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ABSTRACT

In this thesis I examine the ways in which the Victorians used fantasy in
literature, art, and architecture to explore the main areas of debate and key
issues which were giving rise to anxiety in their society, in some cases

upholding the status quo, but 1n others questioning accepted social mores.

In particular, I consider the ways in which fantasy was used to examine what
happens in a society when its traditional religious beliefs are challenged,
either by commercialism as an economic creed, or by the acquisition of new
knowledge, be this in the realm of science (theories of evolution) or the
humanities (the new biblical criticism from Germany). Following on from
this, I look at the possible alternatives to traditional religious belief which
fantasy seemed able to offer to an age which appeared to need spirituality

without dogma.

I argue that one of the strategies most commonly adopted by the Victorians
in the creation of fantasy is the disruption of time, and I consider the part
played in literature and art by medievalism, and in architecture by the Gothic
style and the Gothic Revival movement. This is followed by an examination
of the role of Classicism in architecture, and ancient mythologies, such as
Greek, Hebraic, or Babylonian, in literature and art. Finally, I consider the

use of geological time as a point of departure in creating scientific fantasies.

Given the very close links between the arts until the advent of aesthetic
criticism at the end of the nineteenth century, I have drawn freely upon the
visual and the literary arts. The main emphasis is, however, on literature and
painting, with architecture playing a lesser, though still important, part in this

thesis.
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Introduction

The belief that the proper function of art is the imitation of life 1s of very long standing,
beginning inauspiciously with Plato’s exclusion of poets from his perfect State on the

grounds that they, like painters, imitate not the perfect ideal form of an object, but a

specific, material model of that i1deal, which 1s necessarily imperfect. Poets thus are “thrice
removed from the king and the truth’! and are therefore unworthy of a place in the City.
Later critics, while adding their own particular emphasis, have agreed with Plato:

Arnstotle, for example, stripped the notion of the negative connotations identified by Plato,

but argued nevertheless that poetry and music can be ‘described in general terms as forms of
imitation’* and, furthermore, that humans are responsive to these art forms because the

‘Iinstinct for imitation is inherent in man from his earliest days’.
In the sixteenth century Sir Philip Sidney elaborated upon this, suggesting that:
There i1s no Art delivered unto mankind that hath not the workes of
nature for his principall object, without which they could not consist,
and on which they so depend, as they become Actors and Plaiers, as tt
were of what nature will have set forth...Poesie therefore, 1s an Art of
Imitation...A speaking Picture with this end to teach and delight®
while Alexander Pope set out his thoughts on the subject in the Essay On Criticism, coming
to a similar conclusion:

Unerring Nature, still divinely bright,

One clear, unchang'd and Universal Light,

Life, Force, and Beauty, must to all impart,

At once the Source, and End, and Test of Are°.

Later in the eighteenth century Samuel Johnson concurred, arguing that although
selection of incidents to be imitated was necessary on moral grounds, nevertheless fiction
should 'exhibit life in its true state, diversified only by accidents that daily happen in the
world, and influenced by passions and qualities which are really to be found in conversing

with mankind’®. Likewise, in the nineteenth century Matthew Arnold grounded his aesthetic



set out 1in the 1853 Preface to his Poems directly on Aristotle’s belief that all art is
essentially imitative, and that it is imitation which is the ‘basis of our love of Poetry’’.

This emphasis on the mimetic function of art is by definition an emphasis on what is
observable 1n life: how people act and react in any given situation; what they do or say;
what they look like and how they live. Yet most people, while acknowledging that such
aspects are both interesting and important, would feel that there 1s more to life than what
can be seen. Nor can the old adage ‘out of sight 1s out of mind’ be applied here, for most
people seem to believe that the unseen aspects of life are at least as important (and many
would say more important) than the observable aspects. There 1s something beyond that
which can be observed to which human beings are responstve, and for which they search.

In the lives of many individuals this pressure exerted by the unseen sustains the
religious impulse (using the word ‘religious’ in its widest sense to include the full gamut of
pagan and non-canonical belief systems, as well as the more widely recognised and
organised religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam), but in literary criticism it has been
expressed in an aesthetic which counterpoints the dominant mimetic aesthetic, as discussed

by MH Abrams in The Mirror and the Lamp®.

This counter tradition is also of long standing, and was established by Longinus, who
argued that nature
implanted in our souls an unconquerable passion for all that is great and
for all that is more divine than ourselves. For this reason the entire
universe does not satisfy the contemplation and thought that lie within
the scope of human endeavour; our ideas often go beyond the

boundaries by which we are circumscribed’.

For Longinus this is the something which lies beyond the observable, and which became the

basis for his aesthetic theory of the sublime.

This thought was echoed at the beginning of the seventeenth century by Francis Bacon,
who in 7he Advancement of Learning suggested that
Poesy 1s a part of learning in measure of words for the most part
restrained, but 1n all other points extremely licensed, and doth truly refer

to the Imagination; which, not being tied to the laws of matter, may at
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pleasure join that which nature hath severed, and sever that which nature
hath joined..The use of this..hath been to give some shadow of
satisfaction to the mind of man i1n those points wherein the nature of
things doth deny it; by reason whereof there 1s agreeable to the spirit of
man a more ample greatness, and a more absolute variety, than can be
found in the nature of things'®.

