
The Victorian Novel

Louis James





The Victorian Novel



BLACKWELL GUIDES TO LITERATURE
Series editor: Jonathan Wordsworth

This new series offers the student thorough and lively introductions to literary
periods, movements, and, in some instances, authors (Shakespeare) and genres
(the novel), from Anglo-Saxon to the Postmodern. Each volume is written by a
leading specialist to be invitingly accessible and informative. Chapters are
devoted to the coverage of cultural context, the provision of brief but detailed
biographical essays on the authors concerned, critical coverage of key works, and
surveys of themes and topics, together with bibliographies of selected further
reading. Students new to a period of study (for example, the English Renaissance,
or the Romantic period) or to a period genre (the nineteenth-century novel, Vic-
torian poetry) will discover all they need to know, to orientate and ground them-
selves in their studies, in volumes that are as stimulating to read as they are
convenient to use.

Published
The English Renaissance Andrew Hadfield
The Victorian Novel Louis James
Twentieth-Century American Poetry Christopher MacGowan
Children’s Literature Peter Hunt
The Gothic David Punter and Glennis Byron

Forthcoming
Anglo-Saxon Literature Mark C. R. Amodio
Renaissance Drama Peter Womack
Literary Theory Gregory Castle
Modernism Heesok Chang



The Victorian Novel

Louis James



© 2006 by Louis James

BLACKWELL PUBLISHING
350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148-5020, USA
9600 Garsington Road, Oxford OX4 2DQ, UK
550 Swanston Street, Carlton, Victoria 3053, Australia

The right of Louis James to be identified as the Author of this Work has been asserted
in accordance with the UK Copyright, Designs, and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording or otherwise, except as permitted by the UK Copyright,
Designs, and Patents Act 1988, without the prior permission of the publisher.

First published 2006 by Blackwell Publishing Ltd

1 2006

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

James, Louis, Dr.
The Victorian novel / Louis James.

p. cm.—(Blackwell guides to literature)
Includes bibliographical references (p.) and index.
ISBN-13: 978-0-631-22627-7 (hardcover : alk. paper)
ISBN-10: 0-631-22627-3 (hardcover : alk. paper)
ISBN-13: 978-0-631-22628-4 (pbk. : alk. paper)
ISBN-10: 0-631-22628-1 (pbk. : alk. paper) 1. English fiction—19th century—

History and criticism. 2. Romanticism—Great Britain. I. Title. II. Series.
PR871.J36 2006
823¢.809145—dc22

2005012331

A catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

Set in 11/13.5 pt Dante 
by SNP Best-set Typesetter Ltd, Hong Kong
Printed and bound in the United Kingdom 
by T J International Ltd, Padstow, Cornwall

The publisher’s policy is to use permanent paper from mills that operate a sustainable
forestry policy, and which has been manufactured from pulp processed using acid-free
and elementary chlorine-free practices. Furthermore, the publisher ensures that the text
paper and cover board used have met acceptable environmental accreditation standards.

For further information on
Blackwell Publishing, visit our website:
www.blackwellpublishing.com



Contents

List of Illustrations ix

Acknowledgements x
How to Use This Book xi
Chronology xiii
Introduction 1

Context 1: Time Maps 9
Prelude: 1830–1846 11
Revolutions: 1847–1849 16
Equipoise: 1850–1870 18
Turning the Tide: 1871–1880 22
The Last Decades: 1881–1901 24

Context 2: Changing Perspectives 27
‘Things As They Are’ 29
History 35
Biography 44
Religion and Morals 50
Evolution 59
Detectives 62

Context 3: Foundations 65
The Truth of the Heart 67
Affairs of the Heart(h) 72
Ways of Seeing 80
The Modality of Melodrama 88
The White Rabbit’s Watch 97



Key Authors 103
William Harrison Ainsworth (1805–82) 105
Walter Besant (1836–1910) 105
Mary Elizabeth Braddon [later Maxwell] (1835–1915) 106
Charlotte Brontë, ‘Currer Bell’ (1816–55), Emily [Jane] Brontë, 

‘Ellis Bell’ (1818–48), Anne Brontë, ‘Acton Bell’ (1820–49) 107
Rhoda Broughton (1840–1920) 109
[William] Wilkie Collins (1824–89) 109
Marie [Isabel Marie] Corelli [née Mills, later Mackay] 

