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Abstract

Haunted Matters interrogates objects, bodies, and epistemology in a selection of
Victorian women’s ghost stories, arguing that these things provided a means through
which the chosen writers could critique women’s troubled cultural position in mid- to late-
nineteenth-century Britain. The four authors considered — Charlotte Riddell, Margaret
Oliphant, Vernon Lee, and Edith Neshit — were all fundamental figures in the development
of the ghost story genre, using this popular fiction form to investigate social arenas in
which women were subjugated, professional venues from which they were excluded, and
the cultural construction of femininity. Each chapter is thus keyed into a specific aspect of
women’s material lives: money and the financial market (Riddell); visual science and the
male gaze (Oliphant); object culture and ‘feminine’ mysteriousness (Lee); and fin de siecle
marriage and the female corpse (Nesbit). This study argues that these writers — in making
things, bodies, and forms of perception central to their ghost stories — implicitly
condemned the patriarchal society which perpetuated a range of contradictory assumptions
about women, as being both bodily and spiritual, overly invested in the material world or
too prone to flights of fancy. Their diverse literary endeavours in this popular fiction form
enabled the selected writers to earn money, engage in public discourse, and critique the
dominant culture which sanctioned women’s subjugation. Haunted Matters thus questions
the ghost story’s designation as an anti-materialist genre through a focus on gender, instead

foregrounding the form’s explicit connections to the material world.
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Introduction

What might we expect from a Victorian ghost story? Nineteenth-century Irish
writer, J. Sheridan Le Fanu (1814-73), wryly asserted that ghost stories ‘may be read with
very good effect by a blazing fire on a shrewd winter’s night.’* This setting also frequently
recurs in the framing devices attached to many tales in the genre, as an anxious narrator
recounts uncanny experiences to a group of sceptics. Chris Baldick, in discussing slightly
later examples of this convention, playfully elaborates on a common scene:

There is a very familiar model followed by many ghost stories in English from the
early twentieth century: this usually begins with an assembly of gentlemen gathered
at a dinner-table or in a London club, debating the existence of spirits. Then a
nervous-looking member of company pipes up with a first hand account of [some]
inexplicable occurrences [...] At the close of the narrative, the materialist doubters
are silenced, and some moralising is made to the effect that that there are more
things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in [...] narrow secular

philosophies.’

While Baldick admits that his somewhat facetious example does ‘no justice to the many
more sophisticated writers’ who have produced work in the field,? this homosocial
stereotype has pervaded popular perception of the Victorian ghost story. Michael Cox and
R. A. Gilbert suggest that Dickens was responsible for embedding this image of fireside
winter’s ghost stories ‘firmly in the national consciousness’ to the extent that it became ‘a
national institution’ ripe for parody by the 1890s.* We might additionally connect this
convention to the genre’s oral roots, and to the fact that one of the most famous
representations of the form — Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw (1898) — knowingly
draws on this diegetic model. M. R. James, often cited as the ‘master’ of the genre,” also
influences this tradition: his male-dominated, antiquarian ghost stories mirror this type at

an extra-textual level insofar as they were frequently first recited to male undergraduates at

! J. Sheridan Le Fanu, ‘Ghost Stories of Chapelizod” (1851), in Ghost Stories and Mysteries, ed. by E. F.
Bleiler (Mineola: Dover, 1975), pp. 116-17 (p. 117).

2 Chris Baldick, ‘Introduction’, in The Oxford Book of Gothic Tales, ed. by Chris Baldick (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2009 [1992]), pp. Xi-xxiii (pp. Xiv-Xxv).

¥ Baldick (2009), p. xv.

* Michael Cox and R. A. Gilbert, ‘Introduction’, in Victorian Ghost Stories: An Oxford Anthology, ed. by
Michael Cox and R. A. Gilbert (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1992 [1991]), pp. ix-xx (p.
Xiii).

® ‘Many consider M[ontague] R[hodes] James (1862-1936) the master of ghost fiction in English.” Cyndy
Hendershot, ‘Ghost Stories’, in A Guide to United States Popular Culture, ed. by Ray B. Browne and Pat
Browne (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001), pp. 319-20 (p. 320).
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Christmas.® The 2000 BBC adaptations of James’s tales, which feature a lugubrious
Christopher Lee as the author, pouring out red wine for a youthful male audience, similarly

capitalise on this model.”

This familiar representation is, however, a convention which apparently excludes
women. Despite its recurring motifs, the ghost-story genre remains, as Nina Auerbach
claims, “fiendishly difficult to generalise about.”® Male ghosts and male narrators may be
prevalent in many examples, but recent criticism has sought to emphasise the importance
of women writers to the form.? The ratio of male to female ghost story writers in the
Victorian period remains difficult to determine, due to the sheer quantity of tales, many of
which were published anonymously or pseudonymously. Various commentators, however,
argue that female-authored ghost stories outnumber those by men. Jarlath Killeen
acknowledges that women writers ‘dominated the field in the nineteenth century as any

*10.and Mike Ashley asserts that “for

examination of Victorian periodicals [...] will attest,
each [ghostly or supernatural] story by a man [in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries] you would encounter three or four by women.’** Other critics remain more
cautious in their estimations, though most agree that women’s contributions were at least
slightly more prevalent.'? Regardless of the actual figures, male writers, as Killeen notes,
‘have received the lion’s share of critical attention.”* The complex publishing history
surrounding the Victorian ghost story demands that critical commentary looks beyond the
widely-recognised male authors long associated with the genre — Charles Dickens, Henry

James, and M. R. James™* — in order to fully appreciate its politics and aesthetics.

® Shane McCorristine describes how James ‘told his tales around a single candle to a select collegiate
audience, usually at Christmas,’ thus assigning them ‘the status of an after-dinner curio, like a fine cigar.’
Shane McCorristine, ‘Academia, Avocation and Ludicity in the Supernatural Fiction of M. R. James’,
Limina: A Journal of Historical and Cultural Studies, 13 (2007), 54-65 (56).

” Ghost Stories for Christmas with Christopher Lee, dir. by Eleanor Yule (BBC, 2000).

¥ Nina Auerbach, ‘Ghosts of Ghosts’, Victorian Literature and Culture, 32. 1 (2004), 277-84 (280).

% See, for example, Jenny Uglow ‘Introduction’ (1988), in The Virago Book of Victorian Ghost Stories, ed. by
Richard Dalby (London: Virago Press Ltd., 1992 [1988]), pp. ix-vii; Thomas H. Fick, ‘Authentic Ghosts and
Real Bodies: Negotiating Power in Nineteenth-Century Women’s Ghost Stories’, South Atlantic Review, 64.
2 (Spring 1999), 81-97; and Jarlath Killeen, ‘Gendering the ghost story? Victorian women and the challenge
of the phantom’, in The Ghost Story from the Middle Ages to the Twentieth Century: A Ghostly Genre, ed. by
Helen Conrad O’Briain and Julie Anne Stevens (Dublin: Four Courts Press Ltd., 2010), pp. 81-96.

9 Killeen (2010), p. 83.

' Strangely, Ashley cites no source for this somewhat excessive estimation. Mike Ashley, ‘Introduction’, in
Unforgettable Ghost Stories by Women Writers, ed. by Mike Ashley (Mineola: Dover, 2008), pp. v-vi (p. V).
12 See, for example, Richard Dalby’s statement that female authors produced “at least fifty per cent of quality
examples’ of classic ghost stories published in Britain in the past one hundred and fifty years, particularly in
the nineteenth century. Richard Dalby, ‘Preface’ in Dalby (1992), pp. vii-viii (p. vii).

¥ Killeen (2010), p. 83.

% We might also add J. S. Le Fanu to this list, although his excellent work remains relatively unknown
outside of academia. The other authors are associated with the genre through extensive critical appraisals of
their tales, as well as through radio and television dramatizations.
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This thesis aims to contribute to the scholarly reappraisal of the Victorian ghost
story and gender in particular by focussing on four women writers, all of whom were key
figures in the genre’s development. In staging a materialist analysis of the concerns and
production environments of the ghost story, my study demonstrates how this popular
fiction medium enabled female writers to critique and even alter the material conditions of
middle-class women’s lives. Critical work on the female-authored ghost story has already
started to highlight the role played by writers such as Mary Elizabeth Braddon (1835-
1915), Rhoda Broughton (1840-1920), Amelia B. Edwards (1831-92), Elizabeth Gaskell
(1810-65), Violet Hunt (1862-1942), Margaret Oliphant (1828-97), Edith Nesbit (1858-
1924), Charlotte Riddell (1832-1906), and Mrs Henry Wood (1814-87) in the nineteenth-
century evolution of the spectral tale. While recent publications — both commercial and
scholarly — have been successful in challenging the archetypal image of the male-narrated
Victorian ghost story, few monograph-length critical studies of female-authored
supernatural tales and the sites of their circulation exist.™® This sparseness makes it difficult
to trace the complexities of women’s endeavours in the form, especially in terms of
acknowledging correspondences and divergences between writers, discussing the impact
and diversity of publication venues, and establishing a justifiable (but not homogenising)
account of why so many women writers were attracted to the ghost story genre. Though
treated in articles, these issues can be interrogated more comprehensively in monograph-
length accounts. This thesis aims to perform such work, by focussing on ghost stories by
Charlotte Riddell, Margaret Oliphant, Vernon Lee, and Edith Nesbit.

Haunted Matters: Objects, Bodies, and Epistemology in Victorian Women'’s Ghost
Stories argues that mid- to late-nineteenth century ghost stories authored by British women
capitalise on the ghost’s encounter with, and dependency on, material objects, physical
bodies, and the epistemological questions associated with such things. Frequently viewed
as an ethereal or anti-materialist genre,™® I suggest instead that the ghost story provided a
means through which women writers could interrogate their cultural status in a patriarchal
society that was continually attempting to objectify or ‘fix’ them into contradictory roles.

Victorian women were subject to what Alison Bashford terms the ‘tradition embedded in

15 perhaps the most famous and influential monograph-length study of nineteenth-century women writers’
use of ghosts and the supernatural is Vanessa D. Dickerson’s Victorian Ghosts in the Noontide: Women
Writers and the Supernatural (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1996), discussed more fully later in
this introduction.

'8 Srdjan Smajic, for example, argues that ‘ghosts in the Victorian era [...] channel a dissatisfaction with
mechanistic models of the universe and the displacement of intuition- and faith-based forms of knowledge by
materialism and scientific naturalism,” and that ‘[g]host stories contributed to [the] resistance to materialism.’
Srdjan Smajic, Ghost-Seers, Detectives, and Spiritualists: Theories of Vision in Victorian Literature and
Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 55.
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Western culture, of thinking of women as their bodies — defined and controlled by their
organs, their sexuality, their corporeality.’17 For some nineteenth-century commentators,
this designation justified women’s subjugation, and explained their seeming susceptibility
to excessive emotion.'® Women of the period were also critiqued for their apparent
‘dreaminess, idealism, and reverence,’* but simultaneously condemned for failing to
‘extend their reasoning beyond the range of the physical world.’® Too prone to flights of
fancy or too invested in the “follies and frivolity’ of everyday life,?! Victorian women’s
actions were explained away on the grounds of their seemingly inferior biological
composition, their ‘poverty of spirit and timidity of mind.”** A preoccupation with objects,
bodies, and perception enabled the writers | focus on here to query this paradoxical cultural
view of women as both spiritual and physical, as unearthly angels and leaking bodies,

through varied explorations of the material world.

The ghost story, in being aligned with both ethereality and materiality, allowed
female authors to investigate the interdependency and ambiguity between these concepts
through a focus on gender. Ghosts, as Auerbach asserts, ‘were often more prosaically

present than the living,*

and the fictional forms which enclosed them regularly relied on
material things in conveying their sense of mystery. Victorian ghost stories teem with
haunted houses, wraithlike but physically powerful creatures, traumatised bodies, and
troubled perception. Women'’s supernatural writing, as Rosemary Jackson argues, might be
considered a ‘feminist enterprise’ insofar as it ‘threatens to dissolve’ many of the

seemingly ‘rigid boundaries’ upon which patriarchal culture relies.?* Crucially, however,

the spectral tales considered here did not always directly reject materialism, but instead

17 Alison Bashford, Purity and Pollution: Gender, Embodiment and Victorian Medicine (Hampshire:
Macmillan Press Ltd., 2000 [1998]), p. 57.

8 Women’s emotional responses were often attributed to their nerves, in line with the Victorian trend of
pathologising and thus delegitimising female behaviour. One nineteenth-century commentator, for example,
intimated that women’s emotional experiences were intellectually inferior to those of their male counterparts,
in stating that women ‘cannot soar into the region of abstract emotion’ as men do, as ‘[mJuch of what passes
in women for true emotion is mere nervous excitability.” J. C. H. ‘The “Eternal Feminine” Question’, The
Magazine of Music, 11. 6 (Jun 1894), 125-26 (125).

19 Susan Poznar, ‘Whose Body? The “Willing” or “Unwilling” Mesmerized Woman in Late Victorian
Fiction’, in Women and the Victorian Occult, ed. by Tatiana Kontou (Oxford: Routledge, 2011), pp. 138-61
(p. 153).

%0 J. G. Spurzheim, Phrenology, or the Doctrine of Mental Phenomena, Vol. 1 (Boston: Marsh, Capen, and
Lyon, 1833), p. 97; quoted in Cynthia Eagle Russett, Sexual Science: The Victorian Construction of
Womanhood (London: Harvard University Press, 1989), p. 18.

2! Susan Johnston, Women and Domestic Experience in Victorian Political Fiction (Westport: Greenwood,
2001), p. 25.

?2 Margaret Oliphant [published under ‘M. O. W. 0.’], ‘The Grievances of Women’, Fraser’s Magazine, 605
(May 1880), 698-710 (698).

2% Auerbach (2004), 277.

2 Rosemary Jackson, ‘Introduction’, in What Did Miss Darrington See?: An Anthology of Feminist
Supernatural Fiction, ed. by Jessica Amanda Salmonson (New York: The Feminist Press, 1989), pp. XV-XXxv

(p. xviii).
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employed things, bodies and epistemologies as vehicles for feminist critique. The ghost
story thus supplied a platform through which women writers could negotiate the troubled
dynamics between ‘masculine’ materialism and ‘feminine’ ethereality through narratives
which also “criticis[ed] and undermin[ed] the structures which constrained their lives.’*
Encouragingly, to engage these ideas through popular fiction simultaneously allowed
women to alter their material circumstances by earning money. This earning potential
offered women a significant means by which to address the conditions of literary
production in the period, with the ethereal supernaturalism of their subject belying the
materialist concerns of their intervention. This study thus questions the assumption that the
ghost story was solely focussed on ‘otherwordly’ concerns and that its ‘necessary
insistence on the reality of life after death [...] provided a buttress of sorts against
materialism.”%® Its reappraisal of women’s ghost stories contributes to the recovery of the
breadth and variety of nineteenth-century female literary production, while also refining

and redefining critical approaches to Victorian representations of femininity.

This study’s interest in the ghost story as specifically concerned with these material
questions is focused through four key representational sites: their treatment of money and
the financial market; of empiricist theories of vision and the male gaze; of object culture
and the construction of femininity; and of late Victorian marriage and the female corpse.
Each of these sites forms the context for readings of stories by Riddell, Oliphant, Lee, and
Nesbit, most of whom pursued careers in the periodical market. Haunted Matters is
therefore focused, but not parochial, in its concerns, which enables it to avoid the
generalisations and sweeping assumptions that can sometimes diminish accounts of
women’s literary production. Although brought together here, these women utilised ghost
stories in significantly different ways: Oliphant’s consolatory tales privilege a traditionally
‘feminine’ epistemology, contrasting with Nesbit’s violent horror stories, which stage a
stinging critique of the misogyny encoded into Victorian marriage and fin de siecle Gothic
fiction. And while Riddell’s tales capitalise on the insecurity of wealth and capital in
Victorian Britain to demonstrate women’s specific vulnerability within a patriarchal

system, Lee’s stories are more concerned with the personalised connections accreting to

% Uglow (1992), p. xi.

% Michael Cox and R. A. Gilbert, ‘Introduction’, in The Oxford Book of [English] Ghost Stories (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2008 [1986]), ed. by Michael Cox and R. A. Gilbert, pp. ix-xvii (p. xiii). Cox and
Gilbert reference this issue when discussing the ghost story’s links to Spiritualism and theological doubt;
however, they also offer several other reasons for the enduring popularity of the genre, and remain aware of
what they term ‘the difficulty, perhaps impossibility, of imposing order on the tradition of ghost fiction in
English’ (p. xvi).
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objects in their role as what Bill Brown terms ‘things,’?’ using them as a platform through
which to interrogate cultural myths about femininity. Nonetheless, all four writers engage
with the well-recognised concerns around the status of Victorian women, crucially re-

orientating the ghost story form itself towards material concerns.

