




The Face of the Future 
 

ne of the more enjoyable (and often amusing) aspects of reading Victorian articles is being able to look back 
from the future, so to speak, at Victorian speculations on what that future might hold.  Were they right?  Were 
they even close?  Were they utterly clueless?  It’s lovely to have the benefit of 20/20 hindsight! 

 In this issue we have three charming attempts to predict what lay ahead for Victorians.  I suspect that these 
predictions, like so many in our own era, were prompted by the realization that the century was drawing to a 
close, and folks would soon have to get used to writing “19—” on their correspondence.   
 Our first article, which purports to offer women “New Ways of Making Money,” really is more of what I’d 
call a “head-shaking piece”—the author seems to be shaking his head over changes in his lifetime that he could 
never have imagined.  Key among these are changes in the roles of women.  “Quite recently,” he bemoans, “I saw 
one lady... She was smoking a cigar in the corner of a second-class compartment... the lady did not attempt to hide 
the weed.” (Well, actually, we still wonder at the sight of a woman smoking a cigar, rather than a cigarette, and I 
imagine that we’d be just as startled by, say, a woman smoking a pipe as our Victorian author would have been.)   
 This author notes that “There is no need to catalogue the callings once monopolized by men into which 
women have effected an entry.” One day soon, he suspects, there will even be women judges and (gasp) women 
on juries.  There will be female bishops, and there are already “female choirs.”  (I hadn’t realized that there was a 
time not so terribly long ago when women didn’t sing in the choir...)  Female shoppers are already on the scene, as 
well as door-to-door salesladies—though it is “a lower class of woman” who “intrudes... in the hopes of selling 
furniture polish.”  Women compete in professional sports, and serve as living advertisements for a barber’s hair 
tonics.  I could go on, but read the article to discover what trades are thriving and which are on the way out. 
 The next article looks at some possibilities of what is to come in the military.  Now, to be honest, this author 
probably doesn’t really believe that the remarkable inventions he catalogs will truly be used—because this author 
delights in presenting the bizarre and unlikely.  So perhaps we should not take seriously the proposition that 
soldiers might wear a type of helmet that would both collect rainwater for future use, and provide a dispensing 
system so that the soldier might easily drink it.  And there is no mention, in the charming idea of setting up 
“spinning fans” in front of the lines to deflect bullets, just how these fans are to be powered—it would require 
some very long extension cords, not yet invented, or else an endless supply of batteries! 
 The interesting side-note in this article is the concern over a basket-like “shield” that could be worn by 
individual soldiers to deflect bullets.  The question isn’t so much whether this would work (or whether a soldier 
could actually maneuver wearing essentially a laundry basket slung across his body)—but whether, if it did work, 
it would cause soldiers to be less “courageous.”  Evidently it was thought more important to have “plucky” 
soldiers willing to face almost certain death (no shield) than soldiers who might have a better chance of staying 
alive.  No one seems to have questioned whether the knights of old were less courageous for bearing shields...  In 
any event, this article provides a host of delightful examples of predictions and inventions that were never 
destined to be. 
 The final piece, “Inventions Overdue,” is primarily facetious.  With so much inventing going on, this author 
wonders, why haven’t some of the essential problems of humanity been resolved?  This author would like to see 
better towels, dress materials that would enable one to wear only a single garment, and instant transportation 
around the world so that he can enjoy a better breakfast selection. 
 His “requests,” however, are interesting. He postulates the idea of a device that would break matter into its 
constituent elements and transmit it over vast distances, to be reconstructed at the other end—in short, a 
transporter.  He’d like to see a telescope that could give a true picture of the canals of Mars.  He’d like to see some 
form of universal language, and a system of indexing books that would give readers a concept of their contents.  
And... he’d like to see colour photography.  Oh, and a flying carpet. 
 So here, at least, is a Victorian prediction, made however light-heartedly, that has at last come true.  (No, not 
the flying carpet.)  We have colour photography and we have the Hubble telescope.  We’re still awaiting the 
transporter.  And if we have any humility at all, we may take a moment to wonder how our own predictions about 
the next 100 years will stand the test of time! 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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