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Introduction: ‘I told you we’d been 
invaded by Victoriana’

I told you we’d been invaded by Victoriana.
(Liz Jensen, Ark Baby, 1998)

In 1918 Ezra Pound coined the term ‘Victoriana’ as a way of pejoratively 
characterising the Victorian past: ‘For most of us, the odour of defunct 
Victoriana is so unpleasant ... that we are content to leave the past 
where we find it’ (cited in Gardiner, 2004: 168). In stark contrast to 
Pound’s confident marginalisation of the Victorian past at the outset 
of the twentieth century, a steady interest in things Victorian gained 
momentum in the second half of the same century until, in the final 
decades, a fascination with the period invaded film, television, trends in 
interior decoration, fashion, genealogy, advertising, museums, histori-
cal re-enactments, politics and scholarship about the Victorian period. 
Far from an unpleasant odour detected and quickly left behind, the 
literature and culture of the Victorian period have been courted, sought 
and summoned across many facets of contemporary culture for more 
than three decades. If we are indeed invaded by Victoriana, we welcome 
the incursion and insist upon it. The sense of reiteration, of repetition 
and re-assertion that characterises our fascination with the Victorians 
is captured in the epigraph above: ‘I told you we’d been invaded by 
Victoriana’ ( Jensen, 1998: 165).

A seemingly ever-increasing number of authors participate in, and 
contribute to, this fascination by recreating the Victorian period in 
their fiction using a range of narrative strategies. Some novelists, such as 
A. S. Byatt in Possession: A Romance (1990) and Graham Swift in Ever After 
(1992), critically engage this straddling of two historical moments by 
creating dual storylines that, read together, dramatise the process of 
reconstructing an earlier time. Others, like Gail Jones in Sixty Lights 
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(2004) and William Gibson and Bruce Sterling in The Difference Engine 
(1991), create a Victorian period that is overtly informed by their 
twentieth-century knowledge without dramatising this in the story 
itself. And still others, such as Beryl Bainbridge in Master Georgie (1997) 
and Sheri Holman in The Dress Lodger (1999), recreate a Victorian world 
by suppressing all reference to their own historical perspective. 

For their reconstructions of the Victorian period, novelists mine fea-
tures of its history such as the cholera epidemic, the Crimean war, the 
invention of photography, the Anglo-Franco race to control the Nile, 
colonialism and the discovery of fossils, as well as the Victorian interest 
in spiritualism, the crisis of faith engendered by science, the emergent 
discipline of psychiatry, the experience of the expanding city, and 
burgeoning consumerism.1 Additionally, some novelists choose to ven-
triloquise Victorian writers, such as Peter Ackroyd’s The Last Testament 
of Oscar Wilde (1983) and Colm Tóibín’s The Master (2004), which 
narrativises the life of Henry James. Others reinvent not writers but 
their characters, such as Peter Carey’s Jack Maggs (1997), which explores 
the character of Magwitch from Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations 
(1860–1), and Emma Tennant’s Tess (1993), which imagines a line-
age for Thomas Hardy’s Tess, from Tess of the D’Urbervilles (1891). Still 
others rewrite Victorian novels, such as Valerie Martin’s Mary Reilly 
(1990) which reworks The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886) 
from the perspective of a housemaid, and Carlo Fruttero and Franco 
Lucentini’s novel The D Case: The Truth About The Mystery of Edwin Drood 
(1989), in which fictional detectives, such as Sherlock Holmes, attempt 
to solve the mystery of Charles Dickens’ unfinished novel The Mystery of 
Edwin Drood. Sometimes contemporary reworkings of Victorian novels 
take the form of a prequel, sequel or paralellquel, in which novelists 
explore tangential, marginal or background events and/or characters, 
as in Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) which explores the shadowy 
figure of Bertha Mason, both central to and marginalised in Charlotte 
Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), and Emma Tennant’s Adele (2003) which shifts 
the narrative focus to Rochester’s daughter.