Likewise, in the eighteenth century Richard Hurd, in a counterpoint to his near
contemporary Samuel Johnson, helped to free poetry from the constraints of mimesis,
arguing:

A poet, they say, must follow Nature; and by Nature we are to suppose
can only be meant the known and experienced course of affairs in this
world. Whereas the poet has a world of his own, where experience has
less to do, than consistent imagination. He has, besides, a supernatural
World to range in. He has Gods, and Faeries, and Witches at his
command..Thus in the poet’s world, all is marvellous and
extraordinary'!.

The pressure of the unseen which in individual lives sustains the religious impulse and
in literary criticism gives rise to a counter tradition based on Longinus’s notion of the
sublime, also manifests itself in the creation of romance or fantasy literature. This, too, 1s
free from the constraints of the strict imitation of nature, and has less to do with experience
than ‘consistent imagination’, to use Hurd’s phrase.

It would, however, be mistaken to regard these two literary traditions as existing in a
simple, static, bipolar opposition, in which one is deemed ‘right’ and the other ‘wrong’
(whatever these words may mean in this context). It is more helpful to regard them as

complementary, with the mimetic mode being appropriate in some circumstances, and the

romance or fantasy mode being more suitable in others. Indeed, this complementarity is the

point of CS Lewis’s argument that

If good novels are comments on life, good stories of this sort [ie fantasy

stories]...are actual additions to life; they give, like certain rare dreams,
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sensations we never had before, and enlarge our conception of the range

of possible experience'?.

Given that fantasy is a necessary complement to mimesis in art and literature the
comparative paucity of criticism on works of the fantastic is a weakness in the critical
canon and should be redressed.

In the past, the critical energies of the advocates of fantasy have most often been
directed against the charge that fantasy is ‘mere’ escapism’. And with good reason, for if
the contention that fantasy deals with the unseen aspects of life, such as the spiritual, the
psychological and the sexual, holds true, then to set out on this avenue of exploration of
human experience cannot be an escape from the human condition, but rather must be seen
as a deeper engagement with it, an attempt to reach a fuller understanding of just what that
condition comprises. J.R.R. Tolkien’s work provides a clear illustration of this point for,
according to him, 7%e Lord of the Rings far from being an escape from the human condition
1s centred upon

Death and Immortality: the mystery of the love of the world in the hearts
of a race “doomed” to leave and seemingly lose it, the anguish in the
hearts of a race “doomed” not to leave it until its whole evil-aroused
story is complete'.

Fantasy, 1n this instance, is rooted in the most certain fact of all human experience: the
uncompromising fact of that great leveller, death. Nor is this peculiar to Tolkien, who
rightly pointed out that ‘death is the subject that most excites George MacDonald™". For
MacDonald death was not so much an after-life as another and more intense part of life
itself. However, as the form this takes is beyond human knowledge, it also lies beyond

mimetic art which must have something to imitate, and so fantasy is the only possible

approach to its recesses.

This focus on death in turn suggests a parallel between fantasy and religion, so it is no
coincidence that many fantasists have also been deeply religious people, with George
MacDonald, Lewis Carroll, Charles Kingsley, CS Lewis, Charles Williams and JRR Tolkien
being the obvious examples here. At first glance, HG Wells would seem to be an exception

to this, in that he lacks a link to religion. This however, i1s misleading: the link lies in his



extreme hostility to conventional, organised religion which is replaced by a belief in the
possibility of salvation in terms of improved living conditions brought about by science and
social planning,

It 1s not of course necessary that fantasists should profess any specific faith, but since
religious belief is culturally-influenced most of the fantasies published and read in Britain
have been broadly speaking Christian-based. Later fantasists reflect a greater cultural mix,
and one finds, for example, a strong Taoist element 1n the work of Ursula Le Guin, who
repudiates any specific religious faith.

The exploration of death using fantasy as the instrument is an exploration of what is
arguably the final transformation of the human condition, but during the Victorian period
this interest was extended to include the death of the universe, as well as the death of the
individual. Whereas the interest in the death of the individual lay in what came afterwards,
in the case of the death of the universe the interest is to be found in the process of dying.

This was, however, counterbalanced by an equally keen interest in beginnings. More
specifically, contemporary theories of evolution and notions about the origin of the human
species provided grist to the fantasist’s mill. Charles Kingsley, for example, used the theory
of evolution as the basic imaginative framework for the development and education of Tom
in The Water-Babies, but even as he did so he used The Water-Babies as a means of
considering aspects of current evolutionary thought. Even before the publication of
Darwin’s Origin of Species Kingsley wove evolutionary thought into the the structure of the
fantasy sequence in Chapter X of Alton Locke (1850). Here the narrator is transformed from
madrepore to shell; from shell to fish, then into bird, followed by beast before he becomes a
man again and ‘sees the glory of the latter days’*®.

The twin emphases on the beginnings and endings of the human creature, be this in
terms of the individual or the species, and how these emphases were explored by writers
and artists who used fantasy as their principal probe, form the basis of Chapter 4, 'Science
and Fantasy'.

Between these two lynch pins, the alpha and omega of human existence as it were, lies
all life as it is lived and experienced by individuals, with all the interests, obsessions and

fears which mark them out as the people of one particular culture and one particular time.



In Victorian Britain certain interests and fears constantly recur and are constantly to be
found in the fantasy works of the period. The development of differing but complementary
roles of men and women 1n society, for example, was an area of heated debate throughout
the nineteenth century. Chapter 1, 'Medievalism and Fantasy', considers how time was
disrupted by Victorian writers and artists in order to adapt and use the chivalric ideal of a
previous age as a means of identifying the ills of their own and as a means of exploring the
changing roles of men and women in society.

