




The Accomplished Woman 
 

ccomplished is a word often used, in Victorian times, to describe the Victorian woman.  The Victorian 
woman was generally likely to be a woman of many “accomplishments” – accomplishments being defined as 
“an activity that a person can do well, typically as a result of study or practice.”  In fact, a quick look at a 

Victorian woman’s standard set of “accomplishments” makes me feel rather inadequate! 
 First, let’s dispel the stereotyped notion of the “uneducated” woman. While women’s access to higher 
education was one of the great controversies of the day, that didn’t mean a lady was uneducated. In fact, she 
would probably read Latin (and possibly a bit of Greek) as well as English, and speak at least one other language 
(usually French). She would have a basic grounding in mathematics – essential for handling the household budget, 
managing the servants, and ensuring that she wasn’t being cheated by the grocers. 
 Well, that’s not so bad. When I graduated from high school, I could read Latin and speak Spanish passably 
well. My math would have been good enough to balance a checkbook if anyone had taught me how to balance a 
checkbook.  So far, so good... 
 Unfortunately the Victorian lady goes on to leave me in the dust.  Typically, she would play at least one 
musical instrument (most likely the pianoforte).  Since an evening’s entertainment would probably involve 
singing, she could probably sight-read music, and sing a solo or duet – or accompany another singer on the 
pianoforte. Our lady had no pretensions of being a “musician” – playing an instrument was simply the only 
practical way of having music in the home.  Radio was decades away, and the phonograph very new indeed. 
 Our lady would have been skilled at some form of embroidery or needlework.  Here, I feel comfortable again; 
I got hooked on embroidery as a child.  But my Victorian counterpart leaves me behind once again, for she would 
also most likely be able to knit, crochet, darn, create “point lace,” and “tat” (whatever that is).  Many Victorian 
women could also draw, sketch, or paint; painting “ceramics” may be all the rage today, but its roots go back to 
the 19th century.  It was assumed, then, that anyone could learn basic artistic skills; again, our lady had no 
pretensions of being an “artist,” but simply expected to be reasonably “accomplished” with pen or brush. 
 Though many women’s magazines offered craft articles along these more dainty, ladylike lines, The Girl’s 
Own Paper clearly believed that “girls” (of all ages) were capable of handling more than a brush or a needle.  Its 
pages offered how-to articles on metalwork (including iron-mongering!), wood-carving, leatherwork, brass 
repoussé, hot poker work on wood and glass, “crazy china,” and a host of other crafts that, in the 20th century, 
would probably have been relegated to “shop class for boys.”  They certainly weren’t on offer at my school! 
 The list could go on, but I’m running out of space.  And surely, one would think, our Victorian lady would be 
running out of time!  Granted, if she’s engaged in all these activities, she almost certainly doesn’t have a “day 
job,” but still... being “accomplished” sounds like a full-time job in itself! 
 I’d like to console myself for my feelings of inadequacy by reminding myself that we live in busier times, and 
who has time to learn how to draw and paint and play the piano and embroidery and knit and... and, most of all, 
become accomplished in any or all of the above?  But as I was writing this, my mind flashed back to a time in 
junior high school, when a friend and I – both of us “old movie buffs” – decided to try to list all the movies we’d 
ever seen.  Keep in mind that this was long before videos; cable television, that new kid on the block, was our 
drug of choice.  Each of us still managed to come up with a list of several hundred movies.  Assuming that each 
movie represented from 90 minutes to two hours of viewing time (no fast forwarding in those days either!), I 
realized that by junior high, I had already spent thousands of hours... watching television. 
 Our Victorian lady had no television, no movies, no radio. Books were neither cheap nor abundant. She did, 
however, possess a certain cultural mindset that dictated that even “free time” should be spent in a constructive 
fashion – in tasks that might improve the mind, the home, or society at large. From childhood to adulthood, 
despite a busy schedule of chores and study, she had thousands of hours to become “accomplished.” 
 The Victorian woman had to “make her own fun” – and along the way, she made for herself an array of skills 
that leaves me breathless to contemplate.  Today, we don’t have to make our own fun... but I wonder what we’d 
accomplish if we did?  
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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