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Monday 14th July 
 

Panel 1 – Class and Poverty and Economics 1 
 

Carolin Sternberg: From Foundling to Gentleman: Social and Moral 
Extremes in Charley Wag, the New Jack Sheppard 
 

The serialised penny fiction that emerged in the 19th century – commonly known as penny 
bloods and penny dreadfuls – was a popular genre that thrived on social, moral, and 
psychological extremes. From the 1860s, these sensational tales targeted a young, 
predominantly working-class readership, encompassing rags-to-riches stories, women-in-peril 
stories, London-low life tales, and adventure stories featuring boy burglars, highwaymen, and 
pirates. Often following formulaic plots, penny dreadfuls frequently portrayed young 
protagonists driven to crime by poverty or injustice, who later discover their aristocratic 
heritage. 

Focusing on the fluctuating fortunes of a young criminal, this paper examines Charley 
Wag, the New Jack Sheppard (1866). Rescued as a baby from the River Thames and raised as a 
foundling in the London slums, Charley initially refuses to engage in crime. However, after an 
unjust imprisonment leaves him destitute and on the brink of suicide, his life takes a radical 
turn. With nothing left to lose, Charley embraces a criminal career, eventually becoming the 
most successful thief in London. Amassing great wealth through his robberies, he passes for a 
gentleman and moves freely within elite circles of society. Ultimately, Charley learns that he is 
the son of a duchess, a revelation that consolidates his social status and shields him from 
punishment for his crimes. This paper argues that by incorporating such social and moral 
extremes, penny dreadfuls specifically appealed to young working-class readers while 
unsettling the middle and upper classes, intensifying concerns over juvenile delinquency and 
class tensions. 

 

Biography: 

Carolin Sternberg is a PhD student at the University of Vechta, Germany. Besides 19th-century 
popular literature and culture, her research interests include children’s literature, the Victorian 
working class and London’s East End. Her dissertation is titled “Burglars, Bandits, Buccaneers: 
The Young Criminal in Popular Penny Fiction” and examines the representation of criminal 
characters in selected penny bloods and penny dreadfuls. She is currently co-editing Victorian 
Darknesses, an edited collection under contract with Palgrave Macmillan.   
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Helen McKenzie: “A Labyrinth of Shabby Streets”: Depictions of Extreme 
Poverty in Braddon’s Novels 
 

Poverty persistently appears in Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s fiction with instances of extreme 
financial hardship countered by extreme wealth pervading the narratives. The dramatic 
inheritance of riches by an unknown relative is integral to sensation fiction, with which Braddon 
is synonymous: however, there are consistent undercurrents of poverty and desperation for 
money across her career and multiple genres.  

As this paper will explore, from Braddon’s early novels, like The Factory-Girl (1863), to 
her final novel, Mary (1916), countering wealth and privilege we see economic hardship, 
deprivation, and shabby attics. For instance, in Birds of Prey (1867) and the unashamedly 
named sequel Charlotte’s Inheritance (1868); characters veer from wealth to bankruptcy, 
budgeting to extravagance. In His Darling Sin (1899) Lady Percival and Kate Dalmaine, the high-
class Lady and poverty-stricken actress living “in a labyrinth of shabby streets”, face each other 
in the courtroom. The particularly autobiographical novel, The Story of Barbara (1880), 
containing the Trevornocks, “those social pariahs, poor relations”, reflects Braddon beginning 
her career supporting herself and her mother; despite fame and fortune, financial responsibility 
continued throughout Braddon’s life.   

Through all of the diverse instances of living on the breadline, Braddon questions and 
challenges Victorian society: recognising the fear of poverty behind many women’s marriages, 
exposing the fragility of wealth and social hypocrisy, and, most personally, valuing authors’ need 
to earn money from writing. As this paper will argue, typical of Braddon’s work, underlying the 
often sensationalist and dramatic presentations of poverty is sharp social criticism.  

 

Biography: 

Helen McKenzie is an Associate Lecturer in English Literature at the Open University and 
Secretary of the VPFA. Her research focuses on Mary Elizabeth Braddon, authorship, popular 
fiction, the New Woman, and the Victorian periodical press. Her work has appeared in Victorian 
Popular Fictions.   
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Panel 2 – Depths of the Sea 
 

Jo Knowles: Improvers, Destroyers and Extremes at the Victorian Seaside 
 

The attraction of travel to the seaside in the nineteenth century derived heavily from 
development of the British seaside resort as a popular tourist destination, with an increasing 
range of attractions and facilities. However, the seaside was already long established as a site 
for health and restoration as well as the enjoyment of nature in the form of the ocean and 
surrounding coastal landscape. This brought the pursuit of modernisation by resort planners, 
property owners and local authorities into conflict with the desire of holidaymakers to see 
romantic and picturesque aspects of the coast. As a result, a compromised view of nature and 
the natural elements, appropriately kept in check, emerged at many resorts and in tourist 
brochures about them. This paper would examine selected popular non-fictional texts in the 
form of tourist guidebooks, as well as selected examples from writers of both fiction and non-
fiction, like Dickens and James, who depicted seaside scenes, to explore the discourse of 
extremes and excitement, alongside a counter-discourse of the temperate, tamed and modern 
Victorian landscape of the seaside. 

 

Biography: 

Joanne Knowles is a Senior Lecturer in Media, Culture, Communication at Liverpool 
John Moores University. She has published on James, Dickens and Braddon. Research interests 
include the garden in popular nineteenth-century fiction, representations of animals in 19th-
century texts, and the changing cultural experience of the seaside in Victorian culture. 
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Eptisum Laskar: Drowning in the Uncanny: Submersion, Psychological 
Horror and the Abyssal Gothic in Margaret Oliphant’s A Beleaguered City 
 

Victorian Gothic fiction is often analyzed through its terrestrial horrors—haunted houses, 
crypts, and mist-shrouded streets—but what happens when horror is unmoored, when the 
uncanny takes on the depth and weight of drowning? This paper uncovers a previously 
overlooked dimension of Margaret Oliphant’s A Beleaguered City (1879): its deeply immersive 
psychological horror rooted in the experience of submersion and drowning. While the novel has 
traditionally been interpreted as a spiritual allegory, its terror is shaped by an oceanic 
uncanny—a force that, like deep water, erases boundaries between self and space, agency and 
paralysis. The mayor, M. Dupin, describes his confrontation with the unseen in terms that evoke 
suffocation: “I gasped; a sense of suffocation came upon me; I put out my hand to lay hold upon 
my guide”—a chilling moment that mirrors the helplessness of drowning. 

Using an eco-gothic and psychological horror framework, this paper examines how 
Oliphant crafts fear through sensory deprivation, fluid spaces, and spectral forces that behave 
like water—surrounding, pressing, and overwhelming the characters. Drawing on Freud’s 
uncanny and Victorian anxieties about losing control, the novel’s supernatural siege is reframed 
as a submersion into the abyss of the unknown, rather than a mere ghostly invasion. 

This reading challenges dominant religious and moralistic interpretations of A 
Beleaguered City and situates it within a broader tradition of fluid, atmospheric horror in 
Victorian fiction. By recognizing Oliphant’s use of submersion as horror, we expand our 
understanding of how the Gothic manipulates physical and psychological space—not just 
through haunted mansions and misty streets, but through abyssal depths and unseen currents. 

 

Biography: 

Eptisum Laskar is a graduate with a Master’s degree in English Literature from Diamond Harbour 
Women’s University. She completed her undergraduate studies at Al-Ameen Memorial Minority 
College, Kolkata. Her research interests encompass Memory Studies, Food Studies, 
Postcolonial Studies, Popular Culture, and Social Poetry. She is now a PhD scholar at Aliah 
University. 

Beyond her academic pursuits, Eptisum is an avid reader, writer, and artist, finding 
solace and inspiration in creative expression. Passionate about exploring the complexities of 
language and culture, she is committed to expanding her knowledge and engaging in 
meaningful scholarly contributions. 
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Francesca Crisante: In the Whirlpool of an Archaic Curse: The Doom of 
the Griffiths, by Elizabeth Gaskell 
 

My paper intends to investigate psychological, social and supernatural extremities in “The 
Doom of the Griffiths”, a short story which Elizabeth Gaskell published in Harper’s New Monthly 
Magazine in January 1858. It is well known that Gaskell loved old legends and customs and, in 
this particular case, she was attracted by a historical event which occurred at the beginning of 
the fifteenth century in Wales. In brief, the story is structured around the downfall of the Griffiths 
family whose tragic destiny is overdetermined by a curse that foretells that the Griffiths family 
line will end “with the murder of the eighth generation Griffiths by the ninth”. This ominous 
prophecy will come true in the final section of the narrative, when the last of the line is 
accidentally killed by his grandfather, who in turn is accidentally killed by his father. 
Significantly, all these tragic events take place in the deep waters of a dark and stormy sea: 
“Down went the Squire, down into the deep waters below – down after him went Owen, half 
consciously, half unconsciously, partly compelled by the sudden cessation of any opposing 
body, partly from a vehement irrepressible impulse to rescue his father”. The story is 
characterized by an astute blend of gothic fiction and social realism, while the darker side of 
human nature is staged in connection with a primordial landscape which is perfectly in tune 
with the themes of revenge and treachery brought to their extremities. 

 

Biography: 

Francesca Crisante, PhD, is Lecturer of English Literature at the University of Messina (Italy). 
She has published articles on Thomas Carlyle, Elizabeth Gaskell, Ouida, Edward Bulwer Lytton, 
Vita Sackville-West, Virginia Woolf, etc. She sits on the editorial board of Traduttologia and is a 
member of the Centre for Victorian and Edwardian Studies (CUSVE, Chieti, Italy). Her latest 
publications are Virginia Woolf e le ombre del passato (Chieti, 2022) and Come leggere 
“Orlando” (Chieti, 2023). She is currently working on Katherine Mansfield and her challenge to 
the nature and form of literary fiction of the modernist period. 
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Panel 3 – Probing Hypnotic Depths 
 

Gordon Bates: Welcome to the Trance: Using Hypnotism to Explore the 
Soul 
 

The late Victorian period saw renewed interest in the potential of the trance state: therapeutic, 
philosophical and literary. While the more mystical mesmeric trance had remained a staple of 
the earlier Sensation fictions, the disgrace of John Elliotson, its most prominent medical 
advocate had effectively suppressed its scientific consideration for nearly fifty years. However 
at the end of the century, the arrival of medical hypnotism from mainland Europe provoked 
renewed British speculation and activity. 

The first Englishmen to pick up on the discoveries of the French physician Jean-Martin 
Charcot were not physicians but the metaphysicians of the Society for Psychical Research, an 
elite gentleman’s club intent on investigating spiritual phenomena with the tools of science. 
Frederic and Arthur Myers, two of their most prominent members visited the Salpêtrière and 
witnessed there the demonstrations of hypnotism in diagnosing hysteria. The SPR committee 
became convinced that hypnotism was the key to uncovering the mysteries of the mind or 
perhaps more provocatively, the soul itself. Their work led to a range of physician advocates 
exploring its healing possibilities and creative writers imagining representations of varying 
authenticity: imaginary hypnotism was born. 

The paper will set the scene for historicist readings of the hypnotic fictions by explaining 
the key differences between mesmerism, animal magnetism and hypnotism. The SPR 
experimented with the new technology of hypnotism, finding links with telepathy, creativity, 
automatic writing and spiritualism. These connections made for a great literary mix but went 
against the scientific medical orthodoxy. Medical critics were caught between finding it 
ineffective and fraudulent or too powerful and dangerous for routine use. Physicians on both 
sides of the argument were aware of the effect of imaginary hypnotism on public attitudes to 
hypnotherapy.    

 

Biography: 

Gordon Bates is a practising psychiatrist, an Honorary Associate Clinical Professor at 
Birmingham University and the Historian in Residence at the Royal College of Psychiatrists. His 
PhD explored the emergence of medical hypnotism, using late Victorian hypnotic fictions as 
part of its methodology. The monograph, The Uncanny Rise of Medical Hypnotism (2023) was 
published by Palgrave Macmillan. He is currently editing a multi-author volume entitled The 
Hour of Suggestion, due for publication next year. He has longstanding interests in the overlaps 
between mental health and culture and is the author of dozens of papers and chapters on the 
medical humanities and clinical topics.   
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Janette Leaf: Hypnotic Gothic and Mesmeric Medics: Abusive 
Transgression and Extreme Loss of Volition in Fin-de-Siècle Fiction 
 

In 1895, Arthur Quiller-Couch identified and named a new literary subgenre, ‘hypnotic fiction’, 
but this paper will focus on the darker aspects of ‘hypnotic Gothic’. Hypnotic Gothic exploits 
and confronts profound societal anxieties about what critic Pamela Thurschwell describes as 
the ‘porousness of the mental apparatus’. Hypnotic Gothic sets out in graphic detail how the 
mind is at risk of abusive transgression by malign psychic influencers resulting in an individual’s 
extreme loss of volition under the dominating will of another. It almost invariably positions 
hypnotism as a dangerous skill abused by unscrupulous practitioners to threaten the moral, 
sexual and physical integrity of the hypnotised subject - sometimes to the point of death.  

Limiting its usage to ethical medical practitioners would seem to minimise the risk, but 
within hypnotic Gothic are nested a number of tales in which the medics themselves prove to 
be hypnotists with ill intent or else are rendered suggestible subjects unable to resist an 
external controlling power. Some appear in short stories by well-known authors such as Arthur 
Conan Doyle, and others are penned by lesser-known writers rescued here from comparative 
obscurity, but all suggest that if the medics cannot be trusted or if the medics themselves are 
vulnerable, then all are at potentially at risk.   

 

Biography: 

Janette Leaf is an Honorary Research Fellow at Birkbeck, University of London. Her core 
research area is late-Victorian Gothic fiction, and neo-Victorian re-imagining of those texts on 
the page, stage and screen. Her work is heavily informed by Egyptology, entomology and visual 
imagery, and she tends to have a penchant for outsiders. She has forthcoming publications on: 
spectral insects, Egyptian-inspired occultism, and satanic scarabs, and she has already 
appeared in print discussing weird insects, Wilde’s scarab rings, ghost ships, and 
representations of redheads. She is currently co-writing a chapter on 'Hypnotic Gothic: 
Kidnapping the Consciousness' with Dr Gordon Bates. 
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Jeremy Newton: Hypnotism, Mesmerism and the Psychic Link in George 
Du Maurier’s Trilby and The Martian 
 

Subtle and preternatural extremes of consciousness are important elements in two fin-de-
siècle novels by George du Maurier. This paper will contrast the destructive psychic link of Trilby 
(1894) with the inspired creativity imparted by an alien consciousness in The Martian (1897). 
Trilby, the eponymous heroine comes under the influence of the musician Svengali, who uses 
sinister mesmeric techniques to train her to become the greatest singer of the age. Trilby 
becomes an automaton, unconscious of her new extraordinary abilities, inarticulate and 
unaware even of the passage of time when she is under his spell. Typical for depictions of the 
psychic link, when Svengali dies unexpectedly, so does Trilby.   

In du Maurier’s less well known work The Martian (1897), the novelist-hero, Barty 
Josselin, communicates with an alien consciousness known as Martia, who guides him and 
inspires his work through automatic-writing. Josselin writes to himself in a secret cipher during 
his sleep. In the research of the SPR automatic writing was particularly important because it 
linked telepathy, hypnotism and creativity: all features of Myer’s psychological model of the 
‘subliminal consciousness’.  

