




 

ANOTHER REASON FOR GRATITUDE 
mong the many reasons why, at this special season of the year, one might give thanks, possibly not too 
many of us have thought to thank the Victorians for… crafts!  Yet the very concept of “crafts”—specifically, 
crafting as a hobby—is purely Victorian.  If you’re a crafter, you owe a great deal to the Victorian era. 

 Several Victorian developments led to the evolution of “crafts and hobbies” as we know them today.  One was 
the rise of a middle class.  Certainly a middle class already existed, but in the Victorian era it became far larger, 
covering, as one article notes, pretty much everyone between the working classes and the elite.  Middle-class 
Victorians might have work to do, but they had far more time on their hands than the “working classes” per se (which 
might work 10 to 12 hours in a day).  Middle-class women generally had one or two servants to manage, but not the 
sort of household one would find in an elite home.  They had, in short, “leisure time.” 
 In Victorian times, however, idleness was something to be avoided.  A woman with time on her hands needed a 
way to occupy that time, and those hands—and crafts and hobbies were considered a worthwhile use of that time.  
Which brings us to the second Victorian development that helped contribute to the rise of such crafts and hobbies: 
the magazine.  Advances in printing technologies, including cheap paper and the growing ability to print illustrations 
inexpensively, led to an explosion of media.  Women wanted something to do, and magazines provided the solution, 
by printing thousands of articles on a huge range of arts and crafts.  Needlework of all kinds (including embroidery, 
knitting, crochet, tatting, lace-making, etc.) predominated, followed by drawing, sketching and painting.  But women 
weren’t expected to spend all their time with a needle; magazines also offered “girls” instruction on metalworking, 
woodworking, carving, sculpture, leatherwork, embossing, basket-weaving, jewelry-making and more.   
 A third development was the increase in mass production.  Factories and manufacturing plants made it possible 
to create the raw materials needed for these new arts and crafts, and produce them in quantity so that they could be 
sold in shops and even by mail.  Victorian magazines often provided sources for the supplies recommended in an 
article, or at the very least would tell the reader what sort of silk or wool to use, what colors, and even a brand name.   
 Not surprisingly, some of these products came and went.  One particularly charming Victorian craft was the art 
of artificial stained glass.  Using a product called “silicine,” one could place a pattern onto a piece of glass and paint 
it to look like the real thing.  Alas, silicine patterns are no more (or I’d be running an article on how to use them).  
Another product that is hard to find (though not impossible) is the punched cardboard (aka “perforated paper”) 
needlepoint card.  I had a set of those as a child, and embroidered and un-embroidered them until they pretty much 
fell apart.  Perforated paper for needlework is still available—you can get it on Amazon—but it no longer seems 
possible to get cards with a printed pattern. 
 For the notion of “crafting” to be born, all these elements had to come together.  You had to have enough people 
with time on their hands to create a need for crafts in the first place; you had to have an industry capable of mass-
producing and marketing craft supplies (along with people with enough money to buy them); and you had to have 
the media reach to provide inspiration and instruction.  All of these things came together in the Victorian era, giving 
birth to the crafts and hobbies we cherish today.  It’s a good reason to be thankful! 
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