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Greetings from an Overseas Victorian Scholar
Looking for the Victorian Present and Past

Clare Pettitt

Professor of Victorian Literature and Culture,
Department of English, King’s College London
(Research Director, Cambridge Victorian Studies
Leverhulme Group)

Very warm greetings to my
Victorianist colleagues in Japan! It is
a great pleasure to have been asked to
contribute to your Newsletter. I have
never been to Japan, but hope that
one day I will be able to travel to
meet some of you, as I know how
strong Victorian Studies is in your
country, and would love to hear more about the Japanese
view of the nineteenth century.

Here in the UK, I think there is currently a re-
evaluation of what exactly “Victorian Studies’ means, and
the Interdisciplinary Victorian Studies Research Project
based at Cambridge University of which I am a Director
has been playing an important part in this. The Project is
called Past versus Present: Abandoning the Past in an Age
of Progress. It is in its third year, and has two more years to
run. As its title suggests, the project is crucially interested
in the concept of time in nineteenth-century Britain and the
ways in which the Victorians used — or abused — the
multiple pasts that were becoming available to them. The
project has five Research Directors: Mary Beard
(Classics); Simon Goldhill (Classics) Peter Mandler
(History); Jim Secord (History of Science) and me
(English Literature). We have six Post-Doctoral Fellows
who are working on diverse subjects which are
nevertheless connected to their shared interest in the idea
of the past in the Victorian period: Victorian
representations of Ancient Egypt; Victorian ‘romance’
writing and utopias; geology and literary realism;
European preservation and heritage movements; versions
of St. Paul in Victorian culture; and debates over human
extinction in the period. Three PhD students are working
on the following topics: the ancient city of Troy in drama
and opera in the nineteenth century; female medievalists in
the nineteenth century; and business and ‘the future’ in
Victorian Britain.

For myself, trying to think about the ways in which
the “Victorians’ got close to the past has led me into trying
much harder to get closer to a sense of the Victorian
present. The present is where we live, where we write from,
and all we have to ‘go on’, as it were. We always have to
figure the past and the future from our narrow vantage
point in the present. Thinking more about our own
experience of the present might help us to begin better to
understand the complexity of the ways in which the many
levels of “past’ entered into single moments of the present
time of a life in the nineteenth century.

But traditionally it has been done the other way
around. Scholars have often thought about how Victorians
used the past only in order to verify a previously-
formulated assumption about the Victorian present, rather
than think about how the Victorian present might have
rearranged the past in ways beyond the immediate
imaginative control of the nineteenth-century artist/writer/
historian/archaeologist/classicist. Much work in my own
field has insisted upon the presentism of Victorian
historical writing. Victorian historical fiction, for example,
is traditionally understood as ‘all about’ the present: the
Victorians used the past only to tell themselves about the
present (so that Middlemarch (1872) — set in the 1830s is
‘really’ about the 1867 Reform Act and not that of 1832).
In this model, the past becomes entirely instrumental.
“History’ becomes a kind of inert dumping ground in
which writers can fossick about and assemble a
‘background’ for their story. This approach creates a sense
of the Victorians squarely and confidently inhabiting a
known present while they look for precedents and proofs
in the past. This seems to me dangerously to underestimate
the power of several basic facts about human perception
and experience. Firstly, that George Eliot, writing in 1872,
might not have had the ‘present’ as neatly tied up as we
like to assume she should have done (try writing with
confidence about the events of 2009); and, secondly, it
underestimates the emotional charge of the past — and —
connectedly — its political power too. When we look back,
it sees to me, even as professional historians, we are
neither borrowing for the present nor compensating for its
inadequacies, we are doing something psychologically far
more complicated when we inhabit the past — testing our
humanity against theirs, measuring our sympathies against
theirs, searching for what might be quintessentially human
and common to all of us, assessing and measuring the
distance we have come, sometimes amazed by our
similarities, sometimes equally amazed by the gulf
between us. We do not — if we are good novelists, artists,
critics or historians — import the past wholesale into the
present, we rather hold past and present in a queasy,
wobbly and uncomfortable balance.

This is where the literary texts of the nineteenth
century can sometimes tell us more than the historical
documents — concerned as they are with the process of
imagining other worlds and other possibilities and with
holding multiple identities (which depend on multiple
timeframes) in balance. If we are serious about getting
closer to Victorian understandings of the past, it seems to
me that keeping ourselves open to the Victorian literary
imagination literature is vital — for it is only really through
our imaginations that we can reach theirs.

Note: I hope I may see some of you this summer at
the BAVS/NAVSA Conference which my project is
hosting at Cambridge University from 13-15 July.
Registration is now open. For further details, see the
Conference Website at http:/www.victorians.group.cam.
ac.uk/.



