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" 1843 Pyblished inl the same year as the first Christmas card, Cha;les Dickens’s wildly populag A Christmas Carol
helps to institutionalize the holiday as a festive celebration of home and family 9gpage 1376).

N2 L)
a million die of st'gvatlon
3, M * &

1845-1850 The Irish potato famine reduces the population of Ireléu;d by about 25
and diseas¢ and another million emigrate. | L il
1846 ThetCotn Laws—a tax on the import of grain (not just corri) intb Btitain, potecting domestic agriculture
. but keeping prices artificially high—are repealed. ' . ' -

1849 Bedfoid College for Women is established, one year after lectures for women at King’s Collegg,evolve into,
appropriately enough, Queen’s College. By the end of the century, there are women’s colleges at both Oxford
and Cambridge.

1850 The official mantle of English poetry finally passes from Romantic to Victorian hands in 1850, when ™
Tennyson succeeds Wordsworth as Poet Laureate. During that year, Wordsworth’s masterpiece, The Prelude
(page 438}, is published posthumously, and Tennygon’s ryasterpjece, In Memoriam (page 1204), is published

. anonymously. - -

e

1851 London hosts the Great Exhibition, a world’s fair of industrial dhd technological accomplishments. The mdin
._exhibit is the exhibition hall itself: the Crysta

1853-1856 As hostilities betweenRussia and T t
adyance. The allies yin the Crimean War in 1856, but only after a ériés of grave military errors.

1856, Elizabéth Barrett Browning's epic poem Aurora Leigh (page 1155) examines a new stbject: the intellectual, moral, and artistic-

growth of a woman writer.

1857 Indjan soldiers (“sepoys”) in the East India Company’s army rebel against their British officers; the bloody
rebelljon‘soon spreads throughout northern India. The British brutally suppress what they call the “Indian
Mytiny,” but they dissolve the East India Company, which had ruled for over a century, shifting direct control

. of Indiato.the British crown. --- - -

1859 Charles Darwin's On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection (page 1272) outlines theories of evolu-
tion and natural selection that threaten Victorian religious beliefs, already assailed by recent geological proofs
of the earth’s age. Darwin’s book-marks a turning point in-the conflict between religion and science.

1859 John Stuatt Mill’'s On Liberty (page 1115) explores the priffirrelations between society and the individual.

1861 Prince Albert dies. His grief-stricken widow, Queen Victoria, wears black for the remainder of her life. }——

1865 Lewis Carroll (pseudonym of Charles Dodgson, an Oxford professor of mathematics) writes Alice’s i
Adventures in Wonderland (page 1715) for his young friend Alice Liddell, the model for the book’s heroine.
Dodgson's stories refuse to teach either moral lessons or social etiquette and thus reject the didacticism of
mi¢h Victorian children’s literature.

1867 The Second Reform Act extends vating rights to all male householders; enfranchising much of the
+urban working ¢lass and doubling the voting populatioh.
¥1869 Matthew Amold’s Culture and Anarchy (page 1595) résponds to Tears, that governiment by the people
] Will lead to'anaichy. He advocates that all social-classes dedicate themsélves to pursuihg culture, “the
bé&st that is Ehoﬁght and known in the world.” Championing reason,objectivity (“disihterestedness™),
and a classical ;;}spect for beauty and intellect, Amold seeks to bring “sweetngss and light” to a British
- %™ political discourse dominated by self-interest and laissez-faire ‘capitalism,
1870 The Elementary Education Act of 1870 establishes a national system of schools for children in
England and Wales, ages 5 through 12; education becomes.compulsory in 1880, and free in 1890.
1871 Charles Darwin's The Descent of Man (page 1277) makes explicit what was implicit in his earlier argu-
ment: man is an animal, subject to the same laws of evolution and natural selection as any other animal.
1873 Walter Pater's influential work, Studies in the History of the Renaissance {page 1694}, insists on appre-
ciating “art for art’d sake”~—divorced from moral or social purpose. - ‘
1876 The telephone is inventeg in Boston by Scottishi-born Alexander Graham Bell.
1876 Victoria is declared Empress of India; by the end of the century her empire includes one-quarter of th
1879 Jobn Henry Newman becomes cardinal of a growing English Catholic Church. His 1864 spiritual
autobiography, Apologia Pro Vita Sua (page 1306) becomes a classic statement of religious faith in a
secular age.
1882 The Married Woman's Property Act, extending provisions of an earlier act in 1870, gives a woman
the right to Hold any form of property in her own name.
"1884 The Third Reform Act extends voting rights to county householders, enfranchising the rural working clasé.’
1886 Robert Louis Stevenson's The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (page 1780) enthralls the public
with its shocking represéntition of a fatally split personality. N ‘
« 1887 Master detective Sherlock'Holrmes fifit appears in the pages of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s A Stuudy in
: _ Starlet, and soon becomes a fixture in the new mass market for popular short fiction (page 1466).
1888“Jack the Ripper,” as hesigned hismbtes to the police; savagely murdefs five prostitutes, disembowel-
ing them with $urgical precision. He is never caught! or even identified, and theories about hi§ identity|
. and qotjves abound to thisday. ~ "F—* “ )
» 1895 The Importance of Being Earnest (page 1829) makes Oscar Wilde the most celebrated man in London; *
“however, his libel case against the father of his lover, Lord Alfred Douglas, sobn backfires when his pri-
vate affairs are made public. Wilde is subsequently prosecuted for committing indecent acts (homosexu-
ality) and sentenced to two years of hard labor. Prison shatters Wilde's health, and he writes only one
Tmiore poem before dying destitute in 1900. 1
1899 Hostilities in colonial South Africa between the Boers (white Afrikaners) and the British escalate into
swar. Britain expects an easy victory, but the Boer guérillas mandge to hold their own against the much
larger British army. The British build concentration camps for Boer women and children, thousands of
whom die of disease. Like the Crimean War, the Boer War is a military embarrassment for the British,
despite their eventual victory in 1902. b
1901 Queen Victoria dies; Edward VII faces the unenviable task of succeeding not just a beloved moharcH
but also ar:{E enduring icon of British culture. 1 d

3

[Pal_ace (page 1058), a glass and metal structure covering 18 acres of Hyde Park.
urkey escalate, Britain and-France declare war on Russia in order to check its westward
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Never since the beginpingof Time was t}}ere, that we, Pear or read
of,.so intensely *self-conscious av‘Socflety. Our Yvhole 'relgtké?{ls to
the ’Uﬁive'rs’g and to~our fellow:man have become an, Inquity, a-
A %y 3

* Doubt. ‘ ;

C, . —Thomas Carlyle, 1831

%

. o
5 N - ..
Nothing characterizes Viictorian society so,fnuch‘\asL“its,,qﬁe?g‘»f’or selfide.fln}ctilot.m. Tl;e’
sixty-three years of Victoria’s reign-were marked by. morr'\er}!:ogs“a‘pd intimi aftmg s >
cial clianges, stattffng,invintions, prodigious energies; tbe\graprd spf:cess(;of? of even
produced wild prosperity‘atd unthinkdble poverty; humarie.reforms an: agrasnot el):—
ploitation, immense ambitions and.devastatihg doubts. -Bgt\.;ve.en’*ISOO andhl 8 ht e
population doubled from nine to eighteen milli(?n, apd Bntam became t e ric est
country on earth, the first urban industrial society in history. For some, it was a
period of great achievement, deep faith, indisputablc.a progress. For others, it was air;
age of destruction,” religious collapse, vici(?u§ Proflteerlr‘tg. To a}m.ost everyone .
was apparent that, as Sir Henry Holland pusllt in 1858, “we are living in an age
. ” ' [N - ‘

”ansgff 'what Matthew Arnold Called the “mﬁlfitud‘moluén?‘ss” of British culFure
ovérwhelmed all efforts to give the era a collective identity 6r a clea‘r sense of pur(i
pose. Ddzzled and dazed by’ their steam-powered printing presses, their tall}\:/ayls( and
telegraphs!journalism‘and junk mail,"Victorians suffered from both future s ol an1
the informdtion explosion. For the first titme-d nation had _becgme self'—cor,lscwus.y
modéin: people were sure onlyof their diffgrén(?es from prev1o.us.gen‘eratlonlsl,. cer{tz_nr}
only that traditional ways ‘of life were fast l')emg tr;%nsforfm'éd into 1:omet 1{}% pelz—
ilously unstable and astottishingly new. As the novelist William Makepeace Thac

{ ”
i i of steam.
éray noted, “We are of t}}e tlrr‘le of Ch}YE}lry. ... We are of the age

)

VICTORIA AND THE VICTORIANS

’
N

In an unpredictable; tumultuous era, the stern, staid'figur.e of Quee'n Victcc)lr}a c1318r;1¢1=. Eo
represent stability and'continuity. The adjective “Vlctgnan was f}rst use '1r11 o
celebrate’ the nation’s mounting pride in its institations and* commercia sulc)clzess.
Thattyear, the.global predominance of British industw .h.ad emerged 1nt:l:)snt?itad y at
the Jriginal “world’s fair™ iri London, the “Great Exhibition of the Works of- n ust'ry
of All Nations,” which Prince Albert,helped organize. Arr.ay'fed 'for the world toh§ee 13
a vast “Crystal Palace” of iron and glass, the marvels of British manufaf:ture ac Ilg\tr}ie
a regal stature of their own and cast their allure upon thermonarchy in turn. In
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1050 The Victorian Age

Sunlight Soap advertisement commemorating the 1897 ;ubi]ee of Victoria's reign: 3
' H '
congratulatory rhetoric ghét surrounded the event, the éenservatiye, re;iririg queen
. emerged as the durable symbol of her dynamic, aggressively I;usinesslike realqa.
. In stcceeding decades, the official portraits of Queen Victpria, graduall;r aging
reflected her country’s senge of its Own, maturation as a so’ci,;:ty and world ﬁower.’
» Erghggl by conﬂicg wgith herr:ﬁrime ;n}i‘r;i‘séers‘,} the
. }rgﬁ of pine children, and the early death of her
beloved Prince Albert, Victoria;s Qnce pretty face
. , be;:a;neideegly‘ lined and heavily, jowlegd. Repre-
aging, reflected her country’s , sented as a,fgjrx;tz}le teenaged thgzze;lfi aat:her, coro-
sense of its oivn miattiration [nation in 1837, ggbe& radiated a you:t}i{fful'g enthusi-
‘ e asm that corresponded to the opgimism of the
as a society and world power. earlier 1830s. It séemed a decade of new begiﬁ—
nings. Settling into the role, of fertile matron-
monarch, she offered a domestic imagé to dfa’fcﬁ the :boofnf'nlg ‘;roductivity of the
1850s. Reclusive after:Albert died in, 1861, she eventually took on-the austere role of
the black-satined Empress of India, brojeating a world-weary glumness that lent grav-
- itysto the imperial heyday of the 1870s. Finally, as the: aged, venerated- Widow: of
Windsor, she became a univérsal icon, prompting the nostalgic worldwide spectacles
ofsthe Golden and Diamond Jubilees in 1887 4nd 1897. When Victoria died in 1901
afterthe longest reign in English history, & newspaper wrote; “Few of,us, perhaps .-have’
realized till now howlarge a part she had in the life of everyone:of us; how t}’le‘t’hread
of her life {bound] the warp of the nation’s progress.” ,