Growing in popularity and in sheer number throughout the last dec-
ades of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, this sub-genre 
has embraced every literary genre, from the collection of detective fic-
tions by Anne Perry to the science fictions of William Gibson and Bruce 
Sterling, as well as novels conventionally considered more ‘literary’, 
such as the Man-Booker Award-winning novels of A. S. Byatt and Peter 
Carey.2 The Victorian period has also captured the imagination of writers 
of many nationalities, from African-American writer Toni Morrison and 
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Australian writer Richard Flanagan, to Canadian Helen Humphreys and 
Egyptian Ahdaf Soueif. 

Neo-Victorian fiction prompts authors, readers and critics to confront 
the problem of historical recollection. These novels grapple with the 
issue of how to package the Victorian past for the tastes and demands 
of contemporary readers, how to make ‘retro’ accessible and, for that 
matter, commercially successful. Moreover, they struggle, too, with the 
issue of what is involved in this re-creation of history, what it means to 
fashion the past for consumption in the present. The issue turns upon 
the question of whether history is equated, in fiction, with superficial 
detail; an accumulation of references to clothing, furniture, décor and 
the like, that produces the past in terms of its objects, as a series of 
clichés, without engaging its complexities as a unique historical moment 
that is now produced in a particular relationship to the present. In its 
very form historical fiction poses the question of whether we, unavoid-
ably influenced by our own historical moment, can know the past, 
and if so, whether we can do so through the medium of fiction. Can 
these novels recreate the past in a meaningful way or are they playing 
nineteenth-century dress-ups? 

History and Cultural Memory in Neo-Victorian Fiction explores the ways 
in which contemporary historical fictions that return to the Victorian 
era stylistically and/or thematically critically engage the past. It opens 
up the question of what claims neo-Victorian novels make to history 
in general and the Victorian past in particular: what attitudes toward 
historical recollection are manifest in these novels and what particu-
lar versions of the Victorian past do they invoke? I suggest that these 
novels, while demonstrating a vivid awareness of the problematics 
involved in seeking and achieving historical knowledge, remain none-
theless committed to the possibility and the value of striving for that 
knowledge. They are more concerned with the ways in which fiction can 
lay claim to the past, provisionally and partially, rather than the ways 
that it can not. This argument is a departure from much scholarship on 
contemporary historical fiction which has, following Linda Hutcheon’s 
influential model of historiographic metafiction, focused upon the 
ways such fiction problematises the representation of the past and 
foregrounds the difficulty of attaining historical knowledge. 

The present study seeks, then, to draw a wider context for historio-
graphic metafiction itself and considers some of the ways neo-Victorian 
fiction might extend and transform this category. Approaching neo-
Victorian fiction as a subgenre of historical fiction, it reconnects con-
temporary historical fiction with the tradition of the historical novel, 
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a category to which Hutcheon opposes historiographic metafiction. It 
suggests that the historical novel has always been invested in historical 
recollection and aware of the partial, provisional nature of such represen-
tations. It also links contemporary historical fiction to the burgeoning 
interest in a broadly conceived ‘historical imaginary’ (DeGroot, 2009) 
in order to disrupt a hierarchical approach that privileges history and 
marginalises historical fiction. I suggest that the emergence of memory 
discourse in the late twentieth century, and the increasing interest 
in non-academic forms of history, enables us to think through the 
contribution neo-Victorian fiction makes to the way we remember 
the nineteenth-century past in ways that resist privileging history’s 
non-fictional discourse, on the one hand, and postmodernism’s prob-
lematisation of representation on the other. Approaching neo-Victorian 
fiction as memory texts provides a larger framework for examining 
the sheer diversity of modes, motivations and effects of their engage-
ment with the past, particularly one which moves beyond dismissing 
affect. As Mieke Bal suggests, ‘the memorial presence of the past takes 
many forms and serves many purposes, ranging from conscious recall 
to unreflected re-emergence, from nostalgic longing for what was lost 
to polemical use of the past to shape the present’ (Bal, 1999: vii). And, 
I would suggest, these multiple forms and purposes are often simulta-
neously present in the one text. Moreover, ‘memory is active and it is 
situated in the present’ (ibid.: viii). Positioning neo-Victorian novels as 
acts of memory provides a means to critically evaluate their investment 
in historical recollection as an act in the present; as a means to address 
the needs or speak to the desires of particular groups now. 

