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2. “We are always strangers in a strange land”™ Neo-Victorian
Liminality in Sarah Moss’s Signs for Lost Children
WEE e (B

Neo-Victorian fiction refers to contemporary historical novels set in the
Victorian period, and these novels aim to urge us to reinterpret, reassess, and
interrogate the past. Signs for Lost Children (2015) , Sarah Moss’s neo-Victorian
novel set in the 1870s, focuses on the two protagonists’ in-between status to
examine the politics of gender and identity. Shortly after their marriage, Tom
Cavendish and Ally Moberley begin a six-month period of separation due to
Tom’s work assignment in Japan as a lighthouse engineer. While Tom
observes Japan from a standpoint of a foreigner, Ally works at an asylum in
Cornwall as a doctor (In Body of Light (2014), which precedes Signs for Lost
Children, Ally becomes one of the first generation of female doctors in the
UK) . The narrative of Signs for Lost Children centres on Tom’s and Ally’s
sense of alienation: Tom is in Japan in the Meiji era (1868-1912), when there
were few British people in Japan, and Ally is a female doctor working in an
asylum, which was rare at the time. Both Ally and Tom are depicted as being
in a transitory state, situated in “different” spaces, which calls into question
their sense of identity and consequently the nature of their marriage. In Signs
Jfor Lost Children, there are a variety of spaces that could be categorised as
heterotopias (to use Michel Foucault’s concept), that is, spaces that which
allows Tom and Ally to deviate from and at times disrupt society’s norms.
Through analysing the two characters” sense of placelessness, this paper will
explore how heterotopic spatiality in Signs for Lost Children serves to help us
investigate the social construction of gender and identity in Victorian Britain.
Also, this paper would like to argue that neo-Victorian fiction itself can be
considered heterotopic, serving as a tool to revise the way we interpret the

past and the present.
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