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introduction

Reading the Victorian and Neo-
Victorian Graphic Palimpsest

Anna Maria Jones and Rebecca N. Mitchell

In Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice Found There (1871), 
Lewis Carroll and his famous illustrator John Tenniel revisited 
(the latter with some reluctance, as the story goes) their ingénue, 

sending her this time to Looking-Glass House. As with any reunion 
tour, the second trip both did and did not replicate the first. Whereas 
the seven-year-old heroine of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) 
encounters the King and Queen of Hearts and the royal soldiers, 
who are “nothing but a pack of cards,”1 during her later adventures 
she meets the Black and White Kings and Queens, who are governed 
(more or less) by the rules of chess. In the former, the Cheshire Cat, 
Bill the Lizard, the Caterpillar, and the Mock Turtle feature. In the 
latter, Tweedledee and Tweedledum, Humpty Dumpty, and the White 
Knight make appearances. Yet two characters recur: the Hatter and 
the March Hare. Alice initially meets these two at the tea party, which 
has been persisting indefinitely because, as the Hatter explains, he 
has quarreled with Time: “And ever since that . . . [Time] wo’n’t do a 
thing that I ask! It’s always six o’clock now.”2 By the second novel, the 
pair has been transformed into the White King’s “queer Anglo-Saxon 
Messengers,” Hatta and Haigha.3 Even though the written names are 
different from their Wonderland counterparts, readers would recognize 
these familiar characters if they were to sound out the names. The 
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narrator encourages readers to do just this when he remarks paren-
thetically that the King pronounced Haigha’s name “so as to rhyme 
with ‘mayor.’”4 Even more obvious allusions occur in the illustrations. 
The first reference to the Hatter precedes his textual appearance; in 
an earlier illustration the as-yet-unnamed King’s Messenger, clearly 
recognizable as the Hatter, languishes in prison for a crime he has 
yet to commit, so readers attentive to the interplay of text and image 
would have already been alerted to the fact that the Hatter has re-
turned, still with a problematic relationship to time. Hatta’s second 
graphic appearance, in the later scene with the White King, shows 
him looking like the Hatter of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, com-
plete with oversized, price-tag-bedecked hat (see fig. I.1); also, the 
image’s composition echoes the iconic image Tenniel produced for 
that earlier volume (see fig. I.2): In the Wonderland image, Alice, the 
March Hare, the Dormouse, and the Hatter are seated at the tea table. 
The March Hare and the Hatter face one another, with the sleeping 
Dormouse squeezed between them. In the Looking-Glass image, Alice, 
Haigha, the White King, and Hatta are standing in a group. As with the 
Wonderland image, Alice occupies the leftmost position, in partial pro-
file, while Haigha and Hatta again face one another, partially obscur-
ing the King, just as they obscure the Dormouse in the earlier image. 
Viewed together, the two illustrations create an uncanny layered effect, 
as though we are looking through one to another that is still visible 
beneath it: as though we were viewing a palimpsest, in other words.
 Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass both gratifies and thwarts the 
reader’s desire for a return to the “original.” Likewise, Tenniel’s illus-
trations create tension, both with Carroll’s text and with one another, 
thus highlighting the complexity of image-textual interactions. Taken 
in toto, Carroll and Tenniel’s collaboration in the Alice books troubles 
any assumption of the priority of the written word over graphic rep-
resentation. The double-yet-single nature of Alice in Wonderland, as the 
two novels together are commonly called, likewise underscores what 
Gérard Genette calls in Palimpsests (1982) “transtextuality,” that is, “all 
that sets the text in a relationship, whether obvious or concealed, 
with other texts.”5 After Genette, critics have found the palimpsest 
a useful conceptual device for understanding this layered aesthetic 
in postmodern fiction; however, as works like Alice in Wonderland 
demonstrate, Victorian graphic texts were already doing the layered 



fig. I.1 Alice with Hatta and the White King. John Tenniel for Lewis 
Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass (London: Macmillan, 1873), 148. Image 
courtesy of Cadbury Research Library: Special Collections, University of 
Birmingham.

fig. I.2 Mad Tea Party. John Tenniel for Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland (London: Macmillan, 1874), 97. Image courtesy of Cadbury 
Research Library: Special Collections, University of Birmingham.
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self-referential, metatextual, and image-textual work that has become 
the signature of “the neo-Victorian” in our contemporary moment. 
The chapters in this collection, Drawing on the Victorians: The Palimpsest 
of Victorian and Neo-Victorian Graphic Texts, explore Victorian as well as 
neo-Victorian manifestations of this interplay.

