




 

 
here’s a general view—fostered by a host of modern novels and articles—that the Victorian woman was 
regarded as a creature without any particular brain power.  This, we’re told, explains why it was so difficult 
for Victorian women to obtain jobs (or gain any respect on the job), as well as why it was such a struggle to 

gain the right not only to a higher education but to the degrees such education conferred.  (For quite some time, 
women could complete the courses of study at a university, but they were not permitted to obtain the degrees that 
such courses conferred on men.) 
 I have no doubt that there were plenty of Victorian men who believed that a female was by definition an airhead—
and there were undoubtedly plenty of Victorian women who deserved the title.  That’s hardly a Victorian issue.  
There are still plenty of men today who think women are airheads (and, sadly, there are plenty of women who help 
perpetuate that notion).  But as I put together articles for these issues, I see a very different picture emerging. 
 Take, for example, the series on papier-mache work (of which Part II appears in this issue).  I’m no airhead myself, 
but I found my eyes starting to cross as I skimmed through these “simple” instructions.  This series was certainly not 
written for someone whose sole abilities were limited to being a subservient wife and devoted mother.  It was written 
for someone who could follow extremely complex, detailed instructions; someone who could deal with precise 
measurements; and someone who could handle a number of tools and supplies requiring a degree of skill and 
dexterity.  I’d think twice (or more) before tackling such a project—but the unnamed author clearly didn’t seem to 
think it was beyond the abilities of a “typical” Victorian woman. 
 Nor were Victorian women expected to confine their activities to such pursuits as embroidery, knitting or crochet.  
In a magazine like The Girl’s Own Paper (which, admittedly, became surprisingly progressive over the years), our 
lady readers are offered instruction on such crafts as metalwork, embossing, etching on glass, wood-carving, 
leatherwork, and even blacksmithing.  It’s hard to equate such activities with the notion of a helpless, brainless 
female—and it’s clear that the authors do not regard their audience as such.  If they did, they certainly wouldn’t be 
suggesting that such a delicate creature pick up a hammer and pound out a bit of iron in the forge! 
 While most articles on needlework are, admittedly, written by women for women, many of the articles on more 
challenging crafts are written by men.  This tells us that a great many Victorian men assumed that their female 
audience was more than capable of following complex instructions and creating complex crafts.  And this, in turn, 
suggests that not all Victorian males felt that the woman’s place was tucked away in the home with an embroidery 
hoop or an egg-whisk. 
 Perhaps the proverbial proof in the pudding is the mere fact that, today, these articles still appeal to us. They don’t 
feel condescending, or patronizing, or written for someone who less “smarts” than we have today.  They appeal to 
today’s skilled artists and crafters for the same reasons that they appealed to women more than 100 years ago. 
 In fact, I admit, I’m a tiny bit jealous as I read these magazines—because they do assume that the female reader 
has a mind, and is interested in complex concepts, lengthy historical accounts, detailed projects and more.  Today, 
the average women’s magazine seems to think that I can’t process an article much more than two paragraphs long, 
and that my primary interests revolve around the make-up and fashion tips of celebrities.   
 So my hat is off to the Victorian woman—and my hope is that, perhaps, our own magazines will start treating us 
as if we had brains as well! 

—Moira Allen 
 editors@victorianvoices.net 
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