Countering claims that female-authored ghost stories are escapist, anti-materialist,
or passive reflections of their reduced status,?® Haunted Matters participates in the critical
rehabilitation of the popular from ‘something that cheapens public discourse’ into a more
dynamic and self-reflexive mode which can critique or undermine dominant ideologies.?
Three of the four selected authors were driven by financial imperatives to write, acutely
illustrating how intertwined were the supernatural features of the stories with the hard-
pressed material realities of women’s everyday lives. This important context shapes the
stories themselves, and necessitates that critical assessment addresses the relationship
between literature and material economies (not always undertaken in studies of the
supernatural). My decision to focus on ghost stories, particularly those published in the
periodical press, emerges from this critical nexus, favouring a historicist, broadly cultural
studies approach. This popular fiction medium enabled the chosen writers to critique the

masculine social and professional venues from which they were often excluded.

Critical perplexity surrounds the question of why many women writers were drawn
to ‘a genre which could be seen as perpetuating the view of women as peculiarly disposed
to feel the attraction of the phantasmal.”® Vanessa D. Dickerson argues that the figure of
the ghost functioned as a useful metaphor through which women could articulate their own
liminal and partially invisible cultural status.** Although I draw on aspects of this
approach, | revise its criteria in questioning the designation of women as inherently
ghostly, focusing on these female writers’ engagement with (rather than exclusion from)

cultural questions surrounding things and bodies. Rather than reading the ghost as an

%" For Brown, objects become ‘things’ when we begin to take notice of them; mundane material objects are
transformed into mysterious and/or evocative things via the subject-object relationship. Bill Brown, ‘Thing
Theory’, Critical Inquiry, 28. 1: Things (Autumn 2001), 1-22.

%8 Julia Briggs, for example, suggests that ‘[m]any of the most effective ghost stories are quite reasonably
concerned with entertaining, rather than making a serious contribution to literature’ and that ‘much of’
Vernon Lee’s supernatural work ‘was escapist in its tendency.” Julia Briggs, Night Visitors: The Rise and
Fall of the English Ghost Story (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1977), pp. 8, 123. More recent critics,
however, counter their discussions of the genre’s escapist pleasures with acknowledgement of its weightier
impulses.

2 Roger Luckhurst uses this term in arguing against ‘[o]ne of the standard denigrations of popular culture’
which links it to ‘uncritical gorging and passive absorption [...] sensation and emotional excess.” Roger
Luckhurst, ‘The public sphere, popular culture and the true meaning of the zombie apocalypse’, in The
Cambridge Companion to Popular Fiction, ed. by David Glover and Scott McCracken (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2012), pp. 68-85 (p. 68).

% Killeen (2010), p. 83.

%! Dickerson (1996), p. 5.
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emblem of liminal femininity, a tendency which often pervades studies of female-authored
supernatural fiction, | chart these women’s very real contributions to debates about finance,
science, object culture, and marriage through the medium of the ghost story. My study thus
follows on from Simon Hay’s recent challenge to perceptions of the form as antithetical to
the realist novel,* and looks specifically at how its entanglements with the material world
intersect with gender. The ghost story supplied a fertile site against which these writers
could stage a coded critique of Victorian Britain’s gendered regulations regarding the body
and property. Whether discussing the fragility of money or the inadequacy of visual
epistemology, gratuitous images of destroyed female bodies or the endurance of the femme
fatale, these authors utilised the ghost story to critique the ways in which their limited
property and legal rights were routinely justified on a range of contradictory assumptions

about womanhood.
Critical Contexts I: Women, the Gothic, and the Nineteenth-Century Periodical Press

While recognising the dangers of reductive generalism, it is imperative to define
what we mean by the term ‘ghost story.” David Blair suggests that the genre was, in the
nineteenth century, ‘a major extension of Gothic writing,”*® and critics sometimes assume
the two genres are interlinked, or even almost synonymous. The Victorian ghost story
was certainly influenced by its eighteenth-century Gothic predecessor, but to read it as an
inherently Gothic form is problematic insofar it neglects both the specificity and the
diversity of the ghost story. The two genres may share focus on ‘gloomy, isolated’
environments,® but they differ structurally and stylistically: according to Cox and Gilbert,
the ghost story’s ‘typically domestic’ tone and continual rejection of rational explanation
remains distinct from the more ‘indulgently heroic and ostentatiously fictitious’
flamboyance of Gothic fiction.*® The issue is complicated even further by the fact that

‘Gothic’ itself is a highly vexed categorisation. Although Haunted Matters will at times

%2 Hay emphasises the similarities between the ghost story and the realist novel, suggesting that they are ‘in
pursuit of the same end — the representation of the structural truth of society — but going about that in a very
different way.” Simon Hay, A History of the Modern British Ghost Story (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2011), p. 25.

% David Blair, ‘Introduction’, to Gothic Short Stories, ed. by David Blair (Ware: Wordsworth, 2002), pp.
Viii-xxvi (p. xvii).

% Diana Wallace suggests that ‘[i]f “the Gothic” is detached from the “Gothic novel” [...] and regarded as a
mode of writing rather than a genre then it becomes flexible enough to encompass the ghost story.” Diana
Wallace, ‘Uncanny Stories: The Ghost Story As Female Gothic’, Gothic Studies, 6. 1 (May 2004), 57-68
(57).

* R. A. Gilbert, ‘Ghost Stories’, in in The Handbook of the Gothic (Second Edition), ed. by Marie Mulvey-
Roberts (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009 [1998]), pp. 124-25 (p. 125).

% Of course, not all ghost stories are ‘domestic’ in tone, but it seems fair to argue that this tone recurs more
frequently in ghost stories than in Gothic fiction. Cox and Gilbert (1992), p. x.
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draw on the rich critical field on the Gothic, it remains imperative to distinguish the ghost

story from the continually-debated Gothic tradition.

While some favour a historical definition which acknowledges the Gothic’s first-
wave and fin-de-siécle incarnations,®” many recent critics have challenged this
conventional ‘ebb and flow’ historiography,®® arguing instead that ‘the Gothic cultural
phenomenon continues to break its boundaries.”*® Although we might link the Gothic to the
demise of the aristocratic family line, Darwin-influenced fears of degeneration, distraught
heroines, ruined castles, haunted mansions, physical horror, corporeality, mutation,
corruption, or morally-ambivalent urban spaces,* critics such as Julian Wolfreys have
supported a broader classification, suggesting that the ‘gothic is to be found everywhere
[...] but never [...] in the same form twice.”** This loose designation, however, threatens to
dissolve the form’s historical significance.* If the gothic is an ever-changing, intangible
entity to be found in everything, it becomes virtually meaningless. Baldick, wary of ‘the
risk of losing an important series of connected meanings,”*® argues that we can draw

together the genre’s ‘often nebulous associations’ into a tentative definition:**

%" For a discussion of competing definitions of the Gothic, see Julian Wolfreys, ‘Preface: “I could a tale
unfold”, or, the Promise of Gothic’, in Victorian Gothic: Literary and Cultural Manifestations in the
Nineteenth Century, ed. by Ruth Robbins and Julian Wolfreys (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2000), pp. Xi-XX.
Wolfreys claims that a historically-stringent categorisation of first-wave Gothic depicts it as a literary
movement between 1764 and 1818 or 1820, bracketed by the publication of Horace Walpole’s The Castle of
Otranto and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein or Charles Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer respectively. The fin
de siécle or late Victorian Gothic emerged in the 1880s and 1890s, with the publication of texts such as
Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886), H. G. Wells’s The Island
of Doctor Moreau (1896), and Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897).

3 1 borrow the term ‘ebb and flow’ from Roger Luckhurst’s ‘Introduction’ in Late Victorian Gothic Tales,
ed. by Roger Luckhurst (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009 [2005]), pp. ix-xxxi (p. ix).

%9 Marie Mulvey-Roberts, ‘Introduction to the First Edition’, in Mulvey-Roberts (2009), pp. xx-xxiii (p. xx).
%% | am here conflating aspects of the first-wave Gothic (heroines, castles, aristocracy) with those from the
fin-de-siécle Gothic (degeneration, urban spaces, mutation). There is a diverse range of exciting critical work
on these various incarnations of the Gothic: in addition to the previously mentioned anthologies, see, for
example, The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction, ed. by Jerrold E. Hogle (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2002); Linda Dryden, The Modern Gothic and Literary Doubles: Stevenson, Wilde and
Wells (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003); Robert Mighall, A Geography of Victorian Gothic Fiction:
Mapping History’s Nightmares (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003); Angela Wright, Gothic Fiction: A
Reader’s Guide to Essential Criticism (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007); Jarlath Killeen, Gothic
Literature, 1825-1914 (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2009); and The Victorian Gothic: An Edinburgh
Companion, ed. by Andrew Smith and William Hughes (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012).

! Julian Wolfreys, Victorian Hauntings: Spectrality, Gothic, the Uncanny and Literature (Basingstoke:
Palgrave, 2002), p. 11.

*2 Of course, it remains difficult to quantify the Gothic solely in terms of its first-wave and late Victorian
incarnations since, as several critics have demonstrated, Gothic themes and tropes often resurfaced in early
and mid-nineteenth-century texts. Nonetheless, we can revise and expand the historical parameters of the
Gothic without entirely disavowing its position in literary history. For an astute discussion of the Gothic’s re-
emergence in Victorian realist texts, see Peter K. Garrett, Gothic Reflections: Narrative Force in Nineteenth-
Century Fiction (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003), pp. 141-224.

3 Baldick (2009), p. xix.

* Baldick (2009), p. xi.
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typically a Gothic tale will invoke the tyranny of the past (a family curse, the
survival of archaic forms of despotism and of superstition) with such weight as to
stifle the hopes of the present (the liberty of the heroine or hero) within the dead-
end of physical incarceration (the dungeon, the locked room, or simply the confines
of a family house closing in on itself).*

While Baldick’s argument is relatively successful in characterising a notoriously slippery
genre, it also reveals the difficulties of synthesising the ghost story into the Gothic
tradition. Some ghost stories — such as those which feature malevolent spectres returning to
wreak justice — fit Baldick’s Gothic model of the ghastly re-emergence of the past,* but
there are many in which the hauntings are sentimental, consolatory, mundane, or altogether
morally and emotionally ambiguous.*” Acknowledging these restrictions, Haunted Matters
largely eschews the temptation to read the ghost story as an intrinsically Gothic medium,*®

instead championing it as a distinct literary genre in its own right.

The Gothic has, however, opened up useful avenues for the study of the female-
authored ghost story: namely, in its focus on female materiality and women’s lives. The
literary gothic has been aligned with women since Ann Radcliffe’s key role in establishing
the genre,* and Ellen Moers’s influential 1974 reading of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein
(1818) as “distinctly a woman s mythmaking on the subject of birth’ brought the feminine
focus to the critical fore.® In addition to exploring the genre’s engagement with women’s
biological and psychological make-up, recent critical work has examined the form’s
condemnation of the potentially horrifying ‘social relations and social institutions’ through

which women were oppressed.®! Diane Long Hoeveler, for example, argues that the female

** Baldick (2009), p. xix.

*® Examples of Victorian ghost stories which accord with Baldick’s definition of the Gothic include Rosa
Mulholland’s ‘The Haunted Organist of Hurly Burly’ (1866), Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s ‘The Shadow in the
Corner’ (1879), Louisa Baldwin’s ‘The Weird of the Walfords’ (1889), and Katharine Tynan’s ‘The Picture
on the Wall’ (1895). Many of M. R. James’s supernatural tales also draw on the Gothic model of an ancient
past emerging to stifle the present.

" Examples of ghost stories which diverge from Baldick’s classification include Dinah Mulock Craik’s ‘The
Last House in C— Street’ (1856), Margaret Oliphant’s ‘The Lady’s Walk’ (1882-3), and Lanoe Falconer’s
‘Cecilia de Noél’ (1891).

*8 The exception to this rule is the fourth chapter on Edith Nesbit, as her stories can be synthesised within the
tradition of fin de siécle Gothic fiction.

* Although Walter Scott and many readers were highly appreciative of Radcliffe’s works, some
contemporary and modern critics were less enamoured. For a discussion of Radcliffe and the ‘prejudicial
interpretations’ applied to her oeuvre, see Robert Miles, ‘Ann Radcliffe (1764-1823)’, in Mulvey-Roberts
(2009), pp. 76-83.

%0 Ellen Moers, ‘Female Gothic’ (1974), in The Endurance of Frankenstein: Essays on Mary Shelley’s Novel,
ed. by George Levine and U. C. Knoepflmacher (London: University of California Press, 1979), pp. 77-87 (p.
81).

3 Eugenia C. DeLamotte argues that ‘the Gothic vision has from the beginning been focused steadily on
social relations and social institutions [...] its simultaneous focus on the most private demons of the psyche


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1563_No%C3%ABl
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gothic, rather than being ‘primarily concerned with depicting women’s achievement of
psychic maturity or socioeconomic inheritance,” can instead be read as ‘a coded and veiled
critique of all of those public institutions that have been erected to displace, contain, or
commodify women.”>? Haunted Matters applies a similar thesis to the Victorian ghost
story, with emphasis on the generic and historical specificities of that mode as distinct
from the structures of Gothic fiction. Not only were the genres different in tone and form,*®
but the very time-specific material production of the Victorian periodical press can be
distinguished from the bourgeois roots of the Gothic novel. The accelerated development
of literary production in the nineteenth century saw women increasingly turning to popular
fiction forms such as the ghost story, many examples of which appeared in the burgeoning

periodical press.

Haunted Matters focuses primarily on ghost stories by British female authors
(defined as short stories in which a spectre appears or is otherwise implicated),>* many of
which were first published in nineteenth-century periodicals. Although most tales
considered in this study were eventually compiled in single-author short fiction collections,
a significant number first featured in publications such as New Quarterly Magazine,
Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, Fraser’s Magazine, and Murray’s Magazine,> with
others by the authors emerging in London Society, Longman’s Magazine, and the Argosy.>®
The Victorian era’s flourishing periodical press provided an outlet through which female
writers could market their short works, in a society in which middle-class women’s

employment opportunities were limited by social convention. As Cox and Gilbert

can never be separated from this persistent preoccupation with the social realities from which those demons
always, in some measure, take their shape.” Eugenia C. DeLamotte, Perils of the Night: A Feminist Study of
Nineteenth-Century Gothic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), p. vii.

52 Diane Long Hoeveler, Gothic Feminism: The Professionalization of Gender from Charlotte Smith to the
Brontés (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1998), pp. xii-xiii.

53 Although there are clearly exceptions, the eighteenth-century Gothic is primarily exemplified by novels,
while nineteenth-century ghost stories are generally much shorter works. Similarly, as Cox argues, ‘[w]here
Gothic fiction had been romantically remote in its settings and often flamboyantly atemporal, ghost stories
anchored themselves firmly in the contemporary, or near contemporary, here and now.” Michael Cox,
‘Introduction’, in The Oxford Book of Twentieth-Century Ghost Stories, ed. by Michael Cox (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996), p. xi-xix (p. Xi).

> The term ‘ghost stories’ is sometimes used interchangeably with ‘supernatural tales’ in short-story
anthologies, to cover a broad range of paranormal themes (e.g. vampirism, werewolves, telepathy,
hypnotism). Though recognising the value of situating the ghost story within the broader genre of
supernatural fiction, this thesis will primarily limit itself to spectral tales to maintain specificity.

% Margaret Oliphant’s ‘A Beleaguered City’ (1879) appeared in New Quarterly Magazine, while the same
author’s “The Portrait’ (1885) and ‘The Library Window’ (1896) were published anonymously in
Blackwood’s. Vernon Lee’s ‘A Culture-Ghost’ (1881) and ‘Amour Dure’ (1887) featured in Fraser’s
Magazine and Murray’s Magazine respectively, and Edith Nesbit’s 1893 collection Grim Tales opens with
thanks to various periodicals’ editors in allowing her to republish the stories (cited in Chapter Four).

% Charlotte Riddell’s ‘Sandy the Tinker’ (1880) appeared in London Society, and Oliphant’s ‘The Lady’s
Walk’ was published in two parts in Longman’s in the winter of 1882-83. Nesbit’s ‘The Ebony Frame’
appeared in the same publication in 1891, and her ‘The Mass for the Dead’ (1892) was printed in the Argosy
the following year. See the bibliography for full publication details.
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acknowledge, women’s experiments with the ghost story had less to do with ‘an inherent
susceptibility to the supernatural [...] than to the practical — often pressing — need of a
certain type of educated woman to earn a living.”>" Although their ghost stories might have
appeared frivolous or even ephemeral to Victorian readers,”® these tales’ dual status as
commodities and popular texts allowed women writers to stage coded criticisms of the

male-orientated culture.