 

Biography: 

Jeremy Newton is an Honorary Research Fellow at Birkbeck University of London, where he 
completed his PhD in Nineteenth-Century Theatre and Culture in 2022. Jeremy is a regular 
speaker at conferences on fin-de-siècle theatre and culture, with recent articles appearing in 
Nineteenth Century Theatre and Film, the Thomas Hardy Journal and Theatre Notebook. It was 
Jeremy’s interest in the stage character of Svengali, in Paul M. Potter’s 1895 dramatization of 
Trilby, that led him to George du Maurier’s original novel and its account of Svengali’s mesmeric 
powers. 
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Panel 4 – Gothic Horrors 
 

Helena Ifill: Everyday Extremes: Charlotte Riddell’s Workaholics and 
Office Gothic 
 

This paper considers how Riddell depicts characters, particularly the eponymous accountant of 
her most popular work, George Geith of Fen Court (1864), as what we would now describe as 
workaholics. George Geith ‘lived with his work, slept in his back office, ate his breakfast while he 
read his letters, and swallowed his tea, surrounded on all sides by books and balance-sheets, 
and labyrinths and mazes of figures.’ The move, in this example, from the day-to-day intensity of 
George’s work, to the images of being surrounded by labyrinths and mazes which are only to 
some extent figurative, is something that Riddell does repeatedly in the novel, describing 
George’s already extreme working habits in ways which produce an oppressive reading 
experience. I read this as aligned to some extent with what David A. Ibotson defines as ‘Office 
Gothic’ (‘Nineteenth-Century Office Chills’, The Palgrave Handbook of Steam-Age Gothic, 
2021), but insist on the importance of Riddell not fully embracing the Gothic or entertaining 
supernatural possibilities: rather than ‘the tropes and trappings of the Gothic [being] transposed 
onto ideas of clerk work and bureaucracy’ (Ibotson), the office work she depicts is a Gothic 
experience. Reading the novel within the context of the ethos of self-help that was so prevalent 
in middle-class society at the time Riddell was writing, I suggest that Riddell at once glorifies 
and gothicises hard work, and presents George Geith to her middle-class City readers as both 
an aspiration and a warning. 

 

Biography: 

Helena Ifill is a senior lecturer at the University of Aberdeen. Her research focuses on sensation 
fiction, Gothic, and the interactions between literature and the medical sciences. She is the 
acting President of the VPFA co-editor of Victorian Popular Fictions and co-series editor for Key 
Popular Women Writers.  
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Anna Shane: ‘I endeavoured to pass on the emotion’: A Cognitive 
Perspective on Arthur Machen’s Horror 
 

‘Here, of course, was my real failure; I translated awe, at worst awfulness, into evil’, wrote Arthur 
Machen in 1922. He is referring to his earlier (1890s) career, when he published the novels and 
stories he is best known for today. These works were written with the intention of using horror to 
generate in readers a psychically and mentally expanding and enriching experience of awe that 
Machen termed ‘ecstasy’, a project that he came to believe he did not succeed in. This paper 
uses cognitive critical work on horror to argue that Machen’s use of the genre was not a ‘failure’. 
On the basis of cognitive research, critics now theorise horror as not only having the very effects 
that Machen envisioned, but as working according to the mechanisms he suggested. Cognitive 
criticism supports Machen’s earlier, more hopeful notion that horror was a highly successful 
vehicle for his project of ‘passing on’ particularly intense emotions and crucial realisations 
about the human condition. This cognitive perspective on Machen’s intentions helps to position 
his understanding of horror within his understanding of the human mind as productively 
incapable of assimilating certain kinds of knowledge. The twinned affects of awe and horror, 
Machen believed, were the outcome of this inability, generated as the mind comes into contact 
with that which it cannot process. This paper reads Machen’s 1890s fiction as an attempt to 
make readers aware, through the use of horror, of neglected capacities and potentials of the 
human mind. 

 

Biography: 

Anna Shane is finishing a PhD at the University of Exeter on cognitive critical approaches to the 
late-Victorian gothic. She has recently had journal articles published on Oscar Wilde and 
Vernon Lee. Her MA degree in Victorian studies is also from Exeter, and her BA from 
Roehampton University. 
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Fiona Snailham: “Proof substantiating Hope!’: The supernatural as a 
means of escaping life’s horrors in Eliza Lynn Linton’s Paston Carew, 
Millionaire and Miser1 
 

In The Autobiography of Christopher Kirkland, the eponymous protagonist proclaims a ‘yearning 
to believe’ in the spirit world and declares he ‘could fill a volume with my spiritualistic 
experiences, suspicions and silent detections of imposture’, having ‘seen almost all the 
mediums’2.  As Kirkland is commonly viewed as a re-gendered version of Lynn Linton herself, it 
is not surprising that his profession aligns with accounts of attendance at spiritualist meetings – 
including a séance led by the (then celebrated) medium Dunglas Hume – in the author’s own 
correspondence.  

As a prolific writer whose journalism often capitalised on the concerns of the day, Lynn 
Linton was quick to engage with spiritualism – one of ‘the great drawing room excitement[s] of 
the day’3. This paper focuses on Lynn Linton’s fictional exploration of spiritualism in Paston 
Carew, Millionaire and Miser (1886), a novel published only one year after W.E. Gladstone 
determined that psychical research was ‘the most important work which is being done in the 
world …’4 I read the novel against debates then emerging from the work of the Society for 
Psychical Research to explore Lynn Linton’s depiction of the relationship between Octavia 
Gaysworthy, a self-professed medium, and Paston Carew, a man often found absorbed in a 
‘nightly search into the unseen’ with ‘Planchette, his tarots, and a magic crystal5’. Approaching 
the novel in this way, I suggest, foregrounds Lynn Linton’s engagement with contemporary 
theories of human consciousness, and reveals her use of the explained supernatural as a 
literary device through which she can explore the extreme nature of belief and the depths to 
which individuals – both honest and fraudulent – can sink. 

 

Biography: 

Fiona Snailham is a lecturer in English Literature at the University of Greenwich. She is currently 
writing on a monograph on Eliza Lynn Linton for the Key Popular Women Writers series for EER. 
Her wider research interests concern depictions of occult  practices in Victorian popular fiction. 
Fiona is Associate Editor for Victorian Popular Fictions, the journal of the Victorian Popular 
Fiction Association.  

 

 

  

 
1 Linton, Paston Carew p.202. 
2 Linton, E.L. The Autobiography of Christopher Kirkland, London: Bentley & Sons, 1885, Vol. I p.24-5. 
3 Linton, E.L. ‘Modern Magic’ All The Year Round, 28 July 1860, p.370. 
4 Conversation reported in an obituary of Gladstone penned by psychical investigator F.W.H. Myers 
Journal of the Society for Psychical Research, June 1898, p.260. 
5 Paston Carew,p.311 
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Keynote 1: Jimmy Packham – Swimming with Snarks: Submarine 
Gothic and the Monstrous Deep 
 

In the late 1890s, the US scientist Alexander Agassiz set sail for a second voyage aboard the 
research vessel Albatross to investigate coral reef formations in the South Pacific. The 
Washington Post relayed that Agassiz’s team had discovered ‘a vast hollow in the sea-floor 
extend[ing] over nearly thirty degrees of latitude’ with a ‘depth of nearly four miles’. Quite what 
lay within these abyssal regions was unclear, but, the Post noted, ‘[u]nquestionably there are 
many kinds of monsters and chimeras dire in the depths of the ocean which no mortal eyes has 
ever seen, or imagination pictured … If any snarks exist in the ocean one would naturally expect 
to find them at great depths, for … the bottom has its own peculiar fauna, certainly rich and 
assuredly strange to the point of weirdness’. Despite the newspaper’s conviction about the 
existence of the monstrous denizens of the deep, the swift building up of literary allusion – to 
Lewis Carroll’s snark and Shakespeare’s ‘Ariel’s Song’ – in this article suggests the distinct lack 
of knowledge pertaining to the seabed; instead, popular literary texts and imaginative 
speculation stand in for that knowledge, filling in the blanks, as it were. 

The question of whether there was life in the deep sea and along the seabed – and if 
there were, what sort of life it might be – was a matter of significant debate across the 
nineteenth century, a period which saw extensive, globe-spanning efforts to fathom these 
regions. As a consequence, and as I explore in this paper, much reportage and fiction that 
dwells on oceanic abysses and the seafloor articulates simultaneously a sense of the emergent 
marvels of the deep and a distinctly gothic imagination, conjuring up ‘monsters and chimeras 
dire’ in order to frame the region as deeply – and often literally – alien and unworldly. This paper, 
then, examines the emergence of what might be termed a ‘submarine gothic’, the development 
of which begins in the 1830s, in the work of Lord Tennyson and Edgar Allan Poe, and finds its 
fullest expression in the late nineteenth century submarine gothic of H. G. Wells. 

 

Biography: 

Dr. Jimmy Packham is an Associate Professor in English Literature at the University of 
Birmingham.  His research focuses on the blue humanities, coastal studies, and Gothic 
literature – and, more recently, the haunted literature and culture of the English Midlands. His 
first book, Gothic Utterance(2021), explored the US Gothic's interest in haunting and revenant 
speech and voices. He has recently completed two new books: Coastal Gothic, 1719–2020 for 
Cambridge UP's Elements in the Gothic series, and a book, co-authored with Laurence 
Publicover (Bristol), titled The Seabed: A Human and Literary History (forthcoming with Chicago 
UP). 
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Panel 5 – Science and the Imagination 1 
 

Shannon Scott: Denying the Rights of the Body: Revising Frankenstein in 
Addie Tsai’s Unwieldy Creatures and Jeanette Winterson’s Frankissstein 
 

Many 21st-century adaptations of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) engage with Shelley’s 
themes of creation and death. While the physical body symbolizes birth and death, 
technologies such as cryonics and embryology become a means of overcoming perceived 
corporeal shortcomings, such as reproduction and mortality. Addie Tsai’s Unwieldy Creatures 
(2022) and Jeannette Winterson’s Frankissstein (2019), each feature scientists (Dr. Frank and 
Professor Victor Stein respectively) who utilize current technology to seek the same ambitions 
that the fictional Dr. Victor Frankenstein sought in his laboratories—to create, design, control, 
and sustain life. In Tsai’s novel, a transgender intern at an embryology lab, Plum, develops a 
romantic relationship with Dr. Frank, whose ambitions are to fertilize without sperm or egg and 
to design a new species of nonbinary people. In Frankissstein, Ry, a young transgender doctor, 
becomes similarly romantically involved with Professor Stein, an AI specialist who hopes to 
create eternal life, with the mind continuing via AI after the body fails. As both doctors attempt 
to control life and death, they become increasingly obsessed with the bodies of their lovers, 
succumbing to sexual desires that reveal the impossibility of completely overcoming physical 
needs. Although the neo-Victorian novels maintain similar themes as Shelley’s Frankenstein, 
albeit with 21st-century technology, the adaptations appeal to modern readers at a time when 
rights for transgender people are in jeopardy, when debates about the legal right of embryos 
change laws surrounding IVF and abortion, and as tech barons utilize AI technology for longevity 
and possible immortality. 

 

Biography: 

Shannon Scott is an adjunct Professor of English and film in the Twin Cities. She has 
contributed essays to collections published by Manchester UP, Routledge, Palgrave, and 
Bloomsbury.  In addition, Shannon has published short fiction in Nightmare 
Magazine, Nightscript, The Other Stories, and Water~Stone. She is co-editor of Terrifying 
Transformations: An Anthology of Victorian Werewolf Fiction, 1838-1896 and has created two 
lecture series on the horror genre for Audible.   
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Brandi Burns: “A Set of Young Devils”: From Medical Student to Vivisecting 
Doctor in Nineteenth-Century Fiction 
 

In 1875, a visceral exposé on vivisection written by Dr. George Hoggan appeared in the Morning 
Post. In his letter, Hoggan lambasted the cruel practice of animal vivisection, especially when 
performed without anesthetics, and started a heated debate amongst medical professionals 
and the public about the necessity of the practice. Over the next few decades, the image of the 
unfeeling man of science along with metaphors such as the ‘hardened heart,’ began to appear in 
popular fiction, such as Wilkie Collins’ Heart and Science (1883) and Florence Marryat’s An 
Angel of Mercy (1898), and in the rhetoric surrounding vivisection. Victorians became 
increasingly concerned over the desensitization such operations had on the vivisectors and 
forecast that the end result would be human experimentation and vivisection. My paper 
examines how authors blurred the line between the healing art and cool, hard science while 
highlighting the extreme perceptions held by the Victorian public regarding the practices of 
vivisecting medical practitioners. As such, I include texts from the late nineteenth century to 
follow the progression of these arguments by examining short stories by Arthur Conan Doyle 
“His First Operation” and Arabella Kenealy “A Human Vivisection.” Such texts show the 
vulnerability of the medical student and how their training could result in loss of empathy, which 
many feared would lead medical practitioners to easily move from vivisecting animals to 
experimenting on humans. I show how Victorians simultaneously celebrated medical progress 
and feared medical education as a path toward the horrifying spectacle of human vivisection. 

 

Biography: 

Brandi Burns is an American Association of University Women Fellow (AAUW) and doctoral 
student at Florida State University specializing in Victorian Literature and Health Humanities. 
Her dissertation, “Misbehaving Medical Professionals: Medical Authority and Struggles over 
Bodily Autonomy in British Nineteenth Century Literature, 1858-1911,” examines points of 
contention around wrongful confinement in asylums, vaccination, hypnotism, and vivisection, 
while aiming to reveal how popular authors used fiction to discuss concerns over autonomy and 
informed consent, many of which are still ongoing ethical issues today.  
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Panel 6 – Conventions and Innovations of the Literary Marketplace 1 
 

Gary Kelly: Testing the limits in/of penny-number fiction: Publisher Edwin 
Dipple of Holywell Street, London 
 

Dipple was one of several mid-Victorian publishers located in Holywell Street, the most 
notorious source of ‘cheap and pernicious literature’ in mid-Victorian London, especially 
pornography. But Dipple, like most of his colleagues, aimed to furnish accessible and affordable 
popularizations of modern knowledges for the burgeoning market of the aristocracy of labour 
and petty commerce, with their families and communities, enabling them to forge a modernity 
of their own. This output, across a broad range of pamphlets and periodicals at a penny or 
twopence, included popular recreations, household economy, personal wellness, and, during 
the crescence of Chartism and socialism, political knowledge for citizenship. Even infamous 
pornographers such as Dugdale participated. Their fiction, too, was aligned with this 
mechanics’ modernity, illustrated here by three different works from Dipple. Stradella; or, The 
Power of Song was based on the extravagant life of a historical Italian musician just then the 
subject of great popular interest in other media. Life in London, Zolaesque before Zola, echoed 
but darkened Egan’s comic 1820s bestseller comparing life high and low and directly protested 
immiseration in the social and literal lower depths. Claude Du Val was another take on famous 
French highwayman in the Newgate narrative tradition. Though penny-number productions 
treating life ‘high’ and ‘low’, past and present in extremis, these engaged seriously with novelistic 
genre and discourse in mid-century cross-media and cross-cultural contexts in the broader 
output of publishers such as Dipple comprehensively addressing their market/readership’s real 
material interests and enabling them to forge a modernity of their own 

 

Biography: 

Emeritus Distinguished University Professor, University of Alberta, Canada. Research 
publications on Romantic-era fiction, women’s writing, popular print culture. Editor: ‘female 
Gothic’, Bluestocking feminism, women poets, women novelists, Newgate Narratives. General 
Editor, Oxford History of Popular Print Culture, in progress. Current projects: Cheap Modernity in 
the Long Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries; Modern Fun. 
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Carolyn Oulton: Look at the Low Trash They are Always Reading: Going to 
Extremes in Victorian Popular Fiction 
 

Despite critical disdain for popular fiction, Victorian reading practices could often 
accommodate both high and low culture within the same group. Responses to Dickens and 
Ellen Wood show how seemingly dissimilar writers were brought into new configurations in 
closed communities, whether that was a prison or a ladies’ book club. Taking these two authors 
as a case study suggests that both library catalogues and prison reports have a tendency to 
obfuscate the very hierarchies they are designed to impose. 

East Lynne notably alters the way in which Ellen Wood’s other work is read, providing a 
missing link between her religious fiction and sensational novels by Mary Braddon and Wilkie 
Collins. The critical tendency to seek generic patterns is made particularly visible in prison 
library policies, in which categorical features are identified or assumed for purposes of 
classification. But in surveys of inmates’ reading choices, Dickens and Wood are persistently 
measured against each other.  

The records of middle-class book clubs similarly confirm the range of reading happening 
at any one time. Bishopwearmouth Ladies’ Book Club read across standard and popular 
authors, including both Dickens and Wood, as well as Collins and Sheridan Le Fanu. In the 
1860s it was the prolific Wood whose novels featured most often in the order and purchase 
books. One member clearly enjoyed Le Fanu’s obviously commercial Uncle Silas in 1865; but 
significantly she purchased the poorly reviewed Our Mutual Friend, one of Dickens’s most 
obviously literary novels, in the same year 

 

Biography: 

Carolyn Oulton is Professor of Victorian Literature and Co-Director of the International Centre 
for Victorian Women Writers at Canterbury Christ Church University. She is Project Co-Lead for 
https://kent-maps.online/ in collaboration with JSTOR Labs. Books In All The Right Places: 
Reading Culture and The Victorians is under contract [with luck signed off by July!] to Princeton 
University Press. 

