
The The VictorianVictorian
AgeAge

(1832(1832--1901)1901)

TemperTemper, , ValuesValues and and 
LiteraryLiterary ExpressionExpression



MainMain historyhistory eventsevents

18321832: the First : the First ReformReform BillBill
18331833: : AbolitionAbolition of of SlaverySlavery
18371837: Victoria : Victoria becomesbecomes queenqueen
18381838: : ChartistChartist MovementMovement ((tilltill
1848)1848)
18471847: 10 : 10 HoursHours Factory Factory ActAct
18511851: The Great : The Great ExhibitionExhibition
18591859: Darwin: Darwin’’s s OriginOrigin of of SpeciesSpecies



18611861--6565: American : American CivilCivil WarWar
18671867: : SecondSecond ReformReform Bill (town Bill (town 
labourerslabourers))
18751875: : TradeTrade Union Union ActAct (under (under DisraeliDisraeli))
18761876: Queen Victoria : Queen Victoria mademade EmpressEmpress of of 
IndiaIndia
18841884: : ThirdThird ReformReform Bill (Bill (ruralrural and and miningmining
areasareas))
18991899--19021902: the : the BoerBoer War in South AfricaWar in South Africa
19011901: Death of Queen Victoria: Death of Queen Victoria



The The VictorianVictorian TemperTemper//Compromise//Compromise

““ItIt waswas the best of the best of timestimes, , itit waswas the the worstworst of of 
timestimes, , itit waswas the the ageage of of wisdomwisdom, , itit waswas the the 

ageage of of foolishnessfoolishness, , itit waswas the the epochepoch of of 
beliefbelief, , itit waswas thth epochepoch of of incredulityincredulity, , itit waswas
the season of Light, the season of Light, itit waswas the season of the season of 

DarknessDarkness, , itit waswas the the springspring of of hopehope, , itit waswas
the the winterwinter of of despairdespair, , wewe hadhad evrythingevrything
beforebefore usus, , wewe werewere allall goinggoing direct direct toto

HeavenHeaven, , wewe werewere allall goinggoing direct direct 
the the otherother way way …”…”

((A Tale of A Tale of TwoTwo CitiesCities, 1859), 1859)



EconomicEconomic growthgrowth and Empireand Empire
Great Great expansionexpansion of London of London –– 6,5 6,5 millionmillion
people people byby 1900 1900 
London London asas the worldthe world’’s s bankerbanker
IndustrializationIndustrialization at at itsits climaxclimax
ImportImport--export market at export market at itsits apexapex (free (free 
tradetrade))
England England waswas the worldthe world’’s s foremostforemost imperialimperial
power power –– ““the White Manthe White Man’’s s burdenburden””
FlourishingFlourishing of of missionarymissionary societiessocieties in in 
India, Asia and AfricaIndia, Asia and Africa



1830: opening of the 1830: opening of the LiverpoolLiverpool--
ManchesterManchester RailwayRailway (first (first steamsteam--
poweredpowered railwayrailway) ) –– traintrain



EnthusiasmEnthusiasm aboutabout progress (e.g. progress (e.g. 
MacaulayMacaulay’’s s essaysessays) vs ) vs critiquecritique of the of the 
samesame (Arnold(Arnold’’s s melancholymelancholy poetrypoetry))
DoubleDouble reactionreaction toto industrialisationindustrialisation: : 
satisfactionsatisfaction//worryworry; ; 
glorificationglorification//disenchantmentdisenchantment; ; 
gain/loss; gain/loss; meliorismmeliorism//agnosticismagnosticism
E.B.BrowningE.B.Browning’’ss ““The The CryCry of the of the 
ChildrenChildren”” (1843) (1843) –– literatureliterature of social of social 
protestprotest (vs (vs terribleterrible conditionsconditions in in 
factoriesfactories and and coalcoal--minesmines))



The The ““ConditionCondition of Englandof England”” novelsnovels (1840s(1840s--
1850s): Charles 1850s): Charles KingsleyKingsley, Elizabeth , Elizabeth GaskellGaskell, , 
Benjamin Benjamin DisraeliDisraeli..
Charles DickensCharles Dickens’’s and John s and John RuskinRuskin’’s s 
lamentationslamentations vs progress and vs progress and technologytechnology
StrenuousStrenuous social social enterpriseenterprise vs vs RomanticRomantic
solipsismsolipsism and and introspectionintrospection ((oftenoften
misinterpretedmisinterpreted byby laterlater generationsgenerations, e. g. , e. g. 
Orlando Orlando –– ““GiantGiant cauliflowerscauliflowers toweredtowered deck deck 
aboveabove deck deck tilltill theythey rivalledrivalled …… the the elmelm treestrees
themselvesthemselves””))
1851: The Crystal Palace 1851: The Crystal Palace –– exhibitionexhibition of of 
modernmodern industryindustry and scienceand science



