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ABSTRACT 

 The first generation of humans to live in a world indelibly marked by 
industrialism came of age in the nineteenth century. Industrialism set a pace of rapid 
social, economic, and environmental change that would come to define the Victorian era, 
and that would reverberate from England throughout the entire world. The advances of 
the period that afforded insights into the connections between the macro and the micro in 
physics, biology, geology, and other branches of the natural sciences, as well as the 
networks of trade and communication being laid down across the globe as part of the 
project of imperialist expansion and exploitation, all called new attention to the entangled 
relations of humans, human-created institutions and technologies, and nonhuman nature. 
The nineteenth-century British texts that are the subject of this study engage with these 
entangled relations in ways that call into question what it means to be human.  
 Since the poststructuralist turn, scholarly work on the Victorian era touching 
questions of human subjectivity has often emphasized how the dominant power structures 
of the nineteenth century—white heteropatriarchy, industrial capitalism, and 
imperialism—upheld a model of human subjective measured against the standard of the 
white able-bodied man of property, and heavily invested in enforcing rigid hierarchies of 
race, class, and gender. I argue that the works of literature in this study demonstrate that 
the category of the human has not been so narrowly defined and fixed in the Victorian 
imagination as has previously been supposed, but is instead profoundly unstable and 
porous. Human subjectivity in these texts emerges from non-linear, non-hierarchical 
networked relations among human and nonhuman agents, forming what I term 
“posthuman ecosystems.” These Victorian examples prefigure posthumanist and 
ecocritical discourse of the anthropocene.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Beyond the Tangled Bank 

 

It is interesting to contemplate the tangled bank, clothed with many plants of 

many kinds, with birds singing on the bushes, with various insects flitting about, 

and with worms crawling through the damp earth, and to reflect that these 

elaborately constructed forms, so different from each other, and dependent upon 

each other in so complex a manner, have all been produced by laws acting 

around us.  

– Charles Darwin, On The Origin Of Species  

  

 This study joins a growing body of works that consider Victorian literature and 

culture within the anthropocene. Framing the Victorian era in the anthropocene serves to 

draw our attention to the cultural constructedness of anthropocentrist views of nature, and 

demands that we ask questions about what it means to be human in an age marked by 

startling change. The rapid scientific and technological advances of the Victorian era 

called attention to the complex ways in which humans and nonhumans were networked. 

At the same time however, the interwoven institutions of patriarchy, capitalism, and 

imperialism were invested in maintaining the separation between humans and nature in 

ways that figure into maintaining racist, sexist, and classist hierarchies.  

 Past scholarship has focused on how these nineteenth-century paradigms produce 

the human to the exclusion of alternative understandings of subjectivity that also emerge 

from the period. In the last decades of the twentieth century into the early twenty-first 

century, studies of these interrelated Victorian-era institutions have revolved around 

Foucauldian biopolitics; while this approach remains relevant, the emphasis on how 
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biopolitical regimes produce human subjects tends to obscure or ignore the agential 

power nonhuman forces exert in creating human subjectivity, and as theorists such as Mel 

Chen, Alexander Weheliye, Jasbir Puar, and others have noted, do not adequately attend 

to the material realities of race, class, gender, abledness, and so forth. As Puar writes in 

the preface of The Right to Maim, discussing such categories and the products of 

biopolitical regimes without acknowledging their material existence “contributes to a 

standardization of bodily usefulness or uselessness that discounts not only the specificity 

of location but also the ways bodies exceed or defy identities and subjects” (xiv). I want 

to emphasize that, although this study considers human subjects not as bounded entities 

but as porous and diffuse “intra-actions” (to borrow a term from Karen Barad), the 

concerns I raise are material concerns.  

 The material concerns I engage with are eloquently represented in the fragment 

with which I begin this study, which is excerpted from the concluding passage of 

Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. I begin with this passage in order to reflect the 

Darwinian origins of this study, and as a gesture toward the possibilities suggested by the 

workings of evolution viewed not as monumental in scale but always already unfolding 

within and around us. Darwin’s image of the tangled bank renders the sublime operation 

of evolution visible on a small scale, and resonates with the twenty-first century reader 

because it speaks to the complexity of relationships between and among vastly different 

living and nonliving things, “entangled” with each other in relations that are not dialectic 

or hierarchical but rather move continuously in all directions. I choose the title “Beyond 

the Tangled Bank” because it suggests a connection to the historical moment in which 
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Darwin’s theory of evolution was introduced, and also because it evokes a view of 

“ecosystem” that extends beyond the biological. 

 The large aims of this study are to move scholarly conversations about Victorian 

literature in the direction of recognizing that the human in the Victorian imagination is a 

more complex category than historicist work on the period has generally acknowledged; 

to present ways of attending to the conditions out of which historical works of literature 

emerge that also accommodate engagement with theory that reflects our twenty-first 

century moment; and to begin to find ways of showing that the connections between 

these fictional pasts and our lived experience of the present are in fact material—that is, 

that the human/nonhuman networks I call “posthuman ecosystems” in the texts I examine 

in this study not only provide glimpses of non-anthropocentric orientations to reality but 

also that they entangle us in a place outside of traditional notions of linear time. 

 I use the term “posthuman ecosystems” to describe these human/nonhuman 

networks in order to emphasize the non-linear, non-hierarchical way in which agency 

flows between different agents in the mesh. The standard bioscience definition of an 

ecosystem is “a community of living organisms in conjunction with the nonliving 

components of their environment acting as a system.” By posthuman ecosystems, I refer 

to spaces in which humans and other objects interact in ways that defy anthropocentrist 

formations of subjectivity and that also include human technologies and institutions 

among their “nonliving components.” Following the example of theorists such as Karen 

Barad (“Agential Realism”), Jane Bennett (Vibrant Matter), and Mel Chen (Animacies), I 

use the term “agents” as inclusive of humans and nonhumans, the living and the 

nonliving. “Posthuman” for my purposes indicates thinking about human subjectivity in a 
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way that is delocated from containment within a body, and the anthropocentric 

implications attending the yoking of the subject to the body.  

 Unlike some early theorists to latch on to the term “posthuman,” however, by use 

of that term I do not mean to suggest the irrelevance of the material body to non-

anthropocentric subjectivity. I agree with Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman’s claim that, 

“defining materiality, the body, and nature as products of discourse has skewed 

discussion of these topics” (3). I attempt to present a posthumanism that includes the 

embodied, material affects in its revisioning of subjectivity. The work of Karen Barad is 

instructive here. Barad’s theory of agential realism holds that matter is not discrete 

bounded objects but rather intra-acting “phenomena.” She explains, “matter is not mere 

stuff, an inanimate given-ness. Rather, matter is substance in its iterative, intra-active 

becoming—not a being, but a doing, a congealing of agency” (“Intra-Actions” 80). What 

Barad’s theory suggests is that subjectivity does not inhere in matter but is produced 

continually through affective reactions.   

 Each of the chapters in this study examines how, in one way or another, human 

characters are networked in complex relations with nonhuman animals, machines, and 

other organic and inorganic “others” in works of nineteenth-century British literature. 

The works I have chosen to focus on, Mary Shelley’s The Last Man (1826), Emily 

Brontë’s Wuthering Heights (1847), Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 

(1865) and its sequel Through the Looking-Glass (1871), Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) 

and H.G. Well’s The War of the Worlds (1897) all stand out for the ways in which their 

human characters’ interactions with nonhuman nature and human-created technology call 

attention to the instability of the category “human.”  
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 In the past ten years, scholars working in the area of Victorian studies have begun 

to orient their work to its situation in the anthropocene—our present geological epoch, 

whose dawn most scholars place around the start of the industrial era. Paul Crutzen 

identifies 1784, the year James Watt patented the steam engine, as coinciding with the 

beginning of the anthropocene (23). Timothy Morton repeats this assertion in 

Hyperobjects (7). Also interesting to note is that Stuart Daley identifies 1784 as a pivotal 

year in Wuthering Heights (Daley 357-361), a point I elaborate on in Chapter 2. In 

general the anthropocene refers to the period in planetary history in which the effects of 

humans on the planet’s natural cycles can be observed in the geologic record. As a 

concept, the anthropocene neatly signifies twentieth-first century fears about the effects 

of global warming brought about by human population expansion, industrialization, and 

fossil fuel consumption: resource scarcity, desertification, sea-level rise, extreme weather 

patterns, longer and more devastating wildfire seasons, species die-offs, biodiversity loss, 

drug-resistant disease epidemics, and so on.  

 Victorianists’ recent interest in the anthropocene reflects a convergence of a 

number of trends. One, the apocalyptic tenor of these fears is analogous to Victorian 

anxieties produced by “deep time,” a concept originating in the eighteenth century but 

strongly associated with the discoveries of nineteenth-century scientists such as Charles 

Lyell, Charles Darwin, and William Thomson, Lord Kelvin. More significantly, scholars 

can point to our position in the anthropocene as reanimating our connections to the 

Victorians as our cultural forebears. Interest in reading Victorian literature and culture 

within these frameworks has given rise to “Vcologies” as a loose subdiscipline within 

Victorian studies. A Vcologies working group has emerged out of conversations at recent 
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meetings of the North American Victorian Studies Association; figures at the forefront of 

this movement include Lynn Voskuil, Nathan K. Hensley, Devin Griffiths, Deanna 

Kriesel, and others. What sets Vcologies apart from other work in the field of Victorian 

studies is sustained attention to the material and aesthetic affects arising from the 

conditions that create the anthropocene. In addition, the work of these scholars is 

categorically interdisciplinary, treating texts drawn from the world of science or popular 

culture not as peripheral or supplementary to a discussion of “literary” texts, but as 

central to our understanding of Victorian literature and culture. This reflects the 

“ecological” point of view of these critics—ecological in the sense of placing things in 

the context of systems. Theorizing of the anthropocene has also spawned offshoots such 

as Jason W. Moore’s Capitalocene, which emphasizes the linkage of the geophysical 

effects of the anthropocene to industrial capitalism, and Donna Haraway’s Chthulucene, 

which evokes the tentacular intertwinings of human and nonhuman that seem to define 

our current moment.  

 All this emphasis on connections that transcend or subvert our cultural 

constructions of space and time has spurred a move within the Victorianist academic 

community away from “positive historicism.” The eighth point of the ten-point manifesto 

put forward in 2015 by the V21 Collective, a decentralized network of mostly American 

and Canadian Victorian scholars, speaks to this:  

One outcome of post-historicist interpretation may be a new openness to presentism: an 

awareness that our interest in the period is motivated by certain features of our own 

moment. In finance, resource mining, globalization, imperialism, liberalism, and many 

other vectors, we are Victorian, inhabiting, advancing, and resisting the world they made. 
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The aesthetic forms the Victorians pioneered and perfected continue to dominate popular 

and avant-garde cultural production. The conceptual problems, political quandaries, and 

theoretical issues they broached remain pressing and contentious. A survey of the 

Victorian period is a survey of empire, war, and ecological destruction. Insofar as the 

world we inhabit bears the traces of the nineteenth century, these traces are to be found 

not only in serial multiplot narrative, but in income inequality, global warming, and 

neoliberalism. Presentism is not a sin, but nor are all forms of presentism equally 

valuable. The variations of and alternatives to presentism as such have not yet been 

adequately described or theorized. (V21 Collective Manifesto) 

Although I did not become aware of the work the V21 Collective was doing until some 

months after their manifesto first started making the rounds of academic Twitter in 2015, 

I began to come under the influence of the pull toward presentism around the same time.  

 Early on in the process of researching and writing this work, I imagined it would 

follow the model of scholars I admired whose work blends historicism with 

interdisciplinary considerations of Victorian literature, science, and culture. A few 

examples of the type of work I refer to are Woman and the Demon (1982), Nina 

Auerbach’s wide-ranging study of feminine archetypes in Victorian literature, art, and 

culture; Darwin’s Plots (1983), The Animal Estate (1987), Harriet Ritvo’s social history 

of human-animal relations in the Victorian era; Fiction in the Age of Photography (1999), 

Nancy Armstrong’s expansive feminist-Marxist-postcolonial inflected reading of 

Victorian texts in relation to the Victorian photographic gaze; and Laura Otis’s 

Networking (2001), in which she brings her academic background in neuroscience to bear 

on examining how Victorian literature, reacting to nineteenth-century advances in science 
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and technology, draws on the metaphoric possibilities of organic and technological 

networks.  

 While these studies remain valuable contributions to the field, and studies like 

them continue to be written, increasingly I found this model insufficient for what I 

wanted to say about the subject in Victorian literature. A theme began to emerge from the 

work I had completed that required a deeper dive into ecocriticism and posthumanism. 

According to Greg Garrard, “the widest definition of the subject of ecocriticism is the 

study of the relationship of the human and the non-human, throughout human cultural 

history and entailing critical analysis of the term ‘human’ itself” (5). For me the 

intersection of ecocriticism and posthumanism enabled me to break out of the limited 

possibilities for Victorian subjectivity that biopolitics imagined.  

 As I say, until relatively recently, Victorianist scholarship has taken “the subject” 

for granted; the Victorian subject, it has been assumed, traces its origins to Cartesian and 

Enlightenment-era ideas about the nature of the mind and the spirit in relation to the self. 

It has also been assumed that the Victorian worldview was monolithically 

anthropocentric, in the way that Foucault describes in The Order of Things: “[Man] is 

saturated with analogies…he is also the fulcrum upon which all these relations turn, so 

that we find them again, their similarity unimpaired, in the analogy of the human animal 

to the earth it inhabits” (22). That is to say, “Man’s” world is anthropocentrically ordered. 

Everything in nature is understood only in terms of its relation to the human. In 

Animacies, Mel Chen describes how the language of agency enforces hierarchies that 

position the able-bodied, white, straight, human male at the top. Chen observes that 

recognizing agential power as deriving from something other than culturally constructed 
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hierarchies enables us to move toward a non-anthropocentric understanding of the 

human. As I hope to show in my readings of works of nineteenth-century literature in the 

subsequent chapters, the human is a much less stable category in the Victorian era than 

has previously been assumed.  

 Chapter 1, “O Little Isle!: Landscape, Englishness and Apocalypse in The Last 

Man and The War of the Worlds,” takes an ecocritical approach to two novels critics have 

largely read as posing challenges to the anthropocentric hierarchies enforced by 

imperialism and industrial capitalism. Critics of Shelley’s novel have cited the unsparing 

destruction of the plague that wipes out humanity as evidence that The Last Man 

decenters the human from its perceived position of mastery over the natural world. Some, 

such as Anne Mellor and James McKusick, assert that Shelley’s apocalyptic vision is a 

feminist repudiation of patriarchal institutions. The War of the Worlds has not attracted a 

great deal of ecocritical attention; Ursula Heise and Timothy Morton are among the few 

who have explicitly noted the significance of environmental scarcity to the plot. 

However, like The Last Man it is widely read as a critique of British imperialism, with 

the additional caution against humanity’s scientific hubris.   

 Running counter to these perspectives, I endeavor to show how these novels 

reinforce anthropocentrism and narratives of English racial and cultural superiority. I 

attend to how English superiority is inscribed in the nostalgic representations of 

England’s landscape as pastoral, how the de-raced and de-classed “surplus populations” 

of both novels are presented as agents of apocalypse who threaten Englishness with their 

“excess vitality.” Elana Gomel’s articulation of the “apocalyptic body” and Jane 

Bennett’s vital materialism provide support for my assertions.    
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 Although The Last Man predates the Victorian era and is more aesthetically and 

philosophically oriented to Romanticism and post-Enlightenment Millenarianism while 

The War of the Worlds, published in the last year of the nineteenth century, expresses the 

anxieties of the British empire in decline, I read both texts as literature of the 

anthropocene, reacting to the social, environmental and economic changes arising from 

industrial capitalism.  I note that writing on the anthropocene should attend to the ways in 

which texts like The Last Man and The War of the Worlds produce the discourse of the 

anthropocene.  

 In Chapter 2, “Ghosts that Matter: Hyperobjects and Wuthering Heights,” I work 

to complicate readings of Brontë’s novel that address how dynamics of race, class, and 

gender inform the characters but that tend to neglect the novel’s supernatural elements or 

read them metaphorically. This disjunction, I argue, hems in our ability to read Cathy and 

Heathcliff as complex subjects with agency that transcends the restrictions placed upon 

them by the socially-constructed categories they inhabit. A scene universally ignored by 

criticism of Wuthering Heights in which Nelly Dean has an encounter with an apparition 

of her erstwhile foster brother and playmate Hindley Earnshaw as a child, necessitates a 

rereading that attends to the material reality of the novel’s ghosts. Taking the ghosts 

seriously provides a way to acknowledge the violent and oppressive social forces 

surrounding the novel while at the same time allowing Cathy and Heathcliff a greater 

degree of agency and resistance to those forces than is generally recognized.  

 Timothy Morton’s articulation of the hyperobject allows us to perceive 

subjectivity in the novel as not bounded by the life of the body but transcending space 

and time. However, Morton’s theory is not sufficient to account for the effects and affects 
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of race, class, and gender that shape the characters. The concept of rememory described 

in Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved is a useful lens through which the novel’s hauntings 

may be understood as emerging from these dynamics. I draw support for this from the 

work of Dana Luciano, Avery Gordon, and Alexander Weheliye.  

 Through this materialist reading, I extend and complicate earlier critics’ attention 

to the racist and sexist social structures underpinning the novel, dismantling binaries that 

place Cathy and Heathcliff in opposition. If we can accept that ghosts matter in 

Wuthering Heights, than we can contemplate the material possibility of Cathy’s 

declarations, “Nelly, I am Heathcliff” and “whatever our souls are made of, his and mine 

are the same.”   

Chapter 3, “Alice Under Glass: Classifying the Human in Victorian Visual 

Culture and Lewis Carroll’s Alice books” takes a different approach, examining the 

posthuman implications of Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and the sequel 

Through the Looking Glass through how they converse with Victorian visual culture. 

Specifically, in this chapter I juxtapose Carroll’s novels with examples of his child 

photography, with his original pen-and-ink illustrations for the manuscript Alice’s 

Adventures Underground, with John Tenniel’s iconic engravings for the original 

published editions, and with the anthropomorphic taxidermy of Carroll’s near 

contemporary Walter Potter. I discuss how all these visual artifacts reproduce 

conventions of Victorian science concerned with classifying and categorizing, and how 

their position in relation to reactions to Darwin’s theory of evolution uncovers anxieties 

about the porosity of the categories of human, animal, adult, child, girl, woman, white, 

and non-white.  
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I attempt, by placing Lewis Carroll’s Alice books in conversation with the cultural 

phenomenon of anthropomorphic taxidermy, to draw a connection between this “double 

identity” of anthropomorphic animals that so enchanted the Victorians, and the way in 

which Victorian society conferred a similar “double identity” on the middle class woman. 

Like the animals in Potter’s taxidermy tableaux, the middle class Victorian woman is 

viewed both as animal and human, as scientific and aesthetic object. On one hand, she is 

sexual and instinctual; her primary task is reproduction of the species. On the other, she is 

an infantilized symbol of domesticity.  This alignment of woman and animal becomes 

even more closely entangled in light of the influence of Darwin’s work on the popular 

imagination.   

I argue that Alice, who experiences abrupt and extreme physical transformations 

which she must learn to control; who is able to speak with human-like animals but can 

rarely make sense out of their nonsense; who repeatedly confronts the question, “who—

and what—are you?” embodies the tension that characterizes the double identity of the 

Victorian woman. As a child, she is not yet required to regulate her body and conceal her 

“animal” nature. On the border of humanity and bestiality, childhood and womanhood, 

Alice is a labeled a “fabulous monster.”  Ultimately, I show that, because of this 

monstrosity, Alice is a subversive figure whose progression throughout the novels resists 

as often as it reinforces the domestic, infantilized “double identity” she is destined to 

assume as an adult.  

 The final chapter, “The Master’s Voice: Victorian New Media, Information 

Theory, and Dracula,” interrogates how the proliferation of Victorian new media in 

Stoker’s novel calls into question the integrity of human subjectivity. Dracula abounds 
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with cutting-edge technologies of communication and data recording, including 

stenography, the typewriter, the telegraph, and the phonograph. These technologies allow 

for unprecedented accumulation of data, and enable the rapid relay of information, but 

often at the expense of narrative coherence. The struggle of the novel’s protagonists to 

synthesize a coherent narrative against the background noise created by the multiplicity 

of recording and communication tools they use, parallels their struggle against an elusive 

enemy whose supernatural powers mirror and mock those of the most advanced human 

technology.  

 This chapter builds on the conversation begun by Friedrich Kittler’s influential 

1982 essay “Dracula’s Legacy” and taken up by Jennifer Wicke and others. Drawing on 

the work of William Paulson, Bruce Clarke, Katherine Hayles, Alexander Galloway, and 

others, I apply concepts of information theory to how communication functions in the 

novel. These frameworks provide new ways of understanding the techno-Gothic horror at 

the heart of Dracula, and shed light on parallels between late Victorian anxieties about 

the implications of rapidly advancing technology, and current conversations about how 

social media technology is redefining what it means to be human.   

 Taken together, these chapters present a view of Victorian literature that, rather 

than revolving around the white male as the ideal human subject, instead present visions 

of the human subject as malleable and unstable, and of subjectivity that is dis-integrated, 

extending across the posthuman ecosystem. They suggest that, like Barad claims, 

subjectivity is produced through interaction rather than native to the body.  

 The title of this study, “Beyond the Tangled Bank,” is meant to evoke Darwin’s 

tangled bank as a beginning, an embarkation point, rather than to suggest that we have 
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moved on or should move on from what his description of the tangled bank can show us 

about our place in nature. By confining itself to examining nineteenth-century novels, it 

must be owned that this study’s narrow scope barely gestures toward how Victorian prose 

and poetry might be read in terms of posthuman ecosystems. That being said I view this 

project as a beginning with tendrils extending in different future directions rather than as 

a bounded object. The process of working on this project exposed me to exciting threads 

of theory that link up to the relatively small cluster of theorists that I engage with in any 

depth.  

 In the latter stages of working on this project I have become more attuned to the 

ways in which queer theory brings much needed materialist considerations to 

intersections of ecocriticism and posthumanism. If theoretical perspectives revolving 

around the anthropocene have tended to cast the de-centering of the human from our view 

of nature in apocalyptic terms, strands of queer theory dealing with non-normative 

temporalities, such as José Esteban Muñoz’s Cruising Utopia, and Jack Halberstam’s In a 

Queer Time and Place and The Queer Art of Failure, offer alternative ways of being in 

an unstable world. Responding to papers presented at the 2014 meeting of the North 

American Victorian Studies Association, Elaine Freedgood, echoes Muñoz’s assertion 

“we are not yet queer,” and calls on scholars of the Victorian era to venture beyond the 

boundaries of “the normative, the ‘natural,’ and the known” (445). Part of this venturing 

includes engaging with the “unacceptably ambiguous” in Victorian literature (447). 

Going forward, my objective is not so much to make the ambiguous “acceptable” or 

“normal” but rather to invite consideration that the Victorians were already working 

through the notion that ambiguity is a fundamental characteristic of reality. The 
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ambiguous models of subjectivity on display in the works under consideration in this 

study can be thought of as representing a continual process of experimentation and 

evolution in response to the changes in the cultural landscape throughout the nineteenth 

century. It is important to recall too that such progress is rarely linear. Karen Barad 

writes, “Theories are living and breathing reconfigurings of the world. The world 

theorizes as well as experiments with itself.” The same can be said of the texts studied 

here, with their cyclical questioning of what it means to be human in the Victorian era. 

As I continue to develop and refine the work that I have laid the foundation for here, I 

expect it to take on new, queer dimensions. 
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CHAPTER 1 

“O Little Isle!”: Landscape, Englishness, and Apocalypse  

in The Last Man and The War of the Worlds 

 

 In Mary Shelley’s 1826 novel The Last Man, Lionel Verney is the sole survivor of 

a virulent plague that has destroyed his species while leaving the rest of the natural world 

unharmed. Although he is alone in the world, he feels compelled to leave a record of the 

last days of humanity. He begins with a wistful remembrance of England, which he and 

his family were forced to abandon in their quest for survival. “I am a native of a sea-

surrounded nook, a cloud-enshrouded land,” he begins, “which, when the surface of the 

globe, with its shoreless ocean and trackless continents, presents itself to my mind, 

appears only as an inconsiderable speck in the immense whole” (7). His description of 

England evokes a vulnerable, obscure and inhospitable island of no great significance. 

And so it appears to Lionel, after the plague has stripped it of human life. “And yet,” he 

continues: 

[W]hen balanced in the scale of mental power, [it] far outweighed countries of 

larger extent and more numerous population. So true is it, that man’s mind alone 

was the creator of all that was good or great to man, and that Nature herself was 

only his first minister.  England, seated far north in the turbid sea, now visits my 

dreams in the semblance of a well-manned ship, which mastered the winds and 

rode proudly the waves…When I stood on my native hills…speckled by the 

dwellings of my countrymen, and subdued to fertility by their labours, the earth’s 

very centre was fixed for me in that spot…(7) 
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Even after human civilization has been utterly wiped out, Lionel cannot help but invoke 

the superiority of his English culture, evident in its mastery of the land to supply the 

needs of the people. In his worldview, the preeminence of English culture is actually 

inscribed on the land itself, which is apparent in the direct connection he draws between 

the significance of the physical landscape of England and the “mental power” of its 

natives. This mental power suffuses and gives value to the landscape. Thus, tiny England 

“far outweighs” bigger, more populous countries; the whole of the English race is worth 

more than the rest of the earth’s collective inhabitants. Referring to “man’s mind,” Lionel 

eclipses the entirety of humanity by conflating “man” with “the English,” suggesting that 

the English represent not only the most civilized population, but the most human. 

Furthermore, not only are the English the most “human” humans, and therefore most fit 

to lead the world, but they have reached the pinnacle of science and industry, subduing 

nature into the role of man’s “first minister” and transforming their cold and cloudy isle 

into “a well-manned ship” that has “mastered the winds.” Finally, through English 

civilization’s mastery of the elements and conquest of nature, the land of England itself, 

because of its people, rises to the distinction of earth’s symbolic center. This passage sets 

the tone of The Last Man, in which fear of perceived threats to the racial and cultural 

superiority of the English are dramatized through a fantasy of environmental apocalypse.   

 The chauvinism running through Lionel’s nostalgic reverie precisely illustrates 

the type of myopic cultural arrogance H.G. Wells appears to mock in the opening lines of 

his 1898 novel, The War of the Worlds:    

No one would have believed in the last years of the nineteenth century that his 

world was being watched keenly and closely by intelligences greater than man’s 
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and yet as mortal as his own; that as men busied themselves about their various 

concerns they were scrutinised and studied, perhaps almost as narrowly as a man 

with a microscope might scrutinise the transient creatures that swarm and 

multiply in a drop of water. With infinite complacency, men went to and fro over 

this globe about their little affairs, serene in their assurance of their empire over 

matter. (111)  

Wells’s words allude to the proliferation of technologies of scientific observation and 

classification by which Victorian England has asserted global dominance, calling 

attention to the linkages between the aims of science and the aims of imperialism. 

Furthermore, rather than simply demonstrating the vast evolutionary gulf between human 

and Martian, the comparison between the species in this passage actually draws attention 

to their similarities. Like the Victorian scientist, assured of his mastery over the 

observable world, the Martians also assert their dominance over nature with their finely 

tuned instruments. Yet, as keenly perceptive and technologically advanced as they are, 

the Martians are “as mortal” as humans. Passages such as this invite readings of the 

Martian invasion of England in The War of the Worlds as scathing parody of British 

imperialism. However, such readings tend to overlook the ways in which the novel 

reinforces English cultural superiority—ways strikingly similar to those in The Last Man, 

published more than seventy years before: specifically, through the yoking of English 

cultural identity to almost utopian pastoral constructions of English landscape, thrown 

into sharp relief by the threat of environmental apocalypse and attendant racial panic. 

This chapter explores how pastoral themes in both novels support narratives of English 

cultural superiority and dominance over nature, how linkages between the technological 
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and the organic serve to both affirm and destabilize these narratives, and finally, how the 

excess vitality of the “surplus populations” ultimately poses the greatest threat to English 

cultural and racial identity, undermining the belief in the inherent separation of humanity 

and nature on which the narrative of English cultural superiority depends.  

 Critical approaches to The Last Man vary, but reactions to its apocalyptic vision 

arrive at more or less the same place: the absoluteness and indifference of nature’s power 

contains a strongly anti-imperialist, anti-industrialist, or anti-patriarchal message (Bewell, 

Sussman, Harrison, Mellor, McKusick). For example, Anne Mellor reads the novel as “a 

warning,” and claims “Shelley is showing us the universal human destruction that could 

occur if—but only if—all political leaders are male, all narrators are male, all females are 

oppressed, and all foreigners are ‘diseased’” (144). Similarly, James McKusick asserts 

that Shelley’s “apocalyptic vision of a ruined Earth emerges from a sustained critique of 

the patriarchal institutions that have dominated science, technology, politics, and 

economics since the dawn of Western civilization” (109). Laura Cameron meanwhile 

argues that the worldview of The Last Man is basically Malthusian but that Shelley 

diverges from Malthus by rejecting a divinely ordained reason for human suffering, 

instead suggesting that “humans are subject to the whim of nature, which behaves blindly 

and randomly” (178). Kevin Hutchings compellingly argues that the novel is critical of 

Lionel’s embrace of an “anti-materialist or ‘biophobic’ philosophy of identity” (238). 

However, his conclusion that Lionel’s idealistic rejection of the physical world 

“uncannily produces the world-destroying pestilence” (242, emphasis orig.) does not 

fully account for the ways in which racial and cultural outsiders are portrayed as 

precipitating the destruction of humanity.  
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 Fewer critics have engaged in a sustained ecocritical reading of apocalypse in The 

War of the Worlds. Ursula Heise briefly acknowledges that Wells’s novel is “the story of 

a species aggressively seeking to colonize another planet as a means of 

escaping…ecological crisis” (453). Timothy Morton goes further, arguing that Wells’s 

novel of Martian invasion evokes “the vertigo of geologic time” and dramatizes the 

uncanniness of living in the anthropocene (491). More work needs to be done however to 

reconcile these observations with the predominant critical view of Wells’s novel, which, 

similar to that of Shelley’s, asserts that the Martians’ invasion of earth, their indifferent 

destruction of human life, and their ultimate death of infection by terrestrial bacteria, all 

comment on the arrogance of imperialism and scientific hubris (Asimov, Fitting, Latham, 

Withers, Worth). As Linda Dryden succinctly puts it, The War of the Worlds is “a 

cautionary lesson on imperialism” (226), a view echoed by Ingo Cornils who, in addition, 

claims Wells’s novel “pose[s] fundamental questions about mankind’s moral and ethical 

evolution in the face of scientific and technological progress” (25).  