This theme is continued in Chapter 2, Fantasy Architecture: Gothic and Classical',
which considers how architecture was used to suggest values and ways of looking at the
world that were considered acceptable in a civilised society. Section I considers the use of
architecture in Gothic fiction to express forbidden sexual desire or the fears of society while
Section I1, dealing with Victorian Gothic buildings, considers how far this architectural style
furthered the chivalric ideal outlined in Chapter 1 and, further, how a few architects
embedded this in works of architectural fantasy which modified that ideal. Section III
performs a like service for Classical architecture, 1dentifying the hidden values it embodies,
such as the need for order, coherence, symmetry and proportion, and showing how this, too,
could be developed into fantasy which modified these values.

Chapter 3, 'Ancient Mythology and Fantasy', sets these architectural fantasies based on
classical architecture in the larger context of a heightened interest in classicism in general,
and classical mythology in particular. This leads on to a discussion of how the Victorians
adapted various mythologies to explore some of the interests and fears already noted. For
example, while the way in which the changing roles of men and women were explored by
means of the chivalric ideal is the focus of the first chapter of this thesis, Chapter 3
considers how mythology was used to express and explore the ambivalent attitude towards
woman, in which she is seen as both angel and demon, virgin and whore, and which was

heightened by her changing role throughout the century.
Likewise, the interest in the origins of human life, which was explored from the
scientific perspective by means of fantasy by the Victorians, and which forms the subject

matter of Chapter 4, 'Science and Fantasy' is introduced in this third chapter, which



considers how this interest was expressed mythologically, using the myth of Prometheus as
a focal point.

The main problem to be dealt with before moving on to these specific areas of debate is
that of meaning: what do we mean when we refer to ‘fantasy’; what is denoted by the term
‘the real’? And, going further, what can be said about the precise nature of the relationship
between them, other than the general observation that i1t is a symbiotic or even parasitic
one?

Definitions are notortously elusive, and never more so than when the subject i1s
characterised by conceptual fluidity to the extent that fantasy is. Nevertheless some

understanding must be reached of how these words are being used, and what they denote.

And for this some awareness of an underlying philosophy 1s required.



There was a young man who said, ‘God
Must think 1t exceedingly odd

If he finds that this tree

Continues to be

When there’s no one about in the Quad’?’.

Although orniginally referring to George Berkeley’s (1685-1753) belief that material
objects exist only through being perceived and for the duration of that perception, this
limerick (and its response) can be applied equally to the ideas of Immanuel Kant
(1724-1804). As a critique of Kantian philosophy the limerick leaves much to be desired,
but it does drive to the perplexed heart of modern thought: what 1s this world in which we
find ourselves? How far is it an immutable, given thing, and how far a human construct?
The latter, of course, bears the dangerous implication that a construct must always be open
to deconstruction, and such a disassembling of the universe is a precarious notion to all but
the recklessly courageous or the entirely insensitive. And although many serious thinkers
have debated this notion its inherent danger perhaps contributes to the emotional recoil
some people experience when confronted by fantasy worlds which are used to explore it.

In previous ages, however, the 1ssue was less acutely presented, for as the response has
it

Dear Sir:
Your astonishment’s odd:
I am always about in the Quad,
And that’s why the tree
Will continue to be,

Since observed by
Yours faithfully,

GOD.



Rather than flicking in and out of existence as it was perceived or not by humans, the
trec had a continuous cxistence because it was always being perceived by God, who
obscrves all things at all times. For many Victorians, that 1s, the world of things was
grounded 1n God, who was always present, always in Being and who was therefore always
the guarantor of His own creation. René Descartes had used this type of theological support
to underpin his bedrock foundation of knowledge: cogito ergo sum, ‘1 think therefore I am’.
And throughout the centuriecs many people continued to regard this as the only secure basis
for knowledge.

The problem is that Descartes uses an ontological argument to bring God into existence,
for as part of his scarch for the Deity he discovers that there ‘must at least be as much
reality in the cfficient and total cause as in its effect; for whence can the effect draw its
reality, if not from its cause?’'®. However, when considering his definition of God he writes:

By the namc of God 1 understand a substance infinite [eternal,
immutable], independent, all-knowing, all-powerful and by which 1
myself and cvery other thing that exists...were created. But these
propertics are so great and excellent that the more attentively I consider
them the less | feel persuaded that the idea I have of them owes its
origin to myself alone. And thus it is absolutely necessary to
conclude...that God exists: for though the idea of substance be in my
mind owing to this, that I myself am a substance, I should not, however,
have the idea of an infinite substance, seeing that I am a finite being,
unless it were given to me by some substance in reality infinite',

Descartes scems to be saying that because he has a clear perception of God and there
must be at least as much reality in the cause as in the effect, then God must exist. And
because God exists he can be confident that the tree in the Quad continues to exist and that
whatever is clearly and distinctly perceived (including presumably his perception of God) is
true. This is not a valid argument: Descartes simply defines God into existence, then uses

him to bolster his definition.

So there are problems with Descartes’ particular arguments by which God acts as the

guarantor of his creation. But more generally, however, throughout the eighteenth century,



that period known as the Enlightenment when rationality reigned supreme, the movement
from a thcocentric to an anthropocentric view of life called for a philosophy which could
stand alone, without recourse to religious belief for validation. Immanuel Kant’s philosophy
met this need, for he specifically repudiates Descartes' ontological argument by suggesting
that existence i1s not a defining property of God. And the ontological argument having
failed, the world cannot be validated in the way that Descartes suggested.

