the man who will assume control of 

the circulation of material property, and who rewrites a woman's self-possession 

as vanity. 

When Hardy abandoned the manuscript of his first novel, what he did not 

relinquish was the theme pursued in Gabriel and Bathsheba's courtship: that of the 

poor man who falls in love with the lady. The squire's daughter and the peasant 

artisan return in various guises throughout his long career: as Cytherea Graye and 

Edward Springrove in Desperate Remedies (1871); Paula Power and George 

Somerset in A Laodicean (1881); Viviette Constantine and Swithin St.Cleeve in 

Two on a Tower (1882); and Grace Melbury and Giles Winterbome, and Felice 

Charmond and Edred Fitzpiers in The Woodlanders (1887). That Hardy should 

have returned so consistently to this and other variants of the theme of the landed 

lady suggests the extent to which his work as a whole is concerned with property. 

It also reflects his abiding interest in "the question of matrimonial divergence" 

(W, 23), the drama of mismatched lovers and impossible alliances. The plot of 

the propertied woman does more than append an eloquent coda to those essays in 

eviction which popularly characterize his novels, and certainly characterize the 

plights of the women in those novels. For the ownership of land is, as I indicated 
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above in the case of Bathsheba, only ever contingent for the women in Hardy. In 

the motif of the propertied w o m a n the familiar antitheses of settlement and 

itinerancy, dwelling and journey, come together, as in the opening stanza of Far 

from the Madding Crowd. It is a scene that is repeated throughout the fiction, in 

The Return of the Native (1878), Tess of the d'Urbervilles (1891) and Jude the 

Obscure (1896), and it likewise reverberates in the fates of Paula Power, Viviette 

Constantine, and Felice Charmond, but also Michael Henchard, Giles 

Winterbome and Jude Fawley. It is the purpose of this chapter to look closely at 

the similarities and differences between men and w o m e n property-owners and 

vagrants, and through this to determine how gender is implicated in property, and 

property in representation, in Hardy. 

Let me begin at the frontispiece. What is more familiar to readers of 

Hardy, yet is more often overlooked by critics of his work, than the map of 

Wessex (fig. 19)? This m a p first appeared, at Hardy's suggestion, in the 1895 

Osgood, Mcllvaine Collected Works, its purpose being to encourage and deflect 

the growing tourist interest in "Hardy's Wessex" (the prefaces corroborate and 

undermine the m a p by insisting on the fictiveness of the settings), and to bestow 

uniformity upon the first uniform edition of his writing. That the principal 

strategy for unifying this and all subsequent editions was to be topographical is 

underlined by the largely anecdotal notes about placenames in the new prefaces 

for Osgood, Mcllvaine which fill out Hardy's remarks about the novels and their 

reception. But it is in the map itself, and what it reveals about Hardy's writing 

and its ideological underpinnings, that I a m interested here. 

Maps are both mimetic and vestigial, and both prescriptive and discursive: 

they represent, direct, and authenticate: 

maps are all present at once... [and] contain more information than we 
need or could absorb, a plenitude which lends conviction, because 
there is no way of exhausting these little worlds. (Harbison 1977, 125) 
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Maps are also, as J. B. Harley (1988) argues, "a way of conceiving, articulating, 

and structuring the human world which is biased towards, promoted by, and 

exerts influence upon particular sets of social relations." (278) The mimetic 

correspondence that the map encourages stages a dumb-show of another kind in 

its abstraction of lines, dots, and names: as Harley remarks, its graphic fidelity 

fosters "the notion of a socially empty space" (303). Thus, every map 

comprehends in its spare symbolism an ideological record of those who 

commission it, draft it, and use it.3 It is a kind of spatial archive, entailing what 

belongs where, and to whom. Like other forms of title, it registers ownership and 

power. In its codification of dwelling, it writes onto cartographic fixtures a 

perpetuation of social control and a resistance to change. But it is also a 

document of passage ("it causes even someone sitting at home to think of 

movement" [Harbison 126]), encoding incipient journeys in its thoroughfares and 

its cul-de-sacs, its landmarks and its obstacles. In its codification of journey, 

then, it promotes a countertext of transformation, mobilization, dissolution. 

John Vernon has called the novel "the genre of location and property, the 

literature whose form was primarily spatial and whose space was that of a map" 

(1973, 37). In Hardy the rural idyll of settlement is constantly under siege from 

the "modem vice of unrest". Contraposing claims of security and anxiety are 

inscribed on the map of Wessex as markings which represent not physical 

features, places, or highways, but episodes. Each name on the map, by a 

revisionary act of imaginative appropriation, is annexed and enlisted in a 

pantomime by the speaker, narrator, author, to w h o m "The Hardy Country" 

comes to belong. But the process of holding onto the treacherous territory of the 

past can be managed only by fixing images that a map does nothing more than 

adumbrate. The map is at once an exemplary mimetic object and a measure of the 

extent of blank space intervening between two places, two moments, two 

individuals. Phantoms of place are interred by "the spot's unconsciousness" ("In 
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a Cathedral City", CP, 171:16); and the corresponding spot on the map conspires 

in both the annihilation and recovery of the past, as in "The Place on the Map" 

{CP, 263): 

So, the map revives her words, the spot, the time, 
And the thing w e found we had to face before the next year's prime; 
The charted coast stares bright, 
And its episode comes back in pantomime. (21-4) 

The distance between points on the map becomes a lapse of years, "the dark space 

wherein I have lacked you" ("After a Journey", CP, 289:12). The charted place is 

not the place, as remembering is not experiencing. But it nonetheless pledges 

a savour that scenes in being lack, 
And a presence more than the actual brings. 
("Places", CP, 293:24-5) 

These are "the re-creations killing the daytime/As by the night" ("In Front of the 

Landscape", CP,246: 17-18), the "ghosts avenging their slights by my 

bypast/Body-borne eyes" (63-4) which appear as spectral forms out of a "gauze" 

of mist that obscures the landscape of the present, as though the speaker becomes 

immersed (under "a tide of visions" [1]) in a medium of physical 

undifferentiation, a white plain, a sheet of paper. The mist, hiding the "customed 

landscape", at once obscures and empowers great drifts of story which, 

abbreviated in its ghostly ciphers as they are abbreviated on the map, await the 

release of the arbitrary backward glance. But the map also obscures and 

empowers the speaking subject of that glance and the modes of representation it 

sanctions. It was Auden who wrote of the "hawk's vision" of Hardy which, from 

its great height, sees how individuals and society are alike microscopically 

insignificant, and can therefore see how their reconciliation is possible. The 

Wessex map is a confirmation and a repudiation of this assertion: it is an 

abridgment, an abstraction that connects and disconnects sign and event, 

reanimates and silences dialogue, promises and denies presence.4 

In the 1912 General Preface to the Wessex Edition, Hardy wrote, 
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though the people in most of the novels ... are dwellers in a province ... 
they were meant to be typically and essentially those of any and every 
place where "Thought's the slave of life, and life time's fool"—beings 
in whose hearts and minds that which is apparently local should be 
really universal. 

Later in this piece, in reference to The Dynasts, Hardy argues that "by surveying 

Europe from a celestial point of vision ... that continent becomes virtually a 

province—a Wessex, an Attica, even a mere garden—and hence is made to 

conform to the principle of the novels, however far it outmeasures their region." 

Scale, a matter of inches in the atlas, transforms a province into a panorama of the 

universe, and makes of a continent a room, a clearing, a book. "Celestial point of 

vision" is the key phrase here. It is instructive, I think, to compare this overworld 

with, for instance, the narratorial position of Jane Eyre. In Chapter 21 adverted to 

the episode in which Jane stands on the battlements of Thornfield and longs to 

"reach the busy world, towns, regions full of life ... heard of but never seen" (JE, 

132). In this scene her vision is constrained by first-person narration, but also by 

what we might call an encumbrance on the female eye. For Jane finally has 

recourse only to the voice across space. Hardy's omniscient and superintendent 

overseer, on the other hand, peers down onto an imaginative world in which 

impaired vision is endemic, exploiting dramatic irony to underscore this tragic 

disjunction of views. Seen from above, Hardy's plots seem so often to turn upon 

the pathos of the crossroads—journeys punctuated with missed rendezvous, 

unseen turnings, and fateful chance encounters.5 

Hardy's entire production might be said to be a prolonged commentary on 

a dialectic of abstraction and engagement, the map and the microscope, the view 

from above and the view from within. The sovereign eminence of the omniscient 

spectator is a bitterly paradoxical predicament for the speaker of the verse, who 

looks down humiliated upon incarnations of his own impotence. Further, a 

narrative world presided over by indifferent forces reflects as problematically 

upon narratorial superiority as Jude's tiring autodidacticism reflects upon 
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Hardy's. For Hardy's narrators and speakers, transcendence and far-sightedness 

is less a gift than an affliction. 

To the characteristic emphasis on looking in Hardy, I would like to add a 

counterbalancing stress on overlooking. Repeatedly, places obscure vision, or like 

Little Hintock in The Woodlanders, are forgotten; and abstract forms supervene 

between the eye and its object—art obscures vision. Overlooking is represented 

by a not seeing, a disremembering and a discounting; but also by the overworld, 

the artist and the critic looking down upon, commanding views, disdaining, 

overseeing—vexing—an imaginative demesne bounded as Wessex. Yet the eye 

nervously shifts between superiority and complicity, detachment and involvement, 

Wessex heights and valleys.6 Overlooking—most often in Hardy a blighting 

gift—requires one to distance oneself from the very curse one's own eye 

occasions: 

Feb.5th. Heard a story of a farmer who was 'overlooked' [malignly 
affected] by himself. He used to go and examine his stock every 
morning before breakfast with anxious scmtiny. The animals pined 
away. He went to a conjuror or white witch, who told him he had no 
enemy; that the evil was of his own causing, the eye of a fasting man 
being very blasting: that he should eat a 'dew-bit' before going to 
survey any possession about which he had hopes. (LWTH, 213) 

While there may not be a cosmology to which we can secure our reading of 

Hardy, there is the insistent unity of a circumscribed, knowable place, an 

insistence present in the word "Wessex"—the Wessex which crosses genres, from 

tale to poem to epic-drama to novel. For this place is meant, like a stage, to 

represent not a region but a world entire, a space cleared for Sophoclean 

appointments. In inventing his Wessex Hardy achieved the triumph of the 

provincial over the metropolitan, and supplied his work with what we might call, 

oxymoronically, a regional cosmography. 

Fitzpiers's conceited Spinozism in The Woodlanders, his "there's only Me 

and Not Me in the whole world", echoes ironically in the empty rooms, silent 
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graveyards, and deserted places that the poet's voice addresses, and in the 

mournful sense of what is mine and not mine in Hardy's maps. Keenly aware of 

the perilous egotism of the narratorial purview, Hardy nevertheless drew the 

criticism of the Athenaeum, which, in its review of The Woodlanders in March 

1887, observed that "once and again [Hardy] ... seems to yield to the temptation 

involved in a novelist's omnipotence over his characters" (Cox 1970, 141). All of 

these problems converge in the view that the map affords. When, in 1858, the 

French photographer Nadar revolutionized cartography with the hot-air balloon 

and the camera, mapping was released from its dependence on ground 

reconnaissance, and detached forever from its ancient forebears with their 

speculative landmasses and coastal lines that dissolve into oblivion. The grand 

global gestures of discovery and imperialism; the massive cartographic 

possessiveness of monarchs, armies, and explorers: all give way to the fastidious 

camera, no less a servant of the landed, etching minutely the contours and features 

of the local. The map, in Foucault's formulation, serves "an administration of 

knowledge, a politics of knowledge, relations of power which pass via knowledge 

and which, if one tries to transcribe them, lead one to consider forms of 

domination designated by such notions as field, region and territory" (1980, 69). 

The supernal authority of the overseer and the landed authority of the 

cartographer, which inform the Wessex map, also inform Hardy's drawing for the 

sonnet "She, to Him I" (fig.20), his sketch maps for The Return of the Native 

(fig.21) and Tess of the d'Urbervilles (fig.22), the opening scene of The Mayor of 

Casterbridge, and The Dynasts. The drawing for "She, to Him I" shows the two 

estranged lovers of the poem hand in hand in the empty landscape, descending 

"life's sunless hill" along a road that winds down from a tower on the summit. In 

the context of the poem, the drawing is a fantasy of the descent from conjugal 

happiness into the valley of compromise, and the smudge of the pair on the road 

only accents their paltriness against the featureless immensity of what is, finally, 
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the male lover's obliteration of the female speaker, an obliteration played out in 

the remaining sonnets of the sequence. The elevated perspective of the drawing, 

however, lends a further complication, since a third spectator supervises the scene 

of the couple's double obliteration by the landscape. This figure of the onlooker, 

the overhearer, the "shadowy third" (JO, 260), is central to the exploration of 

sexuality in Hardy: the empty space scored through with a sinuous line, 

articulated with its tower, is a m a p of these meetings, which, like the "lamplight's 

yellow glance" in "Beyond the Last L a m p " (257), 

held in suspense a misery 
At things which had been or might be. (13-14) 

For Tess, too, the prospect of The Valley of the Great Dairies, a "bird's-eye 

perspective" (TD, 131), must be relinquished. She, then, becomes a spot on the 

map, "like a fly on a billiard table of indefinite length" (133). 

The sketch for The Return of the Native is likewise suggestive for its 

mapping of a woman's place and a woman's face. But exposed Egdon is scarcely 

the more visible for its openness: "the obscurity in the air and the obscurity in the 

land closed together in a black fraternization" (RN, 34), a mysteriousness that 

Hardy manages to reproduce in his sketch map, which makes everything but the 

roadways difficult to decipher. The white heath roads emphasize the 

choreography of fate and so encode the novel's mood, its insistence upon a 

damning unlikeliness of event. The map, like the heath, is empty, a fitting 

frontispiece to a narrative in which figures only gradually emerge from the 

background which keeps them hidden "where there is said to be nobody." It is 

Egdon's hostility to agriculture that makes it so fertile a space to Hardy: "in the 

heath's barrenness to the farmer lay its fertility to the historian. There had been 

no obliteration, because there had been no tending"(.ft/V, 44). Such a place, the 

narrator muses, "was not, on the face of it, friendly to women" (77). But the 

narrative soon does reveal the black fraternization of uncultivated land, 
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indomitably natural, and the heroine, queen of night, whose hair "closed over her 

forehead like nightfall extinguishing the western glow" (89). 

The heath, its surface as unyielding, and yet as descriptive, as any map, 

allows the historian to impress in its pure form the lines of a face, a road, a story. 

From its first chapter, as I have argued, Far from the Madding Crowd is also 

peopled with silent spectators at silent scenes. The plot of this novel revolves, as 

it were, on the figure of Gabriel Oak, its principal onlooker, waiting on Bathsheba 

Everdene: the melodramatic events of the plot delay his marriage suit, during 

which he attends to her property. I say "revolves" because until the moment when 

it is appropriate for him to re-enter, claim Bathsheba, and tie the knot of closure, 

Gabriel patrols the perimeter of the action. H e is, literally, the outrider who, little 

by little, invests in the property he is set to watch, and which, upon marriage, falls 

to him entire. His circulation is in part a defense of his narrative right, as a man, 

to ambition, a right that is realized both in the novel's resolution and in the image 

of property defense. What Gabriel does, effectively, is map out his own fate, 

mark out its potential and its limitations: Hardy to some extent allows him to 

define himself, to plot his course. But another figure also circulates around the 

borders of the novel, always in motion and never arriving at the altar. Fanny 

Robin's derangement is literalized in her seemingly eternal punishment, which, 

unlike Tess's Wessex-wide vagrancy, only leads her in ever-diminishing circles: 

she is not an outrider but, as she fearfully recognizes in the women she passes on 

the road, a street-walker, and she walks until she dies. For all its pathos, Fanny's 

punctuation of the surface plot is attended by an incoherence that arises from the 

futility of her lonely quest, a chivalric courtship in reverse. Her walking thereby 

becomes a ritual undoing of the structures of romance that the novel is trying to 

validate in its central plot, a figure of destitution and dispossession that, in the 

child she carries (which belongs to Troy), darkly parodies the opening scene of 

Bathsheba's stalled progress in the wagon full of her property. 
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Hardy returns to this conjunction of the w o m a n and the incoherent in The 

Woodlanders, but also in Tess of the d'Urbervilles and Jude the Obscure. Tess, 

for instance, is pushed off like a Dickens hero in pursuit of her father's rightful 

title, but the remorselessly truncated linearity of her fate, in which each phase of 

her doomed career is snapped to a close, finally sees her trudge off the edge of the 

novel to the gallows. This is no closure, only a literal arrest, and the distant 

semaphore of the black flag indicates the broken neck with which this last phase is 

brought to a stop, not as the "fulfilment" of the part-title but simply as another 

caesura. Thus, the novel ends with Clare and 'Liza-Lu—"a spiritualized image of 

Tess" (TD, 419)—departing again: "as soon as they had strength they arose, 

joined hands again, and went on" (420). The terrible satire on the Victorian 

serendipity of a lost lineage, as "the d'Urberville knights and dames slept on in 

their tombs unknowing" (420), is emphasized in these truncated lines, which are 

abstracted on Hardy's own map of the wanderings of Tess (fig.22). In these 

plotlines are told a tale of fateful disjunction which reflects back upon the 

attenuation of plot itself. For if Fanny Robin circulates around, interjects in, and 

undermines a romance plot which tries to register the state of female singleness as 

power, then Tess represents how such a figure in the middle of narrative events is 

sacrificed to the discontinuity, the undoing of narrative coherence, which she 

occasions. Form, as in so much of Hardy, casts the experience of Tess into a 

senseless relief, as absurd as Tristram's linear representations of his life story in 

Volume Six, Chapter Forty of Tristram Shandy (fig.23). The map in Hardy is 

once again, then, the double sign of the "God-forgotten" and the painful 

memorialization of the past, the sign of obliteration and recreation. The snow that 

covers the moor in Far from the Madding Crowd reformulates the problem of 

formal abstraction thus: 

its irregularities were forms without features; suggestive of anything, 
proclaiming nothing, and without more character than that of being the 
limit of something else. (FMC, 113) 
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H o w can narrative abstractions, like such natural abstractions as lunar eclipses, 

"throw/ So small a shade", ("At a Lunar Eclipse", CP, 79: 9-10); how can their 

"sun-cast symmetry" (5) be 

... the stellar gauge of earthly show, 
Nation at war with nation, brains that teem, 
Heroes, and w o m e n fairer than the skies? (12-14) 

The novel is allied with the m a p via two senses of plot: the diagram of an 

existing object, and the plan of a work of fiction. Plotting correspondingly enters 

the cluster of meanings embraced by property through its suggestion on the one 

hand of social authority; and on the other hand, of laying plans, intrigues, which 

conspire against that authority. Hardy consistently submits his inheritance of 

novelistic plot to the most searching interrogation, and it is largely for that process 

that his heroes and heroines suffer. Jude the Obscure, for instance, is similarly 

informed by the lie of abstraction, withdrawing as it does from any idea that 

unfolding lives shape cogent stories. Jude Fawley is beguiled by the illusion of 

elevation which shows him, mapped out at his feet, the false Bildungsroman 

which will take him towards Christminster and success. His progress becomes 

grimly parodic of that most middle-class of narrative configurations, and he is 

ultimately deformed by the novel of formation. 

Yet Jude's vagrancy is affixed, as it were, to a mythic homelessness that is 

an exclusively masculine discourse, and that guarantees a measure of meaning and 

coherence to his plight which is unavailable to Tess or Sue Bridehead. Jude must 

invoke and perpetuate a number of specific cultural traditions which reinforce his 

forlorn belief that advancement is the right of the m a n who labours hard: the 

working class ideal of useful knowledge, which originated in the bourgeois 

philanthropy of earlier decades; biblical myths of exile and return, the test of 

faith, and the typologically-informed belief in a new Jerusalem and a new man of 

learning presiding over a new enlightenment; and an Evangelical Christian "vision 
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of life as a perpetual struggle in which one's ability to resist temptation and 

overcome obstacles needed to be subject to constant scrutiny" (Collini 1991, 105). 

Jude values these myths because of his misplaced faith in what it is possible for a 

man to become. But when Sue demands that he become a different sort of man, 

he is faced with a conversion for which there is no mythos. Jude conceives the 

necessity for this change as an urgent need to reform himself as a sexual being: it 

is his libido and not his masculinity that is so irksome. Significantly, though, the 

moment of his acceptance of Sue's demand is the moment that the narrative 

ceases to be able to tell, and can only proceed by visiting upon Jude a 

consumptive end. As Christine Brooke-Rose asks, why "the remarkable 

occultation" of the two and a half year period of Jude's and Sue's happiness? 

(1989, 36-7). The only course open to the novel, I would argue in response, is 

that which reinstalls its hero within a readable model of transformation, in which 

even the utter failure to effect change is admitted not as a negation of 

transformative myths but as their regulation by an oppressive class, Sue's 

'"something external... which says, "You shan't!'"" (JO, 357). The novel has, of 

course, throughout subjected these myths to the blackest scepticism—indeed, they 

are at odds with Hardy's project of overcoming the limitations of Victorian 

fiction—but it is nevertheless compelled to retreat to them in the panic of the 

unnarratable. The dark irony that Jude's death recalls Christ's does not strike out 

the effect that the failure of one man m a y help to secure the redemption of others: 

Jude's defeat does nothing to cancel a man's right to reform himself. Even an 

ending utterly destitute of optimism, a complete debacle—and this is critical—is 

explicable in terms of myths of dispossession and loss (the story of Job), and the 

forsaking of the father (the passion of Christ), both of which are rendered the 

more tragic by the value of the cultural property that is sacrificed. Like Job's 

trial, Jude's is a successive taking-away of the things he most prizes. In such 

myths the substitution of a heroine, w h o has nothing so valuable to lose, is simply 

unimaginable. Sue cannot curse the moment a woman-child is bom, because such 



163 

an event is never, in terms of myths of cultural change, even a moment for 

rejoicing. 

The fate of Sue, which deliberately "parallels" that of Jude, is not legible 

in the same mythic terms. Indeed, as it has been widely argued, Sue is not legible 

at all because she is not legible to Jude, through w h o m the plot is focussed. 

Certainly, as Goode writes, "we don't ever ask what is happening to Sue; because 

it is rather a question of Sue happening to Jude" (1979, 104). Conversely, when 

the novel "takes reality apart" (1979, 100) it does so before Jude's eyes as it were, 

while he remains with his desire intact. Hardy dismantles the representational 

novel, and while Jude is victimized by this dismantling, he is not dismantled by it. 

This taking-apart coincides with woman: femininity in the novel is seen as the 

more expressive, the shifting sign of the modem. Sue is the woman who does 

(though, now she is more often characterized as the w o m a n who doesn't); Jude is 

simply the man who wants to but cannot. The shock of the new woman in late 

nineteenth-century England, which provoked as much misogynistic as pro-

feminist fiction (indeed, Sue recalls only too well the motif of the killer woman7), 

augured an era of social change by and large appalling to men. While Jude's 

tormented rambling is recuperated by Job, Sue's is explicable only in terms of 

polarities of hysteria and frigidity, radicalism and conventionality. The loosening 

of a woman from conventions (and plots) of marriage, however, loosens her 

altogether, and she scrambles for the safety of the formalities of marriage and 

home she so abhors. Sue's dispossession and Jude's, then, are represented as 

quite different states of being, with quite different consequences, and urging quite 

different narrative solutions. 

