




An Enduring Appeal 
 

hy does the Victorian period continue to fascinate us?  When I searched on this question online, I came 
up with a host of answers about how important the period was in terms of social change, political 
developments, world events, and so on.  Certainly these aspects of the period are fascinating—but 

speaking for myself, I only became interested in the social and historic aspects of the Victorian era after I became 
interested in the physical aspects collectively termed “Victoriana.”  Nor, I think, do the hundreds of purveyors of 
Victorian designs, scrapbooking tools, “shabby chic” décor, and such, enjoy the era because of their interest in the 
evolution of the women’s movement or Darwinian theory. 
 Since space on this page is limited, I’ll cut to the chase: I think the reason so many of us love Victoriana is 
because the period combines the fascination of the past with the familiarity of the near-present.  The Victorian 
period is one that we can recognize as being, in many respects, much like us.  One does not have to be a historian 
to appreciate Victorian styles, themes, literature, music, art, etc.  It is far easier to imagine drinking tea from a 
Victorian teacup than from an Elizabethan flagon.  Most of us find it easier to name our favorite Strauss waltz 
than, say, our favorite sackbut solo—and even those whose musical tastes run toward rap and heavy metal might, 
in an unguarded moment, find themselves humming along to a familiar Victorian theme. 
 Another factor that makes the period more accessible than earlier eras is the language.  Victorian English is, 
essentially, modern English.  While styles may vary and some words have gone out of style, there’s little to 
prevent the modern reader from picking up a Victorian novel or magazine and reading it with perfect 
understanding and enjoyment.  Most of us find Dickens easier to comprehend than Chaucer—and anyone who 
watches television during the holidays is familiar with Dickens even if they have never read him at all! 
 But I believe there is another, more fundamental reason why we find it easy to identify with so much that is 
labeled “Victoriana.” The Victorian period was, perhaps, the first in which art, culture and literature were 
available to the “common man,” as opposed to the rich, the titled, and the religious.  Most of us regard the 
Industrial Revolution as a mixed blessing at best (and many see it as no blessing at all).  It’s easy to shake one’s 
head over the destruction of the countryside, the pollution of the cities, the damage to village life, and the 
appalling working conditions in mines and factories.  But for all its evils, the Industrial Revolution also made 
possible, for the first time, “mass production.”  
 For the first time, the average person could enjoy lovely, artistic items in the average home.  There’s a reason 
why we associate Victorian décor with a “clutter” of decorations: It was the first time that acquiring “clutter” was 
even possible for, say, a tradesman or shopkeeper.  The average housewife could, for the first time, go to the store 
and acquire, at an affordable price, such things as pretty china and elegant figurines, color prints for the walls, 
attractive fabrics, shimmering ribbons, and a host of other items that had, until lately, been the exclusive domain 
of the upper classes.   
 Similarly, it had become possible for the first time for the average person to acquire inexpensive reading 
materials.  Books were no longer the prized possessions of the wealthy few.  In the Victorian era, the novel was 
just coming into vogue—and many articles bemoan the tendency of the Victorian woman or girl to waste her time 
and mental faculties reading such “worthless” materials rather than improving her mind with more useful 
literature.  (Ironically, today we bemoan the fact that our children don’t read, while a Victorian image depicts a 
“lazy” girl as one who spends too much time reading!)  The period saw an explosion in the production of 
magazines, and publications like The Girl’s Own Paper recognized that they were likely to be read by all classes. 
 Now that the “average” person could acquire consumer goods, read books and subscribe to magazines, the 
market was quick to respond by offering more and more products aimed at this type of consumer. For the first 
time, vast amounts of money, energy, and artistic effort were being deployed to provide products for the 
“average” person—not just for the rich and titled.  
 And herein lies, I believe, the ongoing appeal of Victoriana: Most of it was created for people like us.  We 
may admire a jeweled book cover in a museum—but we can’t imagine having it in our home.  We can imagine 
displaying a Victorian knick-knack—because it was, in fact, designed for a home much like our own.   Most of us 
are “the common man”—and the Victorian period is the first to offer a wealth of designs, images, themes, and 
writings just for us! 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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