The Victorian Diary: Between the Public and the Private 
Abstract

By presenting a range of diaristic texts composed by canonical Victorian writers, this article illustrates the variety of forms that Victorian diaries take and shows the ways in which these documents can adopt the status of a public and a private text simultaneously. It explains the repercussions of the critical assessments of the diary genre by New Criticism and feminism, which have privileged aesthetically meritorious diaries and those of women, respectively, for the field of Victorian diary criticism. It argues that the more inclusive approach of Philippe Lejeune represents a useful alternative to interpretative strategies that are exclusively preoccupied with the literary form of a diary or the gender of its author. Many diary scholars have been influenced by Lejeune’s work because it highlights the heteroglossic diversity that is characteristic of Victorian diaries, which, in turn, allows for a clearer understanding of the subjective experience of Victorian individuals and the ways in which they negotiated their value within the cultural context of the nineteenth century. 

The majority of important published Victorian diaries have been neglected by literary critics; frequently on accounts of their linguistic and formal artlessness. Recent critics, such as Mary Ellen Bellanca and Catherine Delafield, have shown that Victorian diaries can be read as direct imprints of and contributors to cultural life, and no matter how inaccessible their form might appear, they not only reveal biographical details relating to specific authors, but, more importantly, they also represent the diarists’ negotiation of their personal value within the discourses and ideologies of their culture. Focusing on the diaristic production of canonical writers, this article presents some of the diverse shapes that diaries took in the Victorian age and examines the relevance that critical discussions of diaristic writing since the 1970s have had for the burgeoning field of Victorian diary criticism. It intends to acquaint readers who are unfamiliar with the field with the principal critical questions, relating predominantly to the diary’s hybrid status as a public or a private document, and suggests possible directions for future research.  

When approaching the Victorian diary, it is essential to recognise that no archetypal form exists, although some critics may have given the impression that this is the case. Critic Robert A. Fothergill, for instance, whose Private Chronicles: A Study of English Diaries (1974) is still the only monograph written in English to theorise the diary genre, has described the ‘Victorian diary’ as 

a type with regular features. Faithfully and earnestly penned by hosts of respectable people, ladies and travellers, intellectuals and politicians, clergymen and soldiers, and the Queen—these diaries contain an enormously detailed picture of life within the Victorian social fabric, and reflect contemporary attitudes and values with great fidelity (34). 

The ‘regularity’ that Fothergill identifies as a distinctive ‘feature’ of Victorian diaries applies to his own critical approach rather than to the actual aspect of nineteenth-century diaristic writing.  The ‘principle of selection’ of texts that Fothergill deems suitably sophisticated for his study limits his scope to ‘personal’ diaries, meaning that their ‘prime subject is the life of the writer, valued for its own sake’ (3). This focus on diaries that present an elaborate and coherent public persona, such as Samuel Pepys’s or Walter Scott’s, is problematic because it engenders the risk of ignoring and thus devaluing ‘diaries which are chiefly devoted to matters involving the writer only indirectly, at a remove’ (3). Moreover, the focus on aesthetically meritorious diaries that consistently anticipate and accommodate a reader through ‘detailed’ accounts of personal and social reality, creates the impression that only socially privileged individuals kept a diary and that only their texts are worthy of critical investigation. As I shall show, French critic Philippe Lejeune’s inclusive approach to the diary, which incorporates methodological tactics from both New Historicism and cultural materialism, reading diaries as products and shapers of their cultural and ideological context,  stands in corrective of exclusive critical tendencies. 
Victorian diaries are significant documents for cultural critics or New Historicists because they reflect the ‘heteroglossia of language and consciousness’ that shaped the subjective experience of individuals (Smith and Watson 31). The diary, as cultural materialist Philippe Lejeune has argued, is particularly suited for forming an understanding of the network of cultural and ideological signifiers that shaped a specific historical moment because it ‘is not a text: it only becomes a text once the author dies’ (Popkin, and Rak 153). The ongoing receptiveness of the always open-ended diary is of course personalised as ‘each diarist quickly settles into a small number of forms of language that become ‘moulds’ for all of his entries, and never deviates from them’ (180). This ‘moulding’ does not stop with the initial composition, but it continues, because diaristic writing is never completely ‘spontaneous’ and editorial interventions by the diarist are frequent, as Martin Hewitt has noted: ‘it was quite normal for [Victorian] diarists to censor their texts, sometimes engaging in wholesale mutilation and destruction of the manuscript’ (Amigoni 33). Nevertheless, the diary can be seen as the verbal materialisation of its author’s state of mind, which is evidenced by the recurrence of particularly preoccupying themes. The diary accentuates the intersection of stimulating or oppressive societal conventions and the diarist’s personal reactions to and interventions in cultural reality. Stuart Sherman has used Raymond Williams’s term ‘structure of feeling,’ which designates a ‘social experience which is still in process,’ (Sherman 13) to argue that the diary should be appreciated as an ‘especially responsive instrument in articulating many “emergent” structures of feeling’ (26). Dan Doll and Jessica Munns have similarly held that ‘there is always an agenda’ in the diary, which constitutes its primary interest (14). Thus, diaries are not fundamentally disjointed texts, but display a coherent, though not necessarily elaborate or easily detectable, narrative structure.    

