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THE SELF-CONFIDENCE OF THE MID-VICTORIAN AGE, 1848-1873

The religious sobriety and sense of purpose of the Victorian middle classes were admirably personified in the royal family, especially after Victoria's marriage in 1840 to the earnest young German prince, Albert of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. As she slipped under the influence of Albert, Victoria slowly found a political role consonant with the new functions of the monarchy in the nineteenth century, a role that Albert had perceived as combining a small amount of political manipulation with unlimited responsibility as the British people's emotional and ceremonial focus. At least until Albert's death, the royal family took an important part in fostering the new feeling of self-confidence and even self-righteousness that characterized the mid-Victorian age and that lasted until the economic crash of 1873.

Character of the Mid-Victorian Age
After 1848 the discontent with industrialism and with the country's political institutions was alleviated, and the first glimmerings of interest in empire were being roused by the activities of antislavery groups and explorers. From about 1848 to the crash of 1873, the mid-Victorian age knew steady and real prosperity. Its basis was the expansion of the heavy industries linked to coal, iron, and steel, especially for the building of railroads, steamships, and other forms of heavy engineering. The beginning of industrialism on the continent made the developing countries there major importers of British coal, iron and steel, and heavy engineering products until they themselves, from the 1870s, could challenge Britain's position as the workshop of the world. Capital accumulated in the earlier phases of the industrial revolution now sought openings for profitable investment in new forms of industry and in overseas investment. Britain became the world's banker as well as its manufacturer. Even the farmers found that they could profit from the growing home market by capital investment in land or mechanical improvements, and ceased to regret the repeal of the Corn Laws. Free trade was welcomed as the common philosophy of both industrial and agricultural classes, and a climate of opinion thus came to exist that was favorable to the capitalist expansion. Even working-class
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wages rose faster than the rising prices that .were themselves acting as an inflationary stimulus to the economy. Money wages probably rose fifty-six percent between 1850 and 1874. Taken in relation to the rise in prices, the average working-class family probably received" about ten percent more in real wages.

To this renewed acceptance of the validity of Britain's political institutions, Victoria herself had contributed substantially. From the moment of her accession, Victoria showed the qualities that were to remain with her throughout her reign: a sense of duty, a conviction of moral righteousness, and a deep feeling for her country. "Since it has pleased Providence to place me in this station," she wrote in her diary, "I shall do my utmost to fulfil my duty towards my country; I am very young, and perhaps in many, though not in all things, inexperienced, but I am sure that very few have more good will and more real desire to do what is fit and right than I have,"

    For all this modesty, Victoria continued, throughout her reign, to exert indirect, and on many occasions direct, influence upon policy, especially through the personal loyalty she developed to a small number of favorite prime ministers. Her first prime minister, the Whig Lord Melbourne, so won her trust that, on the resignation of his government, she refused to dismiss her Whig ladies-of-the-bedchamber, as was traditional. The designated Tory prime minister, Peel, then refused to take office, and Victoria
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was able to reappoint her favored Melbourne. In 1851, her distrust of the adventurous foreign minister Lord Palmerston was a factor in his dismissal from the government. She made many difficulties for William Gladstone, whom she disliked, especially for his support of Irish Home Rule; and, once she had fallen under his spell, did all she could to support Benjamin Disraeli as prime minister. Even in old age, she showed that she could still ignore parliamentary opinion, by picking the Earl of Roseberry as prime minister in 1894, without the advice of his party and apparently against his own wishes. Throughout her reign she exercised constant influence upon government policy, not only by her personal consultations with the prime ministers but by a series of long, detailed letters giving advice and asking information. Her letters also spread her opinions throughout the courts of Europe, for her children and grandchildren were married into the courts of Russia, Germany, Denmark, Rumania, and Greece. She became, in a real sense, the matriarch of Europe. She occasionally attempted to interfere in international relations in situations in which she felt that her contacts could be of help, as in 1870 when she attempted to mediate the quarrel between France and Prussia by an appeal to the Prussian king. In imperial affairs, she did not interfere directly, but used her prestige to give support to the imperialist movement in Britain. She was especially fascinated by India, used Indian servants in her palaces, and for that reason was quite willing to accept the title of Empress of India in 1876. But her major influence was to give her sanction to the increasing puritanism of nineteenth-century England, and thus to magnify its importance. During her life with Albert, she preached the notions that the wife is subordinate to the husband within the home; that the family is the primary interest of a woman; that the class structure is ordained of god but that the rich have the obligation to aid the poor; and that imperial rule is a moral burden that the advanced races must undertake for the benefit of the benighted abroad.

