
David Damrosch
HARVARD UNIVERSITY

Kevin J. H. Dettmar
POMONA COLLEGE

Christopher Baswell
BARNARD COLLEGE AND COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

Clare Carroll
QUEENS COLLEGE, CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK

Andrew Hadfield
UNIVERSITY OF SUSSEX

Heather Henderson 

Peter J. Manning
STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK, STONY BROOK

Anne Howland Schotter
WAGNER COLLEGE

William Chapman Sharpe
BARNARD COLLEGE

Stuart Sherman
FORDHAM UNIVERSITY

Susan J. Wolfson
PRINCETON UNIVERSITY

The Longman Anthology of 
British Literature 

Fourth Edition

^

David Damrosch and Kevin J. H. Dettmar
General Editors

VOLUME 2B

THE VICTORIAN AGE
Heather Henderson and William Sharpe

Longman
Boston Columbus Indianapolis New York San Francisco Upper Saddle River 

Amsterdam Cape Town mbai London MadrU Mdan Munic a. Mo^ aljoronto



Gustave Dore, Ludgate Hill, from London: A l^ilgnmage, 1872.

Population-
National Populations (in millions) Urban Populations

Year England Scotland Ireland

1831 14.0 lA 7.8
1851 16.8 2.9 2.0
1901 32.5 4.5 4.5

Year
Greater
London Manchester

Edinburgh
(including

Leith) Dublin

1831 1,878,229 142,026 162,403 204,155
1851 2,651,939 303,382 191,303 258,361

1901 6,506,889 649,246 394,800 448,000
Life Expectancy

Life expectancy at birth is about 40 years, but three out of ten children die before their first birthday. The average 
woman has 5.5 children, which means that every family is likely to lose a baby or two. Above the poverty line, 
those who live past early childhood can expect to live into theit fifties and sixties or longer. Location and occupa­
tion mattet: factory workers in Manchester might survive only to the age of 20, while common laboters in a market 
town might expect to reach 60. Cholera, smallpox, and tuberculosis together account for one-third of all deaths.

Daily Life

Currency and Buying Power

4 farthings Id. (1 penny) ^4 pound of bread, Vz pound of sugar, a daily newspaper
12d. 1 shilling 4 pints of beer, 1 gallon of milk, a Vz pound of tea

5s. 1 crown 1 week’s rent of a new 4'room house with running water
20s. 1 pound A pair of workingman’s boots, 1 ton of coal, 3 umbrellas

21s. 1 guinea Dinner for three or four, with plenty of wine, in a top London restaurant

Class and Income (average annual incomes for the Victorian period)*

Upper Class (about 2-3% of the population)

Aristocracy, wealthy merchants, bankers, manufacturers £10,000-£30,000

Smallest landed gentry and well-tO'do clergymen, physicians, barristers, 
businessmen

£1,000-£2,000

Middle Class (7-8% of the population)

Most of middle class: doctors, lawyers, civil servants, senior clerks £300-£800

Lower middle class: clerks, head teachers, journalists, shopkeepers £150-£300

1. Adapteci from Sally Mitchell, Daily Life in Victorian England (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1996).



h,s e.rn.ng. reach 150 pounds per year, on rhe grounds rhar he will be rempred to sreal to nrake el "eep 

Working Class (about 90% of the population)

Skilled workers; carpenters, masons, smith.s, typesetters, senior dressmakers
£75-£100

Seamen, dockworkers, construction workers, domestic servants
£45

Farm laborers, soldiers
£25

Lowest shop assistants, lower domestic servants, needleworkers
£12-£20

Cost of Goods

Id.
3d.
4d.
6d.
9d.
Is.
IL
1£ 11
2£
3£
4£
5£
10£ or more

. 6d.

One week’s worth of candles, a trip on the London Underground 
1 pint of beer 
1 pound of soap 
London cab fare, per mile 
1 pair of socks 
1 pound of cocoa
A woman s ready-made suit (end of the century)
1 three-volume novel (cheaper if bought in 20 monthly Is. installments)
A man’s week-day suit (1880s)
8-course champagne dinner for two at the best hotel in London 
1 new bicycle
A “respectable” Christian burial
A woman's hand-sewn dress, annual rent of a good house

Bread pnces decline oyer rhe century, from about 2 pence per pound in 1840 to just above 1 penny per pound in 1900 
A poo family of four, living at subsistence level, might consume 2 Vz to 3 pounds of bread per person eachT MeaT'

Food and Drink

f J !nlTa"’h *7"*“*? “ the upper and middle classesi they get three meals

....
ZI stZr 1 m^ke a virtue of skipping lunch, while their employees msh througZme ’

pub. Fish and chips shops appear m the 1880s, providing a cheap meal for 2 or 3 pence. While the lower-middle 
classes might extract several evening meals from one joint of meat, in richer households dinner 
cuiuld regularly coyer all the courses without recourse to leftovers; a “good” dinner would 
me ude soup, fish, fowl, beef, vegetables, dessert, fruit, and nuts, with appropriate wines, from 

r> claret or hock (red and white wines) and finally port served alongside.

Apparel (1850s)
For women, hoop skirts and crinolines are in, but they sometimes become entangled ,n light 
pieces of furniture. Mrs. Pardiggle in Dickens’s Bkak House leaves a trail of broken chairs and 
tables behind her. Unless going to bed, women keep their hair up in a braid or a bun The 
wildest fashion Idea is trousers for women. Called “Bloomers,” they are ridiculed in rhe press.

or men, loose-fitting frock coats and straightlegged trousers are fashionable; no knee 
breeches unless expected at Court or riding a horse. The modem necktie and “four ,n hand”

£

■■

knot makes its debut as collars rise high and fold at the comers. Bowler hats are invented in 1850 
but remain associated with the working classes, while the middle and upper classes wear top hats 
when in town—class indicators that continue well into the 20th century.

The popularity of Macassar hair oil, a Crimean War fad, causes housekeepers to put lace 
covers on the backs of chairs to protect the fabric from greasy hair. “Antimacassars” will survive 
in fussy sitting rooms until the 1950s.

Rulers

Monarchs

William IV (1830-1837)

Victoria (1837-1901)

Edward VII (1901-1910)

Prime Ministers

Earl Grey (1830-1834), Whig
Viscount Melbourne (1834), Whig
Sir Robert Peel (1834-1835), Conservative
Viscount Melbourne (1835-1841), Whig
Sir Robert Peel (1841-1846), Conservative
Lord John Russell (1846-1852), Whig
Earl of Derby (1852), C2onservative
Earl of Aberdeen (1852-1855), Coalition
Viscount Palmerston (1855-1858), Whig
Earl of Derby (1858-1859), Conservative
Viscount Palmerston (1859-1865), Liberal
Earl Russell (1865-1866), Liberal
Earl of Derby (1866-1868), Conservative
Benjamin Disraeli (1868), Conservative
William Gladstone (1868-1874), Liberal
Benjamin Disraeli (1874-1880), Conservative
William Gladstone (1880-1885), Liberal
Marquis of Salisbury (1885-1886), Conservative
William Gladstone (1886), Liberal
Marquis of Salisbury (1886-1892), Conservative
William Gladstone (1892-1894), Liberal
Earl of Rosebery (1894-1895), Liberal
Marquis of Salisbury (1895-1902), (Conservative

Benjamin Disraeli I

William Gladstone

Timeline
1830 Britain’s first passenger railway is a huge commercial success, triggering the construction of dozens of 

other railway lines over the next several decades.
1830 Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Poems, Chiefly Lyrical (page 1175)
1832 The First Reform Act extends the right to vote to men with households worth 10 pounds; it also grants 

representation in Parliament to the growing northern cities of industry. The Victorian middle classes 
begin to exert a political influence to match their growing social and cultural power.

