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Abstract

Over the last 20 years, the impact of critical musicology (or new musicology) has given rise to
fresh areas of exploration (e.g., performance practices, reception histories, affect, listening) and
new methods and sites of investigation, including Victorian novels and poems. Influenced by
cultural criticism, critical musicologists study musical practices as interactive with a wide range of
human activities and beliefs. Simultaneously, literary scholars and historians have played a promi-
nent early role in promoting the study of music in 19th-century Britain and in establishing its aims
and methods. To these researchers and to contextually minded musicologists, it was obvious that
music embodied and expressed ideological and political meanings, and that fictional, non-fictional,
and verse works elucidated and helped to construct these perceptions. Music and Victorian litera-
ture is thus a truly interdisciplinary field because it speaks to individuals whose home training is in
either literature or music, while also influencing scholars in a range of other disciplines including
social and cultural history, art history, women’s studies, gender studies, and queer studies.

Introducing the field of music and Victorian literature to a literary audience therefore means
first tracing developments in the discipline of music and then highlighting a major disciplinary
difference (composer intentionality versus the death of the author). Outlining the latter will, I
hope, suggest opportunities for critical musicologists as well as for people interested specifically in
word–music connections. In particular, the issue of subjectivity is ripe for further development as
can be seen by work on 19th-century poetry and music that is a part of new lyric studies. The
final sections of the article outline the latter, indicate the interdisciplinary beginnings of the study
of music in 19th-century Britain, provide a list of resources, and map out other recent trends and
possible future directions in scholarship on music and Victorian literature.

Throughout the whole of the first act we remained in our position – the Count, absorbed by
the orchestra and the stage, never casting so much as a chance glance at us. Not a note of
Donizetti’s delicious music was lost on him. […] When the people near him applauded the
close of an air (as an English audience in such circumstances always will applaud), without the
least consideration for the orchestral movement which immediately followed it, he looked
round at them with an expression of compassionate remonstrance, and held up one hand with a
gesture of polite entreaty. At the more refined passages of the singing, at the more delicate
phases [sic] of the music, which passes unapplauded by others, his fat hands, […] softly patted
each other, in token of the cultivated appreciation of a musical man. At such times, his oily
murmur of approval, ‘‘Bravo! Bra-a-a-a!’’ hummed through the silence, like the purring of a
great cat. His immediate neighbours on either side – hearty, ruddy-faced people from the coun-
try, basking amazedly in the sunshine of fashionable London – seeing and hearing him, began
to follow his lead. (Collins 589; original emphasis)

In this striking passage, Count Fosco, the memorable villain of Wilkie Collins’s The
Woman in White (1860), educates the provincial English on concert etiquette. The
novel identifies the year of this performance as 1851, that of ‘the famous Crystal Palace
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Exhibition in Hyde Park’ (584), when numerous foreigners and English visitors arrived in
the capital. The brief scene demonstrates differing notions about opera attendance in the
middle of the century. The rural people most value individual airs, while Fosco concen-
trates on the entire experience (orchestral and vocal) and purrs his approval, thus not
disrupting the continuation of the music as noisy demands for encores would have done.
Moreover, the Italian Count arrives before the overture, thereby valuing the whole
composition, and is so ‘absorbed by the orchestra and the stage’ as to notice other audi-
ence members solely in terms of their responsiveness to the music. Only during the inter-
mission does Fosco ‘[rise] with the rest, and [survey] the occupants of the boxes grandly
with his opera-glass’ (590). Appreciating Donizetti’s music had thus far shaped his behav-
ior, but after the curtain falls, he directs his gaze to the display of affluence.

In contrast, Collins’s English protagonist, Walter Hartright, follows an upper-class
norm in finding opera production an opportunity to see and be seen: when he discovers
Fosco’s planned opera outing, he immediately thinks of it as ‘a chance […] that the
Count might be easily visible’ (588). Unconcerned with the music, he arrives during
the overture and wanders around looking for Fosco. Late admission and walking about
while the music played were not abnormal at the time, so such actions receive no com-
ment from the narrator. Rather, the conflicting behavior is used for narrative purposes.
The Italian Count is finally entrapped precisely because he concentrates on the music;
he is unaware that Walter, who associates London opera most with the public gaze,
has arrived and observed him. This particular plot resolution could only occur in a mid-
Victorian novel, during a period of changing manners and conflicting conduct in the
concert hall and opera house.