MoralMoral valuesvalues and and attitudesattitudes

Queen VictoriaQueen Victoria
““The The matriarchmatriarch of of 

EuropeEurope””

earnestnessearnestness, , 
moralmoral responsibilityresponsibility, , 

domesticdomestic proprietypropriety
((asas mothermother, , wifewife and and 

thenthen widowwidow))

http://ast.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imaxen:Queen_Victoria_Golden_Jubilee.jpg


An An ageage of of transitiontransition::

““WeWe are living in are living in anan ageage of of transitiontransition””
(J. S. (J. S. MillMill, 1831), 1831)
““The Old The Old hashas passedpassed awayaway, , butbut alasalas, , 
the New the New appearsappears notnot in in itsits steadstead”” (T. (T. 
CarlyleCarlyle, 1831), 1831)
““WanderingWandering betweenbetween twotwo worldsworlds, one , one 
dead, / The dead, / The otherother powerlesspowerless toto bebe
bornborn”” (M. Arnold, 1855) (M. Arnold, 1855) 



ObsessionObsession withwith moralmoral purposespurposes, duty, , duty, 
pragmatismpragmatism vs vs RomanticRomantic introspectionintrospection
““VictorianVictorian”” wronglywrongly employedemployed asas synonymsynonym of of 
prudishprudish and and oldold--fashionedfashioned
ManyMany VictoriansVictorians vs vs hackneyedhackneyed VictorianVictorian
sacredsacred cowscows ((especiallyespecially in the 1890s):in the 1890s):
Walter Pater and the Walter Pater and the aestheticaesthetic movementmovement
FinFin--dede--sisièèclecle attitudeattitude
Samuel Samuel ButlerButler, , The Way of The Way of AllAll FleshFlesh (1903)(1903)
BeginningBeginning of of modernistmodernist movementmovement (Yeats, (Yeats, 
HardyHardy, Conrad, Shaw), Conrad, Shaw)



The Woman The Woman 
QuestionQuestion



No right to vote till 1918 (30: minimum 
age); 1928: franchise to all adult women
1857: The Divorce and Matrimonial
Causes Act – establishment of a civil
divorce court
Divorce allowed only to women victims
of violence, incest, bigamy or other acts
of cruelty – yet very expensive practice
1870-1908: Women’s Property Acts
Limited educational and professional
opportunities



⇒⇒ Debates and protests, yet essentially
a middle-class phenomenon
Tennyson, The Princess, 1847: utopia 
of an only-for-females university
1848: first women’s college in London
By start 20th century: 12 universities
open to women
Most lower-class women still working 
under appalling conditions in factories, 
mines (till the 1870s) and fields



Unemployment – prostitution (“the fallen
woman”)
Middle-class unmarried women –
governess (within and without the 
family)
The “governess novel” – Jane Eyre
(1847)
Theory of the “separate spheres” (of the 
“hearth/heart” for women)
Coventry Patmore’s poem The Angel in 
the House (1854-62)



Apparent exaltation of woman’s 
goodness and wisdom
Oppressive domestic ideology
Reaction at the end of the century: the 
“New Woman”
Vs double standards of morality
Struggle for equal education (e.g. 
Oxbridge)
Struggle of equal political rights
Suffragettes (Head: Emmeline
Pankhurst)



Religion and other creeds
Church of England – fragmentation
Evangelical (Low Church) – Christian 
zeal, strict Puritan ethical code, vs 
worldliness
Broad Church – open to progress in 
thought, vs divisions between Low and 
High Church (“liberal protestants”)
High Church – the “Oxford Movement” or 
Tractarianism (Newman): “Catholic” side; 
call back to the origins of the Church



Dissenters / Nonconformists
Baptists

Methodists

Congregationalists

Other Protestants (e. g. 
Presbyterians)



Rationalist creeds

Utilitarianism (Benthamism; 
Philosophical Radicalism – Jeremy 
Bentham and J.S. Mill)
Goal of life: maximise pleasure
Criterion: the greatest pleasure to the 
greatest number
“Facts, facts, facts…..” (Hard Times, 
1854 – Comte and positivism)



Darwin, Lyell and the scientific creed
Higher Criticism of the Bible (D. F. 
Strauss’s Das Leben Jesus, trans. by Eliot 
in 1846)
Man reduced to “nothingness”
Tennyson: the stars are “Cold fires, yet with
power to burn and brand / his nothingness
into man” (Maud, 1855)
1859: Origin of Species depriving man of 
his special place in the universe (reaffirmed
by The Descent of Man, 1871)