1833 The Factory Act of 1833 prohibits children under the age of nine from working in textile mills. Children
under 12 can be employed no more than 9 hours per day; children under 18, no more than 12 hours. |---------

1834 The New Poor Law, as the Poor Law Amendment Act is commonly called, creates a system of work­
houses for the “relief’ of the poor.

1837 W. F. Cook and C. Wheatstone invent the telegraph in Britain, simultaneously with Samuel F. Morse in
the United States. |----

1837 On the death of William IV, his 18-year-old niece Alexandrina Victoria becomes queen. She rules for the next 
64 years, the longest reign of any British monarch, and oversees the rapid expansion of the British empire during 
this time.

1840 Henry Fox Talbot creates the Calotype, the first means of producing a photographic negative from which 
multiple copies can be made.

1842 Alfred Lord Tennyson publishes Poems (two volumes) and achieves wide success (page 1175).
1842 Robert Browning’s Dramatic Lyrics (page 1322)
1843 Published in five volumes between 1843 and 1860, John Ruskin’s Modem Painters (page 1493) argues that 

painters should strive to capture not just the external forms of the natural world but also the energies that 
infuse and animate that world.

~ --- - ^ ^
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1843 Published in the same year as the first Christmas card, Charles Dickens’s w.ldiv runnlar A n. I
1845-1850 Tr'ch"*'''"''“''^bration of home and family (parje 1 376). '

° of Ireland by about 25%, a milium die of starvation
and disease and another million emigrate, h’ _______________________________________ ______^ _____

1849 Bedford College for Women is established, one year after lectures for women ar Ifine’p r II i

'^’xmnvs'!!!"*"' po«ry finally passes from Romantic to Victorian hands in 1850 when
teer4?8) ';s“"bt During that year, Wordsworth’s masterpiece, Tle Pmlude
iLnyloudy P°«humously, and Tennyson’s masterpiece. In Memoriam (page 1204), is published

"'Lbit’s accomplishments. Tdre mam

1853-1856 As hostilities between Russia and Turkey Icalate Britam Ld F d T “‘'“““d

woma7wt7en"^' poem Aurora Leigh (page 1155) examines a new subtect: the intellectual, moral, and artistic

1857 Mian soldiers (“sepoys”) in the East India Company’s army rebel against their British officers- the bloodv 
ebellion soon spreads throughout northern India. The British brutally suppress what they call the “Indian

1859 Charles Darwin’s On the Ongin of Species by Means of Natural Selection (page 1272) outlines theories of evoiii 
Xhe eanh’" Victorian religious beliefs, already assailed by recent geoTogma

1859 I A St^ U lI'T"/F* P°‘nt in the conflict between religiL and sMnce
8M Pri ® aTf * °;\Difcerty (page 1115) explores the proper relations between society and the individual 
86 Prince Albert dies. His grief-stricken widow. Queen Victoria, wears black for the mmaind7Xt life I

Adventures in Wonderland Inape ] 71 S \ frir K ic ITCH m r. f-; J A 1 i _ . t - 1 I 11 1 . . - ^ Alice s
Ad~ m Wonderland (page 1715) for his you’ng fnend Alice LiddeilThTmodd for 

much Vicuitmrchfldi’: ffiemtute of

1869 Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy (page 1595) responds to feats that government by the people
b h r ol-ses dedicate themselves to pursuing cul ureTe
bes that IS thought and known in the world.” Championing reason, objectivity (“disintetestednessO 
and a classical respect for beauty and intellect, Arnold seeks to bring “sweetness and light’ to a Britisk 

1S70 tf'‘^ci‘I’V self-interest and laissez-faire capitalism.

and'"w 7 of 1870 establishes a national system of schools for children in1871^Charles ITaZ^ Tk^n ^ ‘'ocomes compulsory in 1880, and free in 1890.
18tl Charles Datwins T/k Descento/Man (page 1277) makes explicit what was implicit in his earlier atgu- 
^8 m™: man IS an animal, subject to the same laws of evolution and natural selecL as any other731

c.ating’’art fc77‘3re’’3“*' Renaissance (page 1694), insists on appte-f ' C " “ divorced from moral or social purpose.
876 V . '"‘"'’’’""‘=.1* ‘"'tented in Boston by Scottish-born Alexander Graham Bell.

1879Joh?H::ty 3man737 cMl3a\7:trn?E7;ir37^^^^^^^^^

.771:3^’ ^ -^'oment of td^ikus fahh L a

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.

1886 householders, enfranchising the rural working class1886 Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case ofDrJekyll and Mr Hyde (page 1780) enXalTs hk oubTc 
with Its shocking representation of a fatally split personality. 'P « ' enthralls the public
13777“'"^ first appears in the pages of Sit Arthur Conan Doyle’s A Study in

188? Ia7k rb I" ™3rket for popular short fiction (pige 1466)
1888 ] ck the Ripper, a,s he signed his notes to the police, savagely murders five prostitutes disembowel

and m^vrab^kkll^Md:;"' I----- or even identified, and theories abokt his identity

1895 The ImpmtaKe of Being Earnest (page 1829) makes Oscar Wilde the most celebrated man in London- 
I- wever, his libel case against the father of his lover, Lord Alfred Douglas, soon backfires when his nri’ 

vate affairs are made public. Wilde is subsequently prosecuted for committing indecent acts (homos^xu 
al.ty) and s«>tenced to two years of hard labor. Prison shatters Wilde’s health, and he writes only one
mote poem before dying destitute in 1900. tes only one

1899 Hostilities in colonial South Africa between the Boers (white Afrikaners) and the British escalate into

wbnk, H f t ,concentration camps for Boer women and children, thousands of 
desk^ °t 3:3?! embarrassment for the British,
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The Victorian Age
•—rSOSi—

1832-1901

Never since the beginning of Time was there, that we hear or read 
of, so intensely self-conscious a Society. Our whole relations to 
the Universe and to our fellow-man have become an Inquiry, a 
Doubt.

—Thomas Carlyle, 1831

Nothing characterizes Victorian society so much as its quest for self-definition. The 
sixty-three years of Victoria’s reign were marked by momentous and intimidating so­
cial changes, startling inventions, prodigious energies; the rapid succession of events 
produced wild prosperity and unthinkable poverty, humane reforms and flagrant ex­
ploitation, immense ambitions and devastating doubts. Between 1800 and 1850 the 
population doubled from nine to eighteen million, and Britain became the richest 
country on earth, the first urban industrial society in history. For some, it was a 
period of great achievement, deep faith, indisputable progress. For others, it was “an 
age of destruction,” religious collapse, vicious profiteering. To almost everyone it 
was apparent that, as Sir Henry Holland put it in 1858, “we are living in an age of 
transition.”

But what Matthew Arnold called the “multitudinousness” of British culture 
overwhelmed all efforts to give the era a collective identity or a clear sense of pur­
pose. Dazzled and dazed by their steam-powered printing presses, their railways and 
telegraphs, journalism and junk mail, Victorians suffered from both future shock and 
the information explosion. For the first time a nation had become self-consciously 
modem: people were sure only of their differences from previous generations, certain 
only that traditional ways of life were fast being transformed into something per­
ilously unstable and astonishingly new. As the novelist William Makepeace Thack­
eray noted, “We are of the time of chivalry. . . . We are of the age of steam.”