  

https://kent-maps.online/
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Audrey Jaffe: Melodrama as Mental Theatre 
 

The novel has always been a genre defined by its lack of definition: seemingly formless when 
compared to other genres, such as poetry or melodrama, “novel” in its ability to assimilate 
them, as well as to re-invent itself and the modes it makes use of. Most prominently, the novel 
has often troubled traditionally-recognized boundaries, not only between genres but between 
self and other, interior and exterior, thought and speech. Prompted by a scene of reading from 
Dickens’s Oliver Twist, in which the Newgate Calendar’s pages are said to turn “red with gore” as 
its descriptions of executions render Oliver the rapt and terrified spectator of his own mental 
productions, this paper explores the relation between the novel, stage melodrama, and the 
conventional as well as ultimately psychoanalytic understanding of interiority. Drawing on Joan 
Copjec’s work about the modernity’s erasure of private space, I argue that in this novel, in which 
interiority looks very much like stage melodrama, Dickens recasts interiority as genre. This 
recasting signals, as Copjec argues, the erasure of the private subject by modernity and mass 
culture, and “the occupation/redefinition of everything as public.” Dickens’s production of 
mental melodrama in Twist shows how the novel becomes—and helps to render it—the chief 
vehicle of that redefinition. 

 

Biography: 

Audrey Jaffe is Professor of English at the University of Toronto.  She is the author of Vanishing 
Points: Dickens, Narrative, and the Subject of Omniscience (1991); Scenes of Sympathy: 
Identity and Representation in Victorian Fiction (2000); The Affective Life of the Average Man: 
The Novel and the Stock-Market Graph (2010), and The Victorian Novel Dreams of the Real: 
Conventions and Ideology (2016). Some of her recent work on the psychodynamics of genre 
appears in The Oxford Handbook of George Eliot (2025). 
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Panel 7 – Intertextuality and Adaptation 
 

Emma Butler-Way: Jane Eyre’s Extreme Offspring: Rhoda Broughton’s Not 
Wisely, But Too Well (1865/67), Louisa May Alcott’s A Long Fatal Love 
Chase ([1866]1995), and the Dangerous Depths and Passion and Fate 
 

Described as a “proto-sensation novel” (Cox 2019: 8), Jane Eyre’s legacy and influence is almost 
incalculable. Two texts in which it is particularly apparent, however, are Rhoda Broughton’s Not 
Wisely, But Too Well (1865/67) and Louisa May Alcott’s A Long Fatal Love Chase (1866/1995) – 
two sensation novels identified as direct descendents of the novel by Heller (2006) and Doyle 
(2003) respectively.  

Taking Jane Eyre as its starting point, this paper examines how Alcott and Broughton 
manipulate Brontë’s mould to offer increasingly extreme interpretations of a young woman’s 
passionate quest for independence.  

Two key concerns are addressed in this paper. First, the extent to which Alcott’s 
Rosamond Vivian has control over her actions in light of her literary and generic genealogy (both 
Gothic and sensation), and what that might mean for understanding her treatment throughout 
Love Chase. Second, how the romantic relationships in Love Chase and Not Wisely (original 
serial ending) are framed within the shadow of Jane Eyre, paying particular attention to 
narratives surrounding the female soul. Of particular interest for both these strands of 
discussion is the role of “fate”: are Rosamond and Kate’s narrative trajectories foretold by 
internal and/or external mechanisms, and are these mechanisms explicitly stated or more 
subtly implied. 

Ultimately, this paper explores the intertextual relationship Broughton and Alcott foster 
with Jane Eyre and considers the extent to which that very relationship both enables the 
extremities to which they take Kate and Rosamond, and constrains them to a particular, 
perhaps inevitable, conclusion. 

 

Biography: 

Emma Butler-Way is Lecturer in Humanities on Aberystwyth University’s Integrated Foundation 
Year. Her research interests include the representation of the corset and the female body, and 
the relationship between art and the female body, in Victorian (sensation) and neo-Victorian 
fiction. She has had work published in Victoriographies, Victorian Popular Fictions, and Wilkie 
Collins Journal, and is currently under contract with Bloomsbury Academic for her monograph. 
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Julia Kuehn: Secrets of Success and Failure: The Sorrows of Satan, 
Corelli’s Novel versus Berton and Woodgate’s Play 
 

With this paper, I return to Marie Corelli and The Sorrows of Satan (1895). What interests me 
particularly is the question how the novel could be such a success with its original readers – it is 
the first English bestselling novel in the modern one-volume format, after all – but such a 
terrible failure when it was turned into a 4-act stage play by Paul M. Berton and Herbert 
Woodgate for the Shaftesbury Theatre in 1896. Even the celebrated actor Lewis Waller could not 
persuade in his role as Prince Lucio Rimânez. 

In this proposed talk, I will briefly trace the novel’s publishing history and its early 
reviews by critics and fellow novelists alike (not least Oscar Wilde), before I turn to the novel’s 
melodramatic mode and its exuberant language.  

With these paradigms – melodrama in character, plot and style – I want to then outline 
the stage version’s review history, with assessments by Arnold Bennett and theatre critics 
Clement Scott and William Archer among others, before I turn to the play’s text itself for a close 
analysis.  

Where did the magic of Corelli’s original text get lost between novel and stage play? I will 
speculate about different versions and modalities of melodrama, as well as about affective 
moments in written versus spoken language. Finally, I will ask questions about whether there is 
something like ‘good’ (in comparison to ‘bad’) popular writing.  

 

Biography: 

Julia Kuehn is Chair Professor of Modern English Literature and Culture at the University of 
Groningen. Her research interests are in critical theory, travel writing and the literature and 
culture of the long nineteenth century. Here, she focuses specifically on issues of gender, 
Empire and travel, popularity and genre. She has published monographs on Marie Corelli, on 
colonial writing between 1870 and 1920 and has edited a handful of essay collections on the 
poetics and politics of travel writing. Julia is currently finishing a comparative study on 
nineteenth-century novelistic realism in Britain and Germany. 
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Crescent Rainwater: The Low, the Middle and the High-Brow: Fashioning a 
Modern Woman from Ouida to Swinburne in Netta Syrett’s Middlebrow 
Novel The Victorians 
 

In Netta Syrett’s novel The Victorians (1915), the protagonist Rose Cottingham is representative 
of an independent womanhood that is grounded in a late-Victorian cultural moment. Key to 
Rose’s awakening is her aesthetic awareness of, and romantic desire for, other women. This 
awakening is initiated by reading a series of Victorian texts from Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre, to 
the “poisonous” popular fictions of Ouida, and culminating in the poetry of Algernon Charles 
Swinburne. Along the way, Rose rejects popular novels promoting female virtue from the likes of 
Florence Montgomery and Susan Warner. The texts that are formative for Rose span the formal 
extremes from popular to highbrow, as well as promote ideological extremes from virtuous 
femininity to perverse sadomasochism. Moreover, her physical response to these texts 
culminates in self-exposure and self-revelation in a triumphant moment of disrobing and self-
appraisal before a mirror. 

All of these extremes are relayed within the pages of Syrett’s own middlebrow novel. 
Throughout her career, Syrett’s fiction had at times found its home in avant-garde venues such 
as the controversial Yellow Book, and at other points had been marketed to a more popular 
audience, such as the six-shilling edition of The Victorians. In The Victorians, Syrett proposes 
that the pathway to a sexually liberated modern womanhood may in fact be discovered by 
reading the spectrum of popular to highbrow Victorian fiction, so long as it promoted female 
autonomy, pleasure, and desire. 

 

Biography: 

Crescent Rainwater is Lecturer of English and Liberal Arts at Mercer University in Macon, 
Georgia. She recently spoke about queer representation in Ada Leverson’s Love’s Shadow at the 
Feminist Inter/Modernist Studies Conference, and she is completing a chapter about the 
influence of Ouida on Dorothy Richardson’s Backwater for the forthcoming collection Ouida in 
Context.   
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Panel 8 – Sappho and Swinburne 
 

Andrew King: Brummagem Popularity: a composite Sappho 
 

This paper is particularly appropriate for the VPFA conference in Birmingham for its focus on the 
associations of Birmingham and notions of mass-market popularity (the “Brummagem”) allied 
with questions of the fictional and popular possibilities of esoteric poetry, the chronological 
limitations of the term "Victorian" and performance practices for the representation of non-
hegemonic desire. 

In 1906, the soon to be Peyton Professor of Music at the University of Birmingham, 
Granville Bantock, published seven musical settings of fragments of Sappho assembled by his 
wife Helena from the 1887 literal translations of Henry Thornton Wharton. 

While there has been some work on this song cycle, notably by Yopie Prins in Victorian 
Sappho, this paper considers the cycle as Bantock’s most popular work not just today (the 
recording of the orchestral version in 1997 by Susan Bickley had rave reviews) but during 
Bantock’s own lifetime. 

Although Bantock was very active in the 1890s and became popular in the early 
twentieth century, and despite a spasm of enthusiasm some decades ago (the Susan Bickley 
recording is just one example), Bantock’s music is rarely played now – it is usually considered 
too “Brummagem,” a term used to describe it by the hugely significant music critic Nevile 
Cardus in 1957: cheap mass-produced goods with pretentions to status. As students of the 
historical popular will understand, such views will mean that Bantock scores are often 
impossible to find, which in turn results in how the music cannot be performed, precluding 
current popularity.  

My revision of Cardus’s still influential description is that Bantock combines high-status, 
exclusionary, avant-garde musical elements with established Victorian popular music tropes 
borrowed from Italy, Germany, France and British music hall so as to prioritise sonic pleasure – 
and pleasurable pain – rather than challenge or shock. In the same way, Bantock integrates and 
“naturalises” non-hegemonic sexual desires into representation – the Sappho songs are written 
for a female singer who openly voices her desire for women (and, in performance, for the harpist 
who, at the time, would have often been the only woman in an otherwise all-male orchestra).  

I am arguing that it is the rigorously "composite" nature of Bantock’s Sappho that has 
resulted in its denigration as "Brummagem" and its silencing. By challenging cultural 
fragmentation not only through the openly collaborative labour in writing and performance that 
its realisation involves but more importantly in its refusal of a status division into high and low, 
popular and exclusive, verbal and musical, national and cosmopolitan, hegemonic and non-
hegemonic, it is an unusually clear illustration of many of the issues we face every day in our 
historical and theoretical explorations of popular culture. 
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Biography: 

Andrew King is Professor of English Literature at the University of Greenwich. His research and 
teaching are both committed to fostering inclusive and interdisciplinary and always critical 
engagement with literary and media history and cultural studies, focusing on debates on 
publishing economics, readership, identity, media transformation, translation and circulation. A 
former President of the VPFA and co-editor of the VPFJ, Andrew is the author and editor of 
numerous articles, special numbers and volumes, including The London Journal, 1845–83: 
Periodicals, Production, and Gender, The Routledge Handbook to Nineteenth-Century 
Periodicals and Newspapers, and most recently Work and the Nineteenth-Century Press. Until 
2028 he will be editing The Oxford Handbook to Victorian Popular Fictions with Fiona Snailham. 
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Casey Reeves: Suffering Sapphos: Renee Vivien and Natalie Barney’s 
poetics at the fin de siècle: Texts and their contexts 
 

This paper will analyse 3 poetic extracts of authors Renee Vivien and Natalie Barney. This paper 
focuses on figures who were transversing beyond traditional sex and gender norms, in a context 
of political turmoil and rigid societal expectations. As the original ‘Lesbian’, Sappho uniquely 
provided an already-queer iconography through which Victorian authors could impose their own 
meanings, whether that be liberation from heteronormativity, or homoerotic self-expression. 
Vivien and Barney’s Sapphic poetics in their fin-de-siècle  context were particularly vivid and 
fervent, at a period in which female homosexuality didn’t even exist in legislative terms.   

This paper will explore how, through the utilisation of Sappho’s classical Greek 
aesthetic, Vivien and Barney solidified their lesbian identities in particularly homophobic 
contexts. This paper draws together interdisciplinary methods, utilising contemporary queer 
theories to inform my theoretical approach. By utilising a queer reading, it becomes possible to 
expose more ambiguously presented non-normative literary contributions in the Victorian 
literary canon. I argue that Vivien and Barney, akin to other lesbian authors at the fin-de-siècle, 
referenced Sappho to covertly signal to the queer community. This enabled them to maintain 
Sappho’s classical associations to uphold status and acceptance within the academy, whilst 
simultaneously highlighting the famous ‘Lesbian Poet’ as a form of proto-queer activism, 
representation in their community and self-liberation. By attempting to contextualise Victorian 
heteronormative and patriarchal structures, this paper hopes to shed light on those who fall 
outside our understandings of gender and sexual norms from unique points in history. 

 

Biography: 

I am a first-year English Literature PhD student at the University of Birmingham. My research is 
currently analysing lesbian and Sapphic poetry from British, Anglo-American and European 
authors at the fin-de-siècle. I am an Associate Lecturer at the University of Worcester in the 
Institute of Humanities and Arts, currently teaching in English Language, Sociology, Politics and 
History as of February 2023. I am passionate about Feminist and Queer Studies, and I utilise 
this sociological framework within my research, building on the notion of gender and sexuality 
as subjective social constructs that can change over time. 
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V J Rene: The couples as given: Queer eidetic possibility and critical 
inattention in Swinburne 
 

Swinburne is frequently read as a poet of excess, and scholars have identified various zones of 
thematic extremity in his work, including erotic transgression, political radicalism and 
emotional intensity. The linguistic extremes of Swinburne’s verse, with its “trance-inducing” 
systems of repetition, alliteration and antimetabole (Sieburth, 351) have also been widely 
addressed. Yet what if we engaged with extremity not only as a quality of Swinburne’s writing, 
but as a mode of reading it? 

In Ideas, Husserl writes: “An experience that has become the object of a personally 
directed glance, and so has the modus of the deliberately looked at, has its own fringe of 
experiences that are not deliberately viewed… a fringe of background inattention” (Husserl, 
169). In Queer Phenomenology, Ahmed examines the eidetic possibilities which spring from 
redirecting our look beyond the margins of heteronormative critical attention, towards queer 
experiences which are not deliberately viewed. 

Bringing Swinburne into dialogue with phenomenology, I examine the way in which 
critics obscure the queer possibilities of his verse by directing attention towards the imagined 
unit of a couple – the poem’s speaker (assumed to be male, and often treated as an avatar of 
the poet) and their female muse. If the experience “deliberately looked at” in Swinburne 
scholarship is erotic fulfilment with a legitimate sexual other, what alternate experiences does 
this perspective push into the background? How might we attend critically to Swinburne’s 
extremities? 

 

Biography: 

VJ René’s research focuses on phenomenology and affect theory in the works of AC Swinburne. 
They are the author of two pamphlets of poetry, Scavengers (Salo Press, 2021) and HYDRA 
(Marble Poetry, 2020). Recent creative and critical works appear in Forum Journal, the 
Australasian Journal of Victorian Studies, and Propel Magazine. 
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Panel 9 – Boyhood and Manhood 
 

Jamie Bowman: The Comic Oxford: Illustration, Comedy, and Masculinity 
in The Adventures of Mr. Verdant Green 
 

While the long nineteenth century produced popular fiction still represented in the 
literary canon today, there are many works that have fallen out of wider consideration. 
University fiction, with plots set in whole or in significant part within college life, is one such 
group of texts. Novels that depicted Oxbridge culture obtained great interest from Victorian 
readers, particularly in how these elite universities were represented by different writers. One 
such popular work is the 1857 novel The Adventures of Mr. Verdant Green, An Oxford Freshman, 
written by Cuthbert Bede, pseudonym of Edward Bradley. The three-decker narrative follows 
Verdant Green and his many foibles as he begins his education at Oxford. The text includes 
illustrations by Bradley that add further dimension to the comedy of the text and reflect the 
comic nature of Victorian periodical culture. Indeed, the publication history of the original 
narrative, the accompanying authorial-illustrations, and how those comic sketches play on the 
written humour of the novel are what set this work apart. Together, these elements add to a 
larger conversation borne out through nineteenth-century university fiction regarding how ideas 
of manliness are presented to the reader. Though an Oxford man ideal is consistently put forth 
within these fictions, the use of satire, irony, and other comedic modes call the century’s 
changing masculinities into question. With a relationship between gender and comedy in mind, 
this paper will consider how the extremes created by comic illustration and narrative 
humour complicate representations of masculinities in nineteenth-century university fiction.  