Given that the cultivation of diaristic records was a common habit among the Victorians and that particularly those of politicians, public figures and writers were published, either posthumously, or even during the diarists’ life time, the paucity of critical investigations of nineteenth-century British diaries is astounding. There are several explanations for this critical reticence. Firstly, on a practical level, critics have focused on formal autobiographies, possibly because scholarly work on the diary is necessarily complicated by the often unmanageable proportions that these texts can take; many diaries are composed by thousands of tightly written, repetitive and often loose pages. Secondly, a published diary always bears the traces of editorial distortion, so the authentic text could only really be worked with more widely if manuscripts were made accessible to scholars in digital archives. 

Thirdly, and most importantly, the field of diary criticism in general has, since its beginnings in the 1960s, been divided into two seemingly irreconcilable camps: historico-aestheticist critics (Donald Stauffer and Fothergill) and feminist critics (Estelle Jelinek and Suzanne Juhasz). Contemporary scholars, such as Cinthia Gannett and Jennifer Sinor, have considered New Criticism’s insistence on ‘literary merit’ as a precondition for in-depth study to be a primary reason why the diary genre has been discredited. The tendency to essentialise and internalise external determinants that feminist critics of the 1970s displayed may have detracted from a critical interest in theorising the genre as a whole. Many feminist scholars, influenced by Jelinek and Juhasz, have contended that the structure of diaristic texts reflects the inherently chaotic nature of women’s lives, claiming the diary as an essentially feminine form and thereby opposing its formlessness to the assumed goal-orientedness of men’s writing. This critical division is often of a political nature, which has made it both necessary and dangerous for diary scholars to constantly redefine the genre.

Both historico-aestheticist and feminist approaches to the diary are to some extent exclusive and have not inspired scholars to consider the multiplicity of forms the genre can take. Many critics have therefore turned to the less political and more inclusive theories of French diary critic Philippe Lejeune, who considers the diary ‘only secondarily a text or a literary genre’ and believes that ‘keeping a diary is a way of living before it is a way of writing’ (153). Lejeune traces the diaristic gesture to the practice of account-keeping, which, to him, indicates that the administrator ‘can write and [owns] something’ and that, as a consequence, the diary is always ‘a way of exercising a modicum of power, however limited’ (51). By asserting that the diary provides an ‘organising principle for [the diarist’s] behaviour’ (153), Lejeune is determined to devote equal attention to all diarists and does not discriminate on the basis of gender or literary talent. Like many feminist diary critics have done recently, Lejeune insists on the importance of ‘[decoding] the meaning of those texts within their contexts’ (134), but generally abstains from gendering the genre, maintaining that, for all diarists, ‘the diary is a filter’ that ‘[chooses] those facets that represent whatever is problematic’ in their lives (179). While such an inclusive critical approach is not necessarily apolitical, its consistent attempts to study and validate the records composed by diarists from different socio-economic backgrounds is commendable. Although Lejeune primarily discusses French diaries, ‘the questions [he] raises are not culturally delimited,’ as the editor of the recently published collection of Lejeune’s essays, Jeremy Popkin, notes (13).