Victoria and the Victorians

In an unpredictable, tumultuous era, the stem, staid figure of Queen Victoria came to 
represent stability and continuity. The adjective “Victorian” was first used in 1851 to 
celebrate the nation’s mounting pride in its institutions and commercial success. 
That year, the global predominance of British industry had emerged incontestably at 
the original “world’s fair” in London, the “Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry 
of All Nations,” which Prince Albert helped organize. Arrayed for the world to see in 
a vast “Crystal Palace” of iron and glass, the marvels of British manufacture achieved 
a regal stature of their own and cast their allure upon the monarchy in turn. In the
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congratulatory rhetoric that surrounded the event, the conservative, retiring queen 
emerged as the durable symbol of her dynamic, aggressively businesslike realm.

In succeeding decades, the official portraits of Queen Victoria, gradually aging, 
reflected her country’s sense of its own maturation as a society and world power.

Etched by conflict with her prime ministers, the 
birth of nine children, and the early death of her 
beloved Prince Albert, Victoria’s once pretty face 
became deeply lined and heavily jowled. Repre­
sented as a fairy-tale teenaged queen at her coro­
nation in 1837, she radiated a youthful enthusi­
asm that corresponded to the optimism of the 
earlier 1830s. It seemed a decade of new begin­
nings. Settling into the role of fertile matron- 

monarch, she offered a domestic image to match the booming productivity of the 
1850s. Reclusive after Albert died in 1861, she eventually took on the austere role of 
the black-satined Empress of India, projecting a world-weary glumness that lent grav­
ity to the imperial heyday of the 1870s. Finally, as the aged, venerated ’Widow of 
Windsor, she became a universal icon, prompting the nostalgic worldwide spectacles 
of the Golden and Diamond Jubilees in 1887 and 1897. When Victoria died in 1901, 
after the longest reign in English history, a newspaper wrote: “Few of us, perhaps, have 
realized till now how large a part she had in the life of everyone of us; how the thread 
of her life [bound] the warp of the nation’s progress.”

... the official portraits of 
Queen Victoria, ^adually 
aging, reflected her country’s 
sense of its own maturation 
as a society and world power.
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By the 1890s one out of every 
four people on earth iros a 
“subject” of Queen Victoria.

During the seven decades of her rule, Victoria’s calm profile, stamped on cur­
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 only 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 subcontinent 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 
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
cial conduct governed 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 presented 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 the 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—recognized 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 
Trollope churned out three-volume novels, engaged in numerous philanthropic pro­
jects, devoured twelve-course dinners, took twenty-mile walks, and produced a volu­
minous correspondence. Explorers and missionaries such as Burton, Speke, Stanley, 
and Livingston took enormous risks to map uncharted territory or spread Christianity 
“in darkest Africa.” Although an invalid, Florence Nightingale revamped the entire 
British military 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
ans 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 literature conveys an uneasy sense that their obsession with work was in part a 
deliberate distraction, as if Victorians were discharging public responsibilities in or­
der to ease nagging 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
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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 questioned that tremendous advances 
were taking place in science, public health, transportation, and the general standard 
of living, but each new idea or discovery seemed to have unexpected, distressing 
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 in geology, biology, and textual scholarship shattered belief in the literal truth 
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 campaigns 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, the 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 commercialization 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.

—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 the first 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 been 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.

... the railways helped create 
a national consciousness by 
linking once remote parts of the 

country into a single economy 
and culture.

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 of informa­
tion, distribution, and services moved news, goods, 
and people from one end of Britain to the other to 
the rhythm of the railway timetable. The acceler­
ating pace of life that railways introduced became 
one of the defining features of the age.
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Robert Howlett, Portrait oflsam- 
bard Kingdom Brunei and 
Launching Chains of the Great 
Eastern, 1857. Hewlett’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 Brunei, 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-confidence; the man of 
genius dominates the chains that 
dwarf him.

Moreover, the railway irrevocably altered the face of the landscape. Its bridges, 
tunnels, cuttings, crossings, viaducts, and embankments permanently scarred a rural 
landscape whose fields, hedgerows, and highways were rooted deep in history. In the 
cities, engineers and entrepreneurs carved room for vast railyards and stations by de­
molishing populous districts. Discharging commodities and crowds, the railways 
transformed town centers everywhere, bolstering local economies and stimulating 
construction as they arrived, but depriving once thriving coaching inns and former 
mail 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 complete inner London system was operating by 1884. Einally, railway-sponsored 
mass tourism eroded the regional distinctiveness and insularity of individual places. 
The inventor of the organized excursion, Thomas Cook, saw his advertising slogan, 
“railways for the millions,” turned into a simple statement of fact.

Optimistic social prophets envisioned all classes reaping the fruits of the Indus­
trial 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 to a sublimity of scale that staggered the public’s imagination.
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Every decade brought impressive innovations that transformed the rhythms of 
everyday life. The first regular Atlantic steamship crossings began in 1838, flouting 
Je age-old dependence on wind and tide, importing tea from China, cotton from In­
dia or Alabama, 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” forever. 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 utilitarian age. It

is one of infinite romance.” For the growing 
middle class there was an Aladdin-like sense of 
wonderment at the astounding abundance of 
things: an incredible hodgepodge of inventions, 
gimmicks, and gadgets began to make up the fa­
miliar paraphernalia of modern life, including 
chain stores, washing and sewing machines, 
postage stamps, canned foods, toothpaste, side­

walk newsstands, illustrated magazines and newspapers, typewriters, breakfast cereal, 
slide projectors, 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- 
niak 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

For the groiving middle class 

there was an Aladdindike sense 

of wonderment at the astounding 

abundance of things . . .
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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 be­
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 and intentions. In retrospect, 
the forces that shook the foundations of Victorian society might be summed up in two 
names, Marx and Darwin: though Marx was virtually unknown at the time, his radical 
critique of unbridled free enterprise brought to the most acute level contemporary 
analyses 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 Old 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 [are] breaking up under them like ice in a thaw,” he wrote; “a thousand facts and 
notions, which they know not how to classify, [are] pouring in on them like a flood.”

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
similate 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 to 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 geological and cosmic development had preceded human history, itself sud­
denly lengthening due to such discoveries as the Neanderthal skeletons found in 1856.
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• • • Victorians felt they had little

opportunity for reflection and 

often took scant comfort in it.

Their sense of worth diminished by both time 
clocks and time lines, Victorians felt they had 
little opportunity for reflection and often took 
scant comfort in it. Matthew Arnold complained 
of “this strange disease of modern life with its 
sick hurry, its divided aims.” Yet this climate of
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transcend animality by encouraging his divine 
soul to “Move upward, working out the beast, /
And let the ape and tiger die.” Even Darwin’s de- 
fender Thomas Huxley, who coined the word 
“agnostic,” also celebrated Auguste Comte’s pos­
itivism and “the Religion of Humanity.” Huxley 
spoke for many who had renounced organized re­
ligion but not spiritual impulses when he said that Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus “led me to 
know that a deep sense of religion was compatible with the entire absence of theol­
ogy.” Finally, some artists and writers used Christian icons as an avant-garde protest 
against the secular direction of modern life. “The more materialistic science be­
comes,” said the artist Edward Burne-Jones, “the more angels shall I paint.”

The crisis of religious doubt 

occasioned by biblical scholarship 

and scientific discoveries hit 

Christian belief hard.

