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On 5 April 2010 theNew York Timesponsored a debate in its online pages: 'Can
"Neuro Lit Crit" Save the Humanities?The question rose from an earlier article in
the same paper on the 'Next Big Thing in Engli8i' arch 2010), outlining work
by (among others) Professor Linda Zunshine (Unitsecd Kentucky) which merges
eighteenth-century literary studies and evolutigngssychology, referencing
Professor Elaine Scarry's seminars on 'CognitiyeliRdogy and the Arts' at Harvard,
and highlighting a project at Yale led by EmeriRrefessor Michael Holquist which
uses MRI scans to explore the mental functionimglired in reading complex texts.
Behind these projects, it was claimed, there wesgmeition that

science not only offers unexpected insights individual texts, but
that it may help to answer fundamental questionsutliterature's
very existence: Why do we read fiction? Why do warec so
passionately about nonexistent characters? Whagriymy mental
processes are activated when we réad?

Science, apparently, could also 'prove' the adgastdor cognitive development of
reading literature (part of its 'saving' functiahmakes literary study 'relevant' to
mental health) and there followed the startlinggasgion that literary history might
make manifest psychological evolution in humans.

Naturally the framing of the article and subsequgnestion for debate
prompted critical responses, but also a stimulatiefgnce from Professor Holquist,

asserting literary-scientific research looks ‘beyoour balkanized academic
departments'

This is an exhilarating way of conceiving our suhjdét connects us to
our past in philology, and leads to a future erdbly recent
breakthroughs in digitization and brain science.il&/lve make the

1'Room for Debate: Can "Neuro Lit Crit" Save thenkfnities?'New York Timeblog, 5 April
2010http://roomfordebate.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/04/86/neuro-lit-crit-save-the-
humanities/?pagemode=print&scp=4&sq=literature%29620science&st=csaccessed 28 April 2010.

2 Patricia Cohen, 'Next Big Thing in English: KnogiThey Know That You KnowNew York Timgs31 March 2010,
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/books/01lit.htmtcessed 28 April 2010.
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traditional assumption that language is thoughtlight of exciting
new discoveries, we are now able to see more yglead seminal
importance of the activities of reading and writifgy thought in
general. Complexity in literacy provides cognitivalue added.
Understanding the truth of this better is not jasbther 'next big
thing'. Unlike some of the more inaccessible treothat have swept
through the Humanities, this focus on trying bettegrasp what it is
that we do when we read works having advanceddeseintricacy is
the kind of study that reaches out to a wider comigult is an
intellectual goal that has real life implications fthe future of our
society as a whole.

There are three points in this statement | woldd to explore by way of introducing
this collection of essays on 'Victorian Literatueend Science': the apparent
connection between past and present approachesitdmture enabled by
contemporary literary-science; the contrast betwétamary-science and literary
theory in terms of accessibility; and the assertdnliterary-scientific criticism's
relevance to a ‘wider community' (‘real life implions for the future of our society
as a whole").

Indeed, it seems to me research in Victorianditee and science counteracts
somewhat reactionary assertions about contempolitasary science in three
important ways. Firstly, it reminds us that we h#&een here before: the Victorians
also posed ‘fundamental questions about literatwue'y existence' using scientific
methods. Nicholas Dames, for example,Timee Physiology of the Novel: reading,
neural science, and the form of Victorian ficti#007), discusses the impact of the
Victorian physiology of the senses on the work oteaterie’ of Victorian literary
critics who interested themselves in the specdéisitof how reading affected the
body, and how literary art might make use of sdientkknowledge better to
manipulate or even to discipline corporeal respasé unfolds in response to the
stimulations of text. 'Neuro lit crit', then, is not so much new as siva that
warrants attention to its Victorian precedent.

Secondly, moreover, here is a precedent which ditl shy away from
contemporary theories, even where they opposegritiples. This contrasts the
paradigm operating in the statement above whichgestg present-day literary-
scientific research enables a recovery of previodsfunct philological and formalist