 Without disputing the validity of these prior readings, I want to problematize their 

implication that Shelley and Wells’s novels ultimately reject an anthropocentric view of 

nature in favor of one that recognizes human civilization as part of nature. The 

persistence of Shelley and Wells’s narrators’ belief in English superiority in the midst of 

and after the novels’ apocalyptic events demands an ecocritical reading that is more 

attentive to the racial and cultural hierarchies the novels reinforce, and the strategies by 

which they are reinforced. A key element of this reading is the focus I apply to the 

“excess vitality” of bodies and populations that are othered in the novels; helpless in the 

face of non-human nature’s incomprehensible power, the novels’ narrators displace their 
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fear onto what they characterize as the inappropriate excesses of un-English bodies. As I 

will discuss, Elana Gomel’s articulation of the “apocalyptic body,” in whose “violent 

corporeality” distinctions between nature and culture are collapsed, is a useful figure 

through which this displacement becomes evident. Gomel’s theory recalls concepts such 

as Jane Bennett’s vital materialism and Stacy Alaimo’s trans-corporality,1 which call into 

question the separateness of bodies and objects in a move toward non-anthropocentric 

visions of nature. As increasing critical attention is devoted to the study of the 

anthropocene, it is important that we revisit the ways in which nineteenth-century texts 

like The Last Man and The War of the Worlds produce the discourse of the anthropocene 

at the same time that they react to it. 

 

“Harmonized by Distance”: The Pastoral Illusion  

 

 The Last Man, set in the late twenty-first century, imagines a future England that, 

at first glance, appears not unlike the pastoral England idealized in Romantic-era poetry. 

Lionel and Adrian, traveling through the “busy towns and cultivated plains” of “fertile 

England,” observe the following utopian scene: 

The husbandmen were getting in their plenteous harvests, and the women and 

children, occupied by light rustic toils, formed groupes of happy, healthful 

persons, the very sight of whom carried cheerfulness to the heart . . .The sun was 

setting; and the clouds, straying, like new-shorn sheep, through the vast fields of 

                                                 
1. See Jane Bennett’s Vibrant Matter, especially the chapter “Neither Vitalism nor 
Mechanism,” and the introduction to Stacy Alaimo’s Bodily Natures. 
2. A thorough discussion Malthus’s theories in the context of Romantic-Era 
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sky, received the golden colour of his parting beams; the distant uplands shone 

out, and the busy hum of evening came, harmonized by distance, on our ear. (58) 

Although seemingly nostalgic for a pre-industrial age, this scene actually represents the 

ideal achievement of future technological progress. In the future, humanity’s superior 

knowledge of science will subdue “the elements,” with the effect that labor will become 

no more than “light and wholesome exercise,” and the products of labor abundant, 

satisfying all of humanity’s needs.  The extent to which this vision of industry informs 

the character of England is evident in how the landscape itself reflects the symbols of 

pastoral labor: the clouds are “new-shorn sheep” and the sky “vast fields.” The tranquil 

sight leads Adrian to expound upon how “the very sustaining of our animal machine is 

made delightful”—through the goodness of God and Nature, but also through the agency 

of “the mind of man, where wisdom reigns enthroned; where imagination, the painter, 

sits, with his pencil dipt in hues lovelier than those of sunset” (58-59). In this future 

world, the power of the human mind is supposed to have surpassed the power of nature.  

Humanity and nature are, for the time being, in concert but necessarily separate.  

 England of The War of the Worlds, in which the legacy of industry is everywhere 

apparent, does not at first seem to evoke the pastoral as in The Last Man. However, the 

narrator, like Lionel, adopts a celebratory tone infused with nationalist pride to remark on 

his nation’s technological supremacy. Just as Lionel describes nature as “mastered” and 

“subdued” by his civilization’s ingenuity (7), Wells’s narrator also describes England’s 

landscape as optimally productive, orderly, and efficient. Significantly, the initial action 

of the novel takes place in rural villages and countryside in Surrey—just far enough from 

metropolitan London to be considered “in the country.” At the beginning of The Country 
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and the City, Raymond Williams notes, “In English, ‘country’ is both a nation and a part 

of the ‘land’; ‘the country’ can be the whole society or its rural area. In the long history 

of human settlements, this connection between the land from which directly or indirectly 

we all get our living and the achievements of human society has been deeply known” (1). 

The juxtaposition in Wells’s novel of areas of rural Surrey recognizable as “country,” 

with all the connotations Williams reminds us of, and the technological trappings that, in 

late Victorian England have become so commonplace as become part of the landscape, is 

telling.   

 Amid the greens and pastures of Wells’s near future England, railway lines and 

telegraph poles stand as conspicuous evidence of England’s tranquil prosperity and 

seemingly limitless progress. The night before the landing of the first of the Martian 

cylinders, the narrator observes this homely scene while on an evening stroll:  

It was a warm night. Coming home, a party of excursionists…passed us singing 

and playing music. There were lights in the upper windows of the houses as the 

people went to bed. From the railway station in the distance came the sound of 

shunting trains, ringing and rumbling, softened almost into melody by the 

distance. My wife pointed out to me the brightness of the red, green, and yellow 

signal lights hanging in a framework against the sky. It seemed so safe and 

tranquil (116).  

The similarities between Wells’s depiction of the English landscape and Shelley’s are 

immediately striking. Just as the far away hum of work is “harmonized by distance” in 

the scene Lionel and Adrian look down upon, here the sounds symbolizing the reach of 

England’s technology and industry are “softened almost into melody by the distance.” 
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Here too the landscape integrates the visual symbols of England’s cultural supremacy: the 

signal lights, representing order and safety, hang in the night sky amongst the stars, a 

correlation that recalls the imagery of the domestic pasture transposed on the sky in The 

Last Man. Suburban England in the early twentieth century future of Wells’s imagining is 

a model of order and efficiency. Through their mastery of science and industry, the 

English have transformed the landscape of their island by building upon it the most 

advanced railway system in the world. Furthermore, the people seen populating this 

landscape are cheerful holiday-makers enjoying the outdoors, and unassuming 

townspeople in the domestic act of preparing for bed. By juxtaposing these images, 

Wells’s narrator suggests that peace, prosperity, and the charm of rural living go hand in 

hand with technological advancement. This landscape is the product not of nature, but of 

the English imagination and shaping of nature. Also, this symbiosis of nature and 

technology appears to have arisen almost organically, obscuring the cost of human labor 

that has gone into creating and maintaining it.   

 In both The Last Man and The War of the Worlds, England before the fall is 

presented as a model of pastoral tranquility. What quickly becomes apparent as the 

threats from the spreading plague and invading Martians intensify is that this pastoral 

vision is an illusion obscuring the labor of the people on whom it depends. Shelley’s 

Lionel, and Wells’s narrator, as members of privileged classes, believe themselves to be 

benevolent stewards of culture, and increasingly find themselves at odds with the groups 

over whom they implicitly claim stewardship. The shift in focus from the landscape as 

symbol of cultural progress to the “surplus populations” who threaten that progress can 

be traced to a shift in historical constructions of the pastoral that Raymond Williams 
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outlines. As Williams makes clear, pastoral constructions go hand in hand with narratives 

of apocalypse. 

 According to Williams, at the heart of classical pastoral is a sense of preemptive 

nostalgia for what may be lost in the future. At the same time, it also encompasses a look 

toward an idyllic future in which what may be lost will then be reckoned by “a 

restoration, a second coming, or the golden age” (17). As, by the late eighteenth century, 

the pastoral had come to represent a “timeless” idealized version of rustic simplicity and 

contentment, the point of view of the pastoral shifts from that of “the working 

countryman” directly interacting with the land to that of the “scientist or the tourist” who 

observes the land from a distance (20). From his comfortable vantage point, the 

landowner may celebrate the peace and tranquility of rural life enabled by the labor of 

others, whose struggles he can choose not to see. This injection of timelessness and a 

sense of distance into the pastoral creates not only the illusion of ownership and mastery 

of the land, but also recasts nature as beneficent, abundant supplier of man’s needs rather 

than a powerful, unpredictable force. Williams writes: 

[T]his view of the providence of nature is linked to a human sharing: all are 

welcome, even the poor, to be fed at this board. And it is this stress, more than 

any other, which has supported the view of a responsible civilisation, in which 

men care for each other directly and personally, rather than through the 

abstractions of a more complicated and more commercial society. (30)   

The disconnect Williams notes between the “view of a responsible civilisation” put 

forward by this pastoral mode and the social realities of a civilization in which inequality 

is inevitable underlies the relation between pastoral and apocalypse in the Romantic era. 
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The tensions contained within this relation are hinted at by Lionel’s vision of England of 

the future. Under Raymond’s benevolent rule as Lord Protector, England is to become a 

“scene of fertility and magnificence”: 

[T]he state of poverty was to be abolished…. The physical state of man would 

soon not yield to the beatitude of angels; disease was to be banished; labour 

lightened of its heaviest burden…food sprung up, so to say, spontaneously—

machines existed to supply with facility every want of the population. (82) 

The English ruling classes view the task of the betterment of humanity not only as their 

divine mandate, but also as their cultural birthright. However, the problem with the 

“thousand beneficial schemes” proposed by the ruling classes is that they do not take into 

account the issue of population control. If human labor is made obsolete, how will the 

laboring classes sustain themselves? If disease is eradicated and, as a consequence, the 

population swells, how will the weakest elements of society be provided for?  In 

attempting to address these dilemmas in his Essay on the Principle of Population, 

Thomas Malthus2 concludes that progress toward the Utilitarian goal of the greatest 

happiness for the greatest number is impossible because of humans’ lack of sexual 

restraint (110). For Malthus, England is (unsurprisingly) the most advanced of human 

civilizations, but what it contributes to human progress is undermined by the degeneracy 

of less-enlightened populations. These threatening populations include not only the non-

white and the non-English, but also migrants and those in poverty. Because these groups 

are depicted as placing the greatest strain on resources, they are characterized as 

                                                 
2. A thorough discussion Malthus’s theories in the context of Romantic-Era 
millenarianism and apocalypticism can be found in Timothy Fulford’s “Millenarianism 
and the Study of Romanticism.” 
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“surplus.”  

 It should be noted that the Malthusian anxieties behind of The Last Man are 

distilled into Social Darwinist anxieties in The War of the Worlds.3 Whereas in The Last 

Man the concerns about threats to culture posed by inferior groups are framed in terms of 

resource scarcity, Wells’s novel has overtones of eugenicism. While the novel overtly 

rejects the ideological foundation of colonialism, it nevertheless affirms the notion that 

there are superior and “inferior races” (113); as the Martian invasion leads to social 

breakdown, the evolutionary unfitness of certain groups becomes evident. This is most 

clearly demonstrated in the exchanges between the narrator and the artilleryman he 

shelters with in the aftermath of the invasion. The artilleryman tells the narrator his 

eugenicist plan for surviving the invasion by selecting “able-bodied, clean minded” men 

and women to rebuild civilization underground, with the hope of eventually learning 

enough from the Martians to turn their own technology against them (256). Of his 

imagined band of survivors, he says, “we can’t have any weak or silly. Life is real again, 

and the useless and cumbersome and mischievous have to die. They ought to die. They 

ought to be willing to die.  It’s a sort of disloyalty, after all, to live and taint the race” 

(256). The narrator is at first stirred with admiration for the man and his plan until it 

becomes apparent that he is not “the energetic regenerator of his species” the narrator had 

been convinced he was. The artilleryman’s unfitness to carry out his plan is signaled by 

characteristics that mark him as stereotypically lower class: his aversion to hard work, 

                                                 
3.  It should be noted that Malthus’s observations of the cycles of scarcity and 
abundance significantly influenced Charles Darwin’s articulation of the “struggle for 
existence,” the competition for resources that favors adaptation and drives evolution of 
all species. Also important to note is the distinction that must be drawn between the 
science of evolution as Darwin described it, and late nineteenth-century Social 
Darwinism. 
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disposition to drink, and enthusiasm for cards and gambling. The narrator eventually 

becomes disgusted with his companion, whom he calls “an undisciplined dreamer,” and 

leaves him “to his drink and gluttony” (261). In this episode, the narrator’s class 

superiority is recast as his evolutionary superiority, in a way that recalls Malthusian 

concerns about the viciousness of the masses.  

 

“No Character of its Own”: Apocalyptic Bodies and Excess Vitality 

 

As long as the pastoral fantasy persists in The Last Man and The War of the 

Worlds, the alliance of bodies and machines is celebrated as emblematic of man’s 

cleverness and ability to claim for himself powers that were once solely in nature’s 

domain. The use of the machine as a metaphor also taps into questions about the nature of 

reason, and whether the mind is the subject of the body or the body is subordinate to the 

mind. When, for instance, Adrian refers to man as an “animal machine,” he conjures a 

figure that occupies a comfortable balance between nature and culture, body and mind—

comfortable because it does not call into question humans’ mastery of science and nature. 

A literal example of an “animal-machine” in The Last Man is the airship.   This 

pleasingly organic vessel, with a “plumed steerage” whose wings “gave forth a 

murmuring noise, soothing to the sense,” is effortlessly, optimally functional, “obeying 

the slightest motion of the helm.” “Such was the power of man over the elements; a 

power long sought, and lately won,” Lionel reflects (55). A parallel example in The War 

of the Worlds is the bicycle. Wells’s idealistic narrator recalls that, just before the Martian 

invasion, he was “much occupied in learning to ride the bicycle, and busy upon a series 
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of papers discussing the probable developments of moral ideas as civilisation progressed” 

(116). It is not insignificant that the narrator links his enthusiasm for mastering this new 

technology with his musings on the moral development and progress of civilization. The 

bicycle—a clean, efficient, convenient, and affordable mode of transportation—is a 

symbol of that progress.4 

 However, machine-bodies can also move too far in the direction of blurring the 

line between the organic and technologic, upsetting the illusion of human control over 

nature. Both novels proliferate with uncanny bodies that are excessively mechanistic and 

technology that is excessively lifelike. For example, in The Last Man the Austrian-born 

Countess of Windsor, England’s deposed queen who is driven only by her ambition to 

restore the monarchy, is described as being “entirely made of mind” and “[seeming] not 

to belong to flesh and blood,” as well as “utterly alien” for her lack of empathy (57, 66). 

Lionel says of her, “her body was evidently considered by her as a mere machine, whose 

health was necessary for the accomplishment of her schemes….There is something 

fearful in one who can thus conquer the animal part of nature” (57). Wells’s Martians—

“heads—merely heads,” which are totally dependent on their machines to stand in for 

their atrophied limbs (225)—extend Lionel’s fears about the too-mechanical body to a 

literal extreme. Wells’s narrator finds the symbiosis of the Martians and their tripod 

walking machines unnatural and disturbing, and posits that the Martians’ monstrous 

                                                 
4. Jeremy Withers notes that H.G. Wells took “a keen interest in the overall cultural 
implications of machines and of technological development in general,” and was also 
enthusiastic about the bicycle’s “emancipatory powers” to provide greater freedom to 
women and the working classes (1, 3).  However, Withers reads the narrator’s interest in 
cycling as ironic, reflecting Wells’s growing cynicism about human interactions with 
technology. According to him, the novel’s “primary agenda” is “attacking human pride 
and critiquing an over-reliance on technology” (12). See Withers, “Bicycles, Tricycles, 
and Tripods.” 
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machine bodies are the evolutionary result of millennia of “suppression of the animal side 

of the organism by the intelligence,” to the extent that all but the most basic bodily 

functions have become obsolete. The Martians have no digestive systems and therefore 

do not eat, but instead subsist on the “fresh, living blood of other creatures” which they 

inject directly “into their own veins” (225). Sleep is unnecessary for them, and they 

reproduce by “bud[ing] off, just as young lily-bulbs bud off” (266, emphasis Wells’s). 

Although the Martians—macrocephalic, vampiric, self-cloning cyborgs—defy 

recognition as intelligent organisms, at the same time they are excessively organic to the 

point that the narrator finds their physicality “offensive.” He describes them as “vital, 

intense, inhuman, crippled and monstrous”; their “oily brown skin” is “fungoid,” and the 

“clumsy deliberation” of their virtually useless tentacles is “unspeakably nasty” (126).  

 According to Denise Gigante, during the early nineteenth-century “the aesthetic 

definition of monstrosity changed significantly…from an Enlightenment concept of 

defect or deformity to a Romantic notion of monstrosity as too much life” as well as “life 

propagating itself to excess from within” (434). This aesthetic of monstrosity applies to 

the Martians, both because their abject bodies are too grotesquely biological, but also 

because they are infested with terrestrial bacteria that quickly overwhelm their alien 

immune systems. Monstrously vital even in their death throes, the Martians also 

exemplify what Elana Gomel calls the “apocalyptic body.” Gomel reminds the reader that 

apocalypse precedes purification “so absolute that it denies the organic messiness of life”; 

however, apocalypse itself is characterized by organic messiness, or “violent 

corporeality,” in contrast to the “incorporeal purity” that follows (405). Echoing Denise 

Gigante’s characterization of monstrosity as that which is excessively vital and fatally 
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self-propagating, the apocalyptic body is marked by “grotesque and excessive sexuality” 

and whose “mortal sickness is a precondition of ultimate health” (Gomel 405). Gomel’s 

comments also recall Malthus’s premise that lack of sexual restraint leads to disease and 

famine, which in turn leads to regeneration following the resultant drop in population. 

This cycle plays out uncannily within the Martians, rendering their bodies apocalyptic. At 

once a killing machine and a fertile breeding ground for bacteria, the Martian is both an 

agent and a victim of apocalyptic purification, a contradiction Wells’s narrator captures 

when he reflects in the aftermath of the invasion that the Martians were “irrevocably 

doomed, dying and rotting even as they went to and fro” (266).   

An even more potent example of the apocalyptic body is the figure of the dying 

“negro” in The Last Man. As Lionel rushes to the bedside of his dying son, a “negro half-

clad” lying in his path reaches for him, causing Lionel to fall on top of him. Lionel says, 

“he wound his naked festering arms round me, his face was close to mine, and his breath, 

death-laden, entered my vitals” (265). Lionel’s encounter with the dying black man, 

which he believes to be his death sentence, instead appears to inoculate him against the 

plague. Kevin Hutchings points out that the encounter between Lionel and the black man 

represents “the only instance of contagious infection present in the novel”; furthermore, 

the most threatening aspect of this encounter, which resembles a sexual embrace, is its 

“sheer physicality” (239). But whereas Hutchings argues that this pivotal moment 

represents Lionel’s “real humanization,” suggesting a move away from his ingrained 

racial and cultural biases (Hutchings 240), I see this scene as supporting the novel’s 

narrative of English cultural supremacy. The emphasis on the man’s race serves not only 

to intensify the uncomfortable physicality of this encounter, but also to give form to the 
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perceived threat to the English way of life posed by racial and cultural “others.” The 

dying black man, holding Lionel in an erotic embrace, represents the specter of 

Malthusian surplus populations transformed into the apocalyptic body. Although Gomel 

calls the apocalyptic body “raceless, classless, and genderless” and identifies “the 

dissolution of identity” as the main theme of The Last Man (413), she declines to 

comment on the very specific racial classification of the dying black man. This 

identification seems important; in the body of the black man, the threat posed by the 

plague and the threat posed by English ruling classes’ racial and cultural inferiors are 

conflated. 

 Although critics of The Last Man disagree about how the plague is spread, or 

what the “dying negro” whose breath mingles with Lionel’s signifies,5 it seems 

reasonable that the combined elements of the man’s race, his diseased state, and his too 

intimate physicality overlay fears about disease with fears about the health of the English 

culture. In The War of the Worlds, the Martians’ ultimate death from airborne terrestrial 

bacteria can be viewed as both a projection of human fear of a literal pandemic in an age 

of globalization, as well as an expression of fear of racial contamination by contact with 

cultural outsiders. As Laura Otis has pointed out, the Victorian discovery of bacteria and 

new understanding of how disease spread presented a metaphor for fears about 

Englishness being “infected” as a result of race and class mixing. Otis says, “the new 

science of bacteriology…[was] inseparable not only from a desire to conquer new 

territory but also from the fear that the natives of these lands, in a quest for revenge, 

would ultimately infiltrate and infect the imperial ‘nerve centers’” (90). Although Wells 

                                                 
5.  Peter Melville thoroughly outlines critics’ differing opinions of this matter in 
“The Problem of Immunity in The Last Man.” 
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is critical of the imperialist attitudes that assert the racial and cultural superiority of the 

English, his novel nevertheless contains fears about the supplanting of English 

dominance and the degeneration of English culture in the long-term struggle of humanity 

against nature. These fears, although expressed in Darwinian terms, can nevertheless be 

traced back to Malthus’s apocalyptic projections about population growth, and especially 

the sexual “viciousness” of the lower social orders.6 Threats to English racial and cultural 

dominance did not necessarily have to come from racial outsiders; degenerate elements 

within the dominant race could undermine its claim to supremacy. As Rob Latham 

explains, “invasion stories…may be troubled by doubts regarding the susceptibility to 

external incursions, the lurking rot at the imperial core that permits such brazen raids 

from the periphery” (105). In The Last Man, we see this in the destruction wrought by the 

“invasion” of England by “disorganized multitudes” of lawless Americans and Irish, who 

absorb the “lower and vagabond” English into their mob. 

 Lionel describes how this band of Americans and Irish, “collected in unnatural 

numbers,” pours into England seeking refuge from the plague and the resulting famine, 

“the whole group bringing violence and chaos” (231).  Lionel recounts that their raids  

[S]truck the English with affright…there was room enough indeed in our hapless 

country for twice the number of invaders; but their lawless spirit instigated them 

to violence…the ruin complete in one place, they removed their locust visitation 

to another…They swept the country like a conquering army, burning—laying 

                                                 
6. Although Darwin did not endorse the eugenicist views of his contemporaries, in 
The Descent of Man he nevertheless implies the superiority of the white race and suggests 
that it would be in humanity’s best interest for those “who are in any marked degree 
inferior in body or mind” to refrain from sexual reproduction, a view Wells appears to 
echo in his anxiety about the degeneration of English culture (918).   
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waste—murdering. The lower and vagabond English joined them. (232-33) 

By calling deliberate attention to the cultural difference of the mob, characterizing them 

as invaders, and referring to them as a “locust visitation,” Lionel attempts to draw a 

deliberate distinction between this rabble and the noble English who fight to maintain 

order. One incident in particular stands in sharp contrast to Lionel’s idealized view of 

England as a “well-manned ship.” He describes how the rogue Americans and Irish take 

over a warship of “an hundred and twenty guns,” but in their inappropriate hands this 

elegant symbol of England’s sea power is transformed into “a huge unwieldy machine” 

that sinks amidst “uncouth sportings” (232). Lionel’s characterization of the sinking of 

the ship as “uncouth sportings” evokes sexual deviance, recalling the “grotesque and 

excessive sexuality” that suffuses the apocalyptic body. Here too, the invocation of the 

machine as a figure of progress and harmony is overturned. The ship as a “huge unwieldy 

machine” represents what society has become; not a smoothly functioning body ruled by 

a center of reason, but a disordered assemblage with no head.7 

 Similar chaotic scenes unfold in The War of the Worlds. In the early stages of the 

Martian invasion, the ignorant and savage behavior of the masses adds to the chaos and 

impedes the humanitarian efforts of the more levelheaded ruling classes. But as the 

situation worsens, the distinctions between the ruling classes and the “surplus population” 

fade away. The narrator’s description of the retreat of the masses from besieged London 

recalls Lionel’s description of the influx of outsiders in The Last Man: “the main road 

was a boiling stream of people, a torrent of human beings rushing northward, one 

pressing on another…this was a whole population in movement.  It is hard to imagine 

                                                 
7.  Compare these descriptions of the mob to Jane Bennett’s description of 
assemblages in Vibrant Matter. 
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that host.  It had no character of its own” (197). Like Lionel, the narrator dehumanizes 

the undifferentiated crowd by referring to them as a “stream,” a “torrent,” and a “host.” 

Markers of class become meaningless, the social hierarchies that produce cultural 

character are overturned, and cultural identity dissipates. In addition, the mob’s blind 

panic only aids the Martians’ destructive power, leading the narrator to compare the 

masses fleeing the destruction to an invading army. “Never before in the history of the 

world had such a mass of human beings moved and suffered together. The legendary 

hosts of Goths and Huns, the hugest armies Asia has ever seen, would have been but a 

drop in this current…it was the beginning of the rout of civilisation, of the massacre of 

mankind” (203). The narrator here invokes the specter of foreign invaders—Goths, Huns, 

and the “hugest armies of Asia”—not to describe the Martians, but their helpless human 

victims. The ambiguous wording of this passage also makes unclear whether the “it” 

propelling “the rout of civilization, the massacre of mankind” refers to the Martian 

attacks, or the frantic and savage behavior of the multitudes.  

 

“Bereft of Man, O Little Isle!”: Anthropocentrism and the Anthropocene 

 

 In spite of evidence that the non-human world remains largely unaffected by the 

disasters that befall Shelley and Wells’s characters, the breakdown of the social order in 

which Lionel and Wells’s narrator had put their faith signals to them the end of all life. It 

is not the English culture, but England, that is dying. It is not the people, but the island 

itself that is under attack. At one point in The Last Man, Lionel observes that non-human 

life is thriving in the English countryside. “Where was pain and evil?” he asks. “Not in 
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the woods or fertile fields…Plague is the companion of spring, of sunshine, of plenty” 

(249-50). Without a human population to sustain, however, this fertility has no intrinsic 

value. Whereas before he had portrayed the English landscape as effortlessly supplying 

the needs of the people, the ravages of the plague on the population force him to 

acknowledge that “The labour of hundreds of thousands alone could make this inclement 

nook fit habitation for one man” (256). Despite once having likened English society to a 

highly efficient machine, Lionel now claims that England’s imperial ambitions have been 

a drain on its energy and productivity. Imperial contact has “sufficiently degraded” the 

English people to the point that all their creative energy is concentrated on survival (250). 

As a result, in spite of his observation that England remains abundant with life, bereft of 

its human population, it is “in [its] shroud,” “dying,” “desert,” and, finally, a “dead 

world” (286).  

 Charlotte Sussman proposes that, “by locating England’s mortality in her own 

territory, [Lionel] raises the possibility that the human community can survive the death 

of the nation, that it might be remade on a different principle in a different place” (289). 

Sussman’s point alludes to Lionel’s unwavering faith in English exceptionalism, but does 

not take into account the fact that the “death” of England symbolizes not just the death of 

its remaining inhabitants, but of English racial and cultural identity. Contrary to the 

assertions of critics who read the ultimate destruction of humanity in The Last Man as 

Shelley’s rejection of anthropocentrism, Lionel’s mourning for the death of England is 

about the death of a narrative of cultural and technological dominance.  To the end, 

Lionel asserts that if England had only been able to secure itself against outsiders, the 

English might by their own ingenuity survive. This causes Lionel to lament, “Bereft of 
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man, O little isle! the ocean waves will buffet thee, and the raven flap his wings over 

thee…”: 

It was not for the rose of Persia thou wert famous, nor the banana of the East; 

nor the spicy gales of India, nor the sugar groves of America…but for thy 

children, their unwearied industry and lofty aspiration. They are gone, and 

thou goest with them the oft trodden path that leads to oblivion. (256) 

All of the world’s civilizations are measured by what has made them valuable to English 

imperial prosperity. Only England’s value is housed its culture alone, without which it 

becomes an empty signifier. 

 By presenting the Martian invasion and its aftermath in evolutionary terms, it 

would appear that Wells, more than Shelley, accepts the power of nonhuman nature. 

After all, the human race’s annihilation by the Martians is averted not by human 

ingenuity but by natural selection. Yet, even this fact seems to point to the biological 

superiority of the English. The narrator, making his way through the smoking ruins of 

London, discovers the rotting carcasses of several Martians, “slain by the putrefactive and 

disease bacteria against which their systems were unprepared…slain, after all man’s 

devices had failed, by the humblest things that God, in his wisdom, has put upon this 

earth.” 

…These germs of disease have taken toll of humanity since the beginning of 

things—taken toll of our prehuman ancestors since life began here. But by 

virtue of this natural selection of our kind we have developed resisting 

powers; to no germs do we succumb without a struggle. (266) 

Even as the narrator exults in humanity’s unlikely salvation, his comments contain the 
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reminder that the human population of earth is subject to the same ultimate fate. He 

forgets that the Martian’s fatal infection with terrestrial bacteria was simply a chance 

consequence of their escape from the environmental depletion of their own planet. 

Although natural selection is on the side of the humans this time, an eventual contest for 

“the survival of the fittest” still looms. In any case, with the Martians dead, the narrator is 

free to imagine England’s glorious renewal.  Surveying the destruction of London, 

including the gaping crater in the dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral, he recalls: 

I thought of the multitudinous hopes and efforts, the innumerable hosts of 

lives that had gone to build this human reef…when I realised that the shadow 

had been rolled back, and that men might still live in the streets, and this dear 

vast dead city of mine be once more alive and powerful, I felt a wave of 

emotion that was near akin to tears. (268)   

Wells’s narrator alludes to the inevitable fate of humanity as similar to that of the 

Martians, and is therefore perhaps less invested in the myth of English cultural 

superiority than Lionel is.  However, the suggestion that the workings of evolution have 

actually come to the aid of humans by killing off the Martians, averting apocalypse at the 

last minute, still contains undeniable traces of that myth. Wells’s narrator calls England a 

“human reef,” echoing Lionel’s implication that England’s purpose is to be a vessel for 

human life. The narrator’s joyful hope that London can be rebuilt reifies the myth that 

English ingenuity, if responsibly wielded, can overcome the forces of nature and even 

death. Despite its Darwinian framework, in the end, The War of the Worlds upholds the 

pastoral ideal and invokes the superiority of the English once again by inscribing the 

traces of that superiority upon the land itself.    
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 Before the apocalyptic events of The Last Man and The War of the Worlds, 

humans and nature are portrayed as existing in a symbiotic relationship, one in which it is 

clear that the human sphere and the natural world are separate. The harmony of man and 

nature that both narrators describe is attributed to the superiority—cultural, technological, 

and even biological—of the English race. In the midst of the disastrous events that 

threaten humanity, the narrators of these novels respond to challenges to their worldview 

by blaming cultural outsiders as well as perceived degenerating influences within the 

dominant culture. In The Last Man, the ultimate failure of the English race to live up to 

its own image is superimposed on the land itself, cementing the association between the 

land and the people. In The War of the Worlds, the ultimate survival of humanity is 

attributed to the superior character of the English, even when natural forces beyond 

human control are understood to be the undoing of the Martians. In both cases, the 

pastoral illusion under which the characters operate prior to the catastrophe is undone, but 

not with the result that the anthropocentric and chauvinist view of the world is abandoned 

in favor of a more holistic understanding of humanity’s place in nature.  

