Lecture 9

The Victorian Age

[data given in the tables and set with smaller letters are included as background information and are not part of the exam material]

Term: refers to a historical period, not to a literary trend ( diversity in its literature, attitude: (at times contrary tendencies counterbalancing each other), significant differences between the early and the late decades (High Victorian, Late Victorian periods)

Queen Victoria’s long reign (1837-1901): a ‘faster’ age than the previous ones, with significant changes; a sense of ‘haste’[ e.g.: speed – travel by land increased from 12 to 50 miles an hour on land within a few years; population (Great Britain) – 1831: 16 million, 1851: 21 m, 1871: 26 m, ~1900: 27 m] →

 ‘age of transition’ (1831 John Stuart Mill. “The Spirit of the Age”: “mankind have outgrown old institutions and old doctrines, and have not yet acquired new ones”) 
OPTIMISM:

· growing democracy

· 1851 Great Exhibition
- Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace: the building itself a sign of development

· exhibits from all over the world (raw materials, machinery, manufactures, fine arts)

· imperial power, national pride (science, industrial growth) 

· belief that the scientific and industrial progress would lead to equality, happiness for all, man will be perfect, life easy and joyful: (“Nobody ... who has paid any attention to the peculiar features of our present era, will doubt for a moment that we are living at a period of most wonderful transition, which tends rapidly to accomplishthat great end, to which, indeed, all history points – the realization of the unity of mankind.” - a speech by Prince Albert about the exhibition in 1850)

· opportunity: a greater opportunity to rise socially – ‘only’ hard work and resolution are needed (Samuel Smiles: Self-Help 1859)
(
‘gospel of WORK’ (Thomas Carlyle. Past an Present 1843)

· the dignity of work: “blessed is the man who has found his work”, “all work even cotton-spinning, is noble, work is alone noble”

· duty, earnestness and responsibility: also that of the upper classes ( should be leaders, guides (Carlyle: “On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History” 1841) ( the duty and responsibility of literary men: social concern, moral responsibility

FAMILY

· definite roles, duties within the family: the separate sphere for men and women 

“Man for the Field and Woman for the Hearth:

Man for the Sword and for the Needle She:

Man with the Head and Woman with the Heart:

Man to command and Woman to obey;

All else confusion.” (Tennyson. The Princess)

- woman: either an ‘angel in the house’ (C. Patmore) or a ‘fallen woman’

awareness of the lower classes ~ ANXIETY:

· Parliamentary reforms (rather than revolution)

	– representation:
	(1832 Reform Act: some of the ‘rotten boroughs’ removed, electorate increased)

(1834 Poor Law: workhouses)

1848 Chartist movement and it collapse

1867 Second Reform Act: vote for everyone (men) in town, but still open elections

1872 Secret Ballot Act: the real liberation of working-class power

1884, 1885 Reform Acts: vote to all adult males

	- working conditions:
	(1819 prohibition to employ children under 9 in cotton mills)

(1833 limited hours for workers under 18)

1842 Shaftesbury’s Mines Act: forbade the employment of women and children under 10 below ground

1847 ten-hour days for women and children [no control over small workshops]

	- housing and health
	(1832-37 outbreaks of severe epidemics)

1848 Public Health Board


1875 Public Health Act

	- workers’ associations:
	1832-48 Chartist movement (Feargus O’Connor)

1836 London Working Men’s Association (William Lowett)

1870 Labour Representation League

1881 Democratic Federation Henry Hyndman) – later: Social Democratic Federation

1884 Fabian Society (G.B. Shaw)


(
· official reports, inquiries: claim for REALISM, the ‘condition of England’ novel – the appalling living and working condition of the poor, especially in the growing industrial cities like Manchester, Liverpool, Birmingham

· literature: had a strongly moral aspect ~ also in relation to:

problems of religion - DOUBT:

	- scientific challenges leading to agnosticism or to the loss of faith: 
	1830-33 Charles Lyell. Principles of Geology. (evidence for the gradual development of the strata in the earth)

1857 remains of Neanderthal Man discovered

1859 Darwin. Origin of Species by Natural Selection
1868 Thomas Huxley. “On the Physical Basis of Life”

	- Bible criticism, new ‘biographies’ of Christ
	Strauss: Leben Jesu (1835, English translation, G. Eliot: 1846) Renan: Vie de Jesus (1863) Seeley: Ecce Homo (1865)


Reactions: Catholicism, evasion, agnosticism, free thinking (might bring a sense of relief as well as despair,), fear of loss of moral standard, fear of the working classes

(
new models, new moral codes are needed: 

· chivalry (cf. the Arthurian revival)

· classical heroes (cf. ‘classical revival’)

Late decades ~ new generation:

- more detachment from High Victorian values: basic Victorian values challenged, even ridiculed:

Walter Pater. The Renaissance (1873) Conclusion: the role of changing impressions – relativity of knowledge and the sense of solitude (“each mind keeping as a solitary prisoner in his own dream of a world”), the importance of the fleeting moment (“not the fruit of experience but experience is the end”)

Oscar Wilde. The Importance of Being Earnest (1895) – earnestness, work, family, home, love, religion, education – all put to ridicule (points toward the theatre of the absurd)

( MODERNISM at the turn of the century – a different view: though the Victorians saw their age as that of ‘transition’, they still believed that it would lead to a new set of codes, beliefs ( by the end of the century no such belief was possible