Women’s involvement in the thriving literary arena of the nineteenth century
granted them access to certain freedoms which might otherwise have remained
unavailable. As ‘a major public space for discourses about society, politics, culture, public

order, and larger worlds of foreign and imperial affairs,” >

the periodical press supplied a
venue through which women could engage with popular cultural debates as a means to
earn money. Alexis Easley explains that the policy of anonymous publication potentially
allowed women writers to eschew the constraints imposed on them, insofar as it provided
‘effective cover for exploring a variety of conventionally “masculine” social issues’ while
enabling them ‘to evade essentialised notions of “feminine” voice and identity.”®® Easley
remains sensitive to the irony here: the periodical press, as well as affording means of
empowerment, was also ‘the primary medium concerned with constructing negative
stereotypes of the female author,” and the practice of anonymity entailed a ‘suppression of
individual identity’ which hardly seems conducive to the development of women’s
literature.®" Nonetheless, it supplied a literary site through which female commentators
could enter debates from ‘a position less “contaminated” by gender definitions.”®?
Although it is difficult to establish the extent to which women writers in general practiced

anonymity (especially in the case of lesser known authors), it is clear that all of my

5" Cox and Gilbert (1992), p. xiv.

%8 Many nineteenth-century reviews of ghost story collections, as we will see throughout Haunted Matters,
focussed on their capacity to scare and/or to entertain.

> Laurel Brake and Julie F. Codell, ‘Introduction: Encountering the Press’, in Encounters in the Victorian
Press: Editors, Authors, Readers, ed. by Laurel Brake and Julie F. Codell (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2005), pp. 1-7 (p. 2).

% Alexis Easley, First-Person Anonymous: Women Writers and Victorian Print Media, 1830-1870
(Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2004), p. 1.

%1 Easley (2004), p. 3. Intriguingly, many female-authored ghost stories employ a male narrator, further
emphasising the suppression of female identity implied in anonymous or pseudonymous publication. While
Jenny Uglow argues that this choice might have emerged from the fact that ‘the experience of seeing a ghost
pushes men into conventional female roles: timid, nervous, helpless,’ this claim risks mapping an overly
homogenous interpretation onto a widespread cultural practice. Uglow (1992), p. xvii. Women writers might
have adopted male voices in order to experiment with reader’s assumptions and expectations; to allow them
to partially penetrate and explore male-orientated environments; to portray femininity from an outsider’s
perspective; to exploit opportunities created by anonymous publishing; to situate their own works within a
tradition which (as demonstrated earlier) was often perceived to focus on men; or to engage with the ‘Woman
question’ without experiencing reprisals from the press.

%2 Easley (2004), p. 3.
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selected writers played with some aspect of gender-ambivalent identity in the periodical

publication of their ghost stories.®

The importance of women’s contributions to the Victorian periodical press —
explored by critics such as Easley, Jennifer Phegley, and Kathryn Ledbetter® — forms an
integral part of the diverse and exciting scholarship on the significance of periodicals to
nineteenth-century literary and cultural studies. This field has developed considerably in
the past thirty years, following the acknowledgment in the 1990s that ‘the circulation of
periodicals and newspapers was larger and more influential in the nineteenth century than
[the] printed book, and served a more varied constituency in all walks of life.”®® Much of
this scholarship has a feminist impetus in highlighting the breadth and variety of women’s
contributions, and interrogating the periodical press’s role in giving voice to (and thus
helping to empower) female subjects. Women’s diverse responsibilities as editors, writers,
and readers, as Phegley argues, positioned them as ‘participants in a cultural debate rather
than subjects to be debated’ in a literary context which enabled ‘greater personal and

professional opportunities for women.’®

This crucial feminist material on the nineteenth-century periodical has yet to be
fully utilised in critical discussions of Victorian women’s ghost stories, though studies of
ghost fiction in the preceding century, by E. J. Clery and Sasha Handley, have persuasively
linked it to emergent consumerism and the changing nature of print culture.®” Warning
against the assumption that the ‘Age of Reason’ was intrinsically hostile to the
supernatural, Clery explores how paranormal fiction was influenced by and in conversation
with the literary marketplace, in a society increasingly demanding entertainment. For

Clery, the ‘seriousness of scepticism and faith’ in eighteenth-century Britain was countered

83 Charlotte Riddell published non-supernatural work under the pseudonyms R. V. M. Sparling, Rainey
Hawthorne, and F. G. Trafford — as well as under her real title of Mrs J. H. Riddell — and her supernatural tale
‘Sandy the Tinker’ (1880) appeared anonymously. Margaret Oliphant established a literary persona through
her extensive contributions to Blackwood’s, but the three of her tales considered in this study were all
published anonymously. (Two of the three texts employ a male narrator, but it might be argued that
Oliphant’s subtitles about ‘the seen and the unseen” compromise the stories’ apparent anonymity.) Violet
Paget adopted the male pseudonym “Vernon Lee’ explicitly to distance herself from the domain of women’s
writing, although this was something of an open secret. Many of Edith Nesbit’s supernatural stories appeared
under the gender-ambiguous ‘E. Nesbit’.

% Jennifer Phegley, Educating the Proper Woman Reader: Victorian Family Magazines and the Cultural
Health of the Nation (Columbus: The Ohio State University Press, 2004); Kathryn Ledbetter, British
Victorian Women's Periodicals: Beauty, Civilization, and Poetry (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).

% J. Don Vann and Rosemary T. VanArsdel, ‘Introduction’, in Victorian Periodicals and Victorian Society,
ed. by J. Don Vann and Rosemary T. VanArsdel (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1994), pp. 3-8 (p. 3).

% phegley (2004), p. 7.

¢ E. J. Clery, The Rise of Supernatural Fiction, 1762-1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999
[1995]); Sasha Handley, Visions of an Unseen World: Ghost Beliefs and Ghost Stories in Eighteenth-Century
England (London: Pickering and Chatto, 2007).
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by ‘complimentary forms of production and consumption positing a new object: the spectre
as spectacle.”® Handley’s historicist study foregrounds the significance of the developing
printing industry, claiming that the ghost story’s migration ‘between traditional texts and
new literary genres’ in the eighteenth century privileges its ‘persistent social relevance and
flexibility.”® Both Clery and Handley draw extensively on literary contexts in expounding
their arguments, a focus which would certainly benefit analyses of ghost stories from the
following century.”® This thesis will draw on the rich critical material on nineteenth-
century periodicals in its exploration of Victorian women’s spectral fiction, investigating
how these contexts shaped their content while providing a lucrative arena for women
writers. Despite the seemingly short, transient, elliptical, and conventional form of the
ghost story, it provided potent means through which female authors could critique
patriarchal institutions and reflect on their reduced social status. Haunted Matters thus
seeks to interrogate the complicated relationship between supernatural writing and
materialist cultures, an increasingly important concern in Victorian studies, but not always
fully recognised in studies of the ghost story. It also takes a gendered approach to this field
to offer new means through which the dynamics between supernaturalism and materialism

can be negotiated.
Critical Contexts I1: The Ghost Story as Object of Study

The Victorian ghost story remains enduringly popular in modern culture, but there
are curiously few twentieth-century monograph-length accounts which focus exclusively
on the genre.” Julia Briggs, in the preface to her classic study Night Visitors: The Rise and
Fall of the English Ghost Story (1977), suggests that this is because it is ‘an area at once
vast, amorphous, and notoriously difficult to define,”’? a view echoed by a number of later
critics attempting to explain this neglect.”® Briggs — along with Peter Penzoldt in The
Supernatural in Fiction (1952) and Jack Sullivan in Elegant Nightmares: The English
Ghost Story from Le Fanu to Blackwood (1978)" — pioneered the study of the ghost story

%8 Clery (1999), p. 25.

% Handley (2007), p. 12.

"0 Although seminal studies of the ghost story have been produced by critics such as Briggs, it seems that few
of these pay close attention to the literary contexts in which these tales were published. More recent
publications engage with this issue in places, but no full-length feminist study of the ghost story examines
how women’s contributions were shaped by the periodical venues in which they appeared.

"™ Essays or chapters on the Victorian ghost story are, however, often synthesised within critical collections
or monographs considering the nineteenth-century supernatural or fin-de-siécle Gothic.

"2 Briggs (1977), p. 7.

"® See Auerbach (2004) and Killeen (2010).

7 Peter Penzoldt, The Supernatural in Fiction (London: P. Nevill, 1952); Jack Sullivan, Elegant Nightmares:
The English Ghost Story from Le Fanu to Blackwood (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 1978).
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as an important literary genre,” challenging assumptions that its purpose to entertain and
frighten undermined its cultural value.”® These early studies were crucial in the

development of the critical field, promoting discussions of the ghost story’s alliance with
nostalgia (Briggs), humour (Sullivan), and deep-rooted fears (Penzoldt) through analyses
of its stylistic features. Briggs’s study is especially notable for its enduring relevance, and

is still referenced as one of the seminal texts on Victorian supernatural fiction.

While not denying that Briggs’s monograph remains vital in assessing how the
genre changed throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Haunted Matters takes
issue with some of its more outdated assumptions. | specifically challenge the claim that
‘the symbolic meaning of the ghost story most consistently exploited was the most obvious
one — its rejection of materialism,” and the idea that the form ‘gave comforting proof that
there was something beyond [the material world].”’” Some tales might endorse a
spiritualistic worldview and/or provide consolation,’® but to read the genre primarily in
these terms is extremely problematic. As | aim to demonstrate, the form’s relationship with
materialism was far more complex than Briggs’s reading suggests, and discerning
Victorian readers were unlikely to interpret fiction as ‘proof” of a preternatural world.
Instead, the ghost story’s alliance with both ethereality and materialism enabled authors to
interrogate a range of cultural issues, not merely those surrounding spirituality and

religion.

Briggs acknowledged in her preface that Night Visitors was the first scholarly work
on the English ghost story to be published in twenty-five years. Following its release, there
was another extended critical silence, although interest in the social history of nineteenth-
century Spiritualism and psychical research was revived in the 1980s with Janet
Oppenheim’s The Other World: Spiritualism and Psychical Research in England, 1850-
1914 (1985) and Alex Owen’s The Darkened Room: Women, Power, and Spiritualism in

> As a 2007 obituary for Briggs noted, at the time in which the ‘wide-ranging, learned and invitingly-
written’ Night Visitors was published, ‘Oxford [University] would not allow [the ghost story] as a doctoral
subject.” William St Clair, ‘Obituaries: Professor Julia Briggs, English scholar and biographer’, The
Independent (Fri 17" August 2007) <http://www.independent.co.uk/news/obituaries/professor-julia-briggs-
461881.html> [accessed 19/1/11].

’® This attitude can also be connected to developments in literary criticism which sought to move away from
traditional ideas about literary ‘quality’ and the canon, partially influenced by the rise of cultural materialism.
" Briggs (1977), p. 24.

"8 See, for example, Margaret Oliphant’s ‘Old Lady Mary’ (1884), in which a woman who dies without
making a formal will receives God’s blessing to make restitution from beyond the grave, and Mary E.
Wilkins [Freeman]’s ‘The Lost Ghost’ (1903), in which a disconsolate child spectre is united with a lonely
spinster in a mutually-fulfilling substitute maternal relationship.



http://www.independent.co.uk/news/obituaries/professor-julia-briggs-461881.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/obituaries/professor-julia-briggs-461881.html
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Late Victorian England (1989).” This interest has persisted into the twenty-first century,
with critics such as Marlene Tromp, Tatiana Kontou, Jill Galvan, and Christine Ferguson
investigating the nineteenth-century spiritualist movement, often through a gendered
lens.®® Scholarship on late Victorian occult science and psychical research also intersected
with this critical material on spiritualism in later years, with monographs by Pamela
Thurschwell, Roger Luckhurst, and Hilary Grimes discussing the extent to which fin de
siécle mental science, technology, and psychical research overlapped.®* In questioning the
apparent antithesis between science and spiritualism, such studies, as Christine Ferguson
acknowledges, importantly depict the ‘relationship [...] between spiritualism, science, and
literature’ as ‘one of reciprocality and dynamic symbiosis rather than hostile opposition.’®?
During the 1990s and beyond, the publication of anthologies of ghost stories and the
development of the Wordsworth Mystery and Supernatural series fuelled and responded to
a surge in the popularity of Victorian and Edwardian weird tales among non-academic
readers.®® Scholarly work on nineteenth-century supernatural fiction, however, has largely
remained limited to article- and chapter-length studies, or books on individual authors.
Critical anthologies such as The Haunted Mind: The Supernatural in Victorian Literature
(1999) and The Victorian Supernatural (2004) hinted tantalisingly at a reappraisal of the
genre, but many of the included essays focussed on supernatural genres outwith the

confines of the ghost story, or on the invasion of the otherworldly into realist texts.®*

™ Janet Oppenheim, The Other World: Spiritualism and Psychical Research in England, 1850-1914
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); Alex Owen, The Darkened Room: Women, Power, and
Spiritualism in Late Victorian England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004 [1989]). Diana Basham
also discusses Spiritualism in her monograph on Victorian women and the supernatural; Diana Basham, The
Trial of Women: Feminism and the Occult Sciences in Victorian Literature and Society (New York: New
York University Press, 1992).

8 Marlene Tromp, Altered States: Sex, Nation, Drugs, and Self-Transformation in Victorian Spiritualism
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2006); Tatiana Kontou, Spiritualism and Women’s Writing:
From the Fin de Siécle to the Neo-Victorian (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); Jill Galvan, The
Sympathetic Medium: Feminine Channeling, the Occult, and Communication Technologies, 1859-1919
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2010); and Christine Ferguson, Determined Spirits: Eugenics, Heredity and
Racial Regeneration in Anglo-American Spiritualist Writing, 1848-1930 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2012).

81 pamela Thurschwell, Literature, Technology and Magical Thinking, 1880-1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001); Roger Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy, 1870-1901 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002); Hilary Grimes, The Late Victorian Gothic: Mental Science, the Uncanny, and
Scenes of Writing (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011).

82 Christine Ferguson, ‘Recent Studies in Nineteenth-Century Spiritualism’, Literature Compass, 9. 6 (2012),
431-40 (433). Ferguson is talking about the studies by Thurschwell and Luckhurst, but Grimes’s monograph
can also be synthesised within this tradition.

8 The emergence of Valancourt Books in 2005 also contributed to the project of resurrecting lost or forgotten
supernatural and Gothic works from the nineteenth century. The increasing popularity of e-readers such as
the Kindle might also play a role, in that the absence of copyright restrictions means that Victorian texts can
be purchased for pennies or often for free in electronic form.

8 The Haunted Mind: The Supernatural in Victorian Literature, ed. by Elton E. Smith and Robert Haas
(Kent: Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1999); The Victorian Supernatural, ed. by Nicola Bown, Carolyn Burdett, and
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Ghost-seeing came to the critical fore in 2010, with detailed monographs by Shane
McCorristine and Srdjan Smajic balancing fictional and non-fictional sources in signalling
the fertility of the topic for further research.®® Several recent literary studies which focus

exclusively on the ghost story similarly capitalise on this fruitfulness.

The three twenty-first century monographs which discuss the Victorian ghost story
at length — Andrew Smith’s The Ghost Story: A Cultural History, 1840-1920 (2010),
Simon Hay’s A History of the Modern British Ghost Story (2011), and Luke Thurston’s
Literary Ghosts from the Victorians to Modernism: The Haunting Interval (2012) —
synthesise it within a literary tradition which endured into the twentieth century. While
Smith and Hay favour historicist accounts which remain sensitive to the genre’s trajectory,
Thurston’s post-structuralist analysis utilises Deleuzean theory in reading the ghost as an
emblem of narrative uncertainty. An examination of the three texts reveals the persistence
of a restrictive masculinist tendency to primarily associate the nineteenth-century ghost
story with male writers. The final two monographs also draw on, to varying extents, the

current critical inclination to metaphorize the spectral.

Smith’s historicist account resituates the genre within its Victorian economic
contexts, delineating the ghost story’s entanglements with financial debates, such as those
on the role of the Stock Market, and on the controversy around charity and reform.%
Despite his various disclaimers as to women’s crucial involvement in the genre, Smith’s
study devotes only a single chapter to female writers, even though his astute close readings
there reveal the diversity of their contributions and the inadequacy of a sole chapter in
exploring them. My thesis aims to revise and expand upon Smith’s claim that Victorian
women’s ghost stories ‘share a concern about cultural visibility which is key to

| »87

understanding their configurations of the spectral.”™" Although women’s apparent lack of

cultural visibility contributed to their subjugation, they were also paradoxically framed as

Pamela Thurschwell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). The earlier collection is heavily
weighted towards male authors.

8 While McCorristine’s monograph interrogates ghost-seeing through a range of real, fictional, and scientific
accounts, Smajic’s, though also broad in scope, investigates how both ghost stories and detective fiction drew
on scientific theories of vision. Shane McCaorristine, Spectres of the Self: Thinking about Ghosts and Ghost-
Seeing in England, 1750-1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Smajic (2010).

8 Andrew Smith, The Ghost Story, 1840-1920: A Cultural History (Manchester and New York: Manchester
University Press, 2010).