The Industrial Catastrophe
In principle, the Victorian crisis of faith should at least have pleased the Utilitarians. 
The creed of these atheistic, rationalist followers of Jeremy Bentham was strictly prac­
tical: measure all human endeavor by its ability to produce “the greatest happiness for 
the greatest number.” Sharing a committed, “can do” philosophy of social reform. 
Utilitarianism and Evangelicalism were the two dominant ideologies shaping early 
and mid-Victorian life. But despite the significant changes they effected in govern­
ment and education during the 1820s and 1830s, even the Utilitarians ran out of self- 
assurance and moral steam in the morass of mid-Victorian cultural ferment.

A few energetic idealists dreamed of leveling age-old inequalities. “Glory to Man 
in the highest!” wrote Swinburne in 1869, “for Man is the master of things.” But here 
too a form of evolutionary theory was undercutting the conventional pieties of social 
discourse. “Love thy neighbor” had no more moral authority for the “Social Darwin­
ist” than it had historical accuracy for the textual scholar. Summed up in the phrase 
“survival of the fittest”—coined by the philosopher Herbert Spencer in 1852, seven 
years before The Origin of Species appeared—Social Darwinism viewed as dangerous 
any attempt to regulate the supposedly immutable laws of society. Evolutionary 
forces decreed that only the fittest should survive in capitalist competition as well as 
in nature. Applied to nations and races as well as individuals, this theory supported 
the apparent destiny of England to prosper and rule the world.

Social Darwinism was a brutal offshoot of the influential economic theory of 
laissez-faire capitalism. Drawing on Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776), 
businessmen argued that the unfettered pursuit of self-interest, in the form of unre­
stricted competition in a free market, would be best for society. This was an idea that 
Utilitarians and many Evangelicals rejected in favor of legislative tegulation, since 
their view of the imperfections of humanity indicated that one person’s self-interest 
was likely to mean another’s exploitation. The desperate need to protect the poor 
and disadvantaged, and the difficulty of doing so, was cause for much soul-searching, 
particularly among those who had made a religion of social reform.

Concern about the fairness and efficacy of the social structure was exacerbated 
by the unprecedented rate of urbanization. “Our age is preeminently the age of 
great cities” declared historian Robert Vaughan in 1843. At the beginning of the
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The Crystal Palace, site of the Great Exhibition of 1851, after its re-erection at Sydenham, c. 1855.

mneteemh century only one-fifth of the British population lived in cities; by the 
end of the century, more than three-quarters did. Such vast numbers of people 
crowding into the cities created hideous problems of housing, sanitation, and dis­
tal 830s an7l 840 r ' conditions were appalling, particularly in

1830s and 1840s when neither housing nor factories were regulated. Industrial
kers labored six days a week, for as many as fourteen or sixteen hours a day, in

workshops, then went home to unheated rooms they 
often shared with other famdies, six or seven people to a bed of rags. Drinking wa­
ter often came from rivers filled with industrial pollution and human waste. With­
out job security, healthcare, or pensions, the injured, the sick, and the aged fell by 
he wayside. In manufacturing cities the competition for survival was indeed in-
ense: the life expectancy among working people in Manchester in 1841 was about 

twenty years.
Foreign visitors in particular were struck with wonder and horror at the conjunc­

tion of so much misery and so much wealth. “From this filthy sewer pure gold flows,”

------------------------ ------------- ------- marveled the French historian Alexis de Toc-
queville; From this foul drain the greatest 
stream of human industry flows out to fertilize 
the whole world.” Friedrich Engels spent a year 
in Manchester, producing the most detailed and 
shocking firsthand account of Victorian indus- 

------------------ -------------- trial life, The Condition of the Working Class in
, ^S44. Karl Marx, who lived in Eng-

nd for thirty-four years, worked his observations into his famous theory of “surpl^ 
labor value. Under the current system, he said, wretched factory hands would never

From this foul drain the greatest 
stream of human industry flows 
out to fertilize the whole world." 
—Alexis de TocqueviUe
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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 
his diary in 1842, “There is 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 not a 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-omate 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 
country 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
tions improved, 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 worries of Mill and Arnold, based on 
their observation of American democracy, seemed more to the point. How could lib­
erty of thought 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 
progress was the passage of legislation for politi­
cal and social reform. The start of the Victorian 
era is often dated 1832, five years before Victo­
ria’s coronation, because in that year the First 
Reform Bill was enacted. It gave representation

The key to the century’s 
relatively peaceful progress was 

the passage of legislation for 
political and social reform.



1060 The Victorian Age

»<i I-ed., all ci,„a of.ha elec.».a h“r 50 perce ".^ T

the middle class Still onlv onp ' at i ^ vo e to some propertied portions of 
tatned parha™’ A ^ -d the aristocracy re-
Chartist movement of 1838 1848 Ta^ continued, especially in the
1S^S if I H Taking its name from the People’s Charter r.f1838, it was a loose alliance of artisans and factory workers that called for ^
reforms, including universal male suffrage the secret ha I lor for sweeping
and annual elections Charri.m fu ’ . u r. ° electoral districts,
movement, its membership swellii^^into^rh'^^'^ li* independent working-class 
1840*; TU^ nu • ^ ^ rmlhons during the depressions of rh^
to Parliament irish'lTsTlnrisS'BT’ T"' ’’’'f” “

™vement collapsed
strations accompanying the petition of 1848 ^

mSit?rc“,;fur!fw7'ii“r 7 '7°““ sl'it";;?stain, thev ..,e spo„„,ed tv the landlTi^r^ iSrp" 7^

wrote in iSd^.reaSearndltrL^S^tr^^^^ 7'^

ness mterests fought the protectionist tanffs in .he name of LrVradT'^irT 
ferred a stable, better-fed workforce to one that
but they also wanted chean bread m k R • starved in times of scarcity.
Health acts of 1848 and 1869 improve7ther Tk r’
1870s the importation of wheat frL the Unt.IdStaB and'7 T’ *'
from Australia and New Zealand meant am ■ j j- r ''^fogerated meat and fruit
could hv now also a.ord the „e^

Beginning m 1833, a crucial series of Factory Acts 
Jowly curtailed the horrors of industrial labor.

he 1833 Act provided for safety inspections of 
machinery, prohibited the employment of chil­
dren under nine, and limited the workweek to 
forty-eight hours for children under twelve.
1 hough the law was poorly enforced, a trend had 
begun. The Ten Hours Act of 1847 limited the

r'i::heTVoZs7:Lsf?

(1867) doubled the eLc,™ “d d^^^^ 7“ 7 B'"
nodemplove„ also felt .reS^tt^foJ.^Zel

eluding miners textile wnrlr^r*; or^r^ ^ trade union movements, in^
middle class (including Dickens and'o^rilTT^'^^ workers. An uncomprehending
and murderers. But trade unions were finally legahzedTl871 anarchists
class Members of Parliament ufPr ■ ■ ® ^ and the first working-
wet. 1.5 mllhop ttade un.opZ^ZZpro^ t Z'T 7" 
ntovemept. and the foundations of the modem Ubou, Pan; had t eZT* “

• • • a crucial series of Factory 

Acts slowly curtailed the horrors of 

industrial labor.... Though 

the law was poorly enforced, 

a trend had begun.

