
VIRTUAL PLAY AND THE VICTORIAN NOVEL

Pondering the town he had invented in his novels, Anthony Trollope
had ‘so realised the place, and the people, and the facts’ of Barset that
‘the pavement of the city ways are familiar to my footsteps’. After his
novels end, William Thackeray wonders where his characters now
live and misses their conversation. How can we understand the novel
as a form of artificial reality? Timothy Gao proposes a history of
virtual realities, stemming from the imaginary worlds created by
novelists such as Trollope, Thackeray, Charlotte Brontë, and
Charles Dickens. Departing from established historical or didactic
understandings of Victorian fiction, Virtual Play and the Victorian
Novel recovers the period’s fascination with imagined places, people,
and facts. This text provides a short history of virtual experiences in
literature, four studies of major novelists, and an innovative approach
for scholars and students to interpret realist fictions and fictional
realities from before the digital age.
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Nineteenth-century literature and culture have proved a rich field for interdisci-
plinary studies. Since , books in this series have tracked the intersections and
tensions between Victorian literature and the visual arts, politics, gender and
sexuality, race, social organisation, economic life, technical innovations, scientific
thought – in short, culture in its broadest sense. Many of our books are now
classics in a field which since the series’ inception has seen powerful engagements
with Marxism, feminism, visual studies, post-colonialism, critical race studies,
new historicism, new formalism, transnationalism, queer studies, human rights
and liberalism, disability studies and global studies. Theoretical challenges and
historiographical shifts continue to unsettle scholarship on the nineteenth century
in productive ways. New work on the body and the senses, the environment and
climate, race and the decolonisation of literary studies, biopolitics and materiality,
the animal and the human, the local and the global, politics and form, queerness
and gender identities, and intersectional theory is re-animating the field. This
series aims to accommodate and promote the most interesting work being
undertaken on the frontiers of nineteenth-century literary studies, connecting
the field with the urgent critical questions that are being asked today. We seek to
publish work from a diverse range of authors, and stand for anti-racism and anti-
colonialism, and against discrimination in all forms.
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