
 

 

The Victorian literature of the mad sexy body
 

It was the Victorian tendency to record, label and 
list anything and everything regarding the science 
of sexology and the categorization of 
‘perversities’. The diagnoses of these ‘conditions’ 
are the reason that it is impossible to discuss 
sexuality in the Victorian period without also 
discussing psychology.  

The state of the mind and the desires of the body 
were intrinsically linked in the mind of the 
Victorian scientist, and therefore the Victorian 
public. To explore the extreme bodies in late-

Victorian 
literature, we 
must first 
understand the 
social context 
that produced 
such texts. The 
Victorian fin de 
siècle concluded 
a century of 
rapid discoveries 
in many aspects 
of science and 
technology. 
Science, in 
particular, was 
fascinated with 
what made us 
human, both 
mind and body.  

 

According to Heike Bauer, however, it was the 
‘scientific investigations of sex [that] became 
central to the way in which the nineteenth century 
articulated its norms 
and ideals and sought to 
control transgression 
and deviation’ (Bauer  
2015).  

It was the manner in 
which sex was 
quantified and 
categorized by science 
in the late Victorian 
period that led to the 
sexual body becoming 
‘a measure by which 
individuals and larger 
groups of people could 
be identified and 
classified in relation to 
normative ideas about 
civilization and 
progress’(Bauer, 2015).  

It was the idea that 
individuals with sexual and/or extreme types of 
bodies could be classified in opposition to 
normative ideas and lead to the ‘othering’ of 
anybody considered non-normative. 

The way that sexuality, as a collision of mind and 
body, is represented in late Victorian literature as 
extreme, ‘other’ and sometimes fatal, is a product 

 

“There was a deliberate voluptuousness 
which was both thrilling and repulsive, 
and as she arched her neck she actually 

licked her lips like an animal” – Dracula 

1 Aubrey Beardsley’s Salome from 
Wikipedia.com 

2 Helen Vaugh on the cover of 
Broken Ground’s novella issue. 
Image form Abebooks.com 



3 Elana Anaya in the 2004 movie Van Helsing from 
Wikipedia.com 

of Victorian culture. There were turning points 
throughout the century regarding the treatment of 
extreme minds and bodies, the Lunacy and County 
Asylums Acts in 1845, for example and the 
Contagious Diseases Act in 1864, with amendments 
through to 1869. These attempts to control and 
legislate the mind and body provided a social 
climate that held the opinion that ‘the female 
body, especially, because it was seen primarily as 
a reproductive body, demanded special attention 
and regulation if it was to keep a proper hold on 
its ‘natural’ sexuality’ (Matus, 1995). 

 

When sex did result in successful 
reproduction, there were social 
anxieties regarding hereditary 
issues, like mental illness, bodily 

weaknesses and sterility. 

 

Darwin’s The Origin of Species, in 1859, generated 
a wide societal concern about reproduction and 
continuing the species in a healthy manner. This 
lead to the othering of homosexuality, 
‘perversities’ and any sexual feelings that did not 
serve to preserve the species. Similarly, when sex 
did result in successful reproduction, there were 
social anxieties regarding hereditary issues, like 
mental illness, bodily weaknesses and sterility. 
The result of this was that the literature of the 
late Victorian period created characters that made 
these fears visible. All too common were; women 
with extreme beauty and sexual behaviors, like 
Dracula’s ‘voluptuous’ women, that ‘othered’ 
them from the Victorian heroine, characters with 
visible deformities that made their bodies non-
normative and people from foreign lands with 
hyperbolic characterizations. By drawing these 
invisible fears out into the daylight, in a very 
visible and exaggerated manner, writers 
undermined their validity. In their creation of 
sexualized characters, where the extreme body 
and the polluted mind overlap, fin de siècle 
authors outed the anxieties of the middle-class 
Victorian readership, therefore tearing down their 
fears into manageable and distant fantasy novels. 

Essentially, the best way to ask these questions of 
body and mind is through late-Victorian literature, 
as no other form of discourse in the late century, 
as Bauer outlines, undermines the secrecy of 
sexology quite like literature (Bauer, 2015). And 
so, writers in this period explored sexuality in a 
manner that removed the extreme body and mind 
from the medical discourse and placed it into 
public opinion. It is the essential tempest of mind 
as equal to rationale and body as equal to passion 
that establishes the rules of characterization of 
many extreme figures in fin de siècle literature, 
which you will be able to read about in full in my 
completed doctoral thesis.  
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