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In his “Essay on Shelley,” Robert Browning remarks that “it is with this world, as starting point and basis alike, that we shall always have to concern ourselves: the world is not to be learned and thrown aside, but reverted to and relearned.” My research examines the forms and practices developed by nineteenth-century writers and thinkers to meet the demands of the world that Browning imagines: a world that continually outstrips our powers of perception, cognition, and anticipation. Indeed, though the question of how one operates under conditions of incomplete knowledge was also taken up by scientists, philosophers, theologians, and political theorists, it is within the literature of the nineteenth century that we find many of the most enduring forms for living in a world that demands to be constantly “relearned.” Specifically, the literary and linguistic forms of nineteenth-century poetry structure responses to uncertainty that cannot be reduced to either skepticism or belief. I explore these issues in a series of projects which place nineteenth-century poetry within the context of theology, intellectual history, and formalism. 

My dissertation project, Reading for the Pause: The Uses of Suspension in Nineteenth-Century British Poetry argues that suspension, broadly understood, structures a potentially powerful practice for encountering one’s own epistemological and ontological limitations not as privations but as opportunities for greater understanding and awareness. The suspension of judgment has long been cited as the most admirable quality of nineteenth-century thought. Nineteenth-century novelists frequently drew upon models of scientific investigation to produce the pleasurable delays of narrative suspense that, as Caroline Levine has argued, encouraged readers to cultivate mental practices of skepticism and detachment. However, as important as narrative suspense and the suspension of judgment were at the time and continue to be for our understanding of the literature of the period, they are best understood as variations on a more general form of suspension. As the art historian Jonathan Crary observes, suspension “implies the possibility of a fixation, of holding something in wonder or contemplation,” yet is “also a cancellation or an interruption ... a disturbance, even a negation of perception itself”—resonances that are not captured by the strictly narrative or even temporal sense of the term. 

Poetry, in both its resistance to and appropriation of the practices of narrative fiction, offers its own set of forms for responding to epistemological limits. The pause of poetic suspension, produced by line breaks, experimental metrical practices, and fractured representations, disrupts the forward progression of reading and plot, jolting readers into a posture of reflection that directs their attention to ways in which language typically conditions perception and that enables new possibilities to arise. While recent studies emphasize nineteenth-century poetry’s capacity for cultural critique (Warwick Slinn) and examine the political and social ramifications of poetic meter (Yopie Prins, Jason Rudy, Kirstie Blair, Matthew Campbell), Reading for the Pause foregrounds the ethical possibilities of poetry that come from its reinterpretation of late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century understandings of the sublime. If the scientific experiment provides a general paradigm for narrative suspense (a connection that has been most forcefully articulated by George Levine’s Dying to Know), poetic suspension more closely resembles the movement of the Kantian sublime: from the “momentary inhibition of our vital forces” that constitutes the initial shock of the unknowable to the expanded awareness of our powers of reason that emerges from this encounter. Although the sublime itself (at least in Kant’s account) does not teach us anything about the outside world, it can place us in a position where, armed with greater knowledge of our own powers, we may be able to approach that world with openness and awareness.

Chapters one and two trace a genealogy of suspension through Romantic-era articulations of sublime experience. Specifically, these chapters propose a counter-tradition within the British Romantic reception of Kant that emphasizes the sublime’s ability to leave the subject unmoored from structures of language and perception. Privileging the event of unconditioned experience in the writings of Coleridge and Shelley discloses the possibilities of what might be called an ethical or non-coercive sublime that gives way to an open-ended, non-determinative relationship with the unknowable. While Kant uses the language of superiority, mastery, and resistance to characterize the final movement of the sublime, Coleridge’s description of the sublime as “the Suspension of our Comparing powers” suggests a posture more like response or awareness. The force of nature becomes what Kant calls “a might that has no power over us” not because we are able to make it go away but because we are able to respond to it from a position of radical non-attachment or suspension. The numerous moments of suspension in Coleridge’s writings—from the famous “willing suspension of disbelief” to the seemingly deadening suspension of “Dejection: An Ode”—participate in the forms and structures of sublime experience, opening on to the unconditioned. Yet, precisely because of suspension’s intimacy with the unconditioned, these suspensions often have radically uncertain outcomes. Perhaps nowhere is that more clear than in Christabel, where the line between willingly suspended disbelief and “forc’d unconscious sympathy” remains perilously thin. This drama of suspended mental and physical animation leaves many of its ethical issues unresolved, yet powerfully affirms a sublime that is neither mastery nor failure. 

Chapter two develops the mutually-constituted relationship of suspension and the sublime through a reading of Shelley’s poetry. Though Robert Mitchell has recently cited the speaker’s state of suspended animation in “Mont Blanc” as a paradigmatic example of the powers of passivity, Shelley’s “trance sublime and strange” is in fact a more complicated state of awareness that attends, among other things, to the suspension of reference separating the poem’s language from the phenomenon it describes. The speaker’s state of  “unremitting interchange / With the clear universe of things around” comes only through a work of active suspension and, as a result, is a posture that the poem attains only intermittently before falling back upon conditional language and objectification. A similar structure operates in the largely unstudied lyric “To Constantia,” wherein the “lingering” notes of a singing female voice disrupt the body of the poem’s speaker in ways that are strikingly similar to the process of “unremitting interchange” depicted in “Mont Blanc.” Reading these two poems together enables a capacious understanding of Romantic sublimity as an ongoing, open-ended affirmation of suspension that is at once the mental process described by Kant and an actively embodied, visceral experience that anticipates (and perhaps surpasses) affective physical responses to narrative suspense that have been identified by scholars of the novel. 