Although Kant rejects Descartes’ philosophy in this instance, he accepts and, indeed,
extends the subjectivity of Descartes’ cogito by locating the emphasis in the relationship
between the ‘I’ that thinks and cach thought that 1t thinks. It is this ‘I’ which is the
interpreter of our world.

The implications arc profound, for as Andrew Bowie points out in Aesthetics and
Subjectivity: From Kant to Nietzsche, ‘The world as an object of truth is located in the
structure of the consciousness we have of it’*°, Bertrand Russell supplies a useful gloss on
this point by suggesting that according to Kant the 'outer world causes only the matter of

existence, but our own mental apparatus orders the matter in time and space, and supplies

the concepts by which we understand experience?.

The world is not after all a fixed, given thing, but in part a human construct, and more
specifically, a construct of each human being who engages with the world in any way.

This not only brings the ‘I’ into a direct relationship with the Other, the subject with the
object, but validates each construct as a means of embodying truth. The role of the
imagination is pivotal here, for as Bowie explains:

the first stage of making coherence out of the multiplicity of
sensuous data 1s the effect of Einbildungskraft (‘imagination’)
which turns sense-data into coherent images, Bilder, which it
has the power (Kraft) to institute into (ein) ourselves?.

And while this 1s the case for all human beings, those who most use the imagination,
creative artists, are most conscious of it because they must realize their worlds using the full
resources of whichever craft they practice so that others may share their vision. As one such
artist has argued, ‘Artists are people who are not at all interested in the facts - only in the

truth. You get the facts from outside. The truth you get from inside’®. The facts are the

10



sense-data from outside (or ‘matter of existence’ in Russell’s words); the truth is what the
artist’s ‘structurc of consciousness’ or mental apparatus makes of them.

Clearly this concept not only rcaches its most conscious state in the creative artist, but
takes its most obvious form with an enclosed fantasy world; a world which is in various
ways sharply diffcrentiated from the world constructs of other human beings. Thus fantasy,
which at first glance scems remote from and irrelevant to ‘real hife' to the point of

sclf-indulgence is in fact a valid and powerful tool for investigating what the world is, and

how we understand 1t.

11
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The relative scarcity of literature or art featuring complete, self-contained fantasy
worlds which operate on their own logic and conform consistently to the laws of that world
might suggest that fantasy is an infrequent puncturing of the predominant mimesis. But this
ignores fantasy’s overall volume, variety and extent.

Therefore rather than considering fantasy as a genre, characterised by such features as
an cnclosed world opcerating on 1ts own logic, 1t 1s more interesting to see it as a mode: a
procedure which does include its variety of manifestations and which allows it to
interpenetrate genres. Even such a “plain tale with few pretensions’® as Charlotte Bronté’s
Jane Eyre (1848), for example, is touched by the fantastic in the supernatural carrying of
sound which cnables Jane to hear Rochester’s voice over an impossibly long distance, and
in its basic fairy tale structure.

Here I am at odds with the practice of such critics as Tzvetan Todorov, who in his study,
The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre (1970; Cornell University Press

1975), not only limits the fantastic to a genre, but restricts the scope of that genre as well.

He argues,
In a world which is indeed our world, the one we know, a world without
devils, sylphides, or vampires, there occurs an event which cannot be
explained by the laws of this same familiar world. The person who
experiences the event must opt for one of two possible solutions: either
he is the victim of an illusion of the senses...and the laws of the world
then remain what they are; or else the event has indeed taken place, it is
an intcgral part of reality - then this reality is controlled by laws
unknown to us...The fantastic occupies the duration of this uncertainty.
Once we choose one answer or the other, we leave the fantastic for a
neighbourhood genre, the uncanny or the marvellous. The fantastic is
that hesitation experienced by a person who knows only the laws of

nature confronting an apparently supernatural event®.
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My first objection to Todorov’s definition is that this equates the fantastic with the
supernatural, thus excluding many important texts. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, or The
Modern Prometheus (1818), for example, would be disqualified, for the fantastic element
here concerns the physical creation of a human being by a scientist, and as such is tied to
evolutionary and medical science rather than any form of the supernatural.

While it is true that Victor Frankenstein’s interest had been stimulated by his early
rcading of alchemists such as Albertus Magnus, Paracelsus and Cornelius Agrippa,
suggesting the involvement of magic, this reading had been superseded by studies in modemn
physics, chemistry and mathematics. Furthermore, his creature was not brought into being
by incantations of esoteric lore, but by the operations of medical science - no matter how
glossed over - and as the 1831 Preface makes plain what had been in Mary Shelley’s mind
immediately prior to her waking dream was a discussion about evolution and galvanism,
modern sciences which seemed to hold secrets more powerful than those sought by the
alchemists of a previous age.

Likewise, most science fiction, including The War of the Worlds (1898), ‘The Time
Machine’ (1895) and The First Men in the Moon (1901) all by HG Wells would be
excluded, for all pretend to be based on science, the operation of the laws of nature, and
none is supernatural. In other words, the fantasy in each case is achieved by technology
working on and according to the physical laws of the universe, not by the operations of
some spiritual power, be it benign or malevolent. Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland (1865) would also be lost, for in its parallel world the supernatural does not
intrude; indeed, quite possibly ‘the supernatural’ has no meaning there. The situation is
more ambiguous with 7/he Water-Babies (1863) by Charles Kingsley, for it is arguable that
the events described occur after Tom’s death and are, therefore, essentially supernatural
from his entry to the water to the end. This 1s, however, offset by the emphasis placed on
evolutionary science and natural history which binds the events of this parallel world to

nature, undermining its status as supernatural.