With a finger on the pulse of the vibrant shifts occurring in audience-listening,
Collins’s novel was strikingly contemporary for his first readers, many of whom would
have been patronizing musical events in London or the provinces. In the same year that
The Woman in White appeared, Macmillan’s Magazine reported that

the demand for music […] has of late years considerably increased. We can hardly go to a
concert without meeting some enthusiast like ourselves, ready to gloat with us over a finished
performance or a quartett, or to compare opinions as to the reading adopted by some new
pianist. By some freemasonry we easily detect such a brother fanatic, and are not ashamed,
though he be a stranger, to open our heart to him on the subject of the music we are listening
to, or even on musical matters in general. (383)

Music brought strangers together, both in an audience and in the perception that a musi-
cal nation would be a well-organized collective like an orchestra. There were thus wide-
spread efforts to raise musical knowledge through public lectures, singing classes, analytic
program notes, and music festivals. New conservatories opened their doors and professor-
ships in music were established at Oxford and Cambridge. Music critic Francis Hueffer
even opined in 1889 that music had experienced more growth since Victoria had
ascended the throne than any other ‘branch of human knowledge, or of human art’
excepting perhaps ‘natural science’ (1). The high regard given to music increased expo-
nentially for the rest of the Queen’s life, leading C.W. James to remark in The Cornhill
Magazine of 1901 that ‘the people who are not musical, or who do not try to appear so,
are getting very rare indeed, of that we may be sure’ (631).1 Small surprise that music’s
rich variety is found represented in Victorian fiction and verse.

Music’s protean presence in Victorian Britain is therefore significant to literary schol-
arship and to the interdisciplinary field of Victorian Studies. ‘Literature is the archive of
a culture’, as Tori Moi has articulated. ‘We turn to literature to discover what makes
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other human beings suffer and laugh, hate and love, how people in other countries live,
and how men and women experienced life in other historical periods’ (‘ ‘‘I am not a
woman writer’’ ’ 268). Musicologists find literary texts to be invaluable objects of study
for much the same reason. In a lecture given in 1999, Ruth A. Solie, past president of
the American Musicological Society, beautifully summarized the central questions that
keep surfacing in her historical research:

what did people make of the music that we now confront in such very different contexts? what
other music, long forgotten, held a place in their affections along with the compositions that
still hold place in ours, and what kinds of music-making in general formed part of their world-
making in the larger cultural sense?

In ‘looking for the human beings in and around the music’, as she expressed it, Solie has
repeatedly directed her attention to 19th-century fiction and poetry (‘Embodying the
Intangible’).

Although Literature Compass approached me to write an article providing an overview of
scholarship on music in Victorian literature, it is more accurate to call the area music and
Victorian literature because of its truly interdisciplinary nature. The field speaks to individ-
uals whose home training is in, respectively, literature and music, while also influencing
researchers from a range of other disciplines including social and cultural history, art
history, women’s studies, gender studies, and queer studies. This mutual interest factor
comes from shared objects and topics of study that cross disciplinary boundaries, as well as
from questions that literary scholars and musicologists each find valuable. The exchange has
occurred at conferences (especially the annual Midwest Victorian Studies Association and
the biennial Music in Nineteenth-Century Britain Conferences), within essay collections
that include contributions from researchers housed in both departments (da Sousa Correa,
Phrase and Subject; Fuller and Losseff; Weliver, The Figure of Music in Nineteenth-Century Brit-
ish Poetry), and in single-authored articles and monographs that speak across the disciplines
in such a way that a single publication can have significant impact, including for those who
do not themselves identify as word-music scholars (see Banfield; O’Gorman; Solie, ‘No
‘‘Land without Music’’ ’). Introducing the state of the field of music and Victorian litera-
ture to a literary audience, therefore, means first tracing developments in music scholarship,
including some issues that are at odds with literary studies. The last, I hope, will also
suggest opportunities for the music researcher who wishes to engage with the study of
poetry and fiction. The final sections of this essay directly consider research regarding music
and Victorian literature.

Critical Musicology

To most people, the study of music refers to learning to play an instrument or to sing.
Perhaps to some it indicates analyzing a composition or discovering the history surrounding
great composers and their works. Less widely known is that, influenced by cultural
criticism, a more contextualized study of music has gained academic legitimacy in the last
20 years or so. This shift has opened up possibilities for non-musicologists to publish on
musical topics in ways that are of significance to music researchers as well as to scholars in
the author’s home discipline. Of course, musical literacy remains important, but due to
changing aims and methods in music research, being unable to read a musical score is no
longer a bar to word–music scholarship. Determining what music means now extends
beyond studying a musical composition to considering newspaper or periodical music jour-
nalism, eyewitness reports of private and public concerts, program notes, fictional and verse
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works, poetical treatises, and so forth. Thus, ‘music literacy’ in this context can mean
understanding and elucidating how ‘the idea of music’ was constructed and debated within
specific moments and places. This fluency should also signify being versed in musicological
disciplinary shifts and specific foci of investigation. In terms of the latter, for instance, the
reading of The Woman in White that introduced this article relies upon and contributes to
recent musicological work on audience behavior.

Broadly speaking, music scholars specialize in historical musicology, music theory, or
ethnomusicology. North American academics usually divide the study of music among
these three areas, while in Britain the first two are included together under the umbrella
term ‘musicology’. Traditional approaches to the study of Western music center on the
study of musical compositions (the ‘work’, the ‘music itself’), especially the great canoni-
cal pieces, without also necessarily interrogating the canon-forming process. This stance
can be further broken down into (1) a positivist description of historical data related to
musical compositions, which is used by some historical musicologists, and (2) a formalist
analysis used by music theorists who consider structural issues and determine meaning
through the relationships of notes within a composition (‘theorists’ or ‘analysts’ refer to
those people who identify as music theorists and ‘analysis’ to their activities).2 These two
long-established methodologies are often summed up as ‘positivist’ and ‘formalist’, not
unproblematically so. Kofi Agawu has argued that such terminology obscures their ‘com-
plex histories’ and hamstrings the assessment of their ‘various techniques’, ‘foundations’,
and ‘limitations’ (299). Music scholarship still contains many practitioners whose work on
the ‘musical object’ (the composition) comprise major contributions.