The Victorian Age 1061

Thus the high hopes of Chartism had in a sense succeeded, many of its suppos­
edly dangerous demands eventually met. As Engels noted, these changes also bene­
fited the middle class who resisted them, as people realized the value—social as well 
as economic—of reduced hostilities and improved cooperation between classes. 
Everyone also gained from related reforms that reflected weakening class barriers and 
increasing social mobility. In 1870 the Education Act initiated nationally funded 
public education in England and Wales. In the 1880s, middle-class investigators and 
social workers spearheaded the “discovery of poverty” in London’s East End, one of a 
range of efforts that brought better housing, nutrition, and education to the poor. Fi­
nally, the nation as a whole benefited from what historian Asa Briggs has called “the 
one great political invention in Victorian England”—a civil service staffed through 
open examinations rather than patronage.

By the last decades of the century, Britain had become a more democratic and plu­
ralistic society; it enjoyed greater freedom in matters of religion, political views, and in­
tellectual life than any other country. Overall, the middle class were the chief generators 
and beneficiaries of social change. Outsiders before 1832, they became key players in the 
Victorian period. Though they never dominated politics, which remained largely an 
aristocratic preserve, they set the tone and agenda for the era’s socioeconomic evolution.

“The Woman Question”
Still, one group found almost all doors closed against it. Throughout much of Victo­
ria’s reign, women had few opportunities for higher education or satisfying employ­
ment: from scullery maids to governesses, female workers of all ranks were severely 
exploited, and prior to the 1870s married women had no legal rights. What contem­
poraries called “the Woman Question” was hotly debated in every decade, but only 
at the end of the century were the first women allowed to vote in local elections. Full 
female suffrage came only after World War I. Despite articulate champions such as 
Harriet Martineau and John Stuart Mill, and the examples of successful women such 
as George Eliot, the Brontes, Florence Nightingale, and the Queen herself, propo­
nents of women’s rights made slow headway against prevailing norms. TTiough Victo­
rians acknowledged the undeniable literary achievements of numerous women writ­
ers, many regarded this “brain-work” as a serious aberration that unfitted women for 
motherhood. The medical establishment backed the conventional view that women 
were physically and intellectually inferior, a “weaker sex” that would buckle under 
the weight of strong passion, serious thought, or vigorous exercise. Only in their 
much vaunted “femininity” did women have an edge, as nurturers of children and 
men’s better instincts.

The ideal Victorian woman was supposed to 
be domestic and pure, selflessly motivated by the 
desire to serve others rather than fulfill her own 
needs. In particular, her duty was to soothe the 
savage beast her husband might become as he 
fought in the jungle of free trade. Her role pre­
scribed by Coventry Patmore’s wildly popular 
poem. The Angel in the House (1854-1862), the 
model woman would provide her family with an

. . . The ideal Victorian worrum 
was supposed to be domestic and 
pure, selflessly motivated by the 
desire to serve others rather than 
fulfill her own needs.
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uplifting refuge from the moral squalor of the working world. Only a small portion of
e 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 
domestmity the expected role for welhbom and welhmarried women. Many upper- 
and rniddle-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 mportant part in generating new literary markets targeted at 
women, it provoked devastating satires of time-wasting females by Elizabeth Barrett 

rowning Charles Dickens, and Florence Nightingale, among others. By the 1860s 
with the birth of the department store and modern advertising, leisured iomen were 
also for the first time wooed as consumers and portrayed as smart shoppers.
■ k 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 
unemp oyment 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 
s e 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 
weaTrhvT' Pj-^tcction against assault, desertion, and cruelty, but only a

k proceedings. The Married Women’s Property Acts of
18/0 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 opportunities 
or themselves. The first women’s college opened in London in 1848, and the first 

womens colleges opened at Cambridge in 1869 and at Oxford in 1879-though 
women were not allowed to take Oxbridge degrees. Elizabeth Blackwell, the first
mTsS bv 1 SgTr ''' States

k 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 evil 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 897 of the “personal independence that is the keynote of the

'f' k" r ' ^ ^ themselves on their bicycles; they go about as they
p • • • • or the first time in man’s history it is regarded as a right and proper thing 
to trust a girl 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 mae-
foundtIFIf “F°'-ward, but not too fast.” Antisuffragists of both sexes
found willing allies among those who regarded women as weak and unworldly, bet-
er equipped for housekeeping than speechmaking. As the nineteenth century
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waned, many women and most men would still have endorsed Dickens’s parodic 
view of the public woman, Mrs Jellyby in Bleak House: she is so focused on mission­
ary work in Africa that she cannot see the lamentable state of her family in the 
very next room.

The Age of Empire

I contend that we are the first race in the world, and the more of 
the world we inhabit, the better it is for the human race.

—Cecil Rhodes

With the prime meridian conveniently located at Greenwich, just southeast of 
London, Victorians could measure all the world in relation to a British focal point, 
culturally as well as geographically. Abroad, as at home, it was an Englishman’s duty 
to rule whatever childlike or womanly peoples he came across, for their own good. 
For Queen Victoria, the mission of empire was obvious: “to protect the poor natives 
and advance civilization.” The conviction of innate superiority was reinforced by 
the implacable desire of British business to dominate world markets. The vast size of 
Britain’s naval and commercial fleets and its head start in industrial production 
helped the cause, and Britain’s military and commercial might was unsurpassed. Vic­
torian advertising reveals the global realities and hopes of the emerging merchant 
empires. Tetley’s tea ads depicted their plantations in Ceylon, as well as the ships, 
trains, and turbanned laborers that secured “the largest sale in the world.” Pear’s 
Soap advertising campaigns kept up with British expeditionary forces worldwide, 
finding potential customers in temporary adversaries such as the “Fuzzy-Wuzzies” of 
the Sudanese wars or the Boers of South Africa. One advertiser even challenged con­
vention by speaking of “Brightest Africa”—because of the continent’s vast market 
potential.

Yet the empire was hard to assemble and expensive—monetarily and morally—to 
maintain. Slavery was abolished in British domin­
ions in 1833, but many fortunes still depended on 
the cheap production of sugar at West Indian 
plantations, as well as slave-produced cotton from 
the United States. Thus British implication in the 
slave trade remained a volatile issue. All Britain
took sides in the Governor Eyre scandal of 1865, ---------------------------------------------
when the acting governor of Jamaica imposed severe martial law to put down a rebel­
lion by plantation workers. Carlyle, Dickens, and Ruskin supported the executions and 
floggings, while John Stuart Mill sought to have Eyre tried for murder.

Closer to home, the perennial “Irish Question” resurfaced urgently during the 
potato famine of 1845-1847. Through the British government’s callousness and in­
eptitude, a million and a half Irish died of starvation and disease and an equal num­
ber emigrated. In the wake of this disaster, the Irish engaged in rebellions, uprisings, 
and massive political efforts to gain parliamentary “Home Rule” for Ireland. But con­
cern about the unity of the Empire, the safety of Protestants in the north of Ireland,

Yet the empire was hard 
to assemble and expensive— 

monetarily and morally—to

maintain.
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and the supposed inability of the Irish to govern themselves led Parliament to defeat 
all enorts at Irish autonomy during Victoria’s reign.
rK j the popular imagination for the first time through
he so-called Indian Mutiny” of 1857-1859, a broad-based rebellion against the East 
ndia Company, the commercial entity that ruled most of India. The gory details of

extensive British reprisals,tiled the press and inflamed the public. The crown now took possession, and hence- 
orth 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- 
jme an rmporeant setting for the “Great Game" of espionage to prevem foreign 
destabilization of British interests worldwide.