I resist a popular and academically persuasive use of ‘nostalgia’ as 
the opposite of critical historical inquiry, This opposition is evident in 
Hutcheon’s suggestion that in The French Lieutenant’s Women ‘the past 
is always placed critically – and not nostalgically – in relation to the 
present’ (Hutcheon, 1988: 45). Indeed she is at pains to distinguish 
postmodernism’s approach to the past from ‘recuperation or nostalgia 
or revivalism’ (ibid.: 93). Nostalgia is, for Hutcheon, an encumbrance 
from which postmodernism, and its historiographic metafictions, frees 
itself for its ‘critical, dialogical reviewing of the forms, contexts, and 
values of the past’ (ibid.: 89). Here, a conservative, even naïve, nostalgia 
is contrasted with a somehow more authentic, because critical, attitude 
toward the past. David Lowenthal, too, asserts that ‘nostalgic dreams’ 
of retrieving the past ‘have become almost habitual, if not epidemic’ in 
recent years. He finds nostalgia expressive of ‘modern malaise’, calling 
it today’s ‘universal catchword for looking back’ (Lowenthal, 1985: 4). 
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This ‘looking back’ seeks not to engage with the past but is ‘eager’, 
rather, ‘to collect its relics and celebrate its virtues’ (ibid.: 7). Similarly, 
Frederic Jameson has charged postmodernity with an inability to think 
historically. He says ‘it is safest to grasp the concept of the postmodern 
as an attempt to think the present historically in an age that has for-
gotten how to think historically in the first place’ ( Jameson, 1991: 9). 
For Jameson, the current trend for retro is characterised by the swift 
recycling of past styles as an aesthetic, without any understanding of, 
or reference to, the broader historical context in which they emerged. 
Indeed, contemporary historical fictions are ‘historical novels in appear-
ance only … we seem condemned to seek the historical past through 
our own pop images and stereotypes about that past, which itself 
remains forever out of reach’ ( Jameson, 1985: 118). 

This dichotomisation of nostalgia and critical engagement with the 
past structures Christian Gutleben’s account of neo-Victorian fiction in 
Nostalgic Postmodernism (2001). Much of his critique rests upon an invo-
cation of nostalgia as a conservative, negative term. Thus, ‘because the 
contemporary novels celebrate to some extent the Victorian tradi tion, 
they cannot be deemed radically subversive’ (Gutleben, 2001: 218, 
original emphasis). Furthermore, their success in the marketplace, stem-
ming from the ‘exploitation’ of Victorian celebrity, further marks them 
as complicit in postmodernism, not seditious (ibid.). However, the 
complexity of our present relationship to the Victorian past cannot be 
simply dismissed as nostalgic and neo-Victorian fiction is informed, 
in part, by Jameson’s own challenge, to art and critical thought, to 
‘think the present historically’ ( Jameson, 1991: ix). Undoubtedly indi-
vidual texts engage the nostalgic moment in their process of reaching 
back to the past, in the sense that they invoke affect as a means toward 
historical recollection. However, this does not preclude sustained, criti-
cal engagement with the past. Moreover, nostalgia might be productive, 
giving voice to the desire for cultural memory to which these novels 
bear witness. In the last decade or two scholars working in a range of 
disciplines have reworked the notion of nostalgia, claiming for it a more 
positive and productive role in recalling the past, a project that seems 
important, even necessary, in a culture that multiplies historical nar-
ratives in a variety of media (see, for example, De Groot, 2009; Colley, 
1998; Chase and Shaw, 1989). Michael Pickering and Emma Keightley 
argue that nostalgia ‘can only be properly conceptualized as a contradic-
tory phenomenon ... it is not a singular or fixed condition’ but rather 
it ‘covers a range of ways of orienting to and engaging with the past’ 
(Pickering and Keightley, 2006: 926). And Ann C. Colley re-examines 
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the idea of nostalgia ‘to consider its idiosyncrasies and frequently 
unacknowledged complexities’ (Colley, 1998: 1). Writing about nostal-
gia in the work of Victorian writers she suggests that their homesickness 
disrupts the conventional understanding of nostalgia as ‘a response 
that primarily trivializes, simplifies, and misrepresents a former time’. 
Rather, nostalgia becomes a creative tool for remembering the past and 
mapping present identities (ibid.: 4–5). Svetlana Boym suggests that 
nostalgia implicitly critiques the very history that is its ostensible object 
of desire:

there is in fact a tradition of critical reflection on the modern 
condi tion that incorporates nostalgia, which I will call off-modern. 
The adverb off confuses our sense of direction; it makes us explore 
sideshadows and back alleys rather than the straight road of progress; 
it allows us to take a detour from the deterministic narrative of 
twentieth-century history … In the off-modern tradition, reflec-
tion and longing, estrangement and affection go together. (Boym, 
2001: xvii)