 More than seventy years separates the publication of The Last Man and The War 

of the Worlds. In the intervening decades, the British Empire would grow to encompass a 

vast area on which the sun never set; railways, telegraph cables, and steam ship routes 

would transform the landscape with the visible symbols of technological and scientific 

progress in the service of imperialist and industrial capitalist aims. Yet, disparate as The 

Last Man and The War of the Worlds are, a side-by-side ecocritical reading of these 

novels reveals the ways in which they perform the same anxieties about English racial 

and cultural survival in the face of rapid change. In “Victorian Hyperobjects,” Timothy 
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Morton calls on us to consider that, psychically, philosophically, and socially, we still 

inhabit the Victorian era (491). This mental exercise puts in perspective how close we are 

in geologic time to the dawn of the anthropocene, still entangled in the cultural attitudes 

that attended its origins. The similarities of The Last Man and The War of the Worlds 

speak to this closeness. Examining how these nineteenth century texts characterize the 

relationship between human and nonhuman nature is a way for us to locate ourselves on 

the unfolding temporal map of the anthropocene. Therefore, even as we acknowledge the 

subversive potential of these texts, as prior critical readings have done, it is important that 

we recognize and call attention to the ways in which they nevertheless perpetuate the 

racist and xenophobic attitudes that go hand in hand with anthropocentrism. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Ghosts that Matter: Hyperobjects and Wuthering Heights 

 

 Not long after Heathcliff’s return to Wuthering Heights after his three-year 

absence, Nelly Dean encounters an apparition of Hindley Earnshaw as a child as she 

walks between Thrushcross Grange and the Heights: 

I came to a stone where the highway branches off onto the moor at your 

left hand; a rough sand-pillar, with the letters W.H. cut on its north side, on the 

east, G., and on the south-west T.G….The sun shone yellow on its grey head, 

reminding me of summer; and I cannot say why, but all at once, a gush of child’s 

sensations flowed into my heart.  Hindley and I held it a favorite spot twenty 

years before.   

I gazed long at the weather-worn block; and, stooping down, perceived a 

hole near the bottom still full of snail-shells and pebbles, which we were fond of 

storing there with more perishable things; and, as fresh as reality, it appeared that 

I beheld my early playmate seated on the withered turf, his dark, square head bent 

forward, and his little hand scooping out the earth with a piece of slate. (85) 

She continues, “my bodily eye was cheated into a momentary belief that the child lifted 

its face and stared straight into mine!” (85). Fearing the vision is a sign of Hindley’s 

death, Nelly is overcome with “irresistible yearning to be at the Heights.” Upon reaching 

the house, she is startled by what she at first takes to be the reappearance of the 

apparition, before recognizing that the little boy standing at the gate is Hindley’s young 
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son Hareton. Hareton, the mirror image of his father as a child, blends and fades in a 

composite image with Nelly’s vision of Hindley.   

  This episode demands our attention for a few reasons. First, it does not conform 

to the Gothic convention of an apparition appearing as a harbinger of recent or impending 

death; in spite of Nelly’s fear that her vision of Hindley is a “sign of death,” Hindley lives 

on a further eight months. Second, it involves two characters that, although crucial to the 

novel, are generally relegated to its periphery. Hindley rarely draws the focus of critics, 

and although Nelly has been much written about, she is frequently misread and 

underestimated. Most significantly, however, few if any critics have given this scene 

serious consideration. The amount of scholarly attention Lockwood’s encounter with 

Cathy’s1 ghost has received makes one wonder why this episode has been so ignored. 

What might consideration of this scene reveal that other readings of Wuthering Heights 

have sidestepped or overlooked? What does it say about how ghosts work in Wuthering 

Heights, and by extension, what does it say about the nature of reality in Wuthering 

Heights?   

 Many critics have brushed against this aspect of the novel but few if any have 

addressed in a sustained way. The story’s supernatural elements have led many of 

Brontë’s readers into difficulty when it comes to making sense of how the “world” of 

Wuthering Heights functions.  Leo Bersani refers to the novel’s “ontological slipperiness” 

(203), while J. Hillis Miller, in commenting on its recursive abysses, concludes that 

Wuthering Heights is impenetrably enigmatic and contains “no hidden identifiable 

                                                 
1 . Critics have handled the problem of repeated names in Wuthering Heights 
differently.  For convenience, in this chapter I refer to Catherine Linton née Earnshaw as 
Cathy and her daughter as Catherine.   
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ordering principle which will account for everything” in its pages (369). Psychoanalytic 

readings tend to treat Brontë’s ghosts as metaphors rather than literal presences, while 

postcolonial, feminist, Marxist and other poststructuralist readings, although drawing 

necessary attention to the cultural contexts surrounding the Wuthering Heights, tend not 

to comment on the presence of the supernatural at all, confining their focus to how 

material structures of power infiltrate the novel. Regardless of the theoretical apparatus 

prior critics have applied or the questions with which they have been concerned, most 

agree that a pervasive force animates Wuthering Heights, but have declined to attempt to 

make sense of the nature or source of this “force.” Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, for 

instance, admit “Wuthering Heights seems at times to be about forces or beings rather 

than people” (252), while Barbara Munson Goff refers to Heathcliff’s “energy levels,” 

commenting that the intensity of his and Catherine’s relationship “invokes physics rather 

than biology” (502). Anne Williams claims the novel reflects “natural supernaturalism” 

and argues “the varieties of human love, its possibilities, limitations, and consequences” 

form “the vital principle of Wuthering Heights” (108). Daniel Cottom speaks of the force 

of “unhuman agencies” at work in the novel that have to do with identification outside of 

traditional conceptions of subjectivity (1081), and Susan Meyer repeatedly references the 

formidable “energies” rolling off of Heathcliff and Catherine, identifying these energies 

as “disruptive and threatening” (102), and representative of “resistance” and “social 

transgression.”  

 These readings echo one of the earliest critiques of the book. Sydney Dobell, one 

of Brontë’s contemporary reviewers, described the effect produced by Wuthering Heights 

as “a world of brilliant figures in an atmosphere of mist; shapes that come out upon the 
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eye and burn their colors into the brain, and depart into the enveloping fog. It is the 

unformed writing of a giant’s hand; the ‘large utterance’ of a baby god” (Dobell qtd. in 

Miller 366). Like Dobell, these latter day critics appear to agree that there is something in 

the novel that, while unseen, is of great material significance. It is strange, then, that none 

of the critics I have encountered has written a word about the second direct experience of 

a ghostly apparition that appears to Nelly on the road between the Grange and the 

Heights.  

 This episode demands that we acknowledge and pay closer attention to the real 

existence of ghosts in the world of Wuthering Heights. Visions like Nelly’s are not out of 

the bounds of nature as Emily Brontë has imagined it; ghosts are natural to the 

environment of Wuthering Heights. What these haunting intrusions indicate is the 

ambient presence of an intricately-woven mesh of objects acting subtly and significantly 

on one another to form an omnipresent yet evasive hyperobject. According to Timothy 

Morton: 

Hyperobjects are entities that are massively distributed in time and space. They 

are so massive that humans can think and compute them, but not perceive them 

directly. They stick to us, we find evidence of them in our water and in our blood, 

in our wallets, dreams, and DNA, yet one is incapable of seeing them. They are 

real, but withdrawn from access. They are made of relations between all sorts of 

things—yet they have an autonomous life of their own that is downwardly causal 

on the components from which they emerge. (“Victorian Hyperobjects” 489) 

In his book-length study of the subject, Morton describes hyperobjects as characterized 

by the qualities of viscosity, nonlocality, temporal undulation and phasing, and 
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interobjectivity—qualities that also all apply to the way characters experience the 

“world” of Wuthering Heights.  

 But what is to be gained from reading this fictional world in terms of a concept 

that Morton uses to describe such emblems of futurity as global warming and the 

Internet? It is worth considering the assertion of Morton and other critics engaged with 

ecocriticism and posthumanism that rather than harbingers of the future, hyperobjects 

link us in ways that flout traditional notions of time and history to the environmental and 

cultural conditions of other places and eras. Morton writes, “hyperobjects pose numerous 

threats to individualism, nationalism, anti-intellectualism, racism, speciesism, 

anthropocentrism, you name it” (Hyperobjects 21). Given the conversations that have 

arisen around the challenges Wuthering Heights poses to Victorian categories of gender, 

race, class, and even time, viewing the book in the context of the hyperobject may allow 

us to account for its “disruptive energies” without reducing its characters to two-

dimensional symbols. Perhaps reading Wuthering Heights through the lens of the 

hyperobject allows us to understand Cathy’s passionate declaration “I am Heathcliff” as 

literal, and take seriously what such radical transcendence of individuated selfhood 

implies.  

 What would it mean to read Cathy and Heathcliff, not so much as two aspects of 

one being, but as intimately connected in ways that traditional notions of the self cannot 

accommodate? Heathcliff’s very name points to his porosity and mutability as a subject. 

His name evokes the landscape with which he is constantly associated, and named as he 

is for an Earnshaw child that died in infancy, from the moment he is integrated into the 
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family as a foster son2 his identity is double. Marked by inherent multiplicity, it is not 

such a stretch to imagine that he might literally “be” Cathy, in the sense that his selfhood 

is inextricable from hers.  Throughout the novel, boundaries between different human 

bodies, between bodies and the land, between organic and inorganic matter, are all 

revealed to be porous and unstable, allowing the possibility that this fluid and amorphous 

world is governed by some other organizing scheme than one with the white male subject 

at its center. Viewing the novel in this way also allows us to move past the nature/culture 

binary that has undergirded most criticism of Wuthering Heights.   

 Several critics have begun unpacking how Emily Brontë challenges the concept of 

the human subject by turning their attention on the workings of nature in the novel as 

more than mere metaphor. These critics have tended to look to Brontë’s relationship with 

the natural world and with animals expressed in her private writings as evidence of her 

rejection of a hierarchical, anthropocentric view of nature. While these perspectives add a 

much-needed dimension to Wuthering Heights scholarship, they are not fully divested of 

the nature/culture binary. 

                                                 
2. The implications of the ambiguity of Heathcliff’s relationship to the Earnshaws 
must be addressed. Although it appears that Earnshaw’s intention is to raise Hindley, 
Cathy, and Heathcliff as equal siblings, and even prefers Heathcliff to his eldest son, 
there is no indication that he is legally adopted, nor is there any mention of Earnshaw’s 
will or whether he made any provisions for Heathcliff. Nelly observes to Lockwood that 
the given name Heathcliff served for both “Christian and surname,” suggesting no 
intention to formally integrate him into the family. These and the fact that Heathcliff is 
brought from Liverpool, a major hub of the British slave trade, suggest that his position 
in relation to the Earnshaws is more like that of a slave than a foster child. Susan Meyer 
points out that when Earnshaw brings Heathcliff home, he also brings Cathy a whip, 
strengthening the suggestion that the relationship between them is effectively that of a 
slave and his mistress. She notes that Nelly describes young Cathy as behaving like “the 
little mistress” with the household servants and striking them when they do not comply 
with her wishes.   
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 Barbara Munson Goff asserts that Wuthering Heights demonstrates Brontë’s view 

of nature as a “pitiless economy”; a view that prefigures Darwin’s rejection of 

anthropocentrism and that is based at least in part on her knowledge and first hand 

observation of selective breeding of livestock. Goff claims that “Wuthering Heights 

shows civilization … as a reversal of the order of nature” (493), and points to numerous 

examples in the novel of the close alignment of humans and animals as evidence that 

Brontë rejected a hierarchical understanding of nature. While there are some 

inconsistencies and omissions in her argument, I do think she convincingly argues that a 

central theme of Wuthering Heights is the “colossal stupidity, arrogance, even impiety, of 

anthropocentrism” (506). Also interesting to note are her remarks that Cathy and 

Heathcliff’s relationship “invokes physics more than biology” and that “Wuthering 

Heights itself can barely withstand the energy level of Heathcliff” (502), which invite 

comparison to Susan Meyer’s frequent references to the novel’s “energies of resistance.”  

 In “Petted Things: Wuthering Heights and the Animal,” Ivan Kreilkamp says that 

the Brontë sisters’ writing raised questions that challenged “the bounds of ‘the human’ as 

defined by and against the animal” (94). A major proposition of Kreilkamp’s essay is that 

we ought to take literally the question posed by Isabella Linton, Heathcliff’s abused wife: 

“Is Mr. Heathcliff a man?” Kreilkamp asserts that “[subsuming Heathcliff’s] 

animalization into the topics of race and ethnicity,” overlooks the material importance of 

Heathcliff’s animality, and claims “the arguments of [Susan] Meyer and other critics who 

have attended to the dynamics of race and imperialism in Wuthering Heights are 

convincing and necessary, but I want to think more literally about what it means that 

Heathcliff. . . is so forcefully associated with animals; species seems as salient as race as 
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a category by which to consider Brontë’s depiction of the character and should not be 

reduced to or considered as a subcategory of race.” (98). By noting that focusing too 

narrowly on how Heathcliff’s “raced” status “[attaches] him to human history, lineage, 

and parentage,” Kreilkamp suggests that critics look past the fact that his “failure to 

attach such traditions or grounds for social identity” is “fundamental to his being.”  He 

continues, “Heathcliff is a ‘cuckoo’ or ‘animal’ in his outsider status to human categories 

of being and belonging.” (98). While Kreilkamp’s analysis moves criticism of Wuthering 

Heights further in the direction of breaking down the nature/culture binaries that other 

critics have established, his lack of attention to the subject of ghosts and hauntings leaves 

an important aspect of the conversation about subjectivity unaddressed.     

 Deborah Denenholz Morse’s essay follows closely on the heels of Kreilkamp’s 

and defers to his point about reading Heathcliff’s animality more literally. Morse also 

reiterates points several other critics (Goff, Berg, Kreilkamp, et al) have made about 

Emily Brontë’s especial affinity for nature, stating “Emily Brontë’s deepest sympathies 

are with the natural world and with the animal in Wuthering Heights” and that “Brontë 

accepted predatory realities of the natural world and recognized man as animal implicated 

in Nature’s creative and destructive courses” (181-82). Morse’s concluding argument is 

that “Heathcliff as fearsome, predatory animal wrests territory away from its 

domesticated claimants, reversing English imperial conquest.” In this way, she echoes 

Susan Meyer’s thesis that Heathcliff is a figure of “reverse imperialism.” While this 

perspective has some merit, it oversimplifies Heathcliff, and is reductive in its 

characterization of the scope and mechanisms of imperialism.  
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 Lisa Surridge provides a counterpoint to Morse and Kreilkamp in two essays on 

the subject of women, animals, and violence in nineteenth-century fiction. In 

“Dogs’/Bodies, Women’s Bodies,” she argues, “the conflation of dogs’ bodies with 

women’s bodies in nineteenth-century narratives invites readers to reflect on man’s 

‘ownership’ or control over his spouse” in relation to the changing legal status of women 

in the early nineteenth century (4).  This contrasts with Morse and Kreilkamp’s readings 

of Wuthering Heights, which focus on Heathcliff as dog-like, rather than on the women 

he abuses (especially Isabella) as pet-like.  Reading both arguments together points to an 

interesting distinction between types of dogs in the novel. The lap dog that Cathy and 

Heathcliff witness Edgar and Isabella fighting over clearly belongs to a different category 

than the Lintons’ guard dogs that attack Cathy, and the working dogs at the Heights 

which, as the junior Catherine pointedly observes to Lockwood, are not kept as pets. The 

associations of these different animals with different classes of people (classes in the 

economic and social as well as biological taxonomic sense) are important to consider.   

 Surridge does consider these distinctions in her later article, “Animals and 

Violence in Wuthering Heights.” In this essay, she contrasts Emily Brontë’s framing of 

human-animal relations with Charlotte and Anne’s in their novels. Whereas Charlotte and 

Anne Brontë write about animals in ways that reflect conventional Victorian attitudes, 

Emily “reverses the anthropomorphic impulse underlying much of Victorian 

sentimentality concerning animals.” (162). In contrast to her earlier essay which focuses 

on the association of dogs and women, here she contends “Heathcliff is repeatedly 

described as ‘wolfish,’ dog-like, and ‘brutal’—all pejoratives which rely on [Victorians’] 

anthropomorphic hierarchy. But this supremely polyphonic novel also embraces a 
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counter-rhetoric which undercuts the civilized as vitiated, ‘petted,’ ‘spoiled,’ and 

‘infantile” (165). Surridge’s purpose is somewhat different from those of Kreilkamp and 

Morse, who are more interested in connecting Heathcliff’s animality to his colonized 

identity. Surridge prefigures many of their moves, but her purpose is to emphasize how 

Emily Brontë’s nonhierarchical view of animals represents her uncompromising, 

unsentimental view of nature and humanity’s place within it.   

 By shedding light on the ways in which Brontë has broken down boundaries 

between human and animal subjects, these critics touch on how the novel calls into 

question the nature of subjectivity. However, these readings tend to focus on disrupting 

dichotomies of categorization, but are not concerned with extending the implications of 

those disruptions to the ecological functioning of the novel as a whole. When I say this 

project is about taking this aspect of the text seriously, I mean “taking seriously” in the 

same way that Ivan Kreilkamp asks us to consider the literal implications of Heathcliff’s 

animality.3 However, while Kreilkamp and the other critics mentioned above have moved 

in the direction of collapsing the nature/culture binary, by excluding the “supernatural” 

from their discussion of the natural, they remain in the “world.” I argue this real/unreal 

dichotomy that critics mostly unconsciously subscribe to breaks along the same lines as 

other binaries of class and race that previous readings have attempted to complicate.   

                                                 
3. Kreilkamp’s attention to the material significance of Heathcliff’s animality echoes 
the thrust of Donna Haraway’s Companion Species Manifesto. Haraway uses dog-human 
relationships as a way of interrogating “biological and cultural determinism,” which, she 
argues in terms derived from Alfred North Whitehead’s process philosophy, are merely 
“instances of misplaced concreteness” (6). Collapsing the nature/culture binary into the 
concept of “naturecultures” for Haraway accomplishes the work of divesting from a 
Cartesian view of the world based around viewing objects as discrete entities that are 
understandable only in their opposition to one another. Haraway’s naturecultures plays in 
the same sandbox as Morton’s hyperobjects—both break down the idea of the “world” as 
spatially and temporally delimited space. 
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Hyperobjects and Wuthering Heights 

 

 Hyperobjects offer a useful framework for reading the supernatural as an 

extension of the natural in Wuthering Heights in part because they make us reconsider 

post-structuralist uses of haunting. Julian Wolfreys’ Victorian Hauntings provides a 

useful overview of the commonly accepted lineage of haunting as a modern critical 

concept that comes to us from Marx by way of Heidegger and Derrida. This 

understanding of haunting connects it very specifically to the condition of modern 

industrial capitalism, which, Wolfreys proposes, is the real source of ghosts and 

hauntings represented in Victorian literature. Rather than belonging to a version of the 

past evoked by many specimens of literary Gothic, Wolfreys argues that “the 

proliferation of phantoms and the effects of haunting are undeniable aspects of 

modernity” (2). In this respect, Wolfreys and Morton are on the same page in the way 

they figure haunting. However, Wolfreys, following Heidegger and Derrida, describes a 

limited kind of haunting that evokes traces of capitalist production and consumption 

within a linear and forward moving timeframe. Morton on the other hand describes the 

haunting presence of hyperobjects as inhabiting “psychic and social space with an 

always-already.” Global warming and the Internet are hyperobjects—they inhabit no 

specific space yet exist everywhere. They are irreducible and so complex they cannot be 

traced to single point of origin, because every point, points elsewhere. Morton’s use of 

haunting here, I argue, also takes on a different meaning than it does for Derrida. In The 

Specters of Marx, Derrida says ghosts are ghostly in “the untimeliness of their present” 
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but also asserts, “to haunt is not to be present.” If Derridean/Heideggerian “always 

already” is the adverbial position of absent presence, Morton’s assertion that hyperobjects 

“haunt social and psychic space with an always already” would seem to suggest a present 

present.   

 A prerequisite to understanding the hyperobject is dispensing with the “world” as 

a cultural construct. Morton reminds us that what we think of as the “world” is simply a 

matter of perception, one that depends on our ability to think in terms of a spatiotemporal 

foreground and background. He argues that the environmental and geological impact of 

industrialism, only partially perceivable in human-caused phenomena such as climate 

change, renders such constructs obsolete, hence his assertion that we are living “after the 

end of the world.” The spectral omnipresence of hyperobjects such as climate change 

defies any sense of spatiotemporal parameters, drawing uncanny attention to the 

artificiality of the world. Morton says, “the notion that we are living ‘in’ a world—one 

that we call Nature—no longer applies in any meaningful sense, except as 

nostalgia…these syndromes have been going on now since the Industrial Revolution 

began to take effect” (101). The slippages that pervade Wuthering Heights—of time, 

signification, and selfhood—also draw attention to the fragility of the “world” governed 

by capitalist and patriarchal structures dependent on rigid hierarchies of race, gender, and 

class. I wish to suggest also that Emily Brontë’s depiction of these slippages evoke 

hyperobjects in a way that prefigures Morton’s articulation of the concept as a means of 

theorizing the anthropocene.   

 On its own, however, Morton’s theory is not sufficient to grasp the material 

effects and affects of race, class and gender in the novel. This requires a different critical 
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perspective, one in which these effects and affects can coexist with the seemingly 

supernatural forces that comment on the function of time and nature in the novel. The 

concept of “rememory” as it operates in Toni Morrison’s 1987 novel Beloved is highly 

useful here. Morrison, along with critics such as Avery Gordon and Dana Luciano, who 

in turn draw on the work of theorists such as Frantz Fanon, place haunting in the context 

of the history of slavery and systemic racism. Haunting, for Gordon is that which points 

to “the paradigmatic way in which life is more complicated than those of us who study it 

have usually granted” (7). If in Specters of Marx Derrida attempts to raise the ghost of a 

table’s production and commodification within capitalism that the table itself obscures, 

Gordon goes a step further, calling attention to the race and gender dynamics that 

complicate the making and selling of the table even more. Gordon latches onto the image 

of “furniture without memories” from Morrison’s novel The Bluest Eye as an example 

that “[conceptualizes] the complicated workings of race, class and gender, the names we 

give to the ensemble of social relations that create inequalities” in a way that abstract 

theorizing about power cannot.  She continues, “such a conceptualization asks that we 

constantly move within and between furniture without memories and Racism and 

Capitalism” a statement that seems deliberately to reveal the shortcomings of Derrida’s 

table to illustrate the workings of power to shape culture (4, emphasis Gordon).   

 Considering haunting in Wuthering Heights in this light gets at something about 

the networks of oppression that entangle the characters that other critics have touched 

without completely grasping. Susan Meyer and Maja Lisa von Sneidern have drawn 

crucial attention to how the context of British imperialism and the British slave trade 

ought to inform our reading of Heathcliff’s mysterious origins and his threatening racial 
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ambiguity. But in so doing they reduce Heathcliff to an “other” whose main purpose is to 

serve as the signifier of slavery and imperialism. Acknowledging the material 

significance of this context while at the same time moving beyond the tendency to 

reproduce its tropes requires rejecting the “world” as a construct, a move made easier by 

the idea of hyperobjects. We must also think beyond the institutions that give structure to 

power, and keep in mind what raw material prefigures power and how power materially 

manifests in the violence enacted on bodies. In order to conceive of ghosts that matter, 

we have to think through Judith Butler’s “bodies that matter,” and beyond to Alexander 

Weheliye’s “racial assemblages” that amend Butler’s position in crucial ways. By 

bringing together these seemingly disparate theoretical approaches I endeavor to extend 

and complicate postcolonial and feminist critics’ attention to the racist and sexist social 

structures underpinning Wuthering Heights. By so doing I hope to dismantle the 

nature/culture binaries that place Cathy and Heathcliff in opposition, restoring them to a 

more “complex personhood.” 

 The concept of the hyperobject seems chained to modernity, but really it 

expresses a condition of being that operates outside traditionally conceived temporalities, 

allowing new ontological models. The outsider Lockwood complains of Wuthering 

Heights, “time stagnates here” (23). His meaning may be taken as more than 

metaphorical, and “here” can extend to include everything within the boundaries of the 

novel. The repetition of the first generation of Earnshaws and Lintons in the second can 

be read as a sort of collapsing of time.4 Indeed, Wuthering Heights—the property and the 

                                                 
4. Interesting to consider in this light is Nancy Armstrong’s assertion that the world 
of Wuthering Heights parallels reality rendered photographically, in that it appears both 
out of time and in miniature. Extending her comparison further, it is worth thinking about 
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novel—seems to be a space where different times streams pool and flow back onto one 

another. These qualities are indicative of the elusive presence of the hyperobject.  

 Timothy Morton claims, “we can be uncannily precise about the date on which 

the world ended….It was April 1784, when James Watt patented the steam engine, an act 

that commenced depositing of carbon in Earth’s crust—namely, the inception of 

humanity as a geophysical force on a planetary scale” (7).5 This is significant to note, 

because 1784 is also the year that sees the turbulent changes at the center of Wuthering 

Heights. According to Stuart Daley’s chronology of the novel, 1784 is the year in which 

Cathy dies shortly after giving birth to young Catherine.  During Cathy’s fatal illness, 

Heathcliff elopes with Isabella, and takes up residence with her at Wuthering Heights. 

After making her escape from Heathcliff and the Heights, Isabella gives birth to their son 

Linton later in the year. Then, around the time of Linton’s birth, Hindley dies, leaving 

Heathcliff the undisputed master of the Heights (Norton 357-361). While the timing of 

these events in the novel, set more than fifty years before it was written, may be merely 

coincidental, the significance of the dawn of industrialism to its action should not be 

underestimated, as Terry Eagleton and others have observed.6 Nancy Armstrong notes 

 –––––––––––––––– 
the optical gymnastics an image undergoes in the photographic process. The interaction 
of light sources, reflective surfaces, and light-sensitive chemicals that go into the making 
of a photograph serves as a useful metaphor for understanding the physical and temporal 
separation between what we perceive as our “world” and material reality.   
5. Here Morton repeats the claim made by Paul Crutzen in “Geology of Mankind.” 
6. I do not spend much time in this chapter with Eagleton’s influential Marxist 
reading of Wuthering Heights, but it does merit a footnote. In Myths of Power, Eagleton 
identifies Heathcliff with the threatening figure of the Irish migrant laborer, and discusses 
him in relation to the changing climate of industrial capitalism and its effects on the north 
of England. It should be noted that Susan Meyer provides a compelling challenge to 
Eagleton’s reading, in her observation that Heathcliff’s “threatening power” does not 
extend from his position as a disenfranchised laborer, and that he is not aligned in the 
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that the conspicuous absence of the effects of industrialism in the story makes it loom 

spectrally at the novel’s margins, along with the mysterious source of Heathcliff’s wealth, 

which he accrues during his two-year absence from the neighborhood of the Heights 

(171). Eagleton and Armstrong suggest that Emily Brontë’s choice to set her novel in the 

late eighteenth century is a deliberate commentary on the emergence of a new age. John 

Bowen endorses this view in “Walking the Landscape of Wuthering Heights,” and argues 

that we ought to consider the novel in light of the influence of the bourgeoning industrial 

revolution on Brontë’s relationship with nature. Bowen refers to Eagleton’s observation 

that the new economic paradigm of industrial capitalism introduced “new rhythms of 

time and organizations of space, new forms of repression, deference, and self -fashioning. 

A whole new mode of subjectivity was in the making…” (Eagleton qtd. in Bowen). With 

this in mind, Bowen notes that the landscape is “never simply a setting or something to 

be contemplated in Brontë’s work, but an active and shaping presence in the lives of its 

characters” and therefore, “we should not see it as a novel that simply depicts or belongs 

to the moors” (Bowen np). The tensions between the temporalities of nonhuman nature 

and those of the industrializing human sphere are for Bowen exemplified by Heathcliff 

and Cathy’s ghostly appearance on the moors at the novel’s end. Their persistence after 

their deaths “confirms how they remain simultaneously deeply identified with the 

landscape and sinister and alien presences within it. Their own deep sense of belonging to 

the moors is a source of terror and estrangement for others” (Bowen np). Taken together 

these perspectives illuminate how Emily Brontë’s vision reflects the largeness of “those 

great Victorian period discoveries” such as evolution and capital, that “all share 

 –––––––––––––––– 
novel with other characters who are primarily laborers. See Eagleton, Myths of Power, 
and Meyer, Imperialism at Home.      
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something insofar as they humiliate the human, decisively decentering us from a place of 

pampered privilege in the scheme of things” (Hyperobjects 47). It seems important for 

instance that Cathy compares her love for Heathcliff, and by extension Heathcliff 

himself, to “the eternal rocks beneath”; considering that Brontë was writing in an era 

indelibly marked by Lyell’s Principles of Geology, this declaration ought to thought of as 

more than mere metaphor. Wuthering Heights reflects a sense of nature as impersonal and 

at the same time inextricably attached to and suffusing the personal.    

 

“What does not recall her?”: Viscosity and Nonlocality 

 

 The first quality Morton ascribes to hyperobjects is viscosity. He writes, “I do not 

access hyperobjects across a distance, through some transparent medium. Hyperobjects 

are here, right here in my social and experiential space. Like faces pressed against a 

window, they leer at me menacingly” (Hyperobjects 27). The image of the face pressed 

against the window immediately recalls the scene of Cathy’s ghost outside her former 

bedchamber’s window, clamoring to be let in.   

 What makes hyperobjects haunting is their viscosity or “stickiness,” 

accompanying the sense that “they are already here.” This is haunting because this 

nearness means that hyperobjects are only perceptible in part, and yet they are always 

present, like a figure constantly looming in one’s peripheral vision that can never be 

clearly seen or confronted head on. However, in spite of their uncanny qualities, Morton 

reminds us that the entities and phenomena he refers to as hyperobjects are material. 

Global warming, a hyperobject the human observer experiences only in fragments (as an 
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unseasonal snowfall), or fragments of fragments (a single snowflake), is a particularly 

allusive and elusive example that Morton returns to throughout his book. This experience 

of the hyperobject, material and yet fragmented, produces its uncanny affect. Thus, 

although “immediate, intimate symptoms of the hyperobject are vivid and often painful,” 

at the same time “they carry within them the trace of unreality” (28).   

 This observation recalls Heathcliff’s anguished admission to Nelly Dean that he 

sees Cathy—and affectively experiences her presence—everywhere, but most troublingly 

(and uncannily) in the eyes of Catherine and Hareton. Beth Newman provides a useful 

gloss of Nelly’s aside, while relating the story to Lockwood, “Perhaps you have never 

remarked that their [Catherine and Hareton’s] eyes are precisely similar, and they are 

those of [Cathy] Earnshaw” (Wuthering Heights 246).   

 In Newman’s feminist reading of the novel, this moment in which Catherine and 

Hareton doubly meet Heathcliff’s gaze with Cathy’s eyes constitutes “a defusing of the 

gaze…a destruction of the hierarchical positioning of male and female that the gendered 

gaze entails.”   

