




Forgotten Victorian Arts 
 

ots of books will tell you about the “lost arts and crafts” of an earlier day.  Around the world, scattered 
craftsmen struggle to keep alive such once-vital talents as thatching, blacksmithing, building dry-stone fences, 
leather-work, weaving, spinning and more.  Living history museums attract tourists to gawk at the “old ways” 

of doing things—and occasionally inspire someone to learn how to do it themselves. 
 The lost arts I’m about to talk about, however, aren’t likely to be showcased in a living history museum, or 
promoted by an ardent craftsman.  They may, indeed, seem remarkably commonplace—and yet they are skills that 
are increasingly being forgotten by the “average” person of the 21st century, to, perhaps, our detriment. 
 Take, for example, the art of “art” itself.  A well bred Victorian woman was, quite often, a competent artist.  
Not a great artist—but a person who could make a passable sketch of a landscape, or a cow, or a cathedral.  Many 
Victorian ladies could work with watercolors or oils.  Again, few expected to become the next Rosa Bonheur—
but they could produce a work of art that could be displayed in the parlor.  Today, we’ve relegated “art” to the 
sphere of “artists.”  The average person isn’t expected to learn how to sketch or paint or master the ability to 
capture an image on paper.  Only “artists” do that.  Fortunately, there are plenty of artists to maintain these 
abilities—but whatever happened to the notion that the rest of us could employ this skill as well?   
 Similarly, the Victorian gentlewoman was expected to be able to play at least one musical instrument—most 
commonly the pianoforte.  Again, she wasn’t expected to play like a concert pianist.  This was simply a skill that 
one could exercise at home, for the pleasure of oneself and one’s family, or, if one were particularly “good,” to 
entertain guests.  Of course, one reason for being able to play an instrument was because it was the only way to 
have music in one’s house; if you couldn’t make your own music, you had to go without.  Today, we are 
bombarded with music; we can scarcely get away from it.  Our young folks (and quite a few of our not-so-young 
folks) spend most of their day plugged into a music source—they enjoy  music but have no idea how to create it.  
As with art, music has become the exclusive sphere of “musicians”—and one is unlikely to even attempt to learn 
how to play an instrument unless one has greater ambitions than simply livening up a quiet hour at home. 
 Here’s another skill we have lost: the art of writing letters.  I’ve talked about this in a previous editorial (June 
2018).  But it’s not just that we no longer put pen to paper to write a chatty note to a distant friend or family 
member.  Along with the loss of the art of letter-writing, we’ve lost a great deal of the art of courtesy.  Even 
business letters of a few decades ago were marked by a courteous degree of formality.  When e-mail became the 
primary mode of communication, formality and courtesy went out the window.  As an editor, I began to see 
submissions deteriorate from “Dear Editor, I hope you will consider the enclosed article...” to “Here’s an article 
for your magazine...” followed by a second e-mail ten minutes later asking why I hadn’t responded yet.  Letters 
encouraged us to think about what we were saying before we said it and fired it off through the ether.   
 A “lost art” I think we all rather miss is the “art of conversation.”  Victorian magazines would often run 
articles on how to engage in polite conversation—at a party or dinner, whilst traveling, even when on a train or 
“bus.”  Part of that art, of course, was how to manage a conversation with total strangers and make them feel at 
ease while not making oneself look like an idiot.  Today, I’m sure, many would regard this sort of advice as 
“unnatural,” preferring instead to simply “be oneself” and “go with the flow.”  But—hands up, readers— how 
many of us really feel that conversation (especially at a party with total strangers) comes “naturally”?  Frankly, 
there are times when I feel I could use a manual!  (I also often feel the desire for a large club when I see a young 
couple on a “date” in a restaurant, and each is absorbed in his or her own cell phone...) 
 I could go on and on, but... the end of the page approacheth.  But here’s the thought I’d like to leave you with.  
All of these “arts”—those I’ve mentioned and dozens more that I don’t have space for—are arts that can only be 
undertaken at “human speed.”  They are arts that require us to operate at the speed at which our hands, eyes, and 
perhaps mind and mouth can achieve, and no more.  We cannot perform them at machine speed, or electronic 
speed.  Today, our lives are increasingly governed by those things that can and must be done at a faster-than-
human pace—and we’re letting some vital skills slip away from us in the process.  I’m not sure where this loss of 
“human-speed” arts is taking us—but I suspect I’m not alone in wondering whether it’s going to be a good place! 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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