Nineteenth-Century Studies at Birkbeck

Hilary Fraser
Geoffiey Tillotson Chair in Nineteenth-Century Studies

Birkbeck’s English department has been famous for
nineteenth-century studies for decades. Luminaries in the
field such as Geoffiey Tillotson, Barbara Hardy, Michael
Slater and Isobel Armstrong taught there and built its
reputation for brilliant and imaginative scholarship, and it is
now a thriving centre for postgraduate studies, with its
interdisciplinary MA in Victorian Studies and one of the
largest PhD programmes in the UK.

The Centre for Nineteenth-Century Studies at
Birkbeck was founded in 1996, and is a collaborative
intellectual project shared by the departments of English
and Humanities, History, and History of Art, Film and
Visual Media. We see the era from 1790 to 1914, from the
Revolutionary period to World War One, as a time when
important cultural formations and literary and historical
relationships emerge over a number of decades. We have
deliberately cut across the common segmentation of these
years into discrete Romantic, Victorian and Edwardian
periods in order to address the broad issues of the time — the
emergence of the idea of a democracy, gender debates, the
popular culture ‘industry’, new accounts of subjectivity and
scientific culture, to name a few of the concerns which are
debated in and beyond literary texts. This time span also
enables us to interrogate the idea of the nineteenth century
and to reconceptualise what we mean by it. We share an
interest in interdisciplinary work, though many of us have
also written on individual figures — for instance,
Wordsworth, Dickens, the Bront€s, George Eliot, Elizabeth
Barrett Browning, Robert Browning, Hopkins, Gissing,
Pater, Vernon Lee and Ibsen.

The Centre focuses both on the work of academic
staff and the research of graduate students, bringing
together a range of interdisciplinary interests which form a
context for graduate teaching. Members and associates of
the Centre have research interests that include: women’s
Romantic poetry; Victorian poetry; dialect writing; the
Victorian periodical press; Dickens and popular radical
culture; the Crystal Palace; the Victorian metropolis;
migration; exhibition culture; the cultural history of
ventriloquism;  nineteenth-century ~ sexualities;  ‘New
Woman’ writing; science and literature in the nineteenth
century; the cultural history of taxidermy; Victorian fairies;
nineteenth-century disciplinarity; late nineteenth-century
psychology; nineteenth-century visual cultures; auditory
culture and end-of-century technology.

The Centre inaugurated and for many years
convened the London Seminar for Nineteenth-Century
Studies (now organised by a committee of representatives
of all the English departments across the University of
London). It also runs a regular programme of conferences,
symposia and workshops, developing a reputation for

intellectually imaginative, cutting edge research, and
playing a major role in the modem definition of this
important interdisciplinary field. Since 2006, for example,
it has convened meetings on such topics as ‘Reconsidering
Victorian Sentimentality’, “The Verbal and the Visual in
High and Popular Culture’, ‘Books, Scrapbooks and
Albums’, “Victorian Fiction and the Material Imagination’,
‘Minds, Bodies, Machines’, and ‘The Idea of America in
the Long Nineteenth Century’, while this summer the
conference theme will be ‘Romantic Disorder’.

On 1 October 2005, the Centre launched its
electronic journal, Nineteen (www.19.bbk.ac.uk), the first
scholarly, refereed web journal dedicated to advancing
interdisciplinary study in the long nineteenth century. This
new electronic publishing initiative is designed to achieve
two main aims: to publicise and disseminate the research
activities carried out under the auspices of the Centre to a
broader and more dispersed intellectual community; and to
provide practical research and professional development
opportunities in journal editing, electronic publishing and
web design for the large and active body of postgraduate
students currently undertaking research degrees in
nineteenth-century studies at Birkbeck. Birkbeck is an
institution founded on the honourable educational mission
of widening access, and this its latest initiative is intended
to enable the widest possible access to our vibrant research
culture in nineteenth-century studies through the electronic
publication of refereed articles developed for the most part
from material presented at our conferences and seminars.
The most recent issue takes the theme Minds, Bodies,
Machines (October 2008) based on a conference held at
Birkbeck in 2007. Forthcoming issues include Mctorian
Theatricalities (April 2009) and Nineteenth-Century
Trans-Atlanticism  Identities and Exchanges (October
2009).