Thus, Jude the Obscure registers in Jude's fate a forceful resistance to plot 

which is ultimately unworkable; and, in Sue's fate, a negation of plot that must be 

contained and silenced. The novel's division into parts, a sort of episodic form 

writ large, can be instructively compared with that in Tess. The lumber of 
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forgotten or abandoned schemes and dreams clutters Jude: from Phillotson's 

piano, to Jude's photograph, to the scene of "his wife and furniture's 

uncompromising disappearance into space" (JO, 98), the novel chronicles the end 

of the fixed doctrine, the fixed career, the fixed couple, the fixed character, and 

the fixed address. Against these contingencies, only Arabella is prepared, as she 

advises Sue: '"if he bolts away from y o u — I say it friendly, as woman to woman, 

for there's never any knowing what a man med do—you'll have the sticks o' 

furniture, and won't be looked upon as a thief" (288-9). At her furthest extreme 

is her son Little Father Time, who literally embodies the novel's dread of portable 

property: Jude requests that the boy be "sent on to them" (294), and he arrives like 

a parcel. 

John Goode has remarked of Jude that "the textual allegiances of this 

novel are apocryphal" (1988, 143), but the relationship it maintains between 

apocryphal and cardinal texts is surely uneasy. Certainly, when Sue provokes 

Jude with her confession of cutting up and rearranging into chronological order 

the books of the N e w Testament, it reminds us of her heretical temperament but 

also of her own and Jude's slavish conformity to sequence. As Robert Alter and 

Frank Kermode note, the term Bible derives from the Greek ta biblia, "the 

books"(1987, 11), and that, in one sense, describes Jude precisely: its arrangement 

into parts is like a collection of separate volumes, each with its new beginning. 

Jude, too, finally tears his books apart to b u m them, and even, when the 

household goods are sold for the last time, Sue and Jude sit above and listen to 

tales of their past selves randomly passed around the gathering, as though they are 

attending an auction of their own histories, sold not as a seamless story but as 

narrative lots. More important than Jude's failure, then, is the novel's failure to 

accommodate the stories of men seamlessly to the life of one man. But its 

discontinuity is overseen, in a way that Tess of the d'Urbervilles is not, by a 

coherent structure of myths of dispossession. 
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A n anxiety of elevation, much like Jude's anxious invocation of superior 

authorities to guide and sanction his journeys, therefore characterizes these 

diverse maps of the m o d e m , communicating with their lofty gaze not a godlike, 

unblinking clarity and inclusiveness but a proprietorial alarm, a myopic dread of 

dispossession which is transferred into a formal instability about narrational acts 

themselves. Everywhere, overseeing is implicated in imperfect surveillance, the 

fear of missing something. It is sustained by the narrator's very sympathy with 

the figures in the scene, whose horror is that nobody or nothing is watching over 

them: that they are not overseen, but overlooked. As Gillian Beer remarks, 

"Hardy ... was willing to encounter the activity of forgetting, to let go origins, and 

to encompass oblivion—with pain certainly, but without panic" (1989, 27). 

However, the lesson of Tess is surely that memorialization, for w o m e n at least, is 

deadlier than oblivion. Hardy's prevalent melancholy about abstraction is 

complicated by the early episode in which Angel dances not with Tess but with 

the unknown maiden: "the name of the eclipsing girl, whatever it was, has not 

been handed down" (TD, 42). This "eclipsing girl" is herself eclipsed, her name 

not passed on to history. It is a fate that might also have served Tess better, who 

would have remained in oblivion but for the interference of the parson and the 

sham name "handed down" from the '"gr't-family-vault-at-Kingsbere"' (TD, 40). 

It is her father's vain plotting, his determination to reclaim them from obscurity, 

that destroys Tess. 

Far from the Madding Crowd's circumscribed indirection, its circularity, 

suggests how the demarcation of property relations by the male boundary-rider 

promulgates the illusion of independence whilst effacing the spectre of the road 

with which it begins. The mapping out of a point of belonging—a locus of 

authority, vision, settlement, ownership and through these, a secure identity— 

entails the plotline of not-belonging: the plot of portable property, unfixed 

identity, moving house, vagrancy. Bathsheba and Gabriel mediate between 
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extreme instances: the vagrants, Fanny Robin, Tess Durbeyfield, and Sue 

Bridehead; and the landowners, Paula Power, Viviette Constantine, and Felice 

Charmond. It is to these last that I n o w turn. 

Hardy's dismissal of Two on a Tower as a "slightly-built romance" is 

perhaps appropriate, considering the architectural folly at the centre of events in 

that novel. Yet he retained a lifelong affection for the slightly-built romance 

which preceded it, A Laodicean (which focuses on a castle that is no more secure 

than Lady Constantine's monument); and this a novel that is perhaps even less 

satisfactory than its successor. Hardy wrote of A Laodicean that it contained 

more of him than any other of his novels, and this is doubtless because of the 

wealth of architectural detail in which he was able to indulge. Yet it also has 

claims upon our attention because it addresses, almost as directly as Jude the 

Obscure, a number of key Victorian controversies.8 It explicitly relates the figure 

of the energetic and intelligent w o m a n — a w o m a n who inherits property in the 

form of her father's new moneyed mercantile empire and his old castle—to 

Victorian debates about progress, modernity, medievalism, and eclecticism. As 

J.B. Bullen summarizes, "the novel deals with intellectual doubt, religious 

uncertainty, and ideological hesitancy—in short, m o d e m Laodiceanism" (1986, 

121) Paula has power in name only—"Miss Steam-Power", as de Stancy 

derisively renames her. But Power is not even the name she desires; that belongs 

already to her house and to her best friend Charlotte de Stancy. Together, these 

two represent a kind of double lack, which, as women, their coming-together 

cannot reconcile. 

Houses are burned down, or collapsed, as signs of apocalyptic resolution 

in Gothic fiction, fates which also await houses in Victorian novels: Jane Eyre, 

Great Expectations, Harry Richmond, Little Dorrit. The end of A Laodicean, 

however, serves no such purpose—indeed, it is a kind of comic cataclysm, a 

means of securing a romance ending for Paula and Somerset. After resisting the 
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"completion" of herself via an alliance with the de Stancys, Paula settles to 

marriage with an architect, who will design and build her new house, thereby 

settling the conflict between Hellenism, medievalism, and modernity in favour of 

the last. Whether this resolution is to be construed as laodicean in itself, given 

that the m o d e m style is eclectic, is uncertain. In any case, Paula's castle is 

supplanted by the Englishman's home, and her considerable efforts to recreate 

herself in her house lead to a plot of diabolical improbability which amounts to 

practically nothing, as she casually gives way to Somerset's optimistic 

resettlement. 

Viviette Constantine's career as a landlady is similarly provisional. Left 

property when her brutal husband simply disappears, she loses it again, as Felice 

Charmond is later to do, in a wildly improbable series of events. That the 

independent landed w o m a n represents some kind of problem which needs to be 

dispensed with before any kind of closure is effected, is clear from the endings of 

Far from the Madding Crowd, A Laodicean, Two on a Tower, and The 

Woodlanders. In a sense, paradoxically, women seem more at home in Hardy 

when they are cast out into the road. The almost capricious contingency of 

property-owning points up precisely the inevitability of a woman's loss, her fatal 

dependence upon material support; and this is far different from the kind of tragic 

decline which it is possible to inflict upon Henchard in The Mayor of 

Casterbridge. Property is bestowed upon, and taken away from, women like 

Lady Constantine and Felice Charmond with an indifference to any tragedy of 

character (and character in this context can only mean a man's character) that 

might impose meaning to the loss. Henchard loses what he earned, Viviette 

simply loses. 

I would like to pursue in greater detail this point about the effect of 

propertied w o m e n on the novel—this question, what are the implications, for 

social order and fictional order, of w o m e n landowners?—and I propose to do so 
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through an analysis of the complex relations between gender, narrative, and 

property in The Woodlanders. Like Far from the Madding Crowd, the 

topography of The Woodlanders encompasses, with its enclosed, broadly circular 

shape, both fortification and derangement, both the safety of the canopy and the 

imbroglio of undergrowth. This novel expresses most forcefully the relationship 

between property and landscape (and that between w o m e n and narrative space) 

which I have been developing. Matters of property are matters of consequence in 

The Woodlanders. It is ironical that Giles Winterbome is evicted and finally 

perishes in a novel so intent on discriminating who is and is not spiritually "at 

home" in the Hintock woods. The plot rums on courtrolls and lifeholds, bonds 

and title deeds; characters lose their houses, neglect them, and flee them for the 

forest; they enter Faustian contracts, exchanging their bodies for money, their 

daughters for rank; and the livelihoods of most of them depend upon the most 

precious property in the novel, the trees themselves. 

To answer this question—how do women landowners disrupt social and 

fictional order?—it is necessary to return to the problem of point of view in 

Hardy, figured again in the overseer and the map. The first coincidence of Felice 

Charmond's ownership of Little Hintock is that it disappears from the Wessex 

map. King's Hintock is there, and so is High Stoy, but not Little Hintock. Hardy, 

too, claimed in the preface that he could not find it, and Barber Percomb, and 

Felice Charmond's assassin, and even Grace and Felice themselves, when they are 

lost in the woods, all lose sight of the village. It disappears, of course, under the 

trees. "How that book rustles with them", wrote E.M. Forster. And h o w 

significant they are, forming "a screen of boughs", a tracery of twigs, a green 

vase—congesting the novel with their luxuriant naturalness and their equally 

insistent literariness. For trees are not trees, as Roland Barthes observed of this 

most potent mythological sign. In The Woodlanders they are at once a setting for 

pastoral and Romantic revision, and for the revision of Hardy's own earlier 
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woodland idylls; a locus of Darwinian struggle and "post-Baudelairean 

decadence" (Goode 1988, 96); and, most importantly, they are the source of 

wealth, labour, income, and, thus the economic order itself. Little Hintock's 

forest is the precise inverse of Egdon Heath with its "unenclosed wild" (RN, 33) 

ancient and exposed. The dense woodland is the enemy of the map, obscuring old 

roads and encouraging secret ways, but its representation no less efficiently 

obscures property relations. The umbrageous landscape, Nature gorged on its 

green self, is, in The Woodlanders, as Goode puts it, "the site of the historical 

struggles of men and not a shelter from them" (1988, 109). I think w e are entitled 

to ask, given the prominence of w o m e n in the book, where they are to be sited in 

this formulation. Therefore, in adding to a landscape already overburdened with 

allusion, I hope to make clearer some of the implications for those w o m e n of this 

uneasy concurrence of the natural and the cultural. 

The screen of trees forbids the transcendent view and instructs the close, 

intimate "old association", but it is not clear precisely what is covered up, what 

forgotten, what overlooked when the eye descends into this overlooked place. 

The Woodlanders is Hardy's most conspicuously enclosed novel and, importantly, 

it is the novel which perhaps touches most noticeably upon the historical fact of 

enclosure. The setting of the book must, I think, be read in terms of the political 

significance of woodland in England, and in terms of a late-Victorian response to 

an English tradition of landscape, a tradition in which the representation and 

perception of rural scenery was closely allied with property. The authority of 

land ownership, in this context, is such that representation and perception are 

conditioned by it. The tradition of a politically empowered aesthetic landscape 

developed through a number of factors. Williamson and Bellamy note that "from 

the seventeenth to the nineteenth century the English landed elite planted literally 

millions of trees, stimulated by a combination of aesthetic, economic and patriotic 

motives" (1987, 192). Such woods could only be created on enclosed land, of 
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course, thus eradicating much c o m m o n land used for communal agriculture. 

Planting indigenous trees in England therefore served to demonstrate faith in a 

stable society and faith in property ownership (Williamson and Bellamy, 192-3).9 

The eighteenth-century cult of the picturesque, rejected by a Romanticism 

which nevertheless inherited many of its formal and ideological premises and 

prejudices (as Barrell [1980] and Bermingham [1986] have shown) survives even 

in Hardy's restive modernity in the idea that a cultural and aesthetic object called 

landscape could in some way function as an emblem of social relations. 

Picturesque landscape, which, as Martin Price remarked, "seeks a tension between 

the disorderly ... and the perfected form,' (1965, 277) was partly an extension of 

the motives which prompted the great replanting and partly a response to civil 

disorder in Europe. Again, in the picturesque, trees confirm the power of 

property. The practice of enclosure, undertaken over centuries, was dramatically 

expedited in the later part of the eighteenth century by the need to open up more 

productive land to supply food to cities and towns. The social upheaval that 

ensued—in short, dispossession—was paralleled in the landscape not by spatial 

disorder but by the reconstitution of the landscape as a coherent, unified space. 

This reaction to social dissolution by landed authority saw the gradual 

modification of principles of landscape gardening. Eschewed was the suddenly 

"artificial" openness of Capability Brown's designs, in which the seat of power 

was plainly visible across cleared and judiciously planted land at the highest point 

in the scene, and in which entire villages were excised from the landowner's vista. 

Uvedale Price, in Thoughts on the Defense of Property (1797), enjoined landscape 

improvers to plant many more trees, because, as Stephen Daniels points out, 

"those who paraded their power in vast parks, in splendid isolation, would be 

'dangerously exposed to the outrage of a savage rabble'"(1988, 59). Thus, 

extensive planting blurred the distinctions between class, and made of social 

boundaries an indirection that pleased the manorial eye and mollified the tenants. 



171 

This is carried further in Richard Payne Knight's poem, The Landscape (1794), in 

which "the subordination of the mansion to the more ancient social order of the 

forest", with even more dense planting and camouflage of the manor house, 

caused contemporary readers to accuse Knight of a "jacobinism of taste" and to 

compare him with T o m Paine (Daniels 61). In Humphrey Repton, finally, 

picturesque reached the final stage of its progress towards a landscape of 

connection and indirection, thickly wooded to promote social integration, with 

winding paths to obscure the avenues of power. Authority is maintained, and 

revolution is averted, via the aestheticization of landed benevolence (fig.24). 

Hardy's art, with its modish integration of impressionist pictorial theory, 

seems as remote from the picturesque as it is possible to be. However, what is, in 

The Woodlanders, a sexual topography of power and passivity, also reaches back 

to the social implications of a cultural landscape which encouraged "natural" 

readings. The motif of the high prospect and the impenetrable valley suggests a 

masculine jurisdiction over the feminine symbolism of nature enacted from 

above—from the place of culture. But it also recalls the painter's stance in the 

late landscapes of Gainsborough, for instance, with their glimpses of open country 

through masses of closed woodland "made ragged by ... drip and shade" (W, 25). 

There, as Ronald Paulson has noted, "the landscapes are repeatedly— 

...obsessively—constructed on a downward slant" (1975, 218-19) towards a cleft 

of water, with animals, wagons, or peasants on the slope (fig.25). Hardy repeats 

this downward gaze in the alternation he stages between High-Stoy and Hintock 

House, an alternation that complicates any simple gendered dialectic of nature and 

culture. 

High-Stoy, like other Wessex heights, is the pivot around which much of 

the drama circulates. It is the only geographical point from which the characters 

can get into perspective the consequences of their own acts and the consequences 

of acts and contracts that they do not fully comprehend. As Grammer Oliver 
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comes to regret her contract with Fitzpiers, and Giles to despair of his father's 

contract; as Melbury comes to regret his pact with Winterbome's dead father and 

then to bitterly regret his easy dissolution of it; so too does Grace Melbury come 

to recognize the consequences of her father's and Fitzpiers's coercion. But it is 

not until Grace recognizes what is literally at the vanishing point of her marriage, 

as Fitzpiers disappears to his rendezvous with Mrs Charmond, that she sees how it 

is possible to survive its consequences. This occurs on High-Stoy. Within the 

Hintock woods, the hedges, branches, twigs, and leaves all obscure the antagonist 

from view, allowing only partial perception, and so fatally impairing judgement. 

High-Stoy represents that elevation and that centrality, as Fitzpiers recognizes 

when Hardy writes that the hill "had been the axis of so many critical movements 

in their lives" (W,297). 

But the novel also has a concealed centre: Hintock House, sunk in its 

green hollow, resists the eyes of those who try to look inside its windows. 

Hintock House controls the landscape, and Mrs Charmond—"landed" by 

marriage—is the agent of that house and all that it represents. She is the absent 

overseer, as Hintock House itself, hidden under everything, is the concealed 

overseer, 

blankly confronting with its sightless shuttered windows the 
surrounding foliage and slopes. (217) 

After Fitzpiers returns from meeting its owner, he discovers the extent to which 

Hintock House controls the perspective: 

O n entering Little Hintock he found himself regarding that hamlet in a 
new way - from the Hintock House point of view rather than from his 
own and the Melburys'. (245) 

The trees belong to Felice, and are harvested with her permission. Hintock House 

is therefore as pivotal as High-Stoy, but it cannot be seen to be. The rhetoric of 

natural struggle, the cycles of the seasons, and the pastoral distance are all 

maintained by the arboreal blanket; the picturesque view—the landscape of 
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property—is reinstated when once you take away the trees. The woodland comes 

to represent an acculturated nature. With its stealthy overgrowth, it seems like the 

picturesque gone to seed. 

The way that the Hintock woods are perceived is also mediated by what 

w e might call the Victorian picturesque. What I mean here is the Victorian 

adaptation of a particular aspect of the picturesque vogue: tourism. The 

Woodlanders begins with a conditional traveller: 

The rambler who, for old association's sake, should trace the forsaken 
coach-road running almost in a meridional line from Bristol to the 
south shore, would find himself in the latter half of his journey in the 
vicinity of some extensive woodland when the days are 
darkening the many gay charioteers now perished who have rolled 
along the way, the blistered soles that have trodden it, and the tears 
that have wetted it, return upon the mind of the loiterer. (25) 

The traveller who may n o w happen upon the forsaken and sometimes completely 

buried road—"an incubus of the forlorn"—is not the commercial traveller or 

commuter of old, but the tourist. The transport of goods and passengers south 

from Bristol is now the business of the railway, the means by which the rural 

landscape was opened up to the metropolitan Victorians, the readers of The 

Woodlanders. The railway is passing on a straight and level line—encroached by 

nothing—just out of sight of this descriptive opening. A s Little Hintock is 

"snipped out of the woodland" so the unseen railway savagely incises the 

landscape, with its tunnels and bridges and, most tellingly in this context, its 

cuttings. It is the railway that "discovered" England, exposed its furthest, 

remotest corners to visitors seeking experiences of a country different to theirs. It 

has by this time left no wilderness in its pristine, untouched state, because nothing 

is any longer inaccessible. The rambler, the tourist, has arrived, as Grace later 

does, by train, and he traces out, "for old association's sake", a new experience 

for those in search of melancholy sensations, in search of the bypassed place. 

This is the kind of experience that is dear to tourism.10 
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The notion of the picturesque destination invoked in this passage is linked 

to the pictorialization of the scene in a number of ways. The first of these is in 

the paradox of picturesque tourism, in which the traveller wants to discover 

Nature untouched by man, but when he (and the solitary rambler is "he") gets 

there, he wants to improve it, which he does by bringing to it a set of pictorial 

expectations with which he overlays the scene. The second way in which the 

eighteenth-century picturesque is reinvoked in Victorian tourism is in the notion 

of urban spectators taking possession of the rural world by making it explicable 

solely as a spectacle created and maintained for their leisure-time. Nature comes 

to be assimilated to the metropolitan just as it had been assimilated to the 

requirements of the landed classes a century before. W e cannot, then, 

underestimate the role of the metropolis in what Nicholas Green has called "the 

social production of the countryside" (1990, 11), the creation of natura naturans. 

Nowhere is the assimilation of the picturesque countryside into the metropolitan 

world more explicit than in J.C.Bourne's lithographs for the Great Western 

Railway (figs.26 and 27). In the first engraving, of Box Tunnel, the railway 

passes underneath a picturesque rural scene with its hay-cart and labourers 

suitably diminished into a pastoral idyll. The massive entrance to the tunnel, 

however, with its grandiose decorative stonework, seems to hint that one of the 

great London stations is just on the other side. In the second, it is the new 

working-class man, the railway navvy, w h o is transformed into a noble rustic and 

assimilated into the picturesque spectacle across the valley. The interleaved 

plains of the composition and the relegation of the railway line to the middle-

distance lessen the brutal intrusion of the railway into the landscape. Retained 

too, curiously enough, is the manor-house itself on the left: no doubt the owner of 

this land had been compelled to cede part of his property to a new master. Thus, 

the railway comes to represent, in its pure unnegotiable power, the power of urban 

spectatorship to bring the natural world into the control of its purview— 
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effectively to re-map it. It is this silent incursion of the m o d e m that applies its 

pressure to the edges of The Woodlanders, undermining its overt claims to 

pastoral reconciliation; and it is a pressure that is felt most acutely in the 

representation of the landscape itself.11 

The incoherence effected by this landscape, which occupies, as the 

feminine does, an "intermediate situation between nature and culture" (Pointon 

1990, 19), is registered forcefully in the sense that the natural world in its 

Darwinian incarnation seems always to be devolving into something less stable, 

less knowable. The intense foreground concentration in The Woodlanders—its 

magnification of natural processes in pursuit of "the deeper reality underlying the 

scenic" (LWTH, 192), as Hardy phrased it—leads to a grotesque and sometimes 

violent synecdoche. Nature does not display anything like a concordance of its 

parts, but rather an unconscious antagonism, a careless cruelty amongst them. 

The arboreal unity of the long view becomes an intense disconnectedness of 

landscape elements which is perhaps finally a defect of intimacy: perception, as 

through a microscope, is so intensely immediate as to be distended, discontinuous, 

and incoherent. 

Felice Charmond's negligent proprietorship is critically implicated in this 

conflation of social institutions and views (even scientific views) of nature, in 

which possession and nature are gathered into a spectacle, a scene of "mesmeric 

passivity". Descriptions of Hintock House emphasize how it is poised between 

the silent authority of the manor house and the silent dissolution of nature: 

ruthless ignorance could have done little to make it unpicturesque. It 
was vegetable nature's own home; a spot to inspire the painter and poet 
of still life - if they did not suffer too much from the relaxing 
atmosphere. (100) 

Unlike Gabriel's patrol in Far from the Madding Crowd, boundaries and 

perimeters close over one another. The men are the overseers in the landlady's 

absence: one thinks of Melbury looking down upon the preserved shoeprint, the 
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literal vestige of Grace, a mudmap of his ambition and desire; of Giles's sanctuary 

in the high boughs; and Fitzpiers's leisurely look-out. W o m e n , conversely, come 

to represent derangement, devolution, the obscuring of pathways: in the figure of 

the rambler w h o forsakes the main road, Hardy embodies incoherence, the maggot 

in Melbury's brain (150), the preoccupation of Felice's distracted ex-lover 

tramping through the woods, "wandering in his mind" (147). 

The political meaning of trees as woodland, their economic meaning as 

agriculture and their sexual meaning as nature, all converge in The Woodlanders 

in the notion of the "cultivated woman". Cultivation, w e learn upon Grace's 

return from school, is "far advanced in the soil of Miss Melbury's mind" (57); her 

"old simple indigenous feeling" has become "overlaid with implanted tastes" (89); 

and she is "mentally trained and tilled into foreignness of view" (112). Hardy 

poises Grace between the two extreme embodiments of her ambivalent situation. 

The first is Marty South, whose hair—chestnut—is, like the trees about her "the 

focus of observation ... depicted with intensity and distinctness" (30), and which 

causes Barber Percomb to "mechanically [play] over something sticking up from 

his waistcoat pocket" (30). But the Barber, for the moment, is the beholder, and 

his voyeurism is less the rape of the lock than the harvest of a quiet eye, for 

Marty's hair, like the trees, is to be cropped and cultivated for Felice Charmond, 

who stands at the other extreme from Grace, representing cosmopolitanism and 

culture. 