The difficulty in establishing the status of such parallel worlds is not uncommon in
fantasy. It suggests the need for a new term - such as the paranatural - to describe a world

which is clearly not this world, but is also not a supernatural world peopled by spirits,
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angels, devils or ghosts. Typically a paranatural world would remain distinct from this
world, but with some degree of interpenetration or at least readiness of access for some
inhabitants of the natural world. This could range from the sense of nearness of the parallel
world of George MacDonald’s Lilith (1895), where some objects are shared by both worlds,
to the more distinct world of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, where there is a strong
sense of distance covered to reach it.

Though such worlds are not in themselves supernatural (albeit often containing some
supernatural elements) this is no reason to exclude them from the canon of fantasy literature
as Todorov seems to require. Indeed, if his argument 1s accepted very little is left in the
canon. Ghost stories remain there, since they are by definition supernatural. His definition
could also include The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824) by
James Hogg and the lesser known ‘Strange Letter of a Lunatic’ (1830) by the same author,
for their supernatural status survives, despite the best efforts of a sceptical editor to
undermine it in the former case at least. Nevertheless, a definition of the fantastic which
excludes most of the texts normally regarded as such is singularly useless and must be
reconsidered.

Todorov is not alone in equating fantasy with the supernatural. Colin Manlove slides a
bald definition into the opening sentence of his most recent contribution to the study of the
fantastic, Scottish FFantasy Literature: A Critical Survey (1994), with the words ‘Fantasy
literature, that is, fiction involving the supematural...’. While this is arguably a broadening
out of the definition in his earlier work, Christian Fantasy: From 1200 to the Present
(1992), in which Christian fantasy is equated with the Christian supernatural®, it is also an
unhelpful reduction of his original definition. Fantasy, Manlove argued in 1975, is

fiction evoking wonder and containing a substantial and irreducible
element of supernatural or impossible worlds, beings or objects with
which the mortal characters in the story or the readers become on at

least partly familiar terms?.

This not only allows for impossible or parallel worlds, but leaves the way open for the

intrusion of the impossible into the everyday world. Clearly fantasy is seen here in generic
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terms, rather than as a mode, but at least the definition is not so narrow as to exclude many

major works, as 1s the case with Todorov’s critical study.

Another objection to Todorov’s stance is that according to him fantasy can exist only as
long as the reader’s hesitation. When once the reader has decided on the status of an event -
real or illusionary; natural or supernatural - it will be seen never to have belonged to fantasy
at all: if 1t 1s ‘real’ or ‘natural’ it is uncanny, and if ‘imaginary’ or ‘supernatural’ it belongs
to the marvellous. In applying this criterion most ghost stories are lost to fantasy. Hogg’s
Justified Sinner again survives, as does ‘The Strange Letter of a Lunatic’, for in both the
author skilfully creates and maintains the tension between the natural explanation - a
descent into madness - and the supernatural - the intervention of the devil - until the end. It
1s finally impossible to choose between them, as both orders of explanation are given
external, objective supporting evidence.

My third objection to Todorov’s argument 1s perhaps less immediately obvious but must
be considered for all that. Todorov speaks of this world as a world ¢ without devils, or
sylphides, or vampires’, but how does he - or anyone - know this? It is based on an
assumption and should be acknowledged as such. Whether devils or vampires actually exist
1S not susceptible of proof, and may not matter too much anyway; what is of greater import
is whether they are believed to exist or not. If, for argument’s sake, it is decided with
Todorov that devils do not exist, then The Justified Sinner must hinge on the natural
explanation and be seen as a case study of a descent into madness, which has been aptly
described as a ‘complete dislocation of the mind under pressures which cannot even be
accurately categorised as internal or external’#. In this case, what is presented to the reader
is in the nature of a case history, that 1s a particularly strict form of mimesis which claims to
represent only what is there to be observed. If, however, it is argued that devils do exist in
some sphere, then this same novel becomes a species of ghost story and therefore comes
within the broad category of fantasy:.

Since what 1s believed to exist is part of the way an individual looks at the world, it
changes with both place and time. This introduces an historical element which is ignored by
Todorov, but which forms a vital part of Jos¢ B Monleén’s argument in 4 Specter is

Haunting Europe: A Sociohistorical Approach to the Fantastic. In discussing the beginning
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of fantasy literature, often taken to be the publication of 7he Castle of Otranto by Horace
Walpole in 1764, Monleén argues:

If the fantastic...depends deeply on a specific concept of reality,

of what is true and natural, then surely there must be a literature,

prior to Otranto, that deals with this issue, even if the referential

premises rest on different values®.

Fantasy, in other words, is not merely a phenomenon brought into being by the
development of a particular world-view at a particular time, and as likely to vanish with this
world-view as it is to endure. Rather the fantastic 1s a permanent part of the way human
beings operate, of how they view their world, which takes on a succession of difterent forms
to reflect other changes in world-view at any given time.

As genres are defined principally by structural features, the multiplicity of forms the
fantastic adopts to reflect these changes in conception of the world makes a generic
approach inappropriate. By regarding it as a mode, however, this multiplicity is taken into
account, and is the means of bringing fantasy into everyday situations and naturalistic
fiction.

The emphasis on fantasy to qualify the mimetic mode of, say, a realist novel does not
exclude the type of ‘pure’ fantasy already referred to, in which a complete world 1s created,
since fantasy can exist simultaneously as mode and genre in one work. Thus HG Wells’
novels of the 1890s will be included; indeed, they are particularly important as the earliest
examples of science fiction as a distinct genre™.