The study of Victorian diaries in particular is significant for academic studies because these texts allow us to interrogate the stereotypical assumptions about the life of the ‘Victorians’ that linger in popular culture, such as, for instance, their supposed preoccupation with sexual purification, or the typical post-Victorian portrayals of females as silent sufferers and males as pompous gentlemen. The diaries of Arthur Munby and Hannah Cullwick, testifying to the sexual relations between an employer and his maid, are prominent examples that challenge the enduring generalisation that all Victorians insisted on the repression of emotion. While diaries might confirm some of these assessments of the Victorian obsession with constructing and upholding a flawless public image, there are, in most diaries, also instances in which the diarist insists on and cherishes his or her privacy. The diary was indeed used as a self-regulatory tool through which to control unrespectable emotions, as Victorian psychologist Alexander Bain recommended, but it was also a forum through which diarists sought to create, organise and validate their private experience. 

It is true that many diaries that were published in the nineteenth century are characterised by a strong editorial presence, which, to an extent, compromises their authenticity as private documents. However, editorial tailoring is in itself worth analysing as it is an important indicator of the creation of a desirable public image and of the regulation of the discourse of the self.  The diaries of Lady Elizabeth Rigby Eastlake and Henry Crabb Robinson, for instance, were severely mutilated by their Victorian editors’ interference. By ripping selected extracts out of their context, Charles Eastlake Smith and Dr Thomas Sadler portrayed their respective subject’s texts as a series of aphorisms in the first case and as a transcript of conversations with prominent figures, such as Goethe, Schiller, Wordsworth and Coleridge, in the second. Despite these unfortunate editorial choices, we can still discern Eastlake’s and Crabb Robinson’s construction of self against the backdrop of societal expectation and emotional control. Eastlake’s entry of July 5th 1845 shows that even minor indulgences made her feel weak-willed and guilty of pleasure-seeking behaviour: ‘My pen has been too silent in every respect. The Siren Music has been the tempter […] with my strong love for music I have indulged myself far too much’ (Eastlake Smith 167). The fact that she did admit to this indulgence shows that she was eager to create a veracious representation of her private self. Similarly, Crabb Robinson’s analyses of his personality, repeatedly deploring his ‘want of sensibility in myself which I consider as a radical defect in my nature’ (April 23rd 1815, Sadler, vol. 1, 479) and identifying himself as alien to his culture, despite their heavy editing, demonstrate the ways in which his diaries were essential in the creation of a private realm. 
In order to form an understanding of the ways in which diaries were used in the Victorian period, readers must acknowledge the cultural (and literary) value of less skilfully composed diaries and value each diary’s extremely personalised form and content. Even within one specific diary, typically, individual entries are rarely uniform, but may take the shape of a single word, an extensive list, an elaborate travel account, or an analysis of the diarist’s psychological state. An inclusive critical approach that incorporates the spectrum of self-disclosure from the loquacious social diary to the ‘bare-boned’ notebook-style diary, not only reveals the variety of forms diary writing took during the nineteenth century, but also renders the network of cultural signifiers that shaped a specific historical moment. 