The Woodlanders is a secretive novel, its passages and clearings like 

corridors and rooms in which a domestic melodrama is played out. But hedges 

have ears and walls have eyes, and within the house of the forest, everything is 

known, everything exposed.12 The ghastliness of exposure is made explicit in the 

images of the skins of trees stripped off, like bodies on which "huge lobes of 

fungi grew like lungs" (64). Most powerful, though, is what the eye takes in: 

property is embraced in the possessiveness of the gaze itself. Fitzpiers's 
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watchfulness, both indolent and coercive, seizes whatever passes before it; 

Melbury watches out for his daughter, Giles for his sweetheart, Marty for Giles. 

Belonging entails "an almost exhaustive biographical or historical acquaintance 

with every object, animate and inanimate, within the observer's horizon" (123). 

Thus, those who are the property of the eye return us, via Grace's melodramatic 

petition "there is an eye watching over us", to the President of the Immortals, to 

the landowner's vista, and to Hardy's maps. 

(iii) 

In The Violence of Language, Jean-Jacques Lecercle (1991) identifies 

"linguistic fragmentation" or "dialectical polyphony" (243) in the apparently 

contradictory elements of Hardy's style. Hardy's "stylistic gift", Lecercle 

maintains, "lies in the fact that he does unleash the violence of language" (246) by 

refusing to reduce many contradictory voices into one unified voice. Lecercle 

argues that this violence is dramatized in the fate visited upon Tess, who is 

"subjected by linguistic violence" (246) 

Tess's tragedy springs from triple oppression: linguistic (her own 
idiom has been repressed, and she has had to learn how to talk 
"properly"), sexual (the language she has to learn is spoken by men, 
her men—Angel and Alec) and social (the dialect recedes, as the 
agrarian society of which it is a part gives way to industrialization and 
urbanization ...). Tess is the speaker of two incompatible languages, 
and in the end she dies of this contradiction, exactly as the local dialect 
dies and is replaced by "correct" English. (244) 

This interpolation of "incompatible languages" is also cmcial to the narrative 

organization of Shirley and Cranford, as my readings of the relationship between 

provincial speech and women's writing in those novels have shown. More 

generally in Hardy, though, a great number of contesting voices can be heard, 

obtrusively and faintly, overlaying and adding to the clashing of dialects. Thus it 

is that when we read Hardy, almost even more frequently than when we read, say, 

Pater, we are directed to the endnotes to seek an explanation for a violently 

intrusive trope or allusion; or we encounter several discursive modes and 
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registers—realism, melodrama, scientific discourse, biblical accents, dialect, 

pastoral, pantomime, and polemic—brought to bear upon a single episode. 

What this heteroglossia suggests is that language in Hardy is not a 

c o m m o n property: narrators, speakers, characters, voices, do not share the same 

language or languages, and the novels proceed as though it is no longer expected 

that they would. This is nowhere more evident than in the two pastoral novels, 

Far from the Madding Crowd and The Woodlanders, which invite us into an 

enclosed "community of discourse", an illusion of c o m m o n lands which does not 

withstand close inspection. The prevalence of misunderstanding, unrealized 

desires, unseen obstructions, and silent forbearance in Hardy underscores this 

astonishment of tongues. But it is also emphasized in the trope of adjoining lands. 

In Jane Austen and in Middlemarch, for instance, the marriage that is proposed to 

secure an amalgamation of landed wealth (usually for the benefit of the suitors' 

parents) is contested by the younger generation. Elizabeth Bennet and 

Fitzwilliam Darcy finally help to effect a reconciliation of lands (Pemberley, 

Rosings, Netherfield, and Longbourn) by wedding; but they do so only after 

removing every obstacle to their intercourse and learning to speak to one another. 

The critical scene in this process is Elizabeth's visit to Pemberley: by reading the 

house, she is able to re-read its owner. Thus, they each discover their common 

properties. In the case of Middlemarch, this is precisely what does not happen 

when Dorothea, rejecting Chettam's offer of adjoinment, marries Casaubon. The 

conflict of dialects is complete and enduring, and only Casaubon's death releases 

Dorothea from its consequences. Yet Casaubon's codicil, which bequeaths 

Lowood to her on the condition that she does not remarry, enacts after death the 

very violence of their contracted incompatibility, and the very failure of either to 

translate adequately the needs and susceptibilities of the other. 

In Hardy the relationship between discrete properties and mistranslation is 

apotheosized in the linguistic entanglements of The Woodlanders. What begins as 
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the fraught contiguity of Bathsheba's farm, Boldwood's farm, and Gabriel's hut 

in Far from the Madding Crowd is reworked as the house, the tower and 

Swithin's hut in Two on a Tower, the castle and de Stancy's house in A 

Laodicean, and Melbury's, Fitzpiers's, and Felice's houses, and Giles's hut in The 

Woodlanders. In each case, forms of property-sharing are tentatively engaged, 

but with largely disastrous consequences. In these four novels, properties and the 

threads of passion, misunderstanding, and indifference which join and rejoin 

them, bind them and sever them, come to represent the larger problems in Hardy 

of belonging and not belonging, being and not being at-home-in-the-world. Thus, 

Hardy's regionalism dooms its natives to divisiveness and atomism, yet also 

dooms them to belonging. Robert Harbison argues that the map reader's 

exhilaration "comes from the sensation of not being tied to Place, of having 

broken the bonds of the local" (1977, 126). Thus, for instance, Breugel's 

paintings "give the mapmaker's and road builder's view of people who still 

haven't thought their way beyond their own village, a disparity which explains 

how anything so prosaic comes to us so weighted with the pastoral romance" 

(126). The sense of Wessex expanding and contracting to bound a complete 

imaginative world becomes at last a measure of the defeat of the provincial 

imagination itself. Hardy's regional enclosure problematizes the realist 

admonition of which Linda Nochlin writes: '"One must be of one's place'—that 

is to say, the injunction to deal with one's native country, region, or even at its 

most extreme, one's own property ... in order to grasp the singularity, the concrete 

veracity of reality" (1989, 19). Hardy's heroines undergo the trials of singularity; 

they are abandoned to their own place because no other place—no alternative—is 

imaginable. These delusive rites of self-possession are divided between property-

owners and vagrants, a nexus of gender and representation impressed onto the 

map that is bound benignly into the dustcovers of Wessex. 
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6. BETWEEN HOUSES AND BETWEEN THE ACTS: 
LEAVING HOME IN VILLETTE AND DIANA OF THE CROSSWAYS 

"how could I live in the interval?" (V, 555) 

(i) 

As w e have seen, Hardy's plots draw w o m e n between two extremities, the 

line which bounds and contains—the enclosed community as a structure of 

story—and the line, most commonly associated in his fiction with the woman's 

expulsion from community, which describes only an aporia, a feeble struggle for 

closure. Dickens's Little Dorrit is another novel distracted by dead-ends, its 

streets petering out into nothing and its bureaucratic offices sites only of deferral, 

forms of punctuated corridors. Little Dorrit is preoccupied with the confiscation 

of property and the prevention of action: the only solution it entertains is to re-

invoke via the machinery of plot (to wit, Pancks) an aborted beginning: to 

reinstate property, and to make action possible. But all progress turns out in any 

case to be a lie, as William Dorrit and Arthur Clennam both discover; and all 

destinations are confused by the very logic of return—Amy can only look back to 

the moral haven of poverty and the enclosing safety of the prison-house far from 

the spectres of all the discontinuous plots which radiate out from the walls of the 

Marshalsea, and only pass outside the framework of destination. 

If Little Dorrit is beset by truncation, The Mill on the Floss is beset by 

destination. The river so irrevocably prescribes its course and so pursues its lineal 

destiny that the novel's abrogation of teleology comes to seem as doomed as 

Maggie's resistance. While the novel struggles to reconcile the moral metaphor 

"borne along by the tide" with an apocalyptic ending (the sheet of water like a 
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sheet of paper distracted by the broken machinery of plot), both emphasize how 

there is only the illusion of escape and return. The figure of the river supplies 

from the start its own logical ending: "Maggie's destiny, then, is at present 

hidden, and w e must wait for it to reveal itself like the course of an unmapped 

river: w e only know that the river is full and rapid, and that for all rivers there is 

the same final home" (MF, 402).' 

I would like to conclude this study with two fictions of women and 

proprietorship which are defiantly lodged between these formal imperatives of 

release and return, and linearity and enclosure (conditions which reinscribe the 

distinction between outside and inside even as they signal its coercive and limiting 

dualism), and which m a p out very different possibilities for women's stories. 

Charlotte Bronte's Villette (1853) and George Meredith's Diana of the Crossways 

(1885) are in many ways alike, but in most ways quite startlingly different: 

written over thirty years apart, by authors from different social backgrounds, 

employing vastly unlike conventions of narration, and presenting heroines who 

would scarcely recognize one another, they are nonetheless both triumphant 

examples of independent womanhood and independent fictions. 

Villette and Diana of the Crossways are concerned with the availability to 

women of social experience and narrative configurations predicated on neither 

possession nor dispossession, neither home nor abroad, and this makes their 

double reading here all the more compelling. To this end both novels draw upon 

a plot that is used extensively throughout the fiction of the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries: the English heroine's journey to Europe.2 Throughout this 

s m d y — i n relation to Shirley, Cranford, Hardy's gendered notations of space, and 

Eliot—i have been arguing that relations of ownership and gender, relations 

which mark out and fix representational boundaries, are critically implicated in 

the exchanges between fiction and its natural, material, social and cultural 

referents. In these novels narrative experimentation follows from the heroine's 
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rejection of forms of identity engendered by property relations in marriage. In 

both cases the flight from property and romance is explained within the context of 

cultural associations of femininity and nationality. Both explore how w o m e n are 

defined under or against the sign "England"—a sign which, in view of the moral 

elevation of w o m a n and home and the moral exile implied in the foreign, bears 

acutely upon sexual property relations—and they explore too the means of 

eluding these defining conditions. 

The European journey of the heroine is lodged strategically between 

comprehensive fictions, fictions which make n e w — m a k e newly visible—the 

home-country: England. The journey assists considerably in this re-visibility. Let 

m e return, by way of elaboration, to the example of George Levine's model for 

realism which I found useful in the previous chapter. Sketching out the rudiments 

of an English fictional landscape of reality, Levine (1981, 204-226) suggests that 

Victorian novels "tend to establish geographical pockets of excess" (205), realms 

in which translations of the "monstrous" can plausibly be accommodated into the 

moderate world of realism, a world whose concomitant geography, a geography 

of the typical, excludes the dangerous extremes of heights and depths as it 

excludes "heroism, psychic intensity, ...[and] violent behaviour" (204). Such 

translations include the sinister energies of the city, the use, inherited from the 

Romantics, of oceans and mountains as images of the sublime, and, of course, the 

abandonment of characters to exotic and dangerous foreign places. What is 

outside of realism is outside of England. 

Novels which deal with the heroine's journey to Europe reflect an 

unavoidable effort to accommodate female experience within a form destined to 

apotheosize the middle-class hero (a difficulty which is approached rather 

differently in Diana of the Crossways, as I will specify). In Little Dorrit and 

Middlemarch the w o m a n as hero ultimately unsettles the books' avowed thematic 

objectives and causes them incessantly to modify what they set out to explore, and 
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even radically to amend what is formally allowable and plausible in realistic 

fiction. The transference of setting and the project of travel are the pre-eminent 

figures for a complex disruption. The effort to represent anxiety and dread, 

provoked by extraordinary and traumatic circumstances in a foreign country, 

becomes emblematic of a whole series of other forms of alienation, of 

foreignness, that is interpolated, as Europe is interpolated, into the novels' 

characteristic referential projects, marking as a kind of homesickness the desire of 

the narrative subject to be affixed metonymically to place. For these markedly 

constrained heroines, Europe becomes a locus of the panic of liberation, the 

dreadful discovery of lives and possibilities for self beyond their assigned places 

and assigned selves. This disturbance is registered in a set of problematic 

relationships across the several formal levels of the texts. The relationships 

between w o m e n and the fictional places they occupy within the pseudo-referential 

worlds of the novels inform those further manifold textual relationships between 

the construction of the female protagonist and the articulation of space. 

The mystery of the foreign place, its elusiveness, dramatizes the non-

mystery of the homeland, its power, as home, to evade question. The home is the 

proper place, the place of the family, the familiar. It is, following Freud, the 

heimlich, secure and enclosed, but also secretive and concealed. Thus, the foreign 

place is aligned with the unheimlich, the disturbance of the familiar but also the 

unconcealed, the revelation. In these novels, then, middle-class women become 

fixed both at the centre of the realist (home and homeland) and at the point of the 

most cogent resistance to it (independence and foreignness). Critical to our 

understanding of this dualism is the assumption that independent womanhood is 

represented as a debasement of wifehood, and is consequently explained in terms 

of fallenness. The fallen middle-class w o m a n is often represented as a compound 

of the antithetical figures of domesticity and carnality. This compound is implied, 

for instance, in the sentimental import of the title of Rossetti's Found (begun 



184 

1854), with its sense of forcibly returning the fallen w o m a n to her home. The 

idea in Victorian culture of the middle-class w o m a n as the sexless helpmate of 

manhood, so well-known that it approaches cliche, derives from the 

transformation of the Pauline notion of the female as an aberration of the m a l e — 

the errant part, the temptress, the Eve—into the Victorian notion of her as man's 

opposite, his moral hope and guide: the Mary figure. This has frequently been 

explained in terms of the parallel ascendancy of puritanism and capitalism: 

individualism, sanctified as self-help and progress, also encouraged aggressive 

competition and inequality, so that the public world, so paradoxically sinful, 

sought redemption in the invention of the home. Sexuality—far from being 

puritanically stamped out—is merely stored away. As one social historian has put 

it, it is sacrificed like other excesses to Methodistical thrift.3 In literature and art, 

though, it does resurface covert and distorted into the crowded overworld and, 

more tellingly, back into the home. As Mary Poovey has demonstrated, "the 

medical model of reproductive difference" (1988, 11) gained authority in 

Victorian England by claiming to refute biologically the essential sameness of the 

male and the female of the species. Hence the female could no longer be 

described as a version of the male, an incarnation of male weakness. Absolute 

difference was validated by proving the utterly untransferable function of 

childbearing, which in its turn encouraged the rhetorical separation of spheres. 

But ironically enough, Poovey argues, "when it was given one emphasis, 

woman's reproductive capacity equalled her maternal instinct; when given 

another, it equaled her sexuality" (11). Thus, "the contradiction between a sexless 

moralized angel and an aggressive, carnal magdalen was ... written into the 

domestic ideal as one of its constitutive characteristics" (11). 

Taken further, we can see how the distinction between a pure woman 

enshrined within the house and a fallen w o m a n languishing under the bridge was 

a convenient fiction depending for its power upon a carefully maintained 
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antithesis of inside and outside. But maternity and sexuality, moral probity and 

feminine desire, do reside, in the Victorian novel, under the one roof, at the one 

hearth, in the one woman. The underlying supposition of the double nature of 

w o m e n in general informs the myth of the separate spheres, with its closely 

policed boundaries. But women, as Villette and Diana of the Crossways both 

make clear, are also associated with another form of social vigilance—that 

directed towards national boundaries and their extension, protection, and 

violation. 

This chapter argues against what I take to be certain standard dichotomies 

to which criticism of the Victorian novel repeatedly reverts, and it does so by 

showing h o w Villette and Diana of the Crossways are profoundly suspicious of 

the oppressiveness of binarism and its implicit hierarchization. Villette, with 

which I will begin, explores alternatives to the forms of dualism—reason and 

passion, realism and romance—so frequently attributed to Charlotte Bronte's 

heroines and novels. Diana of the Crossways returns to the Victorian stereotypes 

of secrecy and publicity, inside and outside, which were fundamental to mid-

century sensation fictions engendered by the ideology of separate spheres, and 

which are reconfigured, as I have shown, in Hardy.4 Diana of the Crossways is a 

revisionary sensation novel in which the heroine, cast out of the home and into the 

streets, becomes a public sensation. The novel explores this plot of the w o m a n as 

news-maker, and proceeds to invoke and overturn the fictional models which 

stratify the feminine in terms of masculine self-determination, whether regimes of 

definition or narcissistic models of speculation. The chapter will conclude by 

looking in detail at Diana in the light of pictorial representations of this 

stratification; in the light of its background themes of socio-economic and socio-

sexual change; and in the light of its relationship to the fictions it claims to 

overhaul, and which it claims not to be, with special reference to Ellen Wood's 

East Lynne. 
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(ii) 

With "no possibility of taking a walk that day", the young Jane Eyre seeks 

out a "double retirement", removed from the "pale blank of mist and cloud" (JE, 

4) outside and the dominion of her enemies, the Reeds, within. Her flight to this 

alcove recalls to us the characteristic diffidence of the orphan-governess; but also 

the intermittent invisibility of the heroine, who quietly excuses herself from the 

role of domestic attendant, and retires into the recesses of her autobiography, the 

better to indulge her o w n passion for the tale. Momentarily absented from the 

conditions of self-narration, she practises another, secret, authorship. Her 

window-seat is a refuge from realism, a glasshouse wherein Jane can satisfy an 

illicit appetite for fancy, and wherein her narrative imagination can fashion a 

world neither as bleak as the Yorkshire autumn nor as prosaic and degrading as 

the bullying of John Reed. Scarlet draperies and panes of glass ("protecting, but 

not separating m e from the drear November day" [4]) envelop a fictional world of 

Arctic wastes, solitary rocks, shipwreck, and doldrums: of distant lands and 

hazardous voyages. But Jane herself, of course, never ventures beyond England. 

The melodramatic romances of her imagination, demanding a geography of their 

own, are generated in the vivid recesses of an otherwise temperate landscape. The 

extremities of foreign lands are to the "flat, rich middle of England" (V, 58) what 

the red-room is to Gateshead Hall. Unable or unwilling to venture far out ("I 

never liked long walks" [JE, 3]), Jane is locked in. In such confinement, in which 

there is no possibility of travel, the story takes the place of the journey. Jane Eyre 

is a novel of houses and rooms, but in so much of Charlotte Bronte's fiction, as in 

her life, it is voyages and journeys, real and imagined, that are of moment. 

Indeed, perhaps nowhere in English fiction is travel more poignantly allied with 

seclusion. 
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It is a critical commonplace that Bronte's heroines struggle with conflicts 

of reason and passion. Jane Eyre, the exemplar of this heroine, possesses that 

ambivalent, contradictory nature, the temperament at odds with itself. It is also a 

commonplace, even among unlike critical approaches, that Bronte's fictions are 

dualistic: in the arrangement of their incidents and their symbolic shape they are 

extensions of their heroines' temperaments. This double dualism can be detected, 

in a rudimentary form, in early reviews of Jane Eyre, and the conflicts between 

truthfulness and intensity which are tentatively suggested there come to be 

repeated in later contemporary reviews of Shirley and Villette, and pass quickly 

into the canon of opinion on Charlotte Bronte.5 A s even the title of Nina 

Auerbach's "The T w o Countries" (1985, 195-211) implies, the emotional and 

symbolic topography of the novels follows a hemispherical division of reason and 

passion into England in the north and Angria in the south, which, when translated 

into a topography of genres, becomes a division between the "realism" of England 

and romance of the "burning clime". Bronte's novels characteristically alternate, 

it is argued, a "realist" text and a number of other sorts of texts, most notably 

melodramatic, Gothic, romantic and lyrical. Terry Eagleton, for instance, writes 

the following: "the chief formal problem of all Charlotte's novels is how to 

resolve the tension between 'Romance' and 'realism'—to resolve it not only as 

theme but as writing" (1975, 78). Mary Jacobus, on the other hand, argues that 

Bronte's writing resists such resolutions: "the task is not to explain away but to 

explain—to theorize—the incoherences and compromises, inconsistencies and 

dislocations" (1986, 60). Jacobus avers that Villette is "a text formally fissured by 

its o w n repressions, concealing a buried letter. Lucy Snowe writes two letters to 

Graham Bretton, one 'under the dry, stinting check of reason,' the other 

'according to the full, liberal impulse of Feeling'—one for his benefit, censored 

and punishingly rational, the other for hers, an outpouring of her innermost self. 

The same doubleness informs the novel as a whole, making it secretive, unstable 
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and subversive. The narrative and representational conventions of Victorian 

realism are constantly threatened by an incompletely repressed Romanticism" 

(41). The entire novel, then, "bears the marks of ... compromise—between 

Victorian Romance and the Romantic imagination, between the realist novel and 

Gothicism. ...This is not to say that the real meaning of Villette, 'the T R U T H , ' 

lies in its ghostly subtext. Rather it lies in the relationship between the two, 

which points to what the novel cannot say about itself (55).6 Christina Crosby, 

pointing out that "feminist readings of Villette have too uncritically depended on 

oppositions of surface and depth, illusion and reality, false and true 

consciousness" (1984, 702), claims that "Lucy's story is enacted through a play of 

doublings, mirrors, and reversals which never entirely come to rest in the text" 

(703). 

Some readings which appeal to the multiplicity of discourses present in 

Bronte's fiction sidestep the limitations of a dualistic schema by acknowledging 

the very antinomies that, in other interpretations, had been shown to weaken the 

novels. Thus, the interspersion of voices is not resolved into any formulation of 

reason and sensation. Rosemarie Bodenheimer, for instance, notes Jane Eyre's 

"peculiar dependent independence from conventional story-patterns" (1987, 111) 

and traces Jane's coming into speech and narrative in an atmosphere already 

thickly storied. Bodenheimer finally denies that Charlotte Bronte can fix upon the 

kind of story that Jane is telling, animated as it is by the very narratives it 

interrogates. The success of Jane Eyre, then, lies in its audacious interpellation of 

unlike narrative and lyrical modes. Its landscape of roadways, houses and rooms 

contributes an architecture of this interpellation by carefully designating spaces to 

modes, and distinguishing spatially between predominant discourses. It attempts 

to m a p out in its very settings jurisdictions of the realistic and the symbolic, 

fantastic, and gothic. 
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M y argument here, which in some measure complements these, seeks 

rather to establish that oppositional relationships are invariably combative in 

Villette, and that Lucy's narrative represents not only a theatre of the repression or 

eruption, the irresolution or compromise, of one or both opponents (whether they 

be the allegorical dialogues between antagonistic impulses in her mind, or the 

competing claims of realism or romanticism), but a periodic retreat from and 

resistance to the very terms of such combat. Thus, when Jacobus goes on to say 

that "the double ending, in reversing the truth/fiction hierarchy, not only reinstates 

fantasy as a dominant rather than parasitic version of reality, but at the same time 

suggests that there can be no firm ground; only a perpetual de-centering" (1986, 

55), she is nevertheless reinstating a structure of hierarchy, de-centred or 

otherwise, against which, I would argue, the novel struggles. Again, Crosby, to 

contest certain oppositions reinvokes the very logic of opposition when she looks 

"at h o w Bronte's incorporation of gothic elements into a supposedly realist novel 

puts into motion the tensions between the psychological depth evoked by the 

narrative and a textual play of surface mirrorings" (1984, 703). It is m y object 

here to show that criticism accords to Bronte elaborate configurations of 

adversarial contraries which can be traced back to a differentiation between 

England and Angria, forms of antithesis which Villette is constantly placing under 

suspension. However, as I make clear in Chapter 2,1 do not wish to dispute the 

centrality of the renunciation of Angria in Bronte's work, nor the tension which 

such a topographical-imaginative antagonism brings to it. Indeed, what follows is 

intended to show h o w difficult, complex and consequential that renunciation was. 