 

Biography: 

Jamie Bowman is currently a doctoral candidate for a PhD in English at the University of York, 
UK. Originally from Birmingham, Alabama in the US, she holds a Bachelor’s degree in English 
from the  University of Alabama and a Master’s degree in English Literary Studies from Durham 
University, UK. She has previously taught communication arts, composition, and literature 
courses at Samford University, the University of Alabama, and the University of York. Her 
primary research interests are in nineteenth-century British literature, specializing in university 
fiction and gender studies. 
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Yurie Ochi: Fragile Homosocial Bonds: Bachelorhood, Canine 
Companions, and Masculine Order in Wilkie Collins’s No Name 
 

While the Victorians see marriage as part of the process of one’s growth, during the late 
Victorian era, the drawbacks of married life are pointed out, resulting in, many middle-class 
men being single for their entire life or delayed their marriage until middle age (Tosh 172). While 
this phenomenon became active in the late Victorian era, there are traces that escapes from 
domesticity had already begun in the 1850s. This was evident in the structure of the house. In 
the 1850s, masculine spaces began to be established in houses. Smoking rooms, which “first 
started to appear in a small way around 1850,” (Girouard 295) are spaces seen as a male 
domain in the domestic sphere. Tosh focuses mainly on the middle class, but a similar trend 
can also be seen in the upper class. The upper men were more unfamiliar with the domesticity, 
as the “lack of domesticity in the home” and “were largely immune from the domestic ideal” 
(Milne-Smith 797). 

No Name presents an upper-class bachelor, Admiral Bartram. This paper focuses on 
Bartram’s peculiar way of escaping domesticity. Bartram invites his canine companions 
“accomplices” (513) to his dinner and makes them finish his meals on behalf of him. It turns out 
the word “accomplices” (513) possesses a broader meaning when we pay attention to what “a 
third dog” (514), old Mazey does. These three dogs sustain a homosocial bond. Bartram forms 
a strange domestic sphere that deviates from traditional domesticity by bringing homosocial 
bonds into St. Crux.  

 

Biography: 

Yurie Ochi is a second year PhD candidate at Keio University, Tokyo. Her research focuses on the 
representations of animals and gender in Victorian sensation fiction. She is the Secretary of The 
Victorian Studies Society of Japan. 

  



32 
 

Maria Granic: Daniel Deronda: Beyond Excruciating Pain and Self-Pity 
 

George Eliot’s last novel, Daniel Deronda (1876), depicts two complex processes of self-
fashioning of the main protagonists in two intersecting plotlines. This analysis examines the 
eponymous character, the selfless Daniel Deronda who possesses insufficient internal 
equilibrium that results in self-pity. He trusts Mordecai with his unknown parentage feeling 
bound to him by a vision indecipherable before learning that he is a descendent of Spanish 
Jews. Mirah forces him to confront thoughts of his mother’s fate, to face the extent to which he 
had been preoccupied with his mother. Daniel’s feeling of self-pity, at its most intense and 
unequivocal moment during his interviews with his mother, former diva Alcharisi, Princess 
Leonora Halm-Eberstein, when he finds out his genealogy, becomes supplanted by sympathy. 
His mother’s aloofness and confession that she did not feel a bond with him and had no 
affection for him and her forcing an English identity causes him excruciating pain. Yet, her story 
of a woman forced into marriage by a wilful father represents a turning point and her physical 
pain, when Daniel feels sympathy. Although he identifies with the mother, he offers his affection 
to be rejected again. In Daniel’s view, sympathy also entails a clear sense of duty to others, 
which for him materializes as a communal, epic vision for which Mordecai had been preparing 
him and which he fulfils upon marrying Mirah when sets out to reunite the Jews.   

 

Biography: 

Maria Granic is an Associate Professor of English at Benedictine University, where she teaches 
literature, academic writing, and interdisciplinary courses. Her research focuses on various 
aspects of social (in)justice in Victorian literature.  
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Panel 10 – Conventions and Innovations of the Literary Marketplace 2 
 

Jonathan Potter: ‘The Measure of Truth: Categorial Specificity and Popular 
Sketch Writing 
 

Literary sketches were a popular genre throughout the Victorian period, pioneered in the 1820s 
with Mary Russell Mitford’s perennially popular Our Village (1824-32) and Charles Dickens’ 
Sketches by Boz (1833-36), both of which went through many editions across the century, as 
well as countless examples modelled on these two texts. Sketches were a commercially useful 
form since they were especially suited to individual publication (and republication) across 
different periodical venues, as well as collecting into volumes set at different price points for 
different markets. Such versatility was matched in their literary form as a genre that straddled 
fiction and non-fiction, and enabled writers to engage with a diverse range of subjects and 
disciplinary fields. This paper takes up the analytic challenge presented by such versatility, 
arguing that one of the fundamental techniques popularised by writers like Mitford and Dickens 
was a descriptive technique in which specific categories of phenomena are described in place 
of particulars – e.g. a typical farmer in place of a particular farmer, a typical pawnbroker in place 
of a particular pawnbroker. Categorical specificity enabled writers to generate an illusion of 
truthful depiction that was specific enough to be convincing but remained expansive enough to 
function across the different publication contexts through which a successful sketch might be 
remediated. Beyond its commercial value, the technique also poses questions about the nature 
of representation which, as this paper will show, had important political implications for a newly 
industrialised society – a fact not missed by Victorian commentators who interrogated the 
“truth” of the representational categories such writing presented. 

 

Biography: 

Jonathan Potter is a senior lecturer at Birmingham City University where he researchers 
nineteenth-century periodicals, visual culture, and media technologies. He has published one 
monograph, Discourses of Vision in Nineteenth-Century Britain: Seeing, Thinking, Writing 
(Palgrave, 2018), and in June 2023 he began an AHRC Research Development and Engagement 
Fellowship (early career), for a new project entitled Thinking Machines: Constructing Knowledge 
in the Victorian Periodical Press. 
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Cecilia Fabaro: George Egerton’s Extreme Experiments with Allegory in 
Fantasias (1898) 
 

I would like to discuss the last short story collection George Egerton published with John Lane, 
Fantasias (1898). Being composed of six short stories in the form of poetic allegories, the 
collection departed greatly from the style of Egerton’s earlier and better-known works and 
lacked both critical and commercial success at the time. As recently pointed out by scholar 
Margaret D. Stetz, the collection has been so far mostly overlooked by critics and would benefit 
from a more in-depth study.  

Specifically, I would like to analyse the way Egerton experimented with generic 
conventions, creating hybrid texts that defy classification and combine lyrical prose, social 
criticism, details of her personal life in a form that draws on allegory, parable, fantasy and 
dream. I also intend to briefly highlight the unique traits of her reinterpretation of these genres in 
comparison with similar works by contemporary fin de siècle British writers. 

 

Biography: 

Cecilia Fabaro is a PhD candidate at the Johannes Gutenberg-Universität Mainz. Her thesis 
concerns British fin-de-siècle short story collections and explores the “collection” both as a 
publishing format and as a literary form. The project has been funded by DAAD. Her research 
interests include: short fiction, fin-de-siècle and Modernist literature, media studies, 
narratology and stylistics. 
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Tuesday 15th July 
 

Panel 11 – Mental Illness in Braddon 
 

Carina Koh Hui Ling: “The strongest brain might be unhinged by such a 
sorrow”: Subverting Gender-Specific Expectations of Grief and Mental 
Illness in M.E. Braddon’s The Fatal Three (1888) 
 

This paper examines Victorian gender-specific discourses for grieving and the extremities of 
psychological responses to death: the highs of insanity and the depths of melancholia in M.E. 
Braddon’s The Fatal Three (1888). This reading focuses on contrasting how George Greswold’s 
grief from his deceased daughter is severely affected by his bereavement from his first wife’s 
suicide against his wife’s, Mildred’s, grief over their daughter where traditional gender-specific 
grieving conducts and medical definitions of insanity are subverted. For the Victorians, middle- 
to upper-class men were expected to handle their grief better as they were able to work, unlike 
their female counterparts. The novel overturns such expectations as George handles his grief 
remarkably differently from his wife where despite his landlord duties, he withdraws from 
society and becomes melancholic; Mildred, however, decides to take on pseudo-detective work 
to work through her grief. Further, nineteenth-century medical literature asserted that women 
were more susceptible to prolonged grief and melancholia due to their sex. Accordingly, men 
were believed to have greater control over their faculties and not as prone to mental diseases. 
Braddon again undermines such gender-specific expectations where George experiences both 
melancholia and insanity from the deaths of his daughter and his first wife respectively. The 
depiction of George’s insanity is considerably nuanced as it is triggered by a complex interplay 
of grief and guilt. Thus, this paper explores how The Fatal Three’s sensational plot leverages the 
extreme responses to grief to subvert gender-specific expectations of processing grief and 
mental diseases. 

 

Biography: 

Carina Koh is a Research Associate at the National Institute of Education in Singapore and 
received her Master’s in English Literature from Nanyang Technological University. Her thesis 
examined narratives of grief in nineteenth-century British Literature and her research interests 
include nineteenth-century literature, Victorian emotion theory, Gothic studies. She has 
published a book chapter on anger in Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights and has a forthcoming 
article that will be published in Taylor and Francis’s Brontë Studies.  
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Marta Shevchenko: Vanishing Women: Anorexic Metaphors and 
Psychological Extremes in Lady Audley’s Secret 
 

Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s novel Lady Audley’s Secret (1862) operates at extremes of social rises 
and falls, control and compulsion. This paper argues that Lady Audley’s compulsive 
concealment of her past functions as metaphorical anorexia – where her secrets are actively 
starved to disappear. Focusing on Anna Krugova-Silver’s Victorian Literature and the Anorexic 
Body, this analysis explores how Braddon encodes the secret through the language of anorexia, 
aligning Lady Audley’s self-erasure with the Victorian cultural logic of fasting as control. 

Lady Audley’s marriage marks her highest point, yet this height is illusory, as her 
suppressed past manifests physically. Her desire for every trace of her former life to “melt 
away”—mirrors self-starvation. Her now uncontrolled fading mark her descent into “hysteria”, a 
condition historically linked to starvation. Her violent outbursts, described in terms of hunger 
and craving, further align her psychological collapse with the anorexic paradox—where extreme 
self-denial leads to uncontrollable compulsion. At the peak of her confrontation with Robert, 
she is described as finally being in a dominant position. Yet, the narrative subtly undermines 
this illusion, describing her as yielding to external forces, overpowered by demons of vanity and 
ambition. 

The novel’s persistent food imagery reinforces this reading. Lady Audley is framed in 
edible terms, her desirability making her an object of admiration and consumption. Her final 
wasting illness (maladie de langueur), linked to exhaustion, literalizes the ultimate paradox of 
her condition: the more she strives for control, the more she is consumed by the very extremes 
she sought to escape. 

 

Biography: 

Marta Shevchenko is a student of English Literature and Linguistics at the Department of English 
Philology and Foreign Language Teaching Methods of V. N. Karazin Kharkiv National University, 
Ukraine. Their research interests include modernist and postmodernist literature, conceptual 
metaphor theory, and multimodal metaphor analysis in film and visual media.  
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Anna-Maria Grill: The Mad-Doctress and her Patients: Negotiating Female 
Medical Agency in Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret 
 

This talk sets out to investigate first glimpses of female medical agency in Victorian sensation 
fiction via the case study of Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret, with particular 
focus on its titular figure Lucy Audley. While both Braddon’s work as well as its enigmatic anti-
heroine have often been linked with academic discussions of madness, I intend to depart from 
this path much travelled by turning the usual, canonical readings of Lucy upside down, reading 
her not in her position as patient but instead as a figure who is herself wielding medical agency. 
For this purpose, this study proposes that Braddon posits the novel’s main setting, the country 
manor Audley Court and its surrounding village, as an extended metaphor for the Victorian 
asylum, which then serves as the chief locus for a power struggle for and (re)negotiation of 
(female) medical agency – a representation made all the more interesting by the fact that the 
asylum was consistently portrayed as particularly constraining for females throughout the 
nineteenth century: an area of absolute repression and a common method to dispose of 
unwanted, transgressive women. This study, however, suggests that Braddon’s anti-heroine, via 
the means of cunning performance and rhetoric, manages – albeit temporarily – to transform 
the asylum from a space of constraint into a space of temporary empowerment, which allows 
her to wield a degree of medical agency over both herself as well as others.  

 

Biography: 

Anna-Maria Grill is a lecturer and doctoral student at the University of Regensburg, specialising 
in the long nineteenth-century. She holds a master’s degree in British Studies and a bachelor’s 
degree in British Studies, French Philology, and History. Her doctoral project focuses on female 
medical figures and spaces in late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century popular 
fiction, investigating the links between gender, performance, space, and (narrative) processes of 
female medical identity construction post the Medical Registry Act. Her talk will be a case study 
embedded within the framework of this doctoral project, bridging Gender, Medical Humanities, 
and Long Nineteenth-Century Studies.  
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Panel 12 – Class and Poverty and Economics 2 
 

Asher Gibbens: Late Nineteenth-Century Recession and British Literary 
Naturalism: Economic Extremes and Psychological Precarity in Gissing’s 
The Whirlpool 
 

This paper examines how British Literary Naturalism mutated from Realism under the economic 
aftermaths of the late nineteenth century, a period marked by the extremes of financial and 
social volatility. Economic literary criticism has largely focused on High Victorian Realism, 
overlooking the distinct pressures that shaped British Naturalism: industrial downturns, volatile 
financial markets, imperial overreach, the decline of the landed gentry, and a prolonged 
depression (1873-1896). Amid critiques of capitalism and the emergence of business cycle 
theory, British Naturalism emerged as a literary mode that exposed the brutal realities of 
economic extremes, of wealth and poverty, privilege, and deprivation, under impersonal market 
forces, as well as the psychological extremes produced under financial precarity and 
speculation. 

Focusing on George Gissing’s The Whirlpool (1897), this paper explores how the novel 
registers the extremes of financial instability, economic decline, and speculative excess as 
forces manifest in both social behaviour and individual psychology. The novel depicts the 
psychological toll of economic development, the reconfiguration of the social order under 
speculative finance, and pervasive social anxieties around Britain’s waning economic 
dominance, which spurred compensatory imperial expansion. 

The Whirlpool exemplifies how fiction in the late nineteenth century navigated a 
moment of unprecedented global expansion in economic interconnectedness and 
financialisation. Gissing’s novel reflects the legacy of Victorian popular fiction that engages with 
extremity, illuminating the lived experience of capitalism, the cyclical nature of financial crash 
and prosperity, and the cultural narratives that shape economic understanding. 

 

Biography:  

Asher Gibbens is a PhD candidate in English Literature at the University of Edinburgh, funded by 
the AHRC through SGSAH. My research focuses on nineteenth-century studies, particularly the 
intersections between literature and economic history. My thesis, Nineteenth-Century 
Recession and the British Naturalist Novel: Economics and the Literary Form of George Gissing, 
Thomas Hardy, Margaret Harkness, George Moore, and Margaret Oliphant, examines how late 
nineteenth-century recession, financialisation, and speculative culture shaped British Literary 
Naturalism as a critical response to economic decline and disruption. Working within the 
economic humanities, my research explores how literature engages with economic crises, 
financial instability, and social change. 
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Tamiris Hallez: “If Blid’orth law means short law I see no great diff’rence 
atween it and Ned Ludd’s Law”: Literary and Historical Perspectives on 
East Midlands Luddism in James Prior’s Forest Folk (1901) and Kevin 
Binfield’s Writings of the Luddites (2004) 
 

From 1811 to 1816, the East Midlands was wracked by the Luddite upsurge as framework 
knitters, both stockingers and lace makers, fought against extreme economic hardship. It is in 
these particularly dire times that Notts regionalist writer James Prior (1850-1922) sets his novel 
Forest Folk (1901). The novel begins with a scene of machine-breaking near the village of 
Blidworth, Nottinghamshire, in which several members of local rural communities take part. 
These characters, including one of the main protagonists, share similar sentiments against the 
political and social changes occurring in their region and thus do not hesitate to join the growing 
Luddite movement.  