More contentiously perhaps, I also include the medieval or pseudo-medieval world so
popular with Victorian artists. Clearly there 1s a case for regarding such paintings as straight
history paintings showing reconstructions of the medieval world based upon historical
research. Equally, there is a case for regarding them merely as tableaux or set pieces 1n
fancy dress designed to appeal to the lowest common denominator of bourgeois taste. Art,
like life or truth, is rarely so simple, and I will argue that despite their historical research the
artists in question were very deliberately creating worlds which they knew had never existed

as vehicles for the exploration of contemporary concerns.
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Such worlds typically involve a degree of distortion of form, heightened colour and a
sense of being hermetically sealed: their action seems to be imprisoned within a vacuum. As
such they are remote from historical painting, though their historicism saves them from the
charge of fancy dress. The tension between their self-containment and their historicism,
however, creates a degree of ambiguity which can best be treated as fantasy.

Clearly, the danger here 1s that of casting the net so wide that all things are brought in:
loose definitions cease to be definitions and become catch-alls. So fantasy, as used here
must include elements which are demonstrably non-naturalistic, such as scale-shifting,

shape-changing, shape-merging, or the supernatural.

Not everything that qualifies can be included, for criteria as general as these fail to
discriminate sufficiently finely. Rather than adding more qualifications, however, it is

simpler and more practical to indicate the chosen parameters and identify those forms of

fantasy which will not be dealt with.
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IV

One important limitation 1s chronology, which, since artistic, literary or indeed social
trends rarely have one clearly defined beginning or end, introduces an arbitrary element.
Despite this, there 1s a broad consensus of opinion that the beginning of modern fantasy
literature is marked by the publication in 1764 of The Castle of Otranto by Horace Walpole.
As early as 1823 Sir Walter Scott, for example, identified 1t as a ‘new species of literary
composition™' which unites the

marvellous turn of incident and imposing tone of chivalry exhibited in
the ancient romance with that accurate display of human character and
contrast of feelings and passions which is, or ought to be, delineated in
the modern novel*~.

1764 can, therefore, stand as a useful starting point for a literary genre which has
developed, modified and expanded until the present day, as a glance at the ‘Science Fiction
and Fantasy’ section in any bookshop will confirm. Over two hundred years of literary
development far exceeds the scope of this thesis, so a narrower focus within this range must
be found.

The most obvious step is to divide the period roughly by century, giving an early
modemn period (approximately the 19" century), which saw the establishment of fantasy as a
literary genre and a late modern period (the 20" century) in which the genre developed. The
focus of this thesis is the earlier period. This 1s in part a matter of personal preference, but
also because the relationship between fantasy writing and mimesis on the one hand, and

fantasy and social developments on the other can be more clearly charted during this earlier

phase.

‘One swallow does not make a summer’, however, and although 1764 marks the
beginning of modern fantasy 1t was not until the first few decades of the nineteenth century

that it really emerged as a distinct genre, moving the starting point of this study forward into

the Victorian period.

And even here a choice 1s held out between accepting the chronological limits offered

by Queen Victona’s reign and limits suggested by some sort of grouping of i1deas and
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attitudes. The advantage in accepting the span of the Queen’s reign as a boundary fence is
that of precision: all things between 1837 and 1901 are Victorian, while anything outwith
these years 1s not. Although neat, giving no room for argument this is rather arbitrary and
lacking respect for developments within art or literary traditions, or within society itself.

The problems with other limits, based on, for example, the existence of ‘Victorian’
attitudes or characteristics is that of creating a self-fulfilling definition. To take an extreme
example: 1f 1t 1s decided that the use of narrative paintings for didactic and moral ends is a
‘Victorian’ characteristic, then William Hogarth’s series, Marriage a la Mode (1745) could
be classified as Victorian, against all the dictates of historical and common sense. Or more
plausibly perhaps, the excess sensibility often seen as a Victorian characteristic is strongly
evident in the Gothic novels of the 1790s, although this does not justify our description of
them as ‘Victoran’.

Medio tutissimus ibis: a middle course is safest. Those things which seem to belong to
the Victorian era will be classified as Victorian, but the further outwith the years 1837 to
1901 they fall, the more justification they will require for their inclusion. Thus EJ Poynter’s
painting The Cave of the Storm Nymphs of 1903 could be accepted without question, but
Annie Swynnerton’s painting of Cupid and Psyche would require very cogent, specific
reasons for inclusion, since it dates from 1923,

Clearly this is a very subjective process and as such is open to argument. It certainly
leads to chronological inconsistencies. The ghost stories of MR James, for example, are
excluded, for although the earliest ones were published in 1904 i.e. only one year after
Poynter’s Cave of the Storm Nymphs, they are Edwardian in tone. For the same reason
Saki’s short stories are excluded, as 1s - very reluctantly - Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in
the Willows which was published in Britain in 1908, and which is uncompromisingly
Edwardian in tone.

Obviously later work can be legitimately referred to as a contrast by which a line of

thought can be developed, but this 1s the only use of such references. In the main the
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emphasis will be on work originating between 1837 and 1901, but these boundarnies will be
extended to give terminus dates of approximately 1820 and 1910.

