Victorian England  
Queen Victoria’s Rule: 1837-1901
For much of the 20th century, the term Victorian, which literally describes things and events (roughly) in the reign of Queen Victoria, conveyed connotations of "prudish," "repressed," and "old fashioned." Although such associations have some basis in fact, they do not adequately indicate the nature of this complex, paradoxical age that saw great expansion of wealth, power, and culture.

IMPERIALISM

In 1876 Victoria was declared Empress of India and the English Empire was constantly being expanded. The prevailing attitude in Britain was that, for the following reasons, expansion of British control around the globe was good for everyone:

· One, England had an obligation to enlighten and civilize the 'less fortunate savages' of the world (often referred to as the "White Man's Burden").

· Second, they (as a chosen people) had a destiny to fulfil -- they were 'destined' to rule the world. 

· Finally, they needed money, resources, labour, and new markets for expanding industry in England. 

CLASS STRUCTURE

Upper class – did not work, income came from inherited land and investments.

· Aristocrats’ average annual allowances: £30,000

· The aristocracy had a great deal of free time that was filled with social engagements.

· They were expected to marry within their class, which made first cousins fair game.

· Gentlemen (aristocratic men) would be educated at home by a governess or tutor until they were old enough to attend Eton, Harrow, Rugby, Winchester, Westminster, Charterhouse, or a small handful of lesser schools. The curriculum was heavily weighted towards the classics – the languages and literature of Ancient Greece and Rome. After that, they would attend Oxford or Cambridge. 

· Ladies (aristocratic women) took their education, almost entirely, at home. There were boarding schools, but no University, and the studies were very different. She learned French, drawing, dancing, music, and the use of globes. If the school, or the governess, was interested in teaching any practical skills, she learned plain sewing as well as embroidery, and accounts.  
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	· Marriage:  The accepted reasoning was that the career for ladies was marriage.  To get ready for courtship and marriage a girl was groomed like a racehorse.  In addition to being able to sing, play an instrument and speak a little French or Italian, the qualities a young Victorian gentlewoman needed, were to be innocent, virtuous, biddable, dutiful and be ignorant of intellectual opinion. A gentlewoman ensured that the home was a place of comfort for her husband and family from the stresses of Industrial Britain. 

· Etiquette:  A wealthy woman's day was governed by etiquette rules that encumbered her with up to six wardrobe changes a day and the needs varied over three seasons a year.  A lady changed through a wide range of clothing as occasion dictated. 

· A gentleman’s duty was to please his lady by following his own strict rules of propriety.

· Gentlemen belonged to social societies to occupy their time.


Middle class - men performed mental or "clean" work, paid monthly or annually

· Salaries: Upper middle class (merchants, bankers, etc.) £10,000; Middle middle class (doctors, lawyers, clerks) £300-800; Lower middleclass (head teachers, journalists, shopkeepers, etc.) £150-300
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	· The home was regarded as a haven from the busy and chaotic public world of politics and business, and from the grubby world of the factory. Those who could afford to, created cosy domestic interiors with plush fabrics, heavy curtains and fussy furnishings which effectively cocooned the inhabitants from the world outside. The middle-class household contained concrete expressions of domesticity in the form of servants, décor, furnishings, entertainment and clothing.


· The middle class female body was dressed to emphasize a woman’s separation from the world of work.

Working class – men, women, and children who performed physical labour, paid daily or weekly wages.

· Salaries: Labourers, soldiers £25; Sailors and domestic staff £40-75; Skilled workers (carpenters, typesetters, etc.) £75-100
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	· Millions of workers lived in slums or in vacated old decaying upper class houses. The occupants of slums had no sanitation, no water supply, no paved streets, no schools, no law or order, no decent food or new clothing. Many now had to walk miles to mill or factory work, whereas before they had frequently lived in the house or near land where they did their work. Their hours of work began at 5.30.a.m.and were never less than ten. The brutal degrading conditions were so awful that drunkenness and opium taking was usual as their home life had so little to offer. 


· Theses people had very little access to education.

· Servants ate the pickings left over in a rich household.  The average poor mill worker could only afford the very inferior stuff, for example rancid bacon, tired vegetables, green potatoes, tough old stringy meat, tainted bread, porridge, cheese, herrings or kippers. 

· Lower class people did not follow the “proper” rules of courtship:  Among the working classes in London, many costermongers (street vendors) lived with their girlfriends starting in their early teens. Elsewhere in the working class, premarital sex was generally winked at, as long as the couple got married.  In 1800, about a third of working-class brides were pregnant on their wedding day.
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	· Prostitution:  There were about 80,000 "gay" women (prostitutes) and "fancy men" (pimps) in London in the mid-nineteenth century. They congregated around Covent Garden and in the theatre district. They tucked part of their skirts up to indicate their business.  Many of these “fallen women” and children turned to prostitution to survive.  Prostitutes were not rootless social outcasts as much as poor, yet independent, working women. They were primarily young, single women, between the ages of 18 and 22. Most had previously held low wage jobs, primarily as domestics (maids). Few supported illegitimate children. Their health was generally superior to other working women, who suffered under 14 hour workdays. They had a higher standard of living than others of a similar class background; they had money, clothing and could afford their own rooms. They also had access to the pub, which served as a centre of social and political life, but was off limits to the virtuous woman. Prostitution offered the young woman more independence, economically and socially, than could otherwise be available to her. Statistically, most prostitutes were from poor families and were 1/2 orphans, having one deceased parent.


GENDER

· "The majority of women (happily for them) are not very much troubled with sexual feelings of any kind" - Dr. William Acton.  Dr. Acton's books were very popular, and they suggest how much truth there was in our stereotypes of the constrained character of nineteenth-century English sexual behaviour. 