 This paper will explore the portrayal and treatment of East Midlands Luddite resistance 
in James Prior’s novel Forest Folk in parallel with primary sources taken from Kevin Binfield’s 
Writings of the Luddites (2004). This collection of texts written by Luddites and Luddite 
sympathisers reveals that despite being known for their often violent protests, they also 
engaged in literary resistance in the form of poems, proclamations, petitions, songs, and letters. 
By combining literary and historical approaches, this paper will examine this significant political 
struggle through the prisms of justice, locality, and language. James Prior’s regionalist 
endeavour, which includes his notable dedication to preserving the Notts dialect, speaks of his 
commitment to authenticity. This calls for further investigation into his research and writing 
processes, and especially how the latter may have been shaped by the existing Luddite 
literature. 

 

Biography: 

Tamiris Hallez completed a master’s degree in English literature at the Sorbonne Nouvelle - 
Paris 3 in 2023. Her dissertation, entitled ‘The Stretching and Rooted Oak: A Comparative Study 
of James Prior’s Forest Folk and Thomas Hardy’s Under the Greenwood Tree’ written under the 
supervision of Professor Jean-Pierre Naugrette, takes part of a recent renewal of interest for 
James Prior’s regionalist writing.  
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Iryna Morozova and Valeriia Nikolaienko: Verticality and Horizontality in 
Wuthering Heights: Metaphors for Social Hierarchies and Polite Stance 
 

Wuthering Heights (1847) by Emily Brontë is a typical Victorian exploration of social status, 
hierarchy, and class mobility. This theme is metaphorically traceable to the physical spaces 
associated with the class: servants being confined to the lower levels of the house, and masters 
occupying the higher levels. The kitchen serves as a scene for servant agency, but the upstairs 
lodgings are an exceptional space of the masters. Verticality serves as a metaphor for status 
and power: masters may occupy the same spaces as servants, but they ultimately retreat 
upstairs, signifying their privilege and authority. This spatial division is consistent with the class 
divide, and is reflected in characters’ interactions signifying the thresholds of power, intimacy, 
and exclusion.  

In conversations between servants and masters, the politeness strategies are 
essentially vertical, upwards and downwards, which corresponds to negative politeness by the 
classic Brown and Levinson’s theory. In turn, interactions between equals, such as upper-class 
family members who exist in the same-level architectural space, feature horizontal politeness 
moves, or positive politeness. Therefore, the house serves as a spatial social model organised 
both around the vertical and horizontal axes, mimicking the organization of Victorian society 
with strict hierarchies and class prescriptions. Even after the masters leave, the house is left to 
be tended by the servants, but they are only supposed to reside in the kitchen, not in masters’ 
former chambers. The interplay between who speaks, from where, and how they are addressed 
demonstrates how social stratification is expressed through both architecture and discourse. 

 

Biographies: 

Iryna Morozova is the head of the Department of English Philology and Foreign Language 
Teaching Methods of V. N. Karazin Kharkiv National University, Ukraine. PhD in Linguistics, her 
thesis (2004) was dedicated to politeness strategies in stereotypic communicative behaviour of 
the Victorian woman. Her current research interests revolve around pragmatics and linguistic 
theories of politeness. 

Valeriia Nikolaienko is an associate professor at the Department of English Philology and 
Foreign Language Teaching Methods of V. N. Karazin Kharkiv National University, Ukraine. PhD in 
Linguistics (2024). Her research interests include cognitive narratology and cognitive 
pragmatics, more specifically conceptual metaphor, stance and evidentiality, and dream 
retelling practices 
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Panel 13 – Aesthetes and Decadents 
 

Christina Hafner: Living Portrait and Human Statue: The Dilemma between 
Art and Life in Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray and Thomas 
Hardy’s The Well-Beloved 
 

Is art best created through isolation in the Ivory Tower or by tapping the Sacred Fount of lived 
experience? In Maurice Beebe's description of the archetypal artist-protagonist as a "Divided 
Self", it is precisely the conflict between these two extremes that frequently escalates into an 
insoluble dilemma with disastrous consequences in the late Victorian artist novel. My talk aims 
to explore these opposing traditions regarding the separation or merging of the spheres of art 
and life via two fin-de-siècle works that prominently feature artist figures and the impossible 
double-bind of their creative processes, namely Oscar Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray and 
Thomas Hardy's The Well-Beloved. While Wilde's and Hardy's respective affiliations to 
aestheticism and realism might suggest the unequivocal placement of their novels at opposite 
ends of the spectrum, my reading will focus on their depiction of the struggle between them 
instead. While both artist-figures only succeed in creating their masterpiece – the painting of 
Dorian and the metaphorical 'sculpting' of Avice the Third – once they abandon the pursuit of an 
abstract ideal and utterly infuse their art with life by modelling it on a concrete person and 
projecting their subjective ideals and emotions into it, this transgression of the boundary 
between the spheres has fatal consequences for both characters, ultimately destroying not only 
their artistic abilities but their personal well-being. By thus depicting real-life inspiration to be at 
once vital and detrimental to the artistic process, both texts clearly reveal that neither the 
extreme of the Ivory Tower nor that of the Sacred Fount is ultimately sustainable and productive. 

 

Biography: 

Having completed my Bachelor's degree in British Studies in 2023, I am currently pursuing a 
consecutive Master's degree at the University of Regensburg where I am also employed as a 
tutor and student assistant. My research is primarily concerned with the literature of the Early 
Modern and the Victorian era and is situated in the disciplines of Feminist, Gender, and 
Sexuality Studies. Within this field, I am particularly interested in the depiction of the 
transgression of contemporary codes of femininity and masculinity as well as the subversion of 
prescribed gender hierarchies and power dynamics in familial and romantic relationships. 

 

  



42 
 

Lucy Ella Rose: The Height of the New Movement: Radical Decadence in 
Netta Syrett’s Novels 
 

This paper explores the concept of radical decadence as it is embodied by female protagonists 
in the critically-neglected novels of New Woman writer Netta Syrett (1865-1943). A pattern can 
be traced in Syrett’s novels which are either written or set in the ‘yellow nineties’: the naïve, 
unsophisticated female protagonist undergoes a decadent transformation and radicalisation, 
epitomising the transgressive extremes of the ‘new movement’ – in lifestyle, aesthetic, gender 
and sexuality. In Strange Marriage (1931), Jenny, the protagonist from a humble farming family, 
becomes a decadent party host who throws extravagant parties, sets fashions, enjoys 
extramarital sex, and is worshipped by Aubrey Beardsley’s notorious set – of which Syrett was 
part at the fin de siècle. Whilst decadence is more often associated with male dandyism, decay 
and degradation, this paper argues that radical decadence was an empowering and liberating 
strategy for women writers and their protagonists. Syrett’s depiction of the iconic decadent 
scene in novels such as Nobody’s Fault (1896), Rose Cottingham (1916) and Strange Marriage 
was a canny marketing strategy with a feminist function: placing the female (rather than male) 
experience of decadence centre stage, and foregrounding the rarely-seen figure of the radical 
female decadent in Victorian popular fiction. 

 

Biography: 

Dr Lucy Ella Rose is Lecturer in Victorian literature at the University of Surrey, with a special 
interest in visual culture and feminisms. Her first book Suffragist Artists in Partnership: Gender, 
Word and Image (Edinburgh University Press, 2018) focuses on nineteenth-century marital 
creative partnerships. Rose is currently writing her second book on sisters and sisterhood at the 
fin de siècle, focused on a network of New Women authors, artists and activists. 
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Emilie Laurent: ‘A note, high, vibrating, and sweet’: gender, desire and 
monstrous nonconformity in Vernon Lee’s “A Wicked Voice” 
 

Echoing the aim of Gothic literature to transgress and question norms, especially by 
destabilising the male/female and heterosexual/homosexual paradigms, the historical figure of 
the castrato is an anxiety-provoking character that impedes agreed-upon gender identification 
by offering “the spectacle of a body metamorphic and undifferentiated” that characterises 
Gothic monstrosity (Traversier; Hurley 3).  

Consequentially, while the thematical stakes of Vernon Lee’s tale “A Wicked Voice” 
(1890) seem to hinge on the possession by a ghostly, devilish castrato of a Victorian man and on 
the latter’s resistance to the enthralling song that takes control over his mind, this paper will 
demonstrate that the most essential conflict of the tale revolves around the corporeal. Indeed, 
the ghostly possession is primarily carried through a vocal medium that signifies bodily and 
sexual difference and makes the narrator’s body the locus of a complex sensual interplay. 
Because the castrato’s hauntingly-perfect song materialises the horror of his genital mutilation 
(Kehler), the impossibly high note that is his murder weapon figuratively represents a monstrous 
extreme of gender beyond the limits of the male and the female bodies.  

This paper will thus analyse the castrato’s voice as an embodiment of the terrifying yet 
bewitching shattering of the gender binary. The impact of his transgressive voice on the 
narrator’s body reveals the castrato as a gothic double mirroring the narrator’s secret 
homoerotic desire, making the murderous final high note an orgasmic conflation of pleasure 
and death that destroys the Victorian understanding of gender and the body.  

 

Biography: 

Emilie Laurent is a PhD student at Université Clermont Auvergne (France). Specialising in the 
Gothic literature of the Victorian era, she previously worked on the Gothic formula of 
entrapment in Agatha Christie’s works. Her doctoral thesis analyses Vernon Lee’s rewriting of 
the Gothic genre from a gendered and intermedial perspective. 
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Keynote 2: Richard Fallon – Before De-Extinction: Encountering 
Prehistoric Animals in Victorian Popular Fiction 
 

As the Texas-based company Colossal Biosciences claims to have resurrected the dire wolf, 
and the Jurassic World franchise returns to cinemas once again, it bears remembering that the 
idea of encountering extinct animals in the present day was chiefly an invention of nineteenth-
century popular fiction. This paper will show how the anachronistic encounter between modern 
human and dinosaur, mammoth, or pterodactyl first became a staple of imaginative media, 
fuelling the tradition of fiction that inspires Colossal’s sensational and controversial 
biotechnology today. 

Early in the nineteenth century, humans crossed paths with revivified monsters like 
Megalosaurus only in comic sketches, or forms veiled in the oneiric and supernatural. Inspired 
by the innovations of popular science writers, Jules Verne and George Sand in the 1860s were 
among the first to bring extinct animals into prose fiction. In subsequent decades, amid the 
‘romance revival’ and emergence of illustrated magazines like The Strand, living fossils became 
literary conventions. In stories like Reginald Bacchus and C. Ranger Gull’s ‘The Dragon of St 
Pauls’ (1899), depictions of these animals typically functioned to complicate but ultimately to 
reaffirm the self-conscious hierarchies of late Victorian society: human over nonhuman, 
present over past, masculinity over femininity, white Briton over colonised subject. Meanwhile, 
however, a more meditative strand, including H. G. Wells’s ‘Æpyornis Island’ (1894) and Clotilde 
Graves’s ‘The Great Beast of Kafue’ (1917), was clearing a space in which to explore a qualified 
sympathy for primitive beasts. 

 

Biography: 

Richard Fallon is Deputy Leader in Collections and Culture at the Natural History Museum. His 
new monograph, Contesting Earth's History in Transatlantic Literary Culture, 1860–1935, was 
published by Oxford University Press this year. His previous book, Reimagining Dinosaurs in Late 
Victorian and Edwardian Literature, was published by Cambridge University Press in 2021. 
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Panel 14 – The Brontës and Relationships 
 

Kiera Clark: Thornfield Hall was a dreary ruin: the extreme consequences 
of Female Oppression in Jane Eyre 
 

During the nineteenth century, gothic literature underwent a transformation as authors began to 
domesticate the genre. Charlotte Brontë employed gothic tropes in Jane Eyre (1847) to critique 
the confinement of women to the domestic sphere by simultaneously characterizing Bertha 
Mason, Edward Rochester’s first wife, as weak female victim and monstrous other. Bertha’s 
tragic fate highlights the gender inequality of the Victorian era and the rigid roles imposed on 
women by men in patriarchal societies, particularly for already marginalized groups. Unable to 
fulfill Rochester’s expectations of a wife, Bertha is confined to Thornfield Hall’s attic, then 
dehumanized and depicted as an animal by the other characters. Embodying this otherness, 
Bertha’s imprisonment also reflects colonial anxieties about foreign nations invading England. 
Grounding my approach in material and historical feminist criticism, with particular attention to 
The Madwoman in the Attic by Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, I will perform a close 
reading, focusing on two key scenes: Jane’s first encounter with Bertha and the wedding party’s 
visit to Bertha in the attic. I argue that by positioning Bertha as a symbol for female oppression, 
Brontë uses Bertha’s madness and her tragic fate to highlight the extreme consequences of 
restricting female autonomy. Analyzing Bertha’s oppression and otherness provides insight into 
how women who deviated from strict gender norms were marginalized, highlighting the extreme 
consequences of female oppression through Bertha’s tragic fate. Further, it demonstrates how 
gender hierarchies overtake social hierarchies, as even wealth cannot protect Bertha from the 
treatment she endures at Thornfield. 

 

Biography: 

Kiera Clark is an English Master’s student at the University of Victoria (UVic). She graduated 
from UVic with a Bachelor of Arts in English Honours and History in 2024. Her research focuses 
on women’s writing and early modern drama, particularly the role and portrayal of women, as 
well as the interactions of gender and social hierarchies, in literature and history. Kiera is also a 
Teaching Assistant at UVic, where she has had the opportunity to give several guest lectures. 
Her work has recently been published in the Armstrong Undergraduate Journal of History and 
Pangaea: Dalhousie’s Undergraduate History Journal. 
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Kailey Piré: Finding Agency through Trauma in Brontë’s Villette 
 

My paper focuses on the trauma the main character of Villette, Lucy Snowe, experiences 
throughout her early life, both generalized and more specific traumas. I argue that the average 
Victorian woman is inherently traumatized due to the lack of equal rights and treatment 
afforded to them. However, in Lucy’s case, she has the additional layer of trauma from an 
unstable childhood home and lack of a solid familial foundation to guide her in society. 
Nonetheless, it is through this trauma that Lucy is able to access what Edward Soja defines as 
“Thirdspace” which is the embodiment of liminality, both physical and mental, providing an 
escape for the otherwise overwhelming trauma she perpetually is steeped in. The more she 
explores liminal spaces, the more she expands the boundaries of what liminality can offer, 
including an inclination for gender queerness and queer relationships. By exploring different 
facets of herself through liminality, Lucy is able to exert agency over herself, demonstrating a 
clear refusal to let her trauma overcome her by finding an altered mode of existence to escape 
it.  

 

Biography: 

Kailey Piré is a Masters student at Rutgers University-Camden, pursuing a degree in English and 
Media Studies. They hold a MA degree from Columbia University’s Medieval and Renaissance 
Studies department. Their intended thesis would touch upon the subject of women and mental 
illness in the 19th century.  
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Panel 15 – Ecological Extremes 
 

Anna Stark: Apocalyptic Weather, Apocalyptic Society: Environmental and 
Societal Extremes in Late-Victorian Disaster Fiction 
 

The urban landscape of London in late-Victorian disaster fiction is a site of tension, where 
nature and industrial modernity collide with catastrophic consequences. While often read as 
sensational or dystopian narratives, the five lesser-studied speculative works of fiction 
discussed in this paper can also be understood as Gothic-infused critiques of late-Victorian 
society. The texts employ Gothic tropes to show how extreme meteorological phenomena, such 
as snowstorms and engulfing fog, act as catalysts for extreme social upheaval and through 
speculative “what-if” scenarios the city’s fragility and the looming consequences of unchecked 
human progress on the natural world are revealed. 

Drawing on Victorian ecocriticism, ecoGothic and urban Gothic, I argue that the extreme 
weather in these texts does more than unsettle the metropolis: it directly triggers corresponding 
extremes in human behaviour, from moral decay to societal collapse, mirroring contemporary 
ecological and political anxieties. In the texts, traditional Gothic tropes such as the uncanny, 
entrapment and the sublime increase the terror of this collapse, highlighting the fragility of 
civilization as it teeters between annihilation and survival. 