In the second half of the century, frequent and often bungled conflicts riveted pub­
lic attention. The Crimean War of 1854-1856, in which Britain fought on the side of 

urkey 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 Brigatk. 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 colonial wars. A veteran of the Crimea, General George Gordon 
rose to fame in 1860 capturing Peking and protecting far-flung Britons in the Second 
Opium War. But in 1884 he and several thousand others were massacred at Khartoum 
in t e Sudan after a yearh siege by religiously inspired rebels. Governmental dithering

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
20,000 dL^d concentration camps, where

Many viewed these conflicts as part of “the White Man’s burden,” as 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 ar­
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 

ictoria complained of the “overbearing and offensive behavior” of the Indian Civil 
Service for tiding to trample on the people and continually reminding them and 
ma mg them feel that they are a conquered people.” Like the growth of Victorian 
cities, the unplanned agglomeration of British colonies involved such a haphazard 
mixture of econontic expansion, high-minded sentiment, crass exploitation, political 
expediency, and blatant racism that it apparently had no clear rationale. “We seem,”
— ^ --------------------------- said Cambridge historian J. R. Seeley in 1883,
Victorians did not only go to the “to have conquered and peopled half the world

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 them. home to them. Britain and especially London

— became a magnet for all manner of people and
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things, a world within a world. There were many distinguished foreign sojourners at 
the center of empire. Among the artists, exiles, and expatriates who visited or stayed 
were the deposed Erench emperor Louis Napoleon, the painters Vincent Van Gogh 
and James McNeill Whistler, and the writers Arthur Rimbaud, Paul Verlaine, and 
Stephen Crane. Many of the era’s great images and cultural moments came from out­
siders: London was memorably painted by Claude Monet, anatomized by Henry 
James, serenaded by Frederic Chopin and Franz Liszt, and entertained by Buffalo Bill. 
It received possibly its most searching critique from Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, 
who drafted the Communist Manifesto there in 1847. Not only the country’s prosper­
ity and cultural prestige attracted people, but also its tolerance and democracy. De­
spite the wage slavery and imperialist ideology that he saw only too clearly, Engels 
was forced to admit: “England is unquestionably the freest—that is, the least un­
free—country in the world. North America not excepted.”
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The Age of Reading

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

—George Eliot
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Color Plate 12 Uplifting Art. William Holman Hunt, The Aieakenmg Conscience, 1853. A 
“kept” woman (she wears no wedding ring) and her lover have been blithely singing at the piano 
when suddenly she has a spiritual revelation: she sees the light and realizes it is not too late to reform. 
The painting is full of symbolic details: the cat toying with the bird suggests the true nature of the gen­
tleman’s relationship with his mistress; the glove carelessly tossed aside hints at her probable future as 
a prostitute. Ruskin wrote, “the very hem of the poor girl’s dress, at which the painter has laboured so 
closely, thread by thread, has a story in it, if we think how soon its pure whiteness may he soiled with 
dust and rain, her outcast feet failing in the street.” The sunny garden reflected in the mirror symbol­
izes the possibility of redemption if she can escape the importuning arms that encircle her. (Copyright © 
Tate Gallery, London/Art Resource, New York. Tate Gallery, London, Great Britain.)

Color Plate 13 London Labor. Ford Madox Brown, Work, 1852-1865. Inspired by the sight of 
men laying sewers in London, this Dickensian novel of a painting portrays work across the entire 
social spectmm. Brown called the young British excavator in the center “The outward and visible type 
of Work”—he is the hero, “the strong fully developed navvy who does his work and loves his beer.” 
On horseback is a very rich gentleman, “probably a Colonel in the army, with a seat in Parliament, 
and fifteen thousand a year” and his daughter. Standing on the right are two influential intellectuals. 
Thomas Carlyle and the Reverend F. D. Maurice (who founded the Working Man’s College where 
Brown taught art); they are “the brain workers, who seeming to be idle, work, and are the cause of well 
ordained work and happiness, in others.” The beer seller, who grew up in the slums of Birmingham, is 
“humpbacked, dwarfish, and . . . vulgar,” yet has prospered through energy and hard work: “in his way 
he also is a sort of hero.” The flower seller is a “ragged wretch who has never been taught to work.” 
The neglected children are motherless, as “the baby’s black ribbons and their extreme dilapidation 
indicate,” and “the care of the two little ones is an anxious charge for the elder girl.” (Copyright © 
Manchester An Gallery.)



Zlolor Plates 14 and 15 Daughter of Eve. Augustus Egg, Past and Present, No. I (above) and Past and 
'resent, No. 3 (below), 1858. Past and Present tells the story of an adulterous woman’s downfall in three scenes, 
n the first, the distraught husband holds the letter that has just revealed his wife’s infidelity; she lies prostrate 
ivith grief and shame, while the house of cards their children are building collapses (on the wall one picture de­
picts the expulsion of Adam and Eve from Eden: the other shows a shipwreck). The third scene takes place five 
;:ears later; the mother is now a homeless outcast, huddled under a bridge with her illegitimate child (behind 
Per a poster advertises two plays. Victims and The Cure for Love, while another describes “Pleasure Excursions to 
Paris”). Meanwhile, in the second scene (not illustrated here) her two orphaned daughters gaze forlornly at the 
same moon as their mother, from whom they are forever separated. Egg’s use of symbolic detail recalls Holman 
Hunt’s The Awakening Conscience (Color Plate 12), another version of the theme of the “fallen woman.” (Tate 
Jallery, London, Great Britain. Tate, London/Art Resource, New York.)

Color Plate 16 Repining or Repenting? William Morris, Guenevere, or La Belle Iseult, 1858. 
Morris published his first book of poems. The Defence of Guenevere, in March 1858, and this painting 
was long believed to depict Guenevere, King Arthur’s adulterous queen, standing beside her rumpled 
bed. Arthurian themes were enormously popular among the Victorians (Tennyson published his first 
Idylls of the King in 1858). But the picture is now thought to portray Queen Iseult grieving over the 
absence of her exiled lover. Sir Tristram. Either way, the brooding posture of the “fallen woman” is 
accentuated by the sensuous richness of her dress and surroundings: the illuminated missal, Turkish 
carpet, and elaborately patterned hangings and tapestries. The model was Jane Burden, whom Morris 
married the following year. (Tate Gallery, London/Art Resource, New York. Tate Gallery, London, 
Great Britain.)



Color Plate 17 Unearthly Longing. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The Blessed Damozel, 1871-1879. Rossetti based 
this painting on his poem The Blessed Damozel, written before he was 20 years old. The Damozel, surrounded by 
angels, leans over the golden bar of Heaven and gazes wistfully down toward her lover below on earth. The painting 
is split into two parts—rather like a Renaissance altarpiece—emphasizing the separation of the lovers. (Board of 
Trustees of The National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside [Lady Lever Art Gallery, Port Sunlight].)

