
 

INTRODUCTION 
Rachael Curzons 

In this, the second edition of VIDES, the students on the Master of Studies degree in Literature 

and Arts at the University of Oxford present a series of articles that act to explore 

interdisciplinary issues, raised by the interrogation and illumination of the connections and 

relationships between two chosen artefacts. Including a wide variety of objects that span the 

humanities disciplines, literature texts; images and visual culture; historical sources; and 

philosophical treatises are all employed to enlighten the study of a particular event, period or 

idea. 

Many of the articles elude, or even elide, categorisation, and the solutions for the editor 

of a journal that is not only interdisciplinary in content, but demands an actively interdisciplinary 

approach, are multifarious. The sections attempt to broadly represent the primary ideas, themes 

or stimuli of the articles. ‘Britain in a Global Context’ situates Britain against the backdrop of its 

global relations through the analysis of the two chosen objects. Focusing closer to home, ‘British 

Political Culture’ considers artefacts that span from the restoration to the late-nineteenth 

century, in order to examine the dense political culture of the 1800s. The articles in ‘Gender and 

Sexuality in the Nineteenth Century’ draw upon text and visual culture in order to deepen 

understanding of gender relations in this period whilst the various articles of ‘Inquiries in Social 

History’ focus on how the connections between the chosen artefacts can be explicated to 

elucidate knowledge about society from 1722 to 1914. Finally, ‘Spirituality and Knowledge’ 

draws together a diverse selection of ideas about faith, virtue, ethics and the production of 

knowledge and sentiment. 

Donal Murphy, in the opening section, ‘Britain in a Global Context’, cogently argues the 

reassessment of John Derricke’s The Image of Irelande with A Discouerie of Woodkarne and Edmund 

Spenser’s A View of the Present State of Ireland. Murphy suggests that the intended meaning is 

subverted by a fundamental philological misunderstanding, denying a previously commonplace 

notion of the Gaelic-Irish as ‘savage’. In another exploration of the relationship between Britain 

and its near-neighbours in the Early Modern period, Ernesto Oyarbide focuses his study on the 

resulting propaganda of the failed Spanish Match. Through an assessment of the impact of 

Thomas Scott’s Second Vox Populi on Thomas Middleton’s ‘A Game at Chess’, Oyarbide 

illuminates a subversive reading of the Spanish diplomat Count Gondomar; created by 

Middleton, as the mythical Black Knight. Offering a view of Britain’s relations with the 

American Union in the nineteenth century, David Hirsch’s speculation takes us further afield as 

he examines whether the British ironclad ships would have bested the American Union’s 

ironclad ships, had they come to blows during the Union’s blockade of the Confederate sea 

ports. His original comparison draws upon a broad discipline base to compare the might of the 

British HMS Warrior and the American Union’s USS Monitor. 

Considering Britain’s global context from an alternative perspective, Maggie Henderson-

Tew’s piece, ‘The English Tea-Table: The Domestic Feminisation of an Exotic Commodity, 

from the Arrival of Tea in England c.1660 to 1760’, explores the way a foreign substance 

becomes not only a familiar beverage in Britain, but introduces a feminised and fetishised ritual. 

This is illustrated by the tea-table (1760) from the Ashmolean Museum collection, and a c. 1720 

painting by Joseph Van Aken, An English Family at Tea. 

Beginning in the mid-seventeenth century, ‘British Political Culture’ opens with Terry 

Allen’s examination of the perceptions of the concept of ‘Restoration’ via the poem ‘The Statue 
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of King Charles I’ by Edmund Waller and a statue of that same monarch. Allen outlines 

observations about the evolution of the term, based on the placing of the statue and the language 

of the poem, in order to explore the relationship between the British public and their own 

revolutionary past. Whilst Allen’s article is focused on the meaning of a term, Ralph Walter’s 

piece focuses on the meaning of numbers. Through an in-depth statistical analysis of by-election 

results from 1885 to 1910, Walter determines the forecasting of general election outcomes 

through by-election results as anecdote, rather than data. 