(1855–1924) 110
Charles [John Huffam] Dickens (1812–70) 111
Benjamin Disraeli (1804–81) 114
[Sir] Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930) 114
George Eliot [née Mary Anne/Marian Evans] (1819–80) 115
Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell [née Stevenson] (1810–65) 117
George [Robert] Gissing (1857–1903) 119
[Sir] H[enry] Rider Haggard (1856–1925) 120
Thomas Hardy (1840–1928) 120
G[eorge] P[ayne] R[ainsford] James (1801–60) 122
Henry James (1843–1916) 123
Douglas [William] Jerrold (1803–57) 124
Geraldine E[ndsor] Jewsbury (1812–80) 125
Charles Kingsley (1819–75) 125
[Joseph] Rudyard Kipling (1830–76) 126
[Joseph Thomas] Sheridan Le Fanu (1814–73) 127
Edward Bulwer-Lytton [until 1843, Edward George Earle Lytton] 

(1803–73) 128
George Macdonald (1824–1905) 129
Frederick Marryat (1792–1848) 130
Harriet Martineau (1802–76) 130
George Meredith (1828–1909) 131
George [Augustus] Moore (1852–1933) 132
Margaret Oliphant [née Wilson] (1828–97) 133
Ouida [Marie Louise de la Ramée] (1839–1908) 134
Charles Reade (1814–84) 135
G[eorge] W[illiam] M[acarthur] Reynolds (1814–79) 136
James Malcolm Rymer (1803?–84) 137
Robert Louis [Lewis Balfour] Stevenson (1850–94) 138
R[obert] S[mith] Surtees (1805–64) 139
William Makepeace Thackeray (1811–63) 140
Anthony Trollope (1815–82) 141

C

vi



Mrs T[homas] Humphry Ward [née Mary Augusta Arnold] 
(1851–1920) 143

H[erbert] G[eorge] Wells (1866–1946) 144
[William Hale White] Mark Rutherford (1831–1913) 144
Ellen Wood [Mrs Henry Wood, née Ellen Price] (1814–87) 145
Charlotte Mary Yonge (1823–1901) 146

Key Texts 149

Major Presences

John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress from this World to the Next
(Part I, 1678; Part II, 1684) 151

Sir Walter Scott, Waverley; or, ’Tis Sixty years Since (1814) 152
Mary Shelley, Frankenstein; or, the Modern Prometheus

(1818; revised 1831) 153
Pierce Egan, Sr, Life in London (1820–1) 154
Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus (1833–4) 155

Main Texts

Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist (1837–8) 156
G. W. M. Reynolds, The Mysteries of London (1844–6) 159
Geraldine Jewsbury, Zoe (1845) 160
Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre (1847) 160
Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights (1847) 161
W. M. Thackeray, Vanity Fair (1847–8) 162
W. M. Thackeray, Pendennis
Charles Dickens, Bleak House (1852–3) 164

 (1848–50) 163

Charlotte Brontë, Villette (1853) 165
Elizabeth Gaskell, North and South (1854–5) 167
Anthony Trollope, Barchester Towers (1857) 168
George Eliot, Adam Bede (1859) 169
Wilkie Collins, The Woman in White (1860) 169
Charles Dickens, Great Expectations (1860–1) 170
Mrs Henry [Ellen] Wood, East Lynne (1861) 171
Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret (1861–2) 172
Charles Kingsley, The Water-Babies (1863) 173
Lewis Carroll [Charles Lutwidge Dodgson], Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland (1865), Through the Looking Glass (1871) 174
Ouida [Marie Louise de la Ramée], Under Two Flags (1867) 174
R[ichard] D[oddridge] Blackmore, Lorna Doone (1869) 175

C

vii



George Eliot, Middlemarch (1871–2) 176
Anthony Trollope, The Way We Live Now (1874–5) 177
George Meredith, The Egoist (1879) 178
Henry James, Portrait of a Lady (1881) 179
[Olive Schreiner] Ralph Iron, The Story of an African Farm (1883) 180
Robert Louis Stevenson, The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and 

Mr Hyde (1886) 181
Sir Henry Rider Haggard, She (1887) 181
George Gissing, New Grub Street (1891) 182
Thomas Hardy, Tess of the D’Urbervilles (1891) 183
George Moore, Esther Waters (1894) 184
Marie Corelli, The Sorrows of Satan (1895) 185
H. G. Wells, The Time Machine (1895) 185
Arthur Morrison, A Child of the Jago (1896) 186
Bram [Abraham] Stoker, Dracula (1897) 187
Samuel Butler, The Way of All Flesh (1902) 188

Topics 189
Children’s Novels 191
Colonial Novels 194
Historical Novels 197
Illustrated Novels 199
Irish Novels 202
‘New Woman’ Novels 204
Publishing Formats 205
Regional Novels 209
Religious Novels 210
Science, Utopias and Dystopias 213
Sensation Novels 215
Social Problem Novels 217
The Supernatural 220
Working-class Novels 223