87 Smith (2010), p. 93. While Smith links this cultural visibility to women’s ‘specific engagements with ideas
about love and its associations with money (Riddell) and history (Lee and Sinclair),” I eschew the focus on
love in favour of objects, bodies, and epistemology.
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aesthetic objects worthy of appreciation, providing women writers with a potent motif

through which to critique the gendered dynamics of visibility and vision.®

Simon Hay’s excellent monograph A History of the Modern British Ghost Story
(2011) pays more attention to women writers’ contributions, but still its focus remains
weighted towards men.®° Hay’s detailed study, which reads Riddell’s ‘The Open Door’
(1882) as an ‘exemplary’ ghost story,” traces the genre’s development through its
relationship to other literary forms such as the historical novel, realism, and naturalism, as
well as to empire and modernism. For Hay, the ghost story ‘provides an alternative to the
novel’ in supplying a stage on which ‘the same ideological battles are being fought out in
different ways,” allowing it to both mirror and undermine traditional realism.** While this
doubling effect can facilitate interrogations of the past or the unveiling of hidden truths in
nineteenth-century spectral narratives, Hay argues that ghosts, in the twentieth century,
break free of their generic trappings to function as metaphors for the modernist condition,
figuring ‘not the past returning to the present, but rather the present itself.’*? Hay’s analysis
stages a valuable corrective to the ghost story’s apparent opposition to realism, but the
gendered aspects of these interchanges remain largely unexplored. Haunted Matters seeks
to interrogate this neglected area, specifically countering Hay’s claim that the late
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century ghost story ‘became not an engagement with

reality but a distraction from it."*

The metaphorization of the spectral, acknowledged by Hay with regards to
modernism, has proved extremely pervasive in studies of the supernatural. Critics such as
Julian Wolfreys and Luke Thurston use haunting as an analogy for interpretational

reading.” In Victorian Hauntings: Spectrality, Gothic, the Uncanny and Literature (2002),

% In Chapter Two, I discuss how Margaret Oliphant’s stories in particular destabilise the primacy of vision
and the gendered dynamics of looking.

8 Although Hay’s wide-ranging study examines stories by Charlotte Riddell and Mary Elizabeth Braddon,
his attention to male writers — such as Walter Scott, Charles Dickens, M. R. James, Rudyard Kipling, and
Joseph Conrad — eclipses this focus. Hay’s study also extends the ghost story beyond its generally accepted
parameters in discussing modernist, postcolonial, and African-American magic realist texts.

% Hay (2011), p. 1.

! Hay (2011), p. 22.

%2 Hay (2011), p. 26. This claim about the inherent ghostliness of modernity partially echoes McCorristine’s
argument that ‘ghost-seeing is contiguous with the idea of a mind that is haunted by itself and a subjectivity
that is ghost-ridden’ and his reading of ‘the spectral self as the true ghost in the modern age.” McCorristine
(2010), p. 7. While Hay interrogates this idea primarily through fiction, McCorristine’s multifaceted study
draws on fiction in conjunction with scientific sources, Victorian periodical articles, case studies by the
Society of Psychical Research, spiritualist accounts, and anthropological texts.

% Hay (2011), p. 123.

% This tendency can be attributed to post-structuralist Jacques Derrida’s highly influential Spectres of Marx:
The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New International, trans. by Peggy Kamuf, intro. by
Bernd Magnus and Stephen Cullenberg (New York and London: Routledge, 1994 [1993]). Derrida’s text,
which interrogates how Marxist theories of global capitalism continue to ‘haunt’ the late twentieth-century
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Wolfreys employs Derridean theory to argue that the uncanny is an effect of all fiction,
examining the ways in which (primarily realist) texts employ ghostliness to negotiate
themes such as the displacement of faith, the fragmentation of the city of London,
impersonal memory, and (in)visibility.*> Though intriguing, the monograph’s central claim
that “all forms of narrative are spectral to some extent” undermines the cultural importance
of the ghost.*® Wolfreys’ text seems symptomatic of the critical trend in which the
Victorian ghost itself — which Peter Buse and Andrew Stott describe as an ‘anachronistic’
figure associated with ‘spiritualists, mediums, [...] séances, and [the] Society for Psychical
Research’® — is superseded by the persistent ‘trope of spectrality in culture.”®® This trope

also provides a framework for perhaps the most recent monograph on the ghost story.

Thurston’s Literary Ghosts from the Victorians to Modernism: The Haunting
Interval (2012) is more concerned with literary ghost stories than Wolfreys’ text, but it
similarly risks collapsing the ghost’s features and parameters. Thurston argues that the
ghost is ‘essential[ly] incompatibl[e] with the semiotic regime of discourse,”®® in being ‘an
intrusive, illegible “guest” element at odds with a “host” structure of discursive

»100

legibility.””™ Thurston’s meticulous close readings use Deleuzean theory in tracing this

idea, but to read the ghost’s emergence as ‘a haunting interval excluded by definition from

the ordinarily temporal, representable ontology of worldly facts’ neglects the many literary

101
d,*°

spectres who occupy a comprehensible place in the material worl rectifying past

world, appears to have instigated a shift in thinking about the ghost, not as a pale ethereal being which haunts
gloomy spaces, but as an evocative metaphor through which we can understand history and literature.
Although I will not be using Derrida’s ‘hauntology’ as a framework against which to situate my own
analyses, its rehabilitation and revision of the ghost has proved so influential that McCorristine is perhaps
right to argue that ‘no critical research dealing with ghosts and ghost-seeing can afford to be unaware of [it].’
McCorristine (2010), p. 5. For discussions of the persistence of Derrida’s theorisation of spectrality, see
Ghosts: Deconstruction, Psychoanalysis, History, ed. by Peter Buse and Andrew Stott (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1999), and Colin Davis, ‘Etat Présent: Hauntology, Spectres and Phantoms’, French Studies, 59.
3 (2005), 373-79.

% | did not include Wolfreys’ monograph in the list of twenty-first-century studies of the ghost story as,
despite its title, it pays very little attention to literary ghost stories, instead focussing on the use of haunting
within realist texts.

% Wolfreys (2002), p. 2.

% peter Buse and Andrew Stott, ‘Introduction: A Future for Haunting’, in Buse and Stott (1999), pp. 1-20 (p.
1).
% Buse and Stott (1999), p. 3. Christine Berthin also reiterates this point in virtually identical terms, in her
study of the Gothic: ‘While ghosts have been explained away, spectrality has become a major trope of our
culture and our cultural discourses [...] haunting is part of the processes of literature and textuality, and
ghosts have become theoretical objects.” Her monograph aims to explain, ‘through the Gothic tradition, this
shift from the figure of the ghost as narrative device to spectrality as literary trope and critical tool.” Christine
Berthin, Gothic Hauntings: Melancholy Crypts and Textual Ghosts (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2010), p. 1.

% Luke Thurston, Literary Ghosts from the Victorians to Modernism: The Haunting Interval (New York and
London: Routledge, 2012), p. 5.

100 Thyrston (2012), p. 6.

101 Thurston (2012), p. 166.
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wrongs, exposing illicit inheritors, or providing assistance to the living.'® Victorian
spectres are often more worldly than Thurston’s monograph admits. While not denying the
significant theoretical avenues opened up by both Wolfreys and Thurston, Haunted
Matters favours a historicist interpretation which focuses on actual literary ghosts,
exercising caution in employing spectrality as a metaphorical trope.'®® As Auerbach
acknowledges in discussing Victorian Hauntings, aligning the ghost with ‘opaque
abstractions’ can compromise ‘the particularity’ of analyses in detrimental ways.*** Just as
the Gothic’s fluidity potentially dilutes its potency, so too does the ghost diminish in its
ultimate transformation into metaphor. If the ghost becomes a mere symbol for anything
disruptive, liminal, or uncertain, its cultural and historical resonances are threatened.
Moreover, we risk underestimating its important connection to the material world, a

relationship central to the current study.

Thurston’s study, like those by Smith and Hay, also demonstrates a male bias:
although he discusses twentieth-century writers May Sinclair and Elizabeth Bowen at
length, the nineteenth-century ghost story is largely represented by the three male figures
commonly associated with the form. This sense of partiality, suffusing modern
interpretations of the ghost story for decades, has not passed unnoticed among modern
critics. In 1989, Jessica Amanda Salmonson complained that the tradition of nineteenth-
and twentieth-century women’s supernatural writing remained ‘unrecognised by most
scholars.”'® Though the intervening years have partially addressed this inattention, this
critical revival must be sustained to comprehend the true scope and range of Victorian
women’s ghost stories. Contemporary studies of the genre continue to be dominated by the
three male heavyweights: Henry James, M. R. James, and especially Charles Dickens. It is
thus imperative to extend and revise theories of the ghost story to accommodate works by
‘all those lesser or forgotten authors of stories published by the hundreds in periodicals.’106
Haunted Matters supplies a timely introjection into the field in its discussion of some of
these neglected tales. This thesis thus hopes to redress the gendered imbalance by

192 Riddell’s ghosts, in particular, seem to stage a challenge to Thurston’s thesis.

193 Of course, to say that the ghost should never be linked to metaphor would be highly unproductive and
unrealistic. | contend, however, that the critical tendency to trope the spectral can have negative effects when
pushed to its extreme, for example in veiling the ghost’s historical status and its connections to the material
world. Haunted Matters thus uses spectrality as metaphor only where specifically relevant, for example in
discussing how Charlotte Riddell aligns the instability of the financial market with the intangibility of the
ghost.

104 Auerbach (2004), 278.

105 Jessica Amanda Salmonson, ‘Preface’, in Salmonson (1989), pp. ix-Xiv (p. iX).

106 jennifer Bann, reviewing Thurston’s book, uses this term in complaining that the nineteenth-century ghost
story is largely represented by Charles Dickens. Jennifer Bann, ‘Review of Literary Ghosts from the
Victorians to Modernism: The Haunting Interval’ [reviewed 8/2/13], Review 19 <http://test.nbol-
19.org/view_doc.php?index=266> [accessed 4/4/14].
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focussing exclusively on female writers, utilising a range of critical studies to promote its
central feminist-historicist argument. In doing so, it draws on the fascinating, but

disappointingly sparse, scholarly field on female-authored supernatural tales.
Critical Contexts I11: The Female Author of Supernatural Fiction

Smith, Hay, and Thurston crucially promote study of the nineteenth-century ghost
story, but their attempts to offer an overview of such a varied literary form signal the need
for further research, especially regarding women writers’ contributions. While some critics
have endeavoured to address this issue, most accounts, throughout the past thirty years,
have largely been limited to article- or chapter-length discussions of particular tales or
authors.'%” One of the earliest and only monographs on Victorian women writers’ literary
experiments with ghostliness, Vanessa D. Dickerson’s Victorian Ghosts in the Noontide:
Women Writers and the Supernatural (1996), has perhaps been the most influential. Often
championed as the key feminist study of Victorian women’s supernatural fiction,'*
Dickerson’s account argues that women utilised the figure of the ghost to express their own

liminal and partially invisible cultural status.

Victorian Ghosts explores how writers such as George Eliot, Elizabeth Gaskell, and
Charlotte and Emily Bronté employed spirits and hauntings in their fiction as a means to
articulate nineteenth-century women’s experience. For Dickerson, the Victorian woman, in
being ‘further and further removed from the power-wielding occupations of the world [...]
yet relegated to the higher realm of moral influence’ found herself in a position ‘equivocal,
ambiguous, ghostly.”*® Haunted Matters follows Dickerson in discussing women’s

peripheral status, but it argues that the author overstates women’s designation as invisible,

197 Examples include, but are not limited to: Penny Fielding, ‘Other Worlds: Oliphant’s Spectralization of the
Modern’, Women'’s Writing, 6. 2 (1999), 201-13; Clare Stewart, ““Weird Fascination”: The Response to
Victorian Women’s Ghost Stories’, in Feminist Readings of Victorian Popular Texts: Divergent
Femininities, ed. by Emma Liggins and Daniel Duffy (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001), pp. 108-25; Patricia
Pulham, ‘The Castrato and the Cry in Vernon Lee’s Wicked Voices’, Victorian Literature and Culture, 30. 2
(2002), 421-37; Alysia Kolentsis, ‘Home Invasions: Masculinity and Domestic Power in the Supernatural
Fiction of Elizabeth Gaskell, Mary Elizabeth Braddon, and Rhoda Broughton’, in Ghosts, Stories, Histories:
Ghost Stories and Alternative Histories, ed. by Sladja Blazan (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars,
2007), pp. 60-80; Alison Jaquet, ‘The Disturbed Domestic: Supernatural Spaces in Ellen Wood’s Fiction’,
Women'’s Writing, 15. 2 (Aug 2008), 244-58; Heather L. Braun, ‘Idle Vampires and Decadent Maidens:
Sensation, the Supernatural, and Mary E. Braddon’s Disappointing Femmes Fatales’, in Antifeminism and the
Victorian Novel: Rereading Nineteenth-Century Women Writers, ed. by Tamara S. Wagner (Ambherst:
Cambria, 2009), pp. 235-54.

198 Many articles which peripherally mention Victorian supernatural tales employ quotations from
Dickerson’s study in addressing women’s contributions. Hilary Grimes’s chapter on women’s ghost stories —
‘Ghostwomen, Ghostwriting” in The Late Victorian Gothic — appears to draw extensively on Dickerson’s
theory, although Grimes is perhaps more sensitive than Dickerson to both the significance of forgotten
women writers and to the gendered nuances in the texts themselves. Grimes (2011), pp. 86-90.

199 bickerson (1996), p. 5.
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powerless, and supernaturally-receptive, occasionally presenting these features as integral
female traits rather than culturally-ascribed positions. Victorian Ghosts thereby risks
consolidating nineteenth-century assumptions about femininity that the writers themselves

sought to challenge.*

Dickerson’s claims, for example, that the Victorian woman was
expected to ‘fulfil’ her role by ‘becoming a ghost’ and that female-authored supernatural
fiction ‘provided a counter to the scientism, scepticism, and materialism of the age,’
devalues these writers’ astute awareness of and contribution to debates about the material

and empirical.***

Dickerson’s insistence on reading women as ‘ghosts’ draws on Sandra M. Gilbert
and Susan Gubar’s highly influential model of the ‘Angel in the House’ as outlined in their
seminal feminist text The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-

Century Literary Imagination (1979).'*

Dickerson’s argument echoes Gilbert and Gubar’s
theory that the ideal Victorian woman’s perceived alliance with ‘submissiveness, modesty,
self-lessness’ and an assumed ‘angelic’ disposition rendered her ‘in a sense already
dead.”*™ Both studies share several of the same nineteenth-century literary subjects, such
as the Brontés and George Eliot, and contend that literature offered a means through which
Victorian women could transcend the grim realities of their subjugation. While both texts
perform important cultural work in advocating the works of nineteenth-century female
writers, the generalising tendency of such critical studies has been challenged by other
feminist scholars, such as Nina Auerbach and Toril Moi.** These critics resist the
essentialist ideology that appears in certain places in The Madwoman in the Attic,
countering that its reading of Victorian women as victims is not necessarily a productive

way of reinstating them into history.™ Gilbert and Gubar sometimes appear to buy into the

10 This controversial tendency to generalise about women’s apparent alliance with ethereality and the
supernatural also seems to infiltrate criticism on Victorian women’s relationship with Spiritualism, as
Christine Ferguson acknowledges. She argues that the inclination to adopt a ‘narrow and overly-
homogenous’ reading of ‘the chaotic mass of spiritualist political identifications’ can occasionally work to
‘reify the hoary cliché that, in the nineteenth century’s various spiritualist scenes, the mediums and most
committed believers were largely women, while the psychical investigators and sceptics were men.” This
tendency not only misrepresents the movement, but also ‘risk[s] reinscribing the gendered nature/culture
dualism historically used to exclude women from the traditions and practices of rationalism.” Ferguson
‘Recent Studies’ (2012), 433.

11 bickerson (1996), pp. 4-5.

12 gandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-
Century Literary Imagination (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1984 [1979]).

13 Gilbert and Gubar (1984), pp. 23-24.

114 Nina Auerbach, Woman and the Demon: The Life of a Victorian Myth (Cambridge, Massachusetts and
London; Harvard University Press, 1982); Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory
(London and New York: Routledge, 1990 [1985]).