Beginning in the 1970s the study of Western music started to shift from these then-
conventional approaches. A few individuals began to investigate ‘music’ as behavior (as
more than the musical object alone) and, in terms of compositions worthy of consider-
ation, as wider than the great tradition. This move away from giving primacy of place to
the (canonical) musical composition was at the heart of the changes in musicology. Not
least, the transition encouraged awareness of the fact that equating ‘music’ with the ‘work’
was a relatively recent occurrence. Before 1800, ‘music’ was identified with the perfor-
mance and the social setting; composers wrote for specific events, borrowed musical ideas
from other composers or from their own oeuvre, expected performers to embellish their
notes, and did not expect the resulting music to be heard again (Hall-Witt 138; Goehr
220). Increasingly after 1800, however, ‘composers began to conceive of their works as
discrete, perfectly formed, and completed products’, as Lydia Goehr writes (222). The
notes were not to be tampered with by, say, substituting arias in an opera or improvising.
Composers expected their works to be repeated and to be done so with fidelity to the
written page. Of course, in the 19th century, ‘event’ concepts of music persisted, too, as
Carl Dahlhaus reminds us with the example of Rossini (9). But the Austro-German tradi-
tion privileged the ‘work’ and the young discipline of musicology, forming in 19th-cen-
tury Germany, followed suit. Well into the 20th century, for example, the central place
of the ‘work’ resulted in scholarly careers devoted to producing critical editions of major
works that were as yet unavailable (Kerman, Contemplating Music 48). The implication of
shifting away from this ‘work’-based approach is, of course, that music research would
expand from score study to utilizing a much wider range of source material, asking new
questions, and developing methodologies that could illuminate various cultural contexts of
musical practices. Quite simply, the question ‘what is music?’ was newly problematized.

In the 1970s and early 1980s, a gathering quorum perceived music to be informed by,
interactive with, and inspiring of a wide range of human activities, thoughts, feelings,
creativities, and processes of knowledge- and power-formation. Then in the late 1980s
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and early 1990s, music scholarship underwent a seismic upheaval when these ideas took
hold in a large-scale way. In particular, popular music studies, opera studies, and feminist
musicology simultaneously introduced fresh methods that were inspired by other disci-
plines’ approaches. New journals were launched to support these explorations, including
The Journal of Popular Music Studies http://www.blackwellpublishing.com/journal.asp?ref=
1524-2226, Popular Musicology (now Popular Musicology Online http://www.popular-
musicology-online.com), and Cambridge Opera Journal http://journals.cambridge.org/
action/displayJournal?jid=OPR. With the burgeoning of a culturally contextualized
understanding of music in the intervening years, performance practices, reception histo-
ries, affect, and listening have become fresh areas of exploration and have generated novel
methods and sites of investigation.

The ‘new musicology’ as it was first called, was a term that caused considerable annoy-
ance to those who felt that this ‘New Musicological Regime’ as Agawu protested, mal-
igned existing strategies.3 ‘Critical musicology’ has now become the generally favored
label, with ‘critical’ denoting interpretations that are derived from understanding social
processes (Solie, ‘Feminism’). The nomenclature for professional academic work is thus
firmly differentiated from ‘music criticism’ to indicate the reviews of performances,
recordings, and scores undertaken by a ‘music critic’ or journalist in a more popular
format such as a newspaper (Kerman, ‘How We Got into Analysis’ 311). While literary
criticism was an especially strong early influence on critical musicology, approaches are
now also ‘drawn from anthropology, sociology, psychoanalysis, semiotics, postcolonial
studies, feminism, gender studies and queer studies’, as Derek B. Scott articulates (2).
Additional dimensions have come from the areas of social and cultural history (Herbert),
film studies, and art history. Usually called either an importation or borrowing (each with
its own set of negative connotations), this process has been mostly one-directional to
date, although there have been notable attempts to bring the topic of music to the atten-
tion of other disciplines, including within the field of music and Victorian literature, and
more broadly in a series of fortnightly discussions, study days, and conferences at the
University of Cambridge run by Gillian Beer, Malcolm Bowie and Beate Perrey from
2002 to 2006 (Beer et al. 1).