. . . the official portraitS of
Quieen Victoria, gradually

H

o

S e
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During the seven decades of her rule, Victoria’s calm profile, stamped on cut-
rency and displayed in offices-and outposts from London to Bombay, presided over
the expansion of Britain into the world’s greatest empire. Economically and politi-
cally, Britannia ruled not enly the waves but more than a quarter of the globe’s land-
mass. Among its domains were Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, the
Indian: subcoritinent and Ceylon, Malaya, Hong Kong, Singapore, Burma, Jamaica,
Trinidad, British Guiana, Bermuda, the Ba-
hamas; Rhodesia, Kenya, Uganda, and Nigeria.
By the 1890s one out of every four people on  four people on earth was a
earth was a “subject” of Queen Victoria.

Victoria stood not only for England and Em-

pire, but also for Duty, Family, and, especially, '
Propriety.. “We have come to regard the Crown as the head of our morality” wrote
the historian Walter Bagehot. As a description of behavior, “Victorian” signifies so-
tial conduct gdverned by strict rules, formal manners, and rigidly defined gender
roles. Relations between the sexes were hedged about with sexual prudery and an in-
tense concern for maintaining the appearance of propriety in public, whatever the
private facts. But although she was presentéd as the ultimate role model, Victoria
herself could not escape the contradictions of her era. The most powerful woman on
earth, she denounced “this mad, wicked folly of Women’s Rights.” Her quiet reserve
restored thé dignity of the monarchy after the rakish ways of George IV, but she al-
lowed advertisers to trade shamelessly on her image and product endorsements. Her
face was universally known, featured on everything from postage stamps to tea trays,
yet after Albert’s death she lived in seclusion, rarely seeing either her ministers or the
public. An icon of motherhood, she detested pregnancy, childbirth, and babies. As
an emblem of Britain’s greatness, Queen Victoria gave her subjects the public iden-
tity and purpose that privately they—and she, in her diaries—récognized as an unful-
filled ideal. - ’

The Victorians have left us a contradictory picture of themselves. On the one
hand, they were phenomenally energetic, dedicated to the Gospel of Work and dri-
ven by-a solemn sense of duty to the Public Good. Popular authors like Dickens and
Troll6pe,churned out three-volume novels, engaged in numerous philanthropic pro-
jects, devoured twelve-course dinners, took twenty-mile walks, and produced a volu-
minous:dorrespondence. Explorers and missionaries such as Burton, Speke, Stanley,
arid Livingston took enormous risks to map uncharted territory or spread Christianity
#in darkest.Africa.” Although an invalid, Florence Nightingale revamped the entire
British rhilitary medical and supply system from her bedroom office. All this activity
was sustained by belief in its implicit moral benefit. In matters of character Victori-
dns prized respectability, earnestness, a:sense of duty and public service; most would
have regarded an industrious, pious conventionality as the best road not only, to ma-
terial recompense but to heavenly rewards as well.

Yet the fabled self-confidence of this overachieving society often rings hollow.
Their literatiire conveys an uneasy sense that their obsession with work was in part a
delibérate distraction, as if Victorians were discharging public responsibilities in or-
der to easelnagging doubts about their religious faith, about changing gender roles,
about the.moral quandaries of class privilege and imperial rule. Much of the era’s so-
cial conservatism, such as its resistance to women’s rights and to class mobility, may

By the 1890s one out of qver'_\}

“subject” of Queen Victoria.
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be traced to the fear of change. They struggled to dominate the present moment in
order to keep an uncertain future at bay. Few quéstioned that tremendous advances
were taking place in science, public health, transportation, and the general standard
of livirg; but each new idea or 'discoveW seemed to have-unexpected, disttessing
repercussions.

#+ The critic J. A. Froude remarked in 1841 that “the very truths which have come
forth have produced doubts . .- this dazzle has too often ended‘in darkness.” Discov-
eries ini geology, biology, and textual scholarship shattered belief in the litéral tmuth
of the Bible.The Industrial Revolution shifted power-from the landed aristocracy to-
ward an insecure, expanding middle class of businessmen and professionals,impover-
ishing millions of once rural laborers along the way. Strident, riotous cdmpaigns to
extend voting rights to males of the middle and working classes produced.fears.of
armed insurrection. Coupled with the agitations for and against trade ‘unions,
women’s equality, socialism, and the separation of church and state, theé fitful trans-
formation of Britain’s political and economic structure often teetered.on the brink of
open class warfare. In the national clamor for reform, every sector of*the population
fought for its privileges and feared for its rights. The following pages introduce the
Victorian period-by looking at several key issues: the era’s energy and invention, its
doubts about religion and industrialism, its far-reaching social reforms, its conflicted
fascination with Empire, the tommercialization and expansion of the reading-public,
and the period’s vigorous self-scrutiny in the mirror of literature.

THE AGE OF ENERGY AND INVENTION

The most salient characteristic of life in this latter portion _of the

19th century is its SPEED.

X —W. R. Greg, Life at High Pressure, 1875

’

The “newness” of Victorian society—its speed, progress, and triumphant ingenuity—
was epitomized by the coming of the railway. Until the 1830s, the fastest ways to
travel or transport goods were still the most ancient ones, by sail or horse. But on
seeing thefirst train pass through the Rugby countryside in 1839, Thomas Arnold
astutely remarked: “Feudality is gone forever.” The earliest passenger-railway line
opened in 1830 between Liverpool and Manchester; by 1855, eight thousand miles
of track had heen laid! Speeds of fifty:miles per hour were soon routine; the journey
from London to Edinburgh that had taken two weeks in 1800 now-took less than
a day.

Carrying-passengers, freight, newspapers, and mail,
the railways helped create a national consciousness
by.linking once remote parts.of the country into a
single economy and culture. Networks ¢f informa-
tion, distribution, and services moved news, goods,
and people from one end of Britain to the other to
the thythm of the railway timetable. The acceler-
ating pace of life that railways introduced ‘became
one of the defining features of the age.

. . the railways helped create
a national consciousness by
linking once remote parts of the
country into a single economy

and culture.
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Robert Howlett, Portrait of Isam-

. bard Kingdom Brune] and
Launching Chains of the Great
Eastern, 1857. Howletr's interest in
contemporary subjects, ranging !
from steamships and Crimean War

* heroes to telescopic views of the
moon, exemplified the belief that
as a new medium itself, photogra-
phy was supremely suited to cap-
ture “progress” in all its manifesta-
tions. In his portrait of Brunel, the
audacious engineer who designed
the Great Western Railway and
the world’s largest steamship, The

Great Eastern, Howlett evoked
both industrial might and Victo-
rian self;copﬁdence; the man of
genius dominates the chains that
dwarf him.

- . b

35 i

s%Moreover, the.railway.irrevocably:altered the face of the landscape. ’Its bridges,
tunnels, cuttings, crossings, viaducts, and embankments’perman’ent.ly s;arre;d a.rural
landscape whose fields, hedgerows, and highways were rooted deep in hlst.ory. In the
aities; engineers and entrepreneurs carved room fo’r vast railyards and stations by de-
molishing populous’ districts. Discharging commodities and crowds, the_ I'alle':lyS
transformed town ‘centers everywhere, bolstering local economies and stimulating
constriotion:as they arrived, but depriving once thriving coaching inns and former
thail-routes of traffic and trade. Underground trains restructured the experience of
travel.within the city as well:.the world’s first subway line opened in 1863 in London;
a.¢omplete inner London system was operating by 1884. Finally, railway-sponsored
thass toutism eroded the regional distinctiveness and insularity of individual places.
The inventor of the organized excursion, Thomas Cook, saw. his advertising slogan,
“RAILWAAYS FOR-THE MILLIONS,” turned.into a simple statement of fact.
~« JOptimiitic social prophets envisioned all classes reaping the fruits of the Indus-
triak Revolution. The widespread Victorian belief in Progress was sustained: by many
factors; including rising incomes, the greater availability of goods, the perception of
Surplus production, and the leading role of Britain in world affairs. Many people were
awed By the sheer size of industrial achievement: the heaviest ships, the longest tun-
nels, the biggest warehouses, the most massive factory outputs ever known, all con-
tributed tora sublimity of scale that staggered the public’s imagination.
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Every decade brought impressive innovations that transformed the thythms of
everyday life. The first regular Atlantic steamship crossings began-in 1838, flouting
the age-old dependence on wind and tide, importing tea froin China, cotton from In-
dia or Alabarha, beef from Australia, and exporting to world markets finished goods
ranging from Sheffield cutlery and Manchester textiles to Pear’s Soap and the latest
Dickens novel.

Equally momentous in its own way was Henry Fox Talbot’s discovery.between
1839 and 1841 of how to produce and print a photographic negative. The technology
of his “sun-pictures” revolutionized the entire visual culture and changed the human
relationship to the past. A moment in time could now be “fixed” forevet. Thus, more
than a century later, we have photographic records of many subsequent-innovations:
the construction of the London sewer system; the laying of the transatlantic cable in
1865, putting London and New York in almost instantaneous contact via telegraph;
the popularity in the 1890s of bicycles, gramophones, electric trams, and the first reg-
ular motion picture shows; and in the year of Victoria’s death, 1901, Marconi’s first
transatlantic wireless radio message.