q
Much neo-Victorian scholarship takes its cue from theories of 

postmodern fiction deriving from Genette’s work, such as 
Linda Hutcheon’s oft-cited delineation of “historiographic metafic-
tion,” which, she writes, “offers a sense of the presence of the past, but 
this is a past that can only be known from its texts, its traces—be they 
literary or historical.”6 Christian Gutleben’s dichotomization, following 
from Genette’s and Hutcheon’s work, has likewise been influential. 
He claims, “In many ways establishing the difference between a sub-
versive and [a] nostalgic reworking of Victorianism can be achieved 
by determining whether the contemporary novels favour the derisive 
quality of parody or the mimetic quality of pastiche.”7 Ann Heilmann 
and Mark Llewellyn, similarly, define the term neo-Victorianism as “a 
series of metatextual and metahistorical conjunctions [that] interact 
within the fields of exchange and adaptation between the Victorian 
and the contemporary.”8 To be neo-Victorian, as they conceive of it, 
“texts (literary, filmic, audio/visual) must in some respect be self-con-
sciously engaged with the act of (re)interpretation, (re)discovery and (re)vision 
concerning the Victorians.”9 Others, however, have challenged the dichot-
omy between nostalgic attachment and postmodern detachment that 
these critics use to privilege particular kinds of neo-Victorian texts. 
Kate Mitchell argues that nostalgia “does not preclude sustained, criti-
cal engagement with the past,” thereby opening up space to consider a 
broader range of texts under the umbrella of “neo-Victorian.”10 Cora 
Kaplan, too, usefully reminds us that “there is a high degree of affect 
involved in reading and writing about the Victorians.”11 Inter- and 
metatextuality are not, to be sure, postmodern inventions grafted onto 
Victorian texts. Likewise, modes of reading—then and now—combine 
sentimental and self-consciously critical engagements with the text.
 In forwarding analyses of neo-Victorian metatexts, critics have prof-
fered various metaphorical schemata for understanding our postmodern 
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(or post-postmodern) attachments to the Victorians: Rosario Arias 
and Patricia Pulham use haunting and spectrality as the organizing 
metaphors for their 2010 collection; Kate Mitchell suggests the pho-
tographic afterimage as conceptual framework in her History and Cul-
tural Memory in Neo-Victorian Fiction (2010); Marie-Luise Kohlke and 
Christian Gutleben build their essay collection, Neo-Victorian Tropes of 
Trauma (2010), around the notion that contemporary culture contin-
ues to bear the traces of the Victorian past as trauma.12 Elizabeth Ho 
employs a similar metaphor in her 2012 Neo-Victorianism and the Mem-
ory of Empire: “Neo-Victorianism becomes an opportunity to stage 
the Victorian in the present as a means of recovery of and recovery 
from the memory of the British Empire that impedes the imagination 
of a post-imperial future.”13 Simon Joyce gives us the notion of the 
“Victorians in the rearview mirror”—that is, receding in the distance 
but also closer than they appear: “The image usefully condenses the 
paradoxical sense of looking forward to see what is behind us. . . . It 
also suggests something of the inevitable distortion that accompanies 
any mirror image.”14 As this growing body of scholars has explored, 
the contemporary fascination with “the Victorian” comprises both 
desires for and anxieties about our connections to the historically 
and culturally distant Other. We may wish to explore a nineteenth- 
century “wonderland” peopled by more or less fantastic inhabitants, 
yet we may also dread finding ourselves reflected in the looking glass 
of those retrograde Victorians.
 The neo-Victorian boom encompasses all manner of media: nu-
merous Man Booker prize short-listers, such as Matthew Kneale’s 
English Passengers (2000), Sarah Waters’s Fingersmith (2002), and Julian 
Barnes’s Arthur & George (2005); video games like American McGee’s 
Alice (2000) and American McGee’s Alice: Madness Returns (2011); film 
and television reboots such as Sherlock Holmes (2009) and Sherlock 
Holmes: A Game of Shadows (2011), both directed by Guy Ritchie, and 
the BBC’s runaway hit series Sherlock (2010–); and the professional 
and amateur art, costumes, and artifacts that feature at steampunk 
conventions worldwide.15 But nowhere has the engagement with the 
Victorians been more striking than in contemporary image-texts. In 
a New York Times 2007 article, “More than Words: Britain Embraces 
the Graphic Novel,” Tara Mulholland notes Britain’s history of “vi-
sual satire” and “celebrated social and political cartoonists,” including 
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Victorians George Cruikshank and George Du Maurier, and the re-
cent financial and critical successes of works like Bryan Talbot’s Alice 
in Sunderland (2007).16 She also cites the 2005 recognition of graphic 
novelist Posy Simmonds by Britain’s Royal Society of Literature and 
tells readers to look forward to the single-volume publication of Sim-
monds’s Tamara Drewe (2007), a loose adaptation of Thomas Hardy’s 
Far from the Madding Crowd, which had run as a weekly comic strip in 
the Guardian and has since been turned into a film by Stephen Frears.17 
Mulholland does not mention, but might, the popular and critical at-
tention to “Victorian” comics like Alan Moore and Eddie Campbell’s 
contribution to Ripperology, From Hell (1989–96); Moore and Kevin 
O’Neill’s The League of Extraordinary Gentleman (2000), which offers a 
mash-up of Victorian literary characters (such as Mina Harker, Allan 
Quatermain, and Dr. Jekyll) as superheroes in a steampunk nineteenth 
century; or Grant Morrison and Steve Yeowell’s Sebastian O (1993), 
which reprises the Wildean dandy as a countercultural action hero.18

 Whereas the New York Times article focuses on Britain’s embrace of 
the graphic novel, the influence of nineteenth-century visual culture on 
graphic texts worldwide is likewise noteworthy. French bande dessinée 
artists Joann Sfar and Emmanuel Guibert’s The Professor’s Daughter (1997) 
features an unlikely Victorian romance between revived mummy Im-
hotep IV and Lillian Bowell, daughter of a prominent Egyptologist.19 
Neo-Victorian manga ( Japanese comics) and anime (animation)—
for example, Mori Karou’s story of an upwardly mobile maid, Emma 
(2002–6); Mochizuki Jun’s fantasy series Pandora Hearts (2006–15), 
based loosely on the characters of Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland; and 
Toboso Yana’s Faustian gothic adventure, Black Butler (2007–)—are en-
joying worldwide popularity.20 Singaporean comics artist Johny Tay’s 
webcomic, Seven Years in Dog-Land (2009–11) reworks Alice’s journey 
to Wonderland as a darker adventure in which Alice becomes trapped 
in a “gritty and cruel kingdom” where dogs are masters and humans 
are pets, in order to explore “humans’ relationship with nature and the 
human condition itself.”21 These examples are a fraction of the many 
neo-Victorian graphic texts in circulation today. However, the bulk 
of neo-Victorian studies scholarship focuses on novels and film and 
television adaptations and how these hark back to the Victorian novel. 
There has been no sustained examination of the connections be-
tween Victorian and neo-Victorian graphic texts.22 And until recently, 
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there has been very little critical attention paid to neo-Victorianism 
as a global phenomenon. As Llewellyn and Heilmann note, “Neo- 
Victorian critics have largely awaited the appearance of the cosmo-
politan and international on our own literary and critical shores.”23 
Even in nuanced treatments of neo-Victorianism, there is an inherent 
danger in using “the Victorian” to signify a single, stable set of refer-
ents or, conversely, to serve as a conveniently broad catchall term.
 It is with these lacunae in mind that Drawing on the Victorians takes 
up the notion of the palimpsest as a conceptual framework: one that 
operates at several levels simultaneously. The palimpsest—a manu-
script in which one text overwrites the imperfectly erased traces of 
previous writings, which themselves reemerge over time, thus altering 
the subsequent layers—has been an important figure employed by 
poststructuralist thinkers to challenge the fixity of textual meaning 
and the linearity of historical progress. Linda Hutcheon argues in A 
Theory of Adaptation that “to deal with adaptations as adaptations is to 
think of them as . . . inherently ‘palimpsestuous’ works, haunted at all 
times by their adapted texts. If we know that prior text, we always feel 
its presence shadowing the one we are experiencing directly.”24 Look-
ing back to Genette’s Palimpsests, which also employs the neologism 
palimpsestuous,25 Christian Gutleben argues similarly that the palimp-
sest highlights the importance of the Victorian to backward-looking 
postmodern fiction: “The postmodern text is the sum of its various 
sub-texts and their ideologies; it superimposes the contemporary, the 
mock-Victorian and the Victorian texts in order to combine their 
perspectives and messages and to take stock of both anarchy and har-
mony, to suggest both disorientation and sources of plenitude.”26 The 
palimpsest offers a compelling image of the presence of a ghostly, par-
tially legible past bleeding through contemporary textual productions. It 
also speaks to the layers of meaning that accrue in the process of trans-
national adaptation and appropriation, as Monika Pietrzak-Franger’s 
and Anna Maria Jones’s contributions to this volume demonstrate. 
The Victorian/neo-Victorian palimpsest acquires multiple layers of 
signification in the “translation” of Victorian graphic texts across lin-
guistic, geohistorical, and temporal boundaries.
 Sarah Dillon argues evocatively that the palimpsest as a concept 
(as opposed to palimpsests as literal objects) is a Victorian invention. 
Dillon credits Thomas De Quincey’s 1845 essay “The Palimpsest” with 
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inaugurating the palimpsest as a metaphor though which to under-
stand abstract notions of time, memory, and selfhood.27 De Quincey 
imagines the mind as a “natural and mighty palimpsest” upon which 
“everlasting layers of ideas, images, [and] feelings” have fallen.28 And 
while “each succession has seemed to bury all that went before,” he 
insists that “in reality not one has been extinguished.”29 As Dillon 
claims, “De Quincey was not the first writer to use palimpsests in 
a figurative sense. However, his inauguration of the concept of the 
palimpsest marks the beginning of a consistent process of metapho-
rization of palimpsests from the mid-nineteenth century (the most 
prolific period of palimpsest discoveries) to the present day.”30 In fact, 
fifteen years before De Quincey’s essay, Thomas Carlyle, in “On His-
tory” (1830), described history thusly:

Let us search more and more into the Past. . . . For 
though the whole meaning lies far beyond our ken; yet 
in that complex Manuscript, covered over with formless 
inextricably tangled unknown characters,—nay, which 
is a Palimpsest, and had once prophetic writing, still 
dimly legible there,—some letters, some words, may be 
deciphered; and if no complete Philosophy, here and there 
an intelligible precept, available in practice, be gathered.31

To deploy the palimpsest as a metaphor for understanding contem-
porary neo-Victorianism is, thus, to use Victorian tools to undertake 
our intellectual labor. When we do the imaginative and critical 
work of relating to the Victorians, in many ways, we replicate the 
Victorians’ own modes of self-representation and engagement 
with culture. The figure of the palimpsest speaks to the combined 
visuality and textuality—the complex overlayering of words, images, 
and texts—that the Victorians themselves developed through their 
illustrated books and periodicals and cartoons.

q

Scholars embracing the so-called visual turn in Victorian studies have 
become increasingly attuned to the ways in which the Victorians 

understood themselves in relation to (and as) layered image-textual 
productions. However, visual cultural studies have tended to develop 
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around separate disciplinary nexuses, which often remain distinct from 
one another. From an overtly art historical (and high culture) perspec-
tive, scholars such as David Peters Corbett and Elizabeth Prettejohn 
have traced the development of movements in nineteenth-century 
painting (modernism and Pre-Raphaelitism, respectively), considering 
only tangentially the degree to which these movements influence and 
are influenced by print culture outside of the fine arts.32 For Corbett, 
that focus is intentional. Even as he acknowledges that “the Victorian 
cultural scene and its attitudes towards language and the visual are 
enormously complex,” his study turns expressly to painting, the me-
dium in which the prevailing “mental climate about the visual arts” 
was “expressed most forcefully in the manipulation of pigment on a 
surface.”33 Others explore more directly the interrelations of the visual 
arts and the written word: Rachel Teukolsky and Elizabeth Helsinger, 
for example, argue that print culture, in particular the burgeoning field 
of art criticism, was an integral part of shaping formal and thematic 
trends in painting. Teukolsky introduces her study by locating “aes-
thetic history not only in the visual arts, but in the prismatic assem-
blage of texts, spaces, institutions, and practices that shaped Victorian 
critical discourse more broadly.”34 Nonetheless, the bulk of nineteenth- 
century art historical scholarship privileges the arts that were in turn 
privileged in nineteenth-century galleries and art criticism.
 On the opposite end of the cultural spectrum is popular print 
culture—illustrated magazines and newspapers, gift books, fashion 
plates, children’s literature, playbills and posters, and so forth—which 
in recent decades has received increased scholarly attention.35 Lorraine 
Janzen Kooistra’s Poetry, Pictures, and Popular Publishing: The Illustrated 
Gift Book and Victorian Visual Culture (2011), for example, shines a light 
on a “middlebrow artifact” long relegated to the margins of Victorian 
studies but one that, as Kooistra argues, forms a unique locus that con-
nects “the ‘high art’ of painting and exhibition culture with the mass 
art of wood engraving and print culture.”36 Such scholarship is part 
of a larger movement of interest in periodical and ephemera studies. 
Supported by the establishment of the Victorian Periodicals Review in 
1968, this push has more recently been encouraged by the digiti-
zation of nineteenth-century ephemera and periodicals, which has 
opened up access to works formerly viewable only in archives and has 
given scholars the ability to scan across the vast quantities of media, 
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thereby allowing patterns and networks to emerge.37 In his 2005 essay 
“Googling the Victorians,” which remains one of the most cogent 
assessments of the effect of digitization on the study of the nineteenth 
century to date, Patrick Leary describes a revolution in textual schol-
arship occasioned by the “extraordinary power, speed, and ubiquity of 
online searching.”38 Leary is careful, though, to balance the “optimism 
about these expanding resources” with “a recognition of how much 
remains to be done” in terms of digitization; further, he emphasizes 
that training and “close prior acquaintance with nineteenth-century 
prose” are necessary complements to any search engine.39 What is 
more, the brisk pace of additions to the online archive means that 
conclusions derived from online searches are necessarily unstable. 
When the present volume was being written, for example, a Google 
search of occurrences of the word palimpsest in digitized books indi-
cated that between 1820 and 1980, the word reached peak frequency 
in 1896, supporting the argument that (English-speaking) Victorians 
indeed had a special relationship with the concept. As more books are 
digitized, though, especially books from the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries, that result might change. We would add another 
caution, one immediately relevant to this volume: while digitization 
has fundamentally altered the way we access and understand texts, es-
pecially those that were previously beyond the reach of many readers, 
limitations in the documentation and coding of images mean that the 
visual realm is not open to the same search strategies that we have 
developed for text, at least not yet.
 Another strain of Victorian visual studies seeks to bridge the gap 
between the study of the rarefied and the popular by addressing the 
role and function of visuality in nineteenth-century culture at large. If 
early theorists laid the foundations for these inquiries—among them 
the still-influential Walter Benjamin on the importance of modes of 
production in framing our engagement with art and Michel Foucault 
on the hegemonic social control that inheres in surveillance—much 
important work over the subsequent decades has created a more 
nuanced understanding of the incredible variety of Victorian visual 
modalities outside of the fine arts and print genres.40 In his explora-
tion of Victorian exhibitions, for instance, Richard Altick provoca-
tively suggests that these “public nontheatrical entertainments” did 
not merely “[run] parallel to and sometimes [mingle] with . . . the 
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printed word” but rather were “an alternative medium of print, reify-
ing the word.”41 For Kate Flint, the connection between specularity 
and textuality is less stable; indeed, the vexed nature of the relation-
ship between text and image, between the organic eye and vision, 
gives rise to her argument that, for the Victorians, the visual was “a 
heavily contested category,” and seeing involved “a whole matrix of 
cultural and social practices.”42 Nancy Armstrong notes similarly the 
pervasive effects of visual technology: “[T]he rapid production and 
wide dissemination of photographic images permanently altered not 
only what novels represented when they referred to the real world, 
but also how readers experienced life outside the novel.”43 What is 
perhaps surprising, then, is not the upswing of scholarship on visual 
culture in relation to major Victorian literary, political, and scientific 
figures but rather that the attention to these connections—which 
now appear central to a comprehensive understanding of the nine-
teenth century—is so belated.44

