
RELICS OF DEATH IN VICTORIAN LITERATURE
AND CULTURE

Nineteenth-century Britons treasured objects of daily life that had
once belonged to their dead. The love of these keepsakes, which
included hair, teeth, and other remains, speaks of an intimacy with
the body and death, a way of understanding absence through its
materials, which is less widely felt today. Deborah Lutz analyzes relic
culture as an affirmation that objects held memories and told stories.
These practices show a belief in keeping death vitally intertwined
with life ‒ not as memento mori but rather as respecting the singu-
larity of unique beings. In a consumer culture in full swing by the
1850s, keepsakes of loved ones stood out as nonreproducible, authen-
tic things whose value was purely personal. Through close reading of
the works of Charles Dickens, Emily Brontë, Alfred Lord Tennyson,
Thomas Hardy, and others, this study illuminates the treasuring of
objects that had belonged to or touched the dead.

deborah lutz is Associate Professor of Victorian Literature and
Culture at Long Island University, C. W. Post Campus. She is the
author of Pleasure Bound: Victorian Sex Rebels and the New Eroticism
(2011) and The Dangerous Lover: Gothic Villains, Byronism, and the
Nineteenth-Century Seduction Narrative (2006).
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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,
scientific 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
metaphor 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 that 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.

A complete list of titles published will be found at the end of the book.
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For Mindy Duncan Lutz
April 20, 1971 – March 12, 2007

and
Stella Lutz

February 1996 – May 25, 2007

But such a tide as moving seems asleep,
Too full for sound and foam,

When that which drew from out the boundless deep
Turns again home.

—Tennyson
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