While critics have tended to assume that the sublime disappears from Victorian poetry, the second section of Reading for the Pause argues that ethical sublime informs the structures, images, and forms that separate the poetry of this period from other contemporary literary practices, expanding the possibilities for engaging with an uncertain world. The limitations of human knowledge and language are deeply felt in the poetry of Tennyson. Chapter three explores the convergence between the suspension of reference that is a feature of poetic language and bodily states of suspended animation that both fascinated and frightened Victorian audiences. By claiming to be a living body wrongly declared dead and prematurely buried, the speaker of Maud identifies himself with figures in both scientific and popular literature who suffer nightmarish fates because their signifying processes are at odds with the reading practices of those around them. While scientific treatises and narrative fiction sought more accurate methods of gaining knowledge, Tennyson’s poem suggests that the suspension of reference is a structural feature of signification—uncertainty remains even in the most careful readings. Maud directs our attention away from its plot in order to register a profound concern with bodies—and texts—that are held in suspension.

Chapter four considers Browning’s dramatic monologue, “An Epistle Containing the Strange Medical Experience of Karshish, the Arab Physician.” The central drama of the poem is the attempt of Karshish to explain the miraculous resurrection of Lazarus in scientific terms. As nearly all Browning’s readers know, this is an enterprise doomed to fail, yet the broader significance of Browning’s depiction of Lazarus is often overlooked. The conventions of reading a dramatic monologue allow readers to suspend their moral judgment of Karshish while retaining a sense of superiority over him when it comes to religious knowledge. A more thoroughly suspended reading practice reveals how Browning departs in significant ways from his biblical source in rendering Lazarus’ position as an exemplary figure in Christian discourse. The doubleness of the poem’s figural language draws attention to the internal ambiguities of the gospel story, exposing a process of troping that renders Lazarus unable to speak on his own behalf. Thus, while this poem has often been read as an unambiguous affirmation of Christian doctrine, Browning’s Lazarus resists appropriation into this consolatory discourse and leaves the poem’s readers more ungrounded and uncertain than the speaker himself. 

Christina Rossetti’s long narrative poem, The Prince’s Progress, has often been dismissed as a creative failure because of the way it frustrates readers’ generic, intertextual, and even metrical expectations. In my final chapter, I reread these moments of frustration as manifestations of Rossetti’s attempts to practice suspension in a world that often seems out of control. In her devotional work, she counsels her readers to “pray against roothold”; in The Prince’s Progress, she suggests that we must also read against roothold in order to avoid reducing the multiplicity of the world to a set of rigid signifying practices. By failing to resolve the inconsistencies of her own text, Rossetti reminds her readers of the dangers of both clinging to representations of truth and of identifying too closely with the changing conditions of an imperfect, earthly world. Like Shelley in “Mont Blanc,” Rossetti uses language to hold her reader in contemplative, suspended states that nonetheless require their active, critical participation. 

Despite a scholarly tradition that continues to see passive belief as the most plausible alternative to the skeptical habits of science and realism, suspension, particularly as it appears in the non-narrative forms of nineteenth-century poetry, offers more nuanced critical possibilities for experiencing uncertainty. Suspension invites the reader to investigate the conditions of the present moment, even as that moment remains subject to change. It counteracts our tendencies towards reification and detachment in favor of an event that can be “known” only in its passing away. Among the many available practices in literature and other disciplines for meeting the world in all of its complexity, the attentiveness cultivated by poetic suspension best captures and responds to the uncertain energies of the nineteenth century, the fluctuations of faith and doubt, the dynamics of knowing and not-knowing, and the unsettled nature of social relations in a world whose boundaries seemed always to be expanding. 

My second project, tentatively titled “Poetic Faith and Forms of Not-Knowing in the Long Nineteenth Century,” is a formalist exploration of the ways that poetry extends and supplements religious and spiritual practices across the nineteenth century. Using William McKelvy’s thesis that the “putative religious function of literature” became an accepted principle during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries as a starting point, point, “Poetic Faith” will examine how literary forms—including, but not limited to the forms of suspension that I have already begun to investigate—resemble and support spiritual practice. This second project will be arranged conceptually, reading both secular and religious poems alongside some of the central works of nineteenth-century theology, representing a variety of religious movements: Coleridge’s Aids to Reflection (as well as his daughter Sara’s lesser-known Essay on Rationalism), Newman’s Grammar of Assent, the Theological Essays of F. D. Maurice, and the devotional texts of Christina Rossetti. I also hope to briefly consider the influence of non-Christian modes of spirituality in the nineteenth-century, particularly the Victorian reception and appropriation of Buddhist texts. Drawing upon new approaches to formalism, I will treat forms of not-knowing as to some extent portable even as they retain their cultural and historical specificity, meaning that they can continue to provide possibilities for responding to the condition of limited knowledge long after the nineteenth century. As popular religious practice in the present time appears to move closer to fundamentalism, including a fundamentalist orientation towards language, a study of early nineteenth-century forms of religious expression may provide helpful models of spiritual and linguistic flexibility that nonetheless retain a markedly ethical character. 