Alternative Alternative ““faithsfaiths””
Art Art asas religionreligion –– the the AesthetesAesthetes
ReligionReligion of of HUmanityHUmanity –– SwinburneSwinburne
UnbeliefUnbelief ((atheismatheism or or nihilismnihilism) ) ––
Davidson and Davidson and ThomsonThomson
ReligionReligion of Nature and of Nature and DeismDeism ––
Hopkins (man Hopkins (man ableable toto capturecapture the the 
divine in nature through divine in nature through reasonreason))



““The The multitudemultitude of of thoughtsthoughts onlyonly breedsbreeds
increasedincreased uncertaintyuncertainty”” (John Stuart (John Stuart MillMill))

““ThereThere liveslives more more faithfaith in in honesthonest doubtdoubt, , 
…… thanthan in in halfhalf the the creedscreeds”” ((TennysonTennyson))

““O O godgod –– ifif therethere isis a a GodGod –– savesave mymy
soul soul –– ifif I I havehave a soula soul””



LiteraryLiterary expressionexpression: : 
genresgenres and and poeticspoetics

The The VictorianVictorian novelnovel: : ““a window a window 
lookinglooking intointo realityreality”” ……. . realitiesrealities

VictorianVictorian poetrypoetry: : discordantdiscordant
voicesvoices



The The NovelNovel / And romance?/ And romance?
Social Social problemproblem novelnovel (Elizabeth (Elizabeth GaskellGaskell))
NovelNovel of of mannersmanners/satire (William /satire (William 
ThackerayThackeray))
HumanitarianHumanitarian novelnovel (Charles Dickens)(Charles Dickens)
PsychologicalPsychological novelnovel (R. L. Stevenson and (R. L. Stevenson and 
BrontBrontëë sisters sisters –– ““Victorian GothicVictorian Gothic””))
Naturalistic novel (Thomas Hardy; George Naturalistic novel (Thomas Hardy; George 
Eliot Eliot –– charactercharacter--focused)focused)
Nonsensical novel (Lewis Nonsensical novel (Lewis CarollCaroll))



PoetryPoetry: key : key aspectsaspects

ObjectiveObjective, , sociallysocially engagedengaged poeticpoetic
visionvision
MonumentalMonumental poetrypoetry: : celebratingcelebrating
progress and English empire (R. progress and English empire (R. 
Kipling)Kipling)
PoetryPoetry of of antianti--mythmyth: : disenchantmentdisenchantment, , 
disbeliefdisbelief and and doubtdoubt (A. H. (A. H. CloughClough and J. and J. 
ThomsonThomson))
BothBoth voicesvoices in in TennysonTennyson



DecadentDecadent poetrypoetry vs vs ““litteraturelitterature
engagengagééee”” (D. G. Rossetti and A. (D. G. Rossetti and A. 
SwinburneSwinburne))
PictorialPictorial poetrypoetry: visual : visual imagesimages toto
representrepresent emotionsemotions and and situationssituations
Musical Musical poetrypoetry: sound : sound toto conveyconvey
meaningmeaning and mood, and mood, ““wherewhere wordswords
wouldwould notnot”” (e. g. (e. g. UlyssesUlysses: : 
alliterationalliteration and and assonanceassonance))



RomanticRomantic sensibilitysensibility
MelancholyMelancholy and and ennuiennui
Country vs city//community vs Country vs city//community vs individualindividual
Look at the Look at the pastpast / / memorymemory / / yetyet: more : more 
disenchanteddisenchanted (desolate (desolate ruinsruins))
AestheticsAesthetics of the of the fragmentfragment and the and the 
hybridhybrid poempoem (e.g. (e.g. lyriclyric & & dramaticdramatic))
TensionTension beingbeing//becomingbecoming
ButBut: no : no obsessionobsession withwith organicorganic
wholenesswholeness / focus on the search / focus on the search 



HeterogeneousHeterogeneous formsforms and and 
experimentalismexperimentalism

R. Browning: the R. Browning: the dramaticdramatic
monologuemonologue
G. M. Hopkins: G. M. Hopkins: ““sprungsprung rhythmrhythm””
A. A. TennysonTennyson and A. H. and A. H. CloughClough: : 
verseverse tale / narrative tale / narrative poempoem / long / long 
poempoem / medley / medley poempoem / pastiche/ pastiche



AestheticismAestheticism and and DecadenceDecadence

Last Last twotwo decadesdecades of the 19th of the 19th centurycentury
Pioneer: Pioneer: ThThééophileophile GautierGautier –– ““ll’’art pour art pour 
ll’’artart””
BritishBritish pioneerpioneer: Walter Pater: Walter Pater
Art Art asas religionreligion
Art Art asas superiorsuperior toto lifelife
Life Life asas a a ““work of artwork of art”” (intense (intense experienceexperience))
ImmoralityImmorality isis notnot a a flawflaw
DidacticismDidacticism isis notnot anan aimaim
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