Initially, the approaches of critical musicologists were so varied that it was a slippery
prospect to come to terms with what the ‘new musicology’ denoted. Today, reassess-
ments of the last two decades are occurring as journals like the Cambridge Opera Journal
(1989) and landmark publications such as Susan McClary’s Feminine Endings (1991) reach
their 20th birthdays. This self-examination has certainly been ongoing from the early
1990s, but at the present anniversary editors have invited pioneers to scrutinize their
ground-breaking work (e.g., Aspden and Huebner). The response seeks to open the field
further (e.g., McClary, ‘Feminine Endings at Twenty’). But care is also needed lest the
process become a self-conscious canonizing of the new methodologies by those who
introduced them, as Solie noted in 2008 when reviewing the second book of the new
Ashgate series on Contemporary Thinkers on Critical Musicology (599). This series asks
for contributions of chosen essays and new introductions by leaders in critical musicology,
thus the roster of authors comprises those who changed the paradigm 20 years ago. Gath-
erings of influential essays are undoubtedly useful and individual introductions have
sought to move the field further yet, but I worry that because the series as a whole
potentially reads as canonizing, it might seem as if the movement is in some sense fin-
ished. In my view, critical musicology is not ready for the solidifying that occurs with
canonizing processes. Far from being over, there is a major opportunity for expanded
thought on issues such as subjectivity.
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Subjectivity and Music

If we paint with broad brushstrokes for just a little longer, it is fair to say that critical
musicology has kept alive composer intentionality (the speaking subject) while not com-
plicating that subjectivity. It has not, for instance, asked such questions as what are the
distinctions between fantasy (artistic expression) and reality (lived experiences), or how
might we understand an ‘I’ that may be experienced in one situation as universally
human and in another as female, black, Jewish, etc. (see Rose, ‘This is not a biography’;
Moi, ‘I am not a woman writer’)? When critical musicology began to invest meaning in
music so that it was not simply a nonrepresentational art form where instrumental music
(preferably German) had pride of place,4 it did so by applying interdisciplinary criticism
to uncover music’s relationship to surrounding social forces. This process, in moving
beyond the subjectivity of the composer, would seem to have followed the climate of
the 1970s and 1980s in literary studies when the author was largely silenced as the result
of Roland Barthes’s ‘The Death of the Author’ (1977), Jacques Derrida’s appraisal of lit-
erary meaning as occurring through the dance of signifiers within the text (‘Signature
Event Context’ 1988), and Michel Foucault’s outline of power relations in ‘What is an
Author’ (1977) (Moi, ‘I am not a woman writer’ 261). Musicologists, however, have not
disinvested the association between the composer and his or her work. Reaching back to
William Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley’s essay of 1946, ‘The Intentional Fallacy’, is
common parlance, but in practice the composer’s intentions are often assumed to be
essential.5 Quotations from other compositions may be discussed (implying that the bor-
rowing composer knew and interacted with those pieces) or something that the com-
poser said may be used to prove how an extra-musical meaning can be read into the
music itself. This current practice assumes an autonomous, untroubled ‘I’ without explor-
ing how subjectivity has been perceived, probed, rejected, and ⁄or complicated at differ-
ent historical moments, within disparate cultural spaces, and ⁄or by an individual
composer.

A possible argument against investigating the representation and expression of the self
is that music lacks representational content, therefore, we cannot truly query the intrica-
cies of subjectivity. This assumption is rooted in Austro-German ideas about music that
became foundational for the growth of musicology as a discipline. Eduard Hanslick’s
famous pronouncement of music as ‘tönend-bewegte Formen’ (38) (sounding form in
motion) in 1854 encapsulates the central value of Austro-German music aesthetics, as
Joseph Kerman succinctly summarizes:

For if music is only ‘‘sounding form,’’ the only meaningful study of music is formalistic; and
while Hanslick was not an analyst, later critics took it on themselves to analyze music’s sound-
ing form in the conviction that this was equivalent to its content. (‘How We Got into Analysis’
315)

However, musical objects in the 19th century were alive with signification; texts were
interactive with music in songs and opera, through the evocative titles and program-
matic meanings that composers gave to their instrumental works, and in the popular-
ity of amateur and professional melodramatic performances (text spoken above musical
accompaniment), to name a few. Even instrumental pieces were considered more ref-
erential than they are today, as seen if we turn to Britain, the focus for music and
Victorian literature. Leading composers like C. Hubert H. Parry held that composi-
tions expressed the composer’s personality and ethics as well as national character (see
Parry). Evolutionary biologist Herbert Spencer also located precise meanings
in musical works in his influential essay ‘The Origin and Function of Music’ (1857)
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(see Spencer). I am not equating personality or evolutionary aesthetics with subjectiv-
ity, but rather suggesting that we can explore multifaceted expressions of subject-posi-
tions within 19th-century music and musical culture because prominent thinkers in
Victorian Britain commonly linked instrumental music to extra-formalist content,
including the composer’s self.

A composer- and work-centered musicology is, of course, vital for recovery in under-
researched areas like 19th-century Britain, but we also need exploration in fresh directions.
Although provocative work such as Lawrence Kramer’s on the German Lied and Naomi
Cumming’s on the listener opened the topic of subjectivity about 10 years ago, this prom-
ising start has strangely not led to a more thorough investigation within musicology except
in a few dissertations and articles. Erik Clarke’s monograph in progress on Musical Subjectiv-
ities – based on lectures given as the Royal Holloway-British Library Distinguished
Lectures in Musicology (2008-09) – will hopefully begin to address this gap. Perhaps
further inspiration can also be found in the work of literary scholars who sought to keep
the writer alive, but who did so by introducing more complex ideas of authorship and
intentionality, as seen in Jacqueline Rose’s theoretical work on Sylvia Plath and Moi’s on
Simone de Beauvoir. Critical musicology has an opportunity to develop new thought sim-
ply by practicing a greater deliberateness regarding when and how to invoke subjectivity.
When should we address composer intentions? When is it more relevant to consider
speakerless sound? A group of literary scholars involved in ‘new lyric studies’ are exploring
subjectivity in such ways that should stimulate forward movement in music and Victorian
literature, as well as in each respective discipline.