Capturing the public mood, Disraeli wrote in 1862: “It is a privilege to live.in
this age of rapid and brilliant events. What an error to consider it a utiljtarian age. It
is one of infinite romance,”* For the growing
For the growing middle class _middle class there was an A(la.ldd?n—like sense of

wonderment at the astounding'abundance of

there was an Aladdin-like sense things: an incredible hodgepodge of inventions,

of wonderment at the astounding gimmicks, and gadgets began to make up the fa-

_ miliar paraphernalia of modem life, including

abundance of things . . . chain stores, washing and sewing machines,

postage stamps, canned foods, toothpaste, side-

walk newsstands, illustrated magazines and newspapers, typewriters, breakfast cereal,

slide projeetors, skin creams, diet pills, shampoo, ready-to-wear clothes, sneakers

(called “plimsolls”), and. even a cumbersome prototype computer, designed by
Charles Babbage.

Victorian architecture, interior design, and clothing embodied the obsession
with plenitude, presenting a bewildering variety of prefabricated, highly ornamented
styles. A house might feature Gothic revival, neoclassical, Egyptian, Moorish, baro-
nial, or Arts-and-Crafts motifs, every inch of its interior covered with wallpapers,
etchings, draperies, carvings, lacework, and knickknacks. Though fashions varied,
men and women were usually as well upholstered as their furniture, tightly buttoned
from top to toe in sturdy fabrics, their clothes complexly layered on the outside
(men’s waistcoats, jackets, cravats, and watches) and inside (women’s crinolines, pet-
ticoats, bustles, corsets, and drawers).

In a Protestant culture that linked industriousness with godliness, both capital-
ism and consumerism were fueled by prevailing religious attitudes. For Thomas Car-
lyle, work itself had a divine sanction: “Produce! Produce!” he wrote in Sartor Resar-
tus: “Were it but the pitifullest infinitesimal fraction of a Product, produce it in
God’s name!” His compatriots obliged: by 1848 Britain’s output of cotton cloth and
iron was more than half of the world total, and: the coal output two-thirds of world
production. At the Great Exhibition of 1851, when Britain was dubbed “the work-
shop of the world,” the display struck the Reverend Charles Kingsley as triumphant

The Victorian Age 1055

evidence of God’s will: “If these forefathers of ours could rise from their graves this
day they would be inclined to see in our hospitals, in our railroads, in the achieve-
ments of our physical science . . . proofs of the kingdom of God . . . vaster than any of
which they had dreamed:” * »

But for Karl Marx, laboring to write Das Kapital (1867) at a desk in the British
Museum Reading Room, it was not enough to find God in the material world. .He
saw that through the hoopla of the marketplace, products had acquired a-“mystical
character” and “theological niceties” of their own. Yet Marx did not regard com-
modities as proof of God’s existence; instead, he argued that they functioned as
deities in their own right. An ignored subversive stationed at the heart of the em-
pire, Marx perceived how status-filled objects seemed to take on lives that defined
human social relations, even as they degraded the workers that produced them.
Looking around at the wonders of British industry, Marx decided that people had b.e—
come, finally, less important than things. For him, it was the Age of Commodity

Fetishism.

THE AGE OF DOUBT

It was the age of science, new knowledge, searching criticism, fol-
lowed by multiplied doubts and shaken beliefs.

—John Morley

Despite their reverence for material accomplishment and the tenets of organized reli-
gion, the Victorians were deeply conflicted in their beliefs gnd intentions. In retrospect,
thie forces that shook the foundations of Victorian society might be summed up in two
narnes, Marx and Darwin: though Marx was virtually unknown at the time, his radical
cfitique of unbridled free enterprise brought to the most acute 1ev§1 contemporary
gnalyses of economic injustice and the class system. Darwin’s staggering evolutionary
theories implied that biblical accounts of creation could not be literally true. But well
before: either had published a word, British thought was in crisis: “The O’ld has'passed
away,” wrote Carlyle in 1831, “but, alas, the New appears not'in its stead.” In his 1851
novel Yeast, Charles Kingsley described how deluged the Victorians felt by challenges
to their faith and social order: “The various stereotyped systems . . . received by tradi-
tion [at#] breaking up under them like ice in a thaw,” he wrote; “a th'ousand facts ':a’nd
notions, which they know not how to classify, [are] pouring in on'them like a flood.

e v

The Crisis of Faith

In the midst of this tumult, the Victorians were troubled:by Time. On the one hand,
there was not enough of it: the accelerated pace of change kept people too busy to as-
simildte the torrent of new ideas and technologies. In the 1880s the essayist F. R. Har-
rison contended that Victorians were experiencing “a life lived so full . . . that we have
no time fo reflect where we have been and whither we intend to go.” On the other
hand, there was too much time: well before Darwin, scientists were showing that vast
eons of gedlogical and cosmic development had preceded human history, it§elf sud-
denly lengthening due to such discoveries as the Neanderthal skeletons found in 1856.
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. i Their sense of worth diminished by both time
-+ - Victorians felt they had little clocks and time: lines,: Victorians felt they had
little opportunity for reflection and often took
scant comfort in it. Matthew Amold complained
of “this strange diseast of modem life with its
sick hurry, its divided aims.” Yet this climate of
anxious uncertainty provoked intense religious fervor,-and debates about church doc-
trine and the proper.forms of Christian worship occupied the national consciousness
throughout the century. “This is- the.age of experiment,” wrote the historian E. P,
Hood in 1850, regarding the constant testing of belief, “but the cheerful fact is, that
almost all men are yearning after a faith.”

The mdst influential group were the “Evangelicals,” a term. which covers not only
“dissenting” or “nonconformist” Protestant sects outside the Church of England (such
as Methodists, Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and Baptists),.but also the Evangeli-
cal party or “Low Church” faction within the Church of England. Anti-Catholic;
Bible-oriented, concerned with humanitarian issues, and focused on the salvation of
individual souls within a rigid framework of Christian conduct, Evangelicalism dom-
inated the religious and often the social life of working- and middle-class Britons.
Evangelicals practiced self-denial and frugality; they rejected most;forms of enter-
tainment as sinful or frivolous, and regarded any but the simplest church service as a
“popish” throwback to Catholicism, which they abhorred on nationalistic as well as
religious grounds. It was Evangelicalism that was largely responsible for the freeing of
slaves in the Brifish colonies in 1833, for the strictness of Victorian morality at
home, and for British missionary zeal abroad. .

At the other end of the spectrum were the Anglo-Catholics of the Tractarian or

Oxford Movement, which flourished in the 1830s and 1840s. Through an appeal to
early church history,-they:sought to revitalize the power and spiritual intensity of the
Church of England, insisting on the authority-of the Church hierarchy, and reaffirm-
ing the Church’s traditional position as a grace-granting intermediary, between
Christians and their:God. The movement collapsed when its leader, John Henry
Newmar, converted to Roman Catholicism in 1845. But the antirational, romantic
spirit of this small group left a substantial legacy in the renewed ritpalism of “High
Church” practices. Gothic revival architecture, the burning of :altar. candles and in-
cense, the resplendent vestments of the clergy—all these were aspects of a religious
apprehension of sensuous beauty and mysticism that had not been seen in England
since before the Reformation. This “High Church)” aestheticism-came into direct and
ongoing conflict with “Low Church” sobriety.

The crisis of religious doubt occasioned by, biblical scholarship and scientific dis-
coveries hit Christian belief hard. But it prompted an array of coping strategies and
new, ideas about the position‘of human beings in the universe that remain significant
to.this day. Most Victorian authors and intellectuals found a way to reassert religious
ideas. Thus George Eliot, for instance, maintained-that an Evangelical sense of duty
and ethics was essential as a social “glue” to prevent the disintegration of society in
the absence of religious authority. That it was still an era which wanted to believe is
evident*from the huge success of Tennyson’s In Memoriam (1850), in which the
poet’s: hard-won religious faith finally triumphs over science-induced despair. Ex-
tending evolutionary theory to spiritual advantage, Tennyson *hoped man might

opportunity for reflection and
often took,scant comfort in it.
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transcend animality by enic?uraging }1111sbd1v1tnc; The crisis of religious doub
oul to “Move upward, working out the beast, . = '
And let the ape and tiger die.” Even Darwin’s de-  occasioned by biblical scholarship
Fender Thiomas Huxley, who coined the word and scientific discoveres hit
W B2 5
‘agnostic,”.alsorcelebrated Auguste-Comte’s pos- Christan belief hard
tivism and “the Religion of Humanity.” Huxley 715 .
ot ed ro-
oke for mariy who had renounced organize )
ig‘ién but not spiritual impulses when he said that Carlyle’s Sartqr Resartus “led tge tlo
know that a deép sense of religion :was compatible with the entire a}asence of theol-
L ay.” la:inally, some artists and writers used Christian icons as an avgqt_;igxar(%ig *prq%est
against the séculat direction of modern life. “The more matenahstl-g sglthe e-
tomes,”said the artist Edward Burfie-Jones, “the more angels shall I paint.

P *

The Industrial Catastropbe

n principle, thé‘\/ictofian crisis of faith should at least have pleased the UFdlltarlans‘.
e creed-of tilgse atheisti¢, rationalist followers of Jeremy 1“3_entham, was strictly pra;cX
Ei@galg measure all human endeavor-by;its ability to pr(')';d,?ce 't}:}e greatest hamimefss ot
the greatest number.” Sharing a committed, “can do‘ phllqsophy .of sc;i:xa' re orr?,
Ufilitarianism and Evangelicalism were the two dominant ideologies s aping early
and mid-Victorian life. But despite the significant changes t.hfey e.:ffected in go;/erg—
mént and education during the 1820s and 1830s, even Fhe Ultilitarians ran out of self-
assurance and moral steam in the morass of mid—Victorlan.cultma‘l fem}‘enlt. y
A few energetic idealists dreamed of leveling agej—old inequalities. ‘G o,ftho N a::r;
iri the highest!” wrote Swinburne in 1869, “for Man is the maste.r of thmgs.. tflt e 1
too-aform of evolutionary theory was undercutting the cor.lventlonalﬂp‘iet%ei oD socia
disconirse. “Love thy neighbor” had no more moral authority for the Sc?c1ah a;lwm‘
ist’than it had historical accuracy forthe textual scholar. Summed up in the phrase
“survival of the fittest”—coined by the philosopher Herbcj:rt. Spet‘lcer in 1852, seven
yearsbefore The Origin of Species’ appeared—Social Darwinism vte.:wed ES dflngerous
arly, attempt to regulate the supposedly immutable Ia'ws .of society. Evo utlorlllary
forcés decreed that only the fittest should survive in ca'lp}tahst colepetmon as we as
inméture, Applied to nations and races as well as individuals, this theory supporte
the apparent destiny of England to prosper and rule t}}e world.. - »
-4~ Social-Parwinism was a brutal offshoot of the influential economic t eﬁ;}{ré)
laissezifaire capitalism. Drawing on Adam Smith’s Ti}e Wealth of Nafaons (f e:
busifiessmen argued that the unfettered pursuit of self—mtc?rest, m.the orm g u?}ll' :
stricted: c:orﬁpet'mion in a free market, would be best for society. Thxs Waslan' idea tha
Utilitatians and many Evangelicals rejected in favor of legislative regu at;cfx}, since
their wiew of the imperfections of humanity indicated that one person’s se t—}llnterest
was likély fo mean,another’s exploitation. The desperate need to prote;:t e 1’Il,).oor
and disadvantaged, and the difficulty of doing so, was cause for much soul-searching,
particularly'am'dng.those who had made a religion of social reform. ed
= Conoert! about the fairness and efficacy of the social structure was exacer ate !
by:the dnprecedented rate of urbanization.“Our age is preemment'ly t.he ag;et }(:e
great-¢ities” declared historian Robert Vaughanin 1843. At the beginning o

et ]
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T

The Crystal Palace, site of the Great Exhibition of 1851, after its }e-erecﬁon at Sydenham, c. 1855