q
From among these many visual modes, this collection focuses on 

the graphic text, broadly conceived to include illustrated sto-
ries and poems, books and periodicals, comics, cartoons, and other 
ephemera. Three aspects of  Victorian graphic-textual production are 
especially relevant for understanding the Victorian and neo-Victorian 
texts examined in this collection: the prominence of revival movements; 
self-referential practices in popular media; and the negotiation of the 
image/narrative relationship in many high-art and popular arenas. 
First, nineteenth-century artists, writers, and illustrators were them-
selves steeped in constant revivals of earlier authors, writers, artists, and 
representational styles, which served as one way of negotiating the 
Victorian self in relation to history, of recuperating the past to per-
form modernity. The medieval iconography that appears in illustrated 
magazines such as Once a Week is—as Linda Hughes argues in chap-
ter 7—one example of this trend. Printers also turned to anachro-
nistic technologies: rejecting fin-de-siècle advances in printing, the 
founders of art journals (such as the Century Guild Hobby Horse) and 
artistic presses (such as Shannon and Ricketts’s Vale Press and Wil-
liam Morris’s Kelmscott Press) instead adopted antiquated methods 
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that foregrounded handcraftsmanship. The opening page of the 1896 
Kelmscott Chaucer (see fig. I.3)—with borders designed by Morris and 
a woodcut illustration by Edward Burne-Jones—mixes medieval-esque 
illuminated characters with a flattened picture plane and early Roman 
font; yet at the same time, its effect is archetypically Victorian. The 
Pre-Raphaelite, neo-Gothic, neo-medieval, and neo-Carolinian, and 
neo-Romantic impulses (to name only a few movements) that shaped 
nineteenth-century graphic texts establish a pattern of self-conscious 
revivals that is itself revived in neo-Victorian graphic texts.
 Second, referentiality and intertextuality were ever present in Vic-
torian graphic texts. The Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking- 
Glass examples that open this introduction demonstrate this allusive 
image-textual interplay, which depends not only on content but also 
on form. Consider the function of the cartoon in the popular satirical 
magazine Punch, or the London Charivari: in order to work, the parody 
and satire that define many of the cartoons in Punch depended on 
reaching a public that was aware of the current state of politics and 
trends in art and literature. And newspapers and magazines were the 
primary source through which the public could gain this awareness. 
Further, with its stable of staff illustrators producing a steady flow of 
images for the weekly magazine, Punch helped educate the public 
(consciously or unconsciously) in the recognition of pictorial style—
the heaviness of lines, repetition of facial types, idiosyncrasies of depth 
or perspective, and so forth—that is to say, in the formal qualities of 
the image. A reader could be expected to recognize the work of an 
illustrator, and journals could leverage that familiarity to any number 
of ends. In other words, the success of Punch’s cartoons depended on 
readers who were trained to read periodicals generally and to read 
Punch in particular. Moreover, Punch cultivated the development of a 
visual vocabulary of signifiers that could be taken up by readers and 
reproduced outside the pages of the magazine, in ways that might 
exceed the original satirical aims of author, illustrator, or editor.
 George Du Maurier’s pseudofamily of aesthetic fops provides 
a useful example: the group includes a Mrs. Cimabue Brown (pa-
tron), Postlethwaite (poet), and Maudle (painter), recurring characters 
whose very forms instantly call to mind Du Maurier’s longstanding 
(if playful) critique of the Aesthete (see fig. I.4). Du Maurier was an 
adept at deploying the visual shorthand that he developed to comedic 



(above) fig. I.3  
Opening page 
of The Works of 
Geoffrey Chaucer 
(London: Kelmscott 
Press, 1896). Image 
courtesy of Cadbury 
Research Library: 
Special Collections, 
University of 
Birmingham.