Yet I would like to predicate this reading upon an altogether different topography, 

one concerned not with polar opposites, but with less dramatic longitudinal shifts, 

and not with contrasts between unexceptional provincial lives and the adventures 

of heroes, but with finer distinctions of racial, national, and religious 

temperament. The use of English and European settings in Villette and The 
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Professor, and the use of English and European characters in Jane Eyre and 

Shirley, would seem to add a nationalistic emphasis to the Manichaeism 

apparently endemic in Bronte. But I would like to suggest that other possibilities 

for interpretation lie in the transactions in Bronte between England and Europe. 

"Wafted by breezes of the ocean," only occasionally do tidings of the 

"splendour, magnificence, and extent, strength, and riches" (Patricia Beer 1986, 

201) of Glass T o w n reach the cold country which the twelve adventurers 

abandoned. In Verdopolis, events are capricious, characters cruel, and dialogue 

appropriately (though crudely) Byronic. These tales are the productions of an 

appetite for untempered romance, a narrative inclination ruthlessly anatomized 

and finally, in Bronte's famous renunciation, discarded. In Jane Eyre, Bronte 

marks out this conflict as a realm of snuggle between inside and outside— 

between psychic experience and material necessity. The episode of Jane in the 

casement window aptly summarizes how she is poised between physical and 

social belonging, and the interior life. But although Jane is out of place in her 

geographical and social world, an environment which can offer no correlative for 

her inner experience, Jane Eyre documents a gradual process of reconciliation. 

The landscape comes to promise security, marriage comes to reconcile her to 

property, and through the Thornfield fire (which substantially lessens Rochester's 

property), to reconcile property to her. These components fall into place in Jane's 

history. She may finally venture out of her window seat, but she does not need to 

go very far, for her destination is the drawing-room. 

Lucy Snowe, however, does go far. She carries with her to Belgium the 

conventional baggage of the realist heroine, but also once again the resources of 

the first-person narrator.7 What she leaves behind is the country of realism, the 

country which, as I discuss in m y chapter on Shirley above, torments Caroline 

Helstone. Lucy Snowe's question, '"How shall I keep well?'" (V, 222) is, 

ironically, answered by Caroline's thwarted plan: "T should be well if I went 
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from home'" (S, 189). For the heroine of social realism, there is nowhere else to 

go, and no one else to be. Where Caroline Helstone is trapped by realism's 

impersonation of history, a narrative structure by its nature indifferent to her, Jane 

Eyre plots its heroine's homecoming, and finally retreats from the most radical of 

its implications by the most conventional of means. Villette, however, is neither 

so pessimistic as Shirley nor so intent on Jane Eyre's resolution. It experiments 

with a form of narrative closure in which property is transmitted to its heroine 

without compromising her independence. In this novel England and Europe 

emerge as key elements in structuring and elaborating other relationships between 

home and abroad, familiar and strange, marriage and independence. They 

emerge, too (crucially for the kind of experiments Bronte had tried in the previous 

books), as the means of redirecting formal interchanges between the realistic and 

its antitheses, the "something real, cool, and solid", as "unromantic as Monday 

morning" (S, 1), and the passionate and Gothic excesses of the "burning clime" 

(Ratchford 1941, 149). The Brontean heroine-narrator, for w h o m the journey 

becomes a matter of survival, nervously negotiates and constantly re-adjusts 

between accents of the "plain and homely"(7P, 37) and the otherworldly, the 

commonplace and the foreign place. 

Journeys of all kinds are so treacherous in Villette that they discompose 

not only the wayworn heroine, but her entire narrative and its assumed predication 

upon the plot of property. The status of the journey, whether narrative incident, 

hallucination, or symbol, is never incontrovertible, and the storm and tempest 

which invariably < occasion: or accompany it signal apparent universal disorder 

and presides over endemic narrative instability. This is the opposite of Jane 

Eyre's enclave within the vernacular: Jane is exiled at home, but when she flees 

out into the night she nevertheless stumbles towards an ending to her exile. W h e n 

Lucy Snowe leaves the country of her birth, however, she is doubly exiled, twice 

removed, and, a stranger in her homeland and a stranger abroad, is suspended 
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between the two. Her autobiography bears the imprint of this suspension in its 

uneasy alternation between a tale of the heroine's reward and a series of 

interjections which resist the progress of this tale; and resist too the configurations 

of experience characteristic of Victorian narrative in general. 

Villette opens in "the clean and ancient town of Bretton", in the house of 

the Brettons: "Bretton of Bretton"(P, 5). The coincidence of family name and 

property is intended to emphasize the displacement of Lucy, as Paulina H o m e is 

intended, via her name, to emphasize that Lucy is everywhere not-at-home. Yet 

Polly and her father are surely as homeless as Lucy, as their later itinerant 

fortunes tell. The estate of the Brettons, likewise, is diminished by speculation in 

stock soon after Lucy leaves, and its diminution is literally realized in the doll's-

house interiors of La Terrasse. The family association with property remains in 

name only, a name which suggests not only a Britishness that is to be contrasted 

with the Labassecouriens, but a kind of paradoxically Gallic modification: as 

much Bretagne as Britain. This cosmopolitanness is reflected too in the residents 

of the household: Mrs Bretton is "dark for an Englishwoman" (6); the auburn 

haired Celt, John Graham Bretton, is, as Lucy parenthetically notes, "not Saxon" 

(20); M r H o m e , the Scotsman, and one of the novel's many name-changers, later 

chooses the aristocratic appendage of a place, but it is a French name, "de 

Bassompierre". The exclusive interiority of Villette's opening scenes, as well as 

Bretton's ambiguous location and its almost accidentally English family, combine 

to indicate that Englishness, while it carries the xenophobic suspicion of 

foreigners which is held to contribute powerfully to the heroine's crisis of 

identity, is, as early as Chapter One, something other than a fixed term of national 

identity.8 This is a strategy which Bronte repeats throughout, framing forms of 

dichotomy which, like "the old quarrel of France and England" (195), are 

undermined. 
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England, for instance, is never perceived as a home from which its 

expatriates are exiled. A s Lucy speculates, "if I died far away from—home, I was 

going to say, but I had no h o m e — f r o m England, then, who would weep?"(66). 

This contributes to the special character of suspension in Villette, the sense that 

its heroine, as well as the other English, the Brettons and the Homes, are arrested 

between two places: aliens abroad w h o are simultaneously alienated from home. 

The literal crossing of the English Channel is perilous precisely insofar as it 

promises the dangerous adventure of the foreign but also because it will effect an 

equally disquieting reconstitution of the homeland: the image of the channel is 

suggestive of this suspension, this no-man's-land between exile and repatriation. 

In The Professor Bronte employs the journey abroad as a narrative 

analogue for the hero's negotiation of, and reconciliation with, his society, and as 

an analogue for his (albeit imperfect) self-discovery. In Villette the journey charts 

the social estrangement of its heroine and the radical discontinuity of her 

narrative. For Lucy is unpractised in, and, by her own admission 

temperamentally unsuited for, both travel and narration. She marks her passage 

through a world with which she is at odds, giving preference to an idiom of self-

narration, or self-creation, in which she is not fluent. She tentatively plots the 

sites at which plot itself breaks down, fearing to lose her way and fearing to lose 

her mind (yet almost hoping, it sometimes seems, to lose her readers). As M r 

H o m e cautions his daughter: '"you are little and tender. It is only great, strong 

people w h o should travel'"(28): only men, presumably, or those w o m e n (as Lucy 

later writes) whose lives are blessed. '"Other lives'", she reminds the blessed 

Paulina, "'run from the first another course. Other travellers encounter weather 

fitful and gusty, wild and variable—breast adverse winds, are belated and 

overtaken by the early closing winter night'"(546). From the moment Lucy is 

removed from the tranquil English estate of her godmother until Villette's 

troubled conclusion, her life runs that other course. It is a life spent daring "the 
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perils of crossings", negotiating an unsafe passage between the fixed points of 

reference assigned for a woman's identity. 

The journeys undertaken by Lucy Snowe, if undertaken is appropriate to a 

heroine who "must be goaded, driven, stung" (97), transport her from sitting-

room to sick-room to schoolroom. But beyond these rooms, beyond the compass 

of the narratable, are the regions of isolation, tempest, madness. So Lucy's 

dangerous crossings are not only those from orphanhood to inheritance, nor those 

from youth to experience, nor even the crossings that take her from Bretton to 

Villette. Rather her most significant journey charts the dangerous passage back 

and forth between the prosaic, "truthful" account of her life, and the violent 

intrusions of a foreign self which "an overheated and discursive imagination" (15) 

will not permit her to ignore. In connection with this, Patricia Parker, in her essay 

"The Metaphorical Plot" (1987, 36-53), explores the predominance of notions 

associated with place in discourses on metaphor. Parker's account of associations 

of the feminine with the rhetorical transportation of literal to figural—metaphor as 

portable property, as transference, and as an alteration of "proper" meaning—has 

been invoked elsewhere in this study. Metaphor's violation of the proper, she 

argues, is dramatized in Gothic fiction (in Wuthering Heights, for instance) as the 

agent of violence to property. The pun of the essay's title, the metaphorical plot, 

derives from the notion of a plot firstly as a place both inside and outside, a retreat 

of figuration (like Jane Eyre's alcove); and secondly as a fictional arrangement of 

events, a kind of dramatization of the very conflict between the literal and the 

metaphorical: "we can discern a number of plots, narratives, or theatrical 'scenes' 

developing through this movement and portability of terms—the proper and 

metaphorical as 'rivals', or as legitimate and bastard brothers, with the 

metaphorical 'alien' as changeling, picaro, or usurper" (39-40). The most cogent 

form of this dramatized rhetorical opposition is the self-division of Villette's 

heroine-narrator. The long battles between various rival personifications in 
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Lucy's mind signify, I think, an antagonism between her ambition (inscribed as a 

desire for a room of her own) and a margin of self that eludes the accommodation 

of this plot of ambition. W h e n Lucy begins her travels, the idea of a long career 

in Labassecour is both unthinkable and too terrible to contemplate. So precarious 

is any sense of property in a novelistic world defined by transience, so provisional 

is tenancy, that the promise of permanency (even at Miss Marchmont's sickbed, 

where it is scarcely bearable) comes to seem enough. Living spaces are hard won 

and sedulously defended in Villette, their orderliness coveted as a guarantee 

against psychological collapse, and their contents itemized and vigilantly 

maintained, lest property betray its capriciousness, lest the illusion of home 

dissolve behind the departing traveller. Lucy aspires to the proper—indeed, she 

inherits her property and contrives a legitimate plot for her autobiography—but 

her horror of internment, the horror, as Lucy herself puts it, that "all within m e 

became narrowed to m y lot" (V, 50), exacts considerable psychological and 

textual violence. For "all within her" exceeds and violently transgresses that 

which is narrowed to her plot. The novel must allow for "the perils of crossings" 

(66)—between genres and between the proper and the illegitimate, property and 

its violation, and literal and figural. 

Something of the peril of this "ensuing space" (28) is recollected in a later 

novel which shares much in c o m m o n with Villette, George Eliot's The Mill on the 

Floss. The collision of Maggie Tulliver's passion and the social order of St.Ogg's 

is explored, and its terrible consequences are adumbrated, in Eliot's use of music 

in that novel. That the two forces are to be irreconcilable is intimated in Maggie's 

introduction to the institutionalization of w o m e n when she enters "for the first 

time to the young lady's life" (MF, 400). Maggie's resistance to the society's 

pre-determined notation of her identity, and her resistance to its plots, is framed in 

terms of written music and its interpretation: 

The mere concord of octaves was a delight to Maggie, and she would 
often take up a book of studies rather than any melody, that she might 
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taste more keenly by abstraction the more primitive sensation of 
intervals. (401) 

The episodic structure of Villette recalls precisely this sense of a sequence of 

scenes for which a final logic of connexity is less important than the "primitive 

sensation of intervals". The effect of this succession of set-pieces in the novel 

lends the whole an air of contrivance and theatricality less like a unified drama 

than a series of tableaux, appropriately enough for a novel which is so involved 

with acting, spectating, and theatre-going; and not with conventional drama but 

with theatrical events—vaudeville, melodrama, concert and spectacle.9 

The incorporation of theatrical motifs in a novel otherwise fundamentally 

concerned with relations of narrative form and journey is especially relevant to 

Villette's formal tensions and interleaved spaces. Bronte radically extends the 

alternative models of journey and theatre which Ronald Paulson (1976) has 

argued "become [in eighteenth-century fiction] provisional structures, of language 

or of mind, employed by the writer to express the difficulty—perhaps the 

danger—of representing any kind of prior reality" (56). That individual events in 

the novel are vivid and affecting but disarmingly discontinuous also contributes to 

the distortions of causality so-often noted in Villette, and its consequent 

refiguration of the narrative analogue of journey in terms not of a Providential 

plot, "a means of explaining the process of living, writing, and reading the 

unfolding romance, with its clear-cut beginning, middle, and end" (Paulson 53), 

but in terms which undermine continuity and disavow destination.10 The rhythm 

of dramatic climax and retreat, of conflict followed by silence, accords with 

Villette's exploration of psychic extremities. But it is also characteristic of its 

narrator who, denied her "compromise with Fate", is pitched from one tempest to 

the next, one significant incident or confrontation or resolution to the next, 

unable, as she laments, to "escape great agonies by submitting to a whole life of 

privation and small pains" (V, 50). The life of privation, the life as flat and 

uninviting as the landscape of Labassecour, the life without the encroachment of 



197 

passion, without change or interruption, is a humble compromise indeed for Lucy. 

Here, however, she is imagining the unimaginable, the autobiography as 

providentially free of conflict as her life would be free of chance encounters, 

freakish storms and n e w beginnings: the narration of mere continuance. The 

outline of this unwritten, unwriteable self casts into sharp relief the life that she is, 

in fact, narrating. The arbitrariness of circumstance and the appalling inevitability 

of crisis shapes the distinctive truncated structure of Villette, with its erratic 

redirections, its prolific turnings of new leaves, its unexplained stoppages. 

Gillian Beer, in her analysis of the relationship between narrative's 

"deterministic organisations of experience" (1979, 80) and the fiction of George 

Eliot and Virginia Woolf, poses a question which bears directly upon the 

argument I have been developing: "can the female self be expressed through plot 

or must it be conceived in resistance to plot? Must it lodge 'between the 

acts'?"(80). The episodic structure of Villette recalls precisely this sense of the 

scene bounded by a conspicuous and expressive interval. This is where narrative 

logic is breached, where sequence founders, and where event becomes 

unintelligible in terms of plot. But I would go even further and suggest that this 

expressive space between marks a resistance not merely to plot but to genre itself. 

The interval marks interstices in which Lucy's voice is suddenly gone, so that w e 

are struck by what seems to be a deliberate signing-off. She lapses from "faithful 

narrator" not to "partial eulogist" but to a narrator w h o is wary of the foreclosures 

of genre itself—of the oppressiveness of classification and distinction, even when 

such classification implies as one of its poles the kinds of discourse associated 

with subversion or liberation or surreptitious speech. Lucy is able to "explain" 

herself only through a disarray of voices, and genres, punctuated by resolute 

silences and ellipses. Figuration—whether understatement, hyperbole, 

catachresis, abstraction, allusion, or prosopopoeia—intercepts plot at precisely 
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these points, but not before w e are keenly conscious of the narrative fault, and 

conscious that someone has retreated out of earshot. 

Two key problems which ensue from this understanding of Villette must 

be addressed before continuing. The first is the argument that though the novel 

can register its resistance to genre it does so most cogently through its 

conspicuous intervals of silence. Does this not then imply that women are 

empowered to speak in Victorian fiction only through the ventriloquial 

configurations of domestic romance and fallenness, realism and its antitheses, 

homebodies and aliens; and that the putative empowerment of silence, the 

resistance it registers, is finally an acquiescence in patriarchy? The second 

problem involves the temptation to read the middle realm of Lucy's removal—the 

space between—as a realm of mediation, and so to reinstate the woman as 

mediatrix, and the feminine as the natural agent of the reconciliation of opposites. 

In what remains, I would like to address both of these questions. 

In the first place, Villette's speechless intervals find their apologists in the 

extensive thematization of the interval, and in the narrative's oblique commentary 

upon silence (again, a voice that speaks for silence, as it were ventriloquially), 

both contained within the punctuated episodes. For instance, Lucy writes of the 

tiny Polly H o m e that "during an ensuing space of some minutes, I perceived she 

endured agony. She went through, in that brief interval of her life, emotions such 

as some never feel" (V, 28). Or again, speaking this time of herself, Lucy admits 

that "certain junctures of our lives must always be difficult to recall to memory. 

Certain points, crises, certain feelings—joys, griefs, and amazements—when 

reviewed, must strike us as things wildered and whirling, dim as a wheel fast 

spun" (702). At the beginning of Chapter Twenty-Four, following the fire that 

reduces the audience at Vashti's performance to "a blind, selfish, cruel chaos" 

(Ch.23); "following that eventful evening at the theatre, came for m e seven weeks 

as bare as seven sheets of blank paper" (382): this "void interval", a "stilly pause, 
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a wordless silence, a long blank of oblivion" (381), intervenes between the period 

Lucy had spent in the company of, and in correspondence with, Dr John, and the 

reappearance of Paulina Home. Lucy reasons that 

those who live in retirement, whose lives have fallen amid the 
seclusion of schools or of other walled-in and guarded dwellings, are 
liable to be suddenly and for a long while dropped out of the memory 
of their friends, the denizens of a freer world. (381) 

Thus, she resolves to bear what is unchangeable: 

towards the last of those long seven weeks I admitted ... die conviction 
that these blanks were inevitable: the result of circumstances, the fiat 
of fate, a part of m y life's lot, and—above all—a matter about whose 
origin no question must ever be asked, for whose painful sequence no 
murmur ever uttered. (383) 

Likewise, in Chapter Thirty-Eight, Lucy waits for M. Paul's unknown departure 

date: 

as to that week of suspense, with its blank yet burning days, which 
brought from him no word of explanation—I remember but I cannot 
describe its passage. (640) 

Lucy is left, during these intervals, to manage with only the resources of her own 

consciousness, a painfully difficult and recurrent exile. It is itself a kind of allee 

defendue to which she must retreat, into which billets randomly drop and where 

they must also be buried. This corridor passes under and between the theatrical 

courtships of Ginevra, de Hamal and Dr. John, between the window of Paul 

Emanuel (anonymous for so long), and the windows of Mme. Beck. 

Empty rooms, however, are as capable of representing intervals between 

passing worlds, spaces bound in by closed doors, as they are of being episodic 

sites or theatres. The corridors, dormitories, and schoolrooms of Mme Beck's 

establishment, kept assiduously under lock and key, are even more efficiently 

confining than Miss Marchmont's claustrophobic room. The chapter in which 

Lucy spends the stifling summer vacation looking after the cretin provokes a 

dread of immurement where previously serenity and happiness had prevailed at 
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Bretton, and forbearance and purpose had accompanied her service to Miss 

Marchmont. In the empty pensionnat Lucy is assailed by recurring delirium, the 

"insufferable thought of being no more loved, no more owned" (225). She 

escapes, hazards the "Babylonish furnace" (228) of Pere Silas's confessional, and 

loses her way, "inmeshed in a network of turns unknown" (229). Like the 

metaphorical tempest which casts her into Miss Marchmont's service, a storm 

deposits Lucy on the porch of "a great building". She relates: "instead of sinking 

on the steps as I intended, I seemed to pitch headlong down an abyss. I remember 

no more" (236). Here the heroine blacks out at the end of the chapter that ends 

Volume One. The passage between the two volumes, figured by a doorway which 

opens only onto a bottomless darkness, is as uncharted and as dangerous as 

Lucy's midnight Channel crossing; a page as blank as the "void interval" that 

follows the inflammatory climax of Vashti's performance, as blank as the new 

leaf of Chapter Five's title, turned after the death of Miss Marchmont. Time and 

narrative collapse for a span both momentary and seemingly interminable into a 

dark recess. In the "ensuing space", the interval between these two volumes, 

Lucy traverses a treacherous channel: "where m y soul went during that swoon I 

cannot tell. Whatever she saw, OT wherever she travelled in her trance ... she kept 

her own secret" (235). She crosses from the outside back to the inside, from the 

strange to the uncannily familiar, from the threatening to the secure, from Villette 

to Bretton, present to past, Europe to England. Nothing quite prepares us for the 

sudden, disturbing re-constitution of Bretton in Europe as La Terrasse. The 

interior arrangement, of furniture, objects, even, it seems, of residents, is so 

perfectly an imitation of Bretton that La Terrasse appears less a revisitation than a 

displacement: a displacement of Europe by England, of middle by beginning, of 

succession by repetition. 

The double disorder of setting and chronology emphasizes a resistance to 

sequential logic and a stable notion of "setting", repeatedly confounding the 
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ostensible polarities under which definitions of femininity, definitions 

underwritten by stories of exile and return, are maintained. It is a resistance 

present in the act of speaking itself. Exiled even before her journeys begin, Lucy 

discovers the power of language to exclude, for the reluctant traveller is also a 

hesitant speaker. Even "the strange speech of the cabmen" in London seems as 

"odd as a foreign tongue" (61). Likewise, her self-narration is confounded by a 

suspiciousness and mistrust of the intransigent foreignness of her own voice. This 

is reflected in her repeated apologies for the inadequacy of language, such as the 

following, from Chapter Thirty-Six: 

/ could not argue—a fortunate incapacity; it needed but triumphant, 
logical opposition to effect all the director wished to be effected; but I 
could talk in m y o w n way—the way M.Paul was used to—and of 
which he could follow the meanderings and fill the hiatus, and pardon 
the strange stammerings, strange to him no longer. (606) 

In a novel so distracted by foreign language—both English and French are used 

with apparent randomness and sometimes within a single sentence—Paul 

Emanuel's acquiescence is noteworthy. For it is not only to M.Paul that Lucy is 

appealing in her apologia, but to her readers. Through long familiarity, her 

reticence can no longer be strange to us either; like M.Paul, surely we have grown 

accustomed to and begun to pardon our narrator's peculiarities of thinking and 

talking? 