3 Nicholas DamesThe Physiology of the Novel: Reading, Neural S@eand the Form of Victorian Fictiof©xford:
Oxford University Press, 2007). The 'coterie’ inleduG. H. Lewes, Alexander Bain, E. S. Dallas, Gina Jewsbury,
and Vernon Lee'. DameBhysiology p.2. Dames describes these as 'physiologicall tlogerists' whose critical
tradition rose in the 1850s and 1860s but yieldethb mid to late 1890s to post-Jamesian formall3ames,
Physiology pp.39-40. Dames also explores the applicatichede 'theories' in the work of his focus auth@valigm
Thackeray, George Eliot, George Meredith and Ge@igsing), literary 'examples of self-conscisesponseo
physiological novel theory's areas of concern'. Bgyahysiology p.13 (original emphasis).
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approaches to literary studies by recognizing thesmprecursors, precursors that
unfortunately failed for want of true interdiscipdirity and the latest brain scanning
equipment. The implication is, what is more, thais tfailure (i) allowed literary
theory to usurp 'scientific’ approaches to litematuleading to a dark age of
inaccessibility, and (ii) that by engaging with there technologically advanced
science of today, we can take up again where tbeupsors left off. In other words
'neuro lit crit' spans—and enables us to overlotte-theory wars.

This Renaissance paradigm is belied by the inne¥atiot reactionary, stance
of literary science's Victorian precedent. The diEns' was not a bridge between a
supposedly ‘progressive’ scientific present anefantt religio-humanist past but one
that understood the entanglemeydr se of contemporary scientific and religio-
literary ‘theories' to express modernity. For reeeth-century 'scientists' were, for
the most part, raised in faith, and were deeplyraved church doctrine, not least
because of contemporary (highly 'relevant’) cordreses about dissenting and
Tractarian beliefs and practices. They were cogmisé discursive ‘theories' from
both science and religion. Indeed literanyd scientific writersand readers shared,
before the nineteenth century, the same principléls which both also struggled
during it. The sharing can be illuminated by Hokjs useful observation that
'Reading and writing is [sic] to humanists whatunatis to physicist§'Prior to the
materialist challenge to Christian belief, readittgg human word grew out of
interpretation of God's, and aspired to—if it neeesy failed to accomplish—the
communion offered by divining The Word. Correspagy, the study of nature was
the elucidation of God's works. To take only onaragle (expediently because |
know it), Bernardin de Saint-Pierré&tudes de la natur¢1784-88)—acclaimed if
outdated even on release—had asserted closelyveldseroments of ‘harmony' in
nature (where opposites were resolved, such asmiegbreezes) were moments
when the perfection of Eden re-emerged, and whetletrsse with sensibility might
find themselves in communion with God. A similaringiple, more rationally
described, later underpinned nineteenth-centururabtheology (as discussed by
Kate Holterhoff in this collection). Phenomenahe ook, and in the book of nature,
therefore pointed readers backwards to Creatiamaias to the Kingdom of God,
and, in the present, always already upwards. Whenfunction of indicating the
divine in reading nature and the book was remoaextisis ensued for both Victorian
literature and science.

And yet literary theory represents literary studiesn continued grappling
with the implications of materialism: how doesigrire ‘work' without a God? What
Is the point of such work? If it is an arbitrarycgd construct, how precisely are its
hierarchies upheld? Why have they endured? To reraoeh questions, and the work
of those that attempted to answer them, from tbey sif literature's and science's re-

4 'Can "Neuro Lit Crit" Save the Humanities?'
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convergence, is to disregard what literary schbolpreas discovered in the time of its
apparent separation, to make this new body of kedgé irrelevant to the 'next big
thing'—science—which, it seems, alone can makeralije studies relevant by
demonstrating the reading of literature's 'rea Irhplications for the future of our
society as a whole'. Society as a whole, then, sdenihave replaced God as that
which the study of literature must answer to; ac@rge alone can lend it 'impact’
there. Yet it is precisely by overlooking twentiethntury literary theory that we both
forego those insights into the paradoxes of makne@ning that illuminate the social
and historic contingency of scientific writing, agdze up those aspects of literary
studies that chime with the counterintuitive conisepnderpinning contemporary
physics: by overlooking theory we give up the keynd undoubtedly difficult,
'inaccessible’) principles that the disciplinestoared to share while divorced. No
wonder, in this view, literary studies looks ligdame duck rather than a conversant
on equal footing with science. The Victorians nesew it that way.

In fact, last year's bicentenary of the birth of aBbs Darwin (and
sesquicentenary of the publication®@h the Origin of Species by Means of Natural
Selection reminded us that science's struggle with Cregions still with us. One
does not even have to be embroiled in religiousiraent for 'Victorian' debates to
seem relevant: a sense that nature representgjégesif creation' underpins some
branches of environmentalism. But the differenceéwben twenty-first- and
nineteenth-century controversies about Darwin'srihes that neither the complexity
of the scientific case for evolution nor of varicOkristian approaches to the origins
of species are as well known. Victorian literanydsés can articulate that distinction
and go some way to explaining the persistence tfeanlutionary thinking. Thirdly,
then, research in Victorian literature and scieremainds us of what precisely is at
issue in the entanglement of disciplines, and thesnables us confidently (like the
Victorians) to assert—rather than distractedlyryoproving'—the absolute relevance
of the (in truth, never-ending) dialogue betwedardiry studies (including theory)
and science.