The equivocation in Nelly’s “precisely similar”—the two pairs of eyes are not 

exactly identical but, rather, precisely almost alike—places the emphasis less on 

their resemblance than on the original that both sets of eyes reflect: The eyes of 

Cathy Earnshaw. That is, Hareton gazes as though through a woman’s eyes; 

transferred to Hareton, these become the sign of the difference of his gaze from 

the usual male gaze in the novel. A female gaze, then, in a male character? Not 

quite; instead, a gaze that is strictly neither male nor female, thereby escaping the 
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differential relations that express themselves in the hierarchical terms 

active/passive, subject/object. (460) 

While I find Newman’s discussion of the gender relations disrupted by this gaze 

compelling in itself, what I find most pertinent about her reading in relation to 

hyperobjects is the idea that the gaze Heathcliff encounters is “not strictly male or 

female, thereby escaping the differential relations that express themselves in the 

hierarchal terms active/passive, subject/object.” With this observation, Newman gestures 

in the direction of alternative ontological possibilities suggested by the similarity of 

Catherine and Hareton’s eyes. Hyperobjects allow us to do more than gesture and 

actually move in that direction, by which I mean we can take Heathcliff’s affective 

response, his sensing of Cathy in and around Catherine and Hareton, to point, really, to 

Cathy’s lingering “sticky” presence in a way that goes beyond their shared genetic 

makeup.7 I quote Heathcliff’s narration of his experience to Nelly at length in order to 

present its full significance.   

 …[T]here is a strange change approaching, and I am in its shadow at 

present. I take so little interest in my daily life, that I hardly remember to eat, and 

drink. Those two [Catherine and Hareton], who have left the room, are the only 

objects which retain a distinct material appearance to me; and that appearance 

causes me pain, amounting to agony. About her [Catherine] I won’t speak; and I 

don’t desire to think; but I earnestly wish she were invisible—her presence 

                                                 
7. While critics such as William Goetz have discussed inheritance in the novel from 
an anthropological perspective, Barbara Munson Goff has stressed the importance of 
Brönte’s emphasis on inherited traits in Wuthering Heights. She makes the case that 
themes of inheritance in Brontë’s novel show not only that she applied her first hand 
knowledge of the concept of selective breeding to her writing, but also that her 
understanding of selective breeding prefigures Darwinian thought.   
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invokes only maddening sensations. He [Hareton] moves me differently; and yet 

if I could do it without seeming insane, I would never see him again! You’ll 

perhaps think me rather inclined to become so … if I try to describe the thousand 

forms of past associations he embodies …  

 “Five minutes ago, Hareton seemed a personification of my youth, not a 

human being. I felt to him in such a variety of ways that it would have been 

impossible to have accosted him rationally.   

 “In the first place, his startling likeness to [Cathy] connected him fearfully 

with her. That, however, which you may suppose the most potent to arrest my 

imagination, is actually the least, for what is not connected to her with me? And 

what does not recall her? I cannot look down to this floor, but her features are 

shaped on the flags! In every cloud, in every tree—filling the air at night, and 

caught by glimpses in every object by day, I am surrounded with her image! The 

most ordinary faces of men and women—my own features—mock me with a 

resemblance. The entire world is a dreadful collection of memoranda that she did 

exist, and that I have lost her! (247) 

In this passage, Heathcliff alludes to his sensations carrying “the trace of unreality” when 

he notes his impressions must make him seem insane, but for him his experience of 

Cathy—in the flagstones, air, trees, Catherine and Hareton’s eyes and even in his own 

face—is not only real, but “immediate, intimate, vivid and painful.” Furthermore, 

although Heathcliff describes his experience of Cathy’s presence around him sometimes 

in terms of reflection, as a “resemblance,” a “recollection,” and “a collection of 

memoranda,” at other times he describes her impressing upon him as “a distinct material 
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presence” in the “objects” of Catherine and Hareton; a material presence that extends to 

every thing and to which he is connected at every point. She “sticks” to him, in the same 

manner that hyperobjects stick. Fragmented and diffuse as she is, she is so close to him 

he cannot separate even his own features from hers.      

 Heathcliff’s inability to unstick himself from Cathy exemplifies the hyperobject 

as “sticky mirror.” (Hyperobjects 35). Insofar as subjectivity is constructed by a process 

of mirroring, of recognizing not only distinctions between self and not self but also 

recognizing the self in what other objects reflect, hyperobjects disrupt this interchange, 

such that the mirror in which the self is reflected “sticks” to the self. In this uncanny 

encounter with the hyperobject, says Morton, “it’s not reality but the subject that 

dissolves, the very capacity to mirror things, to be separate from the world like someone 

looking at a reflection in a mirror—removed from it by an ontological sheath of reflective 

glass” (35).  

 Brontë’s novel, replete with literal and symbolic mirrors and reflections, asks to 

be considered in light of hyperobjects’ sticky mirroring. There is, for instance, the scene 

that takes place after newly “civilized” Cathy has returned to Wuthering Heights after 

convalescing at Thrushcross Grange. When Heathcliff greets her, she remarks with 

disgust that his hands are dirty and offends him by refusing to let him touch her. Later he 

wishes out loud to Nelly that he were fair skinned like Edgar Linton, which prompts 

Nelly to make him look at himself in a mirror, and says that he is handsome in spite of his 

dark, racially ambiguous features. This scene has frequently been read as the point at 

which Heathcliff’s racial difference becomes legible to Cathy, driving the wedge of 

nature/culture between them. What interests me here is how, by making him confront his 
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appearance in the mirror, Nelly calls attention to the uncanny “stickiness” of Healthcliff’s 

racial identity. As I will discuss in greater detail below, Heathcliff’s racial background is 

the source of much speculation, both within the novel and also in its critical responses. 

The fact that he is marked as racially different but that the exact nature of his difference 

resists identification contributes significantly to his threatening aura.  

 Another significant scene is that in which a delirious Cathy fails to recognize the 

image she sees in her bedroom mirror as her own reflection. The events leading up to this 

are full of spatial and temporal shifts. She plucks feathers out of her pillow, naming the 

wild birds from which she believes they come, bringing the moor in fragments into the 

bedchamber. The feather she identifies as a lapwing’s brings up a childhood memory of 

time spent on the moor with Heathcliff, and at the same time prompts a hallucination of 

Nelly “as an aged woman,” which suggests a move forward in time. Despite her feverish 

confusion, Cathy protests to Nelly, “I’m not wandering: you’re mistaken, or else I really 

should believe you were that withered hag, and I should think I was under Penistone 

Crags; and I’m conscious it’s night, and there are two candles on the table making the 

black press shine like jet” (96). Cathy mistakes her bedroom mirror reflecting the candle 

light for the clothes press in her old room at Wuthering Heights. Seeing but not 

recognizing her own face in the mirror, she claims the room is haunted. When Nelly is 

finally able to convince her that she is in her room at Thrushcross Grange, she exclaims, 

“Oh dear! I thought I was at home.” Wishing she could be in her own room with “the 

wind sounding in the firs by the lattice,” she insists on opening the window and letting 

the cold winter air in (97). It is almost as if she reaches across time in this moment to 

accost Lockwood on the other side of the aforementioned lattice many years later. The 
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correspondences between this scene and that in which he encounters her ghost are 

certainly provocative when viewed in light of the uncanny possibilities of hyperobjects.  

 

“I was on the point of obtaining my object”: Nonlocality 

 

 Morton says that hyperobjects alert us to the fact that “locality is always a false 

immediacy” (48). On the one hand, the effect of a hyperobject that we perceive as “local” 

to us is in fact expressive of a much larger, nonlocal entity. On the other, hyperobjects are 

suggestive of “quantum entanglement,” a state in which particles, although physically 

separate are affected by stimuli so exactly that they must be considered as the same 

particle. That hyperobjects are simultaneously local and nonlocal phenomena is 

interesting to consider in relation to the role the material body plays in Cathy and 

Heathcliff’s understanding of subjectivity. 

 After Edgar Linton’s death and burial next to Cathy, Heathcliff reveals to Nelly 

his “ghoulish” desires regarding her dead body. He describes how, after Cathy’s grave 

had been opened in preparation for Edgar’s internment, he pried open her coffin to look 

once more upon her face, still recognizably hers after eighteen years in the grave. He then 

bribed the sexton to knock in the side of her coffin so that, when in time he too is buried 

beside her, their decaying remains will mix together. This way even in death he can attain 

a material union with Cathy that her husband cannot, even though he also lies at her side. 

With the panels dividing their coffins removed, Heathcliff exults that “by the time Linton 

gets to us, he’ll not know which is which!” (220). In this passage, Heathcliff reveals the 

extent of his belief that his selfhood is entwined with Cathy’s, such that they can only 
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truly be united by literally “becoming one flesh.” Deborah Denenholz Morse makes some 

original observations about the significance of Heathcliff’s haunting of Cathy’s grave and 

digging up her body to his characterization as a dog, and animal both loyal and ferocious, 

and liminal in certain respects (recall that Juno, the dog in the early scenes of the novel, is 

named and allowed to inhabit the house, but she is not “kept for a pet”). Morse also 

comments that Brontë “problematiz[es] the very category of ‘human nature’ in her 

depiction of the character. Heathcliff might be a prole, but he crosses borders into the 

upper and middle classes as well, destabilizing social class boundaries” (185). I would 

extend all these observations about the different categories that Heathcliff transcends and 

troubles to that of time and subjectivity itself. Insofar as we are taking seriously that he 

and Cathy are linked both materially and metaphysically, his attachment to the burial 

place of Cathy’s body is more than necrophilic. It is not insignificant that he is called a 

ghoul in the latter part of the book; in folklore, a ghoul robs graves with the purpose of 

eating dead flesh. Thus, while not literally feasting on Cathy’s flesh, his desire to 

subsume her and be subsumed by her is on the level of consumption (and his desire could 

be said to be “all consuming”). Morse touches on this, but with respect to a different 

passage—that in which Cathy talks of how her dreams of Heathcliff have “gone through 

and through me, like wine through water, and changed the colour of my mind” (qtd in 

Morse). This passage, she says, likens the connection between Cathy and Heathcliff to “ a 

kind of heretic baptism/Eucharist”—but for Morse, this connection is only “poetic” 

(184). 

 Heathcliff also describes an earlier attempt to unearth Cathy’s body shortly after 

her death. Relating how he had dug down to the coffin lid, and was poised to wrench it 
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off, he says, “I was on the point of obtaining my object” (221). He is stayed however by a 

sudden and overwhelming sense of Cathy’s presence near him. I am interested in what 

Heathcliff’s choice of words, “I was on the point of obtaining my object,” can illuminate 

about the nonlocality of hyperobjects in relation to Wuthering Heights. First, Heathcliff’s 

referring to the longed-for body of Cathy as his “object” has the effect of fragmenting 

her, suggesting a vital power invested in her corpse that is distinct from “her,” but is 

nonetheless invested with her essence. Second, Heathcliff’s position of being “on the 

point of” but not quite obtaining what he desires to touch, while at the same moment 

feeling distinctly Cathy’s presence, albeit a disembodied one, around him, reflects 

something of the quantum nature of hyperobjects. On the subject of Heathcliff’s 

necrophilic acts, Nancy Armstrong observes  

All enclosures within the novel are violated. No spatial boundary remains intact—

neither Heights, nor Grange, nor bedroom, not body, nor book, nor dream, nor 

burial ground. Everyone in the novel crosses at least one threshold unbidden and 

ravishes some sacred ground….It is as if the narrative itself is a sequence of 

boundary violations, each of which makes an entire classification system shudder 

at the blow and change in some profound way to account for the intrusion. Each 

territorial invasion happens strictly according to the law, and yet each is described 

as if it were an act of rape, pedophilia, necrophilia, or all of the above. (178-79)  

The prevalence of “boundary violations” as Armstrong calls them might prompt us to 

reconsider whether boundaries have any material significance at all outside of the spatial 

and temporal construct called the “world.” In his chapters dealing with temporal 

undulation, phasing, and interobjectivity, Morton presents the concepts of “rifts” and 
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“meshes,” which help us to keep in mind the point that if boundaries are points of 

division they are also points of connection. These connections are more than dialectical, 

however. Harking back to Haraway’s “naturecultures,” it is possible to examine how 

discrete objects relate without placing them in opposition to one another. Morton says, 

“Ontologically speaking…the mesh does not subtend things, but rather it floats ‘on top 

of’ them, ‘in front of’ things” (83). 

 

“I’ve been a waif for twenty years”: Temporal Undulation and Ghosts that Matter 

 

 Morton writes, “hyperobjects envelop us, yet they are so massively distributed in 

time that they seem to taper off, like a long street stretched into the distance. Time bends 

them and flattens them, the same way that an electromagnetic wave front shortens at its 

leading edge….The recognition of being caught in hyperobjects is precisely a feeling of 

strange familiarity and familiar strangeness” (Hyperobjects 55). Temporal undulation 

refers to the ways in which hyperobjects disrupt our perception of time. To a large extent, 

our understanding of time is dependent on how we move through space and interact with 

objects. However, Einsteinian relativity reveals that objects do not exist in the way that 

we perceive them—as solid matter—but as configurations of energy. Solidity is only an 

effect of how we perceive of time. Because hyperobjects are “so massively distributed in 

time,” it is impossible to perceive them from a human vantage point in their entirety, thus 

our experience of hyperobjects is always partial and uncanny.  

  Ghosts are uncanny because they extend subjectivity beyond the boundaries of 

the physical body and of the human lifespan. They appear where and when they should 
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not, and they are perceivable by certain of our senses but not others. In effect, ghosts 

function like hyperobjects. Extending this idea even further, we can argue that ghostly 

phenomena are not “supernatural” or “extrasensory” but instead that they bend 

conventional understanding of “nature” as our limited senses perceive it, thus poking 

holes in what we mean when we talk about reality and “the world.” The entwined, 

uncanny subjectivity of Cathy and Heathcliff invites us to consider their relationship as a 

“massively distributed hyperobject.” Cathy and Heathcliff both appear as ghosts by the 

end of the novel, and their presence is uncannily felt in other ways across other objects as 

well. Both claim to share the same soul; Cathy declares, “whatever souls are made of, his 

and mine are the same,” while Heathcliff cries out after learning of her death “I cannot 

live without my life! I cannot live without my soul!” (130).  

 We can also consider that ghosts in Wuthering Heights “matter” in the double 

sense invoked by Judith Butler in Bodies that Matter: these ghosts matter both because 

“they materialize” and “they mean” (Butler 7). For Butler, bodies “matter” in that they 

are constitutively important to subjectivity and also because the body is a site upon which 

power relations are rendered physically. Butler draws the distinction between the 

“humanist subject” as one with the agency to choose the extent to which physicality 

shapes subjectivity, and subjects upon whom physicality is imposed, and who are read 

through their imposed physicality; for the latter subject especially, the body matters very 

much. Butler also draws a related distinction between “form” and “matter”; form 

corresponds to mind/reason, while matter is the vehicle for sensation/instinct. Matter does 

not reason; it feels.   
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 For our purposes, discussing ghosts, what matters is not literal physicality but 

affective intelligibility. If we deny Cathy’s ghost the status of a body, we foreclose the 

potential of that body to have agential power unto itself. At issue here is not whether 

Cathy’s ghost has significance that extends beyond her appearance to Lockwood. Rather, 

what is at stake is whether we interpret the ghost that Lockwood encounters as Cathy’s 

literal ghost returning home, or the product of his dreaming mind. If Cathy’s ghost is part 

of Cathy, that says something quite different not only about her ghost’s agential power 

but also adds complexity to Cathy as subject. To clarify, I do make a distinction between 

Cathy in life, and Cathy’s ghost, but this distinction is only serves to indicate different 

frameworks of “mattering,” not to suggest that the living, embodied Cathy and Cathy’s 

ghost are somehow distinct subjects. The larger point is that Cathy’s subjectivity is not 

bound by a body or by linear time.  

 Butler observes, “if certain constructions appear constitutive, that is, have this 

character of being that ‘without which’ we could not think at all, we might suggest that 

bodies only appear, only endure, only live within the productive constraints of certain 

highly gendered regulatory schemas” (x). Butler does not grapple directly with time as a 

“highly gendered regulatory schema,” but time is deeply bound up in her discussion of 

mattering. This is evident in what she calls the phantasmatic presence of the material in 

the realm of signification. 

…[T]he materiality of bodily relations prior to any individuation into a separable 

body or, rather, simultaneous with it, is displaced onto the materiality of linguistic 

relations. The language that is the effect of this displacement nevertheless carries 

the trace of that loss precisely in the phantasmatic aim of recovery that mobilizes 
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vocalization itself. Here, then, it is the materiality of that (other) body which is 

phantasmatically reinvoked in the materiality of signifying sounds. Indeed, what 

gives those sounds the power to signify is that phantasmatic structure. The 

materiality of the signifier is thus the displaced repetition of the materiality of the 

lost maternal body. In this sense, materiality is constituted in and through 

iterability. (39) 

According to Butler, the relationship between the material body and subjectivity is 

phantasmatic because there is always already a temporal disunity between the body itself 

and the linguistic articulation of selfhood. What is important to remember, however, is 

that both states are coexistent. This is interesting to consider with regard to the material 

traces of Cathy that Lockwood finds at Wuthering Heights shortly before coming face to 

face with her ghost.  

 Having paid an unannounced visit to Wuthering Heights and after passing a tense 

(and frequently uncanny) evening with its denizens, Lockwood is forced by a snowstorm 

to shelter there. The servant Zillah shows him into what had been Cathy and Heathcliff’s 

childhood bedroom, despite Heathcliff’s prohibition on entering it. The sparsely 

furnished and unused room contains a cabinet bed that encloses the window. Climbing 

into the bed, Lockwood finds the window ledge “covered with writing…nothing but a 

name repeated in all kinds of characters, large and small—Catherine Earnshaw, here and 

there varied to Catherine Heathcliff, and then again to Catherine Linton.” As he dozes off 

the repeated names flash across his mind’s eye, intruding on his consciousness: “the glare 

of white letters started from the dark, as vivid as specters—the air swarmed with 

Catherines” (16). While feminist critics such as Lyn Pykett have homed in on the 
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repetition of Cathy’s name as evidence of her ineffectual attempt to assert her identity 

within the strictures of patriarchy, Lockwood’s characterization of his experience, a sense 

that the air itself “swarms with Catherines” speaks to her affective mattering, even in 

absence of her material body. When her ghost does appear, Lockwood’s experience is 

distinctly material. When he reaches through the broken windowpane, he feels the ghost 

hand gripping him and even draws blood when, trying to release his hand from its 

“tenacious gripe” he cuts her wrist on the broken glass.  

 Even more striking are the anachronistic implications of her words. Despite 

having “a child’s face,” the ghost calls herself “Catherine Linton,” Cathy’s married name, 

and the name with which she died.8 This puzzles Lockwood, who has no knowledge of or 

understanding of the significance of this name beyond having seen it written in Cathy’s 

adolescent hand on the window ledge. “Why did I think of Linton?” he wonders; “I had 

read Earnshaw twenty times for Linton” (20). According to Stuart Daley’s chronology of 

the novel, the ghost’s complaint “It’s twenty years…twenty years, I’ve been a waif for 

twenty years!” places the time of her exile not at the time of her death, in 1784, but closer 

to the time of her engagement to Edgar Linton (and her rejection of Heathcliff, spurring 

his disappearance), in 1780. Cathy, experienced by Lockwood as a “swarm” and 

appearing to straddle multiple timelines, defies attempts to be defined by the “regulatory 

schemas” that produce patriarchal subjects.9   

                                                 
8. Also her daughter’s birth name, but as Cathy delivers Catherine while ill and dies 
mere hours later “having never recovered sufficient consciousness to miss Heathcliff or 
know Edgar,” her name is presumably given to her by her father in tribute to his dead 
wife (128).  
9. Compare the multiplicity of the “swarm” of Catherines haunting the bedroom in 
Wuthering Heights to the concept of the “flickering signifier” discussed by Katherine 
Hayles in How We Became Posthuman (29-30). 
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 Insofar as bodies and temporalities are social constructions that extend from or are 

enmeshed with patriarchal and imperialist regulatory ends, Cathy’s ghost draws attention 

to the fragility of these constructions. Consider how Cathy contrasts her love for Edgar 

Linton (“like the foliage in the woods. Time will change it, I’m well aware, as winter 

changes the trees”) and her love for Heathcliff (“the eternal rocks beneath—a source of 

little visible delight, but necessary”) (64). Although Cathy applies a metaphor drawn 

from nature, the important thing is that Linton is associated with a linear, terminal 

timeline, while Heathcliff is outside of perceptible time.10   

 This is also why the notion of the hyperobject is instructive for making sense of 

Cathy and Heathcliff and their subjective entanglement, because once again, 

“[hyperobjects] are made of relations between all sorts of things—yet they have 

autonomous life of their own that is downwardly causal on the components from which 

they emerge” (“Victorian Hyperobjects” 489).  It is important to remember also that 

subjectivity is not fixed and static but is instead a lively tangle of relations produced by 

the conditions of patriarchy, imperialism, and industrial capitalism. The world of 

Wuthering Heights is one in which newly produced subjectivities and frameworks are at 

odds with a preexisting, pervasive vitalism11 that suffuses non-anthropocentric nature. 

 To read Cathy as merely a victim of patriarchy who cannot break out of the 

                                                 
10. Heathcliff, unlike Edgar Linton, defies biopolitical subordination; although he 
may be subject to the racist and classist attitudes of those he encounters, he is ultimately 
irreducible to race or class.  
11. Jane Bennett’s attempt to describe “a materialism in which matter is figured as 
vitality at work both inside and outside selves, and is a force to be reckoned with without 
being purposive in any strong sense” is instructive here (62). The way I read Cathy and 
Heathcliff’s subjectivity as inclusive of their ghostly selves and other affective influences 
resonates with Bennett’s description of “a vitality at work both inside and outside” by 
which she calls upon us to question the categories “human” and “subject.”  
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“regulatory schemas” that confine her limits our ability to understand her ghost as 

anything other than an attenuated echo of an unformed self. It is possible, however, to 

understand her ghost as an extension of her subjectivity.  

 

 “My bodily eye was cheated”: Phasing and Rememory 

 

 Temporal undulation and phasing play into the episodes of haunting in the novel; 

these qualities of hyperobjects both relate to disrupting our perception of time as linear 

and forward moving. Temporal undulation describes the “disturbingly squishy,” 

tentacular way hyperobjects interact with other objects in spacetime, demonstrating that 

“spacetime isn’t an empty box, but rather an undulating force field that emanates from 

objects”; in other words, temporal undulation is related to how objects influence the flow 

of time itself, and the uncanny effects this creates (64). Phasing, on the other hand, 

describes how hyperobjects can only be experienced partially because they are so 

massive. Morton compares the experience of encountering a hyperobject coming into 

phase with our awareness to what it would be like to perceive a three dimensional object 

from a two dimensional perspective. For a two dimensional observer, a solid object 

moving through the plane of observation would only be experienced as a series of flat 

segments over a period of time. Imagine that your ability to perceive a tree was limited to 

one paper-thin cross section of trunk, and then imagine trying to comprehend the idea of 

a tree in its entirety if this was all you were able to observe of it (70).   

 Nelly’s sudden encounter with the apparition of Hindley Earnshaw as a child in 

the place where they once played together can be described as a kind of phasing. Her 
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description of her experience suggests that what she observes is the uncanny reemergence 

in the present of an episode from her past. When she says “my bodily eye was cheated” to 

describe feeling as though the spectral Hindley returns her gaze, she implies an 

interesting distinction between seeing as a purely bodily experience and seeing as the 

rational act of observing. That the “bodily eye” is “cheated” is suggestive of Nelly’s 

awareness of the temporal gap between the affective experience of the event and her 

rational mind’s processing of it. This harks back to Judith Butler’s discussion of the 

doubleness inherent in subjectivity as a result of the interchange between the material 

body and the self-aware registering of the body on a linguistic level. As Butler has 

suggested, there is hauntedness embedded in being a subject. The hauntedness in Nelly’s 

case goes beyond the uncanny consciousness of this doubleness projected by the 

competition between the affective experience of the “bodily eye” and the rational mind—

the apparition she experiences is quite real. Its reappearance out of its “proper” time 

speaks to the hyperobjectivity of spacetime. Viewed in terms of Einsteinian relativity, it 

is possible to recognize that all points in time are accessible on a higher dimensional 

level. There remains, however, the question of why Nelly is able to access this point in 

time out of her past.   

 A parallel example of haunting from Toni Morrison’s Beloved can help us make 

sense of Nelly’s experience. I am especially interested in the way Morrison uses the term 

“rememory” in relation to the concept of time. I recognize that this unconventional 

maneuver raises a host of questions about the theoretical appropriateness of applying a 

novel that is explicitly about slavery and black life in the nineteenth century by an 

African American woman writing in the twentieth century, to a novel concerning mostly 
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white characters, written by a white woman in the nineteenth century, in which the ripple 

effects of slavery are a ghostly presence rather than an explicitly addressed reality. Prior 

critics have acknowledged the necessity of reading slavery at the margins of Wuthering 

Heights, as a way of accounting for the disturbing violence that characterizes the relations 

among most of the major characters. Heathcliff, the character most associated with the 

physical reality of slavery—the oppression of dark-skinned bodies by light-skinned 

“subjects”—is doubly marginalized if he is read in a way that limits him to the role of the 

embodied sign of slavery. It is worth looking at how the British slave trade—as a 

hyperobject itself—materially warps the spacetime of the novel. Beloved provides a 

mechanism for seeing that warping. Also, the correspondences between the two works 

are compelling, and their ecological12 similarities invite comparison: A small network of 

intimately connected characters whose relationships to one another often defy and blur 

family conventions lives in relative isolation. The institutions of slavery and industrial 

capitalism have a profound and pervasive effect on their lives, but at a spatial and 

temporal distance. Two houses stand as poles that draw the characters between them, 

warping time and space with their intense gravity. The characters experience visions and 

ghostly presences. A mysterious outsider with an obscure past and a single name—that of 

a dead child—is brought into the home and comes to unsettle the lives of everyone there. 

An intimacy grows between two of the characters that is strong enough to transcend their 

sense of self, and threatens to destroy them both. The younger generation is quite literally 

haunted by the traumas of the older generation. The eventual departure of the outsider 

                                                 
12. By the “ecological similarities,” I refer to the interactions of characters and things 
within the novels in a way that is rather about their manner of relating within the novels’ 
imagined worlds (like an ecosystem) than it is about formalist similarities that inexact 
terms such as “structural” or “narrative” would suggest. 
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restores life to a semblance of normalcy, but the affects of their presence linger. Despite 

the vast differences between Brontë and Morrison’s novels, insofar as they employ 

similar methods to reveal the artificiality of the social structures that produce a sense of 

“world,” it is worth delving into these points of comparison as more than coincidental.     

 Beloved concerns the family circle of Sethe, a former slave who, after escaping 

from the plantation Sweet Home, establishes a new life in Ohio along with her four 

children and her (presumed dead) husband’s mother Baby Suggs, a freed woman. At the 

point in time in which the novel opens, Baby Suggs has died and Sethe’s sons have long 

since run off. Sethe and her remaining daughter Denver, who is now seventeen, live in a 

house haunted by the “spiteful” ghost of Sethe’s lost baby daughter. It is gradually 

revealed that Sethe murdered the baby and intended to kill her other children in order to 

save them from being retaken into slavery. When Paul D, another former slave from 

Sweet Home arrives and moves in, at first it appears that his presence has exorcised the 

baby ghost. Shortly thereafter a mysterious young woman who calls herself “Beloved” 

comes to live with them, and in time it becomes apparent that Beloved is the incarnated 

spirit of Sethe’s murdered daughter. A seemingly benign presence at first, Beloved’s 

influence becomes increasingly harmful and almost destroys Sethe until Denver 

intervenes with the help of the black community that had turned their backs on Sethe 

after the murder of her baby.     

 Early in the novel, Sethe uses the term “rememory” to describe the haunting 

experience of reencountering the lingering material affect of a past event: 

I was talking about time. It’s so hard for me to believe in it. Some things go. Pass 

on. Some things just stay. I used to think it was my rememory. You know. Some 
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things you forget. Other things you never do. But it’s not. Places, places are still 

there. If a house burns down, it’s gone, but the place—the picture of it—stays, 

and not just in my rememory, but out there, in the world. What I remember is a 

picture floating around out there outside my head. I mean, even if I don’t think it, 

even if I die, the picture of what I did, or knew, or saw is still out there. Right in 

the place where it happened. (43) 

There are three things about this articulation of rememory that I want to apply to the 

scene of Nelly’s haunting. First is what it indicates about haunting’s physical mattering, 

second is the temporal quality of rememory, and third is what its nature suggests about 

the world in which such hauntings take place. When Sethe says of a rememory “even if I 

don’t think it, even if I die, the picture of what I did, or knew, or saw, is still out there. 

Right in the place where it happened,” she describes the material trace of a past traumatic 

event that is not the product of her imagination but exists independent of her, as a thing in 

itself. This also applies to Nelly’s vision of Hindley. What she encounters is neither an 

unquiet dead spirit, nor an evil supernatural presence, nor a simple memory from her 

childhood. Rather it is a trace from the past that “is still out there right in the place where 

it happened.”  

 Part of what causes the uncanny disorientation of rememory is the disruption of 

linear time. As Sethe says, it’s hard to believe in time when, in her words, “Some things 

go. Pass on.  Other things just stay.” Sethe’s skepticism about time draws attention to the 

fact that linear time is a social construct imposed by white patriarchy—in Judith Butler’s 

words, a “regulatory schema” that make bodies legible (Bodies That Matter x). In 

studying mourning practices in the nineteenth century, Dana Luciano has observed that 
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the timeframe of mourning is out of sync with the forward motion of linear time. 

According to Luciano, “the modern embrace of grief at once signals and perpetuates 

visions of the subject as founded on a rift in time…The persistence of that 

rift…establishes the feeling body as a potential site of historiographic and temporal 

interventions” (17-18). However, grief as a social practice is tied to white patriarchal 

constructions of family that slaves are systemically and violently prevented from 

forming. Whereas the regular demands of social life are suspended for the white subject 

in mourning, no designated time for grieving a lost loved one is afforded a slave. 

Referencing Frederick Douglass’s 1852 speech “What, to the Slave, is the Fourth of 

July?” Luciano draws attention to how mourning and commemoration on a national scale 

reproduces the temporality of the patriarchal family from which slaves are excluded. As 

such, slaves are subject to countermonumental time in which “past, present, and future 

are linked not in a singular linear narrative but in an ever-evolving array” (171). Sethe’s 

sense of past, present, and future colliding with each other in what she calls rememory 

reflects this.  

 Nelly’s encounter with the spectral child can be read as an experience of 

countermonumental time tied to the traumatic dysfunction of the Earnshaw and Linton 

families.  Their social isolation compounds this dysfunction. It is important to remember 

that Nelly occupies a position unusual for a servant and once thought of herself as more 

integrated into the Earnshaw family. Because her mother was Hindley’s nursemaid and 

they nursed side by side, Nelly regards Hindley as a foster brother. This untimely image 

of her former playmate and foster brother recalls a time when the Earnshaw family was 

still intact. It should be noted that the apparition does not recall a past period of trauma, 
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but calls attention to the traumatic effects of family dysfunction playing out in the 

present. If phasing can be understood in some sense as the interference pattern produced 

by the different speeds at which different objects experience time, it is interesting to 

consider the idea that this type of haunting is the collision of different unfoldings of 

time—the sense of time that is personal to Nelly, and the cycle of time that extends from 

the forces that produce the breakdown of the family. Luciano has said that grief practices 

create “visions of the subject as founded on a rift in time”; this linking of subjectivity 

with a rift in time corresponds with Morton’s observation that “a phasing object is a sign 

of a rupture at the heart of being.” Morton calls this rupture “the Rift…[which] exists at 

an ontological intersection, not a physical one” (78). What both these observations evoke 

is an idea that, more than being tied to a sense of time as forward-moving, subjectivity is 

experienced at points of temporal disruption. When Morton calls “the rift” an 

“ontological intersection,” he suggests that subjectivity itself comes in and out of phase in 

a way that is perceptible in relation to other objects. In other words, “phasing is evidence 

of some interaction between things, or between a thing” (79). This too relates to the idea 

of rememory, as an experience that overlaps a memory and a feeling that exists out of 

time, and a material object associated with that feeling or memory that exists on a 

separate timeline. 