Here nostalgia is granted a subversive function, disrupting and divert-
ing the gaze of traditional histories. Rather than falsify and trivialise 
the past it produces multiple stories, at least some of which challenge 
and critique official historiographies and other dominant images of 
the past. Thus, rather than consider nostalgia as ‘History’s negativized 
other’ (Pickering and Keightley, 2006: 934), we can understand it as 
standing in a complex relationship with both history and memory. 
Indeed, insofar as it always involves an ‘act of recollection’ (Colley, 
1998: 1) nostalgia is inveterately linked to both history and memory 
as a mode of reaching back into the past. Whereas nostalgia and mem-
ory are often opposed to history as affective, and therefore critically 
suspect, in Boym’s analysis nostalgia plays an important role in negoti-
ating the relationship between what we might call memory and history. 
Nostalgia, she argues, ‘is about the relationship … between personal and 
collective memory’ (Boym, 2001: xvi). 

My aim is to explore the ways in which contemporary historical fic-
tions remember the Victorian past, to examine which aspects of that 
past they choose to memorialise, and to consider what the implications 
of these memorialisations are, both for the historical period in which 
they are written and read, and for the Victorian era that they represent. 
I open up the question, pertinently phrased by Jennifer Green-Lewis: 
‘why, when we want to reinvent and revisit the past, do we choose the 
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nineteenth century as the place to get off the train? What is it about the 
look of this past that appeals to the late-twentieth-century passenger?’ 
(Green-Lewis, 2000: 30).3 Neo-Victorian fiction ensures that the Vic-
torian period continues to exist as a series of afterimages, still visible, 
in altered forms, despite its irrevocable past-ness, its disappearance. 
They couple a contemporary scepticism about our ability to know the 
past with a strong sense of the past’s inherence in the present, often in 
non-textual forms and repetitions. The neo-Victorian novels examined 
here expand ‘history’ beyond textual, representational apparatuses, 
to include other, non-textual modes of memory and retrieval. These 
include oral histories, geographies, cartographies, paintings, photo-
graphs and bodies, all of which join diaries, letters, poems, novels and 
historical archives as means through which aspects of the past can be 
remembered and, often, repeated. Thus, while Frederick Holmes sug-
gests that ‘the [historical] novel emphasizes the efficacy of the imagina-
tion in providing us with provisional structures with which to make 
sense of the past’ (Holmes, 1994: 331), I argue that, in many ways, 
these fictions are less concerned with making sense of the Victorian past, 
than with offering it as a cultural memory, to be re-membered, and 
imaginatively re-created, not revised or understood. They remember 
the period not only in the usual sense, of recollecting it, but also in the 
sense that they re-embody, that is, re-member, or reconstruct it. As we 
shall see, the dis(re)membered pieces of the past are reconstituted in 
and by the text, and also in the reader’s imagination. The reader thus 
literally embodies (re-members) the reimagined past. In History as an Art 
of Memory (1993), Patrick Hutton contends that today historians ‘speak 
less of invoking the past, and more of using it’ (Hutton, 1993: xxii). 
I suggest that for contemporary novelists this is not true; novelists today 
are still interested in invoking the Victorian past. 