::éef;‘e?}:h century only onfl—ﬁfth of the British population lived in cities: by the
e century, more than three-quarters did. Such ,

crowding into the cities created hide ’ g, s 9 people
y ous problems of housing, sanitation, and di

. » . . ’ ! ls‘

:ﬁzelsl;ogs ;}fdplogc:(,) 11v1}r:g and \}xlzorlﬁng conditions were appalling, particularly in
s, when neither housing nor factories wi 1 i

workers labored six days a week, fo sien gt s e o
otk » Ior as many as fourteen or sixt h i

stiflihg,.deafening, dan bested oo 2

! » dangerous workshops, then went ho h '
often shared with other families. si : s bed of e pogms they
» Six or seven people to a bed of Drinki
ter often came from rivers filled withi i o waste. i
ith*industrial pollution and h i
out job security, healthcare, or i inj el the o i
) » Of pensions, the injured, the sick, and th
the wayside. In manufacturing citi ’ vival e et Y
g cities the competition for survival i i

tense: the life expectancy amon i i et tn 184 e
s the y g working people in Manchester in 1841 was about
. F?rexgn vi}slitOfs'rin particular were struck with wonder and horror at the conjunc
n of 50 much misery and so much wealth. “From this filthy sewer pure gold flows,”
' y

— . marv‘eled the lf'rench historian Alexis de Toc-
From this foul drain the Greatest queville: ‘From this foul drain the greatest
stream of haman indhstry fows stream of human industry flows out to fertilize
" . Fhe whole world.” Friedrich Engels spent a year

out to fertilize the whole world.”  in Manchester, producing the most detailed and
—Alexis de Tocquenille sh'ock{ng firsthand account of Victorian indus-
glalege, The Condition of the Working Class in
1 - tngland in 1844. Karl Marx, who lived in Eng-
l:;glrf‘c:;lihu;t{] fo;r years, worked his observations into his famo:xs theory of “surp?ﬁs
e.” Under the current system, he said, wretched factory hands would never

. re—— ¢ —— [ ——
v -
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receive adequate payment for the wealth they created by transforming raw materials
into precious commodities. Like many people at the time, both liberal and conserva-
tive, Marx expected that violent class warfare was imminent.

On average real wages went up and prices went down in Victoria’s reign, with per
capita income doubling between 1800 and 1860. But the boom-and-bust cycles of free
trade made for unsteady wages, seesaw prices, sudden layoffs, and volatile labor rela-

“tions, as Britain made a lurching transition to an industrial and commercial economy.

There were serious depressions or slowdowns almost every decade, but the worst took
place during “the Hungry Forties.” Scarce food, widespread unemployment, and general
despair provoked riots and fears of revolution. The statesman Charles Greville noted in
ks diary in 1842, “Theress an immense and continually increasing population, no ade-
quate demand for labor . . . no confidence, but a universal alarm, disquietude, and dis-
content.” An American observer of the industrial scene named Henry Coleman re-
marked, “Every day that I live I thank Heaven that I am pota poor man with a family
‘in England.” When the economy recovered, many fled. Between the years 1850 and
1880, three million emigrants left Britain, two-thirds for the United States.

¥

THE AGE OF REFORM

The whole meaning of Victorian England is lost if it is thought of
as a country of stuffy complacency and black top-hatted moral prig-
gery. Its frowsty crinolines and dingy hansom cabs, its gas-lit houses
and over-ornate draperies, concealed a people engaged in a
tremendously exciting adventure—the daring’experiment of fitting
industrial man into a democratic society.

—Historian David Thompson, 1950

Despite crushing problems and the threat of social breakdown, the Victorian period
can justly be called an age of reform. Each of the issues that threatened to.bring the
couritry into open conflict or destroy the social fabric was in the course of the century
addressed peacefully through legislation: voting rights were extended, working condi-
tiogs’i?proved, and women’s rights began to gain ground, without the bloody revolu-
tions or insurrections that struck France in 1838, 1848, and 1870, and Germany in
1848. As fears of revolution receded, the subtler worties of Mill and Arnold, based on
their‘oBservation of American democracy, seemed more to the point. How could lib-
erty of thotight be preserved in a mass culture dedicated to majority rule? How could
the'best ideas elevate, rather than succumb to, the lowest common denominator?

, Politics and Class

The key to the century’s relatively peaceful The key to the century’s
progress was the passage of legislation for politi- .

cal and-social reform. The start of the Victorian relatively peaceful progress was
era is oftén dated 1832, five years before Victo- the passage of legislation for
ria’s coronation, because in that year the First olitical and social reform
Reform Bill was enacted. It gave representation b i

w1
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to the new industrial towns, such as Manchegtér, Birmingham, and Leeds, 4l cities of
over 100,000 inhabitants that had lacked a single-seat in Parliament. It also enlarged
the electorate by about 50 percent, granting the wote td some propertied portions of
the middle class. Still, only one inssix adult miales-could vote; and the aristocracy re-
tained parliamentary control: Agitation for reform continued, espeoially in rthe
Chartist moverhent of 1838-1848, Taking its, name from the People’s Charter of
1838, it was'a loase alliance of artisans and factory workers that called for sweeping
reforms, including universal male sufffage; thé secret.ballot,-equal electoral districts,
and.annual elections.: Chartism was. the world’s first: independént. working-class
movement, its niembership swelling into the millions during the depressions of the
1840s. The Chartists presented.giant petitions, signed:by. one to five million people,
to Parliament in, 1839, 1842, and.1848. But each time they were rejected, and the
movemerit collapsed after a government show of force effectively defused the demon-
strations accompanying the.petition of 1848. .

Thélot of workers was.to improve pietemeal, not through the grand political reor-
ganization envisioned by Chartisrh, as Parliament" grudgingly passed acts.regulating
food, factories, and the right to unionize. An important breakthrough came with the
repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846. The laws levied tariffs on the importation of foreign
grain; they were sponsored by'the landed aristocraty to protect the high price of their
home‘growr} grains (called “corn” in Britaip). Therefore, as the poet T}}omas Hood
wrote in 1842,,“bread was dear and flesh and blood were cheap.” The new urban busi-
ness interests fought the protectionist tariffs in the name of “Free Trade.” They pre-
ferred a stable, better-fed workforce to one that rioted or starved in times of scarcity,
but they also wanted cheap f)reacj to.keep their warkers’ wages down., Later, the Public
Health acts of 1848 and 1869 improved the availability of tea, sugar,.and beer. In the
1870s the importation of wheat from the United States and refrigerated meat and fruit
from Australia and New Zealand meant a more varied diet for the working classes, who
could by now also afford the new custom of having large bacon-and-egg breakfasts.

- : 4 Beginning in 1833, a crucial series,of Factory Acts
. . acricial series ofFactory . slewly curtailed the horrors of, industrial labor.

, . . The 1833 Act provided for safety inspections of
A‘cts Slowljy curtailed the horrors ,Of machinery, prohibited the emélojment of chil-
industrial labor . . . . Tqugﬁ, dren under nine, and limited the workweek to

.. forty-eight hours for children under twelve.
the law was boorly enforiced, Though the }llaw was poorly enforcea, a trend had
-begun. The Ten Hours Act of 1847 limited the

N time women and children could work daily in tex-
tile factories, and ensuing acts gradually regulated safety and. working conditions in
other industries. Workers’ political power increased when the Second Reform Bill
(1867) doubled the electorate, including all male urban hpqseho[ders. During this pe-

a trend had bégyn;,

- '

>

riod employers also felt increasing pressure from extralegal tfade union movements, in-
cluding miners, textile workers, and women garment workers, An uncomprehending
middle class (including Dickens and Gaskell) often regarded unionists as anarchists
ahd'murderers. But trade unions were finally legalized inr 1871, and the first working-
class Members of Parliament were unionist miners elected in 1874. By the 1890s there
were 1.5 million trade union members, many of them part of the growing Socialist
movement, and the foundations of the modern Labour Party had been laid.
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Thus the high hopes of Chartism had in a sense succee;lled, m}::ny of itls; sué)pos’—
ene-
lly met. As Engels noted, these changes also
¢dly dangerous demands eventua cle noted, -hanges also bene.
i e realized the value—socia
ited the middle class who resisted them, as peop . .
gst eeconomic—of reduced hostilities and improved ;oopestpn bletwizr;r iizsis:;sd
i flected weakening class
Iso gained from related reforms that re veak :
Everreyac;riltfga;cigal mobility. In 1870 the Education Act initiated n.atlona}lly fundecci1
g;cblic education in England and Wales. In the 1880s, middle(:‘l—clz’lss I;nve];ucglag(;r: zrfla
i ‘“discovery of poverty” in {.ondon’s East End, :
social workers spearheaded.the : er e o ht
ht better housing, nutrition, and educa -
range of efforts that broug on, and education £ the poor. T
i ited from what historian Asa Brigg:
lly, the nation as a whole benefited ‘ 1 A i <
Ic;f;eygreat political invention'in Victorian England”—a ¢ivil service staffed throug
inations rather than patronage. . ‘
OpenBextaIiz last decades of-the century, Britain had become a more c'le.mocrfatlc anddpilr\i—
ralisticy society; it enjoyed greater freedom in matters of rehlglon, pol}tgcal ;u:fx;s,;nrators
fe . Overall, the middle class were the chief ge
tellectual life than any other country , e chicfgeneraton
iciari i iders before 1832, they became key play
d beneficiaries of social change. Outsi . 2, . ‘
il;;ctorian period. Though they never dominated politics, ?vhxc}} remameFI largtel:rioar:l
aristocratic preserve, they set the tone and agenda for the era’s socioeconomic evolution.