New Lyric Studies

While ‘The Sound of Poetry, The Poetry of Sound’ theme of the 2006 Modern Language
Association of America annual meeting suggested fascinating opportunities for scholars
interested in music and literature, the Presidential Address sounded an antagonistic note to
the idea of interdisciplinarity. Marjorie Perloff asserted the need to resume a ‘more theoret-
ical, historical, and critical training in our own discipline’ rather than ‘lusting after those
other disciplines that seem so exotic primarily because we don’t really practice them’
(662). She argued that ‘the governing paradigm for so-called literary study is now taken
from anthropology and history’ (654) and ‘the literary, if it matters at all, is always second-
ary’ (655). Novels, poems, and dramas ‘are taken to be means to an end – they are
windows through which we see the world beyond the text, symptoms of cultural desires,
drives, anxieties, or prejudices’ (654).

Prominent leaders in the study of verse responded 2 years later in a special PMLA
Theories and Methodologies section on the ‘new lyric studies’, an approach that was first
suggested by Virginia Jackson and Yopie Prins’s work on the figure of the Poetess (a rec-
ognized category). As opposed to the ‘old’ approach which tends ‘to read ‘‘the lyric’’ as a
genre defined in terms of subjective expression’ (523), new lyric studies seeks to under-
stand how the lyric has been constructed and functioned within particular historic
moments. This historicity does not deny that the lyric has elements that are considered
transhistoric and transcultural in its intense expression, but sometimes poetesses, for
instance, ‘perform lyric reflections on the conventions of subjectivity’ (523), as Jackson
and Prins argue. Form continues to be emphasized, but ‘historical poetics’ (Prins, ‘Histor-
ical Poetics’ 230) looks at formal issues as temporarily and culturally situated, often
through reading then-contemporary treatises on poetry alongside a poem and discovering
patterns and counter-patterns.
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Scholars of poetry are continuing to probe the implications of this position, sometimes
in ways that directly intersect with music. Yopie Prins’s essays on ‘Victorian Meters’
(1999) and ‘Voice Inverse’ (2004) make the crucial point that we must reevaluate
whether poetic voice always indicates a persona, positing instead the presence of speaker-
less voice. Yet we might still long to hear the voice of the poet, as she explores in ‘Sap-
pho Recomposed: A Song Cycle by Granville and Helen Bantock’ (2005). Building from
these articles in ‘Historical Poetics, Dysprosody, and The Science of English Verse’ (2008),
Prins shows how some 19th-century poets sought to communicate their thoughts on
meter by arranging note heads on musical staves. In this configuration, pitch was less
important than temporal markings (pauses and rhythm). Prins’s article on ‘Robert Brown-
ing Transported by Meter’ (2008) is an especially delightful tour de force that traces
technologies of metrical transmission in America by examining a railway publication that
circulated Browning’s ‘Pippa Passes’, American composer Amy Beach’s musical setting of
this verse, and a silent film version of the poem. In all of Prins’s work, historical aware-
ness and form are vigorously interactive.

Indeed, how can form not be emphasized in the study of the lyric? Jonathan Culler’s
contribution to the PMLA new lyric studies section begins by stating that ever since the
Victorian period when the novel became the main source of literary reading, ‘[n]arrative
is treated […] as the very condition of experience’ (201). He then proceeds to point out
that ‘it is deadly for poetry to try to compete with narrative – by promoting lyrics as
representative of the experience of subjects – on terrain where narrative has obvious
advantages’ (202). Culler’s observation highlights the importance of Prins’s work,
whereby sound in Victorian poems, if seen as speakerless, becomes more than a tool of
narrative or dramatic situation. It moves toward a system of sonic relationships that are
not exactly the same as music’s, but are certainly closer than if we imagine the sound in
verse as emerging from a fictional speaker or as simply ‘reinforc[ing] or undercut[ting]
meaning’ (Culler 202).

Students of literature have much to gain from these sorts of emphases in new lyric
studies, but so do music scholars who wish to focus on music in cultural context. How
was sound perceived? How did people listen? What are the implications for subjectivity?
‘Cultural studies has so far avoided the study of lyric because lyrics have been misunder-
stood as the personal subjective utterances of historical subjects’, according to Jackson and
Prins (529). Something similar might be said of cultural studies’ avoidance of the study of
music: the larger community of humanist scholars still thinks that music is understood as
nonrepresentational. There is not a single way of proceeding in these studies, but rather
much to recommend the continued conversation between the disciplines, which promi-
nent scholars like Prins encourage by presenting her work at music as well as literary
conferences.