115 The Madwoman in the Attic has also been critiqued for its limited range, insofar as a heterosexual, middle-
class, white woman’s experience cannot adequately represent all female experience. While Haunted Matters
might be accused of embodying a similarly limited scope, it aims to avoid using its conclusions about this



Introduction 26

myths they purport to explode, romanticising patriarchally-conditioned notions of
femininity even as they claim to dispel them.**® Their argument, for instance, that
Victorian women must reach beyond certain ‘feminine’ tropes — specifically the ‘grotesque

» 7 _idealise

and destructive images of “Ghost, fiend, and angel, fairy, witch, and sprite
the mythmaking processes surrounding femininity even as they mourn their subjugating
effects.*® A similar critique might be applied to Dickerson’s study. Victorian Ghosts
occasionally descends into contentious claims and essentialist assumptions, as in its brief
nod to male writers working within the genre. Dickerson’s argument that male-authored
ghost stories are ‘more diagnostic, clinical, journalistic, vested in mensuration’ than
women’s, and that men and women ‘write ghost stories [...] in different voices’ acts as a
troubling generalisation which ignores the complexities and variations in both men and

women’s experiments in the genre.'®

Dickerson’s study concludes that the ‘supernaturalism of the nineteenth-century
British woman writer constitutes an interesting spiritual bildungsroman about woman’s
desire and struggle to come to terms with her invisibility and visibility, with her essential
in-betweenness, with her condition as a ghost in the noontide.”*?° This claim sits rather
uneasily alongside the decision to focus primarily on already-canonised female writers
who achieved moderate fame and were involved in literary networks during their
lifetimes.'?* Victorian Ghosts valuably signals the need to reconsider women’s importance
to the development of nineteenth-century supernatural fiction. Nonetheless, its insights are
undermined by its occasionally reductive interpretations of both women’s experience and
their use of ghostly tropes. More practically, as Jarlath Killeen has acknowledged,
Dickerson’s central thesis seems to apply to only a small fraction of the plethora of

nineteenth-century women’s spectral tales in circulation.'? Killeen questions the efficacy

group to generalise about all female experience (as Dickerson’s does in referencing Beloved), or to draw
contentious parallels between disparate women (as in Gilbert and Gubar’s controversial reading of Bertha
Mason as Jane’s dark double in Jane Eyre [1847]).

118 As Auerbach notes, their study opens ‘by echoing Virginia Woolf’s exhortation that we kill the male
projections of angel and monster’ but ‘ends up half in love with its antagonist’s images, weaving them into a
rhapsodic and sibylline myth of its own.” Auerbach (1982), p. 12.

Y7 Gilbert and Gubar (1984), p. 44.

118 Similarly, their claim that Victorian girls must learn silence either as ‘a silent image invented and defined
by the magical looking glass of the male-authored text, or [...] a silent dancer of her own woes’ has a similar
effect, in transforming the Victorian woman’s experience into a kind of fairy tale. Gilbert and Gubar (1984),
p. 43.

9 Dickerson (1996), pp. 6-7.

120 bickerson (1996), p. 150.

121 Although my chosen literary subjects also achieved moderate literary fame, Haunted Matters is more
appreciative than Dickerson’s study of how such women writers sought to alter their peripheral position
through literature. Rather than merely embodying a vehicle for passive reflection on women’s subjugation,
the ghost story functioned as a medium for positive change.

122 Killeen (2010).



Introduction 27

of utilising Dickerson’s ‘interpretative model” as an ‘over-arching explanation’ of female-
authored Victorian ghost stories, as these tales ‘often concern male rather than female
ghosts’ while ‘those being terrorised are as likely to be women as men.’*?* Dickerson’s
monograph highlights that future feminist approaches to this literary mode — while not
denying the very real subordination of women in the nineteenth century — might benefit
from moving beyond primarily identifying women as victims and/or ethereal creatures.'**
Countering Dickerson’s focus on what Susan E. Schaper terms the ‘familiar, rather
sweeping consequences of patriarchal oppression such as invisibility, displacement, and

1,125

deferra with discussions of women’s intellectual and financial agency must enable

more nuanced understandings of the ghost story.

Victorian Ghosts also exemplifies the difficulties inherent in applying any kind of
‘over-arching explanation’ to such an unruly genre: perhaps the tendency to generalise
remains a necessary pitfall in critical attempts to provide a coherent argument about
Victorian women’s ghost stories. This tendency infiltrates various accounts of female-
authored supernatural fiction. Modern, mass-market anthologies, for example, sometimes
reiterate the type of simplified essentialist claims that the tales themselves seek to contest.
Mike Ashley, in his introduction to a 2008 collection, Unforgettable Ghost Stories by
Women Writers, contends that ‘[w]hereas men liked to create stories of vengeful ghosts
and sinister hauntings, women tended to go for something more subtle.”*?® We might
counter this claim by citing the sensational dead arms in Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s ‘The
Cold Embrace’ (1860), the ghastly spectral groom in Edith Nesbit’s ‘John Charrington’s
Wedding’ (1891), the sinister walking corpse in Violet Hunt’s ‘The Prayer’ (1895), and the
gory murder in May Sinclair’s ‘The Victim’ (1922), none of which are remotely subtle.
The introduction to a 2011 critical essay collection, Women and the Victorian Occult,
relies on a similarly reductive generalisation. Tatiana Kontou’s suggestion that ‘[w]omen’s
empathy, sensitivity and passivity intrinsically bound them to the occult and the esoteric’
risks confirming the essentialist assumptions which can negatively impact on our
perception of Victorian women’s supernatural fiction."®” These gendered expectations —

that women’s ghost stories are always more reticent, subtle, or emotional than men’s, or

12 Killeen (2010), p. 85.

124 As we will see throughout this thesis, several of the chosen writers (particularly Nesbit) capitalised on the
trope of female victimization, but used this as a medium for feminist critique.

125 Susan E. Schaper, ‘Review of Victorian Ghosts in the Noontide: Women Writers and the Supernatural’,
Victorian Studies, 42. 4 (1999), 677-79 (677).

126 Ashley (2008), p. vi.

127 Tatjana Kontou, ‘Introduction’, in Kontou (2011), pp. 1-7 (p. 3).
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that they speak to women’s inherently ‘spiritual’ nature — clearly require considerable

revision.

Haunted Matters emphasises the empowering potential of ghost stories for women,
but, rather than making women synonymous with ghosts, it interrogates how female
control of the ghost story could take advantage of the correlation between women’s own
spectral and material status in Victorian culture. These stories do not so much consolidate
prejudices about femininity — for example, the view that ‘women are allegedly more

*128 _ a5 utilise them for their own ends. Women’s

sensitive to mood and atmosphere
apparent alliance with the supernatural might have contributed to their subjugation, but it
also provided a potent tool through which they could analyse aspects of male-orientated
Victorian society. Rather than merely presenting the ghost as a symbol for disenfranchised
womanhood, the tales I study exploit the ghost story genre’s complex interchanges
between the material and the ethereal as a means to both contribute to and critique the

materialist culture in which they were immersed.
Objects and Things

As indicated earlier, the women discussed in Haunted Matters depict ghostly
encounters with material objects, bodies, and forms in their ghost stories, and therefore the
status of material things demands attention. By supplementing a theoretical tool often
associated with the Victorian supernatural — Marx’s commodity fetishism — with a
recognition of objects as Brownian things, this thesis acknowledges women writers’
diversity in using material things to analyse their own limited social power. At the same
time, the complex entanglements accreting around cultural constructions of femininity
justify this thesis’s focus beyond objects, to consider bodies and epistemology. Freud’s
uncanny and Kristeva’s abjection are regularly employed as frameworks against which to
understand the ghost story, further illuminating the supernaturalised aspects of things and
bodies themselves. Here, I will introduce how these approaches demonstrate that the
fissures between the material and the ethereal, generated by things, provided a fertile site

for Victorian women writers of the supernatural.

One of the most stimulating developments in critical analyses of supernatural
writing emerges from Marx’s account of commodity fetishism. Objects, according to the
nineteenth-century German philosopher and revolutionary socialist Karl Marx, are

‘haunted’ by the labour it took to produce them, as the capitalist processes by which the

128 Gilbert (2009), p. 125.
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object came into existence are thrust out of sight in a consumerist market. In Capital: A
Critique of Political Economy (1867), Marx discusses commodities in terms of their use-
value (‘the utility of a thing”) and their exchange-value (‘the proportion in which values of

use of one sort are exchanged for this of another sort’).'?®

Marx explains that these two
values do not necessarily relate, arguing that ‘exchange-value appears to be something
accidental and purely relative [...] the exchange of commodities is evidently characterised
by a total abstraction of use-value.”**® Thus, commodities produced and exchanged within
a capitalist society are apparently stripped of their worth in terms of the labour it took to
make them, and assigned a new arbitrary value based on their relation to other
commodities. As such, the intrinsic value of objects is rendered invisible as ‘we put out of
sight both the useful character of the various kinds of labour embodied in them, and the

concrete forms of that labour.”*3!

Marx’s theory of the commodity resonates with studies of the Victorian
supernatural in numerous stimulating ways. His use of mystical and spectral language
throughout Capital explicitly evokes comparisons with supernatural fiction: the product of
labour assumes ‘an enigmatical character’; ‘a commodity is [...] a mysterious thing’; and
things in a capitalist market are enveloped in ‘magic and necromancy’.**? The fetishism of
commodities, for Marx, is shrouded in mystery, and thus potentially ghostly. Consumerism
was developing throughout the nineteenth century, and many ghost story writers drew on
the mysteriousness of commodity culture and the economic system.** Writers themselves
were aligned with occulted labour, insofar as they were able to exchange their stories for
money, but the labour employed to produce them (writing) was veiled in the arbitrary cash-
value assigned to these tales. Moreover, the intangible and elusive financial processes that
were increasingly complicating Victorian wealth mirrored Marx’s commodity fetishism,
further establishing links between economics and ethereality. Haunted Matters, in its first

chapter, draws on these concepts in charting how Charlotte Riddell’s ghost stories present

129 Karl Marx, ‘Capital’ (1867), in Literary Theory: An Anthology (revised edition), ed. by Julie Rivkin and
Michael Ryan (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Inc., 2001 [1998]), pp. 268-76 (pp. 268, 269).

130 Marx (2001), p. 269.

31 Marx (2001), p. 270.

132 Marx (2001), pp. 270, 273.

133 As I argue in Chapter One, Charlotte Riddell’s ghost stories frequently invoke the insecurity of Victorian
finance. The ghost story’s focus on haunted objects also speaks to consumer culture as, for example, in
Vernon Lee’s spectral fiction, which features both modern commodities and historically-resonant relics.
Other ghostly tales which evoke economics and/or commodity culture include (but are not limited to):
Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol (1843), George MacDonald’s ‘Uncle Cornelius His Story’ (1869), the
anonymously-published ‘The Ghost in the Bank of England’ (1879), and M. R. James’s ‘The Diary of Mr
Poynter’ (1919). James’s article ‘The Malice of Inanimate Objects’ (1933) also deals with the uncanniness of
things, and so too does Alison Lurie’s modern ghost story ‘The Highboy’ (1990), in featuring a particularly
nasty antique.
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the financial market as inherently spectral, and potentially less comprehensible than

haunting.

Marx’s explicit reference to the Spiritualist practice of ‘table-turning’ has proved
particularly suggestive to critics of the Victorian supernatural, such as Tricia Lootens, Gail
Turley Houston, and Sarah A. Willburn.®** Marx states that ‘so soon as it [the table] steps
forth as a commodity, it is changed into something transcendent,” insofar as it ‘evolves out
of its wooden brain grotesque ideas, far more wonderful than “table-turning” ever was.”**
Houston, in an excellent study of Victorian financial panic and its effects on literature,
investigates how Marx links ‘demonic possession to economic possession,’ citing his
references to table-turning, vampires, spectres, and capitalism’s implicit ‘black magic that
haunts, deceives, and seduces those who live under its sway.”**® Willburn pinpoints the
uncanny potential of Marx’s reference to Spiritualist practice, arguing that the way in
which he ‘actually gives commodities dialogue to speak is symptomatic [...] of the
problem that just as subjects might become objectified, commodities might become
subjectified.”**’ This type of doubling is especially relevant to Vernon Lee’s ghost stories,
in which objects are infused with the spirits of their former owners, while women are
continually objectified by their male associates. Marx’s ideas about the haunted quality of
objects within a capitalist market thus provide a productive framework against which to
read many women'’s spectral tales. Although Haunted Matters will draw on commodity
fetishism only peripherally throughout the following chapters, Marxist theories — in
resonating with nineteenth-century cultural debates about class, economics, consumerism,
138

and visibility™™ — supply a fruitful context through which to appreciate Victorian women’s

ghost stories’ relationship to materialism.

Haunted Matters also draws on another type of object relationship distinct from
Marx’s commodity fetishism: Bill Brown’s discussion of the ‘thing’. Brown crucially

distinguishes objects — material and comprehensible presences which we barely notice in

134 Tricia Lootens, ‘Fear of Furniture: Commodity Gothicism and the Teaching of Victorian Literature’, in

Approaches to Teaching Gothic Fiction: The British and American Traditions, ed. by Diane Long Hoeveler
and Tamar Heller (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 2003), pp. 148-58; Gail
Turley Houston, From Dickens to Dracula: Gothic, Economics, and Victorian Fiction (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005); Sarah A. Willburn, Possessed Victorians: Extra Spheres in Nineteenth-
Century Mystical Writings (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2006).

135 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Vol. 1 — Part 1, The Process of Capitalist
Production, ed. by Friedrich Engels (New York: Cosimo Inc., 2007 [1867]), p. 82.

138 Houston (2005), p. 36.

37 Willburn (2006), p. 100.

138 As Smith acknowledges, ‘[m]aking visible what is invisible is an issue shared by the ghost story and
Marxist praxis.” Smith (2010), p. 14.
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our everyday lives — from less quantifiable and infinitely more mysterious things, charting

the processes by which the former are converted into the latter. Brown states that:

You could imagine things [...] as what is excessive in objects, as what exceeds
their mere materialization as objects or their mere utilization as objects — their force
as a sensuous presence or as a metaphysical presence, the magic by which objects

become values, fetishes, idols, and totems.**®

“Thingness’ thus refers to an enigmatic something both latent in objects and beyond them,
‘at hand’ and somewhere unidentifiable.*® Following on from Heidegger, Brown argues
that objects become things when we are forced to notice them, as when we break a piece of
glassware, or begin to think about an item’s history. The story of things is thus intimately
related to the subject-object relation: the transformations by which objects become things
are only facilitated by the human subject.

Brown’s ‘thing’ can thus be viewed as a defetishized commodity: while Marx
attributes the object’s mysterious life or ‘haunted’ quality directly to the labour(er) that
produced it, Brown’s account instead connects ‘things’ to any person who might view or
touch them. Both theories speak to the materialist concerns of this thesis. Marx’s ideas
illuminate Riddell’s presentation of occulted labour as an entrenched aspect of Victorian
culture, and Brown’s thing theory is highly relevant to Vernon Lee’s portrayals of haunted
relics. In citing these two distinct (though connected) theories, Haunted Matters aims to
demonstrate the diversity with which its chosen women writers thought about objects. At
the same time, | pay tribute to the manifold nature of Victorian ‘thing culture” which,
according to Elaine Freedgood, continued to trouble commodity culture throughout the

nineteenth century.'*

For Freedgood, commodification was ‘less secure, less consistently
triumphant’ than twenty-first century commentators might assume,** and our Victorian
predecessors, rather than being primarily commodity fetishists, ‘may well have maintained
a more complex relationship to the goods by which they were surrounded and intrigued.’143
Haunted Matters thus remains sensitive to the multifaceted nature of things in the latter
half of the nineteenth century, in their status as created commodities, personal treasures,

historical relics, and apparent ephemera.

139 Brown (2001), 5.

140 Brown (2001), 5.

141 Elaine Freedgood, The Ideas in Things: Fugitive Meaning in the Victorian Novel (London: University of
Chicago Press, 2006).

%2 Freedgood (2006), p. 157.

%3 Freedgood (2006), p. 142.
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Of course, this complex nature of things was especially pertinent to Victorian
women writers, who were both producers of commodities and ‘things’ themselves. Women
in Western culture have always been subject to processes of objectification through which
their bodies are ‘sexualise[d] and commodifie[d],”*** and the patriarchal marital laws of
nineteenth-century Britain additionally compromised female agency. Prior to the Married
Women’s Property Act of 1882, which allowed women to retain their own money and

assets after wedlock,*°

the doctrine of coverture dictated that a woman’s ‘legal personality
was subsumed under that of her husband’ upon marriage.**® While some commentators
‘persistently linked’ the nineteenth-century marriage market to a form of slavery,**’ the
idealised Victorian housewife was simultaneously expected to exemplify the ‘[e]ssence
and ornament of a domestic sphere defined by its distance from the marke‘[place.’148
Women were thus both commaodities to be exchanged and admirable beings whose
apparent goodness exempted them from the contaminating effects of the market. This
impossible dichotomy was complicated even further by women’s own role as consumers
whose shopping habits could form ‘the basis for their formation as active and resisting

*149 or alternatively reinforce the ideology which

subjects within the Victorian marketplace,
designated women as frivolous, “vacillating’ or passive dependents.’®® Women writers’
contributions to the prospering literary marketplace also confused these gendered
dynamics. As discussed in Chapter One, writing was one of the few socially-sanctioned
occupations through which middle-class women could earn a living, yet some

commentators insisted that such endeavours compromised feminine respectability.

This tension regarding nineteenth-century perceptions of femininity partially
explains why Haunted Matters extends its focus beyond material things to consider bodies

and epistemology in its analyses. Women’s relationship with things was intimately bound

144 Susan Bordo, ‘Feminism, Foucault and the Politics of the Body’ (1993), in Feminist Theory and the Body:
A Reader, ed. by Janet Price and Margrit Shildrick (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999), pp. 246-
57 (p. 251).

