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Tuberculosis and Literature: The Making of a Nineteenth-Century Disease

Katherine Byrneâs Tuberculosis and the Victorian Lit-
erary Imagination is one of the latest publications by
Cambridge University Press that delves into the med-
ical humanities in order to explore historical attitudes
to, and associations with, illness. Following in the foot-
steps of Susan Sontagâs Illness as Metaphor (1978), crit-
ics such as Miriam Bailin, Anna Silver, and Pamela K.
Gilbert have added to an increasing amount of academic
research analyzing the roles that disease and invalidism
in general, and conditions such as anorexia, syphilis, hys-
teria, cholera, typhoid, and typhus in particular, played
in the Victorian cultural imagination. Tuberculosis, as
Byrne notes, despite its high death rate in the nineteenth
century and the many characters in Victorian literature
suffering from the disease, has somewhat bizarrely re-
ceived relatively little critical attention by comparison,
an oversight her work seeks to address. Her main ar-
gument is that tuberculosis, or phthisis as it was often
referred to, possessed a potential lacking in these other
conditions. Uncertainty about its causes and means of
transmission, as well as its tendency to cross class bound-
aries, she posits, made it a more malleable and versa-
tile metaphor, capable of being used both to idolize and
pathologize its victims, as well as to contain paradoxical
associations. It is this ambivalence, and the differing rep-
resentations of the disease that resulted, that is her focus.

The small number of publications that have discussed

tuberculosis, such as Clark Lawlorâs Consumption and
Literature: The Making of a Romantic Disease (2006), have
omitted the nineteenth century, or have approached the
subject from a more medical, sociological, or political
viewpoint. Byrne, in adopting a medical humanities ap-
proach is able to explore the symbiotic relationship be-
tween medical texts and fictional texts in constructing a
Victorian image of the disease. It is this relationship that
she analyzes in her first chapter. She illustrates the influ-
ence literary fiction and its portrayal of the idealized con-
sumptive had on medical perceptions of consumption in
the nineteenth century. She notes a resurgence in medi-
cal interest in phthisis from the 1830s onward. This, she
argues, was not being linked to a rise in deaths due to the
disease. Nor was it being caused by any advancement in
medical understanding of the illness, or treatments for it.
Rather, it was a response to changing perceptions of the
disease caused by its depiction in novels. She suggests
that, with an absence of facts about the causes of the dis-
ease and with the medical profession debating its meth-
ods of transmission long after the discovery of the tuber-
cle bacillus in 1882, physicians relied on literatureâs rep-
resentations of the stereotypical consumptive as beauti-
ful, angelic, and refined in order to diagnose a consump-
tive âtype.â

In subsequent chapters, her focus shifts from medi-
cal literature to literary fiction, using close readings of

1

http://www.h-net.org/reviews/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0521766672


H-Net Reviews

generally two novels, and sometimes more, to discuss be-
liefs about the disease in both the medical and cultural
imagination. These chapters fit together very well, giv-
ing Byrneâs work a nice sense of flow. This is largely due
to her tendency to introduce themes in one chapterwhich
she then returns to in more detail later. Indeed, her first
chapter serves as an introduction to many beliefs about
the disease, which she then explores in relation to her
later texts. It is also aided by the fact that she pairs sev-
eral of her chapters, dealing with similar themes in each,
as is the case of chapters 2 and 3.

Both of these chapters deal with the potential for ill-
ness to be a liberating condition. While in chapter 2 she
discusses this liberation in relation to the possibility of
escaping capitalism, consumerism, and industrialization,
in chapter 3 she is concerned with the escape from gen-
der norms that illness makes allowance for. In chapter 2,
she links tuberculosis to materialism and the consump-
tion of luxury goods and the threats to society these were
perceived to pose. In Charles Dickensâs Dombey and Son
(1846-48), according to Byrne, Paul Dombeyâs illness is
described both as the punishment for his fatherâs wealth
and an escape from the capitalist future he is destined for
should he pursue the family business. The weakness of
the chapter lies in her coupling of Dombey and Son with
Elizabeth Gaskellâs North and South (1854-55), a novel in
which, she posits, Bessy Higginsâs illness is also depicted
as the result of consumerism as it is believed to be caused
by her work in the cotton industry where she has in-
haled fluff. Byrne seems to question this causality, how-
ever, and rather than treating the historically and med-
ically specific nature of Bessyâs condition, which forms
a central part of Gaskellâs critique of the factory system,
she makes no distinction between this and the other de-
pictions of consumption she analyzes. Her argument is
largely based on the interesting fact that Bessy, despite
her working-class origins, becomes elevated by her con-
dition. Described as increasingly noble, refined, and pi-
ous, Bessy conforms to the stereotype commonly linked
to tuberculosis. However, it prevents Byrne from using
the class differences between Paul and Bessy to their full
potential in comparing the varying associations tubercu-
losis had within different social classes.