It is thus an extensive field; in many respects too extensive. Nevertheless such a time
scale does give scope for a satisfyingly full consideration of the thoughts and 1deas, the
hopes and fears which arose from the inner sanctum of the individual but which could be

expressed by the Victorians only within the play of fantasy.
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The decision to exclude certain types of fantasy is also an arbitrary one, and is prompted
by the constraints of time and space rather than the desire to be prescriptive or narrow the
scope of fantasy itself.

The most important of these exclusions is nonsense poetry, and it is excluded not
because 1t i1s deemed unworthy of consideration or because it cannot be defined as fantasy,
but because 1t 1s a particular type of fantasy. In effect it is a distinct sub-genre marked out
from general fantasy by some characteristic features, such as the emphasis on sound, in
which it perhaps approaches pure lyricism. This is not to argue that it is devoid of meaning,
or that meaning 1s unimportant, but to suggest that other aspects play a larger role than
usual, and that this affects the apprehension of meaning. A detailed comparison with the
absurd and arbitrary worlds of twentieth-century Dadaism would perhaps be the best way of
demonstrating this, and clearly such a comparison lies well beyond the scope of the present
work.

Nonsense poetry 1s thus excluded; so, too, 1s the Celtic revival work of the late
nineteenth century. It also has claims to be a distinct sub-genre of the fantastic, but with the
added complication that it is geographically marginalised. Along with this geographical
marginalisation goes linguistic marginalisation, since the sources used by the Celtic revival
artists and writers were 1n Gaelic (Irish or Scots) or Welsh, and were often from the oral
tradition.

The Scottish Celtic revival was given a focal point with the publication of Evergreen by
Patrick Geddes 1n 1895-1896, and about this time, too, Fiona MacLeod (pseudonym of
William Sharp), one of the major figures of the movement, began to publish his fantasy
tales and poems: Pharias 1n 1893, The Mountain Loves in 1895 and Lyra Celtica, which he
edited, in 1896. In the visual arts George Dutch Davidson in Dundee began producing

bright, intricately patterned watercolours on fantasy subjects in 1896, while John Duncan in
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Edinburgh started work on painting fantasy subjects as well as producing many of the
decorations for Lvergreen.

Likewise in Ircland the 1890s saw a Celtic literary revival, for which WB Yeats’ The
Celtic Twiliglt (1893) provided both a focus and a name. The Irish Celtic revival had
far-rcaching effects, both in terms of the creation of a distinctively Irish culture to replace
the dominant English or Anglo-Irish cultural values, and in the search for political
emancipation which continues to the present day. The Celtic revivals in both Ireland and
Scotland thus belong more to the twentieth century than the nineteenth, and as such they

belong outwith the scope of this thests.

It has also scemed better to exclude all non-British work, although this means the
exclusion of such fantasy writers as Washington Irvine, Edgar Allan Poe and Nathaniel
Hawthorne. An exception to this will be made 1n respect of the artist Gustave Doré who,
despite his Alsatian origins, spent much of his working life in Britain. More pertinently,
perhaps, much of his illustrative work embodying elements of the fantastic has a specific
and demonstrable British input. Indeed, Doré’s not entirely willing emphasis on book
illustration owes far more to the British art tradition than it does to the French, while the
British origins for his illustrations for London: A Pilgrimage (with Blanchard Jerrold, 1872)
and ST Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient Mariner (1875) are self-evident. Even his
illustrations to the Bible, actually published before his first visit to Britain, sit more
comfortably in the British tradition of apocalyptic painting exemplified by John Martin,

whose influence over Doré is as obvious as 1t 1s well known, than within the French artistic

tradition.
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Vi

So much for the scope and definition of fantasy; the data upon which this study is based
must also be considered. And here again an element of the arbitrary creeps in, for although
the main focus of this thesis 1s on literature, the visual arts, especially painting, play a
subsiduary, though not insubstantial role.

While one of the reasons behind this decision i1s quite simply personal preference other,
more¢ objective rcasons can be adduced. The most obvious of these is that social factors
affecting one art form commonly affect others more or less at the same time. The
industrialisation of the late eighteenth century, for example, changed the landscape and led
to a vastly increased urban population, both of which were reflected in the art and literature
of the nincteenth century. As far as painting 1s concerned, one thinks here of Philippe de
Loutherbourg's visions of the industrialised landscape (Coalbrookdale by Night 1801, for
instance) and the social realist paintings of the 1850s and 1860s, while in literature such
scenes form the backdrop for most of Charles Dickens' oeuvre. Likewise, urban Manchester
is an esscntial element in Elizabeth Gaskell's Mary Barton (1848), while Charlotte Bronté
focuses on a rural setting and community in the process of becoming industrialised in
Shirley (1849).

Such parallelism between the arts is not, of course, limited to the nineteenth century,
though rapid social changes within that century perhaps make it more obvious then. There
were, however, other factors operating which drew literature and painting particularly close
during the Victorian period.

It is notable, for instance, that a number of practitioners of one art form were also
proficient in the other. Charlotte Bronté's interest in painting has long been known, but the
seriousness with which she viewed this talent has only recently come to light. Christine
Alexander argues in her essay 'Charlotte Bronté: The Eamest Amateur®® that in the early
1830s she entertained hopes of earning a living as a professional artist. The complete
absence of oil paintings from her hand and the painstaking quality and small scale of her
surviving drawings (possibly a result of her extreme short-sightedness) suggests her

ambition ran towards becoming a miniaturist. Indeed this was one of the few courses of
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action open to her, given the family's limited financial means, but lack of success was due in
part to declining interest in and use for miniatures at this time. However, as she herself
realised, her talent was not sufficiently robust for professional use, and her art training had
been inadequate, being that given to young ladies who require social accomplishments to
enhance success 1n the marriage market.

