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My thanks to Professor Fumie Tamai for her
editorial invitation to send a greeting to colleagues in
Japan. My teacher and friend Hillis Miller observed in
this space a couple of years ago that all of us who
approach the study of Victorian Britain from abroad
have something important in common. Our distance,
not just in many historical decades but also in many
planetary miles, from the phenomena we seek to
understand poses obvious difficulties. Yet it gives us
advantages, too, among them breadth of perspective
and freshness of outlook. What is enduringly strange
about things Victorian comes to us with its strangeness
intact. The surprises that we foreigners are likely to feel
with special keenness may afford correspondingly clear
access to that “alienation effect” which, Bertolt Brecht
and other theorists maintain, is essential to modermn
aesthetic experience. There is also reason to believe that
what shocks or puzzles us in a Victorian artifact may be
due to — may bear the very impression of — such shock
or puzzlement as beset the Victorians themselves,
coping as they did with the accelerating pace of novelty
itself.

In the big picture, the phenomena that Japanese or
American Victorianists have to grapple with are
cultural matters. Time and space travelers, we must
adjust to old folkways that strike us as quite new, both
in themselves and as they interlock to form a coherent,
changing system. Ethnographic guests of our
nineteenth-century British hosts, we tum first to the
dense social renditions of that cultural system within the

realist novel. I want to speak here, however, on behalf
of a different interest — the study of poetry — that should
hold particular interest for scholars in Japan to whom
English is not, as it is for most of us on this side of the
Pacific, a native tongue. You who have had to master
English deliberately and consciously do not need to
hear me declare that the explosion of 19th-century
English creates difficulties for the scholar. Even as the
English language spread in new print formats across an
increasingly diversified and literate home population, it

was concurrently borne by imperial expansion around
the world. It picked up new terms off the streets of
London, in the ports of West Africa and the markets of
East Asia. It learned new habits of syntax by adapting
to newspaper journalism and the telegraph. And in the
process it attracted a new level of attention from
contemporary students of philology and lexicography,




some of whom like Bishop Richard Chenevix Trench
published best-selling books on the English language.
In brief, their own tongue so interested the Victorians
because it seemed newly odd to them. For that reason, I
wish to propose, the non-anglophone scholar who is
regularly challenged by the oddities of English comes at
Victorian literature from a privileged angle, and may
have a unique contribution to make to the study of the
alien word.

This is a proposition with special force for those of
us who study poetry. The conventions of traditional
verse still prevailed across the 19th century: metrics,
thyme, fixed stanzaic form set poetic language apart —
alienated it, we might even say — where it could be
grasped as a medium whose difference from the
transparency of daily speech or prose lay in this: verse
called attention to the way language mediates its
message of emotion and thought. So, at a different level,
did the development of a 19th-century verse genre like
the dramatic monologue, which by design, and no
matter what topics it engages, focuses attention on the
act of speech itself. Readers of this newsletter who are
swiftly translating my English into their Japanese are

engaged in a process essentially continuous with what
poetry obliges even a native-speaking reader like me to
do. We must incessantly reflect, not only on the content
of our reading, but on the forms by which that content
is conveyed, shaped, and in a far from trivial sense
created. In this process, it occurs to me, the Japanese
student of Victorian poems has a significant head start.
I am under the impression that Victorian studies in
Japan tend to concentrate on the novel. Nothing I say
here can change that, nor should it. Still, it would be
wonderful to see what insights Japanese scholars might
share with each other, and with us in the global
anglophone diaspora, about the high-voltage wiring of
Gerard Manley Hopkins or Charles Montague
Doughty; about the strangely wrought English of Dante
Rossetti’s sonnets or Christina Rossetti’s quizzical
primer Sng-Song; about Tennyson’s lapidary
condensations in the In Memoriam stanza; about the
regional radicalism of William Barnes and Thomas
Hardy; about the visual approaches to calligraphic form
in the late-century poetry books of Oscar Wilde and his
belles-lettres circle. Looking away to the alien word
may be the surest way of bringing such literature home.

