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	Major Trends of Victorian Literature




A. Realism
The Closeness between the novelist and his readers was a distinguishing feature, particularly of the early Victorian period. Writing had become an important commercial activity and novels were written primarily to please the public and sell. The middle class readership wanted realistic novels, where the contemporary world they knew was faithfully described and not idealised as the Romantics had done. Victorian realism observed and documented everyday life; it drew its characters from all social classes and explored areas of life usually ignored by the arts. As the Renaissance is identified with drama and Romanticism with poetry, the Victorian age is identified with the novel.   
1. Characteristics of Realism      

a) Whereas the age of the Romantics valued the exceptional, the genius, and the uncommon individual, the age of Realism values members of the middle class.

b) Whereas the age of the Romantics valued the contribution of the genius and imagination of the writer/poet, the Realists wanted to de-emphasize the contribution of the writer and thought writers should "objectively" see contemporary life as the material for their writing. 

c) Whereas the age of the Romantics valued the details of the present moment as a way to transcend the moment and the present world, the age of Realism values the surface details, the everyday life, and the common conduct of ordinary individuals. As a result, plot was no longer the central to the focus of the author.
d) While the Romantics valued the emotional, the intuitive, and the feelings and insight of the innocent child and the genius, the Realists explore the ethical choices made by common middle class individuals and the effects and consequences these ethical choices have on the lives of their middle class heroes.

e) While the Romantics value nature as a way of seeing God and Man, the Realists question the existence, or at least the importance of, God and discount the beliefs of organized Christian religions. Instead of seeking transcendence as the Romantics did, the Realists focused on ethical choices and morality in the life of middle class individuals, often without supporting Christian beliefs. 
2. The Social Realist Novel

The nineteenth century Britain was the high noon of the social realist novels and a large number of Victorian writers diagnosed the ‘condition of England’ in their works. The term the ‘condition of England’ novels is used to refer to industrial novels, social novels, or social problem novels, published in Victorian England during and after the period of the Hungry Forties, a decade of profound social unrest. ‘Condition of England’ novels sought to engage directly with the contemporary social and political issues with a focus on the illustration of class, labour relations, societal turbulence, and the growing animosity between the rich and the poor in England.
The writer who is most representative of the Victorian period is Charles Dickens. With the publication of Oliver Twist (1837–39), David Copperfield (1849–50), and Great Expectations (1860–61)   which highlighted the plight of poor city children, his work assumed a more serious tone. Moreover, the publication of Hard Times (1854) and A Tale of Two Cities  (1859) made Dickens the social conscience of his age, denouncing social inequalities, abuses in education and the law, and the heartless materialism and hypocrisies of Victorian society. The reading public responded favourably to the way Dickens treated these themes. While he exposed the evils of society, he never lost his sense of optimism, and indeed many of his novels end happily in the traditional devices of marriage or wealth. He responded closely to his readers' demands and included scenes of dramatic death-bed confessions, angelic children and saintly wives to please them.

3. Victorian Women Novelists: The Rise of Feminism
The Victorian Era was a period of great social and political reform, especially regarding the role of women. Women began actively seeking equal social and legal rights as men, and one of the main ways they attempted to draw attention to their plight was through writing. Women wrote in order to make a living, contribute to the literary world, and most importantly change British society and fight for women’s rights. Some of the more popular female novelists of this time include Charlotte Bronte, Elizabeth Gaskell, and George Eliot. Many women of the Victorian Era published their work anonymously or under pseudonyms (Charlotte Bronte: “Currer Bell”, Emily Bronte “Ellis Bell”, and Anne Bronte “Acton Bell”; Elizabeth Gaskell: “Cotton Mather Mills”, and George Eliot: “Mary Ann Evans” to ensure that their works would be given the same merit that works by male authors were granted. 
The idea of the “New Woman” was also popular during the Victorian Era and served as a significant cultural icon. The New Woman was the opposite of the stereotypical Victorian Woman who was uneducated, reliant entirely on a man, and led an entirely domestic life. Instead, the New Woman was intelligent, independent, educated, and self-supporting. New Woman novels generally focused on rebellious women and were known for voicing dissatisfaction with the Victorian woman’s position in marriage and society overall.  
Charlotte Bronte was one of the most prominent Realistic Victorian novelists. In her novels, Bronte created strong female heroines who possessed free thought, intellect, and strong moral character. She wrote for the women whom she saw as being oppressed by society, which included teachers, governesses, and spinsters. She felt that all of these women were imprisoned by society or circumstances beyond their control, and Bronte was impelled to speak out for them in her writing. The most popular example of a governess novel would be Charlotte Bronte’s novel Jane Eyre (1847), which is a fictional autobiography of the orphan Jane Eyre as she matures and becomes a governess. Jane is rebellious, resourceful, and brave woman, despite all the obstacles that stand in her way in a male-dominated society. 
B. Naturalism
New scientific and philosophical theories led people to question the basic assumptions of the age. Charles Darwin's on the origin of the Species (1859) shook Victorian belief in the existence of God and the special destiny of humanity. A spirit of rebellion developed against Victorian materialism, optimism and self-confidence. Unlike Dickens and other early Victorian writers who criticized society, but believed in the possibility of finding solution, an air of gloomy pessimism pervaded the work of later Victorian writers. 
1. Some Characteristics of Naturalism  