 Avery Gordon identifies rememory as a kind of “social memory” that produces 

“historical materialism.” For, she says, “Morrison’s social memory is not just history, but 

haunting; not just context, but animated worldliness” (165). Animated worldliness 

describes the way in which the world itself is impregnated with the emotional weight of 

accumulated trauma. “If a house burns down, it’s gone, but the place—the picture of it—
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stays, and not just in my rememory, but out there, in the world” Sethe says. This 

entangling of places and affects, of past and present, calls into question the boundaries of 

time, of the body, of subjectivity, and life itself.  Although I have previously invoked 

Butler’s discussion of mattering as it relates to gender, the way in which race matters in 

Wuthering Heights cannot be overlooked.   

 

“Too much for flesh and blood to bear”: Interobjectivity and Racializing Assemblages 

 

 In Playing in the Dark, Toni Morrison traces the problems besetting Willa 

Cather’s forgotten novel Saphira and the Slave Girl to its “struggle to address an almost 

completely buried subject: the interdependent workings of power, race, and sexuality in a 

white woman’s battle for coherence.” (20). Morrison’s indictment of Saphira might also 

apply to Wuthering Heights—insofar as Brontë’s novel has been understood as the story 

of the two Catherines’ struggle to assert selfhood within the repressive structure of the 

patriarchal family. Such readings figure dark-skinned Heathcliff as a mere prop in the 

construction of the Cathy’s embattled subjectivity. Susan Meyer, for instance, claims that 

the first half of Brontë’s novel “explores the rationale for the association of white women 

with colonized races by suggesting that white women and races subject to imperialism 

both experience an oppressive disempowerment.” (108) Meyers reads Heathcliff’s brutal 

treatment of white women in the second half of the novel as the enactment of “reverse 

imperialism.” Meyer follows Maja Lisa von Sneidern, who asserts that Wuthering 

Heights is an extended anti-slavery allegory partaking of white abolitionist tropes.  

However, in her reading, Cathy’s identification with Heathcliff is ultimately about 
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drawing parallels between the oppression of slavery and the oppression of white women. 

While these studies make a convincing and important case for reading Heathcliff’s 

ambiguous race and unknown origins in the context of British slavery and imperialism, 

they cannot avoid casting Heathcliff as the “other” by which Cathy is defined. 

 While it has rightly become impossible to discuss Heathcliff without discussing 

race, as Ivan Kreilkamp has argued, too often discussion of Heathcliff devolves into an 

abstract discussion of race in a way that neglects his material being. Critics often gloss 

over the events leading up to Heathcliff’s death, for instance, and the visceral suffering, 

some self-imposed, that he experiences.13 The last words Heathcliff speaks in earshot of 

any living person—“it’s unutterably too much for flesh and blood to bear, even mine”—

speaks to the discomfort of being seated in his material existence (255). Interobjectivity, 

as Morton describes it, working in tandem with Alexander Weheliye’s description of 

racializing assemblages, helps to reconcile Heathcliff as signifier of racial otherness with 

“flesh and blood” Heathcliff. According to Morton, “‘intersubjectivity’ is really human 

interobjectivity with lines drawn around it to exclude nonhumans” (81-82). By drawing a 

distinction between intersubjectivity and interobjectivity, Morton calls attention to the 

ways in which “intersubjectivity” assumes that the human subject is a neatly contained 

entity. As this whole chapter has illustrated, this is not the case; subjectivity is a 

fluctuating, tentacular state that is not necessarily bound by the set of social constructions 

we call the “world.”   

                                                 
13. Susan Rabinow Gorsky is one of few critics who have attended to the embodied 
experience of Heathcliff’s mourning of Cathy. She notes that his willful refusal to eat 
parallels Cathy’s before her final illness, and argues that like Cathy he is enacting a 
feminine strategy of identification. See Gorsky, “‘I’ll Cry Myself Sick’: Illness in 
Wuthering Heights.” 
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 The concept of race is a potent illustration of interobjectivity, and the haunting 

affect it invokes. In unpacking the racial slur “spook,” David Marriot points out that 

“black life has always been the name for this scary thing, repeatedly projected onto the 

scrim […] of white hatreds and terrors” (2). Marriot discusses blackness both as the 

spectral projection of white fear, but also the violent disembodiment of black people by 

the construction of blackness projected by the white gaze. In this way, we can see race as 

an interobjective mixing of material differences, cultural projections, and embodied 

experiences. Alexander Weheliye’s description of “racializing assemblages” helps to 

explain race as such. Taken together, thinking race in terms of interobjectivity and 

“racializing assemblages” helps us to arrive at a more nuanced reading of Heathcliff as 

“raced” character, the context in which his race matters, and the ripple effects it produces.   

 The term “racializing assemblages” illuminates that the material “fact” of race 

does not exist “as a biological or cultural classification but as a set of sociopolitical 

processes that discipline humanity into full humans, not-quite humans, and nonhumans” 

(Weheliye 4). This necessitates a brief recap what numerous others have observed about 

Heathcliff’s exclusion from whiteness. Without any specific information about 

Heathcliff’s origins beyond his apparent lack of parents, his being “found” in Liverpool, 

and his dark complexion, we can only speculate about his race. There are only a few 

direct references to his racial difference in the novel; when he and Cathy are caught 

trespassing outside Thrushcross Grange, the Lintons refer to him as “that strange 

acquisition from Liverpool” who may be “a gipsy,” or “a little Lascar, or an American or 

Spanish castaway” (40), and they threaten to hang him “before he shows his nature in his 

acts, as well as his features” (39). Later, Nelly comforts him when he wishes to be fair 
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skinned like Edgar Linton by saying, “Who knows but your father was Emperor of China 

and your mother was an Indian queen, each of them able to buy up, with one week’s 

income, Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross Grange together?” (45). Critics have 

variously suggested that Heathcliff’s “actual” racial makeup may be Irish, Romani, 

South-East Asian, of indigenous North American origin, or of West African origin. That 

he could actually be Earnshaw’s biological son (and therefore half brother to Cathy and 

Hindley) by a non-white woman, perhaps a slave, is also a possibility that must be 

admitted. However, trying to definitively identify Heathcliff’s racial background misses 

the point—it is precisely his racial ambiguity, the fact that he could be any race, because 

he is not conclusively any race, that makes him such a threatening figure.  

 Heathcliff’s reference to his own exceptional flesh is significant, particularly 

since he is frequently described in terms that dehumanize him. Recalling to Nelly that 

despite his differences from others he too is flesh and blood demands that we take his 

material self seriously.14 Following Hortense Spillers, Weheliye notes that “flesh…[is] 

both a temporal and conceptual antecedent to the body,” which is produced by the 

working of apparatuses of power upon the flesh to shape it (39). Weheliye’s argument 

harks back to Judith Butler’s point that bodies are intelligible only within “the productive 

constraints of certain highly gendered regulatory schemas” (Bodies That Matter x). 

Weheliye notes, however, that to be raced is to be visibly inscribed as flesh, or raw 

material that while “the body represents legal personhood qua self-possession …subjects 

                                                 
14.  Significant to note also is Heathcliff’s outburst in response to Cathy’s mocking 
him for being dirty: “I shall be as dirty as I please, and I like to be dirty, and I will be 
dirty” (43). Insofar as Heathcliff’s perceived “dirtiness” has been connected with his 
racial otherness, his declaration “I will be dirty” seems a powerful owning of his outsider 
status that reasserts his material presence. 
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must be transformed into flesh before being granted the illusion of possessing a body” 

(39).  

Racializing assemblages translate the lacerations left on the captive body by 

apparatuses of political violence to a domain rooted in the visual truth-value 

accorded to quasi-biological distinctions between different human groupings.  

Thus, rather than entering a zone of indistinction, we are thrown into the vortex of 

hierarchical indicators: racializing assemblages. In the absence of kin, family, 

gender, belonging, language, personhood, property, and official records, among 

many other factors, what remains is the flesh, the living, speaking, thinking, 

feeling, and imagining flesh: the ether that holds together the world of Man while 

at the same time forming the condition of possibility for this world’s demise.  It’s 

the end of the world—don’t you know that yet? (40).   

Weheliye’s comments are uncannily pertinent to Heathcliff, who enters the novel in a 

state of just flesh—with no earthly ties or possessions, no name, not even intelligible 

language. His introduction into the Earnshaw family signals the end of their insular 

“world,” and is tied provocatively to other harbingers of “the end of the world” in a more 

pervasive sense. It is intriguing that Weheliye links the unpacking of race into racializing 

assemblages with “the end of the world,” because that is precisely what Timothy Morton 

says that hyperobjects signal. “World is a fragile aesthetic effect around whose corners 

we are beginning to see…World is more or less a container in which objectified things 

float or stand” (99). As I have previously noted, Morton claims the world ended in 1784, 

with the beginning of the anthropocene as heralded by the invention of the steam engine. 

It is true that this caused a significant reimagining in the discourse of race because of the 
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changes industrialism brought about in the interlaced systems of imperialism and slavery. 

Weheliye challenges us to think of race as more than just a biopolitical construct, 

however. Taking Weheliye’s version of the end of the world together with Morton’s 

gives us access to the dynamics of race as shaped by the institutions producing the 

anthropocene at work in Wuthering Heights.  

 

“Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same”: Conclusion 

 

 In the 1939 film version of Wuthering Heights, as they stand in the sheltering 

shadow of Peniston Crag looking down on the Heights, Heathcliff, played by Laurence 

Olivier, declares to Merle Oberon’s Cathy, “Nothing’s real down there! Our life is here!” 

Although this line of dialog is not Brontë’s, it nevertheless points to something about the 

nature of “nature” in Wuthering Heights. While seemingly reinforcing the nature/culture 

dichotomy that has been the critical focus of so many readings of the novel, Heathcliff’s 

assertion that nothing is real “down there” not only draws attention to the constructed 

nature of the race- and class-based expectations that keep him and Cathy divided, but also 

calls into question what delimits “real” and “unreal.” His exhortation suggests that 

“here,” inhuman nature, is more “real,” more lively—in the sense of being more authentic 

but also in terms of intensity—than the social restrictions of the human world. However, 

at multiple points in the novel it becomes evident through the harm inflicted on physical 

bodies, that these supposedly unreal social conventions have intensely, even violently 

real consequences.   
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  Rather than reasserting the nature/culture binary, however, I think there is a 

different way to approach what is real and what is not in Wuthering Heights, beginning 

with a reconsideration of what the presence and function of ghosts in Wuthering Heights 

indicates about the novel’s ecology, which defies conventional constructions of 

subjectivity based in linear temporality, and in the boundedness of the body. Wuthering 

Heights offers a vision of radical alternatives to heteronormative, patriarchal, imperialist 

and capitalist frameworks. The edges of this constructed reality shimmer with the 

turbulent forces that threaten to undo it; this shimmering becomes visible in the acts of 

physical violence the characters visit on each other, on the bodies of animals, and on 

themselves; in the harshness of the environment, and in the temporal disruptions that 

manifest as hauntings. This journey traverses unconventional theoretical avenues; I have 

found Timothy Morton’s conception of the hyperobject instructive in discerning the 

novel’s unique ecology—how different objects interact with and influence one another. 

Approaching from an entirely different direction, Toni Morrison’s articulation of 

“rememory,” provides a means of understanding haunting as the material presence of 

lingering trauma. Rather than a “trace,” with its connotations of Derridean dilution 

wrought by the movement of forward moving time, such hauntings suggest the 

coexistence of multiple time streams uncannily made visible.   

 Postcolonial, feminist, Marxist and other poststructuralist readings of Wuthering 

Heights have drawn necessary attention to the cultural contexts surrounding the novel, 

prompting a reexamination of the power structures in which all of its characters are 

enmeshed. In the last twenty years, postcolonial and historicist perspectives on Wuthering 

Heights have drawn necessary attention to the larger social contexts within which we 
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must consider the question of Heathcliff’s race. But despite adding complexity to our 

understanding of the dynamics of race in the novel, these readings have tended to reduce 

Heathcliff to the role of Cathy’s dark other. These readings also tend to neglect the 

significance of ghosts and hauntings in the novel, or reiterate psychoanalytic 

interpretations figuring the ghosts as symbolic. I contend that the strange case of Nelly’s 

vision urges us to reconsider ghosts and haunting in Wuthering Heights. Taking the 

ghosts seriously provides a way to acknowledge the violent and oppressive social forces 

surrounding the novel while at the same time allowing Cathy and Heathcliff a greater 

degree of agency and resistance to those forces than is generally recognized. The concept 

of “racializing assemblages” articulated by Alexander Weheliye is useful here, 

particularly for how his theory corresponds to the theory of hyperobjects. Through this 

materialist reading, I extend and complicate earlier critics’ attention to the racist and 

sexist social structures underpinning the novel, dismantling binaries that place Cathy and 

Heathcliff in opposition.  If we can accept that ghosts matter in Wuthering Heights, than 

we can contemplate the literal possibility of Cathy’s declarations, “Nelly, I am 

Heathcliff” and “whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same.”   

 Morton writes, “the end of the world is correlated with the Anthropocene” (7).  So 

too is Wuthering Heights. All its uncanny slippages and characteristics that even on 

repeated readings elude our grasp seem to grow out of a set of conditions that coincide 

with the beginning of the anthropocene. These conditions are themselves hyperobjects: 

Western imperialism and industrial capitalism. Too often our limited theoretical 

apparatuses allow us to conceive of these phenomena only as abstract concepts and social 

constructs, in ways that divorce them from their material affects. Conversely, in 
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observing how the forces of imperialism and industrial capitalism work on an individual 

human body, we cannot say that we “see” imperialism or capitalism except as a partial 

uncanny presence. To do so would require us to be able to experience time and space 

differently than we do. In Wuthering Heights, apparent distortions of time and space 

correlate to radically unconventional configurations of subjectivity.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Alice Under Glass: Classifying the Human  

in Victorian Visual Culture and Lewis Carroll’s Alice Books  

 

 Alice’s journey across the land beyond the Looking Glass, to the eighth square 

where she will become a queen, begins with an imperialist impulse: “Of course the first 

thing to do was to make a grand survey of the country she was going to travel through. 

‘It’s something very like learning geography,’ thought Alice, as she stood on tiptoe in 

hopes of being able to see a little further” (Through the Looking-Glass 177). The idea of 

a little girl making this grand survey, and the assured determination with which she sets 

to work, is comical in its absurdity—little girls don’t make grand surveys. But as Alice’s 

reader/viewer knows and Alice must remember (for she has already learned this lesson 

during her previous adventure in Wonderland), the absurdity of such a project does not 

lie only in the inappropriateness of a little girl assuming the role of patriarchal-imperialist 

explorer, but in the impossibility of assuming any control in a place where boundaries 

constantly shift, identities are porous, and taxonomies are essentially unstable.  

 Alice’s methodology reflects the reductive classification system of a child’s 

textbook, in which countries are described only in terms of the natural resources that 

makes them valuable to imperial trade. “Principle rivers—there are none. Principle 

mountains—I’m on the only one, but I don’t think it’s got a name” (177). Unable to name 

the mountain she stands atop, Alice is unable to orient herself. Her difficulty here points 

to the importance of naming in imposing order, and the process by which naming makes 

indeterminate features into observable objects, knowable and discrete. Alice recognizes 
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the necessity of asserting observational authority to a certain sort of project, but quickly 

discovers that she not only lacks this authority, but that the world of the Looking Glass 

subverts these attempts to observe and classify. Alice’s conversation with a talking gnat 

“the size of a chicken,” who presses Alice on the point of insect’s scientific names, again 

illustrates this point. The gnat asks “What’s the use of their having names […] if they 

won’t answer to them?”  “‘No use to them,’ said Alice; ‘but it’s useful to the people that 

name them, I suppose. If not, why do things have names at all?’” (181). Alice’s answer, 

unconvincing to her as it is to the reader, points to the illusory barrier between subject 

and object, observer and observed, scientist and specimen, a barrier that is erected by the 

self-conferred authority of the one over the other, and maintained by the act of observing 

and classifying. More important, it draws attention to Alice’s own position as at once on 

either side, as well as outside of this dichotomy. The precariousness of such negotiations 

becomes evident when the gnat calls upon Alice to demonstrate her powers of 

identification. As she lists the insects she knows, they appear, taking on the most literal 

forms their names suggest: Naming the horsefly conjures up an insect with the body of a 

rocking horse, a dragonfly manifests with holly leaves for wings and a plum-pudding 

body (a reference to the children’s Christmas game “snap dragon” 1), and a butterfly, 

weighed down by its wings of buttered bread, crawls limply into view along the ground. 

By the act of naming the Looking Glass insects, Alice has not only called them into 

being, she has also imposed their defining characteristics. Her act of naming parodies the 

work of the naturalist, who must find labels for creatures without complete knowledge of 

their function or mechanism.  

                                                 
1. Martin Gardner makes this connection in The Annotated Alice (223). 
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 Such scenes, especially accompanied by original illustrator John Tenniel’s 

evocative woodcuts, might lead the reader to view Lewis Carroll’s 1871 Through the 

Looking-Glass as “a jocular reflection on the natural history craze, on reading natural 

history, and on Darwin’s controversial new theory of natural selection” (Lovell-Smith 

385). Certainly, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass are 

often jocular, even if the jokes bring the creatures like the giant gnat to tears. Natural 

science did not reduce uncertainty about the natural world; it only pointed to the 

impossibility of colonizing nature. And yet, the idea of an integral subject is dependent 

on just such a system; we depend on our names, inadequate as they are to describe us, for 

our subjectivity. It is not surprising then, when the gnat asks, “I don’t suppose you want 

to lose your name?” Alice “a little anxiously” replies, “No indeed” (224). Alice’s anxiety 

is central to the undertaking of this chapter. In Wonderland and Looking-Glass land, 

rabbits talk and wear pocket watches, human babies morph into pigs, and gnats the size 

of chickens “rejoice” in classifying other insects—these worlds emerge out of a climate 

of anxious reexamination, post Darwin, of the delineations between human and animal. 

In her interactions with the denizens of Wonderland, Alice often functions as scientific 

specimen to which the text applies a “photographic eye of science”2 in an attempt to fix 

and classify the transhuman categories she negotiates. Ironically, Alice’s attempts to 

conduct an empirical observation of her surroundings draw attention to her own position 

as an object of scientific scrutiny. The texts echo with the questions, “who/what are 

you?” and “who/what am I?”   

                                                 
2. See Kate Flint, The Victorians and the Visual Imagination. 
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While on its surface the comic whimsy of Wonderland seems far removed from 

the hostile realities of a world Darwin had recently revealed to be governed by the 

principal of “the survival of the fittest,”  a deeper examination reveals how squarely the 

Alice books are situated within contemporary conversations about natural science. This 

chapter explores not only how the Alice books participate in the Victorian fascination 

with natural history, but also how they reproduce conventions of natural history, 

especially in how Alice herself is constructed as a specimen under the scrutiny of science 

technologies and practices. I will show how this scientific scrutiny in the books relates to 

Victorian visual culture and intersections of science and aesthetics more broadly. In 

addition to discussing the connection between the Alice books and Dodgson’s child 

photography, I will also examine the influence of natural history illustration on John 

Tenniel’s iconic engravings for the books, as well as the similarities in style to the 

anthropomorphic taxidermy tableaux of Walter Potter. What this layered investigation 

will reveal how the objectification of women, children, and animals by the Victorian “eye 

of science” reflect Darwinian anxieties about the species. By examining Alice’s 

Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass as the products of post-

Darwinian ways of viewing, I show how the books reflect Victorian anxieties about the 

implication of the theory of evolution—specifically, the disintegration of boundaries 

between human and animal, the construction of female sexuality as animalistic, and fear 

about the role women’s sexual agency plays in the evolutionary fate of humanity. 

Carroll’s Alice, who experiences abrupt and extreme physical transformations which she 

must learn to control; who is able to speak with human-like animals but can rarely make 

sense out of their nonsense; who repeatedly confronts the question, “who—and what—
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are you?” embodies the tension that characterizes the double identity of the Victorian 

woman. As a child, she is not yet required to regulate her body and conceal her “animal” 

nature. On the border of humanity and bestiality, childhood and womanhood, Alice is a 

labeled a “fabulous monster.” Because of her monstrosity, Alice can be read as a 

subversive figure whose development over the course of the novels resists as often as it 

reinforces the domestic, infantilized “double identity” she is destined to assume as an 

adult.  

 

Designs After Nature?: Representations of Middle Class Femininity Post Darwin 

 

 The boating trip on the famous “golden afternoon” of July 4th, 1862, during 

which Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, to amuse the three young Liddell sisters, improvised a 

story that would become Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, took place three years after 

Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species was published. The reverberations of 

Darwin’s theory were still deeply felt in both the scientific community and in the general 

population. Whether they had read Darwin’s study for themselves or had encountered the 

conversations surrounding it in the pulpit or the popular press, Victorians were re-

examining their understanding of the natural world and their place in it. Like many 

middle-class Victorians, Dodgson, alias Lewis Carroll3, had a fascination for natural 

                                                 
3.  As this study is concerned with both Charles Lutwidge Dodgson’s presence in the 
real world as well as the fictional creations of his alter ego Lewis Carroll, I shift back and 
forth from using one name to the other, depending on which identity, or which subject, I 
am examining at the time. The duality of Dodgson/Carroll underscores the points I make 
throughout about the illusory nature of subjectivity and the significance of naming. 
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history; although we cannot say with certainty whether he read Origin,4 it seems he was 

keenly interested in, and perhaps unsettled by, the questions raised by the theory of 

natural selection about the human species’ evolutionary lineage and destiny, and indeed 

its very definition.  

The rapid growth of an educated middle class enabled the emergence of popular 

science writing as a distinct and widely read genre. Bernard Lightman notes, “while 

professional scientists moved toward scientific naturalism…middle-class popularizers of 

science and their audiences remained enthralled by the traditional moral, aesthetic, 

teleological and divine qualities of the natural world” (188). Much writing on science for 

lay audiences was filtered through, and perpetuated, a Christian worldview. Further, 

scientific discoveries were often presented in popular writing in a way that reinforced 

preexisting beliefs about race, class, and gender. The popularization of science made it 

possible for the amateur to view his or her preconceived notions about science and 

                                                 
4.  A number of Carroll biographers note that in 1860 Dodgson probably attended the 
famous Oxford Debate on evolution between Bishop Samuel Wilberforce and Thomas 
Huxley. According to biographer Morton Cohen, Dodgson “approached Darwin and The 
Origin of Species in his usual measured way and added to his library no fewer than 
nineteen volumes of works by Darwin and his critics [as well as] five works by Herbert 
Spencer, the founder of social evolutionary philosophy” (350). He also corresponded 
with Darwin once, in 1872, on the subject of Darwin’s Expressions of Emotions in Man 
and Animals; he sent a photograph he had taken and offered to send more if they would 
be of use in further studies. Cohen concludes, despite his religiosity “evidently [Dodgson] 
was not entirely repelled by Darwin’s theories, or he would not have been willing to 
associate his own work with them” (351). Although Dodgson’s diaries from the period of 
1858 to 1862 are missing or were destroyed by his family and we do not have access to 
his immediate reaction to the theory of evolution, Jenny Woolf asserts, “it can be 
assumed he felt fairly positively towards Darwin” (Woolf 191). In In the Shadow of the 
Dreamchild, Karoline Leach suggests a different possibility. She claims Dodgson was 
experiencing a deep crisis of faith during the years of the missing diary entries (137-146). 
Although Leach suggests this crisis had to do with Dodgson’s ambivalence toward the 
idea of remaining celibate and becoming an Anglican priest to retain his Studentship at 
Christ Church, it is also possible that the theological problems evolution posed made it 
untenable for him to take full holy orders.  
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culture in a “scientific” light. Lightman reiterates, “science was considered to provide 

important insights about the truth of things…the reading public wanted to know the 

implications of new scientific discoveries for the crucial issues of the day” (191). Thus, 

when On the Origin of Species was published in 1859, overturning beliefs about the 

primacy of man and calling into question socially constructed hierarchies of race and 

class, Victorians struggled to reconcile these scientific truths with the basis of their most 

deeply-held values.  

Many examples reflecting the sensational effect Darwin’s work had on the 

Victorian imagination can be found in popular culture. One such example is a long-

running series of cartoons, drawn by Edward Linley Sambourne for Punch, titled 

“Designs After Nature.” In these cartoons, middle class women are depicted in fantastical 

outfits with conspicuously animal features, such as a peacock’s plumage or an octopus’s 

tentacles. Susan David Bernstein argues that Sambourne’s cartoons are emblematic of “a 

cultural preoccupation with taxonomies of nature [and capricious speculation] about the 

margins between humans and other animals” (65). What is significant about these 

cartoons is the way they cast human courtship—and especially the imperative for the 

middle-class woman to attract a suitable mate—in Darwinian terms. Bernstein writes, 

“the blur of woman and animal appearing in Sambourne’s cartoons … marks a kind of 

watershed moment in this ongoing debate about nature and gender” (66). What Bernstein 

ultimately argues is that Darwin’s theory of natural selection was quickly assimilated into 

popular conceptions of female sexuality, especially middle-class female sexuality. The 

burden of sexual selection fell to the middle class woman, whose duty it was to ensure 

the continuation of the human species. During a time in which the distinction between 
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species and races was blurry, this vision of the Victorian woman as animal played into 

anxieties about English cultural dominance and racial purity. In response to this anxiety, 

contradictory images of femininity emerge that both warn against this tendency and 

attempt to confine and domesticate it. 

In the late 1850s, Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, as yet an obscure Oxford 

mathematician, was teaching himself the art of photography. At the same time in Sussex 

a young innkeeper’s son named Walter Potter was cultivating a passion for amateur 

taxidermy. In 1861, Potter completed and put on display in his father’s pub the first of his 

major tableaux, “The Death and Burial of Cock Robin.” Over the next five decades he 

would produce more than a dozen such taxidermy tableaux, along with a number of 

smaller oddities, and eventually build his own museum to house them.5 Potter’s 

aspirations to scientific authenticity are evident in the care he took to preserve the 96 

separate species of bird featured in “Cock Robin.” However, Potter’s choice of subject, 

the nursery rhyme “Who Killed Cock Robin?” and his insertion of animal specimens into 

the human context of a funeral procession in a minute churchyard, obscures the fact of 

the figures’ animality and transforms them from objects of scientific interest to objects of 

aesthetic consumption. But despite the transformation, we are aware that the endearing 

characters in the scene are really wild (and dead) animals.  

                                                 
5. Potter’s Museum of Curiosity was a popular local attraction in Bramber, Sussex 
well into the twentieth century. In the 1970s the original museum closed and ownership 
passed from Potter’s family. After changing hands and locations, the museum collection 
was purchased by the Watts family, owners of Cornwall’s Jamaica Inn (made famous by 
Daphne Du Maurier), and found its final home in a vacant building next to the inn. 
Unfortunately the museum closed permanently in 2002, and the contents were sold at 
auction in 2003 (Walter Potter’s Curious World of Taxidermy).  
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While such displays of anthropomorphic taxidermy may be considered distasteful 

and cruel today, the Victorians found them charming. Rachel Poliquin notes that among 

the most visited attractions of the 1851 Great Exhibition were Hermann Ploucquet’s 

highly produced taxidermy tableaux, which featured mounted animals arranged in scenes 

from folk tales and domestic life. Poliquin writes that what fascinated Victorians about 

such scenes was the  “achievement of this double identity … ‘the wondrous union of 

brute face and human expression’” (Ravishing Beasts). Like the animals in Ploucquet and 

Potter’s scenes, the middle class Victorian woman is viewed both as animal and human, 

as scientific and aesthetic object. On one hand, she is sexual and instinctual; her primary 

task is reproduction of the species. On the other, she is an infantilized symbol of 

domesticity. This alignment of woman and animal becomes even more closely entangled 

in light of the influence of Darwin’s work on the popular imagination.  

Like Linley Sambourne’s cartoons, Walter Potter’s taxidermy scenes contribute, 

albeit more subtly, to these narratives aligning middle class Victorian womanhood to 

instinctual animality. As Michelle Henning notes, “the anti-naturalistic taxidermy 

produced in the nineteenth century may be very revealing about nature—not nature as 

something eternal and outside human culture, but as something which is both cultural and 

historical. Rather than dismiss such taxidermy as grotesque or peculiar, we might see it as 

a significant branch of Victorian natural history” (664). Henning’s comment suggests that 

taxidermists like Potter were in fact creating narratives about both nature and culture that 

their audiences absorbed, even if on the surface their art seemed to turn nature on its 

head. By representing kittens as Victorian women (at what point does it go the other way 

around?), Potter reinforced ideas about gender and evolution that his audience was 
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already familiar with, if only unconsciously. The uncanny effect of Potter’s insertion of 

animal subjects into idealized and feminized narratives of human domesticity parallels 

Alice’s negotiations of the surreal inversion of Victorian middle class culture she 

encounters in Wonderland and beyond the looking glass.  