Forms and Themes of the Victorian Diary 

While many of the countless diaristic texts produced in the nineteenth century are similar in type, each diary calls for an individual interpretative strategy. The following brief selection of Victorian diaries shows that the display of self-disclosure and articulation of detail intended to accommodate a reader varies significantly.
 Although the language of John Ruskin’s diary is far more literary and philosophical than George Gissing’s or George Eliot’s for example, the themes, tropes and stylistic mannerisms characteristic of the latter nonetheless allow us to form an understanding of the ways in which these authors positioned themselves within their culture. Through a rigorous examination of the parallels between a writer’s diaries, correspondence and oeuvre, a new diary criticism might not only to trace the correlations between artistic talent and the material circumstances of literary production, but shed light on the subjective experience of this creative process and its consequences for an author’s ‘official’ philosophical and ideological stance. 
The study of John Ruskin’s extensive diaries does not only reveal the author’s extraordinary talent at poetic description, but they also reveal the problems that his professional aspirations created for his private self. Ruskin’s diaries are principally devoted to the construction of a public persona: one whose entire existence is geared towards studying, teaching and feeling art. Despite his ambitious endeavours to thus professionalise his private scriptorial realm—‘I have determined to keep one part of diary for intellect and another for feeling’ (qtd. in Evans and Whitehouse v) —Ruskin did not succeed in maintaining the standards he established in his theoretical writing. As a consequence, the private, confessional self frequently reclaimed the diary, as can be seen in his recurring lamentations of personal inadequacy. For instance, in The Stones of Venice III, Ruskin establishes that an object could only really be seen when the observer was deeply touched by its exquisite appearance, as ‘[art’s] truth’ was to be ‘ascertained and accumulated […] evidently, and only, by perception and feeling. Never either by reasoning or report’ (37). Throughout the diaries, Ruskin’s inability to feel such amazement on command caused him great frustration, as he considered this numbness a waste of resources and a neglectful treatment of God’s creations, which can be seen in this entry of December 30th 1840: ‘All was exquisitely beautiful […] and I saw this though I could not feel it, and got into a rage with myself, to no purpose’ (129). We see that the study of Ruskin’s diaries does not ‘merely [confirm] facts already known,’ as C.H. Salter (229) commented. Rather, beyond simply ‘providing factual details’ (n.p.), as George P. Landow wrote about the Brantwood Diary, the diaries show the implications that Ruskin’s theories on art had for his very public personal life and testify to the creation of privacy.

Diaries that primarily focus on their author’s work-related occupation, achievement and frustration can be viewed as the frequently recurring type of the ‘professional’ diary. Many of these diaries are bare-boned, which means that they contain countless reading lists, assessments of health and reports of the weather. Despite their meagreness, a close analysis of such texts usually reveals an authorial presence. For instance, George Gissing’s (1857-1903) diaristic records function as an ongoing inventory of professional and (very rarely) recreational activity, indicating the books he read, the pages he completed and the correspondence he received. Due to the scantiness of “personal” detail, Robin Barrow disapproved of the ‘tedious’ nature of the diary, which failed to ‘endear the author to us’ in his 1980 review of Pierre Coustillas’s 1978 edition of Gissing’s diary (102-103). Although it is certainly true that the ‘diary gives a very restricted and limited view’ (103) of Gissing’s inner life, it nonetheless renders the material reality of Gissing’s authorship and his ever-present anxiety of having to write literature for a living. Significantly, Gissing’s diary shows the perpetual dialogue between his despairing self and his hopeful self. The following entry of April 26th 1889 is just one example of many to prove that Gissing defined his self-worth in relation to the efficiency with which he employed his time: ‘Home late, not feeling well.—I hate this loss of time. No work, of course’ (149). Emotional and physical exhaustion were viewed as moral failures that threatened the author’s financial survival; such episodes of frustration with personal adequacy are interspersed with moments of satisfaction: ‘This perpetual rewriting seems to be necessity of my method. I always go at it with stubborn vigour’ (May 1st 1889, 149) and elated satisfaction: ‘Again, a brave day’s work. Wrote from 4 to 9.30, and did 6 pp., finishing Chap. II and getting into III. It goes at last, it goes’ (May 17th, 151)! Gissing’s diary, much more so than his novels ever could, enables the reader to form an understanding of the economic and ideological pressures under which Gissing’s novels were produced and shows that, contrary to expectation, Gissing was less driven by a desire to reform an unjust society than by the need to make money through an activity he deemed dignified. Professional diaries, such as Gissing’s, ought not to be discredited for their lack of literariness or entertainment value, but need to be viewed as valuable textual glimpses into the past. 