145 Earlier legislation such as the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1878, paved the way for progress, but it was
only in the 1880s that married women were granted the right to be viewed as separate legal entities distinct
from their husbands. Of course, many of the stories discussed in this thesis were first published during or
following this decade, but it is evident that gender inequalities continued to shadow Victorian culture for
many years afterwards.

146 Mary Lyndon Shanley, Feminism, Marriage, and the Law in Victorian England (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1989), p. 8.

147 Jeff Nunokawa, The Afterlife of Property: Domestic Security and the Victorian Novel (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1994), p. 6. Nunokawa cites John Stuart Mill as one example, in that his
‘compendium of women’s subjection defines relations between men and women as an extension of those
between master and slave.” Nunokawa (1994), p. 10.

148 Nunokawa (1994), p. 6.

%9 Krista Lysack, Come Buy, Come Buy: Shopping and the Culture of Consumption in Victorian Women's
Writing (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2008), p. 8.

150 ysack (2008), p. 4.
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up with their dual role as subjects and objects in Victorian culture, a designation
continually linked to their biological composition. The female body, as what Elizabeth

151 was frequently

Grosz terms ‘the site of patriarchy’s most entrenched investments,
invoked to sanction women’s inferior legal and social status in Victorian Britain. As
demonstrated in Nesbit’s fiction, however, it could also function as a powerful tool through
which to satirise this problematic justification. Moreover, women’s bodies were also the
perceived medium through which ‘female’ forms of knowledge (such as intuition) were
constructed and discredited. Women’s apparent ‘sensitivity or sympathy,” as Jill Galvan
argues, was ‘often imagined as the product of [their] delicate nervous systems.”*** As
before, this assumption negatively reinforced ideas about feminine weakness, but women
could also capitalise on it for their own ends, both in reality (as with female mediums’
exploitation of this ‘trait’ for financial gain) and in fiction (as in Margaret Oliphant’s
championing of ‘feminine’ epistemology). Haunted Matters therefore demonstrates how
material things, bodies, and epistemology enabled Victorian women writers to destabilise
cultural constructions of femininity, through a literary form which might initially appear to

reinforce these dubious gendered dynamics.

Finally, any account of objects in ghost stories must address the influence of
Freudian theories of the uncanny, and thus the uncanny object. It remains virtually
impossible to talk about ghost stories and their critical heritage without paying tribute to
Sigmund Freud’s seminal essay ‘The Uncanny’ (1919), as illustrated by its frequent
invocation by students of the genre, as well as by those examining supernatural and Gothic
fiction.™ In this text, itself a study of a supernatural tale, Freud attempts to pinpoint the
source of the unheimlich (‘unhomely’), the strange and disorientating feeling now termed
‘uncanny.’ Freud uses various texts and techniques — dictionary definitions from different
languages, a psychoanalytic close reading of E. T. A. Hoffman’s short story ‘The Sand-
Man’ (1816), cultural superstitions, the unsettling sensations experienced in dreams — to
distinguish what gives rise to the disturbing feeling which echoes déja vu, and what
constitutes its effects. Freud concludes that the uncanny is not generated by an encounter
with something completely new or strange, but instead is instigated by something familiar
which has somehow been rendered alien: ‘What is heimlich thus comes to be

unheimlich.”*** Freud links the uncanny feeling to early childhood experiences, incomplete

131 Elizabeth Grosz, ‘Psychoanalysis and the Body’ (1992), in Price and Shildrick (1999), pp. 267-71 (p.
270).

152 Galvan (2010), p. 12.

153 Sigmund Freud, ‘The Uncanny’ (1919), in Rivkin and Ryan (2001), pp. 154-67.

>4 Freud (2001), p. 156.
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psychic repression, and the recurrence of an encounter which has been mentally
suppressed, suggesting that: ‘the uncanny is in reality nothing new or foreign but
something familiar and old — established in the mind that has been estranged only by the
process of repression.’*>> The uncanny thus speaks to our responses in confronting the

strange, the dream-like, and the tantalisingly or disturbingly familiar.

It is clear to see how the uncanny resonates with supernatural fiction. Andrew
Bennett and Nicholas Royle’s identification of ten potential forms of the uncanny in
literature — including animism, claustrophobia, silence, telepathy, and death — iterates
various recurring features of the genre.*® Understandably, then, critics of the Victorian
paranormal, ghostly, and/or Gothic — including, but not limited to, Robert Mighall, Kelly
Hurley, Patrick R. O’Malley, Srdjan Smajic, and Andrew Smith — have frequently used the
Freudian uncanny as an interpretative framework."’ Ghosts, corpses and vampires are
uncanny in that they resemble the human body while simultaneously rendering it alien, and
supernatural creatures of all kinds hover unsettlingly in the fissures between
human/animal, life/death, subject/object, familiar/strange. As Smith explains, ‘for Freud
the ghost is both familiar, a “real” identifiable and knowable person, and completely
unfamiliar, because in abstract terms the ghost is both dead and alive and so a kind of non-
person.”**® Haunted Matters will at times briefly draw on this idea of the ghost as uncanny,
interrogating how gendered readings of the uncanny might illuminate the use of objects

and bodies in my selected texts.

A gendered version of the uncanny already exists, however, in abjection, the highly
influential psychoanalytic trope developed by Julia Kristeva, which lends itself well to
discussions of the fin-de-siecle Gothic and its various monsters. In Powers of Horror: An
Essay on Abjection (1980), Kristeva defines abjection as a feeling of revulsion instigated

by the disturbance of boundaries:

%5 Freud (2001), p. 166. As Nicholas Royle has acknowledged, the psychoanalytic notion of the uncanny —
as something familiar rendered peculiar, recognisable but unsettling — was officially theorised in 1919, but
had been recognised in the nineteenth century in a more general way. Nicholas Royle, The Uncanny: An
Introduction (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), p. vii.

156 The complete list (with abbreviated examples) includes: strange kinds of repetition; odd coincidences and
the sense that things are fated to happen; animism; anthropomorphism; automatism; radical uncertainty about
sexual identity, a fear of being buried alive (or experiences of claustrophobia of being stuck); silence;
telepathy; and death. Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle, An Introduction to Literature, Criticism and
Theory: Key Critical Concepts (Hemel Hempstead: Prentice Hall/Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1995), pp. 34-37.
137 Mighall (2003); Kelly Hurley, The Gothic Body: Sexuality, Materialism, and Degeneration at the Fin de
Siécle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Patrick R. O’Malley, Catholicism, Sexual Deviance,
and Victorian Gothic Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Smajic (2010); Smith (2010).
158 Smith (2010), p. 22.
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It is not [...] lack of cleanliness of health that causes abjection but what disturbs
identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-
between, the ambiguous, the composite [...] immoral, sinister, scheming, and

shady.*®

The breakdown of apparent binaries — intimacy/privacy, internal/external — is crucial:
Kristeva argues that abjection is firmly entrenched in our own corporeality, in a nauseated
recognition of ourselves as encumbered with leaking bodies. For Kristeva, abjection is
rooted in early attempts to establish subjectivity by distancing oneself from the maternal:
‘a violent, clumsy, breaking away, with the constant risk of falling back under the sway of
a power as securing as it is stifling.”*®® The liminal thus triggers a traumatic recollection of
this crucial event, which in turn destabilises our conception of ‘I’. Although she includes
corpses, food, vomit, and excrement as materials which might prompt this recollection,
Kristeva’s focus on the mother’s body as the primary site of abjection, as Imogen Tyler has
argued, ‘risks reproducing histories of violent disgust towards maternal bodies.”*** Tyler
takes particular issue with the misogynistic implications inherent in Kristeva’s ideas about
matricide, as Kristeva claims that all forms of abjection have their roots in the successful
separation of the infant from its mother: ‘For Kristeva, abjection is thus always a reminder
(and the irreducible remainder) of this primary repudiation of the maternal.”*®? Tyler also
critiques feminist critics’ failure to challenge this implicit misogyny, instead adopting and
reiterating Kristeva’s theories. According to Tyler, Powers of Horror does not merely
connote the maternal body as disgusting, but troublingly presents the mother as mute and
lacking agency, insofar as abjection ‘is founded on the premise that the maternal cannot be,
cannot speak and cannot take up a subject position.’**® Thus, feminist studies of
supernatural fiction must exercise caution in employing abjection: we need not accept its
occasional demonization of the female body. This study will, in its fourth chapter, draw
briefly on Kristeva’s theory of abjection in discussing the treatment of the corpse in one of
Nesbit’s ghost stories, but will look at how this work itself questions problematic
expectations regarding maternity. Nesbit’s handling demonstrates that the corpse’s alliance
with femininity constitutes a coded feminist assessment of patriarchal marriage, with her
subtle rejection of Kristeva’s disturbingly silent maternal presence articulated through a

mother’s (dead) body that speaks only to express its own desires.

139 julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. by Leon S. Roudiez (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1982 [1980]), p. 4.

180 Kristeva (1982), p. 13.

181 Imogen Tyler, ‘Against Abjection’, Feminist Theory, 10. 1 (2009), 77-98 (77-78).

182 Tyler (2009), 80.

183 Tyler (2009), 86, emphasis in original.
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Chapter Outline

Haunted Matters takes a broad cultural studies approach in promoting its central
feminist-historicist thesis. In demonstrating the importance of objects, bodies, and
epistemological apparatus to Victorian women’s ghost stories, I highlight the ways in
which this popular literary genre offered a means through which women could critique
various male-dominated institutions of the nineteenth-century (finance, science, object
culture, marriage) and their attempts to disempower, objectify, or ‘fix” women. The
medium of the ghost story thus allowed women to challenge and exploit contradictory
cultural perceptions of them as bodily and spiritual, sensitive and obtuse, material and

ethereal.

Chapter One examines the fragility of economic independence for Victorian men
and women in a selection of tales by Charlotte Riddell. Situating prolific author Riddell
within the increasingly commercialised mid- to late-century literary marketplace, | argue
that her discussions of the vagaries of her profession are paralleled by her recurring
portrayals of the even shakier world of economics in general. Working or destitute, living
or ghosts, all of her characters remain in thrall to highly unstable financial procedures with
the power to crush subjects. Following on from critical work on the inherent instability of
the Victorian financial system — and the often hysterical or Gothicized literary responses to
it — this chapter outlines how the ghost, in Riddell’s fiction, is conveyed as more
ontologically stable than the shadowy financial processes underpinning the Victorian
world. Moreover, Riddell’s tales, in spite of their use of male narrators, are especially
concerned about the doubly insecure position of women, whose economic identity is
subsumed into that of their male counterparts. In articulating these anxieties, Riddell’s
ghost stories portray means through which women might establish limited forms of
financial power. These issues are interrogated via readings of a selection of Riddell’s
spectral tales, in which hauntings are accompanied by a range of financial shocks, legal

entanglements, and tragic events.

Chapter Two considers how Margaret Oliphant’s sentimental ghost stories examine
the insufficiency of vision as an epistemological apparatus, instead favouring ‘feminine’
forms of knowledge predicated on intuition, and querying woman’s status as object of the
male gaze. The author’s narratives sometimes betray an indebtedness to traditional gender
roles in reifying the distinction between masculine rationalism and feminine ethereality,
and their valuation of non-material modes might seem to run counter to my central

argument. | demonstrate, however, that even these tales betray an inherent reliance on
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material forms in terms of the way we experience them. As well as favouring non-visual
epistemologies as routes to superior knowledge, Oliphant’s tales also portray the awesome
physical power veiled within the unseen. This chapter thus explores how Oliphant’s
stories, in displacing vision as the primary means of knowing the world, contribute to
cultural debates that were recasting seeing as an unreliable, fractured, and highly subjective
process. At the same time, such tales subvert the gendered politics of looking through a

focus on ghosts, thereby dismantling the gaze as a locus of male power.

The role of gendered objects and feminised fetishes in the ghostly tales of Vernon
Lee constitutes the subject of Chapter Three. This chapter considers how Lee’s fictional
ghosts remain preoccupied by material things, as objects are crucial in facilitating
hauntings. Drawing on Victorian anthropology and Brownian thing theory, | argue that the
supernaturally-attenuated object’s connection with the femme fatale enables Lee to explore
cultural perceptions of ‘woman’ as a living enigma. While real women’s needs and desires
are sometimes obscured beneath this suggestive image, this potentially limiting motif also
functions as a means of empowerment in contributing to women’s post-death power. That
these interrogations of femininity are mediated through things speaks to late Victorian
culture’s objectification and idealisation of women, though ‘feminine” mysteriousness in
Lee’s tales can also be harnessed by men. As well as revealing fin de siecle culture’s
implicit alliance with primitive fetishism, Lee’s haunted things resituate susceptibility to
the supernatural into the masculine realm, insofar as various male percipients are
enthralled by spectral (but not exclusively female) femmes fatales. Lee’s ghost stories thus
reiterate, consolidate, and subvert cultural assumptions which both idolised and degraded

fin de siecle women.

Chapter Four examines the physical body, and particularly the corpse, in Edith
Nesbit’s supernatural tales. Despite their focus on death, earlier Victorian ghost stories
seldom featured actual dead bodies, focussing instead on the less material aspects of
mortality. The corpse began to appear more frequently with the development of late
Victorian Gothic fiction, which often utilised the prostrate female body as a gratuitous
image linked to a variety of fin de siécle cultural anxieties.*®* Nesbit employs the female
corpse in her supernatural literature to speak to the unenviable social position of women

during this period, and as an instrument of justice. | examine how this figure functions as a

184 It has been suggested, for example, that this motif covertly placated threats to British culture posed by the
New Woman; see Marie Mulvey-Roberts, ‘Dracula and the Doctors: Bad Blood, Menstrual Taboo and the
New Woman’, in Bram Stoker: History, Psychoanalysis and the Gothic, ed. by William Hughes and Andrew
Smith (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 1998), pp. 78-95.
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covert condemnation of the unequal gender roles sanctioned by mid- to late-Victorian
marriage. In presenting dead brides as the ultimate manifestation of the docile and
subservient nineteenth-century woman, Nesbit uses her ghost stories as a vehicle for her
suppressed feminism, a choice that situates her within a tradition of New Woman writing
which charts the destructive effects of patriarchy on female identity.

This thesis concludes with a discussion of how an increased awareness of things,
bodies and epistemologies in the female-authored ghost story might enable more nuanced
or culturally-specific readings of the form. Rethinking the gendered aspects of the
materialism/ethereality divide and the feminist potential of Victorian ghost stories
illuminates new means through which to understand women writers’ appropriations of the
spectral, in nineteenth-century Britain and beyond. In considering how my study might be
extended and revised outwith its chosen examples, this conclusion indicates productive

avenues for future research.

By remaining alert to the correspondences and divergences in the work of these
four authors, Haunted Matters aims to illustrate the disparate and vivid ways in which
women writers used the medium of the ghost story to critique various aspects of Victorian
material culture, through a focus on objects, bodies, and visual epistemology. Their
suggestion that the ghost was continually structured by and in conversation with
nineteenth-century material culture constitutes a wry comment on contradictory
perceptions of women during this period, assumptions which were doubly challenged by
these authors’ ability to earn money through publishing such works. In 1990, Cox and
Gilbert claimed that ‘one of the great unasked critical questions’ was why women writers
‘took to the ghost story so successfully.”*®® Although some critics have attributed this
abundance to the contentious alliance between women and the supernatural which could
delegitimise female agency, Haunted Matters instead frames the ghost story as a means
through which women writers could analyse, exploit, and critique material aspects of the
male-dominated Victorian world. While it might never be feasible or indeed desirable to
establish an overarching theory about women’s ghost stories, this thesis aims to perform
important cultural work in revising approaches to this area: revaluating women’s crucial
role in the genre, signalling the ghost story’s dependence on materialism, acknowledging
these tales as commodities in a literary marketplace, and challenging essentialist claims

that can sometimes seep into critical appraisals of this field.

185 Cox and Gilbert (1992), p. xiv.
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Chapter One. Ethereal Materialism and Materialistic Spectres:
Gender and Economics in the Ghost Stories of Charlotte Riddell

In Maxwell Drewitt, a pseudonymously-published 1865 novel by Irish author
Charlotte Riddell, the eponymous and mercenary protagonist meditates on his failing

health, regretting the cruel actions he has committed in obtaining his prosperity:

House to house, acre to acre, property to property! For this end — to be standing
with the best part of his existence — health — taken away from him; thinking in
solitude of that unknown world concerning which the clergy preached continually;
the secrets of which not one of the departed had ever returned to reveal.

The next world! There is something very terrible to a man like Maxwell Drewitt in
the idea of leaving all he has most enjoyed, most coveted, most valued, and going

away to the cold and silent grave.!

Drewitt trembles in the face of the undiscovered realm from which no traveller returns. He
marks a distinction between the living world — in which he enjoys the acquired fruits of his
morally-suspect actions — and the dreariness of the grave, bereft of these pleasures,
expressing fear that he will be held accountable for his shady actions following his demise.
If one’s identity is predicated on material goods, this passage asks, what unsettling

transformations must take place when death severs this worldly tie?