 

“Conspicuous Display”: Walter Potter’s Anthropomorphic Taxidermy 

 

Potter’s biographer Pat Morris emphasizes his position at the margins of a rising 

intellectual class. Potter probably never attended college, but was an enthusiastic self-

educated naturalist. He seems to have had a keen albeit amateur interest in biological 

science, to which his interest in taxidermy is partly due. Despite the kitschy preciousness 

of his hobby, Morris indicates that Potter was defensive about the scientific legitimacy of 

the work that went into them. This defensiveness seems to have been shared by his 

admirers; a twentieth-century guidebook for Potter’s museum characterizes his work as 

“epitomiz[ing] the Victorian love for the faithful imitation of nature” (Garratt qtd in 

Creany 10). Potter’s obituary in the West Sussex Gazette relates a story about how he 

once chastised a cigar-smoking patron of his museum by saying, “You ain’t allowed to 

smoke in ‘ere anymore than you are in the British Museum” (Morris). Apocryphal or not, 

this anecdote provides an insight into Potter’s view of himself as a producer and 

custodian of culture. The effect of Potter’s words exemplifies the contradictions 

embedded in middle class identity. That Potter was typical of this ambiguous class 

intensifies the effect of the idealized domesticity and nostalgic aesthetic of his body of 

work.  
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The viewer of Potter’s work immediately reacts to his use of domestic animals, or 

animals considered “cute” and collectable, in his scenes drawn from middle class life.6 

His choice of small animals we are used to seeing as house pets (such as kittens and baby 

rabbits) in scenes representing the domestic spaces of womanhood and childhood, 

indicates a specific aesthetic choice based on the perceived affinity of those animals with 

women and children. House pets are intimately connected with the sentimental, idealized 

middle class domesticity Potter’s tableaux depict. As Harriet Ritvo notes, in Victorian 

England pet ownership was linked with class mobility. The “maintenance of idle 

animals” whose only purpose was “conspicuous display” marked pet owners as members 

of a growing consumer class asserting its own claim to aesthetic production (Animal 

Estate 87). The obsession with pedigree and bloodlines not only reflects pet fanciers’ 

class-consciousness but also ties into social Darwinist notions of “fit” and “unfit” 

specimens. Such judgments were rooted more in aesthetics than in science, especially in 

the case of cats, whose mating habits made their pedigrees equally difficult to discern or 

control. However, the imposition of pseudo-scientific systems of classification mirrors 

the avidity with which middle-class women were scrutinized for their reproductive 

“fitness.” The symbolic association of domestic animals and domestic women is 

prevalent in sentimental depictions of middle-class domesticity. The infantile devotion of 

David Copperfield’s “child wife” Dora to her lap dog Jip stands as a well-known example 

                                                 
6 . Not all of Potter’s major tableaux depict middle class scenes, although scholars of 
his work note that the subject matter of all of them targets a middle class audience, with 
references to popular songs (as in “The Upper Ten” and “The Lower Five,” a pair of 
tableaux that depict, respectively, a club full of upper-class squirrels drinking champagne 
and smoking cigars and a tavern full of lower-class rats, gambling and brawling) and 
religious scenes (“The Happy Family,” which groups predators and their prey 
harmoniously together in a variation on the “peaceable kingdom” theme).  
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from nineteenth century literature. However, Potter’s taxidermy tableaux take the theme 

further by collapsing the “angel in the house” figure with her status symbol house pet.  

The uncanny overlapping of human and animal spheres is most apparent in two of 

Potter’s tableaux, “The Kittens’ Tea and Croquet Party” and “The Kittens’ Wedding.” 

Out of Potter’s body of work these are the most significant scenes in terms of what they 

communicate about middle class domestic ideals and the role of the middle class woman 

as the other-than-human locus of Darwinian fears. “The Kittens’ Tea and Croquet Party” 

(Fig. 2), completed some time in the 1870s, features thirty-seven kittens,7 most of which 

are seated around an extravagantly laid table, on the lawn of a modest but respectable 

country house. The hostess, accessorized with a jeweled cross necklace and matching 

earrings, sits at the head of the table. A servant stands at the ready with a pitcher of 

cream. The guests, their genders indicated by ribbons or bow ties, are posed in human 

attitudes. They lift cups, pass plates, and appear to be engaged in conversation with their 

neighbors. Off to the side, a group of plays croquet, while a figure clutching a frilly 

parasol looks on. The smallest figure (possibly a fetal specimen), poses in the foreground 

with what appears to be a child’s bicycle. “The Kitten Wedding” (Fig. 3), completed in 

the early1890s, includes twenty specimens representing a parson, a bride and groom, and 

a train of groomsmen and bridesmaids. Unlike the rest of Potter’s major tableaux, it has 

no elaborately painted backdrop and few props, which places more emphasis on the 

ceremony in progress. The class indicators usually provided by Potter’s backdrops are 

                                                 
7. Tia Snyder Resleure explains: “Most of the kittens came from Wards Farm at 
Henfield. Farm cats were allowed to run wild to keep down rodent populations. Usually 
only one kitten per litter was kept and the others put down to avoid feline 
overpopulation.” She also notes: “The kittens are all ginger tabby and white because they 
were all from the same gene pool” (A Case of Curiosities).  
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here provided by the kittens’ outfits: “The Kitten Wedding” is unique in that it is the only 

of Potter’s scenes in which the mounts are fully costumed. Perhaps the sexual 

implications attached to the wedding ritual have something to do with this accession to 

Victorian modesty. The bridal party’s outfits show exquisite attention to detail. The male 

kittens wear matching morning jackets, waistcoats and trousers, and their hair is combed 

back. The females wear beaded jewelry and elaborately trimmed satin dresses complete 

with realistically rendered undergarments, hidden away under their skirts.  

Viewed in the context of Victorian middle class cultural values, it must be noted 

that both tableaux enact idealized and nostalgic rituals of middle class human 

domesticity. Whereas in other examples of anthropomorphic taxidermy depicting 

fairytales and nursery rhymes the uncanny effect is mitigated by the magical context, 

there is no suggestion of magic in these tableaux. This is apparent in the painstaking 

authenticity with which Potter rendered the ordinary and familiar objects in the scenes—

the floral china teacups, the dainty croquet mallets, and so forth, all of which Potter made 

himself. These trappings of respectable middle class consumption and leisure imbue 

Potter’s scenes with realism—just as the contemporary cultural references scattered 

throughout Carroll’s fictional worlds make them seem to us rather surreal and dreamlike 

than supernatural. One may view this attention to detail as an extension of Potter’s 

concern with scientific authenticity. As Conor Creany notes, “placing preserved animals 

against painted backdrops and among vegetation appropriate to their habitat…[provides] 

the illusion of glimpsed reality” (12). Except here, the habitat Potter has attempted so 

carefully to render is a human habitat. However, animals stand in for humans, uncannily 

disrupting the delineation between “human” and “animal.” Just as Alice is caught off 
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guard by the image of the White Rabbit consulting his pocket watch—“for it flashed 

across her mind that she had never before seen a rabbit with either a waistcoat-pocket, or 

a watch to take out of it”—we are arrested by the realization that Potter’s kitten 

groomsmen are also wearing waistcoats and pocket watches (Fig. 4). And just as Alice’s 

curiosity sends her tumbling down the rabbit hole, we are drawn in and made participants 

of Potter’s surreal parody of human experience.    

Rachel Poliquin argues that Potter’s anthropomorphic taxidermy “should not be 

understood to express any anxiety about human’s status or position within the animal 

kingdom…the divide between species is not narrowed but rather deepened:  humans 

remain supremely and undeniably king” (189). I argue, however, by obscuring the 

animalistic reality of his figures by making them enact scenes of human 

hyperdomesticity, Potter reflects human anxieties about keeping their own animality, and 

especially the animality of women, in check. Once again, these anxieties reflect the 

influence of The Origin of Species on the popular imagination, for as Rob Boddice 

observes, “after 1859 [the human] was unequivocally animal” (279). As childbearers, 

women are more conspicuously sexual, and by extension, more conspicuously “animal.” 

Women’s status as other-than-human was constantly reinforced in popular culture, as the 

aforementioned example of Sambourne’s “Designs After Nature” demonstrates. Given 

that women were considered inherently animalistic, they were encouraged to mold their 

animal qualities into acceptable forms. It is not by accident that the ideal qualities of 

Victorian womanhood are the same characteristics considered attractive in a family pet. 

Like a house cat or lap dog, a respectable middle class woman was expected to be docile, 

submissive, affectionate, entertaining, and decorative. Viewed in this light, the roles 
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Potter ascribes to animals commonly kept as pets communicate deep-seated messages 

about the entangled identities of domestic women and domestic animals.  

 

Fabulous Monsters: Alice’s Grotesque Domesticity 

 

The significance of these implications in Potter’s work becomes even more 

striking when viewed alongside of Carroll’s Alice. When we encounter the Alice of the 

“real” world (that is, the world on our side of the looking glass), we see a lively and 

imaginative little girl who moves comfortably between opposing identities. In this world, 

she can pretend one moment to be an animal—in the first chapter of Through the 

Looking-Glass we are told how she “really frightened her old nurse by shouting suddenly 

in her ear, ‘Nurse!  Do let’s pretend that I’m a hungry hyaena, and you’re a bone!’” 

(156)—and in the next moment, play at respectable Victorian motherhood by mothering 

her cat Dinah. That Alice casts her cat in her own role of human girl child in this play is 

especially significant because by now Dinah, just a kitten in Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland, is a mother to kittens herself. This recursive mirroring of girlhood and 

womanhood, human and animal that takes place before the looking glass in Alice’s 

family home, recalls the tension between the overlapping signification embodied in 

Potter’s kitten/women, and also foreshadows the persistence of these tensions throughout 

Alice’s journey through Looking Glass land. Alice can move through these opposing 

postures fluidly in her own world, because there seems to be no real danger that the roles 

of human and animal, child and woman will become confused. However, once Alice falls 

down the rabbit hole or ventures beyond the looking glass, the boundaries between these 
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different identities begin to fall away. At the same time, however, Alice is expected to 

know her proper role, and is often chastised for improper behavior, or identifying herself 

incorrectly. The contradiction that Alice faces is the same contradiction so uncannily 

presented in Walter Potter’s scenes of domestic life: By blurring the lines between human 

and animal, child and adult, Potter brings the expectations and implications of 

domesticity, especially for women, sharply into focus.  

Following Alice’s progress through Wonderland and beyond the Looking Glass is 

not unlike taking a turn past the displays in Walter Potter’s museum. Alice frequently 

wanders into scenes already in progress, like the mad tea party, for instance, and when 

she tires of them, moves on, leaving them to continue as before. Several scenes, 

especially those featuring quaintly grouped animals, like the caucus race and the lobster 

quadrille, really function as tableaux vivants in which the figures become animate for the 

purpose of the scene and then resume their static positions within the narrative once Alice 

passes out of them. I draw attention to this similarity between the scenes in Wonderland 

and in Potter’s tableaux because in Carroll’s books the purpose is clearly instructive. It is 

through these interactions with talking animals and their quaint manners that Alice learns 

her place in this strange world. She is, in effect, learning to conform to Wonderland’s 

expectations of domesticity. This is vividly illustrated by what transpires after the White 

Rabbit mistakes her for his housemaid Mary Ann. Alice, amused by his mistake but eager 

to please, goes in search of the pair of gloves and fan that he has demanded of his maid. 

While in his house, she is distracted from her purpose by “a little bottle that stood near 

the looking-glass” (44). Without determining what is in the bottle or asking for 

permission, she begins to drink and as a result grows so large that she becomes wedged in 
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the house, unable to move. In her uncomfortable predicament she reflects, “there ought to 

be a book written about me…and when I grow up, I’ll write one—but I’m grown up now 

…at least there’s no room to grow up any more here” (45). She fears that, having grown 

up so much while still a child, she will remain a child forever, always having to learn 

more lessons. But then she exclaims, “Oh, you foolish Alice…How can you learn lessons 

in here? Why, there’s hardly room for you, and no room at all for any lesson-books!” 

(45). The lesson about proper womanly behavior is unmistakable in this sequence of 

events. Alice is eager to please a male figure of authority. She discovers the bottle by the 

looking glass, symbolic of feminine sexuality and also a window on her future. She 

drinks and is immediately punished by her growing body for not keeping her appetite in 

check. She is confined to the house, at once a grown up and a child, with no “room” for 

the lessons she no longer needs. This example is only one of many that I could point to in 

either book foreshadowing the real contortions and restrictions Alice will have to submit 

to as she grows into a proper middle class woman.  

In Wonderland, the expectations of womanhood and Victorian domesticity are 

characterized as surreal and grotesque, possibly hinting at Carroll’s aversion to the idea 

of Alice growing up to assume this role. In the Duchess’s house in the chapter “Pig and 

Pepper,” a harried cook throws pots and pans while the Duchess dispenses child rearing 

advice to Alice in verse: “Speak roughly to your little boy/ And beat him when he 

sneezes” (Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 71). This disagreeable mother 

unceremoniously flings her child at Alice so that she may go play croquet with the Queen 

of Hearts. With no choice but to care for the abandoned baby, and considering it would 

be “murder” to leave it behind, Alice does her best to imitate a proper mother raising a 
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proper child. She admonishes the child, grunting indecorously in her arms, “If you’re 

going to turn into a pig my dear, I’ll have nothing more to do with you,” after which 

pronouncement the baby transforms into a pig (72). As in the example discussed at the 

beginning of this chapter, in which Alice brings into existence deficient insects by 

describing them, the morphing of human baby into pig here indicates Alice’s lack of 

authority to control by naming. Alice’s act of naming that facilitates the transformation 

also reiterates her lack of control over her surroundings, an extension of her inability to 

control her own body. Responding to John Tenniel’s illustration of this episode (Fig. 12, 

about which I will say more later), Nina Auerbach comments, “Alice is composed in a 

series of restful circles, forming an island of purity around the pig she is forced to cradle. 

But these circles enclose rather than exclude the pig, whose own bloated circularity 

parodies the little girl’s purity. Like those of the witch and her familiar, these shapes hint 

at the buried metamorphic possibility whereby each might become the other” (“Falling 

Alice” 51). Auerbach’s suggestion that the pig’s transformation reflects the danger of 

Alice’s own transformation reinforces the anxiety over “domesticating” women’s 

inescapable animality.  

  A further unsettling example grotesque domesticity can be found in the chapter, 

“The Lion and the Unicorn.” First, Alice is presented to the Unicorn as if she was a 

particularly realistic doll, “large as life, and twice as natural!”  “Is it alive?” asks the 

unicorn, skeptical about the existence of a human child, which he believed were only 

“fabulous monsters.” The Lion, similarly confounded by her appearance asks, “Are you 

animal—or vegetable—or mineral?” but Alice is not permitted the chance to reply 

(Through the Looking-Glass 232-33). Having established that Alice is a “monster,” her 
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interlocutors task her with serving them plum cake. Then, when she is criticized for not 

knowing “how to manage Looking-glass cakes,” she “very obediently” does as she is 

instructed, handing around the cake before cutting it, only to discover there is none left 

for herself (235). In this scene, normally outspoken Alice is denied the chance to speak 

for herself and assert her own identity, but is made to meekly assume the role of self-

abnegating domestic object. Gillian Beer has observed that monsters “tug at the 

boundaries of the known” (“Alice and Others”). By equating domesticity with 

monstrosity, Carroll calls attention to the uncanny liminal space between human and 

animal that the Victorian middle class woman is expected to inhabit. This is the same 

uncanny position embodied by the figures in Walter Potter’s taxidermy. As animals thrust 

grotesquely into human roles, they are denied claim to either animal or human status and 

become something essentially other—fabulous monsters.  

 

“Othered Others”: Collapsing Race, Gender, and Class in Dodgson’s Photographs 

 

Michelle Henning sums up Walter Potter’s work as “a microcosm of an era in 

which the accelerated destruction of the old social order and of nature was accompanied 

by an increasing obsession with preservation and memory” (671). While Henning reads 

Potter’s nostalgic fantasies of rural domesticity as covering anxieties about class as well 

as literal changes to the English landscape, her claim that his displays are about 

“preservation and memory” also applies to the ways in which Potter tries to confine 

femaleness within a safely aestheticized and idealized space. If Potter’s cannot eject 

women’s animality from his construction of womanhood, by infantilizing and freezing in 
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time the figures enacting the roles of sexually mature women he can at least obscure their 

threatening reproductive potential. As I will discuss, these visual strategies of 

containment at work in Potter’s taxidermy tableaux are also operative in Charles 

Lutwidge Dodgson’s child photography. Specifically, the objectifying of the figures 

presented the effect of miniaturization and of suspended time. 

Encouraged by his uncle, Dodgson took up photography as a hobby in 1856. Over 

the next twenty-five years, he produced around 3,000 prints, and collected several 

thousand more. He is recognized as one of the most accomplished amateur art 

photographers of the Victorian era.8 But in order to understand the significance of 

Dodgson’s role as photographer to the interpretation of Alice, it is necessary to first look 

into the history of the form and its wide-ranging impact on Victorian culture. The 

Daguerreotype process, invented in the 1830s by Louis Jacques Daguerre, was the first 

form of photography to be widely practiced. However, the method was cumbersome and 

required a great deal of specialized knowledge, not to mention expensive equipment and 

an arcane cocktail of chemicals. From very early in its history, photography was linked 

with science. But, as Jennifer Tucker points out, “scientific photography strongly 

expressed a powerful underlying paradox of photography in the nineteenth century: the 

paradox between the philosophical ideal of ‘mechanical objectivity,’ or automatism, and 

the realities of photographic evidence in practice …[where] issues of skill, gender, class, 

and taste continually undermine that claim” (Nature Exposed 3). As Tucker points out, 

                                                 
8.  Many of Dodgson’s photographs can be easily found online, although the 
commentary about the photographs varies widely in scholarly legitimacy from site to site. 
A good online resource is the website for the Harry Ransom Center at the University of 
Texas, Austin, which has dozens of Dodgson’s photographs in its holdings. A good print 
resource is Dreaming in Pictures: The Photography of Lewis Carroll, by Douglas R. 
Nickel, which includes illuminating notes by Edward Wakeling.   
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the keen observation and attention to detail required to produce a truly objective image 

were considered to be the purview of men of science. At the same time, the ability to 

manipulate images during the developing process was well understood, and the air of 

mystery conferred upon it by dark rooms and arcane chemical cocktails cast suspicion on 

casual practitioners.  

Although Charles Dodgson was not a scientist and he did not pursue photography 

with explicitly scientific aims in mind, as a serious amateur practitioner he undoubtedly 

viewed his own process as “scientific,” in the same way Walter Potter viewed his process 

as scientific. Even though the collodion or “wet plate” process introduced in the 1850s 

made the “black art” of photography more accessible to middle class hobbyists like 

Dodgson, the process was still unwieldy and required significant leisure time and money 

to practice.9 Stephen Monteiro notes, “creating a photograph was a laborious affair 

requiring considerable skill. The wet collodion process in particular required that each 

glass negative be coated with its photosensitive solution immediately before use and 

developed quickly after exposure, before the solution dried” (106). In addition to the 

amount of technical expertise and precision that was required for Dodgson to produce his 

pictures, he also had to understand how to translate his aesthetic sensibility into the static 

                                                 
9. The wet plate process also gave rise to, as Stephen Monteiro puts it, the “highly 
standardized, quasi-industrial professional production of carte-de-visite portraiture.” 
Monteiro continues, “The carte-de-visite photograph transformed photography into a 
public spectacle and popular currency that tended to blur social distinctions…”  (102). 
Although most of Dodgson’s photographs were not produced to be printed as cartes-de-
visite, he was as enthusiastic a collector as any during the height of “cartomania”—
intriguingly, however, he did not like the idea of portraits of himself in this format being 
circulated among his fans (Monteiro 110). The reproducibility, collectability, and small 
size of these images emphasize the objectification of the photographed sitter, and 
Dodgson’s reticence to be objectified in this way draws attention to the disparity in 
agency between him and his models. 
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image by contriving to arrange objects and backdrops in, literally, the most advantageous 

light. Behind whatever fanciful and seemingly artless effect produced is much technical 

and aesthetic artifice. Thought his photographs are not scientific, Dodgson claims the 

authoritative gaze of the scientist in his process.  

The rise of popular forms of photography coincided with the rise of its use in the 

dubious sciences of ethnography and physiognomy. As Nancy Armstrong notes, social 

scientists used photography to aid in “classifying deviance,” focusing their efforts on 

studies of the bodies of “prostitutes, madwomen, and native women” (215). Parallel to 

the rise of what Armstrong terms this “scientific body” is the highly aestheticized “salon 

body” that became the focus of art photography. Although Dodgson produced mainly 

portraits and “genre or tableau” scenes,10 nevertheless his photographs partake of and 

interact with conventions that were common at the time. In Dodgson’s photographs of 

children, elements of the visual construction of the “scientific body” and the “salon body” 

are sometimes collapsed, as in the photograph variously called “Off Duty,” or sometimes 

simply “Xie Kitchin as a Chinaman” 11 (Fig. 5). In this image of Alexandra “Xie” 

(pronounced “Ecksie”) Kitchin, one of Dodgson’s favorite models, the overlap between 

                                                 
10.  James Alexander notes that genre or tableau scenes, which he describes as “posed 
in settings that competed for attention with the identity of the subjects,” make up only 
seven percent of Dodgson’s photographs, most of the rest being conventional portraits 
(38). Even if such images only represent a small percentage of Dodgson’s output, they 
are nevertheless significant for the ways in which they participate in the trends of 
Victorian visual culture.  
11.  Edward Wakeling notes that Dodgson did not always title his works (or if he did, 
there is not a clear record); because of this, how they are labeled varies from source to 
source. Sometimes a title is suggested by what Dodgson wrote about the photograph in 
his notes, and sometimes a title is merely descriptive. The photograph in question is 
sometimes titled “Xie Kitchin in Chinese Dress,” “Xie Kitchin as a Chinaman,” or “Tea 
Merchant (Off Duty).” Regarding the last title, the photograph has a companion from the 
same session (“Tea Merchant: On Duty”) in which Xie is wearing silk hat and shoes and 
sitting on top of the boxes instead of leaning against them.  
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conventions of ethnographic photography and art photography are apparent. Here, 

costumed as a stereotypical “Chinaman” with silk robes, tasseled hat, and fan, she leans 

barefoot against a stack of tea boxes. This is just one of several examples of Dodgson’s 

staged pictures of “types,” as distinct from realistic portraits of sitters in everyday dress. 

Edward Wakeling comments that costume and props used in this photo are “probably 

authentic, borrowed from one of the Oxford museums” (Nickel 166). This attention to 

“authenticity”12 in the depiction of a Chinese man is incongruous with the middle class 

white girl acting as model. In such images, Orientalist fantasy and invasive scientific 

curiosity overlap. Whether Dodgson intentionally mimics the conventions of Victorian 

ethnographic photography cannot be conclusively asserted, but it is nevertheless striking 

how in this photograph fascination with the exotic overlaps with the Victorian scientist’s 

obsession with constructing subjects outside of the middle class norm as specimens. As 

Armstrong and others have noted, these outsiders include working class women and 

children, criminals, mentally ill or physically disabled individuals, and non-whites.  

 In reference to photographs like this, one of a number in which Dodgson 

costumed his models as exotic “types,” Carol Mavor remarks, “The slippage between the 

spaces of child, primitive, and other becomes a Carrollinian dance in a looking-glass 

mirror: the subjects of his photographs collapse together as othered others” (14). This 

                                                 
12.  For comparison, another example of the Victorian obsession with scientific 
“authenticity” strikingly at odds with its surroundings is the Japanese Village at 
Knightsbridge, an exhibition that ran for two years in the 1880s. The obviously artificial 
but elaborately “authentic” village employed Japanese men and women who wore 
traditional dress and gave demonstrations of Japanese handicrafts and culture. While 
rehearsing the first run of The Mikado, William Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan hired village 
employees to teach their cast how to be “Japanese.” A visit to the village is supposed to 
have inspired librettist Gilbert with the idea for the operetta in the first place.  
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holds true of his more fantastic (although no less fanciful) images as well. Agnes Weld (a 

niece of Alfred Tennyson’s) was eight years old when she posed for Dodgson as Little 

Red Riding Hood (Fig. 6). Critics have noted that in this image, the model’s enigmatic 

expression, her wide eyes, set mouth, and furrowed brow, are equally suggestive of the 

predatory wolf as the frightened little girl. Of this image Carol Mavor writes, “Hers are 

the eyes of the wolf that has presumably just eaten her grandmother” (29). Although the 

fairytale subject of this image contrasts with the anthropological othering implicit in the 

image of Xie Kitchin as a Chinese man, it should be noted that in this photograph as in 

the other the model is not representing herself in a costume but rather she is made use of 

in service of Dodgson’s artistic interpretation of a generic character. That the Victorians 

had no qualms about casting children as aesthetic objects is due to their construction of 

childhood as other. Children are safely picturesque because, like women, especially lower 

class women, and non-white people in general, they were viewed as less developed 

humans. Lacking the full claim to humanity, they were more akin to animals, and like 

animals they were subject to scientific scrutiny as well as idealistic, nostalgic fantasizing.  

 

Aestheticizing and Taxonomizing Victorian Girlhood 

 

James Alexander comments, “beyond the Victorian preoccupation with childhood 

innocence and purity, the individual child was not considered to have distinct presence or 

character.” However, Alexander goes on to claim that in photographing children 

Dodgson often managed to capture “a strength of presence to confront the lens directly” 

that was unusual at the time (Alexander 43). This tension Alexander alludes to can be 
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seen in the photograph of Agnes Weld as Little Red Riding Hood, and is also apparent in 

two of Dodgson’s famous images of Alice Liddell considered side by side. In the first of 

these photographs (Fig. 7a), six-year old Alice is shown standing against the Deanery 

garden wall in her best dress. She looks shyly out from underneath her short, rather 

androgynous haircut. With arms hanging placidly at her sides and one neatly shod foot 

slightly in front of the other, her pose suggests diffidence and modesty befitting idealized 

Victorian girlhood. In the second photograph (Fig. 7b), which was taken in the same 

session, Alice stands in the same spot against the wall, this time costumed in a ragged 

muslin dress that slips off the shoulders. Her arms, legs and feet are bare. In this 

photograph, she portrays the title character from Tennyson’s poem, “The Beggar 

Maid.”13 Like the street girl who, in Tennyson’s poem, catches the eye of King Cophetua 

and becomes his queen, the character portrayed here is both innocent and seductive.14  

Far from diffident, the model’s gaze and posture seem provocatively mature. The 

description in the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s online catalogue says “this outcast 

beggar will arouse in the passer-by as much lust as pity” (metmuseum.org). She looks 

                                                 
13.  “Alice Liddell as ‘The Beggar Maid’” is how this photograph is labeled in the 
Metropolitan Museum’s catalog and in Douglas R. Nickel’s book; I find the implication 
that in this image Alice is portraying Tennyson’s character persuasive. Dodgson and 
Tennyson were acquainted, and Dodgson was a great admirer of Tennyson’s poetry and 
several of his photographs explicitly reference specific poems. However, like many of 
Dodgson’s photographs this one is not definitively titled and is often referred to simply as 
“Alice Liddell as a beggar girl.” Whether critics identify the image by one title or 
another, my opinion is that reading the image outside of the context of Tennyson’s poem 
(as Nina Auerbach, Carol Mavor, and Nancy Armstrong do), neglects interpretive 
possibilities opened up by the poem.  
14.  Although there is too much to be explored here, a focused study of the 
relationship of these images to Tennyson’s poem and to the ballad it is based on could be 
a book unto itself. Pre-Raphaelite painter Edward Burne-Jones also depicted the poem in 
one of his most famous paintings. The fascination this story of a beggar girl who is 
elevated to a queen by one look of the king held for all these Victorian men is certainly 
worth examining in more depth. 
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directly at the viewer, her facial expression imperious, her head tilted almost coquettishly 

toward her bare shoulder. One arm is akimbo, and the other is cupped in front of her as if 

for a handout. Whereas in the first photograph the model appears to stand in the 

flowerbed, a barrier between her and the viewer, in the second she breaches this 

protective barrier.   

Several things should be noted about these images. Viewed independent of its 

companion, the picture of Alice in her own dress in her own garden appears to be nothing 

more than a record of an individual in a fixed moment in time: Alice Pleasance Liddell, 

age six, daughter of Henry Liddell, Dean of Christ Church. We are inclined to view it in 

light of a casual snapshot, albeit a well composed one, because to our conditioned eyes 

this is what it resembles. But we must recall that the snapshot did not exist at the time; 

that producing this image was a laborious process of gathering the materials, assembling 

the camera apparatus, taking the exposure over several seconds or even minutes during 

which time the model had to remain quite still, and then carefully developing the print by 

means of a highly intricate process using specialized materials. The juxtaposition of these 

two images, one a seemingly “authentic” representation of “real” Alice and the other a 

highly staged image not of Alice but of a specific character portrayed by a child model, 

draws attention to the artificiality of the first.  

Walter Benjamin, Roland Barthes, and Jean Baudrillard have commented at 

length on the gap between the photographed image’s seeming authenticity and inherent 

artificiality; Jennifer Tucker’s work recasts their observations in a particularly Victorian 

context. She notes the Victorian ambivalence to photography as emerging from, on the 

one hand, the potential for complete accuracy and objectivity in the photographed image, 
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and, on the other, the awareness of photography as an intricate process by which the 

skilled practitioner could easily manipulate images to achieve desired effects. Thus 

Victorian photography contains a number of contradictions that interact with the culture 

of science and male visual authority. The authenticity of the photographic image is 

subject to determination by the supposedly rational and objective male gaze.  

The contrast between the obvious artistic composition of the second image and 

the seeming artlessness of the first also makes evident the position of the child model as 

aesthetic object. As in the picture of Agnes Weld as Little Red Riding Hood, the 

photograph is not composed to convey anything about the distinct identity of the model 

as a living child, but to present an image of idealized, aestheticized girlhood consistent 

with the taxonomy of the Victorian child. Through viewing these contrasting images in 

comparison with the parallel contrasting constructions of fictional Alice in both Alice’s 

Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass we can consider Alice Liddell 

as specimen, and Dodgson as naturalist. All the photographs under discussion here hint at 

slippages in the taxonomy of the Victorian child. For the Victorians, the ideal child, like 

the ideal woman and the ideal animal, is natural, innocent, unaffected, and malleable. But 

they are also instinctual, irrational, and wild. Both sides of the Victorian child are visible 

in these images, and they are even more evident in the character of Alice, who in 

negotiating her surroundings vacillates rapidly between the two. But just as Alice’s story 

returns her in the end safely to the path of domesticity, any menace to the idealized vision 

of childhood posed by Alice’s photographic alter egos is kept in check by the physical 

and temporal confines of the static image.  
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Any study of Charles Lutwidge Dodgson’s photographs of children would be 

incomplete without addressing the sensuality, intentional and/or perceived, of such 

images. We in the twenty-first century have come to regard art photography of children 

as somewhat taboo, a violation of a child’s subjectivity. Viewed through the lens of our 

own cultural values, it is difficult to see Dodgson’s photographs of children, especially 

the more “provocative” scenes, as wholly innocent. The oft-repeated but unsubstantiated 

rumor, which has excited much speculation and counter speculation about his sexuality, 

that Dodgson preferred the company of children—especially young girls—to that of 

adults, owes much to his photographs. I am not interested in speculating about the nature 

of Dodgson’s relations with little girls; rather, I hope to provide an understanding of 

Dodgson in his cultural context that will help to shed light on interactions between his 

visual sensibility and his literary work.15 Regardless of whether Dodgson personally 

found posing and photographing such images sexually titillating, Victorian culture in 

general would have rejected the notion that such images could be construed as sexual. 

Dodgson took several such pictures with the sanction of the models’ parents, and such 

images play into a particular narrative of the child not only as natural and innocent, but 

also as purifying. The supposed purity of the child confers purity on the viewer. That 

being said, it must be acknowledged that whatever values and aesthetic conceits the 

Victorians attached to the practice of photographing children, positioning children as 

                                                 
15.  For more on this, see James Alexander’s analysis “Sentiment and Aesthetics in 
Victorian Photography: The Child Portraits of C.L. Dodgson.” Alexander’s thorough 
cross-examination of Dodgson’s papers and his extant body of photography dispels, or at 
least calls into question, some of the dubious yet oft-repeated claims that the frequency 
with which Dodgson photographed little girls indicates an unnatural if not overtly sexual 
fixation, and that out of all his “child friends” Dodgson was especially obsessed with 
Alice Liddell.  
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objects of aesthetic consumption is an intrusive abuse of a very uneven power dynamic, 

and one with sexual overtones. This is especially the case in examples of the popular 

photographic trope in which a child model is partially undressed or nude, reclining, and 

possibly “caught” asleep. Images like that of Xie Kitchin as King Cophetua’s Bride 

(another reference to Tennyson’s “Beggar Maid” 16) (Fig. 8) have generated the most 

speculation about the sexual proclivities of the author of the Alice books. To deny the 

erotic suggestiveness of such images would be to deny that children are sexual beings. 