(left) fig. I.4   
George Du Maurier, 
“Frustrated Social 
Ambition,” Punch, 
21 May 1881, 229. 
Image courtesy of 
Cadbury Research 
Library: Special 
Collections, 
University of 
Birmingham.
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effect: the high-Aesthete dress of Mrs. Cimabue Brown, the vase of 
lilies and Japonisme décor in the background, the overwrought emo-
tion telling on their faces and bodies were all common tropes in his 
oeuvre. But rather than putting an end to what Du Maurier viewed as 
a risible fad, his cartoons helped to codify the Aesthetic style of dress 
and objects of fascination, making them more—not less—appropri-
able by a middle-class reading public. In his 1881 cartoon “Frustrated 
Social Ambition,” Du Maurier humorously addresses this blurring of 
the lines between art and life as his trio of Aesthetes faces the limits 
of their own existence as cartoon characters. The caption reads “Col-
lapse of Postlethwaite, Maudle, and Mrs. Cimabue Brown, on reading 
in a widely-circulated contemporary journal that they only exist in 
Mr. Punch’s vivid imagination. They had fondly flattered themselves 
that universal fame was theirs at last.”45 With one figure clutching a 
crumpled newspaper in one hand, and the other two figures in grief-
stricken postures, the cartoon not only mocks the ubiquity of the 
Aesthetes in the periodical press but also reinscribes it. Punch’s readers 
experience Aestheticism thrice removed; they read a cartoon depict-
ing characters reading comments about their own status as ephemera. 
It is postmodern transtextuality avant la lettre.
 Finally, Victorian graphic texts constantly addressed the relation-
ship of image to narrative, whether by embracing it or by protesting it. 
William Hogarth’s enormously popular eighteenth-century engrav-
ings—series of sequential images that depict a chronological narra-
tive—were foundational in establishing a British consumer primed to 
understand images as telling a story, and a story with a moral, at that.46 
As Brian Maidment’s contribution (chapter 1) to this volume shows, 
such narrativization of images could (and did) inspire the creation of 
new texts: the text/image relationship, in other words, is not unidirec-
tional, with an originary text-based story providing the impetus for 
illustration. The proliferation and popularity of increasingly affordable 
illustrated books and magazines throughout the nineteenth century 
would further encourage the view that illustration and text (narrative 
text, in particular) were necessarily complementary.47 In fact, this de-
sire to attach or impose a narrative on an image was so strong for both 
audience and critic that entire artistic movements arose to counter 
it. James McNeill Whistler’s libel trial against John Ruskin (1877–78) 
was a media sensation and brought the matter into the public arena, 
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pitting Whistler’s advocacy of the purely artistic against Ruskin’s in-
sistence that art must edify.48 The quarterly art magazine The Yellow 
Book, launched in 1894 and inspired by the French l’art pour l’art dic-
tum, insisted that the many illustrations it contained must stand alone, 
untethered to any textual context.49 In its very protests, the journal 
underscored the point that the default mode of engagement with the 
printed image was to superimpose a narrative on it.
 This self-conscious awareness of how images are read—that is to 
say, attention to the image’s potential to make narrative or epistemo-
logical meaning—is evident in myriad Victorian graphic texts. In-
deed, by the 1890s, a magazine like The Strand, likely best known for 
Arthur Conan Doyle’s stories detailing Sherlock Holmes’s deductive 
feats, could depend on readers’ abilities to understand both for the nar-
rative and for the “scientific” significance of images. For example, Zig 
Zags at the Zoo, a graphic-textual series in The Strand, required reading 
sequential images as narrative but also demanded fairly complex ana-
logical and metacritical reasoning to deliver combined didactic and 
comedic messages (see fig. I.5). In a page from Arthur Morrison and 
J. A. Shepherd’s collaboration, a playful sequence of scenes of anthro-
pomorphized bugs—a bluebottle fly and a black beetle—demonstrates 
the truth of the accompanying textual comment, that “to acquain-
tances of his own size,” the bluebottle “must be an intolerable nui-
sance.”50 The fly pesters his newspaper-reading acquaintance to join 
him on the town, ignoring his friend’s protests and apparent discom-
fort (the beetle seems to be under the weather). Morrison underscores 
the human quality of the bugs’ interactions, comparing the bluebottle 
to “those awful stout persons who . . . take you forcibly by the arm and 
drag you out for promenades when you are anxious to be left alone,” 
detailing precisely the actions of the jaunty bluebottle in Shepherd’s 
series of illustrations.51 The endearing images combine with the text 
to encourage readers to identify with the characters, which—given 
that those characters are bugs—is alone an impressive feat.
 A cartoon like Zig Zags at the Zoo also plays on readers’ famil-
iarity with illustrated natural history texts. Twenty years earlier, Ed-
ward Lear established a precedent by adopting the taxonomic mode 
of the illustrated botany, pairing absurd Latinate titles and whimsical 
illustrations of imaginary species of plants: the flower of “Piggiawig-
gia Pyramidalis,” for example, features tiny pigs arranged by size (see 



fig. I.5 Bluebottle fly pestering black beetle. Arthur Morrison and J. A. 
Shepherd, Zig Zags at the Zoo, Strand 6 (July 1893): 293. Image courtesy of 
Cadbury Research Library: Special Collections, University of Birmingham.
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fig. I.6), and the “Manypeeplia Upsidownia” looks like a Lily-of-the- 
Valley with people (hanging upside down, naturally), in place of 
white flowers.52 The resulting visual gags, aimed at young readers, de-
pend not on narrative sequence but on the pleasure of sending up the 
serious work of science. The Zig Zags cartoon maintains the whimsy 
of Lear’s illustrations but adds, in its textual component, a more com-
plicated critique of comparative and taxonomic studies of the natural 
world that purported to explain human types and human behavior. 
The article opens by noting that “entomology is a vast, a complicated, 
and a bewildering thing” and 
cautions that the “illustrative 
moralist” who might turn to 
nature for life lessons should 
note that “the insect world is 
the most immoral sphere of 
action existing.”53 By offering 
the playful visual narrative of 
the bluebottle fly, combined 
with textual commentary, the 
cartoon invites simultaneously 
the reader’s investment in the 
narrative, identification with 
the bugs and contemplation of 
familiar social types by way of 
entomological characteristics, 
and self-conscious critique of 
that same analogical exercise.

q

fig. I.6 Edward Lear, 
“Piggiawiggia Pyramidalis,” from 
Nonsense Songs, Stories, Botany, 
and Alphabets (Boston: James R. 
Osgood, 1871), 88.
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All of these acts of self-referentiality, inscription and reinscription, 
narrativization, and resuscitation of earlier art forms demonstrate 

that Victorian visual culture was already deeply enmeshed in palimp-
sestuous modes of creation. Thus, the Victorians offer to their neo- 
Victorian successors not just a rich resource of appropriable, adaptable 
content but also highly nuanced ways of engaging with that content. 
In a similar fashion, this volume is committed to layering critical per-
spectives, rather than proceeding from taxonomic separations. Instead 
of carefully separating the illustrated book from the development of 
the comics form, for example, or nostalgic homage to the Victori-
ans from ironic parody, the contributions to Drawing on the Victorians, 
taken together, highlight the points of imbrication and the blurring 
of categories. This methodological mandate may be said to extend to 
the volume’s theoretical commitments as well, where there is much to 
be gained, for instance, from layering comics theory with historicist 
approaches to Victorian periodicals. Thinking structurally about how 
graphic texts function can offer a means of conceptualizing Victorian 
culture’s relationship to contemporary neo-Victorianism more broadly.
 As the foregoing discussion of visual culture scholarship suggests, a 
vast array of approaches to the Victorians reside under the designation 
“Victorian studies.” Nonetheless, it is fair to say that the field has been 
since the 1980s dominated by cultural studies and New Historicism. 
Recent debates about “surface” versus “symptomatic” reading and the 
so-called new formalism have sought to return to formal concerns in 
a sustained way and to offer various challenges to the “hermeneutics 
of suspicion.” Whereas critics employing Marxian, Freudian, and Fou-
cauldian models of analysis seek for “something latent or concealed” 
in the text, other critics, such as Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, 
advocate attention to surface as “what, in the geometrical sense, has 
length and breadth but not thickness, and therefore covers no depth. 
A surface . . . insists on being looked at rather than what we must train 
ourselves to see through.”54 In this suggestion, they echo Whistler, who 
bemoaned that his contemporary art viewers and critics had “acquired 
the habit of looking . . . not at a picture, but through it, at some human 
fact.”55 Caroline Levine’s “strategic formalism” likewise seeks to com-
plicate cultural studies modes of analysis: “Form itself emerges in my 
own account as . . . an apparatus that operates on the levels of both 
method and object.”56 Rather than thinking of these theoretical modes 
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as antithetical—“surface reading” versus “deep reading” or “strategic 
formalism” versus cultural analysis—our attention to the graphic text 
foregrounds the convergence of cultural context and form.
 Comics studies in its major branches (Anglo-American, Franco- 
Belgian, Japanese) might be characterized, broadly speaking, as pursuing 
structuralist aims more frequently than does Victorian studies, perhaps 
in part because many of the prominent theorists of graphic texts are 
or were also practitioners.57 The range of important sociohistorical 
scholarship on graphic texts notwithstanding, the field has focused 
less on what cultural messages might be hidden in the depths of the 
image-text and more on how any message at all might be conveyed 
through the juxtaposition of images and text.58 Yet as Hillary Chute 
and Marianne DeKoven argue, this attention to form is the very thing 
that enables comics to engage with the social, cultural, and political 
effectively: the frames of comics function as “boxes of time,” creating 
“a representational mode capable of addressing complex political and 
historical issues with an explicit, formal degree of self-awareness.”59 
We suggest that comics theory offers one avenue for rethinking the 
Victorians and our abiding fascination with them, not by jettisoning 
historicist concerns, which continue to be relevant, but in taking the 
form of the palimpsest, to borrow Levine’s language, as “an apparatus 
that operates on the levels of both method and object.”60