My analysis of the significance of the Victorian era for contempo-
rary novelists and their readers begins by examining what it means to 
rework the past in fiction. Chapter 1 discusses the protean forms of 
history, fiction and historical fiction as tools for historical knowledge. 
It traces the reception of the historical novel from the late-eighteenth 
century to the present, exploring how the relationship between history 
and fiction has been constructed, and how this has impacted upon 
critical approaches to the historical novel. Its title, ‘Memory Texts’, is 
taken from Gail Jones’s reference to her novel Sixty Lights as a ‘memory 
text’ ( Jones, 2005). It then turns to the recent critical interest in a more 
broadly conceived ‘historical imaginary’, which attempts to account 
for the multitude and variety of ways in which we think historically 
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today across a range of media. I suggest that approaching neo-Victorian 
novels as memory texts enables us to critically account for the vari-
ety of historical modes they enact, without automatically privileging 
ironic distance and dismissing nostalgic revival. Moreover, it opens up 
a range of questions beyond historical fidelity on the one hand, and 
the problematisation of representation on the other. Using memory as 
a framework for approaching historical fiction also shifts focus toward 
reception; how do readers participate in making historical meaning? 
Finally, this chapter suggests that these novels are haunted not by the 
desire for history, or the past itself, since they know that the past is, 
indeed, passed. Rather, they are haunted by the desire for the act of 
historical recollection, the process of remembering.

Chapter 2 situates these novels in relation to other twentieth-century 
evocations of the Victorian period, including those in scholarship and 
politics. It opens up the question of which characteristics, attributes and 
ideals have been considered Victorian since the period ended and asks 
what attitudes toward the past have coloured twentieth-century repre-
sentations of the era. First, this chapter provides a brief history of the way 
the Victorian period has been used throughout the twentieth century 
as an ‘other’ against which modernity might establish its identity, rang-
ing from the modernist rejection of the period typified by Pound, to the 
celebration of the period by neo-conservatives like Margaret Thatcher 
and Gertrude Himmelfarb, each of whom, at least rhetorically, promotes 
the virtues of the era as the panacea for contemporary malaise. The 
focus then turns to contemporary historians and cultural critics who 
identify the origins of several current cultural features in the Victorian 
era and establish continuities between Victorian culture and our own. 
The chapter’s title, ‘Contemporary Victorian(isms)’, reworks Charles 
Taylor’s discussion of ‘our Victorian contemporaries’. He argues that we 
are ‘close’ to the Victorians because we still employ their Enlightenment 
and Romantic vocabularies and still experience the legacy of their 
faith in science, progress and the moral exceptionalism these underpin 
(see Taylor, 1989: 393ff and Krueger, 2002). It is my contention that 
while these novels posit the inherence of the Victorian past in the late 
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, this takes the form not of 
seamless continuity but of a series of flashes and repetitions that suggest 
the alterity of the past, its difference, while also, paradoxically, produc-
ing a shock of recognition. Their attempt to forge a middle ground 
between alteritism and continuism in (re)presenting the Victorian 
era can be understood in terms similar to those Valerie Traub uses to 
describe the approach to the past she adopts for her own work, ‘assuming 
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neither that we will find in the past a mirror image of ourselves nor 
that the past is so utterly alien that we will find nothing usable in its 
fragmentary traces’ (Traub, 2001: 262).

The remaining chapters are devoted to close analysis of several contem-
porary historical novels with reference to their contexts of production, 
including their own historical moment of emergence, and the represen-
tations of the Victorian era they each produce. In my choice of novels 
I have attempted to examine texts from the earliest explosion of this sub-
genre in the 1980s through to recent examples of neo-Victorian fiction. 
I have included two, Waterland (1983) and Possession (1990), which are 
generally cited as examples of Hutcheon’s historiographic metafiction 
and typify many of its traits. I will also point out the ways in which 
they extend or simply exceed the terms of Hutcheon’s categorisation. 
Sarah Waters’ Affinity (1999) and Fingersmith (2002) represent a more 
marked shift away from the overtly metafictional techniques of the 
earlier examples. As a result, scholarly attention has been more divided 
about the relationship to history they embody and represent, and as to 
whether they are examples of historiographic metafiction. Gail Jones’ 
Sixty Lights (2004) and Helen Humphreys’ Afterimage (2001) have yet 
to receive much scholarly attention but their reviews do not identify 
them with Hutcheon’s category, reflecting, perhaps, their privileging of 
memory as a mode of historical recollection.