Further Reading 225
Index 241

C

viii



Illustrations

1 Hablôt K. Browne, ‘Godfrey’s Interview with the Publisher’,
from Thomas Miller, Godfrey Malvern; or the Life of an Author 47

2 ‘Horror’, from Henry Siddons, Practical Illustrations of
Rhetorical Gesture and Action (1822) 94

3 George Cruikshank, ‘THE FIENDS FRYING PAN or Annual
Festival of Tom Foolery & Vice . . . In the AGE OF 
INTELLECT!!’ (1832), from Cruikshank, Scraps and 
Sketches (1828–32) 157

4 George Cruikshank, ‘Oliver introduced to the Respectable 
Old Gentleman’, from Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist 
(1837–8) 158

5 Hablôt K. Browne, ‘Florence and Edith on the Staircase’, 
from Charles Dickens, Dombey and Son (1846–8) 201

6 George Du Maurier, ‘ “Et maintenant dors, ma mignonne!” ’, 
Du Maurier’s own illustration to his novel Trilby (1894) 221



Acknowledgements

I would like particularly to acknowledge the kindness and assistance given
me from the beginning of my interest in the nineteenth century by Geof-
frey and Kathleen Tillotson, Humphry House, Philip Collins, Raphael
Samuel and Robert Colby. More recently I have been indebted to Michael
Slater, Sally Ledger, Rowan McWilliam, Joanne Shattock, Laurel Brake
and, in particular, Hugh Cunningham and Anne Humpherys, both of
whom nobly read the manuscript in whole or part in its final stages: they
are not, however, responsible for the mistakes. Teaching is a learning expe-
rience, and over the years other insights have come from my students,
particularly those in my classes on Dickens and on Melodrama. I would
like also to thank the editors at Blackwell, Andrew McNeillie, who first
proposed this project, and those who have seen it through the press, for
their encouragement, assistance and patience. My greatest gratitude,
however, goes to my wife Louise McConnell, without whose untiring
encouragement and textual corrections this Guide would never have
emerged into print.



How to Use This Book

This study is aimed at graduates and postgraduates, but it should be of
interest also to members of reading groups, and to all who enjoy Vic-
torian literature. It is intended to be a practical tool, concerned both with
what to read and how to read. So, for instance, the section on melodrama
and the novel gives the factual background, but also shows how the con-
ventions of nineteenth-century drama shaped characters, mise-en-scène
and plot in fiction. A discussion of the novels’ ‘implied readers’ aims to
give a better understanding of the way a work’s style and approach were
shaped by its intended audience. Context is there for its historical inter-
est, but also to demonstrate the different ways novels were being read
through the century, both for entertainment and in response to specific
situations and events, and to show how this can affect their content.

The first section reveals the great diversity of the ‘Victorian’ period,
and shows how novels became a means through which readers defined
their social identity and formed their attitudes to such issues as national-
ism, gender differences and the nature of the family. This leads to a con-
sideration of how the novel emerged as a ‘realist’ form, closely linked to
history and biography, responding to the religious and scientific contro-
versies of the time. The study continues with a discussion of the way Vic-
torian assumptions about society, ethics, and even time and space, can
differ from our own.

Sections on ‘key’ authors, texts and topics are designed to help those
looking for specific information about the Victorian novel. Because the
field is so large, entries had to be selective. However, I have tried to strike
a balance between novels distinguished as major literary achievements,
and lesser works whose popularity makes them nevertheless important
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in the history of the novel. The ‘topics’ range widely, from the methods
of novel publication to the significance of the ‘sensation’ novel and the
issues raised by colonialism.

While this study aims to inform, it does not try to give definitive
‘answers’. Its main purpose is to recover the fresh immediacy of litera-
ture too often dulled by familiarity or the routine of academic study, and
to allow the reader the pleasure of recovering its power, not as a ‘text’,
but as an original work of the creative imagination. If in the reading this
book makes itself redundant, it will have performed its task.