In chapter 3, she discusses Mrs. Humphry Wardâs
Eleanor (1900), averring that the female protagonistâs tu-
berculosis allows her to escape the restrictions of her
gender and to transgress social norms. Instead of remain-
ing the silenced angel of the house she is when she falls in
love with Manisty, Eleanor subversively pursues him by
vocalizing her feelings for him, manipulating Lucy into

abandoning him. This behavior, legitimized by her con-
dition, becomes an acceptable form of self-preservation.
Ultimately, however, she undergoes a spiritual awak-
ening in which she begins to conform to the idealized
stereotypes associated with her illness. However, the
autonomy she has gained is never lost. Byrneâs argu-
ment here demonstrates the capacity for the female in-
valid to embody both the feminine ideal of dependence
and passivity and its antithesis. The closer a woman was
to death, the closer she appeared to be to the ideal, be-
coming increasingly pure.

It is this contradiction that is the subject of her next
two chapters. In chapter 4, she uses the research of Bram
Dijkstra in his influential Idols of Perversity (1988) to dis-
cuss pre-Raphaelite painting, focusing particularly on the
work of Dante Gabriel Rossetti in which he depicted his
wife, Elizabeth Siddal. Using the figure of Siddal, Byrne
argues that phthisis, unlike other diseases, was consid-
ered aesthetically pleasing and socially desirable. Be-
lieved to affect the genteel and beautiful, and to aug-
ment these qualities, it bestowed certain advantages on
its sufferers and thus caused women to try to achieve
this fashionable look. She then progresses to a reading of
George du Maurierâs Trilby (1894) and Charles Readeâs
A Simpleton (1873), novels that she contends engage with
this tubercular aesthetic. While the former questions the
sway and consequences of such an aesthetic but simul-
taneously upholds it, the latter depicts it as pathological
and destructive to both health and beauty.

Chapter 5 concentrates on the subversiveness and de-
viancy, particularly sexual deviancy, increasingly associ-
ated with the disease after the discovery of the tubercle
bacillus. Here, the author establishes a link in the lit-
erary, cultural, and medical imagination between con-
sumption and vampirism. She notes that many of the
signifiers of tuberculosis were also associated with vam-
pires in the fiction of this period and that physicians,
unable to treat the former, sometimes turned to super-
natural explanations and remedies, such as prescribing
the drinking of blood. She analyzes Bram Stokerâs Drac-
ula (1897) in this light, relating it to John Polidoriâs The
Vampyre (1819), Sheridan le Fanuâs Carmilla (1871), and
a few lesser-known vampire narratives of the nineteenth
century. Her reading is persuasive and her examples il-
lustrate her argument very well. However, Byrne does
oversimplify the versatility of representations of vam-
pires in this period. It would have been interesting to see
her engage with some of the less conventional vampire
texts that the nineteenth century produced, as well as
to discuss the interaction of consumption with the other
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diseases, such a rabies, porphyria, anaemia, and cholera,
that she acknowledges as possibly connected to the vam-
pire myth yet quickly dismisses.

Byrneâs final chapter uses Ralph Touchett in Henry
Jamesâs The Portrait of a Lady (1880-81) to discuss the
representation of invalid men in literature. Here, once
again, tuberculosis is described as the result of a capitalist
economy in which wealth has rendered men unhealthy,
ineffectual, and effeminate. She discusses phthisis in re-
lation to medical debates about the benefit of traveling to
improve health as well as eugenic discourses that accom-
panied the disease even after it was known to be bacte-
rial. She notes that in death Ralph, as a male invalid, ap-
propriates many qualities associated with the idealized
female invalid. She ends by returning to the theme of
liberation, arguing that Ralphâs illness releases him from
the responsibilities of marriage and domesticity, a free-
dom James himself experienced due to his own various
ailments.

Byrne concludes with an epilogue in which she

touches on changing attitudes to tuberculosis post-1900
as the disease became publicly recognized as infectious
and the mystery associated with the disease began to dis-
sipate. Discussing sanatorium novels she nevertheless
notes the continuance of several thematic conventions in
depictions of its sufferers.

Overall, Byrne makes her case convincingly, and cov-
ers a great deal of interesting material, both medical and
literary. It is easy enough to read so that it will be ac-
cessible to the newcomer to the medical humanities but
detailed enough so that more seasoned researchers will
find plenty to absorb their attention. While one could
argue that there are points in which she could have en-
gaged in more detail with the research that has preceded
hers, particularly with regard to her discussion of inva-
lidism which has accumulated a wide variety of analyses
over the last thirty years, and that her focus on gender at
times results in a less in-depth discussion of class issues
than might be desired, as the first book-length study of
tuberculosis in this period, its achievements far outweigh
its negatives.
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