Several years later, Riddell began producing ghost stories that explored the effects
of such materialistic preoccupations on the figure of the ghost. Not only do these tales
challenge Drewitt’s worldview in presenting images of spectres who return to the world of
the living, they also imply that these visitations are indebted to or facilitated by the
materialist concerns which drove the characters in life: Riddell’s ghosts express the same
anxieties as Drewitt in associating their selves with the transmission of material goods.
Furthermore, the dark and threatening unknown realm is no longer the grave and/or
afterlife as envisioned by Drewitt. Rather, the convoluted and highly unstable financial
system in which both living and dead characters are immersed poses a far greater threat to

human happiness.

! Mrs J. H. [Charlotte] Riddell, Maxwell Drewitt (London: Hutchinson and Co., date unknown [1865]), p.
399.
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This chapter examines the insecurity of nineteenth-century financial institutions in
a number of Riddell’s ghost stories, tales that critique their dangerous aspects (especially
for women) while also suggesting opportunities through which characters can achieve
economic independence. Drawing on recent scholarship on Victorian finance and the
author’s own pecuniary struggles in an increasingly commercialised literary marketplace, |
argue that Riddell’s ghost stories utilise the figure of the spectre to express anxieties about
nineteenth-century economics. The processes which underpin this system are largely
depicted as less familiar, and more horrifyingly destructive, than the ghosts themselves.
Through the figure of the ghost, who often remains mired in pecuniary matters beyond
death, Riddell’s supernatural stories interrogate the centrality of unstable finance to the
Victorian world: these texts posit that all aspects of nineteenth-century economics — not
merely speculation, but also earning, banking, and saving — were intrinsically risky. In
outlining the effects of this riskiness on a range of Victorian subjects (aristocrats, working-
class, middle-class; men and women; living and dead), these tales reveal the disturbing

insidiousness of financial processes in everyday nineteenth-century Britain.

This economic background informs my reading of several ghost stories by Riddell
— The Uninhabited House (1875), ‘Nut Bush Farm’ (1882), and ‘Old Mrs Jones’ (1882) —
which feature a plethora of financial shocks, ruined subjects, and economically-driven
spirits. In many of Riddell’s tales, the ghosts seem somewhat mild and innocuous, insofar
as they gesture rather than shriek, reiterate everyday actions, and occupy a comprehensible
place in the material world.? They often depend on living characters to achieve their aims,
and thus the ghost/percipient relationship, in Riddell’s fiction, is frequently marked by a
sense of sympathy or compassion.® Some readers have commented on Riddell’s apparent
failure to frighten,* but in rejecting the ghost as an object of terror they neglect the far
greater danger shadowing Victorian subjects in her fiction. What hovers ominously on

Riddell’s narrative peripheries is not the vengeful spectre, but the altogether more

% That is, they often return to correct a past wrong and/or unearth legal documents which facilitate inheritance
processes.

3 See, for example, ‘Walnut-Tree House’, ‘Nut Bush Farm’, and ‘The Old House in Vauxhall Walk’, in
Weird Stories, by Mrs J. H. [Charlotte] Riddell (London: Chatto and Windus, 1885 [1882]), pp. 1-46, pp.
104-74; pp. 175-206.

* Jack Sullivan, for example, reiterates E. F. Bleiler’s view that Riddell’s tales remain inferior to those of
Sheridan Le Fanu, insofar as they ‘were “too constricted in technique and ideas” to produce anything like [Le
Fanu’s] customary shuddery effects.’ Bleiler also believes that many other Victorian ghost story writers —
such as Charles Dickens, Wilkie Collins, Amelia B. Edwards, and Rhoda Broughton — share this quality.
Sullivan terms Bleiler’s judgment ‘harsh but accurate.” E. F. Bleiler, ‘Introduction’, in The Collected Ghost
Stories of Mrs. J. H. Riddell (New York: Dover, 1977), p. xvii, quoted in Sullivan (1978); pp. 67-68. Other
readers have been more appreciative of Riddell’s capacity to frighten. A nineteenth-century reviewer of
Riddell’s Weird Stories praised its ‘decided air of weirdness,” claiming that the collection was ‘well above
the mark of the ordinary ghost story which turns up in Christmas numbers.’; Anonymous, ‘Minor Notices’,
Saturday Review, 55. 1420 (Jan 13" 1883), 59-61 (59).

40



Charlotte Riddell

horrifying menace of financial insecurity. Although Riddell’s ghosts provide the mystery
around which her narratives revolve, these figures are far less threatening than the cruelty
of a volatile economic structure which could (and often did) crush subjects in an instant.
Moreover, women’s particular vulnerability within this system is signalled throughout
Riddell’s fiction: even male ghosts, it is implied, wield more financial power than living

women.

This chapter opens with an examination of Victorian Britain’s changing literary
marketplace, looking specifically at Riddell’s own position within it. While the publishing
industry is often presented as unstable, the world of business is even less reliable: Riddell’s
writing engages with both. An examination of the Victorian economy and literary
responses to it segues into a discussion of the will, as both a marker of (legal) identity and
a fragile entity vulnerable to exploitation. Riddell’s 1875 novella The Uninhabited House
frames these ideas through a court battle over a haunted residence. The spectre itself, a
moneylender in life, remains entangled in the pecuniary system beyond death, while his
living female relatives illustrate the struggles facing middle-class women expected to
choose between destitution and a departure from the feminine role. These tensions between
financial security and femininity take precedence in ‘Nut Bush Farm’, whose male
protagonist is more terrified of the mannish working woman than of the rather innocuous
ghost. In framing this discrepancy, this tale suggests various means through which women
can position themselves within Victorian economic culture, as wives, dependents,
housekeepers, and workers. It also remains sensitive to (and satirical of) the ways in which
male commentators sometimes attached the idea of moral corruption to those women who
maintained too healthy an independence. The chapter closes with an analysis of ‘Old Mrs
Jones’, in which a terrifying female spectre drives a family from their rented home. The
vengeful ghost was a woman murdered by her husband for her refusal to share her fortune,
but her return to expose her killer almost destroys the reputation of a young living woman
in the process. The tale condemns both miserliness and pecuniary recklessness, intimating
the importance of wariness and saving in maintaining financial health in the Victorian
world. At the same time, however, it illustrates that the code which dictates women’s
behaviour (moral and social) renders them especially defenceless to the caprices of the

economic system.
Charlotte Riddell as Commercial Writer

Riddell’s own history illustrates why financial concerns occupy such a central role

in her ghostly fiction. Born to an English mother and an Irish father in 1832, Charlotte
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Cowan’s comfortable childhood was superseded by a difficult period following her father’s
death, during which she and her mother, as S. M. Ellis has recognised, were ‘reduced from
comfort, if not affluence, to very limited means.’® After relocating within Ireland, the two
moved to London during the severely cold winter at the beginning of 1855, where
Charlotte approached various publishers in an attempt to earn enough to support herself
and her dying mother.® The young author experienced various rejections, and was
eventually accepted by Thomas Cautley Newby, who agreed to publish Zuriel’s
Grandchild (1855-6). Following this, she achieved success with a more famous firm,
listing her work under the pen name ‘F. G. Trafford’. In the wake of her mother’s death at
the Christmas of 1856, Charlotte married civil engineer Joseph Hadley Riddell, who
incurred various financial losses throughout their lives together.” Riddell produced work
steadily over the next four decades, switching publishers in 1863 in an attempt to earn
more money. In 1864 she published one of her most famous and successful novels, George
Geith of Fen Court (1864), which revolves around an aristocratic gentleman who becomes
a hardworking city accountant following an ill-advised marriage. He later discovers he has
been cheated out of his rightful inheritance and experiences further loss of fortune after
entrusting his considerable earnings to an apparently reputable bank. The novel’s central
and peripheral themes — financial loss, class mobility, illicit inheritance, female authorship,
aristocratic economic ineptitude, and the shakiness of nineteenth-century financial
processes — also recur throughout the author’s ghost stories. In 1867 Riddell became editor
of the St James’s Magazine, but her moderate literary success was counterbalanced by her
husband’s struggles in business. Following his death in 1881, Charlotte strove to pay off
the debts incurred among his relatives, and grew poorer as the popularity of her books
declined. Riddell continued to publish at the approximate rate of a novel a year until the
age of seventy, and became the first pensioner of the Society of Authors in 1901.2 She died

of cancer in 1906.

Although many of Riddell’s novels first appeared in book form, she also had much
of her work published (serialised novels, short stories, articles) in a selection of nineteenth-

century periodicals, including Temple Bar, London Society, Ludgate Monthly, and

>S. M. Ellis, Wilkie Collins, Le Fanu and Others (London: Constable and Co. Ltd., 1951 [1931]), p. 268.

® Ellis (1951), p. 271.

7 “Riddell, Charlotte’, in The Feminist Companion to Literature in English: Women Writers from the Middle
Ages to the Present, ed. by Virginia Blain, Patricia Clements, and Isobel Grundy (London: B. T. Batsford,
1990), pp. 901-02 (p. 901).

8 Blain et al (1990), p. 902.
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lllustrated Review.® Riddell obtained a reputation as the ‘novelist of the City’ by focussing
on business and finance,'® which she often presented as frustratingly unstable. This
economic focus sometimes manifested itself in depictions of the world of publishing and
its vagaries, although this emphasis is less prominent in her ghost stories. Margaret
Kelleher, in a perceptive exploration of Riddell’s portrayal of authorship in one of her
realist novels, argues that the author was ‘an insightful observer’ of trends in the
publishing industry, and that her decline in popularity rendered ‘[h]er status in the 1900s
[...] curiously emblematic’ in that she ‘reminded other producers [of literature] of the
vagaries and uncertainties of the market.”'* Riddell’s early experiences with London
publishers, as recognised by Ellis and Kelleher, were often chronicled in her fiction. A
Struggle for Fame (1883) revolves around a young woman’s attempts to support her
parents through writing, and George Geith of Fen Court features a successful visit to a
publisher’s office on a rainy day, which ironically results in a fatal attack of influenza
which blights a budding young writer. Anticipating late nineteenth-century explorations of
authorship and the commodification of literature in works such as George Gissing’s New
Grub Street (1891) and Marie Corelli’s The Sorrows of Satan (1895), Riddell’s work
sometimes paradoxically depicts the act of literary production as a combination of
transcendence and drudgery, the writer forced to activity by powers beyond his or her
control. The act of literary creation itself is posited as dangerously arbitrary, in that the
writer is unable to coerce him- or herself to produce adequate work, and even valid literary

endeavours fail to guarantee any recompense.

In interrogating these issues, Riddell works, as Linda H. Peterson suggests, to
rehabilitate the early Victorian image of the author as ‘tortured genius’ in line with the
changing nineteenth-century commercial world and the professionalization of the writer:*?
the would-be author is enslaved to both art and financial imperatives. Riddell thus speaks
to the developing late-century cultural anxiety about the position of the writer in the
burgeoning literary marketplace. Many critics have acknowledged how changes in this
increasingly commodified area — including the Education Acts of 1870-1 (which promoted

widespread literacy), the repeals of tax on ‘knowledge’ and paper in 1855 and 1861

9 Searching for ‘J. H. Riddell’ on the British Periodicals Database reveals the author’s extensive publication
in such venues.

19 <She was known as “the Novelist of the City” because of her use of London commerce as a theme in a
fiction’, ‘Charlotte Riddell’, The Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing Vol. 5: Irish Women’s Writing and
Traditions, ed. by Mary O’Dowd (New York: New York University Press, 2002), p. 975.

1 Margaret Kelleher, ‘Charlotte Riddell’s A Struggle for Fame: The Field of Women’s Literary Production’,
Colby Quarterly, 36. 2 (June 2000), 116-31 (130).

12 inda H. Peterson, Becoming a Woman of Letters: Myths of Authorship and Facts of the Victorian Market
(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2009).
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respectively, and the introduction of free libraries after 1850 — contributed to shifting
cultural perceptions of writers and writing.*® Ideas about genius, formerly linked to affluent
masculinity, were displaced and recoded, as what Paul Delany terms the ‘democratisation
of the printed word’ increasingly opened up opportunities for ‘subordinate groups such as
women, industrial workers, and the suburban lower middle classes’ to try their hand at
literature as a profession.** The developing demand for books and periodicals led to a
dramatic rise in writers by the end of the century,* but these shifts also manifested
themselves in the increasingly competitive and commercialized nature of the literary scene.
As Dean Baldwin explains, Victorian authors were often expected to possess both ‘the
usual attributes of the artist, [...] and those of the careful man or woman of business’ in
order to succeed in their career.® Jennifer Phegley expands on this idea, claiming that
‘literature had become an industry, and the author, by extension, [...] a producer of
commodities.”*” The late nineteenth-century writer therefore had to negotiate the often-
conflicting demands of the muse and the marketplace, in attempting to produce ‘high

quality’ but commercially saleable work.

These conflicts were compounded even further for women writers: some felt that
the socially-sanctioned image of femininity was compromised by the author’s potentially
vulgarising links to the commercial market. Furthermore, as Valerie Sanders argues, the
practicalities of women writers’ negotiations with male publishers were often difficult,
insofar as some were ‘desperate to be taken seriously, but deeply conscious of their
“outsider” status, [...] unsure what tone to adopt in business negotiations [...] and how to
conduct the more personal side of the relationship.’*® Peterson argues that Riddell was
specifically involved in ‘reinscrib[ing] the myths of authorship’ promoted by Elizabeth
Gaskell’s Life of Charlotte Bronté (1857) and other memoirs, insofar as she challenged

assumptions about ‘genius and vocation, [...] domesticity and duty, [...] solitude,

13 See, for example, Paul Delany, Literature, Money and the Marketplace: From Trollope to Amis
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002) and Bradley Deane, The Making of the Victorian Novelist: Anxieties of
Authorship in the Mass Market (New York and London: Routledge, 2003).

 Delany (2002), p. 102.

15 <Certainly the increased demand for books and periodicals that resulted from a steadily increasing number
of readers meant that writers had to produce more material and, in fact, that more writers were able to earn
livings from their pens. Indeed, statistics from the nineteenth century bear witness to the fact that the number
of writers increased dramatically over the course of the century.” Mary Ann Gillies, The Professional
Literary Agent in Britain, 1880-1920 (Toronto and London: University of Toronto Press, 2007), p. 16.

'® Dean Baldwin, Art and Commerce in the British Short Story, 1880-1950 (London and Vermont: Pickering
& Chatto, 2013), p. 21.

7 Phegley (2004), p. 15.

18 Valerie Sanders, ‘Women, fiction and the marketplace’, in Women and Literature in Britain, 1800-1900,
ed. by Joanne Shattock (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), pp. 142-61 (p. 151).
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loneliness, and tragedy.”*® For Peterson, the Brontéan model of parallel streams’ proved
insufficient in mapping women writer’s engagements with ‘the commercialised literary
market of the 1860s and 1870s, with an ever-increasing split between popular fiction and
high art and with the increasing pressure of literary celebrity.? Riddell, Peterson argues,
intimates that ‘the parallel currents — of the woman and the author, the domestic and the
professional’ are ‘impossible, not just difficult, to reconcile.’®* Various aspects of Riddell’s
career — her editorship of the St James’s Magazine, her portrayals of the publishing
industry, her reputation as ‘novelist of the City’ — situate her within the cultural dialogue
about the status of the woman writer in the late nineteenth-century commercialised literary

marketplace.

A preoccupation with the (woman) writer and the forces which drive her appear in
one of Riddell’s earliest surviving tales. The Rich Husband (1858) presents the image of

the strained working author enchanted by the magical world of her own imagination:

The clock had just chimed one quarter to eleven, but still the young aspirant for
literary honours was sitting writing; she never dreamt of weariness. Night was the
time when phantoms born half of reality and half of ideality in that mysterious
world lying dimly in the brain of poets, authors, musicians, and painters came forth
from their hiding-places, walked across the narrow apartment, talked, looked,
moved, and felt as they might have done had they been natural personas, and not
the mere dream-like memories of experience, the spectres of fancy, or the ghastly
forms of that awful shadowy train lengthening at every step, which we all bear after

us — the innumerable but never-forgotten departed.?

The young writer, almost vampire-like, finds her inspiration approach in the suggestive
atmosphere of the witching hours. The night-time is aligned with both creativity and the
unknown, as the ethereal emergence of imagined characters is both highly invigorating and
redolent of death. Yet shadowing this romantic and potentially idealised image of
creativity’s magical influence is the mundane aspect of writing as work. We might read the
reference to ‘the narrow apartment’ as indicative of relative poverty, while the desire for
‘literary honours’ evokes the hierarchical commodification system in which creative works

are assigned a price by (usually male) publishers. The late-night setting may also have a

19 peterson (2009), p. 152.

20 peterson (2009), p. 8.

2! peterson (2009), p. 168.

22 Charlotte Riddell, The Rich Husband [published anonymously] (London: Charles Skeet, 1858); quoted in
Ellis (1951), p. 277. This scene also anticipates some of Vernon Lee’s writing on the supernatural, discussed
in Chapter Three.
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practical, as well as a romantic, justification: perhaps the girl’s conventional daylight hours
were dedicated to household duties, thus limiting the available time she could spend
writing. The romantic image of the literary aspirant, evoking Peterson’s theory about the

Brontéan myth, is thus undercut by coded references to writing as paid work.