Color Plate 18 Fireworks in Court. James McNeill Whistler, Nocturne in Black and Gold: The 
tailing Rocket, 1875. Working at the limit of representation, Whistler aggressively opposed the literary, 
anecdotel qualities of Pre-Raphaelite and mainstream Victorian art. This painting of fireworks explod­
ing at the &emome Gardens amusement park so riled the critic John Ruskin that he wrote. “1 have 
seen and heard, much of Cockney impudence before now; but never expected to hear a coxcomb ask 
two hundred guineas for flinging a pot of paint in the public’s face.” Whistler sued Ruskin for libel, and 
Whistler s brilliant defense of his work at the ensuing trial paved the way for the impressionist and ab­
stract styles of the modem era. (For Whistler’s manifesto of art for art’s sake, see his “Ten O’Clock” 
lecture.) (Detroit Institute of Arts. Gift of Dexter M. Ferry, Jr. 46.309. The Bridgeman Art Lihrary Inc )



Color Plate 19 Death of a Female Artist. John Williams Waterhouse. The Lady of Shaba 1888. 
Tennyson’s poem The Lady of Shaba inspired many Victorian paintings, including one by Holman 
Hunt Hunt shows the lady imprisoned in her tower; Waterhouse depicts her floating down the 
river’s dim expanse / Like some bold seer in a trance” toward Camelot. The painting shows her 
loosening the boat’s chain and “singing her last song,” as in the poem, but Waterhouse has ac^^ded 
the crucL and candles. (Copyright © Tate Gallery, LondonlArc Resource, New York. Tate Gallery, 

London. Great Britain.)

Color Plate 20 Late Victorian Languor. Sir Edward Burne-Jones, Love Among the Rums, 1894 
The painting’s title is taken from Robert Browning’s poem, but it is not so much an illustration of the 
poem as a romantic evocation of its subject. The languid poses and pale faces, sumptuous colors and 
Lnnng drapery, show how the Pre-Raphaelite influence continued late in the century. Unlike narra­
tive paintings (such as Manana, The Awakening Conscience, and Past and Present Color Plates 11, 1 , 
14 and 15), there is no story to be “read” in the details. As Burne-Jones wrote, “1 mean by a picture a 
beautiful romantic dream of something that never was, never will be-in a better light than any h Jt 
that ever shone—in a land that no-one can define or remember, only desire—and the forms divinely 

beautiful.” (The National Trust Photo Library.)
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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 successive “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 impact 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 pressure 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 current events, or to make adjustments 
based on sales and reviews. For their part, readers experienced literature as an ongo­
ing part of their lives. They had time to absorb and interpret their reading, and even 
to influence the outcome 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
vent the demise of a third.

The close relationship authors shared with their public had its drawbacks: writ­
ers had to censor their content to meet the prim standards of “circulating library 
morality.” In keeping with the Evangelical temper of the times, middle-class Victo­
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
reted out by publishers and libraries. Even revered poets such as Tennyson and Bar­
rett Browning found themselves edited by squeamish publishers.

A better testimony to the intelligence and 
perceptiveness of the Victorian reading public is 
the fact that so many of today’s classics were 
best-sellers then, including the novels of the 
Brontes, Dickens, and George Eliot; the poetry of 
Tennyson, Elizabeth and Robert Browning, and 
Christina Rossetti; and the essays of Carlyle,
Ruskin, and Arnold. These works were addressed 
to readers who had an impressive level of literary 
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. 
It was an era of outstanding, influential periodicals that combined entertaining writ­
ing with intellectual substance: politically oriented quarterlies such as the Whig 
Edinburgh Review and the Benthamite Westminster Review; more varied monthlies 
such as Fraser’s Magazine, where Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus first appeared, and Comhill, 
which published works by Ruskin, Thackeray, Eliot, Trollope, and Hardy; the satiri­
cal weekly Punch, still published today; and Dickens’s low-priced weeklies Household

A testimony to the 
intelligence and perceptiveness 
of the Victorian reading public 
is the fact that so many 
of today’s classics were 
bestsellers then. . . .
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A NOVEL FACT.
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Cailoon from Punch magazine, 1867.

Words and All the Year Round for a more general readership. As a rule, the public had 
faith in the press, regarding it as a forum essential to the progress and management of 
democracy. At the same time, as political and cultural power 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 dismayed 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 spirit they had once read the Bible.” Robert Browning lived to see 
an international proliferation of Browning Societies, dedicated to expounding his 
supposed moral teachings. Hero worship was yet another Victorian invention.

The Age oe Self-Scrutiny

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, renowned 
for Its variety and plenitude. Their writing is distinguished by its particularity, eccen­
tricity, long-windedness, earnestness, ornateness, fantasy, humor, experimentation, 
and self-consciousness. As befits a scientific age, most authors exhibited a willingness 
to experiment with new forms of representation, coupled with a penchant for realism.
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a love of closely observed detail: Tennyson was famous for his myopic descriptions 
of flowers; Browning transcribed tics of speech like a clinical psychologist, Eliot 
compared her scenes to Dutch genre paintings; and Dickens indignantly defended 
the accuracy of his characterization and the plausibility of his plots. Sustained labot 
was as important as keen observation: “lyric” poems ran to hundreds of lines, novels 
spanned a thousand pages, essayists constructed lengthy paragraphs with three or four 
generous sentences. One single book, alternately discredited and revered, under­
pinned 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 universe; knowledge of it immensely deepens one’s appreciation

of the time. _________ ___________________ _
Like the photographic close-ups invented by 

Julia Margaret Cameron, much Victorian litera-
ture tries to get at what Matthew Arnold called tries to get at what Matthew 
“the buried life” of individuals struggling for iden­
tity in a commercial, technocratic society. In the 
1830s Carlyle was already alluding to “these auto­
biographical times of ours.” Autobiography rapidly 
assumed new importance as a literary form, driven 
by the apparent necessity of each person working 
out a personal approach to the universe and a po­
sition within the culture. As Matthew Arnold announced in 1853, “the dialogue of the 

mind with itself has commenced.”
Often written under intense emotional pressure, nonfiction ptose on social or 

aesthetic issues turned into an art form as personal as lyric poetry, expressing the writ­
ers’ interior lives as well as their ideas. Yet the very variety of disguised or semiautobi- 
ographical forms (such as the dramatic monologue) suggests that introspection pro­
duced its own moral perplexities. In a culture that stressed action, production, civic 
duty, and family responsibility, such apparently self-indulgent self-scrutiny might 
well seem unworthy: “I sometimes hold it half a sin / To put in words 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, 
devotional poems, travelogues, novels of religious or emotional crisis, intimate essays,
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Arnold called “the buried life” 

of individuals struggling for 

identity in a commercial, 

technocratic society.

The Major Genres
Victorian literature is remarkable in that there were three great literary genres, non­
fiction prose emerged 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, Darwin, Arnold, Nightingale, Pater, and Wilde achieved classic status by 
virtue of their distinctive styles and force of intellect. In richly varied rhythms they 
record the process of original minds seeking to understand the relation of individuals 
to nature and culture in the new industrial world. Though their works might be cate­
gorized as religion, politics, aesthetics, or science, all these authors wrote revealingly 
of their intellectual development, and all explored the literary resources of the lan­
guage, from simile and metaphor to fable and fantasy. Oscar Wilde argued for the
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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 opportune art of the modern world.”

Poets struggled to refute this sentiment. Poetry commanded more respect than 
prose as a literary genre, but despite the immense success of Tennyson, it gradually 
lost ground in popularity. Whether this occurred because of, or in spite of, poetry’s 
deliberate cultivation of a mass audience is difficult to say. But whereas Victorians 
regarded the Romantic poets as visionaries who opened dazzling new vistas onto the 
self and nature, they encouraged contemporary poets to keep their ideas down to 
earth, to offer practical advice about managing the vicissitudes of 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 
moral content that the public could grasp and apply. Carlyle’s famous admonition in 
Sartor Resartus set the tone for the period: “Close thy Byron; open thy Goethe." In 
other words, forget the tormented introspection and alienation associated with By- 
ronic heroes; 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 influence from the Romantics— 
Tennyson acknowledged Keats, Shelley was an early 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 rhythms, 
stanzas, topics, words, and ideas. Contemporary social concerns vied with—and 
sometimes merged into—Greek mythology and Arthurian legend as subject matter. 
Swinburne and Hopkins engaged in verbal pyrotechnics 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 Rossetti whittled her lines down to a thought-teasing pu­
rity; Arthur Symons and William Ernest Henley adapted French fers litre to create 
modern “free verse.”

