Female Victorian Fiction:
Shaping the Reader's Mind

Petra Schenke



Bibliographic information published by the Deutsche Nationalbibliothek

The Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in the Deutsche Nationalbibliografie; detailed
bibliographic data are available on the Internet at http://dnb.d-nb.de.

Schenke, Petra:
Female Victorian Fiction: Shaping the Reader's Mind

ISBN 978-3-86376-039-7

All Rights Reserved

1. Edition 2013, Gottingen

© Optimus Verlag

URL: www.optimus-verlag.de

Printed in Germany

Paper is FSC certified (wood-free, chlorine free and acid-free,
and resistant to aging ANSI 3948 and I1SO 9706)

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form
or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, scanning, or otherwise without the prior
written permission of the publisher. Request to the publisher for permission should be addressed to
info@optimus-verlag.de



Acknowledgements

Paradoxically the 21* century has made it a lot easier to access some of the
copies of the original Victorian documents needed for an in-depth study of
Female Fiction during Queen Victoria’s Reign. The Internet Archive of
American Libraries as well as the resources of individual educational institutes
and universities such as the Mount Royal College in Canada have contributed
rich materials from across the Atlantic. Moreover, the particular academic
interest in Victorian Studies in North America has been reflected in precious
Online-Magazines available on the Internet. Therefore a big thank-you to all the
academics and librarians that helped to provide such a service, which is here
highly recommended also to the readers of this book.

This is not to forget that there has been a friendly response from the
administrative staff of the Public Lending Libraries in Britain who let me access
the loans data archive (LEWIS) for public loans statistics. This is to say thanks
to James Parker, the Registrar of PLR (Public Lending Right).

As always, a historical study on literature should never start “ab ovo” as
the Latin poet Horace had already pointed out but relies on the talent and hard
work of previous centuries. Thus we should acknowledge among many others
the groundbreaking work of the British academic Kate Flint on The Woman
Reader 1837-1914, first published in New York in 1993 and then reprinted
(unchanged) in 2002, because it had begun to explain the differences between
female and male ‘reader response’. The American Jane Eldridge Miller had
complemented Flint’s results with Rebel Women (1997) by explaining that the
Realism and Feminization of Fiction at the end of the 19" century was in fact
either challenged or catalyzed by influential men in the domain of literature.

This is also the place to acknowledge Sean Purchase’s impressively clear-
cut Key Concepts in Victorian Literature (2006), which show a simplified
connection between Britain’s social history and the literature of the Victorian
Age.

Last but not least a warm thank-you to my partner Chris, whose critical
remarks on my manuscript made me think again.

Dr. Petra Schenke, Brighton, Chinese New Year 2013



Contents Table

Introduction

Chapter 1: ‘Novel’ concepts

1.1 Why should we be looking at the novel?

1.2 Victorian fiction with the novel as centre-piece

1.3 Framing women’s issues in female fiction
Chapter 2: The respectability issue

2.1 Looking down the social ladder

2.2 What does it mean to read and write as a woman?
2.3 When is Victorian art and literature “bad”?
Chapter 3: The success of female novelists
3.1 Fiction by New Women

3.2 New Women created by men

3.3 “Naughty” school girls

3.4 Opportunities for female writers

3.5 Female aspirations in Middlemarch

3.6 The great ambitions of an intellectual authoress
3.7 Recording women’s literary history

Chapter 4: Beware of fiction

4.1 The “wicked” reputation of the novel

4.2 The dangers of reading

4.3 Medical views on women

4.4 A scholar’s bad health and other evils

Chapter 5: Gender in the female novel

5.1 The gender aspect of literary education

5.2 Gender-imbalance in Eliot’s Middlemarch?

5.3 North and South: gender conflict or social dispute?
Chapter 6: Literature in the making

6.1 Classical beginnings

6.2 The Age of Positivism

6.3 “Deconstructing” the Victorians

6.4 Reading choices in a changing market place

6.5 Historical reader response

Chapter 7: The multilingual novel and the foreign tongue
7.1 Teaching English literature

7.2 Approaches to foreign language and literature

7.3 A school curriculum for modern languages and English
7.4 The Reform Movement in Europe

7.5 ‘Picking up a language by ear’ and studying in Rome
7.6 Why French mattered in Continental Europe

7.7 Cross-cultural understanding or prejudice?

11
11
13
17
25
25
28
33
37
37
40
43
46
52
54
58
61
61
62
64
67
69
70
74
76
85
85
91
92
98
100
103
103
105
107
111
113
119
120



Chapter 8: Charlotte Bronté and foreign culture 125

8.1 The education of an exceptional woman 125
8.2 Teaching French to an exceptional mind 127
8.3 Belgian teachers in Charlotte’s romance plots 129
8.4 Was the story of Villette autobiographical? 133
8.5 Code-switching and cultural learning in Shirley 138
8.6 Teaching Shakespeare to a foreign learner 140
8.7 Reading French poetry 144
Chapter 9: Looking for lost spirits or facing reality 147
9.1 What the Victorian novel can do for the reader 147
9.2 Hanging on to the Gothic? 149
9.3 Wuthering Heights 152
9.4 Jane Eyre 158
Chapter 10: Scandal, sensation and crime 163
10.1 The bigamy novel 163
10.2 Scandalizing Caroline 167
10.3 Braddon’s tales of horror 173
10.4 Lady Audley’s Secret: a sensation novel 175
10.5 The medical detective 183
Chapter 11: The female novel between emotion and cognition 187
11.1 The importance of emotion 187
11.2 Training emotions through literature 190
11.3 Emotion without intellect? 192
11.4 The scientific concept of mind 194
11.5 Helping others 195
11.6 The altruistic gene 198
11.7 A novelist’s approach to consciousness 203
11.8 Morality and the Selfish Gene 207
Chapter 12: On the matter of love and sex 213
12.1 Sex and the novel 213
12.2 Female sexuality in the mainstream Victorian novel 216
12.3 Sexual desire in Eliot’s last novel 220
12.4 Pairing for life? 222
12.5 Does love matter? 225
Final Remarks 230
Bibliography 240
Internet Resources 246