i
1

“The Woman Question” !

inst i of Victo-
Still, one-group found almost all doors closed against it. Th?oughout mft;ch L
ria's ’reign women had few opportunities for higher educatl?nﬁ)r salt:ss mi sevp;rely
’ i 5 1 kers of all ranks wer
rhesses, female wor] '
ment:.from scullery maids to gove orkers of all ranks ere severey
i rignts. a
ited; i he 1870s married women had no léga '
exploited; and prior to ¢ i p had no ¢ oot o
i ted in every ,
i “the Woman Question” was hotly deba . y
o e i llowed to vote in local.elections. Fu
the first women allowe t :
at the end of the century were . ' -l
female suffrage came only after World War 1. Despite alrtlu;late chaffnlplon;1 es;xl hes
i essful wo
i i ' t Mill, and the examples of succ '
Harriet Martineau'and John Stuar nd e et o,
i ss, Florence Nightingale, and the Qu ) pr
as Gebrge Eliot, the Brontés, . e e e e,
f women'’s ri low-headway against prevailing . .
nents of women’s rights made slow : n 8h Victo-
rians acknowledged the.undeniable literary achlevemenFs of numer?us \:ivo en writ
any regarded this “brain-work” as a serious aberration that unfitte d.;vo or
€rs, m; o ' oher
moytherhood The medical establishment backed rll1<e conv,:en;tllonal Vllzwbuci  vomen
. inferi “ at wou
i intellectually inferior, a “weaker sex” t . '
pere physicaly and ince i xercise. Only in their
i i ious thought, or vigorous e .
thei weight of strong passion, seriou . el
much vgunted “femininity” did women have an edge, as nurturers of children
men’s.better instincts. . |
The ideal Victorian woman was supposed to .

be domestic and pure, selflessly motiva;ed by the T Vi(; —
desire to serve others rather than fulfill her.own - - -' ' Qtona o
needs. In particular, her duty.was to soothe the  yas'supposed'to be domestic a

savage beast her husband might become as he pure, selflessly motivated by the

in-the j le pte-
fought in-the jungle of free trade. Her ro .
scriied by Goventry Patmore’s wildly popular desire to serve others rather than

poem, Thé Angel in the House (1854-1862), the - fu[ﬁll her own needs.

mode] woman would provide her family with an

PP,
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uplifting refuge from the moral squalor of the working world. Only a small portion of
the nation’s women could afford to remain at home, but the constant celebration of
home and hearth by politicians, the press, and respected authors made conspicuous
domesticity the expected role for well-born and well-married women, Many upper-
and middle‘class women spent their days paying social calls or acquiring “female ac-
complishments” such as needlework, sketching, or flower arranging. Though this
leisure played an important part in generating new literary markets targeted at
women, it provoked devastating satires of time-wasting females by Elizabéth Barrett
Browning, Charles Dickens, and Florence Nightingale, among others. By the 1860s,
with the birth of the department store and modern advertising, leisured women were
also for the first time wooed as consumers and portrayed as smart shoppers.,

Though their contribution was minimized, women were in fact heavily involved
in the labor force, making up one-third of all workers, and 90 percent of the nation’s
largest labor ‘category, household servants. For so-called “redundant” women who
could not find husbands or work, the situation was especially grim. Low wages and
unemployment drove tens of thousands of girls and women. into prostitution, which,
due to.the growth of the military and repressive Victorian sexual mores, became one
more “boom industry” whose workers reaped few rewards.

If a woman’s life was economically precarious outside marriage, her existence
was legally terminated within that bond. A woman lost the few civil rights she had as
she became “one body” with her husband. Married women had, at the start of the era,
no legal right to custody of their own children or to own property. The Divorce and
Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 established a civil divorce court in London, and
subsequent acts created protection against assault, desertion, and cruelty, but only a
wealthy few could afford legal proceedings. The Married Women’s Property Acts of
1870 and 1882, however, gave women the right to possess wages they earned after
marriage, as well as any property they owned before it.

Gradually, with the aid of male allies, women created educational oppertunities
for themselves. The first-women’s college opened in London in: 1848, and the first
women’s colleges opened at Cambridge in 1869 and at Oxford in 1879—though
women were not allowed to take Oxbridge degrees. Elizabeth Blackwell, the first
woman M.D., became an accredited physician both in Britain and the United States
in 1859; by 1895 there were 264 women doctors. In the 1890s, the much parodied
image of the liberated “New Woman” began circulating in the press. By then many

young women.were braving a conservative backlash to take new positions in office
work, the civil service, nursing, and teaching. They also enjoyed the social freedom
that accompanied their expanding role in the economy. The novelist Walter Besant
wrote-admiringly in 1897 of the “personal independence that is the keynote of the
situation. . . . The gitls go off by themselves on their bicycles; they go about as they
please. . .. For the first time in man’s history it is regarded as a right and proper thing
to ttust a gitl as a boy insists on being trusted.”

«« The uphill battle that feminists faced is conveyed in the cautious motto of a
national-market periodical for women. Published from 1890 to 1912, Woman mag-
azine declared its mission: “Forward, but not too fast.” Antisuffragists of both sexes
found willing allies among those who regarded women as weak and unworldly, bet-
ter equipped for housekeeping than speechmaking. As the nineteenth century
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‘aned, many women and most men would still have endorsed chkgns s p.arc.)cc)ln

. i sion-

‘:iiw o’f the public woman, Mrs Jellyby in Bleak House: she is so fo;usef orl.lrn!lisn o
ary work in Africa that she cannot see the lamentable state of her family

very next room.

5

THE AGE OF EMPIRE

I contend that we are the first race in the world, and the more of
the world we {ihabit, the better it is for the human race.
; —Cecil Rhodes

Q ich, st of
With the prime meridian conveniently located at Gl:.eenwmhi3 ].u§t:hs?ut:leaoinf
iondon Victorians could measure all the world in relation to.a ]:fmi' h?;:an}: duq;
, i 3 i an Englis
lly. Abroad, 4s at home, it was
culturally as well as geographica hman’s duty
to rule v:hatever childlike or womanly peoples ILe .came“across,t f:: tt}l::lpoor i agtiveS
ictoria, ission of empire was obvious: “to prote
Eor Queen Victoria, the mission o : : L D tommad o
: ivilization.” The conviction of innate’supetiority .
and advance civilization.” i : nlorced oY
the implacable desire of British business to dominate world ,.ma?kgts. Thle ast size of
Britain's naval and commercial fleets and .its head start in industria ‘I;ssed tion
helped the cause, and Britain’s military and cbmrge;c:lal mx,%h; was ux;sgtlxrrlz mer.cham
ian isi lobal realities and-hopes of the eme :
torian advertising reveals the global | e e e pe
i ! icted their plantations in Ceylon, : :
empires. Tetley’s tea ads depic : e Ships
trailes and turbanned laborers that secured “the largest .S?.].e in tfhe Woii " e
Soa -’advertising campaigns kept up .with British expedltlonary“ ForcesW fldw o%
findl;;g potential customers in temporary adversarie&sduch as the uz}leile r:xg ples” of
X Suth Africa. One advertiser even ¢
Sudanese wars or the Boers of Séuth A ' , v
t:htr:ltion by speaking of “Brightest Africa”—because of the continent’s vast mark
ve

ential. . ' B
po‘ft er‘;tel: the empire was hard to assemble and expensive—monetarily and morally—to

intaint ished in British domin-
maintaint Slavery was abolished in Britis o hard
ions in-1833, but many fortunes still depended on Yet the empire w L
thexhcheapv production of sugar at West Indian ) sccemble and expensive——
bldngations,ﬁas well as slave-produced co.tton‘ from monetarily and morally—to
the United States. Thus British implication in t}.le e
slave tradé remained a’volatile issue. All ?ng.zl; maintain.

k sides i 1
took sides in the Governor Eyre scandal o , ) §
vs(/)heﬁ the. acting governor of Jamaica imposed severe rpartxal law :10 II:ut do“::iz rfsegi :
lion by plantation workers. Carlyle, Dickens, and Ruskin Cslufpporte ; :r e exec

i i r murder.
ings, while John Stuart Mill sought to have Eyre ,Erle o .
ﬂogg(l?liséeg.’to'hjoﬁle, the perennial “Irish Question resurfacec} urglelnth;1 it;r;r;% tll;e—
i h the British government’s callous

potato famine of 1845-1847. Throug ) e ool ot o
eptitudé;a million and a half Irish died of starvation an : : n

bzr emigrated: In the wake of this disaster, the Irish engaged 1r,1, 1f-ebeI:1111c>ns(,i ué):l:lcrcl)g:,
and massive-politicdl efforts to gain parliamentary “Home Rul.e ﬁr re:ﬁ (.)f e cone
cemn ahout, the unity of the Empire, the safety of Protestants in the no
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and the supposed inability.of the Irish to'govern themselves led Parliament to defeat
all efforts at Irish autonomy during Victoria’s reign: ;

The Asian empire captired the -poptlar imagination for.the first time through
the so-called “Indian Mutiny” of 1857-1859, a broad-based rebellion against the East
India Company, the commercial entity that ruled most of India. The gory details of
Indian atrocities, followed by equally bloody and more extensive British reprisals,
filled the press and inflamed the public. The ctown now‘took possession, and hence-
forth British policy was much more guarded, attempting to respect local institutions
and practices. Later, as Rudyard Kipling recorded in his novel Kim (1901), India be-
came an important setting for the “Great Game” of esp‘ivonage to prevent foreign
destabilization of British interests worldwide.