The next section of VIDES, encompasses a broad range of work in order to enlighten 

current understanding of gender and sexuality in the nineteenth century, via the intersections 

found between literature and visual culture of the period. Beginning with a focus on the 

presentation of women’s pockets in Lady Audley’s Secret and a plate from an 1864 women’s 

fashion magazine, Deirdre Duffy investigates the shared properties between the two artefacts. 

She opens up both the literal and metaphoric pockets of women’s clothing in order to identify 

intimate levels of detail in the identities of the female characters of Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s 

1862 novel. George Taylor by contrast considers the depiction of male formalwear, particularly 

the Dinner Suit, in the work of the Scottish painter William Quiller Orchardson. The social 

ramifications of what one wears is of the upmost importance to the men of this period, argues 

Taylor, and the older gentleman in the painting Mariage de Convenance is overlooked as a result of 

his stiff, outmoded dress. 

Alison Westwood seeks to examine the idea that breaching the boundary between the 

public-male and private-female spheres was considered fundamentally dangerous, and a 

precursor to a state of chaos. By taking up two well-known artefacts in Holman Hunt’s painting, 

The Lady of Shalott and Wilkie Collins’ novel, The Woman in White, Westwood is able to identify 

the ways that a male figure’s infringement on female-created content in these two objects, causes 

a breach between the two spheres. 

Both Travis Piper and Jessica Lenihan are concerned with the Pre-Raphaelite paintings of 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti, considering how his work intersects with literature of the nineteenth 

century in order to illuminate themes of complex sexuality and burgeoning independence in 

Rossetti’s work. Piper’s article focuses on Rossetti’s use of mirrored reflections and narcissistic 

motifs in Woman combing her hair and ‘Hand and Soul’ in order to explicate a more complicated 

understanding of Rossetti’s representations of identity and sexuality. Lenihan identifies the 

provenance of Rossetti’s Lady Lilith, examining two editions of the same painting, and asserts 

that a close assessment of the Victorian obsession with physiognomy in this painting and the 

Sensation novel Lady Audley’s Secret reveals the portrayal of hair as significant to the 

understanding of the identity of the Victorian woman.  

From the focused and period-specific, the next section pans outwards and is comprised 

of inquiries into diverse social histories that span several topics and several centuries. Maria-

Gloria Simpson and Robert Deba both identify prisons as informing artefacts that enable them 

to comment on the legacy and social impact of Britain’s organisation of punishment both at 

home and abroad. Beginning with the eighteenth century, Simpson’s article considers the 

intersection between the presentation of prisons in art and text, and the impetus to reform of 

penitentiaries that takes place during this period. Making use of the depictions of Newgate 

Prison in Moll Flanders in conjunction with Jeremy Bentham’s plans for the Panopticon, Simpson 

asserts that there is a reciprocal exchange between the art and text of the period and the 

motivated prison reform that leads to the rehabilitation of prisoners as a preferred method of 

penance over punitive punishment. Robert Deba’s paper compares two places of confinement 

with 6,339 miles separating them; by examining Kilmainham Gaol and Aapravasai Ghat, Deba 
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establishes connections between two locations of British colonial rule, and their abilities to offer 

a sense of cultural identity and a thought-provoking understanding of the Empire. 

Concentrating on the long-nineteenth century, Kenneth Gray’s article takes the motif of 

Death as its focal point via artefacts that were amassed by John Johnson, and are kept in the 

collections of his ephemera and books at the Bodleian Library. Through his analysis of a 

nineteenth-century handbill that protests against smallpox vaccinations, and an image from an 

emblem book of 1789, Gray charts the recurring motif as its significance shifts. The skeleton 

becomes progressively more active in the visually represented process of death in the examples 

of its use in the nineteenth century. 

Noble Lo takes his two artefacts as the well- and lesser-known Jane Austen novels, Pride 

and Prejudice and Mansfield Park, in order to explore the domestic spaces of the nobility and gentry 

of the long-eighteenth century. Lo maintains that these spaces are symbolic of characterisation in 

both novels, as they are equally significant of the social class held by the family who owns the 

property. 