What i1s important 1s not that Charlotte Bronté¢ failed in her ambition to be an artist
(success in fact would have been little short of a miracle, given the lack of opportunity,
training and acceptance for women artists during most of the nineteenth century), but that
her talent cnabled her to incorporate fully what she had seen in pictures into the written
word of her novels. Her visual imagination, trained in precision, flowers in the descriptive
quality of her prose; the visual arts flow into and foster literature in this case.

Nor 1s Charlotte Bronté an isolated example of an exponent of one art form
participating in the other. John Ruskin, a trained artist, 1s the single most important art critic
of the nincteenth century whose slightest word at one point could damn an artist in the eyes
of his contemporaries, but as the editors of his Works point out 'It is not always remembered
that it was as a writer of verse that Ruskin first appeared before the world...and if at all
times he missed being a poet, he sometimes missed it by a hairs-breadth™. Like Charlotte
Bronté, Ruskin realised that his talent lay elsewhere, though he has left a substantial body of

verse, most of it from the early part of his career.

For Ruskin the critic the parallels between art and literature were even more important,

for he regarded
SCIENCE [as] the knowledge of things, whether Ideal or Substantial

ART [as] the modification of Substantial things by our Substantial

Power and
LITERATURE [as] the modification of Ideal things by our Ideal Power™

Art and literature are, therefore, equal partners in the quest to modify and adapt the fruits of

knowledge, and Ruskin goes on to argue that

You come to the School of Literature to learn the range and dignity of

conceptions

To the School of Art, to learn the range and dignity of deeds
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To thc School of Science, to learn the range and dignity of
knowledges®.

Art and literature are, therefore, necessary adjuncts and are essentially linked in the
overall scheme of things.

The most notable cxample of an exponent of one art form participating in another is,
however, the corporatc example of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and their later
associates. Within that broad grouping DG Rossetti stands out, for his artistic energies were
almost equally dirccted towards literature and painting, while William Morris was
exceptional in the range of art forms to which he could turn his hand. However, as the work
of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood will be considered in detail in Chapter 1 all that needs to
be noted here 1s that they seemed to regard literature and painting as artistic expressions of
cqual merit and standing,

Equality between the art forms fostered and strengthened the notion that words and
images belong together, and nowhere was this more clearly seen than in the realm of book
or periodical illustration,

The emergence of a literatc middle class who had both leisure and money at their
disposal was onc of the factors which led to the almost boundless market for periodicals,
while at the same time improvements in print technology which created the possibility of
much longer print runs meant that illustrations for a mass market were economically much
more feasible. This in turn whetted the appetite for illustrated fiction in book form. Word
and image were brought together, and more interesting still, author and artist collaborated
with a degree of reciprocal interaction between them developing. In The Princess and the
Goblin (1872), for example, George MacDonald advises the illustrator not to draw Princess
Irenc's toys’’ because they are indescribably good, and Arthur Hughes accordingly chose
another feature of the story to illustrate at that point. How the story was to be illustrated was
clearly in the author's mind as he wrote, suggesting the two were in some sort of active
partnership, rather than the 1llustrator merely and passively following the author's lead.

The working relationship between MacDonald and Hughes was a long-term one, as wag
the much more troubled, but now cclebrated relationship between CL Dodgson (Lewis

Carroll) and John Tenniel. This began with the commission to illustrate Alice’s Adventures
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in Wonderland in 1864 and ended after the publication of Through the Looking-Glass in

1871 with Tenniel's refusal to do any more work for Dodgson, whom he referred to as 'that

conceited old Don'. But as Humphrey Carpenter and Man Pritchard suggest in the Tenniel
entry in The Oxford Companion to Children's Literature (1995), the 'Alice' illustrations have
a 'lightness of touch and a wit almost totally lacking from his Punch drawings', again
suggesting an active collaboration between author and artist.

The situation with Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland is slightly unusual, in that
Dodgson had onginally illustrated the tale himself and only later while it was being

prepared for publication decided that a professional illustrator was required. The fact that

Dodgson had himself illustrated it suggests, firstly, that the visual aspect was important to
the author from the start, and that it was not illustrated merely as an afterthought: as Alice
herself asks, 'What is the use of a book without pictures?”®. Secondly, it could be noted in
passing that Dodgson's own visualisations of Alice were perhaps the source of some of the
friction with Tenniel, whose 1deas were necessarily different.

No matter how important illustration was, the emphasis in Alice's Adventures in
WWonderland remained on the written word, but in at least one case this situation was
reversed and it was the illustrations which were the main focus. These were the
watercolours by Richard (Dicky) Doyle, Tenniel's predecessor at Punch, entitled In
Fairyland. After they were completed in 1870 William Allingham was commissioned to
write an accompanying verse-text. In fact, the watercolours have been published since with
other texts, showing that word, in this case, is less important than image.

In mimetic art, which was the predominant mode of representation during the
nineteenth century, the close and multi-faceted relationship between literature and art is
particularly apparent. It is worth considering this relationship in some detail even in a thesis
on fantasy because by interpreting mimetic works of art in a particular way, the public
learned a system of 'reading' paintings which they then applied to works of fantasy where

the relationship between art and literature is not always so clearly stated.

One aspect of this relationship is that many artists did easel paintings of scenes from
literature, for example. Typically such paintings did not require a knowledge of the parent

text, and were not strictly speaking 1llustrations of it. Rather, they can be regarded as the
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