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Victorian Britain:
a brief timeline (1)

• 1829 – Catholic Emancipation

• 1832 – Reform Bill, extending the 
franchise to give representation to 
industrialised cities and to lower property 
qualifications for voting

• 1837 – death of William IV; Victoria 
becomes Queen

• 1838 – People’s Charter initiating the 
Chartist movement



Victorian Britain:
a brief timeline (2)

• 1851 – Great Exhibition

• 1854-1856 – Crimean War

• 1858 – Indian Mutiny

• 1867 – Second Reform Bill, enfranchising 
the male urban working class

• 1868 – Trades Union Congress founded

• 1870, 1882, 1893 – Married Women’s 
Property Acts

• 1876 – Victoria declared Empress of India 



Victorian Britain:
a brief timeline (2)

• 1880-1881 – First Anglo-Boer War

• 1884 – Third Reform Bill, enfranchising 
agricultural labourers

• 1899-1902 – the Second Anglo-Boer War

• 1901 – death of Victoria 



Literature and politics:
the heritage of Romanticism

• the impact of the French Revolution on the 
emergence of Romanticism in Britain: 
William Blake

• William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge – early enthusiasm for the 
Revolution followed by the disenchantment 
with the Terror and the resulting move 
away from politics

• political radicalism of Lord Byron and Percy 
Bysshe Shelley



Percy Bysshe Shelley:
‘England in 1819’

An old, mad, blind, despised, and dying King;

Princes, the dregs of their dull race, who flow

Through public scorn,—mud from a muddy spring;

Rulers who neither see nor feel nor know,

But leechlike to their fainting country cling

Till they drop, blind in blood, without a blow.

A people starved and stabbed in th' untilled field;

An army, whom liberticide and prey

Makes as a two-edged sword to all who wield;

Golden and sanguine laws which tempt and slay;

Religion Christless, Godless—a book sealed;

A senate, Time’s worst statute, unrepealed—

Are graves from which a glorious Phantom may

Burst, to illumine our tempestuous day.



Shelley’s political radicalism

• the immediate context of the poem: the 
‘Peterloo’ massacre in Manchester (1819), 
with 18 people killed and over 400 injured

• condemnation of the monarchy and other 
institutions of the British state during the 
Regency period (1811-1820)

• the call for a revolution



Percy Bysshe Shelley:
from The Masque of Anarchy

Rise like Lions after slumber

In unvanquishable number--

Shake your chains to earth like dew

Which in sleep had fallen on you--

Ye are many -- they are few.



Early Victorian literature:
the focus on reform

• the progressive climate of the early Victorian 
period: economic growth, development in 
transport (growth of the railways) and 
communications (Penny Post (1840))

• early Victorian focus on addressing 
immediate social concerns such as poor relief 
(Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1837-1838))

• conventional Romantic attitudes replaced by 
the spirit of hope in progress and a brighter 
future for all – Lord Tennyson, ‘Locksley Hall’



Lord Tennyson:
from ‘Locksley Hall’ (1)

Here about the beach I wander'd, nourishing a youth sublime

With the fairy tales of science, and the long result of Time;

When the centuries behind me like a fruitful land reposed;

When I clung to all the present for the promise that it closed:

When I dipt into the future far as human eye could see;

Saw the Vision of the world and all the wonder that would be.—

In the Spring a fuller crimson comes upon the robin's breast;

In the Spring the wanton lapwing gets himself another crest;

In the Spring a livelier iris changes on the burnish'd dove;

In the Spring a young man's fancy lightly turns to thoughts of love.

…



Lord Tennyson:
from ‘Locksley Hall’ (2)

Can I but relive in sadness? I will turn that earlier page.

Hide me from my deep emotion, O thou wondrous Mother-Age!