With all its meanderings, hiatuses, and stammerings, Lucy's "heretic 

narrative" (228) bears comparison with her later comments on another narrator of 

sorts, Pere Silas. Consider her description of the circumstances leading to the 

parable of Justine Marie in Chapter Thirty-Four: 

Madame Beck's suddenly recollected message and present... the old 
priest, accidentally descending the steps and crossing the square,... his 
reappearance on the staircase, m y introduction to this room, the 
portrait, the narrative so affably volunteered—all these little incidents, 
taken as they fell out, seemed each independent of its successor; a 
handful of loose beads; but threaded through by that quick-shot and 
crafty glance of a Jesuit-eye, they dropped pendant in a long string, 
like that rosary on the prie-dieu. (569) 
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Lucy's suspicion of a conspiracy of sequence, when, as she puts it, "the whole 

arrangement seems to your crude apprehension the ordinance of chance, or the 

sequel of exigency" (569), inevitably raises questions about her own narratorial 

artlessness. "Where lay the link of junction", she muses, "where the little clasp of 

this monastic necklace? I saw or felt union, but could not yet find the spot, or 

detect the means of connection" (569-70). Lucy, however, does not always 

present herself as the ingenue set upon by happenstance, the heroine written by 

the decrees of others (50), or the unfortunate traveller. The questions she asks of 

Pere Silas's Jesuitical plotting recall questions she asks of herself when she 

arrives in London, questions which call attention to Villette's own sequentially 

and to the mechanisms of plot: 

What was I doing here alone in great London? What should I do on 
the morrow? What prospects had I in life? What friends had I on 
earth? Whence did I come? Whither should I go? What should I do? 
(62) 

Imagining Europe on her journey across the dark English Channel inspires 

in Lucy a vision of a place "grand with imperial promise, soft with tints of 

enchantment": "methought I saw the continent ... like a wide dream-land, far 

away. Sunshine lay on it, making the long coast one line of gold" (76). However, 

this fantasy of conquest with its "imperial promise" is immediately checked: 

Cancel the whole of that, if you please, reader—or rather let it stand, 
and draw thence a moral—an alliterative, text-hand copy— 

Day-dreams are delusions of the demon. 
Becoming excessively sick, I faltered down into the cabin.(76) 

That "delusions of the demon" should be elicited in dark seas and rough weather 

is only one instance of the coincidence of atmospheric disturbance, sickness, and 

reverie in Villette. The eight year interval between Lucy's removal from Bretton 

and her employment by Miss Marchmont is both recalled and effaced: "I will 

permit the reader to picture me ... as a bark slumbering through halcyon weather, 
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in a harbour still as glass"(46). Event is supplanted by the extended metaphor of 

navigation and shipwreck: 

there must have been wreck at last. I too well remember a time - a 
long time, of cold, of danger, of contention ... a heavy tempest lay on 
us; all hope that w e should be saved was taken away. In fine, the ship 
was lost, the crew perished. (46) 

Event passes beyond description and beyond metaphor, into the province of 

ellipsis. W h e n the inevitable storm arrives, Lucy only wonders that she "must 

somehow have fallen overboard". Precise recollection fails her, leaving only 

vague bewilderment at the spectacle of someone, apparently herself, who once 

suffered at the hands of an indiscriminate fate. These storms which beset the 

hapless traveller are irruptions which check sequence, suspend narration, and 

transcend lyric. In Chapter One, the stream is used as an image of passing time, 

but also as an image of Lucy's desire to suspend its passing. The image of the 

river invokes not only passiveness but both the narrative's teleological impetus 

and its narrator's revisitation of the past: "time always flowed smoothly for m e at 

m y godmother's side ... blandly, like the gliding of a full river through the plain" 

(62). Time, and with it consecutive narration, never flows smoothly again. 

Finally, the spectre of shipwreck also intervenes between Paul Emanuel's 

departure and the novel's end, suspending this Leander between death and return, 

and suspending the narrative itself: "Here pause: pause at once. There is enough 

said". M.Paul anticipates the ambiguity of his fate: "'And when I come back—'. 

Here he left a blank" (704), a blank which Lucy fills with "a wonderfully changed 

life"(712), a life as schoolmistress in the house of Paul Emanuel, with its modest 

day-school affixed, the parting gift of Miss Marchmont belatedly executed: 

"reader, they were the three happiest years of m y life" (711). The storm has 

passed over to another, but it continues to strand the text. The "destroying angel 

of tempest" achieves "his perfect work" (715), but Lucy has learned "some signs 

of the sky", and only observes the portentous weather from indoors, in a house 

neither hers nor not hers. 
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Unlike Jane Eyre's opening in the recess, then, the unplanned, unmapped 

journey in Villette yields a structure of suspension, of intervals in which neither 

the putative discourses of the feminine ("the strange, necromantic joys of fancy" 

[105]) nor realism's social notations of character and event ("daily bread, homely 

work, and a roof of shelter" [105]) can lodge. "I seemed to hold two lives—the 

life of thought, and that of reality", Lucy notes, yet somehow she finds herself 

defiantly inscribing a space between them, and continually asking herself where 

she could be. W h e n she arrives in London, and again when she gets to 

Labassecour; when she loses her way in the old town and awakes at La Terrasse; 

and when she escapes to the spectral carnival in the park, "Where am I?" is the 

question she is compelled habitually to put: 

Where was I? Not only in what spot in the world, but in what year of 
our Lord? For all of these objects were of past days, and of a distant 
country. Ten years ago, I bade them goodbye; since m y 14th year they 
and 1 had never met. I gasped audibly, "Where am 1?" (238) 

The question most often directed back to her, however, is "Who are you?" 

Ginevra Fanshawe's inquiry, '"Who are you, Miss Snowe?'", provokes an 

evasive reply: '"Who a m I indeed? Perhaps a personage in disguise'" (440). 

These two questions are not independent of one another. At the centre of 

Villette's unstable world is Lucy herself. The fundamental contradiction in her 

account of herself arises from the necessity of distinguishing between what is 

unspeakable and what merely unspoken, what is confusion and what 

prevarication. The ironically effacing gesture of the affected refrain "I, Lucy 

Snowe" conceals a heroine tormented by unaccountable passions but also able to 

summon extraordinary control, authority, and superiority; who is both "the 

grovelling, groping monomaniac" (353) and the one who pleads "guiltless ... to an 

overheated and discursive imagination" (15). At one point Lucy reflects upon 

"the contradictory attributes of character we sometimes find ascribed to us, 

according to the eye with which we are viewed" (432). Dr John, for instance, 
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assigns to her a role with which she is uncomfortable, to say the least, but it is a 

misinterpretation she refuses to challenge: it is the allure of role-playing itself that 

causes Lucy to leave uncorrected the numerous contradictory accounts of her 

character amongst her acquaintances, and to leave unresolved the contradictions 

of this heroine-narrator amongst her readers. This rather superior amusement, a 

kind of dalliance with the evasiveness and multiplexity of personality, is the 

obverse of Lucy's intermittent derangement, with its horror and loathing of the 

unintelligible, bewildered self. It indicates a secret pleasure in performance which 

emerges in her unexpected appetite for theatre. Her "keen relish for dramatic 

expression", however, "would not do for a mere looker-on at life" (197); the 

conflict between performer and spectator—like the conflict between Lucy the 

protagonist and Lucy the narrator—is critical because, as she confesses, "it was 

not the crowd I feared so much as m y own voice" (195). In response to this fear 

Lucy takes up other voices, and in so doing does not conceal herself at all, but 

rather brings into question the very conditions under which the fixing of identity 

might occur. The novel's silent centre—Lucy—in effect silences the notion of an 

authoritative centre, replacing her voice with an amalgam of other voices, but she 

herself is "dumb as the grave—dumb as you, Lucy Snowe" (540). Theatre gives 

to Lucy the power to be neither one thing nor the other, neither w o m a n nor man, 

propertied nor dispossessed, married nor single, in control nor out of control. It 

provides a space between.11 

The four paintings to which Paul directs his reluctant charge—La Vie 

d'une Femme—do not, then, correspond to the adventures of this schoolteacher. 

Jeune Fille, Mariee, Jeune Mere, and Veuve: these plot the points of Paulina 

Mary's fortunes, or even, ironically enough, Ginevra's, but certainly never 

Lucy's. M.Paul's censorship, moreover, is implicitly rejected in Lucy's vie d'une 

femme: 

[he took] care always to expunge, with the severest hand, whether 
from tragedy, melodrama, tale, or essay, whatever passage, phrase, or 
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word, could be deemed unsuited to an audience of "jeunes filles". 
(474) 

But hers is no tale of the "jeune fille". Villette's paradox is that it presents on the 

one hand a heroine who does progress from childhood to maturity, acquiring 

along the way the rewards of romance, and attaining finally at least a fragment of 

contentment; and on the other hand a heroine who forfeits volition, 

"inadventurous, unstirred by practical ambition" (105), and who is set-upon by 

psychic disturbances which materialize in the physical world in a kind of 

conspiracy of Gothic figuration. Retreating to the shelter of the schoolroom, the 

timid heroine mounts the estrade, testing her voice and her vocation. Not La vie 

d'une femme, certainly, but a series of tableaux, arranged like the canvases on the 

gallery wall, separated by chill reticence, by passionate exclamation, and by what 

they cannot tell. These intervals—the fierce and frozen muteness of Lucy outside 

the overheated concert-hall; her stillness at the centre of the crowd after the 

performance by Vashti; her utter invisibility at the fete; the periodic invasions of 

the nun; "the interval between the two acts" (240); the long vacation—are all les 

allees defendues, the forbidden corridors. They are forms of impasse: the "stilly 

pause, ...wordless silence, ... long blank of oblivion" (381), or the English 

Channel, or "the meanderings ... the hiatus ... the strange stammerings" (606). On 

Lucy's "patient journeying through the wilderness of the present" (330) she 

encounters numerous alternative vies desfemmes. For Villette contrasts the life of 

isolation and deprivation with the life of disguise and role-playing, contrasts the 

experience of powerlessness and the experience of control; a hesitant manner of 

speech and a "keen relish for dramatic expression" (211). The forms of identity 

supplied by conventions of realism are inappropriate to Lucy's struggle to 

determine and assert an inchoate self. The product of this struggle is the 

autobiography of paradox and suspension. For between the acts, there is an 

interval of self that does not submit to the controlling, interpretive voice of the 

autobiographer. It speaks a language that is not vernacular, but nor is it foreign. 
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Villette eschews those stories structured around a woman's progress 

between the houses of men, and in effect takes flight from the forms of definition 

which this journey to the altar, and this story-line, enforces. The Athenaeum, 

reviewing Villette, complained that "there are other ways for a woman of squaring 

accounts with trial than that of rushing about the world when the homeland 

becomes wearisome" (Allott, 87); but when Lucy leaves home, she leaves behind 

such ways. She does, like Jane Eyre, become "the steward of his property" (V, 

712), but it entails no sacrifice of her independence. The flight from property-

relations implied in the Victorian ideology of love and marriage—relations which 

stress the equation of home and homeland—are transformed in Lucy's perpetual 

stranding, so that neither homecoming nor exile is posited. The place of one's 

own, then, is neither home nor away from home.12 The final act of waiting is a 

triumphant breach of ending and closure which suspends Lucy between what is 

and is not hers, and between what she is and is not. Terry Eagleton comments 

that Jane Eyre's final independence "is an intermediate position between complete 

equality and excessive docility: it allows you freedom, but freedom within a 

proper deference" (1975, 29). Not so in Villette, however, for Lucy's constant 

resistance to Paul's excessive "keeping down" (V, 526)—again figured as a racial 

condescension (cool Wellington again thwarting the Buonaparte "for w h o m no 

room ever seemed too hot" [511])—does not signal the marriage of hot and cold, 

European and English, romantic and realist. There is no agency of mediation 

invoked in this ending, merely a suspension of hostilities. Thus, Villette, so 

frequently explained in terms of containment and emption, burial and 

insurrection, represents instead the desire to move outside debilitating dialectical 

structures, dualities which only serve to reinforce patriarchal regimes of identity 

in their insistence on definition in terms only of marriage or independence, text or 

sub-text, realism or romance. In keeping with the pressure sustained in Lucy's 

autobiography by the realist, Villette goes to great lengths to show how Lucy is 
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really damaged by dichotomization in her struggle towards another plane of 

representation. Her troublous resistance to identification also evokes this struggle. 

"A cold name she must have" Bronte writes to W.S. Williams: "partly, perhaps, 

on the llucus a non lucendo' principle—partly on that of the 'fitness of things'" 

(WSIV, 18). The lucus a non lucendo, a rhetorical contradiction which conflates 

what is and is not (what is dark, the grove, deriving linguistically from what is 

light), is used by Bronte to characterize the "neat, frosty falsehood" (V, 459) that 

is her heroine. Both in name and nature, Lucy goes some way towards 

embodying the novel's other motifs of suspension, even as Bronte's 

characterization of her entails a revision of realist character itself. "I was no 

bright lady's shadow", she protests; but nor is she the bright lady. Non lucendo, 

Lucy falls between the two, and her tale beyond the two. 

(iii) 

The flight to Europe of Isabel Vane in Ellen Wood's East Lynne (1861) is 

a banishment and, as in Villette, an escape. A criminal against marriage, mother 

of an illegitimate child, Lady Isabel is removed without question from England. 

Her expulsion demonstrates yet again how in Victorian representations of fallen 

women what is consistently ryosited as punishment is the physical removal from 

the middle-class home, a removal that is figured in terms of class-crossing (as in 

Augustus Egg's moral triptych Past and Present [1858, figs.28-30], for instance) 

or channel-crossing. In East Lynne Lady Isabel is punished with both. She elopes 

with Francis Levison, whose evil is inscribed in his Jewish, and therefore 

corruptively cosmopolitan, name; and whose role as house-breaker is associated, 

via name and hooked nose, with the m o b of angry creditors ready to take apart the 

estate of Lord Mount Severn (EL, 64-6). Isabel is disfigured in a railway accident 

which also kills her baby child, and is finally enticed back to East Lynne as the 

(unrecognizable) governess of her own children. Hers is the ultimate punishment: 

she both is and is not herself, and must revisit her house and husband and children 



209 

as a visitant from the other side—and that side comes to mean at once the terrible 

extremity of moral degradation, so hideous that it must always be covered to 

prevent its inherent guilt from recognition; the unthinkable foreignness of a 

mother w h o leaves her children, represented in the self-possessed and single-

minded Lady Vane become the helplessly dependent Madame Vine; and that 

object of suspicion and fear, that liminal figure, the servant who speaks like a 

lady. Isabel's penalty is to endure constantly whispered re-tellings of the story of 

her o w n treachery. These are invariably told to her as a secret of servants, a 

narration which surfaces above stairs (and here East Lynne is an exemplary 

sensation novel) as a kind of punishment from below. As Anthea Trodd points 

out (1989, 45-95), servants are doubly treacherous because their always potential 

insurrection is associated with the insurrection of the guilty secret in middle-class 

households. 

However, the constant crossing back and forth between identities which 

circles around the house of the title (and the title of the house) never impinges 

upon the stable identity of Lady Isabel, and this is in part the source of the book's 

sensation. Villette's cast of disarming name-changers and shape-changers has its 

parallel in East Lynne, in the Levison-Thorn deception, and in the Lady Isabel 

Vane-Mrs Carlyle-Madame Vine-Lady Isabel transformation, but these are both 

metamorphoses which promise a final morally-securing reclamation of knowable 

identity. Levison will always be revealed as the criminal Thorn as surely as 

Richard Hare's name will be cleared. However, this clearing of names, necessary 

at the level of plot, is obviated at the level of narration by a simple strategy: the 

narrator (a self-conscious voice constantly intruding and deflating the illusion of 

the action in a way that later characterizes Trollope's narrators13) only ever calls 

the novel's heroine by one name: Lady Isabel. It is at the level of reading, w e 

recall, that so much of Villette's radical re-plotting of female identity takes place, 

but in East Lynne this is disallowed from the start. Lady Isabel, in spite of her 
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crimes and weaknesses, never loses her ladyhood: femininity and class are only 

disfigured, concealed. In this way the spectacle of the fallen woman is married to 

the spectacle of degraded aristocracy, a spectacle which manipulates class 

animosity yet invites readers of all classes to sympathize with the heroine. That 

social subversion is a by-product of the democratic (read profit-driven) impulse of 

the sensation novel only adds to and complements its stock of frissons. 

The novel's favoured frisson is that prompted by constant disruptions of 

the boundaries which mark female identity in terms of sexuality and property. So 

much of the novel's action takes place at the peripheries of houses, whether at 

windows, at gates, or in the spaces between properties, such as roads, fields, and 

woods. M u c h is also made of sexual spatial transgressions: for instance, Richard 

Hare, on the night he turns up at Carlyle's window, is first mistaken for a woman 

visiting Carlyle alone, and is then hidden in the ante-room to Miss Comy's 

bedroom. East Lynne's composition underscores the violations of property 

relations which focus throughout on Isabel, "mastered" by her attraction to 

Levison. The changing status of East Lynne itself, the fact that it passes out of 

the hands of the decaying aristocracy and into those of the newly economically 

powerful man, Carlyle, informs the structures of romance which are manipulated 

in the novel. Jan Cohn (1988, 125-50) argues that what she calls "the erotics of 

property" informs middle-class romances for women, from Pamela to Pride and 

Prejudice, Jane Eyre, and Gone With the Wind. The heroine's enactment of 

rituals of romantic love is in effect the effacement of her economic ambition and 

powerlessness without the object of that pursuit, the economically powerful 

m a n — L o r d B., Darcy, Rochester, and Rhett Butler. In East Lynne, however, this 

process is exposed: Isabel's economic powerlessness is absolute and public; the 

fact that her marriage is one of interest and not romance is made clear even in 

Carlyle's proposal, framed as it is solely in terms of the opportunity it affords her 

for returning to East Lynne; and the sexual-economic consequences of her 
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abandonment are equally blatant in a plot intent on bringing her back to stand 

beside the n o w sexually powerful Barbara. 

The insistent focus on the house as the medium of these comings and 

goings points up the continuing pivotal role ascribed to property in middle-class 

moral rhetoric. East Lynne so insists on this that the house becomes utterly 

inescapable, fatally alluring: Isabel is drawn back as Madame Vine to the "flood 

of golden light" (EL, 300), and there to gaze (unlike Elizabeth Bennet) upon the 

forfeiture of her mistresshood. The flight of Isabel is of a woman both innocent 

and guilty, both middle-class and servant-class, both wife and fallen woman, and 

in this sense return is necessary to closure. The plot refutes the sense of a story-

correlative of moral regression (from the house to the street) which we might be 

tempted to ascribe to it, for the house, East Lynne, is fixed at the centre of the 

book. Thus, too, when Egg's Past and Present is reproduced (in Nead 1988, figs. 

17-19, for instance) the discovery scene is invariably placed first, though Egg 

designed it to be hung between the other two scenes (see Edelstein 1983, 205). 

The tableau suggested by the simultaneity of the two consequence scenes, 

indicated in the repeated moon, is thus compounded by this central placement of 

the drawing-room. This altarpiece arrangement emphasizes the utter centrality of 

the home in spite of its violation by the adulteress, but also emphasizes that 

beneath everything, beneath Madame Vine's disfigurement and her elaborate 

Eastern disguise, she remains Lady Isabel Vane, wife of M r Carlyle of East 

Lynne. The "queenly power of women" in Ruskin's "Of Queen's Gardens" 

(1888, 114), for instance, presides in this domestic constancy: "wherever a true 

wife comes, this home is always round her. The stars only may be over her head; 

...but home is yet wherever she is" (138). East Lynne manipulates this portable 

property of womanhood by alternating its disguised male fugitives between the 

innocent Richard Hare and the guilty Francis Levison, yet conflating innocence 

and guilt in the sin of Isabel Vane. The unfaithful wife prostrate in the centre of 



212 

Egg's triptych is thus its dominant icon, and in Egg's composition the formal 

analogue of the coalescence of narrative into iconography. 

Women, then, are repeatedly constituted in representation in terms of fixed 

identities and aberrations of those identities which only re-inscribe and strengthen 

them. This is precisely what Lucy Snowe retreats from in Villette: retreats, that 

is, to a point outside of either England or non-England. Isabel, on the contrary, is 

condemned to be poised between the two points of reference, mother and 

adulteress, which capture and retain her identity. Diana Merion, though, seeks 

before all else to evade capture, both as "the subject of a portrait" (DC, Chapter 

28) and as an object of conditions of identity predicated upon marriage and 

property. In Diana of the Crossways, Meredith explores the possibilities for a 

woman's successful evasion of social determinants, economic imprisonment, 

national stereotypes, and mythological models, all of which impress their 

tyrannical binarism on the fleeing heroine. 

The plot of Diana of the Crossways—she who is "neither maid nor wife" 

(284)—might well be paraphrased as the story of a woman's struggle to extract 

herself from the definitions imposed by those around her. It is a story which has 

clear consequences for the novelist: for if Dorothea Brooke's "ardent outset" is 

followed "by declension" (MM, 677), then Diana, in her defiant romance-writing, 

"take[s] to activity ... and conjugate^] a frightful disturbance" (DC, 76). She 

creates and recreates herself both as speaking subject and as a deliberately 

fictionalized and utterly arbitrary social being; and within Meredith's writing she 

lives "her own freakishly interwinding, darkly penetrative, simulacrum of a life" 

(449). Diana emerges from a context not of narration but narrations, from a 

narrative voice ironically detached, uncommitted, and ever wary of encroaching 

upon her right to conceal, withhold, or mask her identity. It is a brilliant 

narratorial manoeuvre, and one which manages, with all the conciliatory self-

consciousness of the new man, to remain at just the right distance. Yet the 



213 

strategy is simultaneously doubled back upon the male author, for Antonia returns 

the compliment to her men, as the opening page promises, in a "strange assault of 

wanton missiles" (1). Speculation is diverted to "The Young Minister of State", 

Mr Cuthbert Dering, and "The Man of Two Minds", fulfilling the pledge of "The 

Woman of Two Natures": "Give us the means of independence, and we will gain 

it, and have a turn at judging you, my lords!" (159). 

Diana of the Crossways does give its heroine her turn, bringing to the 

fictional ordering of its historical materials a sustained critique of sexual 

ideology.14 From the diary opening, with its faint (Lovelacean) eighteenth-

century resonances, the novel is deliberately structured around male 

appropriations of discourses usually exclusively (and derisively) the province of 

women: the snippet and the whisper. Unlike Gaskell's project in Cranford, 

Meredith's cut and paste exploits in its deliberate and continuous synecdochal 

collage of Diana a male fantasy of female incompleteness. Diana's wit, her 

"ironic fury, coming at the contrast of the outer and inner" (160), underwrites a 

shifting sexual order, a mobile social order, and a moment of crisis in national 

identity. But such a woman—beautiful, intelligent, ambitious, independent—may 

not, as Diana of the Crossways emphasizes, finally so much discomfit as comfort 

men. For speculation, as Redworth the speculator discovers, is taking possession, 

and, as Meredith was later to write in relation to Diana, "even young women have 

but a confused idea of this masculine sentiment of the complete possession, down 

to absorption ..., and how it is to pursue them anticipatorily and retrospectively" 

(1970 iii, 1439). 

Diana is bound by her titular association with the house of her father, The 

Crossways, a house which, perhaps inevitably, she comes to dislike and dread. 

Indeed, she more typically runs away from the houses she loves. In this fact is 

registered a signal tension in the novel, between settlement (property, marriage, 

conventionality, imprisonment, safety, invalidism, and common sense) and flight 
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(independence, danger, escape, wit, metaphor). Like Sue Bridehead, Diana 

appears to swerve inexplicably between compulsions, and so to resist 

interpretation. But, like Sue, Diana in so doing does not simply collude in her 

fetishization as a question-mark but brings into question the question. By coming 

to pose as an enigma (and that is h o w she is repeatedly posed by her picture-

makers), she brings into question the very conditions under which men eroticize a 

fashionable mystery—the new woman. The novel is here drawing on an allure of 

female exoticism, "Nature's original hieroglyphs" (DC, 327); an exoticism made 

explicit in such novels as Rider Haggard's titillating romance of mother-right, She 

(where w o m a n is the dark continent), but one also being continuously re-enacted 

in other fiction of this period—in the opening of Daniel Deronda, for instance 

("Was she beautiful or not beautiful?"), or Far from the Madding Crowd, 

discussed in the previous chapter; in The Portrait of a Lady, Anna Karenina, and 

The Odd Women. Diana of the Crossways might have left the matter there, 

striking a modishly emancipated tone, but it goes further, showing, in its 

insistence on hearsay, epigrams, letters, newspaper reportage, and most 

emphatically on forms of the acquisitive and coercive gaze, how it is a 

commonplace and a consolation for men to redefine the feminine in terms of a 

question. 

