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1815– 1900

Charting the failure of the Romantic critique of political economy,
Richard Adelman explores the changing significances and the devel-
oping concepts of idleness and aesthetic consciousness during the
nineteenth century. Through careful analysis of some of the period’s
most influential thinkers, including John Stuart Mill, George Eliot,
John Ruskin and Karl Marx, Adelman weaves together evolving ideas
across a range of intellectual discourses – political economy, medita-
tive poetry, the ideology of the ‘gospel of work’, cultural theory, the
gothic and psychoanalysis. In doing so he reconstructs debates over
passivity and repose and demonstrates their centrality to the cultural
politics of the age. Arguing that hardened conceptions of aesthetic
consciousness come into being at moments of civic unrest concerning
political representation and that the fin-de-siècle witnesses the demo-
nization of the once revolutionary category of aesthetic consciousness,
the book demonstrates that late eighteenth-century positivity around
human spirituality is comprehensively dismantled by the beginning
of the twentieth century.

Richard Adelman is Senior Lecturer in English at the University of
Sussex. His previously published work includes Idleness, Contemplation
and the Aesthetic, 1750–1830 (Cambridge, 2011), Political Economy,
Literature and the Formation of Knowledge (2018; edited with
Catherine Packham), as well as numerous essays on figures including
Dante Rossetti, John Ruskin, William Wordsworth, Percy Shelley,
John Keats and J. M. Coetzee.
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Nineteenth-century British literature and culture have been rich fields for
interdisciplinary 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 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.

A complete list of titles published will be found at the end of the book.
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