The electronic form of the journal encapsulates some
of the key features of the Centre. As an on-line journal, it
can not only reproduce the leading-edge research for
which the Centre is famous in a fast-moving intellectual
world, but can also provide a space for democratic debate
and experimentation. A forum for the pursuit of genuinely
interdisciplinary research, it has an advantage over
traditional print journals in that it is capable of
incorporating sound clips and visual features equally with
the written word. It is, like the Centre itself, founded on a
principle of collaboration, both between disciplines and
between institutions, and, whilst collaboration has always
been a feature of periodical publication, it is made both
easier and more interesting by the virtual possibilities of
electronic publication. And it is an enterprise that involves
the creative collaboration of postgraduate students and
more experienced academics, equally with that of
traditional scholarship and modern technologies. Most
importantly, it enables friends and colleagues in the USA,
Australia, Continental Europe, Japan and elsewhere
around the world to stay in touch with nineteenth-century
studies at Birkbeck in London.
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8 A Greeting from a Special Guest

Joanne Shattock
Director of Victorian Studies Centre,
University of Leicester

I 'am very pleased to be able to attend this conference
of the Victorian Studies Society of Japan, a society which
like the British Association for Victorian Studies is, as
academic societies go, a relatively new association. Indeed
I believe we should regard the establishment of the British
Association for Victorian Studies (BAVS) in 2000,
followed by the North American Victorian Studies
Association (NAVSA) and now the Victorian Studies
Society of Japan as an indication of the intellectual vigour
and health of Victorian Studies as an academic sub
discipline.

Recently there have been a number of important
discussions about the future of Victorian Studies: articles
by Martin Hewitt in Mctorian Sudies (2006), another in
the Journal of Mctorian Culture (2002); articles by
Amanda Anderson, Kate Flint, and others in Mctorian
Sudies a symposium in the Mctorian Review, all
interrogating the usefulness or otherwise of the term
“Victorian’, and the viability, even the possibility of true
interdisciplinarity in the study of this portion of the
nineteenth century.

The upshot of these extended discussions, in brief,
has been a certainty, not just a feeling, that the term
“Victorian® has a usefulness and even a precision which is
not served by the term ‘the nineteenth century’, that the
study of Britain in the central decades of the period 1830 to
1900 has an intellectual integrity, and that we need to
distinguish it from the study of Romanticism, on the one
hand, and Modernism, on the other.

There is also a consensus that we should be fairly
relaxed about period boundaries, that we can and should
legitimately extend our research over the century divide to
1914, and the beginning of the First World War. In the
same way we are justified in looking back over the 1830s
watershed into the 1820s and even earlier, when it makes
sense to do so.

In what ways, then, has Victorian Studies changed

and developed since its foundational decades of the 1950s
and 1960s, and what are the most significant recent
developments? The porosity of its chronological
boundaries is one area. Another is a geographical extension.
We are now rightly, I believe, seeking to make connections
between the ‘Victorian period’ in Britain, -- and a Britain, it
is important to remember, that is comprised of England,
Scotland, Wales and Ireland — between Britain and North
America, between Britain and European countries, Britain
and its empire, and Britain and other parts of the globe,
including the Far East. The geographical base of Victorian
Studies has enormously expanded in the last ten years, and
current scholarship reflects that change.

Another way in which it is developing is in the range
of subjects which come within its remit. To the Victorians,
as we know, ‘literature’ meant all forms of written
knowledge — science, medicine, psychology, philosophy,
art, history, economics, as well as creative literature.
Victorian Studies has embraced all of these subject areas,
and their intersections with one another, and with literature
in particular, with enthusiasm. Our colleagues are working
on Victorian science, medicine, political economy, law,
religion, history, and philosophy.

Another area which I believe has been transformed is
the history of the book, not publishing history under a new
title, but an innovative way of looking at print culture in its
broadest sense, — at all forms of print — books, pamphlets,
broadsheets, periodicals and newspapers, and their impact
on the reader and reading practice, and on the profess-
sionalisation of authorship.

Digitisation has changed the way we work. Currently
there are three major projects within our period: 19th
Century British Library Newspapers, British Periodicals
(Proquest), and Cengage’s 19th Century UK Periodicals —
together with a number of editorial projects producing
electronic rather than print editions of texts and collected
letters. Research on nineteenth century periodicals and
newspapers in particular will never be the same again.

Since the 1950s and 1960s we have seen a steady
process of canon extension and canon reconfiguration.
There are no longer major and minor writers, but only
writers, of both sexes, writers on science, medicine,
politics, economics, law, all of whom intersect, and overlap
with writers of novels, poetry and plays. And finally there
is a shift from what we might call the centre, London, to
the periphery, to a concern for provincial English, Irish,
Welsh and Scottish literary culture, and from there to
Europe, North America, and beyond. “Victorian’ no longer
pertains to the output of London publishers.

Thank you for inviting me to join you at this annual
conference. It is a great pleasure for me to be here, to see
many friends, and colleagues, and especially so many of
my former students at the University of Leicester. I have
been asked to extend a welcome to all members of this
society to join us at our next annual BAVS conference,
which is being held jointly with NAVSA in Cambridge in
July 2009.
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