Make me feel the wild pulsation that I felt before the strife,

When I heard my days before me, and the tumult of my life;

Yearning for the large excitement that the coming years would yield,

Eager-hearted as a boy when first he leaves his father's field,

And at night along the dusky highway near and nearer drawn,

Sees in heaven the light of London flaring like a dreary dawn;

And his spirit leaps within him to be gone before him then,

Underneath the light he looks at, in among the throngs of men:

Men, my brothers, men the workers, ever reaping something new:

That which they have done but earnest of the things that they shall do:



Lord Tennyson:
from ‘Locksley Hall’ (3)

For I dipt into the future, far as human eye could see,

Saw the Vision of the world, and all the wonder that would be;

Saw the heavens fill with commerce, argosies of magic sails,

Pilots of the purple twilight dropping down with costly bales;

Heard the heavens fill with shouting, and there rain'd a ghastly dew

From the nations' airy navies grappling in the central blue;

Far along the world-wide whisper of the south-wind rushing warm,

With the standards of the peoples plunging thro' the thunder-storm;

Till the war-drum throbb'd no longer, and the battle-flags were furl'd

In the Parliament of man, the Federation of the world.

There the common sense of most shall hold a fretful realm in awe,

And the kindly earth shall slumber, lapt in universal law.



Lord Tennyson:
from ‘Locksley Hall’ (4)

…

Not in vain the distance beacons. Forward, forward let us range,

Let the great world spin for ever down the ringing grooves of change.

Thro' the shadow of the globe we sweep into the younger day;

Better fifty years of Europe than a cycle of Cathay.

Mother-Age (for mine I knew not) help me as when life begun:

Rift the hills, and roll the waters, flash the lightnings, weigh the Sun.

O, I see the crescent promise of my spirit hath not set.

Ancient founts of inspiration well thro' all my fancy yet.

Howsoever these things be, a long farewell to Locksley Hall!

Now for me the woods may wither, now for me the roof-tree fall.



Lord Tennyson:
from ‘Locksley Hall’ (5)

Comes a vapour from the margin, blackening over heath and holt,

Cramming all the blast before it, in its breast a thunderbolt.

Let it fall on Locksley Hall, with rain or hail, or fire or snow;

For the mighty wind arises, roaring seaward, and I go.



Condition-of-England novels
• the impact of the economic downturn of the 

1840s  and the resulting industrial unrest

• the idea of ‘the two nations’ – the rich and 
the poor – first suggested by Benjamin 
Disraeli in Sybil, or the Two Nations (1845)

• key condition-of-England novels and their 
conciliatory message: Dickens’s Dombey and 
Son (1847-1848) and Hard Times (1854), 
Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton (1848) and 
North and South (1854-1855), Charles 
Kingsley’s Yeast (1848), and Charlotte 
Brontë’s Shirley (1849)



Elizabeth Gaskell:
from preface to Mary Barton (1848)

The more I reflected on this unhappy state of things between those so bound to 
each other by common interests, as the employers and the employed must ever be, 
the more anxious I became to give some utterance to the agony which, from time 
to time, convulses this dumb people; the agony of suffering without the sympathy 
of the happy, or of erroneously believing that such is the case. If it be an error, that 
the woes, which come with ever-returning tide-like flood to overwhelm the 
workmen in our manufacturing towns, pass unregarded by all the sufferers, it is at 
any rate an error so bitter in its consequences to all parties, that whatever public 
effort can do in the way of legislation, or private effort in the way of merciful deeds, 
of helpless love in the way of widow's mites, should be done, and that speedily, to 
disabuse the work-people of so miserable a misapprehension. At present they seem 
to me to be left in a state, wherein lamentations and tears are thrown aside as 
useless, but in which the lips are compressed for curses, and the hands clenched 
and ready to smite.



