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Victorian studies, and the study of Victorian women writers, have been
through two distinct phases since the palmy, expansionist days of the
nineteen-sixties. In the first phase, in the first energy from throwing off New
Critical restraint and going bevond the traditional lists of great authors, both
Victorianists and feminists read very widely, and almost indiscriminately,
tracking the previously-suspect thematic and ideological concerns through a
host of major and minor authors, fascinated alike by the anticipations and
contrasts these offered when reread in the light of modern preoccupations. Of
course, the greater writers who seemed most ideologically sympathetic
attracted the most attention; just as newly-politicised Victorianists were more
attentive to Carlyle than to Pater, so feminised Victorianists were more
attentive to George Eliot or Charlotte Bronte than to Mrs. Gaskell, and the
teaching canon increasingly reflected these sympathies. Nonetheless, at the
research level a very broad context of ideologically-unsympathetic writing
was being reexamined, and dissertations and articles bristled with an almost
Browningesque splutter of vivid and particular detail, empirical riches
glistering compellingly even where the interpretative setting was crude, slight,
or moralistic.

The second phase has been in part a reaction against the methodological
and theoretical innocence of the first. It seems to me undeniable that both
historians and literary critics are now less literal-minded about Victorian text
than they used to be; the gap seems immense between such earlier studies are
Vineta Colby’s Singular Anomaly or Patricia Thomson’s Victorian Heroine
and a recent one such as Gilbert and Gubar’s Madwoman in the Attic with its
fundamentally psychostructural emphasis and its verbal selfconsciousness.
But there have been losses as well as gains. The New-New Criticism demands
a psychological total immersion in the texts it examines, and in practice it
works best where the critic posits (or invents through strong reinterpretation)
deep ideological sympathy in every work. While this second phase has
multiplied the meaningfulness of Victorian women’s writing, it has, not
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