    No one was more instrumental than Prince Consort Albert in helping

Victoria formulate these views and in forcing her to take an interest in matters that had previously bored her, such as science and literature and even industrial progress. Indeed nothing gave her greater cause for adoration of her husband than Albert's plunge into the world of British industry.

The Great Exhibition of 1851

In 1849 Albert hit upon the idea of holding a "Great Exhibition" in London, "to give us a true test and a living picture of the point of development at which the whole of mankind has arrived in this great task of applied science and a new starting point from which all nations will be able to direct their further exertions." The nations of the whole world were to be invited to send exhibits of their industrial and artistic skills for display in the first international exhibition ever held.

    The prince's idea was approved by the Royal Society and won the financial backing of industry and the general public, who subscribed
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£200,000 as guarantee. A Royal Commission of architects and engineers was appointed to plan the building and exhibits. Out of 234 plans submitted, the commission, urged by the prince, eventually picked the most original concept of all, a massive greenhouse designed by the head gardener of a northern duke. Joseph Paxton, however, was no mere gardener, but an engineer, railroad director, newspaper promoter, and imaginative architect in glass and iron. He offered a building 1,848 feet long, 408 feet broad, and 66 feet high, tall enough to cover the old elm trees already occupying the chosen site in Hyde Park. It was composed of mass-produced and standardized parts, including over 6,000 15-foot columns and over one million square feet of glass. It could be erected in seventeen weeks; and it could be, and was, dismantled and reerected in another part of London when the exhibition was over. In spite of many fears expressed over the building's durability, it survived until 1936. To Victoria, it was Albert's greatest triumph, "the greatest day in our history, the most beautiful and imposing and touching spectacle ever seen, and the triumph of my be loved Albert." The queen was right in thinking that the exhibition epito
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mized the aspirations of her time. She had little idea how diverse would be the judgments of later ages on the contents of her Crystal Palace and on the state of mind and taste that they revealed.

Purpose of the Great Exhibition

The mixed motives of the Victorians, the unselfconscious combination of altruism, moral striving, and material selfishness were admirably illustrated by the Great Exhibition. The exhibition was a monument to the belief in progress, to humanity's inevitable upward drive to self-improvement and material productivity under God's guidance, which, as the Archbishop of Canterbury ingenuously noted, had brought "peace within our walls and plenteousness within our palaces_" The exhibition's organizers in fact genuinely believed that the display would convince foreigners of the good sense of peace and international collaboration through the doctrine of free trade. But the exhibition was also intended to promote internal peace in England by glorifying honest work and the trustworthy laborer. The prince was president of the Society for the Improvement of the Labouring Classes, and he had a model home for the working classes erected near the entrance to the exhibition. The workers were encouraged to come from their northern slums by special excursion train to see the wonders of the exhibition after the entrance price had been reduced to a shilling; and their good humor and behavior delighted the city's well-to-do and reinforced their satisfaction with England's social system.

    For all its moral messages, the exhibition was above all a display of the application of artistic taste to objects of utility. The exhibition was divided into four categories: raw materials, machinery, manufactures, and fine arts. Even in the first category there had been a lapse of taste, with exhibits of glass imitating wood, clay as artificial marble, and papier-mâché 
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substituting for brass. But the machinery category produced the most extraordinary, and the most popular, examples of extravagance. This display included some functionally designed machinery like McCormick's reaping machine, gas cooking ranges, electric clocks, and the electric telegraph. However, there were also steam engines in ancient Egyptian style, others with Greek Doric columns, yet others in cast iron Gothic. No style appeared pure, but elements of many crept together in jovial juxtaposition, as in the example of a partially Elizabethan sideboard made entirely of rubber by the gutta-percha company that had just started tapping the sap of Malayan trees. The Exhibition, in short, was a demonstration of the damage an excessive love of history had done to Victorian taste. While taking pride in their material achievements in industrial production and in the huge spread of their cities, the Victorians failed to develop architecture or an art or a functionalism of design that would be in harmony with their new technology and materials.

    It is thus not surprising that Queen Victoria should have found pleasure in the gloom of Pugin's Medieval Court in the Crystal Palace. Years later, when the last traces of the Crystal Palace had been removed from the lawns of Hyde Park, and a memorial to Albert, dead in 1861 at the age of forty-two, was to be erected on its site, it was in Victorian Gothic that the

175-foot-high canopy with its 178 life-size figures was designed. Albert was to look forever over the scene of his greatest triumph.
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