Because George Eliot’s diary can be seen as the material manifestation of her desire for social and moral reform, it is in this sense a public document. Eliot seemed acutely aware of the possibility that her diary might one day be published so she consistently emphasised her personal endeavours to live up to her firm belief in the social responsibility of the individual. As a consequence, the diary shows, Eliot’s work ethic was fuelled by an ‘economic of compensation’ (Hertz 60) because she, in the fashion of the other Victorian sages Samuel Smiles and Thomas Carlyle, associated professional diligence with moral excellence. 

Eager to redeem this guilt of the privileged, Eliot needed to create literature of the highest standard in order to nurture the community. Her diary is characterised by a quasi-religious desire for self-improvement as well as consistent self-minimisation, which suggests the strong influence of her Evangelical roots and her positivistic belief that concern with the self was sinful—the individual had to invest in others as the self on its own was considered meaningless. Optimism, for Eliot, was a quality of character she had to actively cultivate by consciously diverting her attention towards those factors of her life that gave her satisfaction and blocking out those that could give rise to complaint, as this entry of December 30th 1868 demonstrates: ‘I enjoy a more and more even cheerfulness, and continually encreasing [sic] power of dwelling on the good that is given me, and dismissing the thought of small evils’ (133). She invariably relativised her own condition in relation to that of the under-privileged other when she reassured herself that she had not lost sight of her unique beatitude. In the reverse situation, she diminished her own happiness through expressing regret that her advantages were not universal, as can be seen in this entry of December 30th 1870:  “Here is the last day of 1870. […] In my private lot I am unspeakably happy, loving and beloved. But I am doing little for others (142). Thus, in the absence of God, the signifying power could not rest entirely in the individual, because personal meaning had to be evaluated in relation to an ‘other.’ This proposed interpretative strategy shows that the ‘notes on her reading and on her health’(12) that Fothergill identifies as the diary’s primary content, are in fact a self-conscious inventory of productivity by which to perfect herself as a reformer of social circumstances integral part of Eliot’s philosophical and literary work. 

Gerard Manley Hopkins’s diary can be seen as “professional” because it presents an assemblage of visual sights and verbal intricacies that served as the basis and inspiration of Hopkins’s poetry. Its wilful focus away from the self onto the descriptions of visual objects, however, is not merely professional, but also confessional as the diary can be seen to embody Hopkins’s effort to distance himself from his homosexual emotions, which, in the nineteenth century represented a serious threat to his social position, as they were seen as ‘more terrible than death itself.’ (Sherperd and Wallis 189).
 From his early diaristic confession notes, it is clear that Hopkins uses his diary to divert from ‘dangerous’ sights and represses his homosexual desires through controlling his visual intake: ‘idling over work. Lateness to bed. Despondency about evil thoughts. Looking at boy thro’ window’ (May 4th 1865, Mackenzie 162). The diary shows that, in order to validate himself as a focused, pure and respectable Catholic, Hopkins imagined himself as spiritually connected to nature through the eye; with the natural object depending on his attention in order to be validated and realised. He rationalised this process through the neologisms ‘inscape’ and ‘instress’ in order to evade the dangerous, erotic aspect of poetry. The diary, more so than his poetry alone, played a crucial role in the conventionalisation of these terms on the level of subjective semantics. 
Thomas Hardy’s ‘Facts’ Notebook, which is primarily constituted by newspaper clippings, can be seen as the extreme of a bare-boned diary. Because Hardy created a text through gathering noteworthy dated facts from contemporary print media and assembling these dated extratextual fragments, his ‘Facts’ Notebook stands on the generic threshold between notebook and diary.  Hardy did not himself compose the text of these notebooks and thus left out the self, but he then re-inscribed it through the comments he added and the entries he rendered illegible or cut out. Through physically appropriating reality, Hardy moulded universally available information into a private text, which can be qualified as a diary due to its dated entries. Diary-keeping, for Hardy, was professional rather than purely recreational, as he carefully indexed his intake of cultural and social stimulants and wove them into his fiction, which demonstrates the extent to which inspiration is grounded in material reality.