Music and Victorian Literature

Studying music and literature together is not a new project, as seen in explorations of
how texts are set to music, but placing a premium on understanding music in cultural
context set the stage for musicologists to find poems and fictional works to be of fresh
critical consequence. In the mid-1980s, Lawrence Kramer pioneered an influential
method of comparing the internal structures of musical objects to literary texts. Kramer
continues to be an eloquent leader in this type of structuralist work, but his approach has
appealed more to musicologists than to literary scholars and has focused on the score and
the traditional musical canon. As Gary Tomlinson argues, rather than a ‘broadening of
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the notes’ signifying potential, [Kramer] draws our attention back to the work, making it
the primary (almost exclusive) matrix of its own meanings’.6 In contrast, the present
article is weighted toward the type of interdisciplinary work that finds an audience with
both fields. The outcomes have been profitably applied back to the musical score, too,
but the emphasis in the first instance is on mutual influence. Music and Victorian litera-
ture scholarship often considers the ‘idea of music’ and musical behaviors as represented
within texts, in terms of both subject matter and form. Here, the focus is more inclusive
than the great works, as shown most obviously by its embrace of music in Britain.

Because relatively few British composers are included in the great works tradition,
academic inquiry into the musical life of the country was largely neglected until the
growth of cultural studies. Significantly, the interdisciplinary field of Victorian Studies was
crucial for promoting the study of music in 19th-century Britain. (Within music, the
accepted term is ‘19th-century music’ not ‘Victorian music’.) The earliest meeting dedi-
cated to 19th-century British music occurred in 1979 at Leicester University’s Institute of
Victorian Studies and the first panel on the topic at an interdisciplinary conference was
organized by Nicholas Temperley for the 1984 Midwest Victorian Studies Association
Conference (Temperley, ‘The Lost Chord’ 8). The latter subsequently grew into a special
issue of Victorian Studies (1986) on ‘Music in Victorian Society and Culture’ and then into
a book edited by Temperley in 1989, The Lost Chord. Literature had a prominent position
in this undertaking; of the six essays comprising the Victorian Studies issue, two are on
musico-literary topics (Burgan; Linda K. Hughes, ‘From Parlor to Concert Hall’). Also in
the 1980s, other literary scholars brought out studies of music (Auerbach; Byerly; Gray;
MacLeod; McCobb; Peskin) and soon after Meirion Hughes and Robert Stradling’s influ-
ential book appeared, The English Musical Renaissance, 1840–1940: Constructing a National
Music (1993). Meanwhile, from the mid-1970s through the mid-1990s, economic historian
Cyril Ehrlich was publishing major books on music in Britain, as was social historian
William Weber. Notably, of all the scholars mentioned in this paragraph, only Temperley
originates in a music department. In the 1990s, as critical musicology began to coalesce,
however, music scholars began more seriously to study 19th-century Britain. A significant
aspect of the work in this field has been a musicology that takes its bearing from social
history, with Ehrlich’s techniques an especially strong influence.

Because of its interdisciplinary roots, the field of music in 19th-century Britain offers
particularly valuable resources to those interested in exploring music and Victorian litera-
ture, from a range of excellent publications to venues for giving papers and publishing.
These include the Biennial Music in Nineteenth-Century Britain conferences inaugurated
in 1997 by Bennett Zon, who also established the Music in Nineteenth-Century Britain
Series published by Ashgate http://www.ashgate.com/default.aspx?page=1770. The last
continues to have the most extensive list of books on the subject. In 2000, Peter Holman
founded the Leeds University Centre for English Music (LUCEM) http://www.leeds.
ac.uk/music/research/lucem.shtml, which spans all periods. Also ranging more widely than
the 19th century alone, Rachel Cowgill and Peter Holman co-edit the Music in Britain,
1600–1900 series with Boydell and Brewer http://www.boydellandbrewer.com/store/list-
Categoriesandproducts.asp?idCategory=151. At Bristol University in 2006 Stephen Ban-
field set up the Centre for the History of Music in Britain, the Empire and the
Commonwealth (CHOMBEC) http://www.bristol.ac.uk/music/CHOMBEC/ to sponsor
events that encourage research and public education, including lectures and conferences.
Further afield, the North American British Music Studies Association (NAMBSA) http://
www.nabmsa.org/ began running biennial conferences in 2004, while the Australian Study
Group for British Music had its first meeting in 2006. These organizations welcome
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scholarship on music and Victorian literature, as has Palgrave Macmillan. The Lyrica Soci-
ety for Word-Music Relations http://www.lyricasociety.org/ (est. 1981) and the Interna-
tional Association for Word and Music Studies (WMA) http://wordmusicstudies.org/ (est.
1997) provide valuable support for researchers interested specifically in musico-literary
connections. The latter’s Word and Music book series, published by Rodopi, includes
contributions from Victorian scholars and therefore shows how the subject of music and
Victorian literature partakes in a wider set of international topics. Finally, music-specific
databases are invaluable research tools (Oxford Music Online, http://www.oxfordmusicon-
line.com/public/; RILM, http://www.rilm.org/aboutUs/index.html; RIPM, http://
www.ripm.org/index.php).7