Ultimately, this paper argues that these texts reveal how the fragile foundations of 
modernity and progress crumble under environmental catastrophe, giving way to social and 
political extremes and turning order into chaos, desperation, fear and the breakdown of 
civilisation. 

 

Biography: 

Anna Ulrika Stark is a PhD student in English literature at the University of Portsmouth, England, 
researching the development of Sherlock Holmes post Doyle. Her research interests include 
late-Victorian crime fiction, depictions of women in Victorian literature, especially fallen and 
mad women, and late-Victorian post-apocalyptic and disaster fiction. She has more than 20 
years’ experience teaching in upper secondary school.  
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Sarah Lennox: ‘A Sort of Vegetable Hydra’: Botany, Evolution, and 
Monstrous Plants in Nineteenth-Century Popular Fiction 
 

To contextualize my reading of monstrous plants in popular fiction, I discuss the nineteenth-
century plant collecting crazes known as “pteridomania” and “orchidelirium.” As part of these 
fads, many wild plants were introduced into domestic spaces and many “foreign” plants were 
brought into Great Britain. Building upon the anxieties spurred by such boundary-crossing, 
stories about monstrous plants, including the ones I analyze here, often articulate fears 
regarding women’s sexuality and changing social roles, reverse colonization, hybridity, and 
degeneration.  

Interestingly, the monstrous plants in these stories seem to belong to both the natural 
and supernatural worlds. I argue that in some killer-plant stories, such as Louisa May Alcott’s 
“Lost in the Pyramid; or The Mummy’s Curse” (1869) and Ulrich Daubney’s “The Sumach” 
(1919), plants act as conduits or intermediaries: they are used by separate supernatural beings 
(such as mummies, ghosts, or vampires) either to exact revenge for specific wrongs or unleash 
(largely unprovoked) violence against humans. However, in the botanical horror story 
“Carnivorine” (1889), Lucy Hooper blends fantasy and evolutionary theory to imagine a plant 
that blurs the lines of plant, animal, and supernatural creature. The titular plant, Carnivorine, 
becomes an independent agent, and as a plant acting as and for plants, it seizes the mobility, 
power, and agency it has (supposedly) lost through degeneration and exacts revenge on humans 
for environmental wrongs. While the monstrous plants in all of these stories are described as 
extreme—too bright, too lurid, too immense—many of the human characters are similarly 
portrayed as excessive and even violent in their scientific pursuits.  

In my conclusion, I briefly return to pteridomania and orchidelirium to point out their 
lasting ecological consequences: by the 1860s, many ferns were at risk of becoming 
endangered, and today, the Killarney Fern is still endangered in England and Scotland. Stories 
like “Carnivorine” invite us to reflect upon humanity’s past and present relationship with the 
environment.  

 

Biography: 

Dr. Sarah Lennox is an Assistant Professor of Literature in the Humanities Department at 
Massachusetts Maritime Academy. Her research, which focuses on representations of the body 
in nineteenth-century literature and science, can be found in Victorian Review, The Journal of 
Commonwealth Literature, Literature Compass, and The Wilkie Collins Journal.   
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Justyna Jajszczok: Extremes in Fergus Hume’s The Year of the Miracle 
(1891) 
 

Published in 1891 and set in 1900, Fergus Hume’s The Year of Miracle presents the decline of 
English society due to the existence of the criminal underclass, pauper population, and other 
mentally and physically deficient individuals standing in the way of progress. Even more 
dramatically, this already ailing nation must soon face another challenge: the “Burning 
Sickness” epidemic. The germs of this novel plague are spread artificially by a fanatical 
socialist/anarchist who has acquired them “amid the melancholy deserts of Arabia” (36), 
explicitly as a punishment for the Western sinners. However, rather than a tragedy and a 
catastrophe, the epidemic is viewed as “a regenerative measure for the humanity of the 
twentieth century” (16) that can swiftly remove the undesirable and make more room for those 
truly worthy. In the end, the deserving protagonist, Dr Frank Rebelspear, emerges victorious, 
having won over the apocalyptic plague demon, his representatives on earth, and the 
embodiment of Lilith and is rewarded with a beautiful wife, bourgeoning medical practice and a 
fresh start in the 1900s. 

As is clear from this brief synopsis, The Year of Miracle combines elements of a plague 
novel, end-of-the-world fiction, and a biblical parable with a questionable result. This paper 
aims to investigate various examples of the extreme in the novel – from extreme danger to 
extreme emotions to extremely unlikely coincidences – to assess their usefulness as effective 
tools of emotive engagement or harbingers of extremely bad fiction. 

 

Biography: 

Justyna Jajszczok, PhD (she/her), is an Assistant Professor/Lecturer at the Institute of Literary 
Studies, University of Silesia in Katowice, Poland. She has co-edited five volumes of essay 
collections and, with the H/Story Research Group, co-organised four international conferences 
devoted to various aspects of history. Besides H/Story and VPFA, she is also a member of The 
Invasion Network (https://theinvasionnetwork.wordpress.com/). Her research interests include 
Victorian and Edwardian popular fiction, invasion and future-war fiction and the history of 
science and medicine, especially narratives of infection.  
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Charley Toogood: Utopia on the Edge: Unearthing Hybridity in After 
London; or, Wild England (1880) 
 

Written as a reaction to the rapid encroachment of industrial capitalism across the nineteenth-
century, Richard Jefferies' 1880 novel After London; or, Wild England looks to a future in which 
England’s geography is dominated by a wilderness and human civilisation has regressed into 
small feudal  settlements. The wonders of the country's industrial age are forgotten by a largely 
illiterate populace, and remembered only in the toxic scarring of the site of Victorian London.  

In this paper I take issue with the dominant eco-critical reading that After London is a 
commendable work of utopia for the ways in which humankind is displaced as the dominant 
actor on the biosphere and ‘Nature stands out as a mysterious and dynamic character’ (Scott, 
57). I will show that this reading is flawed by its innate apocalypticism and failure to imagine 
beyond the binary exclusionism of anthropocentric modernity. Instead I reconfigure the text as a 
prelude to a hybrid utopian society that is predicated on human and nonhuman symbiosis. I 
excavate this alternate society on the periphery of After London’s narrative timeline and argue 
that focusing instead on this extremity opens up the heuristic utopian potential of the novel. I 
take advantage of the temporal complexities of our current epoch, the Anthropocene, to 
interrogate the text through the lens of twenty-first century Anthropocene theory and, in doing 
so, I expose the eco-utopian value in reading After London out of time.  

 

Biography: 

Charlie is a second-year PhD student under the supervision of Dr Ella Mershon and Dr Lisa 
Garforth at Newcastle University in north-east England. His thesis, titled ‘Looking Back into the 
Future:  Environmentalism in the Victorian Utopian Imaginary’ identifies a tradition of 
environmental utopianism in the fin-de-siècle and highlights its importance to contemporary 
Anthropocene debates. He is passionate about the capacity of utopian narratives of all kinds to 
critique, challenge and change the status quo. His research interests include Victorian Studies, 
Anthropocene theory, utopian studies and weird fiction. 
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Panel 16 – Gender and Empire 
 

Sydney Wildman: Colonial Chasms: Subterranean Depths and Imperial 
Anxieties in Rider Haggard’s She: A History of Adventure (1887) 
 

In the opening of Rider Haggard’s famous adventure novel She: A History of Adventure (1887), 
his fictional editor declares: “I introduce to the world Ayesha and the Caves of Kôr.” (39). 
Narrated through Horace Holly’s manuscript (which the editor has published), She depicts the 
quest of three British men who venture into an unknown region of Central Africa to meet Ayesha, 
a white Queen ruling over a lost civilization living in underground caves. Haggard’s novel was 
published during the “Scramble for Africa,” when the formerly ‘mysterious’ continent had now 
been extensively surveyed and annexed by European nations. Yet, as the editor’s remark 
demonstrates, the central concern of She is to introduce the late-Victorian reader – and thus the 
“world” – to both Ayesha and Africa’s subterranean depths that remained unexplored. While 
scholars read Ayesha as an emblem of the late-Victorian concerns about imperial decay and 
reverse colonization, the following paper instead examines the overlooked role of the 
subterranean caves in negotiating the imperial anxieties at stake in the text. I argue that the 
Caves of Kôr are depicted as a Gothic abyss that emasculates the British protagonists by posing 
the horrifying threat of being consumed by the colonial landscape. I therefore consider how 
Haggard’s depiction of Africa’s geological depths turns the traditional journey of colonial 
conquest on its head by destabilizing imperial control. Ultimately, my paper demonstrates how 
the narrative representation of subterranean landscapes became implicated in the British 
imperial imagination and its anxieties regarding exploration and expansion at the fin-de-siècle. 

 

Biography: 

Sydney Wildman is a PhD candidate in the Department of English at Queen’s University in 
Ontario, Canada. Her research interests are in nineteenth-century British imperial culture, with 
an emphasis on anti- and de-colonial perspectives through ecocritical readings. Her 
dissertation examines how representations of nonhuman agency function as colonial critique in 
the Victorian adventure novel.  
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Sophie Gwilt: Falling Down Under: Clumsy Boys and Indigeneity in Henry 
Kingsley’s The Hillyars and the Burtons: A Story of Two Families (1863) 
 

First published serially in monthly instalments in Macmillan’s Magazine from November 1863 to 
April 1865, Henry Kingsley’s The Hillyars and the Burtons, the second and less well-known of his 
Australian novels, is peppered with depictions of an accident-prone toddler. Two-year-old Fred 
Burton is primarily presented to the reader when he is involved in accidents, the majority of 
which consist of tumbles. However, unlike other accidents that occur in nineteenth-century 
fiction, his do not facilitate plot progression.  

Instead, the infant’s numerous falls can be read symbolically. This paper proposes that 
Fred can be seen as an emblematic representative of Australian Aboriginals who are largely 
absent from Kingsley’s novel even though its action centres upon the emigration and settlement 
of the Burton family in Gippsland (now, the state of Victoria) in the 1820s. The comparison of 
indigenous peoples with children was culturally commonplace throughout the nineteenth-
century as commentators cast indigenes as childlike and developmentally inferior in their so-
called “backwards savagery”. Pro-colonial Kingsley implicitly legitimises the control of First 
Australians by white colonial settlers via Fred’s symbolic falls in suggesting that indigenous 
peoples, like clumsy Fred, are incapable of effective self-governance and therefore ought not to 
be left to their own devices. The Hillyars and the Burtons in this way substantiates 
contemporary extinction discourses, the widespread belief that indigenous peoples were 
doomed to self-extermination because of their apparently inherent self-destructive tendencies. 

 

Biography: 

I graduated from the University of Oxford (Mansfield College) with a First Class BA Hons in 
English Literature and Language in June 2022. In December 2024, I graduated from the 
University of St Andrews with a First Class MLitt in Romantic and Victorian Studies. This paper is 
based on the first chapter of my master’s dissertation. I’m considering applying for a PhD but 
have no current affiliation as such.   
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Chimi Woo: Religion and Otherness in the Victorian Novel 
 

This paper examines how religion significantly shaped and critically reflected on culture and 
politics connected with questions of empire and national identities in Victorian Britain. In 
particular, I explore how Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone (1868) and George Eliot’s Daniel 
Deronda (1876) confront contemporary assumptions about race, gender, and cultural 
differences, situating the novels within larger transnational communities with a wide variety of 
faith positions including non-Western faith traditions. Collins’s The Moonstone critiques a 
colonialist discourse that conflates racial and religious Otherness to assert Western superiority 
over the East. Collins portrays the self-sacrifice of the Indian Hindu characters and their search 
for meaning beyond acquisitive materialism as a way of critiquing religious intolerance and 
violence involved in English imperial identity. The cross-cultural comparison between Hindu 
and English religious values and practices reinforces the novel’s critique of the supposed 
superiority of English ways. In Daniel Deronda, Eliot employs a dual plot of the English and 
Jewish parts as a frame for a critical view of Englishness and contemporary perspectives on 
gender and cultural differences. Eliot’s novel intervenes in the nation’s debates about 
imperialism and the positions of women and marginalized groups like Jews to imagine a 
reflective, critical self. Eliot depicts the vitality of the Jewish community as a healthier 
alternative to English culture by contrasting the Jewish community’s religious and cultural vigor 
with the sense of disorientation and the moral bankruptcy prevalent in the English nation.  

 

Biography: 

Chimi Woo is an Assistant Professor of English at Prairie View A&M University. She earned her 
PhD from the Ohio State University. Her research focuses on nineteenth-century British 
literature and culture, the novel, the Irish national tale, postcolonial studies, and religion and 
literature. Her work has appeared in journals such as Nineteenth-Century Gender Studies and 
Intégrité: A Faith and Learning Journal. 
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Wednesday 16th July 
 

Panel 17 – Adventures Abroad 
 

Alison Dingle: “It is no longer difficult to reach Jerusalem; the real difficulty 
is the one experienced by the Crusaders, to know what to do when you 
have arrived there”: Literary landscapes in the early Victorian Holy Land 
 

In the 1839 the Reformation arrived in Jerusalem. A British consulate was established in the city 
shortly to be followed by an Anglican Bishopric which, taken together, signalled the beginning of 
a new religious presence in the city. Protestants saw this as a victory over Catholicism in Britain 
and Europe. In Jerusalem it challenged an indigenous Catholicism, supported by France. Two 
popular novels of the decade explore this contemporaneous ‘Holy Land’: Disraeli’s Tancred 
(1847) and Charlotte Elizabeth Tonna’s Judah’s Lion (1843). The academic attention they have 
hitherto received has focussed upon Jewish identity and the nationalised elements of Christian 
Zionism. Tancred is often considered to be Disraeli’s literary response to Tonna’s Evangelical 
portrayal of Judaism as unrealised Christianity. His novel, in contrast, undermines the 
foundation of her construction of Jewish identity. 

My paper will introduce the novels and summarise the prior critical attention before 
reading them in their geographical and historical context. Their different aspects of 
Protestantism engender different conceptions of the Holy Land. Tonna’s antipathy to ‘popery’ 
defines her evangelicalism whereas Disraeli poses unanswerable questions on the foundation 
of Christianity. They highlight the peripheral, eccentric, traditions of the ‘Holy Land’ in the 
national imagination that British imperial power would go on to exploit. 

 

Biography: 

I completed my PhD in 2019 in the Department of English Literature at the University of 
Birmingham. My thesis examined literary works on nineteenth century Palestine, and I am 
currently working on a monograph based upon this topic. I am also an archaeologist and have 
participated in numerous Middle Eastern projects.  
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Claudia Capancioni: “More tempting to me even than the sea were the 
snowy mountains that bounded the opposite horizon”: Margaret Collier 
Galletti di Cadilhac’s new geographies of encounters on the Sibylline range 
 

My contribution studies the writings of Margaret Collier Galletti di Cadilhac (1846–1928), a 
British Victorian writer whose success was defined by her residency in the Italian southern area 
of the Marche region, to examine how she conceives new geographies of encounters on the 
Sibylline range of the Apennines in the second half of the nineteenth century. Collier Galletti di 
Cadilhac represents excursions to the Italian Apennines and depicts the mountains are a 
liminal space where people meet arriving from multiple directions, a place of encounters, of 
sudden possibilities. The Sibylline range is a suggestive horizon that ‘open[s] up a vista to some 
new and bright world – a Paradise for which one longs. (1886, p. 224). It is a spiritual place 
where multiplicity, diversity, and difference can coexist. 

By the end of the 1880s reviewers in The Saturday Review, The Westminster Review, and 
The Athenaeum praised the originality and freshness of Collier Galletti di Cadilhac’s stories, 
acknowledging their appeal based on unfamiliar Italian geopolitics she understood well as a 
British resident in Italy. On the heights of the Sibylline range, I posit, she charts new geographies 
of encounters and permeable borders to be crossed through multiple familiar and unfamiliar 
beaten tracks. This paper demonstrates how, the Sibylline mountains signify a place of 
belonging and a speculative space in her writings by studying two works published in the same 
year, Prince Peerless: A Fairy Folk Story Book (1886) and Our Home by the Adriatic (1886). 