Note: Throughout this Guide, an asterisk (*) is used to indicate that
an author or title is described in a separate main entry.
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Introduction

The term ‘Victorian novel’ is at best an academic flag of convenience.
Firstly, there is the problem of dates. Queen Victoria’s death in 1901
comes too long after her coronation in 1837 for the term ‘Victorian’ to
have much precise significance, either for history or for literature. The
first major Victorian novel, Dickens’ *Oliver Twist, appeared conveniently
in 1837, in time for the future queen to be reading it on the night before
her coronation, but for a decade after this the novels of *Dickens stood
largely alone among a sea of minor work. Raymond Williams and Kath-
leen Tillotson saw the ‘true’ Victorian novel as starting some ten years
later, in the literary ferment of the years 1847–8.1 In 1880 the death of
*George Eliot coincided with changes in both the content and readership
of fiction, and the genre’s major phase ends around that period. But the
novels that followed reflect back on the earlier period in important ways.

Then there is a question of the ‘Victorian consciousness’. The first
readers of Dickens and George Eliot did not think of themselves as living
in the ‘Victorian period’. ‘Victorian’ was first recorded in 1839, but it only
gained general currency, largely as a term of disapproval, with the Edwar-
dians. The British experienced the nineteenth century as a period of tur-
bulent transition; although the term has been high-jacked by critics of the
next era, they felt themselves to be inhabitants of the ‘modern’ period, a
word that appears some six hundred times in the book titles listed in The
Nineteenth Century Short Title Catalogue for 1816–70.2 On the other hand,

1 See Kathleen Tillotson, Novels of the Eighteen-forties (2nd edn, 1955); Raymond Williams, The
English Novel from Dickens to Lawrence (1974).
2 Raymond Williams, Keywords (1976), pp. 174–5; Andrew Sanders, Dickens and the Spirit of the
Age (1999), p. 9.



the major writers of the era grew up in the earlier years of the Regency
and William IV, and had their imaginations shaped by the age of English
Romanticism. The ‘nineteenth century’ might be seen to begin in 1789,
when the French Revolution opened up a fault line across the social,
mental and religious structures of Europe, irreversibly changing ways of
thinking and living, and laying the basis for the Romantic movement with
its elevation of ‘common’ life, childhood and the emotions. The vision of
Scott and Wordsworth lived on to culminate in the imaginative creations
of George Eliot a decade after the mid-century. The creative tension
within mid-Victorian literature comes from a cultural schizophrenia. If it
was ‘modern’, materialist, factual, concerned with ‘things as they are’, it
was also in many ways Romantic, fascinated with the ‘savage’ Gothic,
melodramatic, idealistic.3

The ‘novel’ itself had little of the formal definition it has today. It was
seen simply as a narrative form opposed to ‘romance’, a work of fiction
dealing with the affairs of everyday life. As late as 1884 *Henry James
could complain that, as a form, it ‘had no air of having a theory, a con-
viction, a consciousness of itself behind it’.4 Prose fiction was written,
read and reviewed as part of a continuous spectrum of literature dealing
with the humanities and science. No one would have debated where Scott
the historian ended and Scott the novelist began, or thought the question
relevant. Criticism of the novel genre goes back to the early eighteenth
century, and was widely discussed during the Victorian period.5 The
subject of ‘English literature’ was included in the syllabus of the Univer-
sity of London when it was founded in 1851.6 But studies of the novel
were largely ethical, concerned with the ‘truth’ of literature, and
Matthew Arnold’s famous definition of poetry in 1888 as ‘a criticism of
life’7 would have been applied equally to the novel. G. H. Lewes praised
Charlotte Brontë’s *Villette (1853), although it showed a ‘contempt for
conventions in all things, in style, in thought, even in the art of story-
telling’, because it had ‘an astonishing power and passion . . . an influence
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3 See D. D. Stone, The Romantic Impulse in Victorian Fiction (1980).
4 Henry James, ‘The Art of the Novel’, Longman’s Magazine (1884).
5 A useful, concise survey is still Miriam Allott, ed., Novelists on the Novel (1959). See also Further
Reading.
6 D. J. Palmer, The Rise of English Studies (1965); Franklin E. Court, Institutionalizing English 
Literature: The Culture and Politics of Literary Study, 1750–1900 (1992).
7 Matthew Arnold, ‘The Study of Poetry’, Essays in Criticism, Second Series (1888).



of truth as healthful as a mountain breeze’.8 Literate readers were inter-
ested in the world in general, and even Dickens’ populist Household Words
(1850–9) offered novels like Hard Times (1854) in a magazine that con-
tained more non-fiction than fiction. In general, before about 1880, critics
saw form as a means of representing reality; in the later century, ‘reality’
became increasingly the basis for artistic form.

