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In this innovative and important study, Heather Tilley examines
the huge shifts that took place in the experience and conceptualisa-
tion of blindness during the nineteenth century, and demonstrates
how new writing technologies for blind people had transformative
effects on literary culture. Considering the ways in which visually
impaired people used textual means to shape their own identities,
the book argues that blindness was also a significant trope through
which writers reflected on the act of crafting literary form. Supported
by an illuminating range of archival material (including unpub-
lished letters from Wordsworth’s circle, early ophthalmologic texts,
embossed books and autobiographies), this is a rich account of blind
people’s experience, and reveals the close, and often surprising, per-
sonal engagement that canonical writers had with visual impairment.
Drawing on the insights of disability studies and cultural phenom-
enology, Tilley highlights the importance of attending to embodied

experience in the production and consumption of texts.

Heather Tilley is a Birkbeck Wellcome Trust ISSF Fellow at Birkbeck
College, University of London.
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Nineteenth-century British literature and culture have been rich fields for inter-
disciplinary studies. Since the turn of the twentieth century, scholars and critics
have tracked the intersections and tensions between Victorian literature and the
visual arts, politics, social organization, economic life, technical innovations, sci-
entific thought — in short, culture in its broadest sense. In recent years, theoretical
challenges and historiographical shifts have unsettled the assumptions of previous
scholarly synthesis and called into question the terms of older debates. Whereas
the tendency in much past literary critical interpretation was to use the meta-
phor of culture as ‘background’, feminist, Foucauldian, and other analyses have
employed more dynamic models that raise questions of power and of circulation.
Such developments have reanimated the field. This series aims to accommodate
and promote the most interesting work being undertaken on the frontiers of the
field of nineteenth-century literary studies: work which intersects fruitfully with
other fields of study such as history, or literary theory, or the history of science.
Comparative as well as interdisciplinary approaches are welcomed.
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