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TOPIC 

HISTORY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE  

INTRODUCTION TO VICTORIAN AGE IN ENGLISH LITERATURE  

 The Victorian Age of English Literature ranges from 1837- 1901 , during 

the reign of Queen Victoria . The era marked a significant change in England, it 

was a fairly war free period with the exception of the Crimean War, fought 

between the Russian Empire and Turkey,  where England was an ally with 

Turkey . It did not affect England directly, and its consequences were 

insignificant. The war did give England a real life and cultural heroine like 

Florence Nightingale. It was also a subject for the famous Victorian Poet, 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s poem “Charge of the Light Brigade”. 

 This age is a remarkable return to form in its sheer diverse output of 

literary forms which is often compared to quality of literature during the 

Elizabethan Age. This period undoubtedly had the largest impact on the social, 

political, economical, scientific and cultural structure of England. No other 

movement like the Industrial Revolution has such a definitive influence on 

English Literature .The Industrial Revolution was the mass production of 

materials produced through heavy machinery which has a major impact on the 



English society. There was a huge immigration of labourers from the 

countryside to the cities in search of work and better pay grades. The Industrial 

Revolution became recurring themes in the essays, letters, poetry, drama and 

most importantly the novel. Many authors employed the Industrial Revolution, 

as a backdrop to bring out the evils of the inhumane plight and suffering of the 

factory and warehouse workers. Themes such as child labour, women 

exploitation poor wages and extremely poor working conditions became a 

commonplace. Crime quickly spread into the cities due to less pay structures, 

gangs and criminals roamed about the creeks, corners and lanes of the big 

cities defying law and order. It was an unprecedented movement that swept 

the nation ushering in technological advancement for the better or worse. 

 This period also led to a significant transformation in scientific research 

and socio-political philosophy. Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species marked a 

serious change in thought process and challenged the religious scriptures 

through his Theory of Evolution. This age also gave impetus to women rights 

especially concerning education and voting. Writers like John Stuart Mill and 

his wife Harriet Taylor Mill challenged the age old British cultures and 

traditions through their seminal feminist essays like The Subjection of Women 

and The Enfranchisement of Women. These texts would go on to become 

landmarks in feminist criticism. 

 Several writers took up the mantle of reformists, especially novels of 

Charles Dickens, whose novel was seen as a social critique on the Victorian 

Society. The novel truly became the major form of literature because of its 

capacity to sustain various themes without the restriction of its length. The 

Industrial Revolution gave rise to large publishing houses and printing press 

which enabled writers to quickly and effortlessly publish their work in 

abundance, which had its advantages and disadvantages. 

 Poetry too had a major influence in this period, varied themes were 

tackled which was a stark difference from its predecessor Romantic poetry. 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson, paved the way for excellence in Victorian Poetry, 

Robert Browning, introduced the “dramatic monologue” to English poetry. In 

the latter half of the age, W.B. Yeats, the exemplary Irish poet, came into 

prominence who led the Victorian poetry effortlessly into the modern era. 



 Drama took a backstage but it saw an influx of Irish Writers like Oscar 

Wilde and G.B. Shaw that brought back the glory to the English theatre with 

their quirky and humorous plays. 

American Literature too was emerging as a worthy successor and 

sometimes even surpassed British Literature.  Poets like Ralph Waldo Emerson, 

Walt Whitman and Henry David Thoreau renewed a new spirit into rapidly ever 

changing American Literature, through Transcendentalism, the philosophical 

and literary school of movement. Novelists like Nathaniel Hawthorne , Herman 

Melville and Mark Twain were essentially picking up themes that reflected the 

American history, culture and Tradition. 

Further In-Depth Analysis in History of English Literature by Edward Albert. 
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