 

Biography: 

Claudia Capancioni is Professor of English Literature at Bishop Grosseteste University, Lincoln 
(UK), where she leads the English Department. She specialises in Victorian and contemporary 
British literature, life, travel and women’s writing, gender, transnational, and translation studies. 
She has published on Sarah Austin, Janet Ross and Charles Dickens, detective fiction and 
women’s suffrage, the Gothic and Anglo-Italian literary connections and the Risorgimento, 
Margaret Collier Galletti di Cadilhac, Elizabeth von Arnim, Michèle Roberts, Alfred Tennyson, 
Thomas Adolphus Trollope, Danny Boyle’s National Theatre production of Nick Dear’s 
Frankenstein, and Joyce Salvadori Lussu. 
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Helena Esser: From Baden with Love: Ouida’s Spy Fiction 
 

Adventuring Femme Fatales, dandy heroes, glamorous cosmopolitan metropoles, derring-do, 
airs of espionage and revolution; What sounds like a contemporary action film likewise 
describes the fiction of Ouida (Marie Louise de la Ramée, 1839-1908), infamous for her 
“enormous windfalls, crushing catastrophes, and miraculous escapes” (Preston, 1886: 47). 
“Who else,” asks R. L. Stevenson, “has been so Excessive?” (1900: 15).  

However, whereas contemporaries recognised Ouida as “the legitimate heir” to writers 
of romances and adventure Walter Scott, Alexandre Dumas père, and Victor Hugo (Preston, 
1886: 47), she has never seriously been considered as a female adventure writer. This paper 
discusses Ouida’s relationship with, and indeed place within, the notoriously extreme genre of 
spy fiction. Whereas scholarship on the latter usually locates the genre as emerging in and 
through fin de siècle politics, I argue that Ouida, inspired by Dumas and Hugo, takes up 
narratives of “courtly intrigue” as early as the 1860s. She transfers them into contemporary 
metropoles like Paris and Baden Baden, where secrets, scandals, and plots play into real, high-
stakes international events, such as the Italian Risorgimento or the independence of Balkan 
states.  

In so doing, she not only moves adventurous escapades from the chivalrous past of 
Scott and Dumas to a contemporary cosmopolitan world of glamour, intrigue, and heroics, but 
also crafts enduring tropes whose legacy can be felt in the swashbuckling adventure of Anthony 
Hope and Baroness Orczy, as well as the spy fiction of William LeQueux and far beyond. 

 

Biography: 

Helena Esser holds a PhD from Birkbeck, London, and is a literary scholar working and 
publishing on steampunk, neo-Victorian, and Victorian popular fiction. Her monographs on 
Steampunk London (Bloomsbury) and Ouida (Edward Everett Root) were published in 2024. Her 
work on steampunk London, cyborgs, and video games, neo-Victorian adaptation, or Meiji Japan 
has been published, among others, in Humanities, Neo-Victorian Studies and Victorian Popular 
Fictions. She co-hosted the VPFA Ouida Study Day in 2023 and co-organises the VPFA reading 
group on ‘The Third Sex’. 
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Panel 18 – Gothic Hauntings and True Crime 
 

Bart Mulderij: Vestal Vessels: Sacrificial Women and the Extremes of the 
Gothic in Arthur Machen’s Fiction 
 

Arthur Machen’s fiction frequently engages with the concept of transcendence, horror, and the 
unknown, often through the sacrifice of female characters. Across his short stories, women 
unwillingly become sources of supernatural revelations, their destruction marking the threshold 
between the mundane and the supernal. This paper examines how Machen’s use of female 
sacrifice reflects Victorian anxieties: blending religious mysticism, sexual repression, and the 
terror of the unknown.  

Stories such as ‘The Great God Pan’ (1894), ‘The White People’ (1904), and to a lesser 
extend ‘The Shining Pyramid’ (1923) frame women as both victims and vessels of esoteric 
knowledge. Their suffering is not merely incidental, but central to these stories’ engagements 
with spiritual and bodily transgression. These narratives portray these doomed women as 
uniquely poised to access the supernatural. This reinforces a paradox of power and 
vulnerability. Rather than presenting straightforward moral warnings, Machen’s work evokes 
horror not through external monsters, but through the loss of identity, innocence, and bodily 
integrity.  

By exploring the interplay between gender, sacrifice, and Gothic horror, this paper 
argues that Machen’s fiction embodies a Victorian preoccupation with the limits of knowledge 
and human experience. His narratives do not merely depict the destruction of women, but use 
their sacrifice to stage encounters with the inexpressible, the forbidden, and the sublime. In 
doing so, Machen amplifies the Gothic’s capacity to unsettle, grimly positioning female 
disintegration as both an act of narrative necessity and a way to access the unknown.  

 

Biography: 

Bart Mulderij holds two master’s degrees from the University of Groningen: English Literature 
and  Culture, and Arts, Media, and Literary Studies. He has co-organized the OSL symposium 
‘Lifting the  Veil: Science, Superstition, and the Supernatural’ in 2023 and the 2025 symposium 
‘Meditations on Malevolence: Exploring Evil in Modern Fiction’. His research focusses on late 
19th- and early 20th century Weird and Gothic fiction, with a particular interest in monsters and 
the unique sense of  horror these stories evoke. He is also interested in the afterlives of these 
texts and their modern  adaptation in various forms of media such as video games.  
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Betty Hagglund: Second Sight and Ocular Hauntings in The Adventures of 
Shiela Crerar, Psychic Detective 
 

In 1920, the British magazine The Blue Magazine published six stories by the actress and 
magazine novelist Ella M. Scrymsour, the pen name of Ella Mary Scrymsour-Nicholl (1888-
1962).  The protagonist, Shiela Crerar, is, as she describes herself: 

 ‘[A] lady of gentle birth, Scottish, young, penniless, possessing strong psychic powers, 
[who] will devote her services to the solving of uncanny mysteries or the “laying of 
ghosts”.’ 

 Encouraged to offer her services as an occult detective by an elderly gentleman on a park 
bench who, seemingly, only she can see, Shiela advertises her services and soon acquires 
clients, whose cases she is able to solve by her 'most wonderful gift of sight'. 

And it is indeed sight which dominates both the hauntings that Shiela encounters and 
her responses to them. 

From the first story, in which only Shiela is able to see 'The Eyes of Doom' which foretell 
tragedy, an experience which temporarily blinds her but which eventually leads her to 'see' the 
twenty-three people who had been murdered on the site three hundred years earlier, allowing 
her to ultimately free the murdered spirits, to the final story where she sees a weeping elderly 
gentleman, invisible to the rest of the household, and is able again to solve the mystery and give 
him peace, the stories are organised around visual metaphors that frame Shiela's detective 
work in terms of both physical and psychic sight.   

This chapter explores the relationship between inner vision and bodily sight in the six 
stories, drawing both on late nineteenth and early twentieth century theories of spiritualism and 
mediumship and on contemporary scientific discourses around matter and spirit.   

 

Biography: 

Dr Betty Hagglund has recently retired as Senior Lecturer in the Centre for Research in Quaker 
Studies, University of Birmingham. She has published widely on Victorian popular fiction, travel 
writing, book history, print culture, women's writing and Quaker texts. She is the editor of seven 
volumes of nineteenth-century women's travel writing for Pickering and Chatto/Taylor and 
Francis. She recently published an edition of Salome Hocking's rediscovered 1901 novel, 
Beginnings, in Archiv. Her current project, supported by a grant from the Research Society for 
Victorian Periodicals, is a detailed study of the late 19th-century socialist periodical, The New 
Age, 1894-1907. She is a member of the Executive Board of the Victorian Popular Fiction 
Association and produces the VPFA bi-monthly newsletter. 
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Gregory Brennen: Serial Depths: Contemporary True Crime Podcasts’ 
Deep Roots in Victorian Popular Fiction 
 

While scholars often link contemporary television series to Victorian fiction, literary scholars 
have so far paid less attention to the podcast as a narrative form in its own right. Serial (2014) 
put the podcast on the map as a powerful cultural form: it achieved millions of downloads, 
topped the iTunes charts, earned episode-by-episode reviews, and won podcasting’s first 
Peabody Award. Yet to paraphrase host Sarah Koenig’s Peabody speech, Serial was a ten-hour 
audio documentary about an old murder that the podcast did not solve. How can we account 
for the extraordinary success of a narrative project that, on its face, hardly sounds likely to 
capture a mass audience? This paper argues that Serial—and the numerous successful true 
crime podcasts that have followed in its wake—succeed by mastering serial techniques 
pioneered by Victorian popular fiction. Reading Serial alongside Wilkie Collins’s 1859-60 The 
Woman in White, I show how Serial succeeds precisely because of its novelistic narrative forms 
and its quite Victorian appeals to a mass public. Beyond the specific case studies, I argue that 
the popular serial podcast is a serious narrative form worthy of critical attention. Seriality 
flourishes at moments when innovations in media technology radically expand potential 
audiences, and serial narratives succeed because they help new audiences process their 
places in a complex, diverse, and dynamic world. Contemporary serial narratives are able to 
perform these functions precisely because of their deep roots in Victorian popular fiction. 

 

Biography: 

Gregory Brennen is Teaching Assistant Professor of English and Assistant Director of First-Year 
Composition at Oklahoma State University. Prior to joining OSU in 2024, he taught writing and 
literature at the University of Tampa, Georgia Tech, Duke, Elon, and the Leadership Enterprise 
for a Diverse America. He holds a PhD in English from Duke University with a dissertation titled 
“The Serial Imagination: Novel Form, Serial Format, and Victorian Reading Publics.” His 
research and teaching interests include Victorian literature, serial media, the British empire, 
and multimodal composition. His work has appeared in The Fortnightly Review and Nineteenth-
Century Gender Studies and is forthcoming in Undisciplining the Victorian Classroom. 

 

 

  



60 
 

Panel 19 – Science and the Imagination 2 
 

Alphia Karaseva: Machines Ascendant, Humanity Submerged: Victorian 
Dystopian Visions of Artificial Intelligence 
 

The development of the dystopian genre in British literature is closely tied to the evolving 
concept of progress. Initially, the progress of agrarian England in the 16th–17th centuries was 
associated with urbanization. However writers started to contemplate the destructive march of 
scientific and technological advancement. Victorian utopian and satirical literature of the late 
19th century grappled with the extremes of technological ambition, imagining futures where 
machines transcended their mechanical origins to rival — or usurp — human agency. This 
report examines how writers like Samuel Butler (Erewhon), William Morris (News from 
Nowhere), and Edward Bulwer-Lytton (The Coming Race) framed artificial intelligence as both 
the height of human ingenuity and the depth of existential peril. Their works, often infused with 
Darwinian logic, positioned self-replicating machines as organic entities, blurring boundaries 
between creator and creation.  

These narratives crystallised broader cultural anxieties about industrialism’s social and 
psychological extremities: the erosion of class hierarchies, the specter of human obsolescence, 
and the moral ambiguities of “progress”. By analysing textual parallels between machine 
evolution and biological determinism, the report reveals how Victorian writers prefigured 
contemporary debates about AI ethics. The proposed discussion aligns with the conference’s 
thematic focus on limits—both in the literal rise of mechanized societies and the metaphorical 
collapse of human exceptionalism. 

 

Biography: 

A specialist in the XIX century art, focuses on Victorian England’s culture. Her bachelor’s thesis 
(2016) examined Victorian genre painting, while her master’s (2018) explored historical painting 
of the era. Currently, she investigates the XIX century exhibition movement, analyzing the 
formation of national identity and its representation in English visual arts. She teaches at 
MGIMO University and the State Academic University for the Humanities (Russia). Her research 
interests include XIX century art, Victorian visual heritage, AI ethics, Victorian techno-
utopianism, colonial studies, and the history of imperialism. 
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Bridget Morgan: The Rejuvenated Spinster: An Alternative Narrative of 
Ageing in Marie Corelli’s The Young Diana: An Experient of the Future (1918) 
 

This paper considers how Marie Corelli creates an alternative narrative of ageing in her 1918 
rejuvenation novel The Young Diana. It considers how Corelli’s own status as a middle-aged 
author interested in scientific discoveries influences her to push the boundaries of age and 
genre in her literary works. Firstly, it examines how Corelli’s own identity as a working middle-
aged spinster informs the text’s rejuvenation narrative. Secondly, it analyses how the genre of 
scientific romance allows Corelli freedom to invert further the boundaries of ageing by creating 
an escapist fantasy that sensationalises scientific advancements in chemistry. This paper thus 
considers how Corelli’s novel uses the genre of scientific romance to not only make sense of 
complex scientific ideas but offer an escapist fantasy of ageing to female readers that satisfies 
their desires for an alternative narrative of ageing outside of patriarchal control. 

 

Biography: 

Bridget Morgan is a third-year PhD candidate at Aberystwyth University and the University of 
Bristol, funded by the South, West & Wales Doctoral Training Partnership. Her thesis examines 
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century conceptions of female ageing in medicine, 
periodical culture, and women’s popular fiction. 

 

  



62 
 

Eva Chen: The Lady Doctor and the Witch: Women Medical Missionaries in 
Peace with Honour and The Naulahka 
 

Sydney C. Grier’s (Hilda C. Gregg) Peace with Honor (1897) and Rudyard Kipling and W. 
Balestier’s The Naulahka: A Story of East and West (1891) are among the few late Victorian 
literary texts featuring a lady doctor as the main protagonist, who chooses to practice medicine 
in India and a fictional kingdom in Ethiopia. Both formally trained in some of the earliest medical 
schools that accepted women in the last decades of the nineteenth century, these lady doctors 
utilize the latest Western scientific knowledge and medical equipment to treat native patients, 
seeking to contribute to the colonial mission by upholding Western values of rationality and 
altruism. Standing for science, they are set up in opposition to the sorcery of the native witch, 
who often thwarts the efforts of the lady doctor by resorting to fear, superstition and evil 
witchcraft.   

This paper examines this opposition, and argues that the novels also show that the 
opposition is often collapsible and that the lady doctor and the native witch bear quite a few 
similarities. The lady doctor was a controversial figure in the late Victorian context and was 
often discussed as part of the broader debate over the New Woman and her struggles for 
access to higher education and professional work. Many leading figures and women’s activists 
championed female medical missionaries in the colonies because this offered a legitimate 
outlet for women medics, who faced fierce opposition at home (as is duly recorded in the two 
novels under consideration). In the colonies, the lady doctor claims superiority over the native 
witch because of her equation with Western science and its objective, rational, evidence-based 
values. But within Britain itself and especially the medical profession at home, which was 
undergoing a process of professionalization in an effort to elevate the status and respectability 
of the doctor, women’s presence, however small, was resented and seen as tarnishing the 
masculinized, rigorously scientific image of the medical profession. Quite a number of cultural 
representations of the period portray the woman doctor as a witch, using magic, witchcraft and 
quackery to manipulate her patients, an image perilously close to that of the native witch in the 
colonial novel. Both in terms of their position vis-a-vis scientific knowledge and gender parity, 
the white lady doctor and the native witch suffer from similar prejudices. Yet by subscribing to 
the colonial mission and taking up a masculinized position of enlightenment and power over the 
native witch, the lady doctor demonizes the latter in order to promote her own legitimacy both 
abroad and at home. The paper also looks in detail at the portrayal of the native witch to reveal 
qualities of strength that point to affinities with the white lady doctor. 

 

Biography: 

Eva Chen is Professor of English at National Chengchi University in Taiwan. She is the author of 
The New Woman and Technologies of Speed in Fin-de-Siecle Literature (Oxford UP, 2024) and 
numerous journal articles on women and urban modernity. Her work has appeared in Victorian 
Literature and Culture, MFS: Modern Fiction Studies, Modernism/Modernity, Victorian 
Periodicals Review, and others. 
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Keynote 3: Corrine Fowler – The Impact of Empire on the 
Countryside, 1837-1901 
 

This talk opens up new perspectives on rural Britain during the Victorian era. Corinne Fowler will 
discuss her book of country walks, which explores how the influx of colonial wealth impacted 
on landownership, agriculture and rural society. Her talk includes the return of the Tolpuddle 
Martyrs from penal colonies in modern day Australia and Tasmania, the 1860s Lancashire 
cotton famine and its origins in the American Civil War, the loss of common land in Norfolk and 
Rider Haggard's day job as an agriculturalist. 