· In proper middle-class and upper-class circles, women were supposed to have no sexual conduct before marriage - a hand around the waist, a small kiss, and a fervent pressing of the hand was probably the accepted limit in most cases.

· Whether married or single all Victorian women were expected to be weak and helpless, a fragile delicate flower incapable of making decisions beyond selecting the menu and ensuring her many children were taught moral value

· Also, when a woman married, she had no independent legal status. She had no right to any money (earned, inherited, etc.), she could not make a will or buy property, she had no claim to her children, she had to move with him wherever he went. If the husband died, he could name the mother as the guardian, but he did not have to do so.

· For middle- and upper-class men, premarital sex would have been with servants and prostitutes, since "nice girls" didn't go beyond the small kiss or squeeze of the hand. 

· Even in high places Victorian men kept mistresses, but they still expected their wives or mistresses to be faithful whatever their own misdemeanours.  If a women took a lover it was not made public. If it did become public knowledge she would be cut by society.  But men could amble along to one of their gentleman's clubs and always find a warm welcome. 

· For most of the nineteenth century, homosexuality was punishable by death. However, the last execution on the grounds of "homosexuality" took place in 1830.

OSCAR WILDE

Quotes:

· Most modern calendars mar the sweet simplicity of our lives by reminding us that each day that passes is the anniversary of some perfectly uninteresting event. 

· One should always play fairly when one has the winning cards. 

· A little sincerity is a dangerous thing, and a great deal of it is absolutely fatal. 
· A man can be happy with any woman as long as he does not love her. 

· Always forgive your enemies; nothing annoys them so much. 

·  All women become like their mothers. That is their tragedy. No man does. That's his. 
· Anyone who lives within their means suffers from a lack of imagination. 
· Arguments are to be avoided; they are always vulgar and often convincing.
· Consistency is the last refuge of the unimaginative.
· Fashion is a form of ugliness so intolerable that we have to alter it every six months.
· It is a very sad thing that nowadays there is so little useless information.
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	"I turned half way around and saw Dorian Gray for the first time. I knew that I had come face to face with someone whose mere personality was so fascinating that, if I allowed it to do so, it would absorb my whole nature, my whole soul, my very art itself" (7). 

During the Victorian era, this was a dangerous quote.  Victorians did not want anything "unclean" or "unacceptable" to interfere with their idea of perfection. Therefore, this quote, taken from Oscar Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray, brimming with homosexual undertones, was considered inappropriate. 

The Importance of Being Earnest was an early experiment in Victorian melodrama. Part satire, part comedy of manners, and part intellectual farce, this play seems to have nothing at stake because the world it presents is so blatantly and ostentatiously artificial. Below the surface of the light, brittle comedy, however, is a serious subtext that takes aim at self-righteous morality and hypocrisy, the very aspects of Victorian society that would, in part, bring about Wilde’s downfall. 



Oscar Wilde 
· Wilde was born in Dublin in 1854.

· Wilde studied classics at Trinity College, Dublin, from 1871 to 1874. He was an outstanding student, and won the Berkeley Gold Medal, the highest award available to classics students at Trinity. 

· He was awarded a scholarship to Magdalen College, Oxford, where he continued his studies from 1874 to 1878 and where he became a part of the Aesthetic movement, one of its tenets being to make an art of life. While at Magdalen College, Wilde became particularly well known for his role in the aesthetic and decadent movements. He began wearing his hair long and openly scorning so-called "manly" sports, and began decorating his rooms with peacock feathers, lilies, sunflowers, blue china and other objets d'art.

· Following this movement, Wilde introduced a new character to the Victorian melodrama, the figure of the “dandy” (a man who pays excessive attention to his appearance).
· In London, he met Constance Lloyd, daughter of wealthy Queen's Counsel Horace Lloyd. He proposed to her and they married on May 29, 1884 in Paddington, London. Constance's allowance of £250 allowed the Wildes to live in relative luxury. 

· Though Wilde's sexual orientation has variously been considered bisexual and homosexual, Wilde himself felt he belonged to a culture of male love inspired by the Greek paederastic tradition.  In describing his own sexual identity, Wilde used the term Socratic.  

· He may have had significant sexual relationships with (in chronological order) Frank Miles, Constance Lloyd (his wife), Robert Baldwin Ross, and Lord Alfred Douglas ("Bosie"). Wilde also had numerous sexual encounters with working-class male youths, who were often rent boys.

· In the early summer of 1891 he was introduced by the poet Lionel Johnson to the twenty-two-year-old Lord Alfred Douglas, an undergraduate at Oxford at the time. 

· For a few years they lived together more or less openly in a number of locations. Wilde and some within his upper-class social group also began to speak about homosexual law reform, and their commitment to "The Cause" was formalised by the founding of a highly secretive organisation called the Order of Chaeronea, of which Wilde was a member.

· Wilde was later prosecuted and imprisoned for homosexuality.

· Prison was unkind to Wilde's health and after he was released on May 19, 1897, he spent his last three years penniless, in self-imposed exile from society and artistic circles. 

· Wilde died of cerebral meningitis on November 30, 1900. 

· Wilde was buried in the Cimetière de Bagneux outside Paris but was later moved to Père Lachaise Cemetery in Paris. His tomb in Père Lachaise was designed by sculptor Sir Jacob Epstein, at the request of Robert Ross, who also asked for a small compartment to be made for his own ashes. Ross's ashes were transferred to the tomb in 1950. The numerous spots on the tombstone are lipstick traces from admirers.