We see that despite their apparently public nature, the diaries are private documents through which diarists attempt the construction of a unified self—not only by establishing a reconnection between past and present selves, but also by merging the interests of their public and private personas. For some diarists, such as Michael Field (Katharine Bradley and Edith Cooper), the diary is a carefully crafted text, designed to frame a deliberately constructed persona. As Marion Thain has recently argued, Michael Field’s diary must be seen as a private document waiting to be discovered by a wider audience rather than as an ‘intimate outpouring’ (20). According to Thain, the diary, which is characterised by its ‘mixture of textures,’ such as newspaper clippings and pressed flowers, is ‘as much worthy of literary attention as their poetry and plays’ (20).
Other diarists who strongly desired and invited public the attention are Frances Burney (1776-1828) and Frances Kemble (1809-1893). Frances Burney’s private writings (diaries and letters) frequently took the shape of commendatory advertisements for their author. With the exception of her early diaries, which are written for the eye of ‘Nobody,’ the style in which Burney’s diaries and letters are composed is strikingly similar—both clearly address an audience and seem to have been written with the objective to portray the writer as a socialising marvel to her audience. The diaries of the famous actress and writer Fanny Kemble not only consistently challenged the defining characteristics of the diary genre, but effectively overcame the boundaries between the public and the private when they were published. The style and content of the diaries mark them as texts that were designed to impress and educate actual readers, as can be seen in the 1832-33 diary, which recounts Kemble’s travels to America and describes her emotional reactions to unfamiliar circumstances in a very unapologetic fashion. Kemble’s famous autobiography Records of a Girlhood, which she issued in 1878 and which was republished in 2007 and 2009, can be seen as another conscious effort to manipulate public judgment: ‘I have thought that my gossip about myself may be as acceptable [as] gossip about me written by another’ (9). Kemble is one of few Victorian authors who self-confidently published several diaries and an autobiography, hence elevating her own life to a matter of importance and using her public position to further the cause of socially disadvantaged human beings. 

While Burney’s and Kemble’s diaries played a vital role in the construction and perpetuation of their authors’ public image, the diaries of William Allingham, Edith Simcox and Dorothy Wordsworth are characterised by their tendency to consistently foreground another person. William Allingham’s diary (1820-1889) primarily constitutes a “tribute” to other writers, such as Alfred Lord Tennyson (1809-1892) and Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881). He only writes about himself when describing his idols’ reactions to him. Although the diary of Edith Simcox (1844-1901) has been read as a “tribute”-diary to George Eliot, such an attitude disregards her extensive engagement with her own emotional and professional aspirations and doubts. Significantly, Simcox had named her diary Autobiography of a Shirtmaker in order to stress her professional vocation, but her editors, Constance M. Fulmer and Margaret E. Barfield, when publishing the diary in 1998, changed the title to A Monument To the Memory of George Eliot. This editorial move dissociates Simcox from her own work and renders her position as George Eliot’s biggest admirer permanent. Simcox did indeed call her diary ’acta diurnal amoris,’ and mentioned George Eliot in almost every entry until many years after her hero’s death, but, nonetheless, the diary also constituted an important forum in which she reviewed and stored her daily experiences and encounters with politicians and public figures of the day. Moreover, her diary bears witness to her reflections about the morals, philosophy, love, religion and her own emotions, which she reveals with astounding candour. 

Dorothy Wordsworth (1771-1855) almost categorically left out the self from her diary and principally used it as a poetic record of the tours she undertook with her brother William. The diary, which Dorothy kept with many long interruptions from 1789-1828, contains very few instances in which she asserts herself as an individual. It differs from other “professional” diaries in that its lengthy entries are composed with utmost care and lovingly depict natural scenes. Mary Ellen Bellanca has recently (2007) read Dorothy’s diaristic achievement as the work of a natural historian.
Thus, the spectrum of private and public selves is fluid and the two apparently dichotomous categories consistently overlap. Because Victorian diarists frequently employed the diary’s self-regulatory function to maximise their professional productivity and to refine their moral agenda, habitually avoiding ‘private’ confessions, their texts often seem to anticipate an unspecified audience. This active crafting of a respectable persona is accountable for the public nature of these private texts. At the same time—and both tendencies can be found most diaries—a diarist may take drastic actions to veil and defend the privacy of his or her records. Patricia Meyer Spacks has read the non-revelation of personal detail as the assertion of selfhood and privacy, rather than as a result of the tyranny of respectability. Spacks has convincingly argued that intimacy and confession are not necessarily correlated in the diary, but that diarists ‘zealously protect also the privacy of their lives’ monotony and the privacy of their obsessive concern with the events or non-events defining that monotony’ (14).  Thus, depictions of everyday activities, such as work concerns, household management, travel reports and family affairs do not constitute the themes that have survived rigorous emotional repression, but, as Margo Culley has asserted, ‘a conviction that one’s individual experience is somehow remarkable’ (8). Whilst interpreting silences, diary criticism needs to value and examine the choices made by each diarist in light of their professional and domestic lives, treating their diaristic writing as primary texts. 
Victorian Diary Criticism 