 

Biography: 

Corinne Fowler is Professor of Colonialism and Heritage in Museum Studies at the University of 
Leicester. In 2020 Corinne co-authored an audit of peer-reviewed research about National Trust 
properties’ connections to empire, which galvanized the heritage sector to address its colonial 
stories and became a major media story. The report won the Museums and Heritage Special 
Recognition Award, 2022 and an Eastern Eye Award 2023. Before this, Corinne directed Colonial 
Countryside: National Trust Houses Reinterpreted, a child-led history and writing project (2018-
2022), resulting in a book of commissioned writing called Colonial Countryside (Peepal Tree 
Press, July 2024) which was funded by Arts Council England. Corinne’s new book Our Island 
Stories: Country Walks Through Colonial Britain was published on 2 May 2024 by Penguin Allen 
Lane. 
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Panel 20 – Science and the Imagination 3 
 

Adam Baldwin: Unattainable Paradise: Two late-Victorian views of Venus 
 

The late-nineteenth-century saw a resurgence in imperialist colonial activity, most obviously in 
the Scramble for Africa. As the blank spaces of the globe were gradually filled in, some writers 
looked away from the Earth to the skies above and dreamt of life on other worlds. This paper 
explores two texts, Revd. Lach-Szyrma’s ‘Aleriel’ (1883), and George Griffith’s ‘A Honeymoon in 
Space’ (1901), both of which engage with Venus. I explore how the peaceful Venusian 
civilisations described in both novels are contrasted with those of contemporary Britain. I 
investigate how the two writers’ varying religious beliefs, one a Reverend, the other a secularist, 
along with contemporary imperialist romanticised views of the South Seas islands, inform their 
texts, describing a near-perfect but unattainable paradise 

 

Biography: 

A Visiting Fellow of the Open University, I was awarded my PhD in August 2024 for my work on 
late-Victorian science fiction writer George Griffith. Awarded the Peter Nicholls prize by science 
fiction journal Foundation in 2023, I am now an independent researcher into late-Victorian 
speculative fiction. I am currently working on a book version of my thesis. 
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Marijke Valk: From Alchemical Fire to Atomic Glow: The Transmutation of 
Radium in Fin-de-Siecle Fiction 
 

The 1898 discovery of radium by Marie and Pierre Curie not only sparked a scientific revolution, 
but also played a pivotal role in the alchemical revival at the Victorian fin de siècle. As scientists 
like Ernest Rutherford and Frederick Soddy demonstrated that radioactive decay could indeed 
convert one element into another, credibility was lent to the idea that alchemy had anticipated 
modern atomic theory. Even chemists like William Ramsay began to entertain the possibility 
that ancient alchemists had been on to something, proposing in 1904 that radium might be the 
elusive Philosopher’s Stone, capable of both material transmutation and biological rejuvenation 
– an idea that aligned with emerging occult discourses on energy and transformation. 

This paper examines how fin-de-siècle fiction, particularly Bram Stoker’s The Jewel of 
Seven Stars (1903) and H. Rider Haggard’s Ayesha: The Return of She (1905), reimagines radium 
as an alchemical substance that collapses the boundary between empirical science and 
mystical speculation. In Ayesha, radium’s radiant emanations – the ‘Fire of Life’ – enable 
supernatural transmutation, invoking Hermetic ideals of purification and renewal. Similarly, 
Stoker positions radium at the intersection of modern physics and ancient esoteric knowledge, 
suggesting that forgotten alchemical traditions had anticipated contemporary scientific 
discoveries. By casting radium as a nexus of both material innovation and occult re-
signification, these texts challenge conventional epistemic boundaries and re-enchant 
scientific discourse, forging a borderland where the extremes of empirical inquiry and mystical 
speculation converge. 

 

Biography: 

Marijke Valk is an AHRC-funded PhD candidate in the English Literature Department at the 
University of Birmingham. She earned her bachelor’s and research master’s degrees from the 
University of Groningen, the Netherlands, where she also taught various undergraduate 
courses. Marijke’s PhD project, titled ‘Transmuting the Borderland: Late-Victorian Fiction’s 
Alchemical Revival and the Re-Enchantment of Science’, examines alchemy’s revival as both a 
reaction to and a force shaping contemporary science in fin-de-siècle fiction. Her forthcoming 
chapter in Palgrave Macmillan’s Victorian Gothic and the Occult explores the interplay between 
Gothic alchemical tropes and the scientific and occult anxieties of the nineteenth century. 

  



66 
 

Hayley Smith: ‘[F]rom time to time’: Time travel in Thomas Anstey 
Guthrie’s Tourmalin’s Time Cheques (1891) 
 

‘One morning’, Thomas Anstey Guthrie writes in his autobiography, A Long Retrospect (1936), 
‘while a sailor was putting back the ship’s clock, I happened to say something which caused my 
neighbour to suggest that I might write a story on the subject’. This idea evolved into Tourmalin’s 
Time Cheques (1891), a humorous novel that follows the adventures of Peter Tourmalin. Peter is 
a guest on board the Boomerang when he decides to open a mysterious bank account that 
allows him to “deposit” his unused time on the ship and later withdraw it to relive moments of 
his past. However, this seemingly exciting system leads to unexpected complications, as Peter’s 
travels between past and present create confusion in his personal and romantic life. Despite its 
inventive premise, Time Cheques has received very little critical attention, with Sarah Alexander 
offering the only discussion on how the story engages with contemporary concerns surrounding 
the temporality of finance capitalism. In this presentation, however, I adopt a different approach 
and instead consider the novel for its contribution to early sci-fi/time travel fiction. In doing so, I 
explore both how time operates within the story and Guthrie’s interest in time travel paradoxes. 
Through this analysis, I hope to offer an introduction to the novel that begins to reposition Time 
Cheques within the broader landscape of early sci-fi/time travel narratives. 

 

Biography: 

Hayley Smith recently graduated from Canterbury Christ Church University with a PhD in English 
Literature. Her research recovered and reassessed the literary career of a much-neglected late-
Victorian writer, called Thomas Anstey Guthrie, also known as “F. Anstey” (1856-1934). Her 
interests lie primarily in the long nineteenth century and include: the recovery of neglected 
writers and understudied texts; fin-de- siècle fantasy literature; and spatiality in the literary text. 
Beyond Victorian literature, she is interested in Film Studies and has published on intimate 
partner violence in the contemporary horror film. 
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Panel 21 – Fairy Tales and Magical Creatures 
 

Silvia Storti: ‘Proof of Thought and Depth of Feeling’: Gender, Power and 
Empire in Anne Thackeray’s Fairy Tales 
 

Anne Thackeray Ritchie’s fairy-tale retellings engage with anxieties about empire, gender, and 
moral extremes. Thackeray reimagines classic tales as commentaries on power, passion, and 
subjugation, placing her heroines in worlds where they must navigate boundaries that shape 
their fates. Through works such as ‘Bluebeard’s Keys’, Thackeray exposes the extremes of 
privilege and deprivation in the tensions between Victorian idealism and the realities of Empire 
in the 1860s. ‘Sleeping Beauty in the Wood’ and ‘Beauty and the Beast’ challenge ideals of virtue 
and transformation, suggesting that the extreme stasis imposed on women, and their 
awakening, is dictated by societal expectations rather than personal growth. And ‘Little Red 
Riding Hood’ explores marriage and national identity as sites of negotiation between rebellion 
and conformity, transforming the tale into a meditation on the depths of social entrapment and 
gendered vulnerability. This paper argues that Thackeray’s use of fairy-tale tropes, while framed 
within domestic and romantic narratives, engages in a subtle critique of Victorian imperialism, 
gender ideology, and moral contradiction. Through spatial, psychological, and narrative 
extremes—forbidden spaces, enforced slumbers, and predatory presences—Thackeray reveals 
a dissonance between Victorian cultural ideals and patriarchal and imperial rule. 

 

Biography: 

Dr Silvia E Storti holds a PhD in English Literature from Kingston University London. Her primary 
research focuses on the portrayal of villainy in fairy-tale retellings, reworkings, and adaptations 
from the Victorian to the contemporary. Part of her research is published in Interdisciplinary 
Essays on Cannibalism (2021), edited by Dr Giulia Champion for Routledge. Currently reworking 
her thesis for publication, wider research interests include interdisciplinary and environmental 
humanities; cross-discipline aspects of fairy-tale studies; gender and sexuality in fairy tales. 
She is a member of the Angela Carter Society, the Folklore Society, and the Disney Culture and 
Society Research Network.  
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Riley M. Hollars: Coping and Conceptualising: Fae in Vilette 
 

Lucy Snowe presents an impenetrable facade to her readers as she narrates the events of her 
past in Villette, often remaining emotionally distant from memories and events that she does 
not wish to admit towards which she feels emotional turmoil. Using Aravamudan’s 
Enlightenment Orientalism, I explore how Lucy Snow strives to cope with her second-best 
status, compared to Polly, who receives everything she has ever desired, with a most extreme 
tactic revolving around the Other and the supernatural. I will use Lucy’s recognized xenophobia 
to set up and explain how Lucy Others Polly as a faerie in order to respond to and cope with her 
own thwarted wish fulfillment. Through this pattern, developing over the course of the novel, I 
will show how Lucy’s Othering allows her to reconcile her own grief and expose her emotional 
side to the readers without ever directly doing so. In this way, Lucy can remain impenetrable but 
also seek solace for her grief. In other words, this intentional focus shift to Polly as a fae 
creature effectively reveals Lucy to the readers; in fact, viewing Lucy through her “othering” of 
others is one of the only ways to know Lucy. 

 

Biography: 

Riley Hollars is pursuing an MA at James Madison University specializing in Gender and 
Sexuality Studies with a focus on sapphism and Otherness. She hopes to pursue a PhD to 
specialize in Queer and Eroticism Studies with a focus on intertextuality across eras and 
genres.  
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Cecilia Rose: A Fishy Tail: Edward Burne-Jones’s The Depths of the Sea 
(1886) 
 

In the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition of 1886, celebrated Pre-Raphaelite artist Edward 
Burne-Jones exhibited his large scale oil painting of a triumphant mermaid dragging the corpse 
of a man to the depths of her ocean lair. Having relocated in 1880 to the Sussex seaside town of 
Rottingdean, he had developed a fascination with mythical marine creatures, producing several 
mermaid and siren studies. The Depths of the Sea was a culmination of his obsessions with 
mermaids and the Greek siren legends, which may have been exacerbated by the fact that his 
close friend William Morris was working on a translation of Homer’s Odyssey at the same time. 
Other literary influences may have included his idol Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s siren poetry and 
the mermaid poems of Tennyson.  

In this paper I would like to explore the literary, cultural and personal influences at work 
on this painting. It has been speculated that the seductive mermaid is symbolic of the artist’s 
lover Maria Zambaco, who attempted to drown herself in the Regent’s Canal and tried to 
persuade him to do the same; however, others believe it to be a tribute to family friend Laura 
Lyttleton, who was nicknamed ‘the siren’. Despite being intensely personal, the painting also 
reflected cultural fears about the venereal disease crisis, the emerging ‘new woman’ and the 
possibility of dangerous undiscovered deep sea life (recently proposed by a bestseller also 
entitled The Depths of the Sea). 

 

Biography: 

Cecilia Rose is in the final year of her PhD at the University of Exeter. Her project explores 
mermaids as androgynous figures in Victorian art and literature between 1860 and 1910. She 
previously studied at Birkbeck and Royal Holloway, University of London. Her other research 
interests include Victorian depictions of gender, the supernatural, the occult and mythical 
creatures. She has been published in Shima Journal, Victoriographies, and the Pre-Raphaelite 
Society Review.  
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Panel 22 – Women’s Minds and Bodies 
 

Lorraine Dubuisson: “Maternity is First a Malady, and Then an Ennui”: 
Motherhood in Ouida’s Novels 
 

As is true with many other aspects of her nineteenth-century culture, Ouida breaks with 
traditional Victorian views on motherhood. Unlike the model of the Angel in the House, she does 
not depict mothers as nurturing figures who spiritually ennoble their children. Instead, the 
mothers in Ouida’s novels run the gamut from indifferent to cruel.  When the children are male, 
the mothers despise them for their similarity to their fathers and ignore them, often sending 
them away to live on far-flung estates.  When the children are female, the mothers are jealous of 
their beauty and youth and sell them to the highest bidders on the marriage market. Princess 
Napraxine, Othmar, and Moths provide excellent examples of the way motherhood functions in 
Ouida’s novels and the way in which her representations of maternity push the boundaries of 
Victorian conceptions of motherhood to an extreme. 

 

Biography: 

Lorraine Dubuisson is a Professor of English at Middle Georgia State University.  Her areas of 
interest include Victorian literature, early American literature, and the scholarship of teaching 
and learning.  She is the current president of the Georgia Philological Association.  



71 
 

Emelyne Godfrey: Hanging by a Thread: Narrative Tension and Alpinism in 
Catherine Wells’s Everymother 
 

In his utopian and scientific romances, H.G. Wells famously explored Alpine heights and 
subterranean depths as part of his project to imagine the utopian apex and dystopian nadir of 
humanity across time. This year sees the publication by Flame Tree Press of The Open Heart, a 
collection of obscure or previously unpublished work by Wells’s wife, Catherine whom he 
named ‘Jane’. A keen traveller who brought people together, Catherine was as much of an 
explorer of the world and the human condition as her husband.  

This paper will focus on Catherine’s short story, Everymother, which is informed by her 
passion for Alpine sports as well as her close relationship with her sons. Catherine describes 
the many emotions a mother goes through while she waits for her son to return from a 
mountaineering expedition. Set against a literary and Victorian historical context, my paper will 
show how skilfully Catherine depicts the event second-hand through her protagonist’s mind’s 
eye as she navigates the landscape of her anxieties and hopes.  

 

Biography: 

Emelyne Godfrey has a PhD in English Research from Birkbeck College. Her books include 
Masculinity, Crime and Self-Defence in Victorian Literature (2010) and Femininity, Crime and 
Self-Defence in Victorian Literature (2012); the edited collection entitled Utopias and Dystopias 
in the Fiction of William Morris and H.G. Wells (2016) and Mrs Pankhurst’s Bodyguard (2023) 
which is now available on Audible. Her latest project is The Open Heart which she edited with 
Professor Patrick Parrinder. She is a regular contributor to the TLS and is a fibre artist 
specialising in loom weaving and macrame. 
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Beth Palmer: The depths of domestic abuse explored in Florence Marryat’s 
pro-divorce fiction and drama 
 

This paper examines the manuscript of Marryat’s adaptation of Her World Against a Lie (thought 
to be lost and recently re-discovered) that was staged at the Adelphi for five weeks in 1881. It 
uses Marryat’s play to pose questions about the embodiment of domestic abuse on stage and 
considers where audiences, managers and writers positioned the acceptable limits of on-stage 
violence. These questions take on further resonance when abuse is directed at a child 
character, or at a mother and child on stage together.  

The paper also compares the dramatic adaptation with Marryat’s 1878 novel of the same name, 
to argue that Marryat’s stance in favour of increasing the accessibility of divorce strengthened 
over time. We can trace this through the character of Hepzibah Horton, a strident older woman 
who defends her friend from domestic abuse. Hepzibah plays a significant part in the novel but 
takes on increased importance in the play when Marryat herself takes the role. The 
representation of the horrors of domestic abuse is clearly linked to Marryat’s own lived 
experience, but Marryat takes the role of helpmeet (or even saviour) rather than victim in the 
play. Her work pushes past the personal to address specific social and legal targets as the 
Married Women’s Property Act was making its way through parliament and would be brought 
into law the year after Marryat’s play was staged.  

 

Biography: 

Beth Palmer is Associate Professor of English Literature at the University of Surrey where she 
serves as Director of Research for Literature and Languages. Her publications include, Women's 
Authorship and Editorship in Victorian Culture: Sensational Strategies (2011), A Return to the 
Common Reader: Print Culture and the Novel, 1850-1900 (co-ed with Adelene Buckland, 
2011), Sensation Drama, 1860-1880: An Anthology (co-ed with Johanna Hofer-Robinson, 2019) 
and Picturing the Reader: Reading and Representation in the Long Nineteenth Century (co-ed 
with Amelia Yeates 2021) and she edits the journal Victoriographies. Her current book project is 
about adaptation and transmedia sensation narratives. 