Nevertheless, however innocent the Victorians may have found pictures of reclining, 

exposed children, the child is undeniably positioned here as an object. Another troubling 

implication of photographs such as this is the nonchalance of casting a child in the role of 

a sexually mature woman. The reverse side of this implication is the way in which middle 

class women were infantilized by expectations of domesticity. That a child could be 

transformed through the art of photography as readily into a Chinese man as a bride on 

the verge of sexual initiation points to the status as objects conferred on all three by the 

controlling gaze of the white, educated Victorian man. This cultural aesthetic reifies the 

child as other. As I have previously explained, the popular discourse of Darwinism 

constructed a scientific framework to prop up this othering. Insofar as women, children, 

and non-whites were considered more animalistic than white men, their natures and 

behaviors evoked the same anxious urge to classify and contain.  

 

                                                 
16.  James Alexander is the only critic I have encountered who refers to this 
photograph by the title “King Cophetua’s Bride,” but given his close work with 
Dodgson’s diaries, correspondence, and existing albums with the assistance of 
preeminent Carroll scholar Edward Wakeling, I have reason to find his designation 
convincing. However, more work needs to be done to establish a definitive connection 
between this photograph and the poem.  
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“A World in Miniature”: Victorian Natural History Illustration and Alice 

 

Michelle Henning notes that tableaux, regardless of the medium, are 

representations of “arrested life.” She points out that the sense of scale conveyed by 

tableaux is important to our reception of them: “The tableau is a world in miniature, in 

which a narrative is both temporally and spatially compressed […] Miniaturisation 

intensifies the arrested moment, replacing the movement of time with a telescoping 

effect, that is potentially just as endless” (664). In his attempts to miniaturize idealized 

childhood in his genre photographs, and by literally miniaturizing Alice to fit her into 

Wonderland, Dodgson/Carroll attempts to prolong indefinitely the journey into the 

liminal space between childish innocence, adult agency, and animal irrationality. Such 

spaces are essentially unstable, however, and the effect of multiple instances of 

representation stacked on top of one another is that of mise-en-abyme. Miniaturization 

also affects our experience of time, Henning claims. While the viewer does not 

experience time differently, scenes evoke a sense memory of the protracted hours spent 

playing as a child. “The miniature anthropomorphic tableau presents us with a scene that 

reminds of the private dream time of dolls’ house play.” Although the viewer occupies a 

“position of omniscience” in relation to the scene, “the power of being able to see the 

whole, all at one time, is qualified by the impossibility of entering the miniature scene” 

(670-1). However, while the viewer is not literally able to enter the scene, he still exists 

in a relation of visual authority to the object. His relation to that which he observes is 

ultimately less about his desire to participate in the fantasy of the scene, but rather about 

his desire to imagine the figures in the scene as remaining always in the idealized world 
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that his act of looking creates. This invests the viewing of images that (to use Rose 

Lovell-Smith’s word once again) seem “jocular” in their presentation of animals, women, 

and children, with an element of institutional control, of colonization. Donna Haraway 

illustrates this in her description of the experience Carl Akeley’s displays in the 

American Museum of Natural History seek to create for the viewer. In an exchange that 

would be dangerous if not impossible in the wild, a visitor to the Museum can gaze 

directly at the avatar of the wild animal, in “a spiritual vision made possible only by [the 

animal’s] death and literal re-presentation”: “there is no impediment to this vision, no 

mediation. The glass front of the diorama forbids the body’s entry, but the gaze invites 

his visual penetration” (30). Stephen Monteiro touches on a similar theme when he 

compares Alice’s desire (and inability) to enter spaces she observes at a distance, to the 

experience of the photographer observing the world in miniature through the camera lens 

(Monteiro 106-7). The act of looking through the lens reduces and aestheticizes the view, 

but also interposes a barrier between subject and object. This circumscribing and 

distancing of the observed object from the viewer reifies its object status.  

 Many critics have looked for connections between Dodgson’s photographs of 

little girls and Carroll’s story of a little girl. Some of these critics, most notably Nancy 

Armstrong, specifically position these connections within the context of Victorian 

science culture. In her 2014 lecture “ ‘Are You Animal—Or Vegetable—Or Mineral’: 

Alice and Others,” Gillian Beer presented Dodgson’s interest in photographing scientific 

notables of the day, including Bishop Samuel Wilberforce, Thomas Huxley, and Max 

Müller as evidence that he was preoccupied with the debate over evolution and that the 

Alice books reflect this. I assert that the way Dodgson/Carroll positions children, either 
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as objects to be photographed or as characters in his books, is informed by the same 

convergences of science and visual culture and evolutionary anxieties reflected in 

Edward Linley Sambourne’s “Designs After Nature” and Walter Potter’s taxidermy. 

Dodgson’s participation in Victorian visual culture as a photographer and his engagement 

with science culture appears more significant when we consider how heavily the curious 

evolution of the book we know as Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland revolves around the 

visual image, and the ways in which images inform our understanding of the text.  

 The first draft of what would become Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland is an 

elaborately detailed manuscript titled “Alice’s Adventure’s Under Ground,” which 

Dodgson presented to the Liddell family as a Christmas present in 1864. The manuscript 

contains over thirty pen and ink illustrations that took Dodgson more than a year and a 

half to complete. Dodgson was very unsatisfied with his drawing abilities and took a 

great deal of time over the illustrations, consulting natural history books and the stuffed 

specimens in the Oxford Museum of Natural History in order to render the different 

animals as realistically as possible (Brown 14). In his illustration of Alice in the pool of 

tears (Fig. 9), which was “getting quite full of birds and animals that had fallen into it,” 

Dodgson has taken pains to draw a variety of different birds, including an eaglet, lory, 

duck, and dodo,17 with naturalistic detail. Not insignificantly, his illustration also includes 

a monkey in the center of the image. No specific mention of a monkey is made in the 

                                                 
17. The eaglet, lory duck, and dodo play a more significant role in the original 
manuscript than in the published book. They represent, in addition to Alice, the other 
members of the July 4th boating party during which Dodgson first told the story of 
Wonderland: the eaglet is Alice’s younger sister Edith, the lory is her elder sister Lorina, 
the duck is Dodgson’s adult friend Robinson Duckworth, and the dodo is Dodgson 
himself. As Martin Gardner notes, the dodo is also a self-deprecating reference to 
Dodgson’s stutter and the fact that he would pronounce his own name as “Do-Do-
Dogdson” (The Annotated Alice 44). 
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text, but its inclusion in the illustration is telling. Central to the controversy surrounding 

Darwin’s theory was the notion that humans and monkeys are descended from a common 

ancestor, and parodies of evolutionary ideas often involved human-monkey hybrids. 

Edward Linley Sambourne and John Tenniel, the illustrator of the Alice books, both 

produced satirical cartoons picturing Darwin with a monkey’s body.  

 John Tenniel was a well-established cartoonist at Punch when Dodgson 

contracted him to illustrate Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. They also collaborated on 

Through the Looking-Glass. Correspondence between Dodgson and Tenniel shows that 

the author was very exacting in his requirements for the pictures, sometimes to Tenniel’s 

exasperation. In accordance with Dodgson’s precise dictates, several of the illustrations 

John Tenniel produced for Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland are direct analogs of the 

original drawings. Tenniel’s illustration to accompany the chapter “A Caucus Race and a 

Long Tale” (Fig. 10) preserves several features of Dodgson’s original pen and ink 

version, including the monkey. Some distinguishing features about Tenniel’s 

interpretation of Dodgson’s vision must be noted. First, his Alice is not dark haired, as 

the real Alice Liddell and Dodgson’s pen-and-ink Alice were, but light haired. She also 

has a disproportionately large head, a deliberate artistic choice that makes her seem rather 

like a doll than a realistic child. Interestingly, Tenniel claimed he did not use a model for 

his inspiration for Alice, instead inventing her appearance out of his imagination. He did, 

however, consult a variety of natural history books in making his illustrations as lifelike 

as possible, apparently in accordance with Dodgson’s vision. Most significant is the 

emphasis this picture places on the dodo, which—despite the human hands—is much 

more realistically rendered than Dodgson’s naïve attempt. Already long extinct, in the 
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wake of On the Origin of Species the appearance of the dodo here stands as an emblem of 

the harsh realities of natural selection. It is possible to read something of Victorian 

society’s anxiety about its own evolutionary fate in Tenniel’s anthropomorphized dodo 

with human hands. Also, Alice’s juxtaposition with the dodo here invites us to study her 

as a natural history specimen.  

Another of Dodgson’s notable drawings shows a group of animals aiding Bill the 

lizard after overgrown Alice has kicked him out of the White Rabbit’s chimney (Fig. 11). 

Like in his drawing of the pool of tears, Dodgson’s painstaking attention to detail is 

evident here. It should be noted that the animals pictured here are arbitrary to the story; 

the guinea pigs, mice, squirrels, and birds are unnamed in the text and don’t reappear. 

Rachel Poliquin and Rose Lovell-Smith have drawn attention to the similarities in the 

composition of these scenes to taxidermy tableaux such as one would find in a natural 

history museum. In both Dodgson and Tenniel’s illustrations, the animals are an 

undifferentiated presence, mere set dressing suggestive of the ways in which Wonderland 

overlaps somewhat ominously with the real world. The influence of natural history 

illustration is apparent in the image of Alice holding the pig baby (Fig. 12.); behind the 

figures is a realistically drawn foxglove. This flower has no specific textual significance, 

but as Rose Lovell-Smith points out, the inclusion of such botanical details do more than 

call attention to Tenniel’s use of natural history books for reference. They also provide 

the contemporary reader/viewer with a sense of scale. The flower, easily identifiable to a 

Victorian reader, provides a contextual clue against which Alice’s size can be measured. 

This intensifies the effect of Alice’s position as a scientific specimen.  
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“We Are But Older Children”18: Conclusion 

 

Walter Potter and Charles Lutwidge Dodgson/Lewis Carroll seek to prolong 

indefinitely the “golden afternoon” of Victorian domestic tranquility. By attempting to 

arrest the progress of evolution for a moment, they reveal anxieties about the implications 

of evolution for English culture. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland famously concludes 

with Alice’s older sister’s reflections on how, “in the after-time” Alice would “be herself 

a grown woman; and how she would keep, through all her riper years, the simple and 

loving heart of her childhood” (144). By suggesting that Alice will retain something of 

her childish innocence even in adulthood, he suppresses fears about the threating 

potential of women’s sexual maturity. Similarly, Potter’s use of animal subjects in idyllic 

scenes of middle class respectability obscures even as it reinforces women’s position as 

other-than-human. Ultimately, beneath the nostalgic whimsy of both these artists’ works 

lurk pressing anxieties about Victorian society in the post-Darwinian age.  

However, while the fictitious incarnations that she had inspired remained 

contained in the golden afternoon of perpetual childhood the real Alice Liddell, of course, 

grew up. When she posed as the goddess Pomona for Julia Margaret Cameron in 1872 

(Fig.13)—the year after Through the Looking-Glass was published—Alice was twenty 

years old. Juxtaposed with the 1858 photograph of Alice as the beggar maid, the obvious 

parallels between this image and that demand comparison. As in the earlier image, Alice 

looks imperiously out of the frame directly at the viewer. Also striking to note is the 

                                                 
18.  This is from the poem preceding Through the Looking-Glass. The full couplet 
reads, “We are but older children, dear,/ Who fret to find our bedtime near” (151). “Our 
bedtime” evokes not only the reluctance of the child to retire to bed, but also mortality—
of the reluctantly aging individual, but also, possibly, of the human species.    
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“looking glass” effect of this image juxtaposed with the earlier one; her arms are in the 

same position, but reversed. Purely coincidental, perhaps, but it invites reflection on the 

idea of the looking glass as a barrier between the feral world of childhood and the 

domestic world of the middle class woman. Also noteworthy is how grown-up Alice, like 

her fictional analog in the White Rabbit’s house, fills up the space. No longer 

miniaturized by distance and neatly confined within her frame, the boundaries of the 

image do not contain her body.  

I include this picture mostly for the purpose of emphasizing how the static nature 

of the photographic image creates a disassociation between the identity of the person 

pictured and the picture itself as object. Alice Liddell is the model, but the likeness in the 

picture is not “she,” anymore than the light-haired, be-pinafored Alice of John Tenniel’s 

imagination is “she.” Each subsequent attempt at containment makes more evident the 

impossibility of fixing the “real” Alice. The wistful poem that introduces Through the 

Looking-Glass with its echoes of addresses a version of Alice that no longer exists, and 

who perhaps never existed except in the idealizing imagination of the author, and the 

contradictions in the poem seem a somber recognition of this fact. “The magic words 

shall hold thee fast,” Dodgson/Carroll/the author insists, meaning not only that the words 

will enthrall the child listener, but that the power of the words will stave off the 

expectations of inevitable adulthood a bit longer.   
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Fig.1. Some examples of Edward Linley Sambourne’s “Designs after Nature” featured in 
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Fig. 2. Detail, “The Kittens’ Tea and Croquet Party” by Walter Potter, ca.1870s. Poliquin, 
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Fig. 3. Detail, “The Kitten Wedding” by Walter Potter, ca.1890. Poliquin, Rachel. 
“Theatrical Taxidermy.” Ravishing Beasts. Web. 
 

 
Fig. 4a. Tenniel’s illustration of the White Rabbit looking at his pocket watch. Wikimedia 
Commons. 
Fig. 4b. Detail of “The Kitten Wedding” showing a kitten wedding-guest with a watch 
chain on his waistcoat. “Kittens Getting Married and Bunnies at School.” Daily Mail. 26 
Sept. 2013. Web 
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Fig. 5. Xie Kitchen in Chinese dress (“Off Duty”), by Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, 1873. 
Gernsheim Collection, Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin. Web. 
 

 
Fig. 6. Agnes Weld as Little Red Riding Hood, by Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, 1857. 
Gernsheim Collection, Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin. Web. 
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Fig. 7a. Alice Liddell in her best dress, Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, 1858. Wikimedia 
Commons. Web. 
Fig. 7b. Alice as “The Beggar Maid,” by Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, 1858. Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. Web. 
 

 
Fig. 8. Xie Kitchin lying on a sofa (“King Cophetua’s Bride”), Charles Lutwidge 
Dodgson, 1875. Gernsheim Collection, Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at 
Austin. Web. 
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Fig. 9. Illustration by Charles Lutwidge Dodgson of Alice and the animals in the pool of 
tears. Alice’s Adventure’s Under Ground. British Library. Web.  
 
 

 
Fig. 10. John Tenniel’s illustration for the chapter “A Caucus Race and a Long Tail,” 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Wikimedia Commons.  
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Fig. 11. Charles Lutwidge Dodgson’s illustration of Bill the Lizard from Alice’s 
Adventures Under Ground. British Library. Web. 
 

 
Fig. 12. John Tenniel’s illustration for the chapter “Pig and Pepper,” Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland. Wikimedia Commons. 



 137 

 
Fig. 13. Alice Liddell as Pomona, Julia Margaret Cameron, 1872. Metropolitan Museum 
of Art. Web. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

The Master’s Voice: Victorian New Media, Information Theory, and Dracula 
 

 
 The iconic advertising slogan “His Master’s Voice” instantly conjures up the 

image associated with it; a terrier mutt with head cocked alertly in the direction of the 

bell of a gramophone, from which issues the sound of his master’s voice. It is a bit 

difficult to trace the progress of this famous logo, which persists in cultural memory even 

though the many companies associated with it have fractured, been absorbed, and 

dissolved, and the technology it advertises, though still recognizable, has become 

obsolete. Its origins are well documented, however. English artist Francis Barraud 

painted the original image in early 1899, and recognizing its potential as an advertising 

image, shopped it around to various recording companies. The Gramophone Company 

bought it later that year, on the condition that Barraud would alter the Edison cylinder 

phonograph in the original painting to one of their Berliner gramophones,1 and 

trademarked it under the title “His Master’s Voice.” The inspiration for the original 

painting was Nipper, Barraud’s brother’s dog, whom he had taken in after his brother’s 

death. Nipper himself died in 1895, four years before Barraud painted him (“The Nipper 

Saga”).  

 What does this image have to do with Dracula, the subject of this chapter? First, 

it is interesting to consider that the image and slogan “His Master’s Voice” is almost 

                                                 
1. On the difference between the phonograph and the gramophone, John Picker 
notes, “It is important to remember that the early phonograph was, unlike the more 
familiar playback-only gramophone that would come to dominate the market in the early 
twentieth century, a home recording device” (112). This does seem an important 
distinction with regard to the image of Nipper. The phonograph as a technology is more 
interactive, calling attention to the materiality and the immediacy of the recording 
process, whereas one passively listens to the gramophone. 
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contemporaneous with Dracula, which was first published in 1897, and has, like Stoker’s 

famous vampire, persisted through several afterlives up to the present. Despite 

undergoing several transformations in relation to a quickly shifting media landscape, 

Nipper, like Dracula, remains recognizably himself—and though neither are human, their 

nearness to humanity makes them compelling to us.  

 In Nipper’s transformations as an advertising image and associated media 

property coopted by various different companies at various times, I cannot resist seeing a 

metaphor for how an image of Dracula emerges from the polyphonic accounts making up 

Stoker’s novel, gleaned from a rapid but often imprecise and sometimes deliberately 

altered flow of information. This information is transmitted and compiled by an array of 

still-evolving communication technologies, including the phonograph. Most provocative, 

however, is what the phrase and image “his master’s voice” evokes when applied to 

Dracula. The enduring charm of Barraud’s painting derives from how the sentimental, 

almost hyper-Victorian domesticity of the image of the loyal dog responding to the sound 

of his master’s voice interplays with the modernity of the machine, and the dog’s comical 

confusion at the sound of the recorded voice. However, when we consider that Nipper is 

responding to the voice, preserved on wax, of his long dead master, things start to get 

uncanny. John Picker says this juxtaposition “heralds the uneasy divide between 

Victorian aura and modern echo, between the initial allure of recording voices that 

Tennyson felt and the ultimate hollowness of mechanical reproduction that Conrad 

foresaw” (142).2 The juxtaposition also recalls that of Jonathan Harker’s “nineteenth 

                                                 
2 . The chapter “Recorded Voices from Victorian Aura to Modernist Echo” in 
Picker’s Victorian Soundscapes contrasts what the differing reactions of Alfred, Lord 
Tennyson and Joseph Conrad to the phonograph say about shifting cultural outlooks at 
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century up-to-date with a vengeance” shorthand diary, and the dusty antique table in 

Dracula’s castle where he sits to write in it (Dracula 40). Things get even more uncanny 

when we find ourselves identifying with the dog on some level; we know that the 

machine produces the recorded sound, but do we really know how? Whatever the 

explanation, is it not marvelous? We are captivated by this device that seems to produce 

voices from nowhere.3 As Picker points out, “in the painting, it is the master who barks, 

not the dog. The title too has a buried meaning, one implicit in the power relations of 

capturing speech. In the wake of the phonograph, can it be that the dog’s—and by 

extension our—Master has become Voice?” (142-143). Nipper, entranced by the 

disembodied voice of a dead man, able to understand the message transmitted but 

confounded by the origin, is not unlike the faltering mortals whose efforts to battle 

 –––––––––––––––– 
the end of the nineteenth century. While Tennyson’s use of the phonograph to record his 
own works aligns it with both the Victorian-era enthusiasm for new gadgets as well as 
sentimentality about preserving the past, for Conrad, whose Heart of Darkness has been 
described (by Garrett Stewart, referenced by Picker) as following “phonographic logic,” 
the machine represents a “disturbing ‘techno-colonial dream’,” a “voice of manipulation 
and conquest.” (Picker 110-145). 
3. Jules Verne’s 1892 novel Le Château des Carpathes (rendered in English editions 
as The Carpathian Castle or The Castle in Transylvania) which predates Dracula by 
several years also involves an eerie, remote castle and an eccentric Transylvanian 
nobleman. The most striking similarity of his and Stoker’s novels is not their Eastern 
European settings and villains, but rather their use of the phonograph as a significant plot 
device. Unlike Dracula, however, the weird and sinister happenings in Le Château are 
ultimately revealed not to be supernatural at all but illusions produced by an out-of-sight 
phonograph and a “Pepper’s ghost”-style projection: a theatrical effect that, by means of 
mirrors, special lighting, and a transparent pane of glass, produces a seemingly three-
dimensional figure that appears to hover in space. That the apparition in Le Château is 
revealed to be mechanically produced rather than supernatural does not abate the horror 
of the scenario, but merely resituates it in the uncanniness of modern technology. Raj 
Shah writes in “Counterfeit Castles” that in Le Chateau Verne expresses his anxiety that 
“the severed ties between author and creation” signaled by the disembodied 
phonographic voice “undermines the phonocentric privilege of speech over writing by 
dislocating the experience from one of physical immediacy to one of alienation” (429). 
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Dracula are as hindered by the wealth of data and technology available to them as they 

are aided by it.  

 I dwell on this comparison at length because it connects to several nodes whose 

edges I wish to map in this chapter. That Dracula is a novel replete with references to 

Victorian new media, such as the phonograph, the telegraph, the typewriter, and so forth 

is very well established. Critics differ, however, on what the almost obsessive emphasis 

on all this technology indicates. Poststructuralist approaches argue that the uncanny links 

between new media, New Women, and Dracula, has to do with the disruption of the 

symbolic order upon which patriarchy depends. Marxist readings have linked Dracula’s 

voraciousness to the excesses of late nineteenth-century capitalism, which the 

proliferation of communication technologies also points to. Postcolonial readings have 

drawn attention to the role new technologies of communication play in the British 

Imperial project, and suggested that the novel stages racist, eugenicist, and xenophobic 

anxieties. I am interested in what Dracula, as an analog for Victorian new media, 

indicates about the state of human subjectivity itself. Dracula, whose powers are baffling 

to the rational faculties through which one produces a sense of self, may not have a 

reflection, but he nevertheless mirrors the ways in which technologies of communication 

bring about the dis-integration of the human body, such that the linkage between body 

and subject is interrupted. This chapter will draw on information theory and cybernetics 

in order to illustrate how Dracula dramatizes the decentralization and diffusion of the self 

that communication technologies compel. 

 Several critics (Carole Senf, Nina Auerbach, Jack Halberstam) have repeated the 

claim that Stoker never gives Dracula the opportunity to speak for himself. In effect, he 
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has no voice, they argue. While it is true that of the dozens of journal entries, letters, 

telegrams, transcriptions and news clippings that make up the final record of Dracula, 

none are authored by Dracula himself, he communicates powerfully through a variety of 

media—man made and supernatural—such that his “voice” resonates far and wide, and is 

distinctly heard by his animal as well as human servants. The same Dracula who consults 

atlases and railway timetables and posts letters through the mail to agents abroad 

commands wolves telepathically, and imparts canine hypersensitivity to his human 

thralls, enabling them to sense his presence by signs undetectable to others. The day after 

Dracula arrives at Carfax, his suburban London estate adjacent to Dr. Seward’s asylum, 

Seward records this incident with Renfield in his phonographic diary:  

19 August.— Strange and sudden change in Renfield last night. About eight 

o’clock he began to get excited and sniff about as a dog does when setting. The 

attendant was struck by his manner, and knowing my interest in him, encouraged 

him to talk. He is usually respectful of the servant and at times servile; but to-

night, the man tells me, he was quite haughty. Would not condescend to talk with 

him at all. All he would say was:— 

“I don’t want to talk to you: you don’t count now; the Master is at hand.” (96)  

Renfield’s refusal to talk because 1) “you don’t count now” and 2) the Master is at hand, 

coupled with his dog-like behavior, communicates something chilling about the 

obsolescence of humanity when faced with the coming of something superior, something 

that is to the human as the human is to the dog. Compared to Dracula, this line of 

thinking suggests, humans are bundles of senses whose responses to the stimuli of the 

world around them are more affective than conscious. Wrapped up in Renfield’s hailing 
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of the vampire count as “the Master” are the same dynamics at play between the dog, the 

machine, the recorded voice the machine makes audible, and the immortal though 

deceased owner of the voice on display in the image “His Master’s Voice.” An aristocrat 

of the old order, Dracula is entitled to the epithet Master, but his mastery derives not from 

his ancient status but from his supernatural power to control, a power that bears an 

uncanny resemblance to the ways in which new technologies of communication begin to 

infiltrate and define every aspect of modern life. As we approach the third decade of the 

twenty-first century, anxieties abound about the ubiquity of smartphones and other 

devices that present us with a seemingly infinite amount of content that seems to 

materialize out of the ether, that vampirically drain us of our mental health and wellbeing 

and practically compel us with mesmeric force to be connected to the network at all 

times. Like so many of our anxieties today, our fears about oversaturation of technology 

have Victorian precursors. 

 I am far from the first reader to draw attention to the significant role 

communication technologies and networks of all kinds play in Dracula. Friedrich 

Kittler’s 1982 essay, “Dracula’s Legacy,” has become a classic of media studies. In it, 

Kittler contends that Dracula dramatizes how the rise of recording devices such as the 

typewriter—and with it, the rise of the lady stenographer—destabilizes the patriarchal 

symbolic order described by Freud and Lacan. He reads Mina as the primary hero/ine of 

the novel, because of her role in defeating Dracula (who is, after all, a big blood-

engorged phallus) with her superior ability to function both as a recorder and a database. 

In “Vampiric Typewriting: Dracula and its Media,” Jennifer Wicke observes that the 

work is a “motley fusion of speech and writing, recording and transcribing, image and 
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typography” that emerges with “nineteenth-century diaristic and epistolary effusion is 

invaded by cutting-edge technology” (469). Wicke’s argument is encapsulated in her 

assertion that “Dracula is not a coherent text; it refracts hysterical images of modernity. 

One could call it a reaction-formation in advance of modernism, wildly taking on the 

imprintings of mass culture” (469). What Wicke refers to as “mass culture” includes “the 

developing technologies of media in its various forms, as mass transport, tourism, 

photography and lithography in image production, and mass-produced narrative” (469). 

Her Marxist-inflected argument that the horror of Dracula arises from its “engorgement” 

with data, its polyphonic narrative that speaks to the gluttony of modern consumerism, 

the voracious desire for information and increasing invisibility of its production, builds 

on a foundation laid by Franco Moretti. Taking a more historicist approach, Leah 

Richards claims the means by which the various documents that make up the final 

account are compiled and edited “mimics the shift from a culture that disseminates 

information only to a privileged few to one that distributes information on a large scale, 

transcending boundaries of class, location, and gender.” Indeed, she asserts, “Dracula is a 

representation of the periodical, and more specifically, the newspaper, of the 1880s and 

1890s”—however, “the spread of information contains its own anxieties, and the 

narrative form of the novel appropriates the authority of contemporary news sources to 

explore and contain these anxieties” (440-441).  

 Coming from a different angle, Barri J. Gold reads the role communication 

technology plays in Dracula in the context of the influence advancements in energy 

physics had on the Victorian imagination, and recasts Kittler’s points about Mina’s 

usefulness as a typist in terms of thermodynamics as a metaphor for late-Victorian 
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anxieties. Gold writes, “That Dracula stages a contest for women’s bodies is well 

known…the contest is also about making use of available energy in a climate of 

scarcity.” Continuing on, she claims “the novel takes part in profoundly ambivalent 

discourse on women’s energies” and notes that Dracula utilizes women’s energy “at a 

moment when others are too afraid to recognize its usefulness” (245). Laura Otis has 

written that the correspondences between communication networks and the body’s 

circulatory and nervous systems are neither coincidental in Dracula nor original to 

Stoker. She points out that understanding of these complex anatomical systems and the 

development of technologies such as the telephone and the telegraph occurred in tandem; 

as science progressed in both areas, each adopted the symbolism of the other as 

explanatory metaphor (180).   

 While Gold draws a compelling parallel between Maxwell’s Demon and Stoker’s 

energy-efficient vampires,4 Kittler and Otis flirt more explicitly with the uncanny specter 

of the cyborg. Kittler describes how the forms of communication technology that arose in 

                                                 
4 . “Maxwell’s Demon” is a figure conceived by Victorian physicist James Clerk 
Maxwell to illustrate the idea that “entropic decay was not so much inevitable as really 
really likely.” (Gold 226) Barri Gold’s incredibly cogent explanation deserves to be 
quoted in full: 

In this mathematically sophisticated version of thermodynamics [statistical 
mechanics], entropy became a statistical measure of the disorder within a 
system—a measure of the likelihood that the particles of a system would arrange 
themselves in a messy way (with hot/fast and cold/slow particles all mingled 
together) rather than an orderly way (with distinguishable hot spots and cold 
spots). [Maxwell’s imagined demon]…could sort hot particles from cold, thus 
decreasing the entropy of a system and suggesting that dissipation is not a 
universal law, but only a macroscopic phenomenon born of an overwhelming 
statistical tendency. (226) 

Gold goes on to point out that what Maxwell’s Demon suggests is “that our ability to 
circumvent the second law is a matter of human limitations” but that “Demonic figures 
like Dorian Gray and Dracula effect the decrease of entropy […] in ways that baffle mere 
human senses and make us wonder whether the second law of thermodynamics is so 
absolute after all” (226-27). 
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the nineteenth century begin to render machines extensions of humans (especially 

women), an observation which of course suggests the even more unnerving notion that 

perhaps humans are merely extensions of machines. Otis suggests that, viewed in terms 

of nineteenth-century anatomical discourse, humans are not only like machines, they are 

in fact mere machines. Imagine how distressing such a suggestion would be to the 

Victorian who had not yet come to terms with Darwin’s assertion that he was merely an 

animal. This, I argue, is the horror of Dracula. As Bruce Clarke notes, the Origin of 

Species taught us that “bodily metamorphosis is not supernatural but natural” 

(Posthuman Metamorphosis 1). Furthermore, as N. Katherine Hayles has observed, what 

the findings of evolution suggested to early pioneers of cybernetics was that, “human and 

animal bodies, no less than cybernetic mechanisms, are media because they too have the 

capacity for storing, transmitting, and processing information. The construction of the 

body as an informational medium … takes the form of bodies tightly coupled with other 

media” (“Cybernetics” 148). As she remarks elsewhere, such implied “erasures of 

embodiment” threaten the “liberal humanist subject” (“Embodied Virtuality” 4). Bodily 

transformation is central to the horror of Dracula: Dracula can transform as easily into an 

enormous dog as an amorphous mist, an individual bat as a colony of bats, and beautiful 

virgins like Lucy can be transformed into “polyandrist” vampires.5 What the proximity of 

these transformations to conspicuously analogous forms of Victorian new media—which 

encode (or “transform”), store, transmit, and decode information—suggests is the 

threatening idea, as Clarke says, that such transformations are not supernatural but 

                                                 
5 .  Shortly after Lucy’s (un)death, Van Helsing makes a macabre joke about her 
being a “polyandrist” because she has taken the blood of four men—and of Dracula as 
well—into her veins, rendering her the “wife” of all of them (and uniting them in an 
uncanny homoerotic bond) (Stoker 158). 
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natural. The explosion of late-Victorian communication technology heralds an uncanny 

future in which the proliferation of data and technologies to collect and transmit it brings 

about the death of the liberal humanist subject and the rise of the posthuman; Dracula is 

the harbinger of posthumanity. 