 The groundbreaking work of Thierry Groensteen, for instance, 
presents a suggestive view of comics as a spatial rather than temporal 
medium. Arguing against the easy equivalence of sequential panels 
with narrative progress, he stresses that “comics panels, situated re-
lationally, are, necessarily, placed in relation to space and operate on 
a share of space.”61 This spatial conception allows Groensteen to ex-
plore how comics are organized by what he calls “iconic solidarity”:  
“[I]nterdependent images[,] . . . in a series, present the double char-
acteristic of being separated . . . [and] plastically and semantically 
over-determined by the fact of their coexistence in praesentia.”62 Nat-
sume Fusanosuke gets at a similar idea when he describes the ability 
of a manga panel layout to produce in the reader “a multi-layered 
reception of the infinite space and the characters as located both in 
the same temporality and apart at the same time,” thereby “turning 
the limitations of the printed page into advantage.”63 Attending to this 
interrelation of temporal movements and spatial relationships offers 
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a useful corrective to the tendency to read (only) for the plot in any 
given graphic narrative, but even more than this, it suggests a model 
for reading juxtaposed Victorian and neo-Victorian texts (graphic 
or otherwise) palimpsestuously rather than genealogically—that is 
to say, rather than tracing connections and developments historically 
through time, we might take our cue from Thomas Carlyle and read 
our (literary) history as “that complex Manuscript, covered over with 
formless inextricably-tangled unknown characters,” a palimpsest.64 In 
fact, if we take these Victorian and neo-Victorian texts on the pa-
limpsestuous terms in which they offer themselves, we cannot avoid 
viewing spatial juxtapositions overlaying historical trajectory.
 This “spatialization” of historical (and historiographical) concerns 
can be seen, for example, in Bryan Talbot’s 2007 graphic narrative, 
Alice in Sunderland, an immense, multifaceted project that undertakes 
a sweeping history of Sunderland, interwoven with literary biography 
of Lewis Carroll, exhaustive cataloging of Alice in Wonderland adapta-
tions, and formal analysis of graphic narrative. Talbot uses hectically 
crowded pages, a wandering narrative style, and layered images—pho-
tographs, black-and-white and color drawings, and facsimile repro-
ductions of maps, books, playbills, and newspapers—to demonstrate 
that our present does not just follow from the past but coexists with it 
and the future. As the Performer, the narrator and authorial stand-in, 
explains, “You may have noticed that I’ve been telling these stories 
in the present tense—as if they’re all happening simultaneously. . . . . . 
and, in a way, they are! They’re all happening right now—but in the 
past!”65 The text also plays with the roles of reader/viewer, author, 
and character, as these positions morph into and out of one another 
through the graphic narrative’s relationship to its hypotext, Carroll’s 
Alice in Wonderland (see fig. I.7). Explaining Carroll’s original intention 
for the layout of the images of Alice going through the looking glass, 
the Performer stands before reproductions of Tenniel’s mirror(ed) il-
lustrations: “He designed this bit so that Alice passes through the page 
to emerge into Looking Glass Land on the other side” (191).66 The 
Performer then proceeds to draw a frame of a Moroccan street scene, 
from his memory of a recent trip. He, like Alice, will pass through 
this image to arrive on the following page in a full-color version 
of the same scene, with the background and himself both drawn in 
the manner of Belgian comic Hergé’s Tintin adventures. And from 



fig. I.7 The Performer 
discusses Tenniel. Bryan 
Talbot, Alice in Sunderland 
(Milwaukie, OR: Dark Horse 
Comics, 2007), 191. © Bryan 
Talbot. Reproduced with 
permission.

fig. I.8 The Performer 
discusses Hogarth. Bryan 
Talbot, Alice in Sunderland 
(Milwaukie, OR: Dark 
Horse Comics, 2007), 190. © 
Bryan Talbot. Reproduced 
with permission.
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thence the Performer travels back to his own dining room, where he 
discusses the history and formal composition of  William Hogarth’s 
Gin Lane and Beer Street, explaining how the different compositions of 
Hogarth’s two scenes convey their respective messages about the evils 
of gin and the virtues of beer (see fig. I.8). Talbot’s graphic narrative 
self-consciously trains its readers how to read it (and how to read 
ourselves reading it).
 For Alice in Sunderland’s reader, layers of international comics 
history become indistinguishable from Talbot’s autobiography, from 
Carroll’s biography, from literary history, and from the history of Sun-
derland and of England more generally. In his retelling of the medieval 
legend of the Lambton Worm (which originates in Sunderland), for 
example, Talbot literally inserts book history into the landscape of Sun-
derland. The Performer, drawn in black and white, wanders through 
a photographic, color landscape; holding a thick, leather-bound vol-
ume (drawn in color), he describes the local history and geography 
as prologue to the legend. In the final frame, the Performer opens the 
volume to the reader’s gaze: “Ladies and gentlemen. . . . . . I give you . . .” 
(231). On the following page, the Performer’s volume seems to have 
transferred to the reader’s hands, as the reader faces a full-page render-
ing of the manuscript pages from the previous frame: Talbot’s homage 
to William Morris’s neo-medieval Kelmscott Chaucer (see fig. I.9). As 
the medieval past (or at least a legendary version thereof) has been 
drawn through the layers of its nineteenth-century adaptations into 
the reader’s present, so too has the reader been inserted into the space 
of Sunderland’s landscape through the pages of Talbot’s graphic novel. 
The reader can only experience the past of Sunderland, Victorian book 
history, and the present as “interdependent images . . . over-determined 
by the fact of their coexistence in praesentia,” to return to Groensteen’s 
turn of phrase.67 Thus, the graphic narrative form of Alice in Sunderland 
realigns the reader’s sense of history, textuality, even of self, through 
its spatialization of relationships.