David Lodge has remarked that ‘novels burn facts as engines burn
fuel’,9 and Victorian fiction consumed whole forests of miscellaneous
information. But this brought with it a great diversity. By mid-century
David Masson could identify thirteen sub-genres of novel by type, objec-
tive and subject.10 In the 1940s Leo J. Henkin summarized over 2,000
novels reviewed in The Athenaeum between 1860 and 1900, and placed
them in fifteen categories ranging from scientific discovery and religious
debate to politics and colonial settlement.11 In an even more strenuous
exercise, the librarian Myron Brightfield drew on a lifetime of reading Vic-
torian novels for a social history of the period, at his death leaving a dense
mosaic of extracts culled from some 2,000 novels, relating to over a
hundred main topics.12

There can be no accurate account of the number of novels issued
during this period, but a conservative estimate taken from The Publisher’s
Circular between 1837 and 1901 suggests about 60,000 titles were pub-
lished.13 This, however, excluded novels published only in periodicals, and
most of those written for a mass readership appeared in ephemeral pub-
lications. There have been various attempts to map this vast sea. In Fiction
with a Purpose (1967), the late Robert A. Colby related eight key Victorian
titles to large clusters of contemporary fiction sharing the same interest.
In 1999 the greatly extended third edition of the Cambridge Bibliography of
English Literature included over 270 novelists writing between 1835 and
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8 Quoted in Miriam Allott, ed., The Brontës: The Critical Heritage (1947), p. 186.
9 David Lodge in Michael Irwin et al., ed., Tensions and Transitions (1990), p. 191.

10 David Masson, British Novelists and their Styles (1859), pp. 215ff. Hereafter Masson.
11 Leo J. Henkin, ‘Problems and Digressions in the Victorian Novel (1860–1900)’, The Bulletin
of Bibliography, vol. 18, no. 2 (Sep–Dec 1943) to vol. 20, no. 1 ( Jan–April 1950). Hereafter
Henkin.
12 A selection was published in Myron F. Brightfield, Victorian England in its Novels (1840–1870),
4 vols (1967–8). The full file occupies several filing cabinets in the UCLA library. Hereafter
Brightfield.
13 John Sutherland, The Longman Companion to Victorian Fiction (1999), p. 1. Hereafter 
Sutherland.



1900, but covered little ‘popular’ fiction. John Sutherland’s invaluable
Longman Companion to Victorian Fiction (1999) records nearly 900 novelists
and gives brief synopses of nearly 500 works of fiction. But it makes no
attempt to be comprehensive. Nor does this guide, which, with some
exceptions, focuses on the writers who have selected themselves by their
enduring literary quality, though these were not necessarily the most
widely read novelists at the time.14

The ‘classic’ Victorian novel read and studied today was largely written
by and for a specific, large but restricted middle-class readership, and con-
solidated middle-class cultural values. It is a myth that even Dickens was
read by ‘everyone’ in the Victorian period. Sales of his early works were
almost certainly exceeded by cheap plagiarisms recycling his fiction for
popular consumption,15 and if he was delighted that his pioneering
venture into the popular market, the twopenny Household Words, sold
40,000 copies, this circulation was dwarfed by comparable lower-middle-
class journals like The Family Herald, which had an estimated circulation
of 300,000. When *Trollope boasted in 1870 that ‘novels are in the hands
of all: from the Prime Minister, Mr Gladstone, down to the last-appointed
scullery maid’, he omitted to say that the fiction pored over below stairs
would have been very different to that found in the parlours of Downing
Street. The amusing novel by the Mayhew brothers on The Greatest Plague
in Life (i.e., the maidservant) featured the novel-reading Betsy, whose
reading included the revealing titles The Black Pirate, The Heads of the Head-
less, Ada the Betrayed and Amy, or Love and Madness, all actual penny-issue
works published by Edward Lloyd.16 Betsy was reading in the late 1840s:
average serving-girl literary tastes may have moved upwards by 1870, but
not by that much.

Yet the middle-class Victorian novel was nevertheless related to the rev-
olution in printing and reading that affected everyone in early nineteenth-
century Britain. Print had played an important role in previous social and
religious developments in earlier periods of change. But what happened
in early nineteenth-century England was different. The Industrial Rev-
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14 A useful introduction to the distinction between ‘original’ and ‘formulaic’ literature is still
John G. Cawelti’s Adventure, Mystery and Romance (1976). Hereafter Cawelti.
15 See Louis James, Fiction for the Working Man, 1830–1850 (revised edn, 1974), ch. 4.
16 Augustus and Henry Mayhew, The Greatest Plague in Life (1847), pp. 112ff.; Louis James, ‘The
Trouble with Betsy’, in The Victorian Press: Samplings and Soundings, ed. Joanne Shattock and
Michael Wolff (1982), pp. 349–66.