In the second half of the century, frequent and often bungled conflicts riveted pub-
lic attention. The Grimean War of 1854-1856, in which Britain fought on the side of
Turkey to prevent Russian expansion in the-Middle East,.cost 21,000 British lives but
made little change in the European balance of power. “Some one had blunder'd,”as
Tennyson wrote in The Charge of the Light Brigade. The newspapers’ exposure of the
gross mismanagement of the war effort, however, led to improved supply systems, med-
ical care; and weapons, and the rebuilding of the armed forces, all of which. served
Britain in ensuing colortial wars. A veteran of the Crimea, ‘General George Gordon,
rose to fame in 1860, capturing Peking artd protecting far-flung Britons in the Second
Opium War. But in 1884 he and several thousand others were massacred at Khartoum
in the Sudan after a year’s siege by religiously inspired-rebels. Governmental dithering
caused the British relief force to arrive two days too late, .On another front, the Boer
War of 1899-1902 stimulated war mania at home but tarnished Britain’s image
throughout the world. In‘pursuit of freer access to South African gold and diamond
mines, the world’s greatest military power bogged-down in.a guerilla war that ended
only when British forces herded Afrikaner civilians into concentration camps,.where
20,000 died. i : A ) ‘ .

Many viewed these conflicts as part of “the White Man’s burden,” a$ Kipling
phrased.it:.the duty to spread British order and culture throughout the world. Yet
imperialism had many opponents. In 1877 the Liberal leader William Gladstone at-
gued that the Empire was a drain on the economy and population, serving only “to
compromise British character in the judgment of the impartial world.” Even Queen
Victoria complained of the “overbearing and offensive behavior” of the Indian.Civil
Service for “trying to trample on the' people and continually reminding them and
making them feel that they are-a conquered people.” Like the growth of Victorian
cities, the unplanned agglomreration of British colonies involved.such a haphazard
mixture of economic expansion, high-minded sentiment; crass exploitation, political
expediency, and blatant racism that it apparently had no clear rationale. “We seem”
said Cambridge historian 7. R. Seeley in 1883,
Victorians did not only goto the  “to have conquered and peopled half the world

' T "in a fit of absence of mind.”
ends of the earth; they saw the Victorians did not only go to the ends of the
world’s abundance come home earth; they saw the world’s abundance come
to th : home to them. Britain and especially London
0 them.
- .became a magnet for all manner of people and
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“THE FORMULA OF BRITISK CQNQUEST

5

>

! OAP IN, THE SOWYDAN. N - “The’ FormUI? of British Cc‘>n—-
. " Everif-our iﬁ@a{oﬁ%ﬁﬁ?ﬁmd&x has done &thin% “glse it Yas 2t any pfe left the Arab scme quest,” Pears Soap, advertise
%‘3‘5 e ""J“g’é‘xdn""',n %é %’A"gﬂd, 3 m:rﬁﬁ»g‘:’%?%/ %«iwm tonputpds Beten,  ment from Hlustrated.Lon-
;mﬂfn:iid iﬁ ‘c@%ﬁr} ,1‘}'::“ gﬁﬁ:ﬁﬁﬁ:ﬂ gzﬁﬂfﬁﬂﬁ;’;é{ . Zbins’o W:{; S;:gﬂna’mt 6?07;! News, 27 ﬁugust 1887.

(inthe Soudan ) of the D@I&I;{{Zmﬁ& i L‘g’(‘zﬁ‘ml s ,

.

things..a" world within aworld. Thére were many distingui'shed‘formgf\ .‘sohoumgs :5
ot Wof ire. Among theartists, exiles, and expatriates wh(? visited or sGy g
- Ce?ltefrlo eig Fr;ench emperor‘Louis Ndpoleon, the painters Vincent Va.n ogd
Wecrle an el\liifzsl\leill Whistler, and the writers Arthur.Rimbaud, Paul Verlafune, s:t,
Eértle {lirrril?éran;. Many of the era’s great images and cultural moments i:;rcile bror;}I o
sidepr»s: Jrondon ‘was ‘memorably painted by Claﬂude Mccl)net, atr;i:zg‘lby Y fsffalo oo
Jantes, ‘serenaded by Frédéric Chopin‘and Franz Lxlszt, an1 Ie\t/x{1t~er e B aels,
It received possibly its most searching CTitlQl.le frém Kar allrxthe e e,
whe dtaftéd the Communist Manifesto there in 1847'. No;on y e countey's proseer”
ity and:cultural prestige attracted people, but also its to eramce1 nd deoc
spite the!wage slavery and imperialist ideology that hefsaw ontiylaﬁ > clearly, Pnge®
wias forced to admit: “England is unquestionably the Cr{e’c’est—— ,
ff’eéu—'courftryn in the'world, North' America net excepted.
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THE AGE OF READING

Even idleness is eager now,—eager for amusement; prone to excu-
sion-trains, art-museums, periodical literature, and exciting novels.

—George Eliot

Publishing was a major industry in the Victorian period. Magazines, newspapers,
novels, poetry, histories, travel narratives, sporting news, scandal sheets, and penny
cyclopedias kept people entertained and informed as never before. A thriving com-
mercial literary culture was built on rising literacy rates, with as many as 97 percent
of both sexes able to read by 1900. The expansion of the reading public went hand-
in-hand with new print technologies, including steam-powered presses, the introduc-
tion of cheaper wood-pulp (instead of rag-based) paper, and, eventually, mechanized
typesetting. Illustrations were widely used, notably in serialized fiction, where they
helped unpracticed readers to follow the story. After 1875 wood engravings gave way
to photogravure, and in the 1880s halftone printing enabled photographs to replace
hand-drawn works as the primary means of visual
British publishing gradually communication.. Colored illustrations were

handtinted at first, often by poor women and
transformed itself into a modern children working at home; later chromolithogra-
industry with worldwide phy made colored reproductions of artwork possi-
ble. British publishing gradually transformed
itself into a modern industry with worldwide
distribution and influence. Copies of The Times
circulated in uncharted Africa; illustrations torn from magazines adorned bushmen’s
huts in the Great Karoo.

Readers’ tastes varied according to class, income, and education. The well-edu-
cated but unintellectual upper class formed only a small portion of the Victorian
reading public. As the historian Walter Bagehot noted at the time, “A great part of
the ‘best’ English people keep their minds in a state of decorous dullness.” At the
other end of the social scale, working-class literacy rates were far below the general
standard but increased as working hours diminished, housing improved, and public li-
braries spread. The appetite for cheap literature steadily grew, feeding on a diet of re-
ligious tracts, self-help manuals, reprints of classics, penny newspapers, and the ex-
panding range of sensational entertainment: “penny dreadfuls and shilling shockers,”
serials, bawdy ballads, and police reports of lurid crimes.

It was the burgeoning middle class, however, that formed the largest audience for
new prose and poetry and produced the authors to meet an increasing demand for
books that would edify, instruct, and entertain. This was the golden age of the English
novel, but poetry and serious nonfiction also did a brisk trade, as did “improving” works
on religion, science, philosophy, and economics. But new books, especially fiction,
were still a luxury in the earlier Victorian period. Publishers inflated prices so that read-
ers would rent novels and narrative poems—just as people rent movies today—from
commercial circulating libraries, which provided a larger and steadier income than in-
dividual sales. The collaboration between publishers and libraries required authors to
produce “three deckers,” long novels packaged in three separate volumes that thereby

distribution and influence.

Color Plate 11 Stood Up.  Sir John Everett Millais, Mariana, 1851. Millz‘iis based thls1 .pau?t‘tgﬁ onnl
Tennyson’s poem Mariana. When first exhibited, the pain.tin‘g was accompanied by tIhese ﬁlte}i. N eecr)e y
said, ‘My life is dreary, / He cometh not,’ she said: / She said, ‘I am aweary, aweary. / : woctlx '15a :lv
dead!”’ Millais’s painting is typically Pre-Raphaelite in its use of br.xg}'lt colors, narrative details, ant o
medieval trappings. The stained glass windows depict the Annunciation, suggestmgd akr)l 1:ﬁp1c con rO :
between the Virgin'’s fulfillment and Mariana’s frustratior}. .Not everyone was tpo‘zie by b x;/{ VIS.IODa
anguished longing; the art critic John Ruskin snorted derlSlVCIY that had Millais “depicte % ?g:;n e ©
working in a meadowed grange, instead of idle in a moated one, it had been to beFter purpose. by

Tate Gallery, London/Art Resource, New York. Tate Gallery, London, Great Britain.)
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tripled rental fees and allowed three readers to peruse a single novel at one time. An
economical alternative was to buy the sticcessive “numbers” of a book as they appeared
in individual, illustrated monthly installments. This form of publication became com-
mon with the tremendous success of Dickens’s first novel, Pickwick Papers, which came
out in parts in 1836 and 1837. By the 1860s most novels were serialized in weekly or
monthly magazines, giving the reader a wealth of additional material for about the
same price.

The serialization of novels had a significant impatt on literary form. Most of the
major novelists, including Dickens, Thackeray, Collins, Gaskell, Trollope, and
Eliot, had to organize their work into enticing, coherent morsels that kept charac-
ters and story lines clear from month to month, and left readers eager to buy the
next installment. Authors felt ptessure to keep ahead of deadlines, often not know-
ing which turn a story,might take. But they also enjoyed the opportunity to stay in
the public eye, to weave in references‘to eurrent events, or to make adjustments
based on sales and revi'e\fv’s. For their part, readers experienced literature as an ongo-
ing part of their lives. They had time toabsorb and interpret their reading, and even
to influence the outtome of literary events: throughout his career, Dickens was bad-
gered by readers who wanted to see more of one character, less of another, or pre-

Color Plate 19 Death of a Female Artist. john Williams Watexthous.e, The Wy of Shalottl, 1888.
Tennyson's poem The Lady of Shalott inspired many Victorian paintings, including one by Holman

. : 13 . .
Hunt. Hunt shows the lady imprisoned in her tower; Waterhouse depicts her floating down the : vent the demise of a thlr(.l. . . ‘ ‘ .
civer's dim expanse / Like some bold seer in a trance” toward Camelot. The painting shows her The close relationship authors shared with their public had its drawbacks: writ-

ong,” as in the poem, but Waterhouse has added

loosening the boat’s chain and “singing her last s Y o onlAve Resowrce, New York. Tate Gallery ers had to censor their content to meet the prim standards of “circulating library
ondonjAr » . ’

the crucifix and candles. (Copyright © Tate Gallery, morality.” In keeping with the Evangelical temper of the times, middle-class Victo-
London, Great Britain.) rian recreation centered on the home, where one of the most sacred institutions was
‘ ' the family reading circle. Usually wives or daughters read aloud to the rest of the
household. Any hint of impropriety, anything that might bring “a blush to the cheek
, of the Young Person”—as Dickens warily satirized the trend—was aggressively fer:
L reted out by publishers and libraries. Even revered poets such as Tennyson and Bar-
i t rett Browning found themselves edited by squeamish publishers.
i A better testimony to the intelligence and
B perceptiveness of the Victorian reading public is A testimony to the
i the fact that so many of today's classics were
best-sellers then, including the novels of the
8 Brontés, Dickens, and George Eliot; the poetry of  of the Victorian reading public
i Tennyson, Elizabeth and Robert Browning, and