As Diana very quickly discovers, she is far from liberated by leaving men, 

marriage, property, and settled identity behind in her quest to resist a man's 

definition of a representative woman. Once out, the cry is up, and the novel 

promptly proceeds to show how relentlessly in the "race for secrets" (369) a 

woman abroad is ripe for pursuit. At several points in the novel there is literally 

nowhere for her to go; nowhere, that is, but outside England. Significantly, Diana 

in passing from the realm of fixity into the realm of speculation, must cross a 

channel. Like Isabel Vane and Lucy Snowe, Diana flees not to Ireland but 

Europe, to "Italy, Eden of exiles!'" (164). Europe is the refuge, as it is for Lucy, 
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and the prison, as it is for Isabel: but here it is also an exotic (and for the men who 

pursue Diana, an erotic) region of speculative femininity. For "a woman doubted 

by her husband, is always ... marked for our ancient running" (106). Diana of the 

Crossways reveals the sexism rooted in the erotics of enigma by casting a man's 

(and, by extension, an entire social world's) worship of the mysterious woman in 

terms of carnal pursuit and flight. In short, by casting it as a tale of Diana. 

Laura Mulvey, following Luce Irigaray (1985), has explained how the 

woman under phallocentrism signifies castration, and how only a scopophilic 

relationship between the male (active) gaze and the female (passive) image can 

allay the destructiveness of Medusa: 

woman ... stands in patriarchal culture as a signifier for the male other, 
bound by a symbolic order in which m a n can live out his fantasies and 
obsessions through linguistic command by imposing them on the silent 
image of woman still tied to her place as bearer, not maker, of 
meaning. (1989, 15) 

The problem is first asserted in a striking passage early in Diana of the 

Crossways: 

in England,... (in company) the men are the pointed talkers, and the 
w o m e n conversationally fair Circassians. They are, or they know that 
they should be; it comes to the same. Happily our civilization has not 
prescribed the veil to them. The mutes have here and there a sketch or 
label attached to their names: they are "strikingly handsome"; they are 
"very good-looking"; occasionally they are noted as "extremely 
entertaining": in what manner, is inquired by a curious posterity, that 
in so many matters is left unendingly to jump the empty and gaping 
figure of interrogation over its own full stop. (DC, 3-4) 

The novel is wary of the kinds of (fore)closure represented by the full stop, but 

still more the kinds of coercion concealed by the question-mark, the mark 

presupposing a partnering clause, a reply, a husband, a sentence ending with a full 

stop. A number of contemporary visual representations mark out the parameters 

between this full-stop and question-mark in alternations between an erotics of 

possession and an erotics of gambling. One of the most eloquent examples of this 
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ambivalent moment is Alfred Elmore's painting On the Brink (1865, fig.31). 

Christopher Wood (1976) describes the picture thus: 

Elmore gives the gambling saga a further twist. An unhappy girl sits 
in the cold moonlight outside the red glare of the gambling rooms at 
Homburg, and an attractive m a n leans out to talk to her. Elmore has 
used the detective novelist's trick of deliberate vagueness, providing us 
only with tantalizing clues. What is she on the brink of? Gambling? 
Seduction? Or has she lost everything and is contemplating suicide? 
Unlike a detective novel, this thriller has no ending, so we shall never 
know the answer. (44) 

Like Gwendolen Harleth (again, is she beautiful or not beautiful?), this heroine is 

a thriller without an answer, poised between peril and safety. The composition of 

On the Brink recalls Holman Hunt's The Awakening Conscience (1853-4, fig.32), 

except that in the latter the order of interior and exterior spaces is reversed and 

confounded by the wall-mirror. But the unresolved suspension between spaces, 

while it is pictorially more complex in the Hunt, supplies the spatial nexus for the 

moral ambivalence in both pictures, an ambivalence which confutes the moral and 

pictorial typology imposed by such essays in the expulsion from Eden as Richard 

Redgrave's The Outcast (1851, fig.33).15 

We might also add, recalling Wood's reference to the detective novel, that 

the protagonist of On the Brink is arrested in the scene; like Lady Isabel, she is at 

once guilty and innocent.16 This ambivalence of guilt and innocence compounded 

in the statuesque woman arrested by the eye is also suggested in Jessie 

Macgregor's Arrested (1894, fig.34), which plays on the enigma of a sexual 

reversal of guilt. The woman is fixed at a man's desk, looking out into an 

uncertain future, but clear-eyed, strong-minded, resolute, and, perhaps, free of 

him. In its composition Macgregor's painting calls up earlier representations of 

the strong woman which make explicit the mythological suggestiveness of the 

pose. Leighton's Clytemnestra (1874, fig.35), its heroine poised between her 

homeland and the far distance of Agamemnon, is set in an impassive gaze, but 
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there is nothing of the threat of her crime in Leighton's depiction of her. Indeed, 

her massive body is here less Amazonian than Collossan. 

The dynamics of narrative painting itself here serves to intervene in our 

reading of the scene. For in On the Brink and The Awakening Conscience (as in 

At the Bazaar) narrative is so successfully suspended that the heroine of the piece 

coalesces into an icon and a spectacle of mystery. What is important is that the 

narrative of her uncertain status is fixed for the man's gaze, and he can then 

proceed to speculate upon her relationship to iconic women—to other statues. 

This is especially pertinent to the act of keeping a powerful woman readable: as 

colossus, she remains fixed in one place, and, for all her fabular power, is under 

control. A s Marina Warner argues, 

the female form metamorphoses from one sign into another, and this 
flux of signs ... is accepted as a sequence of statements of the truth. 
The body is still the map on which we mark our meanings; it is chief 
among metaphors used to see and present ourselves ... Meanings of all 
kinds flow through the figures of women, and they often do not 
include who she herself is. (1985, 331) 

Diana of the Crossways explores at length the relationship between political 

power and the iconic representation of women, and I would like in what remains 

of this chapter to argue that Diana's flight from marriage and property relations 

entails a flight from icons of femininity, but is a flight always foredoomed to be 

pursued by the speculative iconographies of men. 

The wedding journey of Dorothea and Casaubon, which occurs between 

Chapters Nineteen and Twenty-Two of Middlemarch, is, like the journey in 

Diana of the Crossways, a brief interlude. The Roman honeymoon episodes are 

sharply bounded by the continuum of Middlemarch life narrated around them, and 

omit any depiction of an actual journey to and from Rome, only returning to the 

couple in Chapter Twenty-Eight, upon their arrival at Lowick Manor. Likewise, 

the European excursion of William Dorrit and his entourage occupies twelve of 

the first nineteen chapters of Book T w o of Little Dorrit, which also opens in 
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Marseilles, and otherwise spends a good deal of time "allonging and 

marshonging" between its two principal settings. As in Diana of the Crossways, 

Mediterranean locales are embedded in extensive and complex representations of 

the London and the provincial England to which the travellers return. And 

Europe in both of these earlier novels represents a monumental spectacle of 

w o m a n which is to bear upon the identification of the heroine within the more 

fully-realized context of England. 

Dorothea Brooke's unforeseen panic at the site of the "gigantic broken 

revelations" (MM, 158) of Rome, a panic which spreads "like a disease of the 

retina" across the entire novel, dramatizes those acts of perception which are so 

critical to its examination of the moral imperatives implied in the representational 

enterprise. But Dorothea is also, statue-like, the object of the gaze of gallery-

goers. "A fine bit of antithesis" is the remark with which Naumann composes this 

Pygmalion—"beauty in its breathing life" (155)—within his mind; a composition 

the more provoking because of Dorothea's arrangement beside Ariadne, "then 

called the Cleopatra" (155), its "antique beauty, not corpse-like even in death, but 

arrested in the complete contentment of its sensuous perfection" (155).17 Lucy 

Snowe, likewise, sits absolutely still before the Cleopatra in Villette (V, 284-93), 

another fine bit of antithesis which provokes Paul Emanuel to bring Lucy to life 

and remove her forcibly from its influence. But what does he think of this 

Cleopatra?: "Une femme superbe—une taille d'imperatrice, des formes de Junon, 

mais une personne dont je ne voudrais ni pour femme, ni pour fille, ni pour soeur" 

(F,291).18 

Because Amy Dorrit is less complex, in the Eliotean scheme of things, 

than Dorothea Brooke, and less immediately ambivalent than Lucy Snowe, she is 

also, paradoxically, perhaps more difficult than her counterparts. In Little Dorrit, 

narrative self-scrutiny is more flamboyant, yet artifice more expedient, than in 

either Middlemarch or Villette. Because A m y must remain incorruptible 
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throughout, the novel can permit her neither complexity nor ambivalence beyond 

certain limits, and the "elevation" of her status from realistic character to moral 

representative condemns her to a representation so narrowly conventionalized that 

she seems almost implausible. So necessary is A m y as the novel's pre-eminent 

emblematic figure that she must be blinded, silenced, and imprisoned in 

maddening self-effacement and subservience, else risk the total collapse of a 

novelistic structure precariously balanced around this spiritual and formal "still 

centre". If the disappearance of A m y into "representative centrality" is an 

example of her victimization by the novel's conventional complacency, then she 

is, of all the characters, only meagrely compensated by its correspondent 

interrogative impulse. The novel consistently signals the poignancy of her 

situation, in the very fact of imprisonment, for instance, or in her solitary 

forbearance, or even in the conspiratorial enforcement of silence by so many of 

the characters. But the narrative is also perversely constrained by other formal 

priorities from altering a situation it so clearly recognizes. Only in Europe, the 

theatre in which this conflict is most lucidly enacted, do w e begin to detect 

disquiet, and only in Europe is A m y herself permitted to begin to see, and to 

speak, but a little. The geographical and emotional adjustment entailed in this 

crossing enables us to review the presentation of Little Dorrit's England as a 

culturally comprehensive and universally relevant "world", and to reassess the 

entire cast of Dickensian heroines which inhabit it. 

Against this background, I would like to consider in brief only some of the 

mythological fixtures around which Diana Merion is moulded; and to conclude 

with some remarks on the function of mythological types in the kind of narrative 

revision Meredith was hazarding. The function of iconic w o m e n in 

representations of political action has been argued in detail by Maurice Agulhon 

(1981), Marina Warner (1985), and Marcia Pointon (1990, 59-82). In Diana of 

the Crossways, Meredith has Diana characteristically poised between the 
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statuesque and the nervous, the still and the fleeing, the icon—not merely of 

subjugated but also of emancipated w o m a n — a n d the fugitive from feminine 

iconography. Diana consorts in and struggles against the terms of her social 

definition and formal constitution. O n the one hand, she represents the forging of 

alliances, the reconciliation of contraries, the soothing of rivals: what Randall 

Craig, in his assessment of the tragicomic in the novel, calls the "embrace of 

contrasts" (1989, 40-59). Like Liberty on the Barricades, she is implicated in 

political conflict in a way which simultaneously excludes her from it, which 

returns her, the "maker of men's phrases", to the minting of harmless sayings, to 

language circulating in but absolutely removed from the sphere of power. This is 

accentuated in the episode of her selling the secret of imminent C o m L a w reforms 

to the newspaper proprietor, Tonans. Her status as iconic emissary of change, as 

she storms the Barricades of the newspaper office, disappears, and she is made 

invisible in this world of men.19 

Meredith is exploring, then, the breach between the powerful woman in 

representation and in social fact, a breach which goes some way towards 

explaining the deliberately unresolved contradictoriness of Diana. W o m e n , it is 

implied, are accorded power only to the extent that they accede to the 

maintenance of property relations sustained by fixed gender roles. Likewise, 

w o m e n assume roles of power in representation that are limited to the plots of 

power compressed into, and repressed in, the figures of Cleopatra, Britomartis, 

Egeria, and so forth: '"our lives'", laments Diana, "require compression, like 

romances, to be interesting, and w e object to the process" (DC, 126). In place of 

the w o m a n w h o can really effect social and sexual change, woman's power settles 

into approved icons, and Diana settles back into The Crossways—her father's, her 

own, and finally her husband's home. 

When Diana leaves home, therefore, she is attempting to free herself from 

a double burden of subjection and false authority encoded in sexual relations (as 
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in Sir Lukin's elevation of his molesting), in marital law, and in conventions of 

representation; and she does so not by discarding her symbolic identities, but by 

taking on (for a brief period at least), what can only be described as a surfeit of 

them. As the novel's adored woman-icon (and as its key agent of metaphor) 

Diana is called upon to settle so many contraries that she takes flight in an over-

determination of allegorical figures invoked in her names. In place of the dread 

of being nameless, "in this miserable suspension, neither maid nor wife" (284), 

Diana has so many names, and is so often the arbiter of men's presumptive 

namings, that any notion of fixed identity is confounded: "'Christian names are 

coin that seem to have an indifferent valuation of the property they claim'" (455). 

Not for her Tess's "poor wounded name", or Lucy's spectral name-changers: of 

all Diana's flights, the dizzy metamorphic escape from the treacherous 

conjunction of property and identity—a flight, it should be noted, bounded and 

punctuated by exactly that conjunction, as Diana moves between Merion, 

Warwick, and Redworth—is the most spectacular, the most subversive, but finally 

the most doomed, ending with her question, '"is marriage to be the end of 

me?'"(476). 

It is no coincidence that this ambivalent compromise follows from the 

circumstances which attend the gradual decline of Diana's writing career. Diana's 

shifting position in relation to the performative authority of speech is critical, 

especially within a universe of conspicuously discrete language—a novel in which 

dialogue seems almost at times to succumb to monologue—a universe filled with 

snippets of gossip, insinuating newspaper columns, diary entries, epigrams, and 

non sequiturs; moreover, not with the products of compression—we never read 

Diana's seductively sequential popular romances—but only their severed titles, or 

the isolated remarks of reviewers, or the maxims of admirers like Arthur Rhodes. 

The space between the w o m a n and what she says, implicating the female in all 

kinds of duplicity of language, is carefully maintained by the novel. But the final 
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act of marriage, as Penny Boumelha points out, is an act of silencing. Boumelha 

points to the Scheherezade motif in the novel, "the woman as teller of stories" 

(1991, 203), a motif which is present cogently in the structure of proliferating 

stories which stave off "a number of apparently imminent endings—the marriage 

with Warwick, the planned elopement with Dacier, the near-suicidal self-

starvation" (204): "but with the evidence of motherhood comes the end of speech, 

and it is the husband who comes at last to speak for his wife" (204). 

Following from this, I would like to suggest that the Scheherezade motif is 

complemented (and, paradoxically, to some extent contraposed) in Diana of the 

Crossways by the motif of "the British Lucretia": 

O h ! — T h e British Lucretia was very properly not legally at home to 
the masculine world of that day. She plied her distaff in pure 
seclusion, meditating on her absent lord. (DC, 234) 

This declaration, from the feminine world of Lady Wathin, pronounces Diana ("a 

w o m a n of no birth, no money, not even honest character" [234]) decidedly un-

Lucretian. The fables of the rape of Lucretia strikingly parallel and invert the 

story of Scheherezade. The frame tale of King Shahryar's revenge and 

Scheherezade's power through narration "to postpone the narrative death that falls 

upon the w o m a n sexually possessed in marriage" (Boumelha 1991, 203) is 

reversed in the story of Lucretia, w h o is victimized for her chastity and fidelity. 

Tarquin, who rapes Lucretia, breaks down her resistance by threatening (again, 

inverting the Arabian Nights) to "kill not only her but also his own slave (who in 

certain versions of the story is black), and place his naked body beside hers in the 

bed, swearing that he found them together, and killed them in anger" (Donaldson 

1982, 4). Lucretia tells her story to four men: her father Lucretius, husband 

Collatinus, Publius Valerius, and Lucius Junius Brutus, the last "generally 

regarded as a half-wit; in fact his idiocy was assumed" because "Brutus was 

awaiting the opportunity for revenge" (Donaldson, 5). The suicide of Lucretia 

allows Brutus to rise up and amaze the Romans "with his transformed personality 
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and the power of his oratory, eloquently reminding them of the tyranny of the 

Tarquins" (5). Rape and suicide, in this case, liberate a man's voice and set in 

motion political events which have long and bloody consequences. 

As in Lucretia's Rome, we are reminded in Diana of the Crossways that 

"times were masculine" (DC, 350). The climax of Diana's installation in "the 

masculine world of that day" is the scene in the newspaper office (into which 

Diana silently collapses, effecting a narrative hiatus), a scene which follows 

Dacier's "rape". She professes to be no Lucretia, refusing to accede to Dacier's 

desire, his sensation of being "doubled in manhood", made stronger, like Brutus, 

by a strong w o m a n (a sentiment, it should be recalled, also professed by Felix 

Holt). But this episode silences her, and leads her almost to self-slaughter. This 

is the episode on which the enigma of Diana turns, and the novel's refusal to 

supply the full-stop, while it signals the release of Diana from the constraints of 

realist motivation, also recalls Kant's remark that "the man is easy to fathom; but 

the w o m a n does not reveal her secret, although she keeps another's secret poorly 

(because of her loquacity)" (Bell and Offen 1983, 113). In selling Dacier's 

secrets, furthermore, Diana reveals how w o m e n novelists must only sell the 

secrets of themselves: h o w they are forced by confinement to trade in their own 

life stories, and how this is invariably presumed. 

Diana signals her resistance to the entire enterprise of mythological 

meaning in a remark (occurring, appropriately, in the chapter entitled in part 

"Dialogue Around the Subject for a Portrait") which follows the accidental 

breaking of a piece of china: "brittle is foredoomed" (DC, 322). The context of 

this aphorism, and the dialogue which ensues from the accident (caused by one of 

her suitors), emphasize the sexual rivalry amongst the men of her circle, but also 

the importance in the novel of resilience and brittleness, qualities closely linked 

both to the power of a woman, and to property. W h e n Diana goes on to say that 

"we ... have the philosophy of ownership", Westlake replies "as long it is we who 
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are the cracked" (322). But the novel's constant intimation of what Richard 

Jenkyns has called the theme of "the master as worshipper" (1991, 1 3 5 ) — 

particularly the Pygmalion myth—suggests otherwise. Later, Diana tells 

Redworth: 

"The L a w has m e fast, but leaves m e its legal view of m y small 
property. I have no authority over me. I can do as I please in this, 
without a collision, or the dread of one. It is the married woman's 
perpetual dread when she ventures a step. Your law originally 
presumed her a China-footed animal. (DC, 339) 

Pygmalion, as represented in the Bume-Jones Pygmalion and the Image series 

(1868-70) and especially in the fourth picture, The Soul Attains (fig.36), is the 

figure of speculation and invention become the figure of the master-worshipper. 

In this picture, Galatea's animation is barely noticeable. She continues to stare 

beyond the lover (perhaps recalling the courtly love tradition), seeming as 

statuesque—as iconic—as she had when stone. Mary Paynham, the putative artist 

of Diana's portrait, signals her subject's resistance to this myth when she is forced 

to consider giving up her project altogether: '"They talk polities'" she complains, 

'"and [Diana] becomes animated, loses her pose'" (338). 

In keeping with the Lucretian passing over of her voice to the strong man, 

Diana inevitably settles for Redworth, but finally it is only because he allows her 

to take flight again, to escape to the novel's ubiquitous channel—the space 

between lands, between houses, between the acts. This ending, "showing a final 

struggle for liberty and run into harness" (Chapter title, 466), is necessary to allow 

the novel to close, a formal imperative which, as Penny Boumelha has argued, 

bounds and pre-determines in story the ambit of Diana's independent ambitions. 

But Meredith does not let the nuptial chapter go by without a last joke, and the 

enigmatic gesture of Diana's—a twitch of the severed hand given to Redworth in 

a literal synecdoche of her bodily commodification; a sign of her silencing by plot 

(Boumelha)—hints at the one last occulted sign of resistance. Diana as madonna? 

It is perhaps appropriate that E m m a (who, in recognizing in Redworth's capital 
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wealth and his support of C o m L a w repeal the bourgeois successor to Sir Lukin's 

landed wealth, supported his suit throughout) should playfully intimate a new 

subjugation by icon for her independent friend. The statue of the mother and 

putative child, Egeria revisited, registers a rebellious flinch of nerve, promising 

again to crack the mould of a woman's identity. 

(v) 

In George Eliot's work, w e have seen, formal problems reflect broader 

social, class-centred moves to strike a resolution between competing claims of 

land and capital, and versions of this resolution abet in an uneasy equilibrium 

between realism and its representational enemies. Something of this same conflict 

is apparent in Diana of the Crossways, but it serves here a more fully elaborated 

revisionary project. What in Eliot is an attempt to demonstrate a palpable 

material context for ideas whilst fully conceding the vagaries of language 

becomes in Meredith's championship of Diana a championship of the figural 

("metaphors were her refuge" [275]); and becomes in his attempt to anatomize 

"the brainstuff of history an extended dialogue with the materials of fiction. 

Nevertheless, questions of property—and here the novel is quite blatantly 

interested in what happens, to w o m e n and to fiction, when a woman acts as 

though she is not a man's property—come to coincide absolutely with the 

question of woman. Meredith installs Diana's "internal history" between two sets 

of public events, both of which come to align themselves in the novel with its 

refiguring of "the w o m a n question". The first of these is the political context of 

two land questions, the repeal of the C o m Laws and the Irish Question; and the 

second is the economic context of speculation mania. 

Woman is one of many social institutions shown to be in flux in Diana of 

the Crossways. Class power is noticeably unstable in the novel, most 

characteristically in the form of Redworth's contraposition with Sir Lukin, who 
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feels acutely the infiltration of land, in the form of railways, by the industrial 

bourgeoisie. The resolution of this conflict, finally achieved by rapid increase in 

wealth occasioned by free trade after the repeal of the C o m Laws, is also 

satirically enacted in Sir Lukin's sudden enthusiasm for Redworth's winning 

cricket skills—and so triumphs sporting democracy, the triumph of the English 

gentleman, over class difference. So too, national identity is brought under 

question in the novel's manifold Irish subtexts. Diana, for instance, has "the 

Celtic vivid sense of country", so that "in England she was Irish"; but abroad 

gazing along the waters, observing, comparing, reflecting, above all, 
reading the struggles at home, the things done and attempted, her soul 
of generosity made her, though not less Irish, a daughter of Britain. 
(165) 

The figure of Redworth is critical to this aspect of the novel, since he 

represents at the level of political action the spirit of negotiation that is posited in 

Diana's association with metaphor (that is to say, as feminine beauty, in her 

joining "in harmony", the two foreign rivals [168], for instance; and as Britannia, 

imperiously enfolding Scotland and Wales into her skirts). Thus Redworth, 

tortoise-like, succeeds where Dacier fails not because he is any less the 

embodiment of Diana's powerlessness, but because Diana is blunted to her fate. 

But more, Redworth is a diplomat: he learns (by calculation and instinct) to keep 

his distance from Diana "the friend of m e n " (163), and as such is no genuflecting 

Pygmalion. H e is the new man of the piece, and his sexual politics is closely 

aligned with his increasing wealth and the power it brings. For the pressure for 

C o m L a w reform was exerted by the newly rich, the class which sought to 

consolidate their wealth (earned, as in Redworth's case, in such speculative 

ventures as railways) by re-opening channels of trade. Redworth's marital 

triumph is also associated with his active intervention in the Irish Land Question, 

and forwards his Arnoldian theories in the great bourgeois spirit of liberal 

exchange. In this conjunction w e can recognize how a dispute over sovereignty 

played out between the manly Redworth and the emasculate Ireland (the potato 
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famine is predicted in 1845) comes to parallel the novel's violations of what Mary 

Poovey calls "the representation of the domestic sphere as a protected territory" 

(1988, 52). It is perhaps inevitable, then, that he also promotes an ideal of new 

marriage, new forms of communication between men and women. Befitting a 

rail-baron, he espouses the laying down of new lines, new channels of exchange, 

and he allows Diana and E m m a their own channel, "stirred by witches" (DC, 

159), but not this time aboard the Clarissa but the Diana. Yet, for all this, 

Diana's caricature for him—John Bull—is the most enduring in the book, and it is 

one which, in the context of Ireland, is more disturbing as the novel proceeds. 