 Many critics of Dracula have read the novel as an allegory of “reverse 

colonization.” Stephen D. Arata, Patrick Brantlinger and others have contended the 

anxieties underlying the story are the anxieties of British imperialism; the mixing of 

Dracula’s blood with that of virtuous white women is a metaphor of miscegenation. 

Another common contemporary reading posits that the transformation of the virgin Lucy 

into Dracula’s vampire whore represents the threat posed by the New Woman’s sexual 

liberation. Such readings are certainly valid, and the material supporting them rich. But as 

readings that focus on decadence—that is to say “decline” and degeneration in the racial, 

social, and moral sense outlined by Max Nordau6—as the real horror in Dracula have 

given way to the more recent proliferation of readings that identify scientific and 

technological progress as the primary threat in the novel, I argue that the proliferation of 

communication technology in Dracula and the intrinsic limitations of these technologies 

point to fears about an increasingly technologized future which threatens the integrity of 

the human subject.  

                                                 
6.  Degeneration, Nordau’s 1892 polemic against the supposedly corrupting 
influence of aestheticism that takes aim at “decadent” artists and thinkers, was a sensation 
among late Victorian readers. Nordau cited psychiatrist and criminal anthropologist 
Cesare Lombroso as a major influence; Van Helsing demonstrates his familiarity with 
Nordau, and with Lombroso’s theory of criminal atavism when he asserts, “the Count is a 
criminal and of a criminal type. Nordau and Lombroso would so classify him, and qua 
criminal he is of imperfectly formed mind” (296). Interesting to note, Lombroso was also 
a central figure in the late-nineteenth century revival of Spiritualism and the associated 
renewed interest in mesmerism, a subject I touch on later in this work.  
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       Because much Dracula criticism has already covered thoroughly the theme of 

blood as a medium through which vampirism, and other scary things it signifies, is 

transmitted, I will not treat this theme in depth, but instead direct the bulk of my 

discussion to what information theory can reveal to us about communication using 

written or spoken language. Specifically I will discuss how the concept of “noise” as it is 

defined by information theory is significant to critically reading the different 

communications that make up the whole record. I will also discuss the ways in which the 

communication networks in the novel function to entangle the characters, impeding their 

progress even as they facilitate it. Throughout I will draw attention to the ways in which 

Dracula’s powers imitate communication technology and how under his influence his 

victims come to lose human agency and be transformed into malleable media. The 

resulting dissolution of the subject as a condition of modernity is summed up for me in 

Jean Baudrillard’s comment “The medium itself is no longer identifiable as such, and the 

confusion of the medium and the message […] is the first great formula of this new era. 

There is no longer a medium in the literal sense: it is now intangible, diffused, and 

diffracted in the real, and one can no longer say the medium is altered by it” (30).  

 

Empirical Data and Unreflecting Mirrors 

 

 An oft quoted passage that encapsulates the various tensions Dracula explores 

related to modern technologies of communication is drawn from Jonathan Harker’s diary 

entry of May 15th, 1893, in which he records his clandestine exploration of Dracula’s 

castle where, he has come to realize, he is being held prisoner: 
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Here I am, sitting at a little oak table where in old times possibly some fair lady 

sat to pen, with much thought and many blushes, her ill-spelt love-letter, and 

writing in my diary in shorthand is all that has happened since I closed it last. It is 

nineteenth century up-to-date with a vengeance. And yet, unless my senses 

deceive me, the old centuries had, and have, powers of their own which mere 

“modernity” cannot kill. (40-41)  

As many critics have commented on in different ways, Harker’s self-conscious reflection 

on his act of writing, in his diary, in shorthand, touches many points in Stoker’s novel 

that deserve our attention. The novel updates the already antique-seeming epistolary 

tradition. Instead of the hastily-penned missives and diary entries, the “ill-spelt love-

letters” of a novel in the vein of Samuel Richardson, the media which make up this novel 

include shorthand records, typewritten transcriptions, telegrams, phonographic 

recordings—all “nineteenth century up-to-date with a vengeance.” The reader is 

constantly reminded of the modernity of these technologies. Harker and Mina not only 

write in shorthand, they write about writing in shorthand, and how important this skill is 

in the modern business world. Dr. Seward, in the audio diary he records with his 

phonograph, makes mention multiple times of the fact that he is recording with a 

phonograph. At various points in the first half of the novel, Harker, Mina, Dr. Seward, 

Lucy, and the captain of the Demeter, all note the importance of keeping accurate 

accounts, of recording the facts exactly as they happen, in accordance with the 

nineteenth-century insistence on proof by empirical evidence. As Van Helsing remarks to 

Dr. Seward, admonishing him to keep a careful casebook of Lucy’s illness, “knowledge 

is stronger than memory” (112).  
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 Significantly, each notes that the need to record events precisely is in case the 

information should be of use to anybody. However, they note this necessity well before 

they come to realize the nature of the forces that threaten them, or that these forces link 

them together in an invisible network. That their increased ability to record and relay 

information is at odds with their inability to process or understand the significance of so 

much information is unconsciously reflected in Jonathan Harker’s statement, that in spite 

of so much modernity, there are ancient forces at work which “mere ‘modernity’ cannot 

kill.” In addition, the irony of all these assertions about the tantamount necessity of 

keeping accurate, objective records becomes increasingly apparent during the course of 

the novel as the “Crew of Light”7 repeatedly make errors in judgment about the flow of 

information. As Carole Senf observes, the similarities between Dracula and his pursuers 

hinges on Stoker’s use of unreliable narrators and “a narrative technique [resembling] a 

vast jigsaw puzzle of isolated and frequently trivial facts” (422). As a result, although the 

vampire hunters cast their battle with Dracula as one of “high moral purpose,” along the 

way their methods demonstrate “frequent discrepancies between their professed beliefs 

and actions” (Senf 422).  

 The necessity of keeping accurate records that so many figures in Dracula insist 

upon is countered not only by errors in judgment and discrepancies in purpose and action, 

but also by errors in perception. Harker alludes to this dilemma in the opening lines of his 

                                                 
7. The epithet “Crew of Light” now commonly used by critics to refer to the 
vampire hunters was coined by Christopher Craft in his 1984 article “‘Kiss Me with those 
Red Lips’: Gender and Inversion in Bram Stoker’s Dracula.” Craft notes, “I have taken 
my cue from Stoker: Lucy, lux, light.” (Norton 445). Though a convenient shorthand, I 
find the label ironic, not only because the Crew are frequently in the dark, but because at 
several points they take great pains to proceed in clandestine and ethically questionable 
ways, sometimes with terrible consequences. 
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diary entry of May 12th: “Let me begin with facts—bare, meagre facts, verified by books 

and figures, and of which there can be no doubt. I must not confuse them with 

experiences which will have to rest on my observation or my memory of them” (35). He 

goes on to describe how his imprisonment in the castle is “destroying [his] nerve” and 

inspiring “all sorts of horrible imaginings” such that he is not sure whether he can trust 

his senses. Of observing the Count crawling face down along the sheer castle wall, he 

says “At first I could not believe my eyes. I thought it was some trick of the moonlight, 

some weird effect of shadow; but I kept looking, and it could be no delusion” (38, 39). 

This leaves the reader in the uncanny and uncertain position of being presented with 

empirical evidence that defies credulity in a rational mind. To return to the passage 

referenced at the head of this section, I wish to point out a phrase that has been eclipsed 

by what it precedes, the intimation that there are ancient powers “mere ‘modernity’ 

cannot kill.” “Unless my senses deceive me,” Harker says, which has the double effect of, 

on the one hand, asserting his certainty of the truth of what he has observed, and, on the 

other, demonstrating that perhaps ones senses can never be completely trusted.  

 Perhaps the scene most emblematic of how Dracula disrupts the supremacy of 

empirical evidence is that when Harker discovers he has no reflection: “I turned to the 

glass again to see how I had been mistaken. This time there could be no error, for the man 

was close to me and I could seem him over my shoulder. But there was no reflection of 

him in the mirror!” (30-31). Like the more overt examples catalogued in the novel, light 

and mirrors are media, and do transmit information. That Stoker was mindful of this is 

evident in in his indication in an early draft of the novel (as editors of the Norton edition 

Nina Auerbach and David Skal point out) that the vampire would register as a skeleton in 
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photographs (29). It is worth pointing out that, although it is significantly older than the 

telegraph and simpler in principle, its forerunner the heliograph was still in use at the time 

in which the novel is set and remained so through the mid-twentieth century. In 

heliographic communication, messages are relayed over long distances by a network of 

mirrors that, by means of pivoting or use of a shutter, flash beams of reflected sunlight in 

code. Aaron Worth notes that “it was a technology overwhelmingly […] to be found in 

colonial contexts, in the service of projects of conquest and control” and “a rather 

unequivocally imperial medium, largely devoted to the work of subjugation and widely 

associated with the colonial wars of the later nineteenth century” (64). Although no 

specific mention of the heliograph is made in Stoker’s novel, it is reasonable to suppose 

that Arthur, Quincey, Seward and Van Helsing with their past adventures on the margins 

of Empire would at least be familiar with the heliograph in principle if not experienced in 

its use. Given that the Count shows no reflection, that he can control the weather and 

transmit messages instantaneously over large distances, and given the remoteness of his 

castle and his symbolic alignment with the Imperial frontier, these characteristics invite 

comparison to heliographic communication and the implications of sabotaging 

heliographic networks. 

 

Noise and Entropy 

 

 In their seminal 1948 work “A Mathematical Theory of Communication,” Claude 

Shannon and Warren Weaver articulated the concept of information entropy. To 

summarize, every message is subject to inevitable degradation of data during the process 
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of transmission through a medium. A problem of information theory as it applies to 

communication technology is how to relay the largest quantity of data with the least 

“uncertainty,” or the least degradation of the quality of the data. Take a hand-written 

letter as an example. Writing is the technology, language, paper and ink are the media, 

and the information signified by the combination of letters on the page is the data. 

Because the technology here is relatively simple, and requires only that the recipient of 

the letter be able to read the same language as the writer, degradation of the message is 

minimal. Nevertheless, the medium introduces ambiguities that may confuse aspects of a 

written message that would not be present in a spoken message.  

 Whereas when we engage in the physical act of writing only pen, paper, and the 

limitations of symbolic language stand between us and the message we produce, when we 

send an email or a text (modern day analogs of the telegram), our message is translated 

into code that the medium can understand and transmit, and retranslated on the other end. 

Functionally, this is not dissimilar from the concept of différance we are familiar with 

from the work of Jacques Derrida.8 The more complex the medium, the more differing 

and deferring between the message at its source and at its point of arrival is introduced. 

However, messages do not simply shed data; rather, as William Paulson explains, bits of 

data undergo “random modifications” as a result of the transmission process (67). These 

random modifications, which degrade the integrity of the message, are what information 

theorists, computer scientists, and so on, refer to as “noise.” As Paulson, Kittler, and 

others have noted, the concept of “noise” applies as readily to communication failures 

that result from the untranslatability of content such as tone and intent as it does to those 

                                                 
8.  Bruce Clarke draws attention to this in his essay “Communication,” in Critical 
Terms for Media Studies.  
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resulting from random modifications of messages introduced by modern technology. 

Anyone who has written a text or a post on social media that was misconstrued by the 

intended (or unintended) receiver has experienced this.  

 If the channel through which data is transmitted is too small, the excess data 

places too great of a demand on a system, causing it to crash. In thermodynamic terms, an 

excess of data is an excess of heat. We can see a correspondence to the “hot” sexually 

charged scenes in Dracula; Barri Gold alludes to this connection in the title of her 

chapter on Dracula, “Bodies in Heat.” Tanya Pikula, following Stephen Marcus,9 notes 

that Dracula reproduces well worn tropes from Victorian pornography, and calls the 

repetitive language used to describe encounters with vampires as “points of verbal 

stagnancy that belie the text’s strategic commodification of sex.” Pikula claims that the 

linguistic slide into clichés and repetition that mark characters’ encounters with 

vampirism in the novel—such as when Harker describes the vampire women drawing 

“nearer and nearer” and moving “lower and lower” over his body, and his and other 

characters’ repetition of the word “voluptuous” to describe the sensuality of vampire 

mouths—is also characteristic of Victorian pornographic prose. Stoker’s use of this 

language signals the eroticism of vampirism. What stands out to me is Pikula’s use of the 

term “stagnancy,” which in addition to evoking decadence also suggests an information 

dead-end. It is interesting to consider that the erotic haze into which Dracula and his 

vampire brides plunge their victims produces in them a state comparable to a feedback 

loop or a short circuit; a state of physical as well as linguistic paralysis in which data is 

prevented from flowing normally via its usual channels.  

                                                 
9.  Stephen Marcus’s groundbreaking 1966 work on Victorian pornography, The 
Other Victorians, remains the authoritative text on the subject. 
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 There are several examples of accounts in the novel that stand out for how many 

transmissions and transformations they have undergone. With each permutation, 

increasing data loss results in more noise. For instance, the log kept by the captain of the 

Demeter passes through numerous channels before the reader sees it. After being found in 

Whitby harbor, the document is translated from Russian to English on the spot by the 

Russian vice-consul, transcribed from the vice-consul’s dictation by the Dailygraph 

reporter, and then presumably checked and possibly altered by an editor before appearing 

in print in the Dailygraph, where Mina read it and saved it in her journal. This and the 

other newspaper clippings, about the escaped wolf and the “bloofer lady,” are meant to 

support and lend plausibility to the wild story that unfolds in the characters’ journals and 

letters. However, because nobody but the characters could have uncovered connections 

between these three incidents, these clippings also underscore the record’s unreliability. 

Although plenty of information is available that could expose Dracula, the challenge for 

the vampire hunters is to recognize what information is relevant, and what is merely 

“noise.”   

 

Networks and Assemblages 

 

 The problems intrinsic to information and media are further complicated by the 

dynamics of networks. According to Alexander Galloway, “networks are understood as 

systems of interconnectivity. More than simply an aggregation of parts, they must hold 

those parts in constant relation” (283). In theory speak, the individual parts making up a 

network are the “nodes,” and the connections between nodes are “links.” Galloway 
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elaborates, “No single node acts as master of the network. Each node making local 

decisions about network topology and message sending, thus spreading organization and 

control is integrated broadly across the entire mesh” (288). If we think of the different 

characters in Dracula as making up a network, this allows us to focus our attention on 

how the local actions of the characters have repercussions for the network as a whole. 

Dracula particularly lends itself to this investigation because it is a story told 

retroactively through the messages that act as links between characters. There are 

numerous examples in the novel of individual characters withholding crucial information 

from others, often with serious consequences. For example, it is strongly suggested that 

Lucy’s death and transformation into a vampire could have been prevented if Van 

Helsing, Dr. Seward, and others had been forthright with her mother, Mrs. Westenra, 

about the severity of her daughter’s illness. Because they concealed this information, 

Mrs. Westenra removed the garlic flowers from Lucy’s room, allowing Dracula to prey 

upon her again. Similarly, Dracula’s first attack on Mina is a direct consequence of the 

men’s decision to conceal details of the vampire hunt from her. So much of the novel’s 

action turns on different characters’ promises not to share information and the subsequent 

necessity of breaking those promises. The most symbolically pregnant example of this is 

when Harker extracts a solemn promise from Mina that she will not read the record of his 

imprisonment by Dracula. It is only because Mina breaks this promise, which she swore 

on her wedding ring to keep, that the characters gain access to the information they need 

to connect Lucy’s death to Dracula. The necessity for information trumps solemn vows, 

even between husband and wife, hinting at the corroding influence such unprecedented 

streams of information and their associated technologies have on the foundations of 
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Victorian society. Parallels can be drawn to concerns about today’s social media 

landscape and its affect on society. Countless examples of breaches in cybersecurity in 

our own time have demonstrated again and again that in cyberspace, secret and sensitive 

information never remains private for long, and when it becomes public, the 

consequences of resonate across the landscape.  

 Jane Bennett’s theory of “thing power” and assemblages is instructive to our 

understanding of networks as entities with agency but no centralized subjectivity. Of 

human-nonhuman assemblages she writes, “On close enough inspection the productive 

power that has engendered the effect will turn out to be a confederacy, and the human 

actants within it will turn out themselves to be confederations of tools, microbes, 

minerals, sounds, and other “foreign” materialities” (36). Bennett’s observation that 

inclusion in such a “confederacy” makes visible the fact that an individual subject is 

merely a collection of “foreign materialities,” is significant here. The marks of Dracula’s 

threatening otherness include his ability to become disembodied—or, more accurately, to 

become a diffuse multibody, as when he transforms into the “myriad of little specks” that 

Lucy describes in her journal (131)—and also the way in which his blood stands in for 

his whole body. By infusing Lucy and Mina with his own blood, he not only “infects” 

them with vampirism; he also gains psychic control over them; in effect, through his 

blood he is “present” within their bloodstreams. This casts in a new light Renfield’s 

credo, “The blood is the life!” As Renfield explains to Dr. Seward and the other vampire 

hunters during his brief restoration to sanity after being mortally wounded by Dracula, his 

earlier attempt to kill Seward was “for the purpose of strengthening my vital powers by 

assimilation with my own body of his life through the medium of blood” (206). Dracula 
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and Renfield dramatize the horror implicit in the “erasure of embodiment”; the reduction 

of the subject to “foreign materialities.”  This quite literal dis-integration of subjectivity is 

the essence of how networks operate. According to Galloway, “the networked other is 

always obscured, but experiencing the essence of the other, even in its obscurity, is 

assumed to be the ultimate goal of any networked relation” (292). Again, even if 

individual nodes in a network make local decisions about their involvement in the 

network, they are still entangled in the net, affected by and affecting the other nodes.   

 

Trembling and Vibrating Media 

 

 Tanya Pikula draws attention to the fact that Harker, Seward, and Van Helsing all 

use the metaphor of “tingling water-glasses” to describe the disturbingly erotic laugh of 

the woman under the vampire’s influence. The comparison evokes the audible pulsing 

vibrations produced when crystal water glasses are made to ring. I am interested in the 

repetition of this image that, like so much else in the novel, trades in the currency of 

message-carrying vibrations, whether the medium of those vibrations is telegraph wires, 

the grooves of Seward’s phonograph cylinders, or the very atmosphere.  

 Attention must be drawn here to the relationship between tuned water glasses and 

the glass harmonica.10 Perhaps because of the harmonica’s association with Franz 

                                                 
10.  Benjamin Franklin perfected the glass harmonica (also spelled “armonica”), an 
instrument based on the same principle as tuned water glasses, in 1761. The glass 
harmonica is made up of thirty-eight nested glass bowls mounted on a horizontal rod that 
the player rotates with a foot-operated treadle. Just as with tuned water glasses, the glass 
bowls are made to ring by the friction of the player’s wetted finger along the rim. In a 
1762 letter, Franklin called the sounds of the glass harmonica “incomparably sweet 
beyond those of any other [instrument]” and said that the tones produced by the bowls 
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Mesmer, who played it in his salons where he applied the principles of “animal 

magnetism” to curing his patrons of their ailments, its music came to be linked with 

hysterical erotic excesses and madness. Mel Spencer makes note of the unique physics of 

the harmonica that gives it its otherworldly sound and which may bear some 

responsibility for its reputation for driving listeners mad: “the tones produced … are 

between 1,000 and 4,000 hertz. Sounds of this frequency are difficult for the ear to place, 

and the result is that listeners are unable to work out where the music is coming from” 

(Spencer).11  

 A connection may be made here between the sound vibrations of water glasses 

and the communications transmitted as electrical pulses over telegraph wires. Although 

the mechanism of transmission is different, Laura Otis notes that the Victorians 

nevertheless viewed these different operations analogously. Otis writes, “In the popular 

mind, both nervous and electrical impulses consisted of waves conducted through the 

ether” (180). Looking at the connection between mesmerism and vibrating sound more 

broadly, Phyllis Weliver claims that “through the late nineteenth century the metaphor of 

 –––––––––––––––– 
“may be swelled and softened at pleasure by stronger or weaker pressures of the finger, 
and continued to any length…” (Zeitler)—descriptive language that could easily find its 
way into one of Stoker’s coded erotic scenes. 
11. While there is not space to do so here, it would be worth pursuing further research 
into what connection if any tuned water glasses or the glass harmonica had to the late 
Victorian enthusiasm for spiritualism and the occult, or whether Stoker would have been 
familiar with it as a theatrical effect. In “Bram Stoker’s Gothic and the Resources of 
Science” Glennis Byron touches on the resurgence of interest in hypnotism as a treatment 
for hysteria in the late nineteenth century and connects this to the dissolution of “clear 
boundaries between the rational and irrational, science and superstition” in the text. This 
ambiguity, she claims, is the reason “Dracula cannot simply be dismissed as the irrational 
past set against the modern scientific.” (55) For more on mesmeric echoes in Dracula, 
especially the references to hypnotism and Dracula’s control of Renfield and Lucy by 
means of animal magnetism, see Robert Jones, “Mesmerism and Magic, Science and the 
Self in The Beetle and Dracula,” and Roger Luckhurst, “Dracula and Psychology.”  
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vibrating strings was an extremely popular means by which to explain how mesmerism 

worked” and goes on to make connections between vibrating strings and the 

understanding of sound as vibration in general (64). The notion of “vibration” both as a 

scientific concept and as a description for something etheric, intangible, and possibly 

erotic, appears frequently in late Victorian literature;12 consider Gwendolen’s suggestive 

assertion in Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest that the name Earnest is “a 

divine name. It has a music of its own. It produces vibrations” (357). It is common also to 

come across descriptions of “vibrating nerves”—a feminine, hysterical state. In Dracula, 

the nerves of those under the Count’s power “tremble,” “tingle,” and are “tensed” and 

“strained” when his influence is felt. It seems fitting that Harker and Van Helsing think of 

water glasses to describe the laughter of vampiric women; in that sound’s strange 

vibrations are many echoes of The Master’s Voice.  

 As Mina’s intimate encounter with Dr. Seward’s phonographic recordings 

illustrates, by queering the separation between men’s private expressions of emotions 

with what they show in public, the phonograph plays a role in destabilizing and 

disintegrating traditional masculine subjectivity. Having convinced him of the necessity 

of imposing order on his unorganized phonograph recordings and scanning them for 

details that would prove useful in the battle with Dracula, Mina listens to Dr. Seward’s 

recordings and can hear the emotion in his voice as he speaks of the pain of his 

                                                 
12. Late-nineteenth-century references to “vibrations” should be considered in the 
context of occultism’s popularity at the end of the Victorian era. In “Dracula and the 
Occult,” Christine Ferguson notes that Stoker’s contemporary audience would not 
necessarily have seen a contradiction between empirical science and more esoteric 
knowledge, such as Van Helsing combines, and, she argues, underlie Dracula’s 
alchemical genesis. She points out that Van Helsing makes reference to Dracula 
acquiring his dark powers through the study of alchemy, not by means of transmission 
through vampiric blood (Ferguson 60-61). 
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unrequited love for Lucy, his anguish over her death and the horror of seeing her raised in 

undeath. After having transcribed all his recordings faithfully, she says to him, “That is a 

wonderful machine, but it is cruelly true. It told me, in its very tones, the anguish of your 

heart…I have copied out the words on my typewriter, and none other need now hear your 

heart beat, as I did” (197). In a later phonographic diary entry,13 Seward recounts how (as 

a precaution and at her request) Harker reads for Mina the service of the burial of the 

dead, “in tones so broken with emotion that often he had to pause,” and, overcome with 

emotion himself, he breaks off the recording saying “I—I cannot go on—words—and v-

voice—f-fail m-me!” (288). Here the trembling of the outwardly stoic doctor’s voice 

rather suggests the vibration pattern of his quavering words captured in grooves etched in 

wax by the phonograph’s needle (whose similarity to the vampire’s tooth must be noted 

here) than the vibrating of telegraph wires. 

 Angela Frattarola observes that “onomatopoeic interruptions” that characterize the 

narrative style of Modernist novels (and some critics have argued that Dracula is 

Modernist or at least proto-Modernist) “reflect the changes in auditory perception spurred 

by the phonograph in that they demonstrate a heightened sensitivity to the ways in which 

people interpret and interact with sound” (147). Her point connecting the rise of the 

phonograph to a “heightened sensitivity to sound” speaks to the popular consciousness, 

which the phonograph gives rise to, of sound as vibration, and at the same time asks us to 

                                                 
13. At this point Mina, having been attacked by Dracula and received some of his 
abilities through his blood, has requested that the vampire hunters no longer share the 
details of their discoveries with her out of fear that her psychic link with Dracula would 
alert him to their movements. Therefore it must be presumed that this entry is transcribed 
long after the conclusion of the events, perhaps by Jonathan Harker when he revisits the 
archive and assembles its pieces into the manuscript in its final form, as is suggested in 
the note at the end of the novel. 
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consider “heightened sensitivity” as a modern condition. The heightened sensitivity of 

Stoker’s men is suggestive of the decline of late Victorian masculinity; a theme enlarged 

upon by Dejan Kuzmanovic, who focuses specifically on Jonathan Harker as a figure of 

traditional masculinity in crisis. While in my opinion Kusmanovic overstates the case that 

Harker’s desire for the vampire women is a “masochistic impulse” concealing a 

willingness to be castrated (417), his attention to Harker’s description of his “super 

sensitive skin” stimulated by the vampire women does illuminate the point that 

heightened sensitivity and emasculation go hand in hand.14 And once again the parallels 

between the skin of the victim yielding to the vampire’s dreadful canine tooth and the 

soft medium of the wax cylinder inscribed with the vibration pattern transmitted by the 

phonograph stylus harks back to fears of the displacement of traditional masculinity not 

only by women like Mina but by technology itself. Jack Halberstam notably calls Dracula 

a “technology of monstrosity” (88), and observes, “Gothic novels are technologies that 

produce the monster as a remarkably mobile, permeable, and infinitely interpretable 

body. The monster’s body, indeed, is a machine that, in its gothic mode, produces 

meaning and can represent any horrible trait that the reader feeds into the narrative” (21). 

While Halberstam makes the Foucauldian argument that the monster is a technology that 

produces modern white male heterosexuality in opposition to its fragmentary otherness, 

his claim that the monster is permeable and infinitely interpretable suggests that, more 

than sharing a metaphorical connection with the phonograph, the vampire is like both a 

                                                 
14. See also Lyons’s discussion of disordered nerves and deficient Victorian 
masculinity in “‘Curiously Near Akin’: The Queer Imperial Gothic Heroes of Bertram 
Mitford and Victoria Cross.”  
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phonograph and a phonographic record in that it can make potentially limitless copies of 

itself by inscribing itself in its victims with its teeth.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 Out of the roughly 200 separate entries and memoranda that make up the novel, 

the first and last, the prefatory note and Jonathan Harker’s postscript, speak directly to the 

difficulty of deriving a cohesive narrative from so many different messages across an 

array of media. After he and Mina revisit the records of their struggles against Dracula 

seven years after the fact, Harker writes:  

We were struck with the fact, that in all the mass of material of which the record 

is composed, there is hardly one authentic document; nothing but a mass of type-

writing, except the later notebooks of Mina and Seward and myself, and Van 

Helsing’s memorandum. We could hardly ask anyone, even did we wish to, to 

accept these as proofs of so wild a story. (327) 

Harker’s comment that there is hardly an authentic document to be found refers to the 

fact that Dracula destroyed by fire all the original documents—diaries, letters, telegrams, 

wax cylinders—dating from before the evening of October 3rd. The only record of events 

remaining for the vampire hunters to work from was a manifold copy15 of the typescript 

Mina had prepared of all the documents. Mina notes in her journal entry of September 

29th that she has produced three copies of the manuscript by typing on manifold paper. 

                                                 
15. Manifold is a thin paper used with carbon paper to make copies in triplicate. 
Carbon paper was used to make copies of handwritten documents from the early 1800s; 
an improved version was introduced in the 1870s and subsequently used by typists. 
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One of these copies survives after Dracula destroys all the carefully compiled primary 

documents on the night of October 2nd, the same night of his attack on Mina. That the 

document that remains to the vampire hunters as a testimony after Dracula’s attempts to 

thwart them is a copy of a copy heightens anxiety about the credibility of the narrative.  

This uncertainty is further complicated by the assertion in the novel’s prefatory note that 

“All needless matters have been eliminated, so that a history almost at variance with the 

possibilities of latter-day belief may stand forth as simple fact” (5). The logic of this 

statement is puzzling: only the data the fictitious compiler has deemed necessary has 

been included, which heightens the reader’s uncertainty about the contents’ accuracy, and 

about what content has been omitted. Following this claim is the egregiously fallacious 

assertion that “There is throughout no statement of past things wherein memory may err, 

for all the records chosen are exactly contemporary…” (5).16 This assertion is directly 

contradicted by Harker’s comment that, given that records have been copied and 

recopied, they can hardly be accepted as “proofs of so wild a story.”  

 In “A Web without Wires,” Laura Otis writes: 

Dracula performs all the same activities as [his] hunters, relying on corporeal 

rather than technological connections. While the Count’s network is primarily 

organic and the British hunters’ is technologically based, the two systems 

correspond in a great many ways. Both carry out the activities of a vast nervous 

system, perceiving, encoding, transmitting, recording, and recalling information. 

(197) 

                                                 
16. Ironically, there is an obvious typo in this passage in the 1997 Norton edition of 
the novel, as if to underscore the inevitability of noise disrupting messages as they pass 
through different channels.  
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I agree with Otis that Dracula’s powers mirror and mock those of the vampire hunters. 

But whereas Otis concludes that “struggles to control information” are at the root of the 

fears Dracula expresses (219), I argue that it is not merely the struggle to control 

information, but what information technology itself suggests about human subjectivity 

that threatens. After Mina has been forced to drink Dracula’s blood, she fears to know the 

vampire hunters’ plans and begs her husband not to share them with her. What she fears 

is not the information, but Dracula’s growing influence over her, which is signified by the 

burn left by the communion wafer on her forehead. She has become an “unclean” thing 

not just because Dracula has violated her body; he has called the integrity of her 

subjectivity, and the concept of subjectivity in general, into question. The questions 

Dracula raises about what it means to be human continue to resonate today, as our 

relationship to information technology continues to evolve, and continues to frighten. 
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APPENDIX A 

Publications and Permissions 

 

 Chapter 1 of this dissertation has been accepted for publication in its current form 

and is forthcoming in the journal ISLE: Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and 

Environment. As of April 2018, the date of publication is yet to be determined. 
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