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 lines to fit the rhythms of their speak­
ers’ thoughts, poets acquired a more conversational tone and 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 person 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 
suggested by the initially disorienting array of developments 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.
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. . . Though nonfiction prose 

and poetry flourished, the 

Victorian era is still considered 

the great age of British fiction.

Though nonfiction prose and poetry flour­
ished, the Victorian era is still considered the 
great age of British fiction. Novelists strove to 
embody the character and genius of the time.
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 autobiographical frames 
for essays and histories. The novels themselves generally explored the relation be­
tween individuals and their society through the mechanism of a central love plot, 
around which almost any subject could be investigated, including the quest for self- 
knowledge, religious crises, industrialism, education, women’s roles, crime and pun­
ishment, or the definition of gentlemanliness.

Convoluted by later standards, Victorian novels received their most famous as­
sessment from Henry James, who regarded them as “loose baggy monsters.” The Eng­
lish novel, he said, is “a treasure house of detail, but an indifferent whole.” Shrewd as 
the observation was, it overlooks the thematic density that unifies Dickens’s sprawl­
ing three-deckers; the moral consciousness that registers every nuance of thought in 
George Eliot’s rural panoramas; the intricate narrative structures and ardent self­
questioning that propel the tormented romances of the Brontes. Their novels work 
within an established social frame, focusing on the characters’ freedom to act within 
fairly narrow moral codes in an unpredictable universe; they deal with questions of 
social responsibility and personal choice, the impulses of passion and the dictates of 
conscience. Yet even as they portrayed familiar details of contemporary social life, 
novelists challenged the confines of “realist” fiction, experimenting with multiple 
perspectives, unreliable narrators, stories within stories, direct appeals to the reader.
and strange extremes of behavior.

The Role of Art in Society
“The past for poets, the present for pigs.” This polemical statement by the painter 
Samuel Palmer sums up much of the period’s literary debate. Because Victorian 
times seemed so thoroughly to break from the past, “modern” became a common 
but often prejudicial word. Was there anything of lasting artistic value to be found 
in ordinary everyday life? Many writers felt there was not; they preferred to in­
dulge instead in what Tennyson called the “passion of the past.” Most poetry 
shunned the details of contemporary urban existence, and even the great novelists 
like Dickens, Eliot, and Thackeray situated much of their work in the pre- 
Victorian world of their parents. Some of this writing was escapist, but many au­
thors saw in earlier times a more ethically and aesthetically coherent world that 
could serve as a model for Victorian social reform. The Pre-Raphaelite painters 
and their literary allies sought out medieval models, while Matthew Arnold 
returned to the Greco-Roman classics: “They, at any rate, knew what they wanted 
in art, and we do not.”

But another group vigorously disagreed; they stressed the importance of creating 
an up-to-date art that would validate or at least grapple with the uniqueness of Vic­
torian life. In Aurora Leigh Elizabeth Barrett Browning contended that “this live
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throbbing age” should take precedence over all other topics; “if there’s room for poets 
in this world,” she said, “Their sole work is to represent the age / Their age, not 
Charlemagne’s.” In 1850 the critic F. G. Stephens argued that poets should empha­
size “the poetry of the things about us; our railways, factories, mines, roaring cities, 
steam vessels, and the endless novelties and wonders produced every day.” As the 
century wore on, there was a broadening in social scope: the life of the working 
classes became a serious literary topic, and 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; George Gissing, whose first wife was a prostitute, docu­
mented in harsh detail “the nether world” of backstreet London.

Whether they favored the past or present as a literary landscape, whether they 
criticized or lauded the times they lived in, 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 to the public desire for instruction and reas­
surance. They recognized the force of John Stuart Mill’s remark: “Whatever we may 
think or affect to think of the present age, we cannot get out of it; we must suffer 
with its sufferings, and enjoy with its enjoyments; we must share in its lot.”

Amid all this energetic literary production, 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, while Evangelicals were suspicious of art’s appeal to the senses 
and emotions rather than the soul and the conscience. “All poetry is misrepresenta­
tion,” said the founder of Utilitarianism, Jeremy Bentham, who could not see how 
fanciful words might be of service to humanity. Such was the temper of the time that 
writers strove mightily to prove that audiences could derive moral and religious ben­
efit from impractical things like circuses or watercolors. Even secular critics 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 turn to poetry to interpret life 
for us, to console us, to sustain us.”

The great expectations most Victorians had for their literature inevitably pro­
duced reactions against such 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 London during the 1860s. Yet in comparison to 
other literary forms, little of lasting value remains. Though leading authors such as 
Browning, Tennyson, and Henry James tried their hand at writing for the stage, it 
was not until the 1890s, with the sophisticated wit of Oscar 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 serious drama had been prepared by the wonderfully clever musicals of W. S. 
Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan, which satirized such topics as Aestheticism (Patience, 
1881), the House of Lords (lolanthe, 1882), and the struggle for sexual 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 theatrical 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
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words, that “there is no such thing as a moral or an 
immoral book. Books are well written or badly 
written. That is all.” In an era of practicality, art 
declared its freedom by positing its sheer useless­
ness. Wilde argued that it is “through Art, and 
through Art only, that we can shield ourselves 
from the sordid perils of actual existence.” Thus 
many authors at the end of the Victorian period re­
nounced the values that characterize the age as a 
whole.

And yet the Aesthetes were still quintessentially Victorian in feeling that, as 
writers, they had to expose their inner being, whether uplifting or shocking, to the 
public gaze. In their thoughts and deeds, but especially in their words, writers were ex­
pected to harness their autobiographical impulses to society’s need for guidance and 
amusement—or even outrage. “I never travel without my diary,” one of Wilde’s char­
acters remarks: “One should always have something sensational to read in the train.”

Every generalization about the Victorians comes with a ready-made contradic­
tion: they were materialist but religious, self-confident but insecure, monstrous 
exploiters who devoted themselves to humane reforms; they were given to blanket 
pronouncements about the essential nature of sexes and races, the social order, and 
the Christian universe, but they relentlessly probed the foundations of their thought; 
they demanded a moral literature and thrilled to mindless page-turners. Yet in all 
these matters they were constantly concerned with rules, codes of duty and behavior, 
their places in a complex and often frustrating social order. Even the alienated rebels 
of the 1890s cared intensely (a favorite word) what people thought and how shock­
ing their calculated transgressions might make them.

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 their own free-thinking independence. “Queen 
Victoria 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 about all over the place hap­
hazardly.” But the end of the Victorian period is 
now more than a century past, and the winds of 
change have blown many Victorian ideas back 
into favor. More and more readers delight to dis­
cover beneath the stiff manners and elaborate 
conventions of a bygone era an anxious, humor­
ous, dynamic people very much like ourselves.

For additional resources on the Victorians, including an interactive timeline of the period, 
go to The Longman Anthology of British Literature Web site at www.myliteraturekit.com.
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"... there is no such thing 

as a moral or an immoral book. 

Books are well written or badly 

written.”

—Oscar Wilde
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