These ideas about writers and their creative and financial impulses are explored
more explicitly in an 1874 article, ‘Literature as a Profession’. Here, Riddell attempts to
correct public misperceptions about writers by refuting the idea that ‘an author’s life [is]
one of ease, not to say idleness.’?* She defends the sporadic and often unrewarding patterns
of literary endeavour against critics who fail to understand how these processes differ from

other forms of labour:

“Good Heavens, sir, [says the critic,] if | had only the knack of writing, would I not
get up each morning of my life at four o’clock and make ten guineas.” As if a poor
wretch could turn on the tap of his genius [...] as if God had made his mind a mere
machine that could be would up to go, like a musical box [...] with the accuracy of

a piece of mechanism.?

For Riddell, literary endeavour is not a faculty which can simply be switched on, but
simultaneously cannot be switched off, as a writer is compelled to enact ‘an existence of
labour almost without intermission, since of the literary worker it may truly be said that he

’25 Her reference to the writer’s mind echoes Marx’s

IS always fishing or mending his net.
visions of automatized workers under capitalism who become appendages to a larger
machine. Rather unsettlingly, Riddell portrays the writer as inherently possessed by the

process, unto the point of death or madness:

When his hand refuses to work longer, his brain refuses to be quiet. He has brought
this evil on himself, it may be, but he has done so unconsciously, and having once
set the clock going, it is sometimes impossible to stop it — till the ticking has driven

the man into a lunatic asylum, or his coffin.®

The Gothicization of the writing process transforms the author into a virtual monomaniac,
enslaved to his or her art even when the body remains physically unable to produce any

more work. Perhaps even more disturbing is the final inconclusiveness of the writer’s

22 Mrs J. H. [Charlotte] Riddell, ‘Literature as a Profession’, lllustrated Review: A Fortnightly Journal of
Literature, Science and Art, 2. 132 (July 1874), 6-7 (6).

 Riddell (1874), 6

% Riddell (1874), 7.

% Riddell (1874), 7.
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efforts, in that (s)he generally dies when ‘the pattern was incomplete, the tapestry
unfinished, the design still unaccomplished.’?’ Riddell’s repetition of the masculine
pronoun and the mention of fishing seem to posit literature as men’s work; however this
designation is threatened by the image of the tapestry, which covertly promotes the
feminisation of writing. The article closes with a marginally reassuring comment that the
would-be writer might avoid the ‘mental fever’ created by their art if (s)he remains realistic
as to the effort and monetary rewards associated with the profession,? but the dark figure
of the mentally exhausted yet apparently inexhaustible writer overshadows this mediating

conclusion.

The world of publishing may not occupy a central feature in Riddell’s ghost stories,
but the author’s recognition of its uncertainties posit her as an author who succeeded in
capitalising on the literary marketplace while remaining wary of its fluctuations and
complications. But despite the unstable nature of both creative production and commercial
fiction, Riddell acknowledges that ‘[l]iterature in all its stages means work — honest,
unflinching work’.?® Its ability to generate money, though precarious, at least had its basis
in authentic endeavour. Her husband’s business transactions, however, lay on far shakier
ground, in venturing into the shadowy world of finance and speculation in which money
was rendered ephemeral. This world — with its dependence on risk, ruin, return, and

recompense — provides a crucial backdrop to Riddell’s ghost stories.
The Flimsiness of Victorian Economics: The Uninhabited House (1875)

As scholars such as Gail Turley Houston and Andrew Smith have suggested,
money itself seemed to dematerialise from its traditional form during the nineteenth
century, through changes such as the introduction of paper money and the rise of joint-
stock banking. The move away from money in its material form (coins or gold) towards
less tangible modes of capital (stocks, bonds, cheques) had the disorientating effect of
making money less visible.*® Moreover, the confusion created by the abundance of
different monetary forms was compounded by the insecurity and potential corruption of

Britain’s banks, and the unreliable nature of the Stock Exchange: there was no guarantee

" Riddell (1874), 7.

%8 Riddell’s reference to the ways in which the author might take this fever ‘in only a mild or comparatively
harmless form” seems to echo and/or satirise cultural debates about suitable reading material for women.
Riddell (1874), 7.

» Riddell (1874), 7.

%0 As Houston explains: ‘With the proliferation of complex forms of paper money — including, but not limited
to, bills of exchange, checks, bones, stocks, consols, drafts, promissory notes, Exchequer Bills, Treasury bills
—the gold in the gold standard gradually became obsolete.” Houston (2005), pp. 8-9.
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that money entrusted to a bank would be safely restored to its rightful owner.®* The failure
of the City of Glasgow Bank in 1878, for instance, came as a shock to the public due to the
bank’s extensive practice of veiling fraud and misconduct.®* As Paul Johnson
acknowledges, ‘the capacity of markets to flip from stability to collapse in a matter of
days, though unexpectedly cruel to modern eyes, was disarmingly familiar to people of
Victorian Britain.”®® The threat of bankruptcy was thus a very real one for the Victorians.*
Although nineteenth-century legislation was passed in an attempt to protect consumers, the
situation remained insecure as banks were sometime prone to eschew their responsibility.*
These developments had the effect of shrouding financial practice in mystery, and in
positing money as a fragile, mutable, and highly unreliable entity. As Nicholas Shrimpton
notes, ‘[i]f money [in nineteenth-century Britain] was a signifying system, it seemed a
remarkably unstable signifier.”*® This insecurity was further intensified for women, whose
own economic welfare remained largely dependent on husbands or male relatives.
Although they could invest their own money if they desired, women’s exclusion from key
sites in which they might obtain business knowledge left them vulnerable to exploitation.
Thus, the corporate economy, according to George Robb, ‘welcomed capital investments
from women, [but] offered them little protection from unscrupulous promoters and

managers. 37

The threatening sense of volatility and mystery surrounding banking encouraged
Victorian commentators to speak about finance in hysterical or Gothicized terms. In Little
Dorrit (1855-7), for example, Dickens continually likens the misplaced public confidence
in wealthy Mr Merdle (which will result in ruin and bankruptcy for many) to an

unsettlingly insidious epidemic: ‘a moral infection’ which ‘will spread with the malignity

31 George Geith of Fen Court’s eponymous protagonist suffers loss of fortune when he entrusts his
considerable earnings to an apparently reputable bank.

%2 Houston (2005), p. 92.

% paul Johnson, Making the Market: Victorian Origins of Corporate Capitalism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2010), p. 2.

% For further details, see V. Markham Lester, Victorian Insolvency: Bankruptcy, Imprisonment for Debt, and
Company Winding-Up in Nineteenth-Century England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995).

% James Foreman-Peck argues that ‘Bank of England lending [...] was published because the stability of the
monetary system which the Bank supervised and, in particular, Bank conformity with the 1844 Banking Act,
were matters of concern.” James Foreman-Peck, ‘Quantitative Analysis of the Victorian Economy’, in New
Perspectives on the Late Victorian Economy: Essays in Quantitative Economic History, 1860-1914, ed. by
James Foreman-Peck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 1-34 (p. 3).

% Nicholas Shrimpton, ‘““Even These Metallic Problems Have Their Melodramatic Side”: Money in
Victorian Literature’, in Victorian Literature and Finance, ed. by Francis O’Gorman (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007), pp. 17-38 (p. 20).

37 George Robb, ‘Ladies of the Ticker: Women, Investment, and Fraud in England and America, 1850-1930°,
in Victorian Investments: New Perspectives on Finance and Culture, ed. by Nancy Henry and Cannon
Schmitt (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2009), pp. 120-40 (p. 120).
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and rapidity of the Plague.”*® A pseudonymously-published 1875 novel — Ye Vampyres! A
Legend, or The National Betting-Ring, Showing What Became of It — also emphasises the
murky underbelly of Victorian finance, in being, according to Ranald C. Michie, an
allegory for the London stock exchange, significantly authored by one termed ‘the
Spectre.”® The writer condemns what he or she perceives as the gambling instinct which
drives the exchange, and the mystical recoding of different elements of this force — the
observer as spectre, London as ‘the city of the Undone’, and the stock exchange as ‘the
Vortex’*® — seems symptomatic of the rhetorical processes which were Gothicising

financial practices during the nineteenth century.

For Nancy Henry, Riddell constitutes ‘a lone voice protesting the failure of her
contemporaries to represent business realistically.”** Henry views Riddell as disparate from
many other Victorian authors, who often struggled ‘to find the right language and images
with which to represent a financial sector that had long being considered unsuited and
inappropriate for fiction.”*> According to Henry, Riddell’s work seeks to demystify an
economic world which other authors frequently conveyed as threatening, destructive,
other. Riddell’s work does indeed attempt verisimilitude in its depictions of Victorian
economics, but it nonetheless suggests that the tangled, insecure, arbitrary nature of
nineteenth-century financial processes encodes various threats.*® This sense of unease is
especially evident in Riddell’s ghost stories, in which even the spectre remains at the
mercy of a troublingly shaky financial system.

Victorian culture, as many critics have acknowledged,* found it difficult to
distinguish between investment and gambling: although, as Martin Daunton explains, it
was broadly acknowledged that the former was ‘sound’ and the latter ‘unwise or greedy,’
the varied forms of Victorian speculation rendered the line between the two ‘blurred and
contested.”*® Further, the decreasing visibility of money meant that these speculative

transactions often took place out of sight: mysterious, ambiguous, and ephemeral. Riddell’s

% Charles Dickens, Little Dorrit (London: Vintage, 2008 [1855-7]), p. 571.

% “The Spectre’, Ye Vampyres! A Legend, or The National Betting-Ring, Showing What Became of It
(London: Samuel Tinsley, 1875); quoted in Ranald C. Michie, Guilty Money: The City of London in
Victorian England and Edwardian Culture, 1815-1914 (London: Pickering and Chatto, 2009), pp. 82-83.
“0 Michie (2009), p. 82.

* Nancy Henry, ‘“Rushing into Eternity”: Suicide and Finance in Victorian Fiction’, in Henry and Schmitt
(2009), pp. 161-81 (p. 164).

“2 Henry (2009), p. 163.

*3 In this way, I would posit Riddell’s fiction as aligned with, rather than disparate from, the other Victorian
authors discussed in Henry’s chapter, who often explored finance in their literature through the macabre
figure of the dissolute and/or suicidal investor.

** Most of the contributors to Victorian Investments (2009) explore this concept to some extent.

** Martin Daunton, ‘Afterword’, in Henry and Schmitt (2009), pp. 202-19 (p. 203).
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ghost stories capitalise on the ethereal aspect of investment and gambling insofar as they
are saturated with characters who make bets on haunted houses, both figurative and real.
One person in ‘Old Mrs Jones’ declares that they couldn’t spend a night in an eerie
residence ‘if you paved the hall with golden guineas,” while another responds that they
would face any spectres ‘for a ten-pound note’.*® Gambling on the ghost, in constituting an
attempt to transform the ethereal into the material, covertly evokes the converse, as
exemplified by the transient, unpredictable, intangible nature of the financial transactions
so central to the Victorian world (in which material money becomes invisible, and is
subsequently lost). The success of various youthful, gung-ho male protagonists who end up
capitalising on the part-comic wagers to solve hauntings is similarly intriguing. The spectre
becomes a reliable prospect insofar as its actions remain predictable, even comprehensible.
If even the ghost can be made to turn a profit (as Riddell, with her literary ventures, was no
doubt aware), perhaps it remains more ontologically stable than the increasingly flimsy

processes in which nineteenth-century money was implicated.

Many of these enigmatic processes surround the apparently stable and material
document of the will. Legal wills play an integral role in many of Riddell’s ghost stories,
which, drawing upon the Gothic tradition parodied in Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey
(1817), often hinge upon the discovery of a lost legal document, the unveiling of an illicit
inheritor, and/or the reinstatement of the rightful heir. Cathrine O. Frank, in an insightful
discussion of how wills in Victorian fiction structure the individual’s subjectivity, suggests
that ‘the written will became a means of making people legible as legal subjects [...] as a
document whose most obvious legal purpose is the orderly transmission of goods, the will
aligns [...] social identity with materialism.”*’ The will, then, should allow the deceased to
fulfil their wishes through the transmission of goods: the Wills Act of 1837, passed in the
same year in which Victoria became Queen, enabled nineteenth-century British subjects to
transfer their material possessions to their loved ones after their death. But the fallibility of
a system which allowed one’s legacy (and implicitly one’s identity) to be reduced to a
single document is frequently exploited in Victorian fiction, which invokes the macabre
and potentially mercenary aspects of the inheritance process through an abundance of

grasping relatives, murder plots, illicit heirs, and misplaced legal texts.*® The will’s

* Mrs J. H. [Charlotte] Riddell, ‘Old Mrs Jones’, in Riddell (1885), pp. 230-314 (p. 273).

*" Cathrine O. Frank, Law, Literature, and the Transmission of Culture in England, 1837-1925 (Farnham:
Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2010), p. 4.

*® Examples include, but are not limited to, the sinister post-death theft of Scrooge’s household items in
Dickens’s A Christmas Carol (1843), the cruel inheritance plot in Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White
(1859-60), and the vulture-like relatives who swarm around Mr Featherstone in George Eliot’s Middlemarch
(1871-2).
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apparent promise of survival of bodily death through a material document is thus
continually compromised and complicated.

Riddell’s fiction also participates in the exercise of constructing identity through
will-making, and in charting the vulnerability of inheritance laws. Her ghosts regularly
display anxiety about the loss or misinterpretation of their legal documents: what is
perceived as spiritual (the dead) can only transmit their wishes through a material entity
(the will), but the regular failure of this system means that the dead must materialise as
ghosts in order to challenge illicit inheritors. Many of Riddell’s spectres return to oversee
the desired transmission of their goods, challenging the idea of the ghost as antithetical to
materialism. Instead of ‘undermining the apparent predictability of the material world, *°
these spirits demonstrate the persistence of worldly concerns even into the afterlife.
Moreover, these links convey an uneasy alliance between identity and materialism
especially problematic for Victorian women, whose legal and financial rights were often
sublimated into their husbands’ upon marriage. Somewhat ironically, the legal system
staunchly refuses to recognise spectres, while the process of inheritance is presented as
insecure and arbitrary, mirroring the ghost even as it refuses to acknowledge its existence.
Riddell’s tales — which often conflate spectres with their final wills, and feature
haunting/haunted subjects in thrall to monetary concerns after death — doubly unsettle both
the seemingly spiritual nature of the ghost and the material reality of the legal system. The
spectre thus remains entangled in the financial system, while the law remains haunted by

its former participants, its processes flimsier and less tangible than the ghosts themselves.

These ideas find a particular outlet in The Uninhabited House, which revolves
around a legal wrangle regarding loss of earnings over an apparently haunted residence.
Harry Patterson — clerk in Messrs. Craven and Son solicitors — narrates the story of River
Hall, owned by the eccentric Miss Blake, and reputedly haunted by her brother-in-law Mr
Elmsdale, a moneylender who is supposed to have committed suicide over a failed bet at
Ascot. After a court battle between the firm and River Hall’s latest tenant,>® Miss Blake
claims that she will pay fifty pounds to the man who lays the spectre to rest. Patterson —
who has fallen in love with Elmsdale’s daughter, Helena — accepts the challenge, and

begins to suspect a local lame man, Harringford, of the moneylender’s murder.”* Patterson

* Briggs (1977), p. 24.

*0 This court-room setting echoes Charles Dickens’s ‘To Be Taken with a Grain of Salt’ (1865).

*! The Uninhabited House resembles another of Riddell’s tales — ‘The Open Door’ (1882) — which also
features a clerk who tries to solve the mystery of a haunted house for financial recompense. Both stories
conflate two usually distinct traditions: the Radcliffean explained supernatural, in which the hauntings are
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stages a showdown with Harringford, who collapses when Elmsdale’s ghost appears. On
his deathbed he reveals that he killed the man in a fit of passion over money, and generated
the rumour about Elmsdale’s gambling to veil the secret. Harringford leaves his
considerable wealth to Helena, who determines to marry Patterson despite offers from
richer suitors. The narrator’s kindly employer ensures that the match will be suitable, by

convincing Patterson’s wealthy uncle to buy his nephew a partnership in the firm.

Most of the novella’s first half centres on the court case to prove or disprove the
haunting: the ghost is less an object of terror than a curious legal anomaly. As Patterson

says:

it must be an extremely difficult thing to prove, in a court of law, that a house, by
reason solely of being haunted, is unsuitable for the residence of a gentleman of
position [...] we could find no precedent for ghosts being held as just pleas upon

which to relinquish a tenancy®

For Patterson, then, the rational institutions which structure his world — for example, the
legal system and the solicitors’ firm with whom he is employed — are no place for spectres.
Yet the text itself continually undermines this idea. Patterson’s formal language, in a
parody of legal obfuscation, encodes a covert acknowledgment of the ghost even while
expounding its legal non-importance. Such passage