The literary critical engagement with Victorian esgiific writing has become
familiar practice in Victorian studies at least c@nGillian Beer's seminal work
Darwin's Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, €drge Eliot and Nineteenth-
Century Fiction(1983). Its relevance to my own research came nhaten. | must
admit to being surprised to have found myself iD2@nsconced in London's
Wellcome Library reading Hermann von Helmolt#sndbook of Physiological
Optics (1856, 1860, 1866), an endpoint for a researgedi@y that had taken me
from Australian colonial literary culture, througBritish representations of the
Australasian colonies to Victorian visual sciencel ahe late nineteenth-century
science of reading. As well as Victorian literatydes' engagement with Victorian
psychology (pioneered by the work of Jenny Bourgldr), the already well
populated field of studies in Victorian visualitisa proved increasingly relevant to
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my work. From that personal odyssey it is temptm@gcknowledge a general trend.
Self-centred though that may be, again it woulcabmistake, nonetheless, to figure
the scientific turn in Victorian studies as a taigniaway from theory. If anything it is
literary theory that has enabled such an engagewidna broader range of contexts.

What pleases me about the present collection tsoilstanding postgraduate
research now begins with self-evident familiaritithwictorian scientific principles
and their relevance to literary history, as welgasunding in what theory has taught
us over the last half century. The work in thislecion assumes that melding of
primary research in Victorian science and the thigcally informed perspectives of
twenty-first century literary studies. What exciteg is that such a foundation sets
the scene for an admittedly more challenging engagé with the work of Victorian
science's descendants: today's biologists, neertsis, geneticists and others. Our
challenge in Victorian Studies, then, is to take cagnisance of literary theory and
relatively new interest in historic science as veentourselves to speak the technical
language of contemporary science, to help makereagarch relevant to scientists
who are quite a worthy enough component of thablavlsociety' to warrant the
attention.

*

Darwin is a natural focal point for any present-tisgrary engagement with Victorian
science. But in the mélée of his 20@nniversary, one of his key workEhe Descent
of Man has been neglected, not least for the moral difmd it brings modern
readers: if postcolonialism provides insight heralso demands we confront the fact
that Darwin the future's hero was also a man oftine. Kate Holterhoff in this
collection goes some way towards righting the badamvith an insightful discussion
of the meaning of 'beauty' in Darwin's 1871 worlyiles highlighting the difficult
intersection of Darwin's use of the term and calt@ssumptions about gender and
race underpinning his work. Meanwhile, bringing ewnisgy to bear upon the work
of Darwin and Ralph Waldo Emerson, Lauren F. Kleimeals some of the principles
of inquiry shared by these otherwise divergentewsit If Darwin's sheer literariness
makes him as attractive a scientist to literaryotais of the nineteenth century as
Freud is to critics of later periods, Lewis Carroilust be the nineteenth century's
most beloved writer of literature for scientistsroény domains. The temptation for
mathematicians, logicians, physicists and othesrdgists to play inMonderlandand
Through the Looking Glassendered almost irresistible by Martin Gardnditse
Annotated Alice(1960), is renewed by Joanna Shawn Brigid O'Leaeyiticing
revelations about Carroll's awareness of, and ¢pwiith, the discoveries of Victorian
chemistry. These illuminate, at the same time asy thre conditioned by, the
variegated commentary on reflection she explore€arroll's Looking-glass world.
From chemistry to geology, E. E. Snyder outlines itmpact for Tennyson of that
field which first challenged Creationism in an elgiwhich also elucidates different
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interpretations within geological discourse of hpresent formations came to be as
they are. Kanarakis Yannis confirms the pervasiserd science's influence in the
nineteenth century by articulating Walter Patersbtd to its rhetoric: even the

aesthete would figure himself a scientist.

It has been an honour to be tangentially involvath whe editing of this
collection. Allow me to end by thanking the hardriiing editorial team—Katharina
Boehm, Sarah Crofton, Rosalyn Gregory, Tammy HoMiag, Ceri Hunter, Matt
Kerr and William Tattersdill—for their handling dhat delicate and time-consuming
process. Broad though 'Victorian Literature andeBce' as a theme appears, it is a
title that belies both the true range and the moidal nature of the work represented
here.
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