. Christina Rossetti; and the essays of Carlyle, , .
1 Ruskin, and Armnold. These works were addressed of today’s classics were

intelligence and perceptiveness

is the fact that so many

8 to readers who had an impressive level of literary  pest-sellers then. . . .
& and general culture, kept up to snuff by the same
! magazines and reviews in which the best fiction, poetry, and prose appeared. Edu-

‘ cated Victorians had an insatiable appetite for “serious” literature on religious issues,
) socioeconomic theory, scientific developments, and general information of all sorts.
Sir Edward Burne-Jones, Love Am}c:ng thﬁ Rzmii,o?g? the It was an era of outstanding, influential periodicals that combined entertaining writ-
- lt: n:ﬁzszcI:su csu;gtlu;ljsrjolors an 3 ing with intellectual substance: politically oriented quarterlies such as the Whig
dliate in the century. Unlike narra- ’ Edinburgh Review and the Benthamite Westminster Review; more varied monthlies

Color Plate 20 Late Victorian Languor. - Ed
The painting’s title is taken from Robert Browning’s poem,
poem as a romantic evocation of its subject. The languid poses an

. -Raphaelite influence continue: , \ . , . ;
?i(\)/iv1%:&?;7;j?}?:s};\?i‘;,n?&?'rﬁhiiizjﬁe;;g Conscience, and Past and Presen‘t‘, Color tI:lates.1t1L,niaZ,a | suc'h as Fraser's Magazine, where Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus first appeared, and C omhll'l,
14 .aI:\d 15), there is no story to be “read” in the details. As Burne-Jones wrote, I i“e:l‘n hy a Erlfy ligl"lt which published works by Ruskin, Thackeray, Eliot, Trollope, and Hardyj; the satiri-

3 ) 1g t than

. beautiful romantic dream of something that never was, never will be——dm a betterd e divinely
P that ever shone—in a land that no-one can define or remember, only desire—an

lhpn » (The National Trust Photo Library.)

cal weekly Punch, still published today; and Dickens's low-priced weeklies Household
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A NO\(EL FACT.

Old-fashioned Party (with old.fashioned orgjudices). “Am! VERY Cravez, ‘i pare sAY. Bor I 8ex 1r's WROITEN BY A Laby; axp
I wANT A Book -;nn MY DACGHTERS MAT BEAD. GIVE ME SOMETHING EISE!” '

'

i
Cartoon from Pynch magazine, 1867.
1

Words and All the Year Round for 4 more general readership. As a rule, the public had
faith irv the press; regarding it as a forum essential tothe progress and management of
democracy. At the same time, as political and cultural powet.broadened, the-press
took seriously its new-role as-creator, shaper, and transmitter of public opinion.
Celebrated authors were* hailed as heroes; regarded as public property; and re-
spected as sages; they inspired a passionate adulation. Robert, Browning first ap-
proached Elizabeth Barrett by writing her-a fan letter. The public sought instruction
and guidance from authors, who were alternately flattered-and dlsmayed by the re-
sponsibilities thrust upon them. The critic Walter Houghton points out that “every
writer had his congregation of devoted or would:be devoted disciples who. read his
work in much the spitit they had once read the Bible.? Robert Browninglived to see
an international .proliferation of Browning Societies, dedicated to expounding his
supposed'moral teachings. Hero worship was yet another Victorian invention.

THE AGE OF SELF-SCRUTINY

3

The energy of Victorian literature is its most striking trait, and self-exploration is its
favorite theme. Victorians produced a staggeringly large body of literature, rendwned
fortits variety and plenitude. Their writing is distinguished by its particuldtity, eccen-
tricity, long—wmdedness, earnestness; ornateness, fantasy, humor, experimentation,
and self-conscicusness. As befits a scientific age, most authors exhibited a willingness
to experiment with new forms of representation, coupled with a penchant for realism,

B
———
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#love of closely observed detail: Tennyson was famous for*his myopic descriptions
of flowers; -Brewning~transcribed tics: of speech like a-clinical psychologist; Eliot
compared her'scefiesito Dutch genre paintings; and Dickens indignantly deferided
the accuracy ef his characterization and the'plausibility of his plots. Sustained labor
whstas important as keeh observation: “lyric” poems ran to hundredsof lines, novels
spanined a thousand pages, essayists constructed lengthy paragraphs with three or four
generous sentences. One’ single'booky alternately disaredited and revered, under-
pmned the whole:literary enterprise. The King James Version of the Bible shaped the
cadences, supplied the imagery, and proposed the structures through which Victori-
ans'apprehended the;umverse knowledge:of it immensely deepens one’s appreciation
of tHe time. ' .

F# tLike the phétographic close—hps invented by -
Julia*Margaret Cameron, much Vittorian litera-
tlf}r{i tries to get at what Matthew Armnold called  tries to get at’ what Matthew
“tHesburied life” of individuals struggling for iden- o wr ' 31
t1ty Yiti:a commercial, technocratlc%sgoafty In the Armold called “the buried life
1830s Carlyle was already alluding to “these auto-  of individuals struggling for
Bibgtaphical times of ours.” Autobidgraphy rapidly .
assurried new importance as a litetary form, driven
by thewapparent necessity of each person working technocratic socigty.«

outt a fersohal approach to the universe and a po-+ ‘

sition within the culture. As Matthew Amold announced in 1853, “the-dialogue of the
mird withitself has commenced.”

1. Oftén written under intense emotioral pressure, nonfiction prose on social or
aesthetic-issues turned into an’art form as personal as lyric poetry, expressihg the wrie-
erst ifitesior lives as well as their ideas. Yet the very variety of disguised-or semiautobi-
ograpHitdlforms (such as the dramatic monologue) suggests that introspection pro-
ducedeirstown moral perplexities. In‘a culture ‘that stressed action, production, civic
duty; andvfamily responsibility, such appatently self-indulgent self-scrutiny might
wéllseeth unworthy! “I sometimes hold it hdlf a sin / To put'in wotds the grief I feel,”
said Tennyson about the loss of his best friend. Thus the-guilty confessional impulse
was forced underground to reemerge ‘almost’ everywhere:"in first-person narratives,
devotiortal'peems, ‘travelogues, novels of religious or emotional crisis, intimate essays;

dramiaticr lyrtes, fictionalized mem01rs, and recollections of famous people and places.
1A Ya e d '

. much Victorian literature

identity in a commercial,

bf"“t«‘q[‘ e

Fa o " The Major Genres
Victorian litsrdturé is remarkable in that there were three great literary genres: nonh-
fiction ptoseenterged as the artistic equal of poetry and fiction. Topical and influen-
tial in’ their day;the criticism and essays of such writers as Carlyle, Mill, Newman,
Ruskin, Darwm; Atnold, Nightingale, Pater, and Wilde achieved classic status by
virtue of théirdistinctive styles and force of intellect. In richly varied rhythms they
record the 'process of ‘eriginal minds seeking to understand the relation of individuals
to nature afd cultire!in the new industrial world. Though their works might be:cate-
gorized as religiting politics, aesthetics, or science, all these authers wrote revealingly
of theit intellectual-development, and all explored the literary resources of the lan-
guage, from simile and metaphor to-fable and fantasy. Oscar Wilde atgued for the

T
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supreme creativity of the autobiographical critic-as-artist: “That is what the highest
criticism really is, the record of one’s own soul.} His teacher Walter Pater remarked
simply that prose is ‘the special and ppportune art of the modern world.”

Poets struggled to refute this sentiment. Poetry;commanded mpre respect than
prose as a literary genre, but despite the immensg success of-Tennyson, it gradually
lost ground in popularity. Whether this occurred because of, or in spite of, poetry’s
deliberate cultivation of 4 mass audience-is difficult to;say. But whereas Vigtorians
regarded the Romantic poets as visignaries who opened dazzling new vistas onto.the
self and nature, 'they encouraged contemperaryi poets to keep- their ideas down to
earth, to effer practical advice about managing the vicissitudesof heart and soul in a
workaday world. What was viewed, with some suspicion, as the Romantic empHasis
on self-expression gave way to more qualified soul-searching with an eye toward
mordl content that the public could grasp and apply. Carlyle’s famous admonition;in
Sartor Resartus,set the tone for the period: “Close thy Byfon; open thy Goethe.” In
other words, forget the tormented introspection_and alienation associated with By-
ronic heroés; strive instead to improve society and practice greater artistic control;
know your work and do it. .

Whether they felt guilty, inspired, infuriated, -or amused over their audience’s
thirst for instruction, Victorian poets_took advantage of it to expand the resources of
poetry in English. Though there are.obvious lines of-influgnce from the Romantics—
Tennyson acknowledgéd Keats, Shelley was-an eafly influence on, Browning, and
Arnold steeped himself in Wordsworth—the innovations are perhaps-even more
striking. Eclectic poets introduced their readers to a bewildering variety of thythms,
stanzas, topics, words, and ideas. Contemporary social ‘concerns vied with—and
sometimes merged into—Greek mythology and Arthurian legend jas subject matter.
Swinburne.and Hopkins engaged in verbal pyretechnics that produced new meters
amid an ecstasy of sound; Elizabeth Barrett Browning unleashed stormy feminist
lyrics marked by a dazzling intellect; Arnold captured readers with his startling emo-
tional honesty; Christina Rassetti whittled her lines down to a thought-teasing pu-
rity; Arthyr Symons and William Ermest Henlpy adapted French vers libre to create
modern “free verse.” W .