For Redworth's mastery of the wild H o m e Rule animal simultaneously involves 

him, as it does John Bull in Tenniel's Punch cartoon (1867, fig.37), in courting 

another beautiful Irishwoman: Hibernia. 

Redworth demonstrates, then, how the consolidation of middle-class 

power in the 1840s is tied to ideas of the initiation and furtherance of exchange, 

an overturning of the old aristocratic order with its enclosed hereditary networks 

and resistance to negotiation, and an order, as I discussed in the previous chapter, 

tied almost exclusively to land. Land, in Diana of the Crossways is disfigured by 

railways (DC, 59), remapped to accommodate the new order; and commerce— 

partnership, trade, production: all the forms of exchange privileged by the age of 

capital—overwrites the economic topography, and the imaginative topography, of 

England. Redworth, common-sensical, dependable, and conciliatory, represents 

the very conditions which characterize the rise of realism. Thus, Meredith's 

historical project—going back forty years from the 1880s—effects a strategic 

insertion of "brainstuff at just the point when socio-economic factors were 

coalescing into the conditions which would give rise to middle-class feminism 

with its agenda for property reform, and realism. Diana of the Crossways, then, 

feminist and anti-realist, in daring Tennyson's "all else confusion" (The Princess 

IV, 11.440-41) imagines a suppressed history, a history suppressed by the 
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inevitability (which w e can now review as an historical irony in the novel) of 

Diana's marriage to Redworth. 

To conclude: the flight to Europe of Lucy Snowe, Diana Merion, and 

Isabel Vane is a flight from the property relations and fictional imperatives 

encoded in the social institutions which prescribe and delineate the plots of 

women. Not for them the separate spheres of home and work, or home and 

abroad. These heroines take flight from stories structured around a woman's 

progress between the houses of men, in effect taking flight from the forms of 

definition which this journey to the altar, and this story-line, enforces. The 

repudiation of property implied in Lucy's perpetual stranding, neither 

homecoming nor exile, are clear. Diana, too, so successfully resisting arrest, 

marries the man who relinquishes her to the channel. There, she can stay between 

two shores—Ireland and England, England and Europe—defined neither as full-

stop nor question-mark, dictated neither by passion nor material ambition, a 

w o m a n neither fallen nor proper, neither homeless nor destitute. In this space she 

is not called upon to offer an embrace of contrasts: she is loosed from her 

allegorical duty, her role as reconciler, comic spirit, ironizer, enigma. Isabel's and 

Diana's escape only provokes the bloodhounds of speculation ("man's power", 

Ruskin averred, "is active, progressive, defensive ... [h]is intellect is for 

speculation and invention" [1888, 135]). In East Lynne, Isabel is tormented by 

her compulsory penitential attendance upon a scene of unattainable property. In 

Diana of the Crossways, marital transgression invokes the pursuit of the "secret of 

a woman's character", a mania for the erotic w o m a n removed from her house. 

The "stripped and shivering Mrs. Warwick" (DC, 147), like the ambiguous stony 

flesh, part-mythical and part-sexual, adored by powerful men in such pictures as 

Burne-Jones's Pygmalion (fig.36) and King Cophetua and the Beggar Maid 

(1884), exemplifies the representation of a w o m a n abroad as icon and sexual 

object. A telling image of this "poor stripped individual" (DC, 161), statuesque 
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yet, in the attitude of identity-tease of which Diana is repeatedly accused, coyly 

avoiding the gaze of men, is Anna Lea Merritt's Love Locked Out (1890, fig.38). 

In this picture, a naked w o m a n is stranded outside a locked crypt, which is 

presumed to contain her dead husband. Like Diana she becomes a sexual 

spectacle by virtue of the genealogical exclusion implied by the locked family 

vault. She is thus at the furthest remove from Gainsborough's Mr and Mrs 

Andrews, with which I began this thesis. Diana of the Crossways asks how 

women can be made to act as disempowered agents of alliance in the resolution of 

social problems; how they can represent the settlement of contraries, and yet 

remain fugitive, disabusing their Cophetuan conqueror-suppliants and finally 

eluding identification. In short, h o w they can be at home outside the home: 

between houses and between the acts. Their avowal of Caroline Helstone's 

protest, "T should be well if I went from home'" (S, 189), returns us to Shirley, to 

Cranford's unmanned world, to Eliot's ungrounding, and Hardy's unmapping, 

thereby fittingly concluding this study. 
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NOTES 

Chapter One 

1 Discussions of Mr and Mrs Andrews include those of John Berger (1972, 

106-8), Michael Rosenthal (1982, 42), Ann Bermingham (1986, 28-32), and E.D.H. 

Johnson (1986, 71-3). I discuss the relationship between property and picturesque as it 

relates to Hardy in Chapter 5 below. 

2 Sir John Rothenstein (1961) remarks that "so little did [Sickert] care for what 

story it told that to the one canvas he was prepared flippantly to append any title that was 

plausible—The Camden Town Murder, perhaps, or What Shall We Do for the Rent? or, 

more simply, Summer Afternoon" (5). 

3 Interestingly, R.H. Wilenski, in Browse (1943), claims that The Camden 

Town Murder "was just a technical experiment by Sickert who thought it would be fun to 

take Manet's Olympia and paint it the other way round" (26). 

4 Shirley Ardener writes that much of social life is "given shape, and ... when 

dimension or location are introduced we assert a correspondence between the so-called 

'real' physical world and its 'social reality'" (1981, 11). 

5 Gender itself, then, in its broadest definition as a descendant of the term 

genus, already comprehends a notion of property in the sense that certain common 

qualities are imputed to circumscribe the members of a class, who are then said to belong 

incommutably to that class. 
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6 See Joseph Frank (1978), Ricardo Gull6n (1975), and Gabriel Zoran (1984); 

on spatial metaphors in criticism see Foucault (1980, 63-77), and Gelley (1980); on space 

and gender, see Spain (1992). 

7 Members of the Langham Place Circle besides Barbara Leigh Smith 

Bodichon (1827-91) included Bessie Rayner Parkes (1829-1925), Maria Susan Rye 

(1829-1903), Jessie Boucherett (1825-1905), Emiry Faithfull (1835-95), Emily Davies 

(1830-1921), Frances Power Cobbe (1822-1904), and Elizabeth Blackwell (1821-1910). 

Excerpts from their writings are collected in Lacey (1987). The first Married Women's 

Property Act gave to women the right to possess wages after marriage, and allowed 

investments of certain kinds as well as legacies of £200 or less. The second act entitled 

the wife to a separate estate. Neither of these acts, however, permitted a married woman 

to a legal residence apart from her husband; nor did they eliminate the legal fiction of 

coverture, so that women were still barred from entering contracts, and spouses could not 

sue each other, and could not be held to have conspired together (since they were one). 

8 The foregoing summary was derived from Mitchell (ed.) (1985), 477-8; 

Holcombe (1983); and Barbara Bodichon's "A Brief Summary, in Plain Language, of the 

Most Important Laws Concerning Women: Together with a Few Observations Thereon" 

(1854), in Lacey (ed.) (1987), 23-35. On laws of married women's property and their 

reform, see also Herstein (1985), Staves (1990), and Shanley (1986). 

9 In relation to property and women, Dijkstra records that in 1903 one Otto 

Weininger published a book which enjoyed a brief international reputation amongst 

intellectuals, entitled in its English translation (published the following year) Sex and 

Character. In one passage Weininger explains how a common and inherent antipathy to 

property likens femininity and Judaism: "property is indissolubly connected with the 

self; with individuality. It is in harmony with the foregoing that the Jew is so readily 
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disposed to communism. ...the true conception of the state is foreign to the Jew, because 

he, like the woman, is wanting in personality" (cited Dijkstra 1986, 220-1). 

10 On Victorian women and evolutionary theory, see Duffin (1978). 

11 Trappings, the ornamental coverings of a saddle or harness, are chiefly 

understood figuratively to mean any kind of accessories, embellishments, or external, 

superficial, and trifling decoration. The word implies, then, the ornamentation of a form 

of control, and, like a pony-trap, a sign of the mastery of man over beast; but also 

ornamentation for its own sake, a sense of decorative accessories which suggests excess, 

tending towards the disconnection of embellishments from their informing idea—indeed, 

a decided lack of control. Trappings are things, and most especially things associated 

with women: trinkets, fashion accessories, furniture, and so forth. Trappings are also 

snares, as when we try to get past the trappings and to the heart of the matter. Trappings 

are what we think of when we pause over recreated Victorian drawing-rooms in decorator 

magazines. And when we pick up a Victorian novel, what we expect is not just a story, 

but a story with all the trappings, full to excess of close descriptions of social rituals, 

domestic interiors, natural life, meteorological fluctuations, and all kinds of subsidiary 

matter with local detail. See Conrad (1973). 

12 Marriage and public life for women were seen by Victorian feminists to be 

independent, and they rarely argued for the rights of married women to enter professional 

life: public life was an alternative vocation, and "marriage and motherhood were still 

regarded as women's primary roles" (Maynard 1989, 230). 

13 Lovell points out that "daughters did not inherit wealth, save exceptionally, 

and only exceptionally might they become capitalists in their own right" (1987, 84-5). 

14 The creation story is fundamental in liberal property theory, most especially 

in Locke's notion that the material world, once appropriated and apportioned by labour, 

is transformed into property, a natural right. Likewise, Rousseau's famous dictum, "the 
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first person who, having fenced off a plot of ground, took it into his head to say this is 

mine and found people simple enough to believe him, was the tme founder of civil 

society", appeals to the origin of inequality. See Macpherson (1962, 194-257); 

Macpherson (ed.) (1978, 15-28; 29-38); Parel and Flanagan (eds.) (1979, 115-40); 

Pennock and Chapman (eds.) (1980, 89-100); and Reeve (1986, 51-7). 

15 Language, like money, is, during the period Simmel is concerned with, 

loosened from its referential bonds. See Shell (1982); and, on the importance of this 

connection in Flaubert (especially Madame Bovary), see Tanner (1979). 

16 Hume, in A Treatise on Human Nature (1739), for instance, interprets 

property as a "species of causation" (cited Shell 1982, 152); and Coward argues that, in 

the nineteenth century, by "opening out the question of sexual regulation as an area of 

speculation on the form of social bonds, the question of causality had become central" 

(1983, 59). 

17 See Engels (1982); Sacks (1974); and Coontz and Henderson (1986, 108-

55). 

18 This passage dramatizes too the conflation of what Igor Kopytoff has called 

"the universe of people and the universe of things" (1986, 84), a conflation necessary for 

slavery, for instance, and implicated in what in Dickens has often been identified as the 

virtual sentimental commodification of women. 

19 In Chapter 2 I argue that female first-person retrospective narration (such as 

Jane Eyre's) correspondingly entails maintaining control of an imaginative topos; and the 

liberty to speak outside first-person narratives is linked with the heroine-narrator's 

inheritance of property—or to her relinquishment of property upon marriage (as in 

Shirley or A Laodicean). Thus the chapter argues for a connection between possession 

and speech, and dispossession and silence. 
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20 O n property in Dickens, see also Dabney (1967). 

21 Taking this further, Terry Eagleton (1990) argues that, as well as aesthetic 

acts, the category of the aesthetic "assumes the importance it does in modem Europe 

because in speaking of art it speaks of [freedom and legality, spontaneity and necessity, 

self-determination, autonomy, particularity and universality], which are at the heart of the 

middle class's straggle for political hegemony. The construction of the modem notion of 

the aesthetic artefact is thus inseparable from the construction of the dominant ideological 

forms of modem class-society, and indeed from a whole new form of human subjectivity 

appropriate to that social order" (3). 

22 Another very useful book in this area is Robert Harbison's Eccentric Spaces 

(1977), to which I refer in Chapters 3 and 5. 

23 This reverses the elision of gender and class pointed up by Nancy 

Armstrong (1987). 

24 Thus, this introduction, like Patricia Parker's, is "Retrospective": see (1987, 

1-7). 

25 There are three versions of Boone's response, in Jardine and Smith (1989), 

Boone and Cadden (1990), and Porter (1992). 

Chapter Two 

1 See Eagleton (1975, 45-50); Boumelha (1990, 93-99); and Bodenheimer 

(1988, 37 and ff.). 

2 This is a central concern of Bodenheimer's, and is also pursued in Christina 

Crosby's analysis of the Victorians' double preoccupation with history and the woman 

question (1991). 
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3 In "Regional and Provincial in Victorian Literature", Robin Gilmour refers 

to Lucien Leclaire's distinction of three phases of regionalism in the English novel: the 

phase of Edgeworth and Scott; the period 1830-70, "a time of unselfconscious expansion 

in the fictional treatment of regional life"; and the period "of diversification and 

sophistication" between the publication of Middlemarch and 1950 (Gilmour 1989, 53). 

In order to understand clearly the conditions under which Shirley was produced, it is 

necessary to look closely at how the provincial novel of the mid-century was re

established within a context of polemical controversy and self-conscious apologetics, but 

also within a more subtle and far-reaching rhetoric of domination and demarcation. 

Thus, what follows takes issue with Leclaire's (and, by extension, Gilmour's) contention 

that provincial fiction published between 1830 and 1870 only moderately, and with a 

want of sophistication befitting its provincialism, advanced the fictional treatment of 

regional life. 

4 For instance, the Cornhill Magazine of August, 1864 (Volume 11) contains 

two notable items: the first instalment of Elizabeth Gaskell's great unfinished provincial 

novel, Wives and Daughters: an Every-day Story; and Arnold's "The Literary Influence 

of Academies". Ten issues later (June 1865), when Wives and Daughters had reached its 

thirtieth chapter James Hannay's "Provincialism" was published. The following number 

(Volume 12, July 1865) also carried a piece by the ornithologist John Wise, entitled "The 

Poetry of Provincialisms". Arnold's essay (as Robin Gilmour, reinvoking authoritative 

discourse and authoritative place, remarks, "a locus classicus in the discussion of 

provincialism and regionalism in the nineteenth century" [1989, 55]) attacks 

provincialism as a national characteristic, to be contrasted with the power and pervasive 

intelligence of (the Academy-centred) French literature. The provincial tone—crude, 

narrow-minded, and incapable of transcending an insular cast of mind and turn of 

speech—lacks a universal, that is, European, urbanity. England is the backwater to a 

sophisticated, metropolitan Europe; it is a Doric remnant polluting the new Attic order. 
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However, the agency of this urbanity, the Academy, is proposed as a "centre of correct 

information, correct judgement, correct taste" (245): an "intellectual metropolis" (244). 

He then shifts the emphasis back from a European context to an implied distinction 

between the city and the province within England. In using provincialism to denote a 

stage of culture through which a civilization must pass before "the best and highest 

intellectual work can be said fairly to begin" (245), Arnold extends a complex 

controversy about the literary value of provincial experience into a primer for the 

renovation of national culture. 

5 "A defining characteristic of (private) property, as of the position in space of 

a town, nation or nation state, is a closed frontier" (Lefebvre 1991, 176). 

6 Thornton is separated within the community by education but is not 

subjected to any of the consequences which visit Jude Fawley's later tragic quest 

7 Shirley is also explicit about this difference: "Child-torturers, slave masters 

and drivers, I consign to the hands of jailers; the novelist may be excused from sullying 

his page with the record of their deeds" (5, 61). 

8 Cited in Alexander (1983, 20; transcription from manuscript, The History of 

the Year, 12 March 1829 [Bronte Parsonage Museum]). 

9 It is the title of Chapter Ten. 

10 The matter of Charlotte Bronte's time in Brussels, and the representation of 

that city in her writing, while too complex to take up in detail in this chapter, is explored 

more fully in Chapter 6 below. 

11 In Chapter 6, I examine in greater detail how criticism repeatedly returns to 

elaborate dualistic notations in Bronte which are predicated on the distinction between 

England and Angria, an adversarial dualism which Villette in feet constantly comes to 

interrogate. 
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12 The word "vernacular" derives from the Latin verna, "home-bom slave", 

an echo which resounds acutely in Shirley conjunction of colloquialism and captivity. 

13 Against which Arnold argues in "On the Study of Celtic Literature": "The 

fusion of all the inhabitants of these islands into one, homogenous, English-speaking 

whole, the breaking down of barriers between us, the swallowing up of separate 

provincial nationalities, is a consummation to which the natural course of things 

irresistibly tends; it is a necessity of what is called modem civilisation, and modem 

civilisation is a real, legitimate force; the change must come, and its accomplishment is a 

mere affair of time" (Arnold 1962, 297). 

14 It is worth noting how promptly critics pointed out that the situation of 

Shirley and Louis Moore reversed that of Rochester and Jane. See, for instance, one of 

the very first reviews, in the Atlas (Allott, 120), and that by Albany Fonblanque in the 

Examiner (Allott, 125). On the dispute over Currer Bell's sex, see also Gounelas (1984). 

15 The Christian Remembrancer had remarked of Jane Eyre that "the book is 

written by a female, and, as certain provincialisms indicate, by one from the North of 

England" (Allott, 57). 

16 Cited in Gerin (1976, 279). 

17 Few novels evoke so powerfully the sense of characters' intermittently 

disappearing from the stage—either going away on business, as Moore does, or wasting 

into the background, as Caroline does. 

18 Margaret Oliphant, in 1855, is the first to refer to the "human panorama of 

which [Thackeray] is a spectator and historian" (Tillotson and Hawes 1968, 205). 

19 Bronte's assimilation of the Chartist context in her historical project can be 

read in a number of ways: Boumelha (1990, 95) follows Eagleton (1975, 45-60), who 
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avers that "Chartism is the unspoken subject of Shirley" (Eagleton, 45); and 

Bodenheimer writes that "it is important to note that [Bronte] is interested in the 

historical event not as a distanced substitution for contemporary politics but as an 

instance of cycle and repetition" (1988,40). 

20 Raymond Williams also writes that there is "at first an absence of ordinary 

connection and development [in Dickens]. These men and women do not so much relate 

as pass each other and sometimes collide" (1974, 29). Walter Benjamin, in his essay on 

Baudelaire in Illuminations, links such collisions to the newly industrialized context: 

"the shock experience which the passer-by in the crowd has corresponds to that the 

worker 'experiences' at his machine" (1979, 178). 

21 Similarly, as I argue in Chapter 6, Villette undermines the supposed unifying 

trope of the heroine-narrator by refusing to make her the agent of consistent translation 

between French and English. 

22 In another sense, though, Caroline and Shirley are silenced from the start. 

The dispossession of language is a problematic factor in Shirley's experiment with third-

person narration because the narrating voice from above holds these women captive and, 

for all their earnest discussion, speechless. The abandonment of first-person narration in 

Shirley is a forfeiture of controlling consciousness, the "I" that is yet so integral to Jane 

Eyre's and Villette's ambivalences of identity, formal departures, and multiple voicings. 

23 On dialect and regional division, see Grillo (1989) esp. Chapter 2, 22-42, 

Chapter 5, 84-106, and passim; and Joyce (1991). 

Chapter Three 

1 Martin Tropp, for instance, comments that Dickens's "marvellous 

construction [Bleak House], like Paxton's, both contained and symbolized a world" 

(1990, 68). 
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2 See Briggs on Conrad on the Great Exhibition, (1990, 54). 

3 Sweetman (1988) writes that the "whole setting, described by the Illustrated 

London News as the work of the 'genius of Owen Jones', nevertheless contrived an effect 

of brightness passing to hazy indistinctness 'which Turner alone can paint', and was 

much acclaimed" (129). 

4 Briggs also writes how "Dostoievsky found it 'astonishing'. 'You gasp for 

breath.' 'It is like a Biblical picture, something out of Babylon'" (1990, 59). Macaulay, 

too, thought it "beyond the dreams of the Arabian romances" (cited in Priestley [1974, 

78]). 

5 Chapter Two, "Of Individuality, as One of the Elements of Well-Being". 

6 Dyer relates the final fate of Becky in Vanity Fair to his history of the ladies' 

bazaar and its cultural reception. On the sexual fear generated by Victorian women in 

public, see also Harman (1988). 

7 Emily Davies, in Letters to a Daily Paper, published in Newcastle in 1860, 

wrote: "Fathers who would shake their heads at the idea of taking their daughters into 

their own counting-houses, allow them to stand behind a stall at a bazaar, or to lead off at 

a charity ball—far more public scenes, and, where indeed, publicity is essential to 

success" (cited in Hollis [1979, 6]). 

8 As Conrad, for instance, has shown, an orthodoxy of conjecture surrounded 

the interpretation of Victorian genre: "traditional iconography with its public meanings 

gives way to a method of scattering symbolic clues to the narrative and its moral" (1973, 

48). 

9 See Allen (1978), Chapter Four. 
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10 Lilias Ashworth, on a speaking tour for women's suffrage, 1872, remarked: 

"It was evident that the audiences came expecting to see curious masculine objects 

walking on the platform, and when we appeared, with our quiet black dresses, the whole 

expression of the faces of the audience would instantly change. I shall never forget the 

thrill which passed through us when, on one occasion, a Nonconformist minister assured 

the audience in his speech from the chair, that we were 'quite respectable'—meaning to 

convey that we were people with some position, and not merely seeking notoriety or 

earning money by our speaking" (cited in Hollis [1979, 7]). 

11 Sir William Henry Flower (1831-1899), director of the Natural History 

Museum, London, between 1884 and 1898, commented, in an essay entitled "Boy's 

Museums" (1898, 63-9]), on the increasing professional opportunities for boys interested 

in making natural history their career; and on the value of natural history as a male 

recreation, particularly for "those engaged in money-making pursuits" (65). Further, 

"the value of making a collection of any kind of specimens about which you wish to 

know something is that you are forced to spend time and thought over them, to look at 

them, carefully to prepare them and compare them, to arrange and name them. In 

proportion as a collection has had all this done to it will be its value. ... An ill-arranged 

museum has been well compared to the letters of the alphabet tossed about 

indiscriminately, meaning nothing; a well-arranged one to the same letters placed in such 

orderly sequence as to produce words of counsel and instruction" (66). 

12 Lieutenant-General Augustus Henry Lane Fox Pitt-Rivers (1827-1900) was 

"the first person to establish an archaeological-cum-ethnographical museum, a museum 

planned to illustrate the worldwide development of human culture" (Hudson 1987, 31). 

His collection began as a collection of weapons, to which he added other articles showing 

the development of human invention. It was housed at South Kensington Museum's 

Bethnal Green branch until 1883, when it was presented to Oxford University. In 1880 

Pitt-Rivers acquired property at Rushmore, Wiltshire, and began excavating for local 
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antiquities, searching for cultural information rather than articles of value and beauty 

(Hudson 32). The concept of an educational museum begins with Pitt-Rivers, who 

considered the British Museum, for instance, inadequate and "simply bewildering" (32). 

His theory of the Evolution of Culture was influenced by Darwin's Origin of Species 

(1859). 

13 Cf. Robert Harbison, who begins his chapter on museums thus: "The act of 

museumifying takes an object out of use and immobilizes it in a secluded atticlike 

environment among nothing but more objects, another space made up of pieces" (1977, 

140). 

14 On relationships between description and nostalgia, see Stewart (1984). 

15 This cartoon, though it predates William Dyce's Pegwell Bay—A 

Recollection of October 5th 1858 (71858-60), almost seems a parody of the "scientific 

realism" of Dyce's late holiday-makers gathering seashells. 