The conflict between historico-aesthetic and feminist critical tendencies that persists within the body of scholarship dealing with the diary genre is also reflected in scholarly work on Victorian diaries. Until the appearance of Delafield and Bellanca’s major innovations in the field, Victorian diaries were studied mostly with the objective to highlight the gender divide that impeded nineteenth-century women from experimenting with other literary genres and limited them to the domestic realm of the private, but often communal, diary. Alternatively, historians both sought to place the Victorian diary within the historico-aesthetic evolution of autobiographical genres and used it as a ‘transparent’ source rather than as a text that is often heavily edited by the self-censoring diarist as well as the literary editor. 

Several collections that concentrate on women’s autobiographical writing incorporate studies of Victorian women’s diaries, such as Judy Simons’s study Diaries and Journals of Literary Women from Fanny Burney to Virginia Woolf (1990), which includes a chapter on Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s early diary (1831-1832) that harbours the meticulous study of her own emotions. Simons questions the diary’s ‘privacy’ and insists that the genres that female writers used for self-expression, such as letter- and diary writing, frequently overlapped, which resulted in the wavering of the ‘dividing line between degrees of privacy’ (7).  Suzanne L. Bunkers and Cynthia A. Huff’s collection Inscribing the Daily: Critical Essays on Women’s Diaries (1996) similarly locates the diary on the verge of the ‘boundaries between the public and the private’ (2). Huff’s article ‘Textual Boundaries: Space in Nineteenth-Century Women’s Manuscripts’ reads the diary as an ‘ideological site of contestation,’ that allowed women to carve a space in which contemplate and construct public and private selves (125).

Whereas feminists have successfully demonstrated that the ‘nonentities and non-events’ of everyday life are significant for understanding women’s lives, historians of art and culture have considered the macro-historical factors that led to the appearance of the diary. Historian Karl Joachim Weintraub claims that individuals have mimicked socio-political crises since classical Antiquity and the Middle Ages, seeking to contain and normalise personal and cultural upheaval through writing the self:

the ages of crisis, in which the firm assumption about man and his world are being called into question, force upon the individual the task of doubting and reinvestigating the very foundations on which self-conception traditionally rested (18).  

In Weintraub’s argument, diaries thus respond to a cultural need for modernisation. The essays composing Roy Porter’s collection Rewriting the Self: Histories from the Renaissance to the Present (1997) similarly establish writing as a practice that is fundamental to the formation of a universal self-consciousness. Contributor Roger Smith, for instance, asserts that, historically, ‘a sense of self reached its height in the diary, the book written by oneself for oneself as a means of self-reflection and self-control’ (55). A product of Puritan self-monitoring, the diary is seen as the origin of modern individualism. Locating the diary’s position and role in the history of western civilisation on a large scale allows readers to draw useful, albeit general, conclusions that must be complemented by a close engagement with the texture of actual diaries.


The most recent developments in Victorian diary criticism have been fuelled by a pragmatic, rather than ideological, approach and have effectively counteracted the diary’s stigmatisation as an informal and marginal document. Both Catherine Delafield’s recent book Women’s Diaries as Narrative in the Nineteenth-Century Novel (2009) and Mary Ellen Bellanca’s study Daybooks of Discovery: Nature Diaries in Britain, 1770-1870 (2007) have shown the rewards of using diaries as primary texts whose close engagement with its historical context can shed light on the multitude of overlapping discourses that pervaded the culture in which they originated. Both scholars are sensitive to the diary’s liminal status between the public and the private and therefore conduct investigations that highlight the interactions of the individual with his or her culture and that do not merely stress the conditioning effects of cultural oppression or stimulation. 