a) Whereas the Realists portrayed middle class characters in their work, the Naturalists portrayed the lives of working class individuals and believed that members of the working class were controlled, oppressed, and brutalized by the societies in which they lived.

b) Whereas the Realists focused on ethical choices and morality in the contemporary life of middle class individuals, often without supporting Christian beliefs, the Naturalist often portrayed working class individuals as animals struggling against an inhuman and unsympathetic universe where they competed for scarce resources in the same way as animals did in the physical world around them. 

2. Victorian Naturalist Novel
Perhaps the writer who best represents the period is Thomas Hardy. Hardy's characters are outsiders in their own society who fall victim to forces of economic and social change over which they have no control. His novels are deeply pessimistic. Hardy's prominent men and women are a pawn to multiple compulsions, and in consequence most of them are either dome to death or those who finally survive are left with a broken heart. 
In The Mayor of Casterbridge (1847), Tess of the d'Urbervilles (1886), and Jude the Obscure (1895), the Woodland era, among other things, record the state of transition in society from backward forms of production to modem ones. These novels chart the changes and disorders in the Southern English Communities, owing to severe economic disturbances in the agricultural and economic life of the English people in general. They explore a related dislocation of human values, resulting from the introduction of new forms of commerce, as well as the disordering of human attitudes promoted by the gradual introduction of the modern forms of occupation. Their general tenor reflects the predicament and the gradual destruction of the old agricultural community of Southern England under the pressure of these new powerful economic forces. 

C. Late Victorian Literature
1. Victorian Literature as Imperialist Propaganda
The literature of the time both addressed and attempted to resolve all these anxieties. The resurgence, for example, of romance and its growing popularity in the 1880s could be attributed to such imperialist fears. Apart from being a reaction to realist crudeness, romance grew in popularity in the 1880s because it was a narrative that was implicitly aligned with the imperialist agenda. It involved exotic, faraway settings that were presented through narratives of conquest in tune with the nation’s imperial expeditions around the world, increasing thus the nation’s self-assurance. As such, romance counterbalanced the discourse of decline by offering an implicit imperialist cause through an escapist discourse. Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island (1883) heralded the resurgence of the romance, Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines (1885), She (1887), and Allan Quatermain (1887). In a similar manner, Kipling’s novels The Jungle Books (1894) and Kim (1901) as well as poems Recessional (1897) and The White Man’s Burden (1899) provided a vision of a coherent, stable, and invincible national subject which would inspire new imperialist cause in order to disperse fears of imperial decline. 
2. Decadent Literature: Aestheticism
Aestheticism, also known as the “Art for Art’s Sake” movement, was a movement that celebrated the supremacy of beauty and art over morality and science. For the aesthetes, as its followers were called, morality was considered to be a bourgeois convention and a distraction from the exploration of formal perfection and beauty. As the nineteenth century drew to a close, a new mood arose in Victorian culture. Referred to as decadence (meaning “decline” or “decay”), this new cultural spirit was a reaction to the prevailing optimism of the Victorian age. Decadent writers rejected the idea that works of art had to serve any useful purpose. 
Among the most notorious of the Decadents was Oscar Wilde, an Irish-born comic genius who enjoyed upending Victorian values—but always with a subversively serious intent. Partaking in the growing disillusionment at the end of the Victorian age, Decadent writers disdained and despised the consolations of religion and bourgeois life. They embraced life’s futility through extremes of style, whether in dress, behaviour, or their literary work. Below, some statements on the nature and function of literature quoted from the preface of Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891): 
· There is no such thing as a moral or an immoral book. Books are well written, or badly written. That is all.
· The artist is the creator of beautiful things. To reveal art and conceal the artist is art's aim. 
· The critic is he who can translate into another manner or a new material his impression of beautiful things.
· Those who find beautiful meanings in beautiful things are the cultivated. For these there is hope. They are the elect to whom beautiful things mean only beauty.
· All art is quite useless.
· The moral life of man forms part of the subject-matter of the artist, but the morality of art consists in the perfect use of an imperfect medium.
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