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Emily Lawless’s 1901 work A Garden Diary was written at and describes the turn of the nineteenth century, but it is doubtful whether it can be categorized as fin de siècle writing. Rather than emerging modernism, the text seems to be infused with residuary Victorianism, in style, ideology and subject matter. Nevertheless, A Garden Diary brushes against themes and aesthetic attitudes that are characteristic of what is normally understood as fin de siècle writing: self scrutiny, heightened sensibility, a melancholic outlook, the sense of ending and the disappearance of an old world order. Insofar as modernism equals avant-garde writing, Lawless’s works certainly do not qualify, but A Garden Diary might function as a reminder that there is no straightforward move to something new, either in culture or thought, but a struggle between old and new approaches to art, life and politics. The text is an example of the cultural “noise” present at the time, works that may reach a wide readership at the time but which afterwards fail to be incorporated into any of the categories established in literary history. In a sense, the text serves as a control group, against which works that are more neatly classified as fin de siècle literature may be defined.