16 On the prevalence of these subjects in works by women, see Yeldham 

(1984), Vol.1, Ch.3. 

17 Lewis Hyde argues that "boys can still become men, and men become more 

manly, by entering the marketplace and dealing in commodities. A woman can do the 

same thing if she wants to, of course, but it will not make her feminine" (1979, 105). 

18 Andrew Miller (1993) calls Gaskell a "narrative bricoleur"; as well as 

bricolage, though, Cranford's form recalls that other Victorian artform practised by 

women, decoupage. 

19 Cf. Joseph Boone, who argues that Cranford replaces linear narrative with a 

"centric structure": "If Cranford's narrative is cohesive, its unifying principles derive 

more from the circumscribed stasis associated with spinsterhood than from precepts of 

conventional narrative linearity" (1987, 296); and Andrew Miller, who asserts that 
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"Gaskell carefully interweaves stories of detection and financial failure in two linear 

plots" which contest what he calls the "recursive" movement of narratives of everyday 

life—an opposition that cannot be reconciled. (1993, n.p.). 

20 See Auerbach (1978, 84). 

21 On Victorian women's Utopias, see Albinski (1990), who looks at 

Schreiner's Three Dreams in a Desert (1890), and the melodrama Gloriana (1890); and 

Auerbach (1978). 

22 Auerbach goes further, claiming Cranford's "unsettling power to obliterate 

men" and its "corresponding gift of producing them at need" (1978, 81). 

23 See Harman (1988, esp.361-70), and Yeazell (1985). 

24 As Barbara Harman argues, "Margaret's act is particularly acute in light of 

the fact that on one reading she reverses the conventional understanding of gender 

relations (in which men take public stands on behalf of women, not women on behalf of 

men) and on the other she reinstates it (women convert even political events into 

romantic ones, public events into private ones)"(1988, 368). 

25 For instance, in Dodsworth (1963). 

26 Ardener (1981) argues that communities "often regard the space closest to 

that occupied by the family as a relatively secure and predictable inner world in contrast 

to the potentially hostile and untrustworthy space outside. Yet the placing of the 

boundary which divides these spaces may vary widely between cultures and between 

different contexts in the same culture. 'Privacy' ... is thus seen to be relative to its 

contextual universe" (18). See also Edmond (1988, 22). 
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Chapter Four 

1 Michel de Certeau begins The Practice of Everyday Life (1984) thus: "The 

erosion and denigration of the singular or the extraordinary was announced by The Man 

Without Qualities: 'Perhaps it is precisely the petit-bourgeois who has the presentiment 

of the dawn of a new heroism, a heroism both enormous and collective, on the model of 

ants'" (1). While this is an account of post-modernity and not genteel English provincial 

society of the middle part of the last century, it is nevertheless curiously suggestive of 

George Eliot. For though the pre-eminent individual of Eliot's fiction is all but 

dismantled in post-industrial consumer society, and the aesthetic which so carefully 

nurtures the individual and weaves it into a fabric of knowable community—realism—is 

similarly incongruous, Eliot is not, I think, altogether an interloper in this tale of 

"everyday life". The individual in her fiction, it could be argued, is precisely "a locus in 

which an incoherent (and often contradictory) plurality of ... relational determinants 

interact" (de Certeau, xi). Indeed, a drama of the cross-constitution of individual 

subjectivities and social groups is repeatedly played out, a drama in which moral 

conflicts are sited within conflicts between the group (which is more than a collection of 

individuals) and the individual (who is in turn a cluster of social determinants). The 

"heroism both enormous and collective" which he ascribes to modem life is the heroism 

of a massive apparatus visible only collectively: it is a totalitarian heroism. In Eliot, 

though, the petit-bourgeois presentiment of the mass is very explicitly enacted. The 

"emmet-like", while it is a measure of obscurity, is yet discernible as "a large vision of 

relations" (MF, 273) which can still be focussed clearly enough and microscopically 

enough to reclaim the kind of heroism which is singular, the familiar heroism of the 

Victorian, the man who is able successfully to assert himself without fear of social 

alienation. Yet the following attestation of a new heroism, from Felix Holt, the Radical, 

for all its reaffirmation of individuality in the significance of the component, clearly also 

echoes Musil: "We see human heroism broken into units and say, this unit did little— 
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might as well not have been. But in this way we might break up a great army into units; 

in this way we might break the sunlight into fragments, and think that this and the other 

might be cheaply parted with. Let us rather raise a monument to the soldiers whose 

brave hearts only kept the ranks unbroken, and met death—a monument to the faithful 

who were not famous, and who are precious as the continuity of the sunbeams is 

precious, though some of them fall unseen and on barrenness" (FH, 161). 

2 See Boumelha (1987, 15-35, esp. 25). 

3 Marcia Midler (1980) notes that like "Jane Austen before her and Virginia 

Woolf after, George Eliot wrote no self-revelatory Portrait of the Artist as a Young 

Woman" (97). Midler goes on, however, to argue that Eliot "did conceive a number of 

restless female artists" (97): Tina Sarti, in "Mr Gilfil's Love Story"; Armgart in 

Armgart; and the Princess Leonora Halm-Eberstein in Daniel Deronda. 

4 This also recalls Mary Poovey's description of the "legitimation and 

depoliticization of capitalist market and class relations" at work in "the textualist 

construction of an individualist psychology" in David Copperfield (1988, 89). 

Eagleton's framing of the "riddle of history" is also suggestively reminiscent of the same 

problem explored explicitly in relation to women in Shirley, most especially Caroline 

Helstone's question, "'Does virtue lie in abnegation of self?'" (S, 174). 

5 Homans also associates this abnegation with the enterprise of translation, 

which "requires, like other kinds of literary transmission, the suppression of self, for the 

translator writes, not her own words, but someone else's" (1986, 177). 

6 Homans (1986, 181) also cites the following from the letters: "When a 

subject has begun to grow in me I suffer terribly until it has wrought itself out—become 

a complete organism, and then it seems to take wing and go away from me. ... When a 

conception has begun to shape itself in written words, I feel that it must go on to the end 
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before I can be happy about it. Then I move away and look at it from a distance without 

any agitations" (GEL v, 324-5). 

7 Gillian Beer contends that mothering "was a powerful metaphor for [Eliot], 

and one she had to learn first to control and then to dissolve in her relationship to the 

fictions that she created" (1986, 27). 

8 Gilbert and Gubar (1979); Redinger (1976); Hillis Miller (1975); Ginsburg 

(1980). 

9 Feather meticulously details the history of publishing and copyright in 

Britain from 1710 to 1842 in three articles in Publishing History: see Feather (1987), 

(1988), and (1989). 

10 Unlike Elizabeth Calvert, for instance, who was able to take over the 

proprietorship of her husband's print-shop in the seventeenth century(see Bell [1992]). 

11 In Chapter 6, Redworth the Railway director and successful speculator 

assumes power through capital investment, and intervenes in and diverts the circulatory 

system of publication, review, and sales, to ensure the success of Diana's The Princess 

Egeria. 

12 Of course the modal conflict is not registered, in these geographical terms, 

simply as a tension between England and not-England, but—as in Bronte, Gaskell, and 

Hardy—as a conflict between metropolis and province, centre and periphery, middle and 

march. The central problem in Middlemarch concerning the provincial who achieves 

great fame, even immortality, is connected to the very centrality of the greatness. For 

behind the history of every great discovery, such as Lydgate is certain he will make, 

behind the controlling passion for fame, is the peripheral provinciality. Provinciality is, 

in the sense Eliot develops around Lydgate, "his little local personal history sprinkled 

with small temptations and sordid cares" (MM, 120, my emph.); provinciality comes to 
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stand for everything that realism is concerned with, and especially the unexceptional 

private life. In Middlemarch the centre is the median, the median is the average, and the 

average is the medium, "this petty medium of Middlemarch". 

13 In connection with this, Simmel writes, "one might say that the acquisition 

of property also reflects a growth of the personality beyond the individual—just as 

procreation has been characterized as such a growth" (1978, 323). 

14 For a detailed account of the effect of married women's property laws 

(before 1882) on Elizabeth Gaskell, see Dorothy W. Collin (1986). 

15 See GEL iii, 44-111; Cross (n.d., 220, 269, 270, 273, 287); Haight (1985, 

280-7). 

16 Liggins's abuse of copyright anticipates precisely the anxieties about the 

American situation which prompted the Royal Commission of 1875-8. For an account of 

the relationship between Dickens's work and his agitation for international copyright, see 

Welsh (1987, esp. Chapter Three, 29-42). Liggins's infraction, not plagiarism but a 

manipulation of the "text" entitled George Eliot, is also reminiscent of Newby's 

exploitation of the mystery surrounding the identity or identities of the Bell brothers: 

according to Winifred Gerin, Newby "'framed' his advertisements for Wuthering Heights 

and Agnes Grey so as to favour the impression that Ellis Bell was the author of Jane 

Eyre" (1976, 349-50). 

17 On "the typical relation between money and prostitution", see also Simmel 

(1978, 376-80). 

18 For instance in Boumelha (1987, 23): "She makes women the centre of her 

novels and yet names almost all of them after the male protagonists"; and Sandra M. 

Gilbert: "In such novels as Silas Marner and [Wharton's] Summer, the authors 

themselves replace [the mother], splitting the maternal function between the ignominy of 
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the dead mother and the qualified triumph of the male-identified maternal authority" 

(1985, 378). Cf. Eliot's long dramatic poem, Armgart. In the Victorian novel as a 

whole, moreover, Sally Shuttleworth claims, "mothers ... are distinguished by their 

absence" (1992,44). 

19 Eliot to John Blackwood, 24 Feb 1861, cited in Haight (1985, 341). 

20 Recent debate about realism and feminist aesthetics (see Boumelha [1988], 

Felski [1989], Marcus [1992]) has used the novel to demonstrate how realism and its 

discontents may be used by feminism to explore relationships between women, language, 

and social action. The trope of chiasmus, Law (1992) argues, "helps us to see just how 

figurative is the construction of identities and fates in the novel ... it is precisely the 

figure that highlights and exposes the metaphoricity of verbal texts and of social 

identities" (1992, 65).. 

21 Jules Law argues that fundamental uncertainty over the legal question of 

water rights informs the novel as a whole, especially its chiastic exchanges. 

22 The collapse of the real in The Mill on the Floss is invariably sited in the 

liquidation of real property in the flood, associated with a feminine lawlessness that 

pushes the episode outside the bounds of the realist. Once there, as Penny Boumelha 

(1987) argues, The Mill on the Floss is able (barely) to contain in the one scene a surfeit 

of meanings which realism forbids or suppresses. It could also be argued that the flood 

has its parallel in the emasculation of Mr Tulliver's long decline into "a sort of living 

death" (MF, 205), the catalepsy from which he never fully recovers. His death, 

simultaneously at his own and at Wakem's hands, is preceded by a final word, isolated 

by ellipses, which bounds his existence and acts as a kind of refrain: "puzzling" (359). 

23 Ellen Rosenman, in her essay on Daniel Deronda, argues that "within the 

structures of society, narrative, and language, women become a medium of exchange. 

Cementing male relationships, 'given away' in exogamous marriages that perpetuate the 
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family, subordinated as objects of desire in plots of male agency, they are valuable 

commodities that circulate among men, not subjects who perform transactions 

themselves" (1989, 238). 

24 It is significant that, as Thomson has made a point of noting, when Eliot 

entrusted the manuscript of the unfinished Felix Holt to Harrison she departed from her 

usual practice of never showing uncompleted work to anyone but Lewes and Blackwood. 

Clearly, she was utterly preoccupied during this time with the question of a legal 

framework for strengthening the discrimination between forms of inheritance. Thus, she 

had to find out how to "dispossess a family which had been in peaceable possession of 

estates for a century" (Harrison, cited Thomson 1980, xxii). In rejecting Harrison's offer 

of the appropriate legal books and asking directly for his intervention in the matter, Eliot 

was in effect inviting him to collaborate in the construction of the plot of Felix Holt. 

25 Gillian Beer calls Jermyn a "maker of story through legal manipulation ... 

[whose] activity exempts from intervention that 'George Eliot' inscribed on the title 

page"(1986, 140). 

26 On inheritance in Felix Holt, see also Gillian Beer (1986, 133-46). 

27 Gillian Beer points out that in "her later novels, George Eliot became 

increasingly concerned with anthropological explanations for the exclusion of women 

from family inheritance and from property rights" (1986, 139), a concern reflected in her 

reading of Bachofen's Das Mutterrecht. On Bachofen and mother right, see also Chapter 

1 above. 

28 On social paternalism, see Bodenheimer (1988); and Gallagher on 

paternalism in Hard Times and North and South (1985, 166-84). 
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Chapter Five 

1 Tony Tanner explores the "fate of awakened energy 'unsuited both to the 

time and the place'" in his section in Adultery in the Novel entitled "The Drawing Room 

and the Railway" (1979, 72-9). Tanner argues that the narrative situation in The 

Kreutzer Sonata—a socially and psychically fragmenting railway journey—underscores 

the breakdown of domestic and contractual relationships in modem life, and in fiction. 

2 This narrative situation recalls too the fate of Clara Middleton in The Egoist. 

3 Perhaps the most obvious example of this is Mercator's Projection of the 

world, in which Europe is placed in the centre, and the northern hemisphere appears 

about one-third larger than the southern. 

4 The subsequent activity of the critic is also of moment in those instances 

where a map is provided, an after-effect of the rhetorical act. At question are the 

processes by which acts of representation negotiate what they seek to represent, and acts 

of reading negotiate presented worlds. It is worth noting here that maps appeared in 

novels at precise historical junctures of political and hermeneutic uncertainty. The 

novelistic novelty of and imperial subtext of Robinson Crusoe and Gulliver's Travels 

finds its later socio-linguistic expression towards the end of the nineteenth century, in 

Hardy, Conrad, Robert Louis Stevenson, and others. 

5 On elevation and vision in Hardy, see Herbert (1970), Hillis Miller (1970), 

and Lodge (1977). 

6 A careful reading of this alternation is undertaken by Hillis Miller (1987) 

7 See Harrison (1978, Ch.7, and esp. 130-33). 

8 This may be because in both of these novels Hardy allows characters to be 

agents of polemic, a practice which, while it recalls both the prescriptive morality of 



251 

earlier social-problem novels and the later compulsive declamations of Lawrence and 

Henry Williamson, in Hardy forms part of a larger project of discursive intervention. See 

my concluding remarks in this chapter on language and common property. 

9 See also Chapter 1, where I comment on Berger's reading of Gainsborough's 

Mr and Mrs Andrews (1912, 106-8). 

10 On woman as touristic spectacle in Hardy, see Nunokawa (1992) 

11 I am indebted for the formulation of this part of my argument to Wolfgang 

Schivelbusch's notion of the "rail ensemble" (1977). 

12 Cf. Edmond (1988) who argues that the "focus of life [in Hardy's fiction] 

has not yet shifted indoors, with all that meant for the organization of space, 

differentiation of function, and privacy. Only when this has happened can writing and 

painting begin to use domestic interiors to suggest a symbiotic and expressive 

relationship between people and their homes" (23). 

Chapter Six 

1 Cf. Law (1992) who argues that a series of checks and reversals, and an 

atmosphere of historico-legal uncertainty, represent throughout impediments to the river, 

and hence to its symbolizing of historical forces. 

2 For instance, Little Dorrit, Middlemarch, Daniel Deronda, The Emancipated, 

Where Angels Fear to Tread, A Room With a View, The Old Wives' Tale, and The Lost 

Girl. 

3 Peter Cominos, cited in Harrison (1967, 246). 

4 See Anthea Trodd (1989, esp. 4-5), for an account of secrecy in the social 

context of separate spheres. 
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5 For the development of this idea in early criticism of Charlotte Bronte, see 

Allott (1973, "Introduction" and esp. 14). Harriet Martineau pointed to the "passages ... 

of overwrought writing" which punctuate Villette (Allott, 75). The Spectator also 

complained of Villette's excursions from temperate prose: "When the style becomes less 

pleasing, it is from an attempt to paint by highly figurative language the violent emotions 

of the heart ... [it is] sometimes done at such length, and with so much obscurity from 

straining after figure and allusion, as to become tedious" (Allott, 84). 

6 Dualistic schemata are also declared in titles: examples include passionate 

reserve and reserved passion, in Kucich (1985); disruption and containment, in Cosslett 

(1988); disclosure and reticence, in Lawrence (1988); authority and subversion, in Litvak 

(1988); and the strategy of the split narrative, in Johnson (1990). 

7 First-person narration is also an ambivalent privilege, as Penny Boumelha 

points out: "Villette, in the concentration of its interconnectedness and the intensity of its 

narration, brings out unusually clearly a thread of paranoia implicit in the very idea of a 

first-person narration and its relation to its implied reader" (1990, 102). See also note 10 

to this chapter. 

8 Rosemary Clark-Beattie identifies in Lucy's attitude to the Labassecouriens 

something of the paradox of her suspension: "Like many of her contemporaries, Lucy 

escapes her insignificance within English society by fleeing to a setting where her 

adherence to the mores of the very culture she has fled sets her apart, in her own mind, as 

superior" (1986, 825). The novel also makes clear that "Villette is a cosmopolitan city" 

(K, 113). 

9 Robert Martin's observation that Villette reads like "a series of big scenes, 

almost set-pieces" (1966, 155) recalls this conspicuously episodic structure. The 

students' play at Mme Beck's fete, the concert, and the performance by Vashti, are all 

obvious examples of such theatre, but this direct use of theatrical incident, its 
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dramatization, so to speak, is only one level of the novel's manifold theatricality. Other 

related aspects of performance recur throughout the text: the part of the spectator, for 

instance, or the importance of disguise, or again the significance of dramatic posturing 

and role-playing. One thinks of M. Paul's declamatory speech at the Hotel Crecy, de 

Hamal's nun, Mme Beck's quietly efficient stage management, and the fete in the pare; 

of Lucy's estrade, the scene in the confessional, her visit to the art gallery, and the 

extensive cast of personifications acting out the morality plays in her mind. On these 

aspects of the novel, see especially Gillian Beer (theatre allows Lucy "the speculative 

donning of another self for whom she need not bear the consequences" [1977, 183]), 

Annette Tromly ("Lucy's autobiography is her theatre" [1982, 71]), and Joseph Litvak 

("the repeated disruption ... of an authoritarian theatricality of surveillance by a less 

politically malleable theatricality of performance" [1988,478]). 

10 It also contributes, recalling Boumelha (1990, 102), to the novel's bizarre 

over-compensating interconnectedness which makes coincidence seem fantastic and 

narrative development problematic. 

11 This is perhaps most cogently addressed in the matter of Lucy's cross-

dressing, discussed in Gilbert and Gubar (1979, 413), and Litvak (1988). It is worth 

recalling, I think, that Lucy's cross-dressing in Chapter Fourteen is in fact a kind of 

cross-cross-dressing. Her resistance to wearing a man's clothes ("halte la!" [V, 193]) is 

registered in her decision to '"accept a man's part, and go on the stage dressed as a 

woman'" (194). Thus, she appears as both a woman dressed as a man, and a man 

dressed as a woman. This is not an image of androgyny, or in any way a motif of the 

reconciliatory power of the woman; but nor is it merely "grimly expressive of the 

ambitious woman's confinement to male impersonation" (Litvak 1988, 473). I would 

argue that it is part of a broader project of resistance to the ideological freight of 

antithetical signification itself. 
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12 Not for Lucy the separate spheres of home and work: the property she is left 

with serves both functions. Her theatrical temperament perhaps assists in this 

breakdown, since, as Juliet Blair suggests, though "acting and role-playing have been 

associated with feminine duplicity", on the stage "normal distinctions between 'private' 

and 'public' are neither incumbent upon nor possible for the actress", who can "bring the 

naturally secluded private interpersonal sphere of women in the home into the light of 

public scrutiny" (1981, 205). 

13 Laurie Langbauer remarks that "the novel acknowledges repeatedly that its 

events seem romantic" (1990, 171). 

14 Interestingly, Poovey notes how Caroline Norton "violated the separation of 

the spheres within representation" by "mixing emotions and legal rhetoric in a defense 

that collapsed political and personal wrongs, and [speaking] as a woman in a genre in 

which men were the primary authors" (1988, 81). 

15 Redgrave does, however, achieve a complex dynamic of outside and inside 

spaces in his much-repainted and -reproduced picture The Governess, in the Victoria and 

Albert Museum, and elsewhere. 

16 Hermeneutics and moral judgement converge, so that suspension echoes the 

gambling theme: on gambling and nineteenth-century fiction, see Vemon (1984, 108-41). 

17 See also Richard Jenkyns's chapter on "The Idea of Sculpture" (1991, 87-

142). 

18 Diana is likewise Cleopatran, veering between the sensuality of the Egyptian 

queen and her later virginal reincarnation in Elizabeth I. The alternation between the 

power of a woman's sexuality and the power of her chastity (or more, her refusal to 

marry) is rehearsed in Diana of the Crossways, and is more subtle still given that 
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Elizabeth modelled herself on a reconstruction of Cleopatra, but also on Diana (See 

Morris 1969, and Berry 1989). 

19 Woman as the property of the male eye, which brings into view only that 

which it accords value, is broached in my discussion of Hardy's work in Chapter 5. In 

Villette, however, this proprietorial gaze is used strategically by Lucy, whose own eye is 

figured as a weapon: "He laid himself open to my observation, according to my presence 

in the room just that degree of notice and consequence a person of my exterior habitually 

expects: that is to say, about what is given to unobtrusive articles of furniture" (V, 135). 
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Figure 13 John Leech, Common Objects at the Sea-Side—Generally Found Upon the 
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Figure 18 Arthur D. Brunton, Extremity, 1886, location unknown 
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Figure 19 Thomas Hardy, Map of Wessex ,. 

cs, small & capital = Fictitious N a m e s 

ight old text = Real names 

Ito be understood that this is an 

fnative Wessex only, & that the places 

ribed under the names here given 

pt portraits of any real places, 

iisionary places which m a y 

(oximate to the real places 

tor less. 

j Figure 20 Thomas Hardy, Drawing for She, to Him I 
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Figure 21 Thomas Hardy, Sketch Map for The Return of the Native 

Figure 22 Thomas Hardy, Sketch Map for Tess of the d'Urbervilles 
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help of a vegetable diet, with a few of the cold seeds, I make 
no doubt but I shall be able to go on with m y uncle Toby's 

story, and m y own, in a tolerable straight line. Now, 

Inv.T.S. Scul.T.S. 

These were the four lines I moved in through m y first, second, 
third, and fourth volumes. In the fifth volume I have been 
very good, the precise line I have described in it being this: 

e 23Graphic from Laurence Sterne, Tristram Shandy, vol.6, ch.40 

te24 Engraving by T. Hearne from Richard Payne Knight's The Landscape 
(1794) 



j Figure 25 Thomas Gainsborough, The Market Cart, 1786, London, Tate Gallery 
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Figure 31 Alfred Elmore, 0» the Brink, 1865, Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Gallery 



Figure 32 William Holman Hunt, The Awakening Conscience, 1853-4, London, Tate 
Gallery 



Figure 33 Richard Redgrave, The Outcast, 1851, Royal Academy, Diploma Gallery 
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Figure 36 Edward Burne-Jones, Pygmalion and the Image TV: The Soul Attains, 
1868-70, Paris, Joseph Setton Collection 
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Figure 37 Sir John Tenniel, The Mad Doctor, Punch, 8 June 1867 



Figure 38 Anna Lea Merritt, Love Locked Out, 1890, London, Tate Gallery 
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