
In Memoriam, Julie Melnyk, 1964-2017. 

By Alisa Clapp-Itnyre 

True friends aren’t always made in academia. We have the reputation of being fiercely 

competitive, angling for personal recognition, tenure, publications, and other aspects of the academic life 

where the individual must succeed over the collective.  I actually don’t think that is true in general but it 

most certainly was not true of Julie Melnyk.  Her concerns for the collective, for others, for putting others 

before herself were so obvious to many of us who worked with her in an academic setting that I would 

like to linger over some of those memories for you. 

I first met Julie through the Midwest Victorian Studies Association.  I can’t quite recall which 

annual spring conference it was, I just slowly came to know her as the Treasurer of the organization.  

Though other positions on the Board rotate off after four years, the Treasurer and Executive Secretary are 

renewable, because their consistency is important to the longevity of the group.  I became Executive 

Secretary in 2004 so I began to work quite closely with Julie. And though I thought I served a long time, 

10 years in fact, Julie contributed her services for over 20 years which quite amazes me.  She rarely 

missed a conference, almost always came the farthest of any Board member (at least by car) since our 

conferences tended to remain in Illinois, Indiana, or Michigan, but came without complaint.  With other 

members, we enjoyed dinners together, panels, Board meetings… and it was at one that I realized her true 

gift for catchy titles: “ ‘Hard Times’ or ‘Great Expectations’? How the Victorians Saw Themselves” was 

one I recall.  It wasn’t until 2015 when enough of us assured her that we wouldn’t mind travelling a bit 

farther that she agreed to host the next year’s MVSA conference in Columbia.  It was lovely weather on a 

lovely campus that April, and Julie had worked incredibly hard and alone to find beautiful venues, with 

an amazing banquet, and other aspects that I will not long forget.  Working tirelessly with the MVSA 

budget, over a number of years, travelling to and hosting wonderful conferences, making new and old 

members feel welcome…Julie will be deeply missed by everyone within the MVSA organization and I 

represent them all today.  And it was in tribute to this service that the Board and past Board members 



wished to bestow upon Julie the Lifetime Achievement Award—the first one we have awarded—last fall.  

So appropriate and fitting, from the collective for true services for the collective. 

But Julie also was a friend on a very individual basis.  I am sure she touched many Honors, 

undergraduate, and graduate students’ lives with her generous scholarly support, but those in the 

profession also benefitted.  Desiring to pursue a new project on hymns for children in 2006, I sought out 

her help as one who was well-known for her knowledge of Victorian religious history.  She shared with 

me an article which, regrettably, I don’t think she ever got published for herself but which I have 

acknowledged in both the articles and book which I eventually published because she opened my eyes to 

many aspects of hymns, women’s hymns in particular, and how to read them closely and within context.  

Her Victorian Religion: Faith and Life in Britain (2008) became the staple to my understanding of that 

history as I crafted my own book about children’s hymnody.  It was therefore a true honor to be asked by 

the Board to co-edit a book with Julie about Victorian faith and doubt from the papers presented at our 

2013 Cleveland conference.  Working with her was a true joy: she was very positive and perceptive, with 

helpful ideas, providing an incredibly useful Introduction, but also encouraging me to take the lead on 

many aspects.  We really did collaborate equally but Julie, bless her, perhaps aware that I could use the 

edge for promotion, or simply because she was a very generous person, allowed me to be listed as first 

author.  It was that gesture that continues to amaze and humble me when I think about her: putting 

another before herself, quite literally.  I know others in MVSA, women in particular, who also 

acknowledge the ways Julie helped them get started on projects in tremendously supportive ways.  I even 

benefitted in an administrative way.  In 2010, when I became Honors Director at my university, and 

knowing her long tenure with Missouri’s Honors College, I asked for her help, and she gave me the 

advice that turned our program around: rather than insist on applications only, give automatic acceptance 

to all entering freshman of a certain gpa. I took that suggestion to our committee and we quadrupled the 

number of Honors students within two academic cycles.  I was glad to be able to tell her that, and to 

acknowledge it to this room-full today. 



Make no mistake, though, Julie was a very gifted Victorian scholar in her own right.  Her 

amazing knowledge of the religious scene in Victorian England is clear to anyone who reads her 

Victorian Religion book, part of Praeger’s Victorian Life and Times Series, whose coverage includes 

everything from parts of the Anglican church service to the many Christian reform movements of the 

century.  I know I will never know as much as she did about this aspect of Victorian life even though I 

write about a small segment of it.  She was a talented writer, sophisticated sentences flowing off the 

pages, and I always liked to quote her when I could.  I also know first-hand her particular gift in accepting 

and honing individual essays for a collection, as with our book “Perplext in Faith” but also with the 

edited books on Felicia Hemans and on Women’s Theology.  It was because of the extent of her 

knowledge and writings that the MVSA Board asked her to give the Plenary Talk at the 2013 conference, 

titled “Faith and the Feminine,” the essay which would appear in our co-edited book.  Showcasing her 

knowledge of a plethora of non-fiction texts and novels, by pointing out an oft-missed point that women’s 

religious fervor could actually be unfeminine, she concludes, “Throughout the nineteenth-century, faith 

remained an important part of the definition of British femininity, though the two were in conflict much 

more often than is generally acknowledged.  But even as the century ended, it was difficult for authors to 

imagine a woman surviving her own doubt.”  It is likewise difficult for me to imagine Julie without that 

same faith and hope that seemed to sustain her work in bringing religion, and women’s religious life more 

specifically, to the scholarly forefront.  She has left an indelible mark on our field. 

Last May, when I realized how sick Julie was, I finally did what I should have done much more 

often and picked up the phone to call her.  It was good to hear her sturdy voice again, with just a hint of 

an English accent, no doubt from living with an English husband all those years.  What a lovely talk we 

had for about an hour, discussing personal matters that had never come up while at conferences: the side-

trips she and Andrew were taking at every chance, to state parks and restorative places. She talked about 

her two sons and how proud she was of them and their budding careers, in theatre and music, etc.  I saw 

yet another side to her, her deep love and pride of family.  Recognizing the many-sided and nuanced lives 

to women of the Victorian period, both of strength and sacrifice, Julie embodied much of that in the 



modern world, it seemed to me.  And though I do not know of her own religious views when writing 

about the religion of the Victorians, I am confident that she had crafted her own solid faith when facing 

this most challenging of “hard times.”  True friends can come out of academia because it is part of the 

larger journey we call life.  I will always be so grateful to Julie for teaching and exemplifying that to 

me—and to many of us in her professional circle—for so many years.   

  