Perhaps the most important development- was the rise of the, dramatic mono-
logue. Almost every poet found: occasion to speak through characters apparently
quite foreign in time, place, or social situation. Tennyson’s liquid vowel sounds and
Browning'’s clotted consonant clusters are trademarks of very different styles, but
both poets use their distinctive music to probe the psychology of the speakers in their
dramatic poems. Adapting the sound of their Iines to fit the thythms of their speak-
ers’ thoughts, poets acquired a more conversational tonesand expanded the psycho-
logical range of their craft. While Browning was preoccupied with extreme psycho-
logical states, many poets shared his desire to represent a persen or event from
multiple perspectives, through shifting voices and unreliable narrators. These rela:
tivistic approaches also encouraged, poets to experiment with new angles of vision
siggested by the initially disorienting array, of-develppments in visual culture. Pho-
tography, panoramas, stereopticons, impressionist, painting, illustrated newspapers,
and the mass reproduction of art images all left, their mark on poetic-practice. The ul-
timate effect was to engender poems whose ability to-please or even communicate de-
pended on the active participation of the reader. Ty

+

+
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Though nonfiction prose and ,pdetry flour- '

ished, the Victorian era is still considered the =~ hd dhe
great age of British fiction. Novelists strove to and poetry flourished, t
embody the character and genius of the time. Victorian era is still considered
The novel’s triumphant adaptation of practically
any material into “realistic” narrative and detail . .
fueled,an obsession with storytelling that spilled; , - . .
over into anecdotal painting, program music, and fictive or autoblographul:al. frarrge
for essays and histories. The novels themselves gener,ally. explored the relauon 1 e-
tween individuals and their society through the mechanism bf a central love p 01;,
around which almost any subject could be investigated; incll’xdmg the quest fcc)ir self-
knowledge, religious crises, indus;rialisr;l, education, women's yoles, crime and pun-
i nt,, e definition of gentlemanliness. ,
lShmér;l)tr:’lfcflflktled by later star?dards, Victorian novels received their most”fan;lou;: as’
sessment from Henry James, who regarded them as “loose l?aggy monsters;, The c?g—
lish novel, he said, is “a treasure house of detail, but an 'mdlffert?xtm whfnle. S’hrew ais
the observation was, it overlooks the thematic densitythat unifies Dickens’s sprawl:
ing three-deckers; the ioral consciqusness that regist.ers every nuance ;f t];(;ought 112
George Eliot’s rural panoramas; the intricate narrative struct"ures and ar e?t se .
questioning that propel the tormented romances of the Br@n,tes. Their novels v:lcir
within an established social frame, focusing on the characters freedo-m to act 'w1 11}
fairly narrow moral codes in an unpredictable universe; they .deal w(;thhqlzle%sttlons zf
social responsibility and personal choice, the impulse§ of passion and the dic .a;els. .
conscience. Yet even as they portrayed familiar details of contemporary soc1a1, l le,
novelists challenged the confines of “realist” fictior}, exPerlmentlng,,WLthhmu télp e
perspectives, unr@liable narrators, stories within stories, direct appeals to the reader,

and strange extremes of behavior.

THough nonfiction prose

the great age of British fiction.

LR

: The Role of Art in Society

“The past for poets, the present for i:)igs." This polemical statement by the.pam.ter
Samuel, Palmer sums up much of the period’s literary debate”. Be_cause Victorian
times seemed so thoroughly to break from: the past, “.moder'n- .became a ior?mog
but often prejudicial word. Was there anything of lasting artistic va\luef to de oun :
in ordinary everyday life? Many .writers felt, there was naqt; they p’r’e I\eArre to xtn
dulge instead in what Tennyson called the “passion of the past. ) ost poie' Ty
shunned the details of contemporary urban existence, and even the great novelists
like Dickens, Eliot, and Thackeray situated much of their vgork in the pre-
Victorian world of their parents. Some of this writing was eseapist, but many Eu—
thors saw in earlier times a more ethically and aesthetically coherent. worlc%;t at
could serve as a model for Victorian social reform, The Pre.—Raphaehte pzmtelr;
and their literary allies sought out medieval models, while Matthew rnoed
returned to the Greco-Roman classics: “They, at any rate, knew what they want '
i we do not.” .
in argu?:rllother group vigorously disagreed; they stressed t.he importfince of cre%a\t/l'ng’
an up-to-date art that would validate or at least grapp.le with the uqulxmene‘s‘s }(3 1'1Ce
torian life. In Aurora Leigh Elizabeth Barrett Browning contended that “this liv

.
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throbbing age” shpuld- take precedence over all other topicst “if there’s toom for poets
in "this world,” she $aid, “Their sole Work: isito represent the age / Their age} net
Charleriagne’s?"In 1850 the critic F. G. Stephens argued- that: poets should -empha-
size “the poetry of the things about us; ous'railways, facteries; 4hities, roaring cities,
steam vessels, and the endless novelties and wonders produced ‘every: day” As the
century wore*on, there was a*broadehing-in social*scope: the lifeiof the ‘wetking
classes became a serious literary topie, #hd in the.1870s and 1880s“naturalist” writers
probed the structures of everyday life at near-subsistence level. Thomas Hardy wrote
searching studies‘of rural life; Getrge Gissing, whose first wife was a prostitutey docu-
mented in harsh detail “the nether world” of backstreet London. :

Whether they-favered the'past or present as a literary-landscape, ‘whether they

crititized or lauded: thettimes thiey lived sin, most Victorian writers felt at home in
their era. Though they had their own interests, they did not act as alienated outcasts
but addressed social needs and responded td the publit desiré for ‘instruction and reas-
suranee. They recognized the force of John Stuart Mill’s remark: “Whatever we may
think or affect to think of the presént:age,-we-cannot get out of it; we must suffer
with its sufferings, and enjoy with its enjoyments; we must share in its lot.”
+ 1 Amid all this efergetic literary préduction, a substantial portion of-readers de-
manded-to know if literature had any value at all. Utilitarians regarded art-as a waste
of time and energy, whil¢ Evangelicals were suspicious' of art’s appeal to the senses
and emdtions rather than the soul and the conscience. “All poktry is misrepresenta-
tion;” said the founder of:Utilitarianism, Jeremy Bentham, who could not see how
fanciful words might be of service tothumanity. Such was the temper of the time that
wtiters strove mightily te prove that audiences could derive moral and feligious ben-
efit-from impractical things like circuses or watercolors: Even seculaf ctitics sought to
legitimize art’s role in society-by contending that if religion failed, literature-would
take its place as a guiding light. “Literature is but a branch of Religion,” said Carlyle;
“in our time, it is the only branch that still shows any greenness.” “More and more,”
said Arnold, “mankind will.discover that we have to tymn to poetry to interpret life
for us, to console us, to sustain us.”

The- great éxpectations most Victorians had fot their literature inevitably pro-
duced reactions against sich moral earnestness. In the theater, a huge variety of
comedies,‘melodramas, pantomimes, and music-hall skits amused all classes; 150,000
people a day went to theaters in Loridon «during’ the 1860s. Yet in comparison to
other literary forms, little of lasting value remains. Though leading authots such as
Browning, Tenriyson, and Henry James tried their hand at writing for the:stage, it
was not until the 1890s, with the sophisticated wit of Osear Wilde, the subtle’social
inquiry of Arthur Wing Pinero, and the'provocative “problem plays” of Bernard

Shaw, that British theater offered more than light entertainment for the masses. The ~

way for seridus drama had been prepared by the wonderfully clever musicals of W. S.
Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan, which satirized such topics as Aestheticism (Patience,
18819, the House of Lords (lolanthe, '1882), and the struggle for sextal equality
(Princess Ida, 1884). Victorian social drama came into its own late‘in the era, when it
began directly to explore its own relevance, dissecting social and theattical conven-
tions even as-it questioned whether art could—or should-—teach anything at all.
"Doubts about the mission of art to improve society culminated in the Aesthetic
movement of the 1880s and 1890s, whose writers sought to show, in Oscar Wilde's

The Victorian Age 1073

words, that “there is no such thing as a‘gnorgﬁl oran
immoral book. Books are well written or badly ‘
written. That is all.” In an éra of ptdcticality, drt ¢ *ds d moral or an immoral book.
declared its freedom by positing its sheer useless-  po i ¢ e well written or badly
ness. Wilde argued that it is “through Art, and . )

through Art only, that we, can shield ourselves ~writen.- , )

“. . . there is no such thing

from thesordid perils of actual existence.” Thus - Oscar Wilde o
many authors at the end of the Victorian periodre- \—

nounced the values-that characterize the age as a- ‘

whole» + ¢ '

And’yet the’ Aesthetes were”still quintesse’rxtﬁially Vittorian in feelh:lg that, as
writers, th'é‘yT had to’expose their ihner being; whether up}jfting or shogkmg, to the
public gaze. Iri their thoughts and deeds, but especilly injtheir words, writers were ex-
pected to hdthess their autobiographical impulses to societylr’s need for gu1.dgirtce‘ and
amusement—or even outrage. “I never travel without my dihry,” one of Wilde’s cbar;
acters remarks: “One should always have some;hing,‘sensational to read in the train.

Every generalization about the Victorians copmnes with a rez.ldy—made contradic-
tion: they were materialist but religious, self-confident but rinsecure, n}onstrous
exploiters who devoted themselves to humane reforms; they were given-to blanket
pronotncements about the dssential nature of sexes and races, the socx31 'order, ;md
the Christian univetse, but they relentlessly probed the foundations of their thot.1ght;
they demanded a moral literatute and thrilled to ‘mindiless page-turners. Yet inlall
these mattérs they 'were constantly, concerned with rules, codes of duty ?nd behawqr,
their places in a comhplex ‘and often frustrating social order. Evefi the alienated rebels
of thie 1890s cared intensely. (a favorite word) what people thought and how shock-
fng,‘th‘eu; calculated transgressions might make them. . e

" For a few decades after World War I, the Victorians’ obsession with the tightly
buttoned structures of everyday life seemed their only legacy, offering an easy target
for Modernists who sought to-declare theirown free-thinking independence. “Queen

Victorig was- like a great paper-weight,” wrote :

H. G. Wells, “that for half a century sat upon
men's minds, -and when she' was removed their ,
ideas began to blow abbut all'over the place hap- beneath the stiff 'mannerf and §
hazardly.” But 'the end of the Victorian period is elaborage conventions of a

now mioré than a ‘céntury past, dnd the winds of . ,
change "have blown many Victorian ideas back bygone era an anxious, ‘
into favor. 'Migré and more readers delight to dis-  hymorous, dynamic people very
goyer E,ene;:x;h the stiff manpers and elaborate
Conyer;t‘t;io:ns of a bygone era an anxious, humor-

. read'ers| delight to discover

much like ourselves.

ous, dynamic people very much like ourse]ves. . )

.

Y
@; For additional resources on the Victorians, including an interactive timeline of t.he period,
. go toThe Longman" Anthology of British Literature Web site at www.myliteraturekit.com.
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