Alexander Goldsmith and Susanna Cerasuolo both concern themselves with the 

developing education and employment of women. Through engagement with the architecture of 

the The New Hospital for Women, opened in 1872, and the Punch cartoon, ‘Our Pretty Doctor’ 

of 1870, Goldsmith asserts the relationships between these artefacts as the emerging acceptance 

of progress towards developing gender equality, suggesting the building of the hospital itself as 

significant of the rebellious actions of these women. Susanna Cerasuolo outlines the 

representation and reality of an education at the first women’s college: Girton College, 

Cambridge. An examination of a Punch cartoon that presents women as ignorant of classical 

languages, alongside the termly reports from the Mistresses of the college, expose the 

inaccuracies of the media’s representation of these women’s education. More broadly, 

Cerasuolo’s article is able to enlighten understanding of the attitudes towards women’s growing 

independence in the mid-nineteenth century. 

Tyson Rallens articles addresses the philosophy surrounding knowledge-making in the 

mid-eighteenth century. Through an evaluation of an essay on quantity by Thomas Reid and an 

engraving of the mathematician and astronomer, Abraham Sharpe, Rallens argues that the 

production of knowledge in this period begins in the mind, but must become tangible in order to 

be accepted in intellectual communities. 

Considering a particular kind of sentiment as contributory to an understanding of 

modernity, Rachael Curzons examines the polyvalence of nostalgia as it interacts with the 

developing Victorian railway. Taking the sonnet, ‘Suggested by the Proposed Kendal and 

Windermere Railway’ and the Parisian museum, Museé d’Orsay, Curzons suggests that the act of 

nostalgia shifts in Victorian Britain from a sentimental remembering of the pastoral, to a rapidly 

accelerating aesthetic understanding of a traumatic entrance into modernity.    

Candice Pearson and Virginia Henley integrate ideas about spirituality and morality 

through an analysis of religious building and literary text. Exploring the fiction and reality of the 

imposing Worcester Cathedral, as it is perceived and employed by Ellen Wood in her novel, The 

Channings, Pearson discusses the constancy of this religious building and its impact upon the 

contemporary and modern reader of The Channings, as the novel itself impacts reciprocally on the 

reader’s experience of the cathedral. Virginia Henley, similarly considering the cause and effect of 

an artefact, examines the possibility of the separation of creator and creation. Employing 

Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure and a stained-glass window designed by Simeon Soloman 

(arrested in 1873 for indecent exposure and attempted sodomy), Henley emphasises the public 

and media’s inability to distinguish between the acts of the creator and the creation itself. 
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Aesthetic creations, therefore, attract a moral judgement that affects both creator and creation; 

for Hardy it is the creation on trial, whilst in the case of Soloman, it is the creator himself. 

Arguing for a new assessment of the obscure embroidery, the Shepheard Buss, as a 

representation of Early Modern virtue, Jenny Rallens explores the notion that the memorable 

emblems originate from 'The Heroicall Devices of M. Claudius Paradin'. As this emblem book’s 

purpose is to cultivate virtue, Rallens discusses the possibility that Paradin's account of virtue is 

fostered through the emblematic mnemonic systems found on the Shepheard Buss. Thomas 

Poynor also asserts a reassessment of the Victorian’s relationship with Arthurian legend. 

Through a close examination of the quest for the grail in Malory’s Le Morte D’Arthur alongside 

William Dyce’s conflation of two of the epic’s scenes, Poynor is able to present the repurposing 

of Arthurian legend for English moral and religious painting as defining Victorian Britain’s ideal 

of, rex quondam, rexque futurus. 

The final article, written by Elizabeth Li, focuses on a persistent philosophical enquiry 

into reason and faith. Through consideration of both the sermons and poetry of John Henry 

Newman, Li is able to determine his theology as rejecting the dichotomy of many others who 

examine the same relationship. Arguing that they reflect different things about humankind and 

man’s relationship to God, this article argues Newman presents a more cohesive relationship that 

does not neglect reason, but does prioritise faith as implicit to an understanding of one’s own 

existence. 

As this journal is published, the writers are preparing to write their final dissertations, 

some of which will develop from the articles found here. Several students will be further 

expanding these articles into doctoral research immediately, and many others will do the same in 

due course. For some, their article in this journal marks the beginning of a journey of personal 

research independent of an institution. For all, this journal marks a significant development of 

our interdisciplinary skills. 

 