Delafield successfully shows that the analytical techniques common in literary studies can be applied to the diary genre by charting the effect that published diaries had on the private diary’s stylistic and thematic choices and by bringing to light the extent to which the fictional diary was inspired by the model of the private record. The author gauges public opinion on the diary’s self-regulatory functions by examining instructions for diary use propagated by Victorian conduct manuals. The study provides a useful critical overview and framework for both the scholarly fields of the diary and that of the diary-novel. Delafield underlines and illustrates that the diary is always a heteroglossic document in which multiple languages co-exist and interact by identifying four traditions that tend to appear in different combinations in nineteenth-century diaries: ‘accounts of a household or business; the spiritual improvement or book of reflections; the family record or chronicle; and the travel diary’ (9). 


Mary Ellen Bellanca uses diaries as primary texts in order to draw conclusions on the culture that produced them and reads the private records of George Eliot, Gerard Manley Hopkins and Dorothy Wordsworth as the work of natural historians, defining the ‘nature diary’ as either ‘a scientific notebook with crisp tables of facts […] or a personal diary with both observations and subjective musings on nature and everyday life’ (3). Bellanca’s analysis stresses the correlations between genre and context and compares several Victorian writers’ individual interpretations of not only the genre, but of the place of science in their personal and cultural context. At the same time, Daybooks of Discovery insists on the diary’s function of enabling private contributions to public knowledge. 

Thus, recent studies on the Victorian diary have stressed the multiplicity of forms the genre can take and although they have not completely desisted classifying diaristic texts, they have embraced and valued the emotionally effusive diary as much as the bare-boned one. It is very much to be hoped that projects such as these will energise the field and entitle the genre the status of one worthy not just of historical, but also of literary and cultural study. There are endless opportunities for future scholars to explore this basically uncharted territory. As of now, the relationship between formal autobiography and the diary has mainly been examined on a theoretical level, and particularly from a feminist angle. An analysis of how the diary feeds into autobiography could trace the movement of the written self from the realm of the private into the public sphere. 

While this article has focused on the diaristic records of canonical Victorian writers, it is essential to extend the range of studied diarists to non-artists and workers, male and female, in order to develop a more in-depth understanding of the relationship between individual subjectivity and what are typically considered to be broader cultural imperatives. Exploring and comparing the degree of professional zeal and self-conscious repression of emotional needs in diaries, for instance, would allow for an interrogation of the extent to which the cult of self-improvement affected Victorian diarists personally. Undoubtedly, the diary genre generally deserves further study, both from a generic and a historical point of view. The diary as a literary form should not be discredited as a mere source for biographical references, which, very often, it does not offer. Rather, like novels, diaries deserve to be treated as primary texts and to be read in light of the socio-cultural context in which they appeared. As Miriam Fuchs’s and Craig Howe’s recent collection Teaching Life Writing Texts (2008) shows, diaries represent a significant addition to the academic curriculum, as, without question, they are indispensable documents that allow us to further our understanding of persons and periods. 
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� According to Lynn Z. Bloom, diarists, ‘who conceive of an audience external to themselves’ (Huff and Bunkers 23), which Victorian individuals would necessarily have done, adapt their ego-documents to an audience. Bloom makes the enlightening point that ‘truly private diaries’ reveal so little detail about their content that they necessarily ‘exclude the reader’ (25). ‘Private diaries’ that flirt with the possibility of one day becoming ‘public documents’(25), on the other hand, tend to ‘accommodate an audience’ through their use of literary writing techniques and the display of an elaborate level of detail. 





� On the role of the diary in the sublimation and hellenisation of homosexual emotions, see Cook, Matt. ‘Sex Lives and Diary Writing: the Journals of George Ives.’ In Amigoni, David. Ed. Life Writing and Victorian Culture. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006. 
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