




Victorians with Staying Power 
 

s I write this, Christmas is still on its way.  Television is offering us the perennial supply of holiday movies—
including, predictably, a host of modern take-offs on A Christmas Carol.  Which got me thinking about 
Victorians who remain with us no matter how “modern” our culture becomes or how much, on the surface, it 

seems to change.  These Victorians change their clothes to suit the fashion of the day—but they don’t change the 
characteristics that make them so beloved.  Ebenezer Scrooge, of course, is one; the other  is Sherlock Holmes. 
 Scrooge and Holmes.  Nearly half a century separates their origins in literature: A Christmas Carol was first 
published in 1843, and Sherlock Holmes made his debut in 1881.  Many other great characters have appeared in 
Victorian literature between the two, but rarely do we see them in “modern dress.” I began to wonder what these 
two, seemingly quite different, characters have in common—what  made them appeal so strongly, not only to 
Victorian readers, but to readers in the 1920’s, the 1960’s, and the new millennium.  Why are they able to step out 
of the gaslight and into a modern office building? 
 The answer, perhaps, lies in the time in which they were conceived.  The Victorian era didn’t give birth to the 
concept of literature.  But it did give birth to the concept of “literature for the masses.”  Previously, a very 
different audience was reading books.  “Everyman” didn’t read; often, Everyman couldn’t read.  In addition, the 
production of books was still an expensive process, which meant that even if Everyman could read, he wouldn’t 
have been able to afford a shelf full of novels. 
 In the 19th century, compulsory education meant that, for the first time in history, people of every class in 
society were learning to read.  And there’s a curious thing about learning to read—for many, it creates a hunger 
that can never be completely satisfied.  If you love to read, you will always want more, and more, and more... At 
the same time, printing technologies made it possible to mass-produce books. The emergence of a new class of 
readers coincided with the emergence of the ability to put literature in the hands of those readers, at a price they 
could afford.  And this, in turn, led to a rise in the demand for more literature.   
 But not just any literature.  We’re talking “Everyman” now—or “Everyperson” if you prefer.  Victorian 
readers were no longer limited to the great country houses or city mansions.  They lived in humble cottages, 
London flats, tiny apartments.  They worked for a living. They ran shops.  They worked in factories.  In short, 
they were very much like “Everyperson” today.   
 The Victorian period has been described as the era that gives birth to “the middle class.”  Defining what is or 
is not “middle class” is far from simple, so I’ve opted for a more Victorian definition—it’s the era in which a 
growing number of individuals considered themselves “their own masters.”  Victorian working-classes were 
moving away from the world of “servant-hood,” with its notions of a superior and an inferior class, and into the 
world of “employee/employer.”  You didn’t have to have money to be middle-class.  You did have to have a sense 
of your own worth, and a sense that you were in charge of your destiny—even if you were working out that 
destiny in a freezing attic in a London slum. 
 Victorian writers were no fools.  Most of them fell into that category themselves.  And they began to write 
about tradesmen, about people who lived in flats and humble cottages.  Sherlock Holmes, despite his education, 
has little money and never seems to make more; that’s why he agrees to take Watson as a flat-mate.  Ebenezer 
Scrooge has money, but there’s no doubt that he works hard for what he has.  There’s not a coronet in sight in A 
Christmas Carol, and while Holmes does take on the occasional noble client, many of his cases involve clerks and 
typists and other ordinary folk.  Literature has become “by the people, for the people, and about the people.” 
 But there’s one more element, I think, that sets these two characters apart from so many others that arose and 
vanished in the Victorian era.  Both Scrooge and Holmes, in their own ways, are characters who work for the 
betterment of mankind.  Eventually, Scrooge realizes that “mankind is my business.”  Holmes, as a detective, may 
seem to scorn less intelligent folk (which is pretty much everyone)—yet he labors tirelessly to solve their troubles, 
and rarely seems to profit from the effort.  Scrooge sets himself to aid mankind through his compassion; Holmes 
aids it through his intellect.  Both, in their own ways, are characters who appeal to us not just because they are 
intrinsically fascinating, but because they are ordinary people who manage to make the world a better place. 
 As we leave Christmas movies behind us, it’s a Victorian lesson well worth taking into the New Year! 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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