Later Victorian political fiction

• mechanisms of parliamentary life discussed in 
the Palliser novels of Anthony Trollope, from 
Can You Forgive Her? (1864-1865) to The 
Duke’s Children (1879)

• themes of political and social reform in the 
novels of George Eliot (Felix Holt, the Radical
(1866), Middlemarch (1871-1872), and Daniel 
Deronda (1876))

• the tradition of social problem novels 
continued by George Gissing (Demos (1886), 
The Nether World (1889)) 



Britain and world politics
• echoes of Britain’s political involvement 

overseas in the Victorian historical novel:
– the theme of the emergence of the British colonial 

system in Charles Kingsley’s Westward Ho! (1855) 
and William Makepeace Thackeray The Virginians
(1857-59)

– echoes of the French Revolution and the 
Napoleonic wars in Thackeray’s Vanity Fair (1847-
1848), Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities (1859), and 
Thomas Hardy’s The Trumpet-Major (1882)

• the literary response to the Crimean war: 
Tennyson’s ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ 
(1854)



Lord Tennyson:
‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ 

(1)
I

Half a league, half a league,

Half a league onward,

All in the valley of Death

Rode the six hundred.

“Forward, the Light Brigade!

Charge for the guns!” he said.

Into the valley of Death

Rode the six hundred.

II

“Forward, the Light Brigade!”

Was there a man dismayed?

Not though the soldier knew

Someone had blundered.

Theirs not to make reply,

Theirs not to reason why,

Theirs but to do and die.

Into the valley of Death

Rode the six hundred.



Lord Tennyson:
‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ 

(2)
III

Cannon to right of them,

Cannon to left of them,

Cannon in front of them

Volleyed and thundered;

Stormed at with shot and shell,

Boldly they rode and well,

Into the jaws of Death,

Into the mouth of hell

Rode the six hundred.

IV

Flashed all their sabres bare,

Flashed as they turned in air

Sabring the gunners there,

Charging an army, while

All the world wondered.

Plunged in the battery-smoke

Right through the line they broke;

Cossack and Russian

Reeled from the sabre stroke

Shattered and sundered.

Then they rode back, but not

Not the six hundred.



Lord Tennyson:
‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ 

(3)
V

Cannon to right of them,

Cannon to left of them,

Cannon behind them

Volleyed and thundered;

Stormed at with shot and shell,

While horse and hero fell.

They that had fought so well

Came through the jaws of Death,

Back from the mouth of hell,

All that was left of them,

Left of six hundred.

VI

When can their glory fade?

O the wild charge they made!

All the world wondered.

Honour the charge they made!

Honour the Light Brigade,

Noble six hundred!



‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’
and the Victorian political debate 

• the historical context of the poem: an attack of 
British cavalry against Russian forces at the 
battle of Balaclava (1854), with 156 soldiers 
killed

• Tennyson’s public role as the Poet Laureate

• the ambivalence of the poem’s message: the 
admiration for the courage and patriotism of 
individual soldiers contrasted with the 
questionable decisions of the military 
commanders



Late Victorian imperialism
and its reflection in literature

• romances of adventure – Sir Henry Rider 
Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines (1885) and 
She (1886-1887)

• the echoes of imperialism in Bram Stoker’s 
Dracula (1897)

• the controversial treatment of the theme of 
imperialism and race in Joseph Conrad’s ‘Heart 
of Darkness’ (1899)

• the outspoken racism of Rudyard Kipling’s ‘The 
White Man’s Burden’ (1898) 



Rudyard Kipling:
from ‘The White Man’s Burden’ 

(1898)

Take up the White Man's burden -

Send forth the best ye breed -

Go bind your sons to exile

To serve your captives' need;

To wait in heavy harness

On fluttered folk and wild -

Your new-caught sullen peoples,

Half devil and half child.

…

Take up the White Man's burden -

The savage wars of peace -

Fill full the mouth of famine

And bid the sickness cease;

And when your goal is nearest

The end for others sought,

Watch Sloth and heathen Folly

Bring all your hopes to nought.



Victorian literature and politics:
summary

• Victorian literature as reflective of the broad 
social and political stability of Britain in the 
Victorian era

• the broadening of the political focus of 
Victorian writing from domestic to imperial 
politics

• the movement of Victorian writing from the 
progressive ideals of the early Victorian era to 
the more controversial, and at times explicitly  
racist, values of Western imperialism