Chapter 3 discusses Graham Swift’s Waterland, in which the Victorian 
era is made to illustrate conventional history-making and the accom-
panying notion of historical impetus and design. In its history-teacher 
protagonist, the novel confronts the late twentieth-century crisis of this 
historiography, exploring the narrativity of history and positing the 
uncertainty of historical knowledge. In Tom Crick’s meandering narra-
tive, history becomes memory as the French Revolution, the First and 
Second World Wars and Fenland regional history are subsumed within 
his own memories. History is depicted here as excessive, eluding the rep-
resentations that attempt to circumscribe it so that complete knowledge 
is always beyond reach. Yet even as it undermines the possibility of his-
torical knowledge, the novel is infused also with a sense of the inescap-
ability of history. The very excess of history is recast as fecundity, and 
the desire to know the past is celebrated as the guarantee that stories, 
including those about the past, will continue to be told, and meanings 
will continue to be made, even if those meanings are provisional and 
incomplete. 

Chapter 4 turns to A. S. Byatt’s Possession: A Romance. At first this 
novel seems implicated in the reductive opposition between nostalgia 
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and historical inquiry because it contrasts a cult of nostalgia, which 
centres upon possessing the dead relics of the past, with the literary text 
as living artefact and efficacious medium of the past. However, its own 
complex relationship to the Victorian period complicates this apparent 
distinction between nostalgia and historical knowledge. The novel’s 
Victorian period is the natural home of the ideal reader, one whose 
relationship to the text is one not of appropriation, but of mutual 
possession, characterised primarily by desire. Byatt establishes the meta-
phor of romance, the relationship of lovers, to explicate this model of 
knowledge. The ‘Romance’ of her subtitle refers not only to the affairs 
between her two pairs of central characters, it refers also to the romance 
between the text and reader. Here any opposition between nostalgia and 
historical inquiry breaks down. Indeed the ideal reader must cultivate 
an affective relationship to the past, a certain nostalgic longing, in order 
for historical inquiry to be productive. 

In Chapter 5 a discussion of Sarah Waters’ critically acclaimed novels 
Affinity (1999) and Fingersmith enables an examination of the revision-
ist impulse of neo-Victorian fiction. I position these texts as examples 
of ‘faux’ Victorian fiction; novels written in the Victorian tradition 
that refuse to self-reflexively mark their difference from it in the char-
acteristic mode of historiographic metafiction. Dubbed ‘Vic Lit’, these 
novels revive Victorian novelistic traditions. Specifically, they invoke 
Victorian gothic and sensation novels, two genres that were associated 
with transgressive femininity. In these novels, Waters bypasses history 
altogether, as a masculine mode in which a genealogy of lesbian desire 
is invisible. Instead, she speaks with the language of Victorian fiction in 
order to invent a tradition of nineteenth-century female homosexuality, 
writing it into our cultural memory of the Victorian literary tradition by 
a fictional sleight of hand. 

Chapter 6 turns to the Victorian visual technology of photography, 
with a discussion of Gail Jones’ Sixty Lights and Helen Humphreys’ 
Afterimage. These recent novels differ from Waterland and Possession 
in that, for each, the entire novel occupies the same temporal plane: 
like Affinity and Fingersmith they are set wholly within the Victorian 
period and do not switch between it and a contemporary present. In 
contrast to the earlier novels, these do not dramatise a scholarly pur-
suit of historical knowledge via academic history or literary criticism. 
Their exploration of historical knowledge in general, and the Victorian 
period in particular, is refracted through memory. Their portrayal 
of the longing for, and pursuit of, history, proceeds via the meta-
phor of yearning to be returned to the dead mother’s body. Whereas 
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for Hutcheon the past is only available via its textual traces, these 
novels suggest that the past inheres in the present, often unnoticed, 
in the form of embodied memory, as a repertoire of shared cultural 
images, and as a series of repetitions. Exploring the efficacy of words 
and images as memorials, or attempts at reparation, Sixty Lights and 
Afterimage suggest that imaginative re-creations of the past enable us 
to embody it, to siphon into ourselves the experience of another time. 
Together, these textual analyses suggest the variety of narrative strategies 
and diversity of Victorian images that characterise neo-Victorian fic-
tion’s engagement with the past, and demonstrate the sub-genre’s com-
mitment to exploring its own creative role in historical recollection.