q
Drawing on the Victorians offers a similar set of “interdependent images” 
of Victorian and of neo-Victorian visual culture, inviting palimpsestu-
ous readings of the volume’s chapters, which are arranged in thematic 



fig. I.9 “The Legend of the Lambton Worm.” Bryan Talbot, Alice in 
Sunderland (Milwaukie, OR: Dark Horse Comics, 2007), 232. © Bryan Talbot. 
Reproduced with permission.
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pairs. In the first section, “Adaptations,” the authors consider what 
is lost and gained in the process of adapting texts and images across 
different mediums and across national and linguistic boundaries. 
The two chapters in “Graphic Epistemologies” examine the use of 
iconography to convey radical scientific theories and heterodox 
Spiritualist doctrines. In “Refigured Ideologies,” chapters explore the 
power of graphic texts to shape and to challenge hegemonic social 
categories. Authors in “Temporal Images” discuss the graphic rep-
resentations of historical progress and of the passage of time. And in 
“Picturing Readers,” the final two chapters investigate the ways that 
Victorian and neo-Victorian graphic texts both represent and address 
their readers.
 In the first pairing, chapters by Brian Maidment and Monika  
Pietrzak-Franger consider the terms of adaptation and appropriation 
of Victorian primary materials. A decade ago, Thomas Leitch chal-
lenged the primacy of the text in studies of text-to-film adaptations, 
by far the predominant focus in adaptation studies.68 These chapters 
further complicate the relationship between source and adaptation. 
Maidment considers Robert Seymour’s Sketches (1831–34) and Kenny 
Meadows’s Heads of the People (1841) as examples of Victorian image-
to-text adaptation that invert the usual text-to-image progression, 
which places the graphic always after (chronologically and in terms 
of significance) the textual. Tracing the post-Hogarthian lineage of 
graphic texts, Maidment argues that Charles Dickens’s Pickwick Papers 
is indebted to Seymour’s Sketches. He further documents the ways 
that Meadows’s work was taken up as the basis for multiple narrativ-
izations: Meadows’s work provides a compelling instance in which 
the image preceded textual narrativization and gave rise to multi-
ple textual adaptations. Taken together, these works demonstrate how 
open visual representations were to textual superscription. Pietrzak- 
Franger’s study participates in the movement in neo-Victorian studies 
to investigate the transnational and transmedial character of graphic 
texts, exploring the global reproduction and translatability of the 
Victorian era and its problems. With particular focus on one Swiss/
German and two Polish graphic adaptations of Lewis Carroll’s Alice, 
Pietrzak-Franger considers how the global Alice industry enables re-
thinking local histories. Localized graphic wonderlands, she argues, 
challenge the global-local continuum, pointing to “the constructed 
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and palimpsestuous nature of identities that are as much affected by 
global trends as they are rooted in local geographies.”
 As Lear’s Nonsense . . . Botany and Morrison and Shepherd’s Zig 
Zags at the Zoo demonstrate, the alliance of graphic representation 
with scientific epistemology was creatively adapted to diverse ends 
in the nineteenth century. Even the most fantastical supernatural ro-
mances exploited this alliance; for example, H. Rider Haggard’s novels 
King Solomon’s Mines (1885) and She (1887) included illustrations of 
fictitious maps and artifacts to create the illusion of empirical evi-
dence. Similarly, Edwin Abbott’s mathematical satire Flatland (1884) 
provided explanatory geometric diagrams to accompany its narrative. 
“Graphic Epistemologies,” the second pairing of chapters in this vol-
ume, addresses more earnest applications of illustration to educate or 
persuade readers. Peter W. Sinnema and Christine Ferguson consider 
the ways that graphic representations of metaphysical concepts and 
natural (and supernatural) phenomena push their readers to explore 
unconventional worldviews. Sinnema traces the influence of Enlight-
enment iconography on nineteenth-century alternative cosmological 
paradigms. His chapter explores the influence of seventeenth-century  
astronomer Edmond Halley’s hollow-earth hypothesis on the works 
of transatlantic nineteenth-century novelists and (eccentric) thinkers, 
such as the pseudonymous Captain Adam Seaborn’s 1820 scientific 
romance Symzonia: A Voyage of Discovery and Cyrus Reed Teed’s 1898 
religious manifesto The Cellular Cosmogony, both of which included 
detailed drawings of the earth as a hollow “cosmic egg”; Sinnema 
shows how these images “experimented with, challenged, or aban-
doned altogether the heliocentric foundations of the Copernican 
universe,” reimagining infinite space as the finite—and therefore 
knowable and even habitable—interior of the earth. As Ferguson notes, 
twentieth-century graphic novelists have been drawn to nineteenth- 
century images as a means of negotiating contemporary scientific and 
spiritual concerns: this “proof of spiritual survival,” she argues, can 
“make the inquirer see anew.” Ferguson shows that Olivia Plender’s 
2007 graphic novel A Stellar Key to the Summerland reframes Andrew 
Jackson Davis’s similarly titled illustrated book, A Stellar Key to the Sum-
mer Land (1867), resurrecting “the forgotten iconography and visual 
ephemera of nineteenth-century transatlantic Spiritualism . . . to track, 
probe, and then ultimately undo the movement’s seeming complicity 
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with the subsequent cultures of New Age libertarianism and neolib-
eral capitalism.” Both chapters demonstrate the transnational reach (and 
longevity) of their respective alternative graphic epistemologies.
 Our next section, “Refigured Ideologies,” explores two figures 
that carried (and continue to carry) enormous sociocultural freight: 
the Jew and the child. Visual representations of these figures in the 
nineteenth century—for example, illustrations of the sinister Fagin 
and the tragic Little Nell—condensed and consolidated cultural 
stereotypes and narrative tropes. And as Heidi Kaufman and Jessica 
Straley demonstrate, neo-Victorian graphic texts harness these iconic 
figures to challenge readers’ attachments to stereotype and trope alike. 
Kaufman’s study focuses on Will Eisner’s Fagin the Jew (2003), which 
takes Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1837–39) as a point of departure for its 
consideration of the otherness embodied in the figure of Fagin. Eis-
ner’s work, Kaufman argues, does not attempt “to revive the story 
of Oliver Twist’s adventures” or to recover “an idealized Victorian 
world”; rather, the graphic novel seeks “to expose and correct a critical 
silence and a dangerous injustice lurking in Dickens’s novel.” Eisner 
uses comics conventions to wrestle with the possibilities and limits of 
historical recovery and literary (re)invention. Straley takes seriously 
Oscar Wilde’s quip that “one must have a heart of stone to read the 