Explorations of music and Victorian literature have especially proliferated in print since
the late 1990s, with many of these publications revealing how highly interactive music was
with discourses that have received considerable attention in Victorian Studies, including
those of the gendered self, class identity, and science. Several monographs fitting this
pattern are Emma Sutton’s Aubrey Beardsley and British Wagnerism in the 1890s (2002), Delia
da Sousa Correa’s George Eliot, Music and Victorian Culture (2003), and my own work on
music and fiction. For me, some of the most appealing new thought is found in consider-
ations of acoustics by, respectively, Elicia Clements and Andrew Eastham (both 2010). The
latter works on painting, but in ways that intersect with Clement’s focus on Pater’s musical
aesthetics in fictional and non-fictional prose. Additionally, as the subject of music
becomes increasingly interesting for literary scholars, recovering authors’ musical networks
and interests has grown, as seen in Emma Sutton’s article on Henry James and Wagner
(2009) and Catherine Maxwell’s essay on ‘Sappho, Mary Wakefield, and Vernon Lee’s ‘‘A
Wicked Voice’’ ’ (2007). Both of these first-rate explorations are stimulated by, and further
reveal, music’s presence in Lee’s and James’s individual literary writings.

Of course, the meeting place between the two disciplines was a dynamic arena which
was itself a place of debate and innovation in the 19th century. Literature Writing Music,
from Sand via Debussy to Derrida (2006), Peter Dayan’s examination of word-music interac-
tions as communicating the inexpressible, has much to offer Victorian Studies, especially
considering how highly influential French writing was to numerous British and Irish
authors. Poets and musicians were so attuned to the relational potential of words and notes
that, as musicologist Michael Allis has shown in his engrossing essays and forthcoming
book, musical settings of poems can perform a type of literary criticism. As I have argued
elsewhere, these ideas of ‘what music is’ and ‘what poetry is’ can even be understood as
exchangeable terms in Victorian Britain; perceptions of what music and poetry (respec-
tively) might be were in many senses mutually constructive (‘Introduction’ 19).

The study of music and literature is so relevant to the 19th century precisely because
writers and composers were experimenting with form, including the synergies and bleed-
ings between various written genres. Elizabeth Helsinger explores this topic in her superb
2010 essay on Tennyson’s and Swinburne’s ‘hybrid forms’ (141), by which she means
longer poems or prose works that reproduce song texts within them, embedded as a
fictive sung utterance. In a different vein, Angela Leighton’s two inspired articles on
listening (both 2009) investigate how poetry lies ‘between the words’ in a type of audible
space. She provocatively suggests that

it is precisely this capacity to make us listen, not necessarily to anything, just to listen, which
constitutes the literariness of the text. […] It is as if listening, an act without necessary focus or
aim, opens a space in which the ear might wander, imaginatively. (‘Poetry and the Imagining
Ear’ 101, 107)
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In the second essay, Leighton highlights the ‘music in poetry’ that is found in the sonnets
of the Rossettis as ‘push[ing] beyond […] thought-content’. Repetitions of sound reveal
a type of thinking; it ‘is not the poet thinking or the reader thinking’ but rather ‘the
‘‘sound’’ thinking’ (‘On ‘‘the hearing ear’’ ’ 506). With this emphasis on the interactions
between form and content, Leighton extends and contributes to the study of music and
literary form that is most usually associated with Aestheticism. During the 19th century,
French, British, and Irish literati working under the banner of l’art pour l’art (art for art’s
sake) created an ostensibly self-sufficient art whose aesthetic purpose was to express
beauty alone, without serving any interest group. Gautier, Baudelaire, Swinburne, Pater,
and Wilde are the names that spring most readily to mind as developing l’art pour l’art.
However, many other British writers were also interested in what became a main empha-
sis of literary Aestheticism: how formal elements and content ideally interact to such a
high degree that they slide together. Working from the assumption that instrumental
music is nonrepresentational, Pater formulated in his essay on ‘The School of Giorgioni’
the most famous statement on the coming together of manner and matter: ‘All art
constantly aspires towards the condition of music’ (86; original emphasis). Pater thus fore-
grounds questions of form so as to emphasize relationships between music and the other
arts. Stefano Evangelista and Catherine Maxwell recently advanced this discussion of liter-
ary Aestheticism in a themed issue of The Yearbook of English Studies (2010) on ‘The Arts
in Victorian Literature’. Notably, the collection’s aims align with those of critical musi-
cology in emphasizing the interactive nature of reception and creation (‘writing, reading,
viewing, and hearing’ [1]). The editors nicely highlight this process as a concentration on
‘subjective interpretation’ (3).

Coda

I have frequently heard literary scholars express trepidation at including music in their
research because they do not have the ability to read musical score notation, do not feel
comfortable with their skill at doing so, or can read music but do not know what to say
about it. They assume that the musical composition should be the object of scrutiny. Of
the sister arts, deciphering a visual image has seemed much more accessible than reading
music because music has (mistakenly) appeared to be more technical than graphic art.
Critiquing visual material probably feels more familiar to critical theorists and people in
cultural studies because high theory from the 1970s through the 1990s drew heavily on art
(Berger; Lacan; Foucault, The Order of Things).