Searching for Victoria

Judith Flanders

Author and Journalist

For the past three years I have been researching
material for my new book, The Invention of Murder,
which takes nearly fifty 19th-century murders, and
looks at how they were transformed into entertainment
— not merely ballads, broadsides and journalism, but
theatre, fiction, puppet shows, peepshows and more.
Although this use of ‘real life’ crime in entertainment is
well-known to many Victorian researchers — Dickens’
transformation in Bleak House of the detective
Inspector Field and the murderer Maria Manning into
Inspector Bucket and Mlle Hortense, is a notable
example — the wholesale acceptance of slaughter as a
form of popular entertainment took me by surprise.

When I began, [ started as I always had, going to

the British Library’s newspaper archive at Colindale in
north London, and paging through copies of the
newspapers [ hoped might contain material. But I
shortly found a valuable new tool, the British Library’s
newspaper project, which  then
encompassed nearly sixty newspapers and an even

digitization

larger number of magazines and journals. (The project
is ongoing, and more titles are being added regularly.)
This was matched by several British newspapers
digitizing their own 19th-century archives (the
Manchester Guardian, the Observer, the Times and the
Telegraph were all important to me).

At first I worried that digital searches failed to
give context. To a point this is true — when in 1865



Constance Kent confessed to the 1860 murder of her 4-
year-old brother, I was puzzled by the lack of
newspaper response for this sensational news. Puzzled,
that is, until I pulled up full copies of the newspapers
online, and realized that Miss Kent’s confession had
been swamped by the news of Abraham Lincoln’s
assassination. By contrast, it was fascinating, in an
earlier case of attempted murder in 1815, to discover
that the rights and wrongs of the case of Eliza Fenning
were not pushed out of the news by Napoleon’s escape
from Elba, but were given equal space.

This, though, was what I would have expected to
discover with the actual issues in my hand. More
exciting was the material I would simply never have
uncovered without digital searching. Obviously, if a
murderer had a very ordinary name, digital searching
was no use. William Richardson, accused of murdering
the child he had fathered incestuously on his daughter,
was more easily researched via the traditional methods:
too many ‘William Richardsons’ appeared on a digital
search. But for others — the discoveries were
astonishing,

I learned of a provincial tour of a melodrama,
Maria Marten and the Red Barn, nearly half a century
after Maria Marten had been murdered, because one of
the actors had become enraged that the local fish shop
had run out of suppers, and was arrested for assault.
Would I have had time to read the ‘police-court’
columns of local newspapers, in the hope of finding
something like this? Of course not. Likewise, would I
have looked through the ‘shipping news’ in all the
newspapers, decades after Eliza Fenning was hanged
for attempted murder, in the hope that a ship might have
been named for her? Again, of course not. (And that it
was named for her, and not for another person of the
same name, is also something I am certain of from
digital searching: in 50-odd newspapers and even more
magazines, no ‘Eliza Fenning’ reference was ever
returned that did not relate to the executed woman.)

The sporting columns turned up an even more
grisly report of murderous entertainment. In 1860, a
doctor, William Palmer, was found guilty of poisoning
a racecourse companion. Four months later, a
fairground set up during the Wilmslow Races, in
Cheshire advertised that they had:

‘...secured the services of
John Smith,
of Dudley, the executioner of the late
William Palmer,
at Stafford; and also been fortunate, through a friend, of
procuring from Liverpool a
cast of his face and features,
forming an exact model of the culprit, dressed in
corresponding clothes, as he appeared on the morning
of execution. There will be the
scaffold and beam,
with a company of trained officials, who will perform
and go through the ceremony of
Hanging!
Twice each moring of the races. Performances
commencing at ten and twelve o’clock.
Admission 1s. each, 6d. to be returned in refreshments.’

Digital searching has brought so much within
reach that was previously inaccessible that I believe that
an almost wholesale revision of our notions of what
took place in the past is necessary. The joy, of course, is
that no longer does one have to be in one city, one
library: many of these projects are available free in
higher-education libraries worldwide; many others are
available for a fee — but still at much less than travel and
lodging would cost. A large comer of the vanished
world is now accessible in a way it has not been before.
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