death of Little Nell without laughing” and asks how the Victorians’ 
attempts to represent an event of unspeakable sadness—the death of 
the child—have in fact produced a seemingly infinite resource for 
twentieth- and twenty-first-century ridicule. Through analysis of 
works by Dickens (and George Cattermole, his illustrator), Edward 
Gorey, and Roman Dirge, Straley suggests that for the Victorians, the 
dying, beautiful, innocent girl became not merely a hackneyed cliché 
but a signifier overburdened with multiple and paradoxical meanings. 
The resurrection of the “dead metaphor of the dead girl” in twentieth- 
and twenty-first-century parodies like Gorey’s and Dirge’s enables us 
to examine the “limitations of our aesthetic practices” and thus to 
become implicated in the joke.
 Central to the figure of the palimpsest is the visual demarcation 
of the passage of time, traces of the past bleeding into the present. 
For the neo-Victorian author or artist, the changing styles of Vic-
torian iconography—or the changes that nineteenth-century images 
document—can function as a chronometer. Yet as the two chapters in 
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“Temporal Images” show, the Victorians’ representations of the pas-
sage of time were themselves often highly stylized and self-conscious. 
Linda K. Hughes considers the long underexplored archive of illus-
trated poems that appeared in illustrated periodicals ranging from the 
1860s through the turn of the twentieth century. Hughes examines 
the preponderance of medieval iconography in poem illustration, 
arguing that repeated revivals of earlier artistic modes established a 
Victorian paradigm for later neo-Victorian works. She suggests that 
by considering the poem and illustration as inseparable—as “poetic- 
graphic texts”—we are alerted to the disputed grounds or social 
fissures underlying this Victorian body of work. Working in a simi-
lar register, Rebecca N. Mitchell uses the Diamond Jubilee issue of 
Punch as a case study of historicizing typology. Noting that the Vic-
torians used graphic forms to reflect on the changes documented in 
their own time, Mitchell argues that nineteenth-century graphic texts 
consolidated a series of symbols and iconographic modes that became 
aligned with specific cultural moments and ideologies. These distilled 
images, then, become the familiar, even clichéd, visual tropes of “the 
Victorian” in contemporary neo-Victorian graphic texts, particularly 
in steampunk works, which are founded on anachronistic juxtapo-
sitions. By self-consciously employing anachronism or historicized 
iconography established by the Victorians, these neo-Victorian works 
further the palimpsestuous attachments that, as Hughes notes, were 
established in the nineteenth century.
 Having considered various modes of graphic meaning-making, 
the volume concludes by turning to the reader. It is a turn demanded 
by Victorian and neo-Victorian graphic texts themselves, which do 
not simply solicit readers’ engagement but, rather, construct theories 
about the act of reading and the role of the reader. In the final section, 
“Picturing Readers,” authors Jennifer Phegley and Anna Maria Jones 
explore how Victorian and neo-Victorian serials, marketed to women 
readers, articulate self-reflexive and sophisticated theories of their re-
lationships to their readers. They thus challenge the view—prevalent 
in the nineteenth century and still in circulation today—that pleasure 
reading is an addictive and dangerous pastime, particularly for read-
ers perceived as susceptible or naïve (such as women, children, and 
the working class). Phegley argues that for Victorian working-class 
women readers of the magazine Bow Bells, reading was “social and 
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active,” as readers were “pulled into intrigue, sensation, and even trag-
edy” through their investments in the illustrated narratives. Focusing 
especially on Valentine’s Day issues, and building on her reading of 
actual Victorian valentines, Phegley contends that the valentine—
present both textually as narrative device and visually as illustration—
becomes an iconic stand-in for a host of social and personal desires 
and anxieties. In the collection’s tenth chapter, Anna Maria Jones 
considers the ways that a neo-Victorian manga mediates its own read-
ers’ desires through its depiction of  Victorian girl readers’ investments 
in serial fiction. The plot of Moto Naoko’s serial Lady Victorian (Redī 
Vikutorian) caters to readerly desires for adventure and romance, even 
as it also offers a self-reflexive account of how reading constructs 
those very desires. Further, Moto playfully invokes fin-de-siècle Ja-
ponisme, inviting readers to consider how nineteenth-century trans-
national cultural exchanges continue to shape contemporary modes 
of cultural consumption.
 Finally, in her afterword, “Photography, Palimpsests, and the 
Neo-Victorian,” Kate Flint extends the discussion to photography, 
the transformative technology that, by the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, was as ubiquitous as the drawn image. As Flint shows, the me-
dium’s potential both to tell a story and to interrogate history was 
exploited fully by Victorian photographers. Moreover, photogra-
phy’s metareferential quality—the ability to capture “temporal com-
plexities”—is precisely what recommends it to contemporary artists 
such as Yinka Shonibare, Clare Strand, and Tracey Moffatt, who in-
voke eighteenth- and nineteenth-century visual conventions “to think 
about connections not only between the experience of the past and 
now but also between earlier and current practices of representation.”
 Through these chapters, Drawing on the Victorians brings together 
a variety of formal, historical, and theoretical concerns under the um-
brella of “Victorian and neo-Victorian graphic texts.” By necessity, 
any edited collection presents a multilayered rather than unified vi-
sion of its topic, and this one seeks to cultivate rather than forestall 
its topical and methodological multiplicity. Indeed, it is precisely in 
this multiplicity that, like Carlyle’s palimpsest, this collection delivers 
a methodological guide to future study: perhaps not a “complete phi-
losophy” but “here and there an intelligible precept, available in prac-
tice.”69 To take seriously the palimpsestuous nature of these Victorian 
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and neo-Victorian texts is to be willing to conceive of “the Victo-
rian” as belonging to a much broader field and longer historical tra-
jectory than the traditional boundaries of Victorian studies, devoted 
to the study of British literature and culture of the nineteenth century, 
have recognized. Moreover, to appreciate the complex intertextual 
play that the figure of the palimpsest suggests, one must be prepared 
to seek “the Victorian” in a wide range of visual and textual contexts, 
to embrace unlikely juxtapositions, and even to value the distortions 
and entanglements that those juxtapositions entail.
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