However, critical musicology has now made the musical ‘event’, human feelings about
it, and what music ‘meant’ a significant focus of study (Solie, ‘Embodying the Intangible’).
This disciplinary shift suggests that literary scholars can intelligently contribute to debates
within the field of music and to the continuing evolution of musico-literary studies, just as
musicologists have helped us better to understand musical behaviors, ideas, and composi-
tions within specific historical moments so as to inform our readings of literary works that
engage with music. Such cross-pollination has impact as increasing numbers of literary
scholars read the ubiquitous presence of music in texts in ways that bring innovative
understandings to our own field.

In addition to the above sampling of current work in the field and the earlier consider-
ation of subjectivity, I believe that thinking about music as ‘event’ is highly suggestive for
understanding Victorian literature. For instance, we might examine musical performance as
informing a role for literature that Dickens imagined in his periodical, Household Words: A
Weekly Journal Conducted by Charles Dickens. Similarly, some of my present thinking
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revolves around applying and comparing the performative idea of ‘music’ to the composi-
tion and recitation of Victorian poetry. (Some of this work in progress was presented at
the 2010 North American Victorian Studies conference and is included in my current
monograph.) Focusing on music as ‘event’ would also augment the excellent recent explo-
rations of music and Aestheticism. In likening the best arts to ‘music’, Pater modeled his
aesthetic ideals on the ‘work’ concept of music; being aware of this distinction and what it
means may add to our understanding of the specifically formalist project of Aesthetic writ-
ing as contrasted to an ‘event’ paradigm. This comparison, moreover, accentuates the
Aesthetic text as simultaneously object and ideal (‘All art constantly aspires towards the condi-
tion of music’) – a perception that might further reveal, for instance, the literary attempt at a
sort of transcendence that the genius musical ‘work’ already seemed to enjoy because of its
internal, ‘non-representational’ unity. Investigating the referentiality between the arts as
compared to their nonrepresentational qualities, Linda K. Hughes’s article on ‘Visible
Sound and Auditory Scenes: Word, Image, and Music in Tennyson, D.G. Rossetti, and
Morris’ (2011) offers an absorbing and complementary conversation to these ideas of
‘work’ and ‘event’, and one that rightly extends to include graphic art, too. Lorraine
Janzen Kooistra also embraces this multi-media dimension and reflects even more directly
on music and literature as behavior in her 2011 essay on the social experience of reading
and singing aloud illustrated Christmas gift books.

While I have limited my focus to the genres of fiction and verse as where most of the
research in music and Victorian literature is occurring, thinking in these ways may also
inspire literary scholars to offer unique perspectives on song, opera studies, and other forms
of words with music. Similarly, ethnomusicological approaches to fiction are beginning to
add to the wealth of our knowledge (e.g., Mabilat). The next development in music and
Victorian literature will be, I hope, a proliferation of new discussions as it becomes more
immediately apparent within the humanist community that music embodies and expresses
ideological and political meanings.
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1 For an excellent overview of music in Victorian Britain, see Solie, ‘Music’ 101–18.
2 Ethnomusicology is an anthropological approach to people’s musical behaviors in mostly non-Western cultures.
Fascinating possibilities are beginning to be suggested by ethnomusicological pairings with Victorian literature, as
seen in Claire Mabilat’s work, but my focus here will be on musicology, both historical and analytical, as the area
most frequently paired with Victorian literature to date.
3 The citation comes from Agawu’s title, ‘Analyzing Music under the New Musical Regime’. See also Scott 2;
McCreless 295.
4 McClary, ‘Cambridge Opera Journal’ 108. For an overview of the German tradition, formalism, and the focus on
the ‘work’, see Kerman, ‘How We Got into Analysis’ 314–8.
5 See Haimo for an outline of the debates regarding the applicability of the intentional fallacy in music scholarship.
6 Tomlinson, ‘Musical Pasts’ 20. For the famous debate over whether Kramer’s work is postmodern, see Kramer,
‘The Musicology of the Future’; Tomlinson, ‘Musical Pasts and Postmodern Musicologies: A Response to Lawrence
Kramer’; Kramer, ‘Music Criticism and the Postmodernist Turn: In Contrary Motion with Gary Tomlinson’;
Tomlinson, ‘Gary Tomlinson Responds’.
7 RILM contains abstracts of scholarly publications on music. RIPM is an index to music periodicals from 1800 to
1950, approximately.
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Eds. Sandra Hagan and Juliette Wells. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008. 101–23.

Werner, Craig. ‘Fugal Structure in The Mystery of Edwin Drood.’ Dickens Studies Newsletter 9 (1978): 77–80.
Williams, Carolyn. ‘Walter Pater, Film Theorist.’ Victorian Aesthetic Conditions: Pater Across the Arts. Eds. Elicia

Clements and Lesley J. Higgins. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010. 135–51.
Williams, Meg Harris. ‘The Hierogliphics of Catherine: Emily Brontë and the Musical Matrix.’ The Brontës in the
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