




 

MATERIAL GIRLS, PART II 
 

ast issue, I talked about some of the odder materials that Victorian artists and crafters used in their projects.  
Some of these, we might wish to duplicate or at least find viable substitutes for in our own projects; others, 
perhaps, we might prefer to leave in the Victorian era. 

 As I was pondering this weighty concept, however, an even weightier thought occurred to me that perhaps helps 
explain why Victorians used so many odd and interesting materials.  It was perhaps due to the fact that there was one 
thing Victorians didn’t have, that is so ubiquitous today: plastic. 
 Imagine, for a moment, a world without plastic.  I realize many of us are trying to imagine this all the time.  
Victorians, for all their faults, could probably never imagine creating a small island of discarded plastic in the midst 
of the ocean.  (In fact, Victorians were dedicated recyclers; very little household refuse actually went to waste.) 
 Today, plastic has certainly become a major part of crafts—and especially of household and holiday décor.  When 
we extol the Victorian tendency to create all their Christmas décor from natural items, for instance, it probably 
doesn’t occur to us that they didn’t have any alternative.  Today, I can hang a lovely plastic garland in my doorway 
and garnish it with any number of plastic or resin baubles; I can then put that garland away in the closet and hang it 
up again next year, and the year after, without changing it one bit.  My tree is a bit more “natural,” being mostly 
paper (I have to wear gloves to fluff it up each year or my hands end up covered with tiny paper cuts—and it still 
sheds nearly as many “needles” as the real thing.)  Victorians had to start afresh every year. 
 In that sense, I have to think that plastic is, in many ways, the enemy of creativity.  For starters, it’s cheap.  It 
costs far more, today, to purchase natural greenery to create a sweet-smelling garland for your mantel or doorway 
than it does to pick up a decent-looking plastic garland.  An artificial tree may initially cost more than the real thing, 
but given the cost of “real” trees, that cost is quickly amortized over time. 
 Plastic décor, whether for the holidays or any other time of year, also offers an amazing amount of variety.  No 
matter what your tastes, you can probably find something in plastic that suits them.  It comes in every color, every 
size, every theme.  You don’t have to ask “how shall I make this?” but only “where shall I put it?” 
 Another “advantage” to plastic is the fact that it is lightweight and, generally, easy to store.  It’s durable enough 
to last year after year.  But then there’s a corresponding “advantage,” which is that it seems so easy to discard.  If 
you don’t like it anymore, well, it’s not as if you put a lot of effort or investment into it.  It’s just a cheap piece of 
plastic, right?  So put it in the Goodwill bin or toss it away. 
 Now, I can’t speak for the Victorian mindset here.  I have no idea what Victorians would have thought of plastic 
if it had been as readily available then as it is now.  Perhaps they would have embraced it every bit as enthusiastically 
as has our own generation.  Though excellent recyclers, Victorians were not particularly noted for their grasp of the 
need to protect the environment; they generally sought to master nature, not preserve it. 
 I rather think, though, that most craft articles would have spoken against plastic as a cheap and lazy alternative to 
real artistry.  And the bottom line is that when you don’t have a cheap and easy alternative to beautifying your 
surroundings, your choice is either to do it yourself—or go without.  Victorians chose the former option.  I hope that 
we will as well.  And on that note, I’ll continue this conversation in our next issue! 
 

—Moira Allen 
 editors@victorianvoices.net 
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