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Introduction


Much of the literature that came out of the nineteenth century (1801–1900) was inspired by social change and the scientific advancements of the era. A huge range of ideas informed the books, articles and poetry of the time, from realistic stories that reflected everyday life, to far-flung tales of time travel and space, which pioneered our ideas of the future. The chances are that many of the stories you have read and the films you have seen had their roots in nineteenth-century texts.
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▴ Queen Victoria

Realist literature

Although the topics of nineteenth-century texts are extremely wide-ranging, they share similarities that reflect society at the time. Economic growth and relative peace in Europe led writers to concentrate on subjects inspired by life in Britain, such as family, the education system and the role of religion. Romantic poets also explored the power of nature and the imagination, giving rise to a new creative style of poetry.

The nineteenth century is typified by the reign of Queen Victoria from 1837 to 1901. Charles Dickens was one of the most famous writers of this era. His tales of the poor and oppressed reflected the inequality of Victorian society. Stories about the workhouse, the ‘ragged schools’ attended by the poor and the horrors of child labour exposed lower-class life to an upper class who were mostly ignorant of how the other half lived. His stories were not just social commentaries however. Twisting plotlines, comically repulsive characters and intensely dramatic events made Dickens’ stories exciting and immensely popular.


NOW TRY THIS

Can you think of any modern writers or stories that have characters we love to hate who might have been inspired by Charles Dickens’ ideas? An example is Miss Trunchbull in Roald Dahl’s Matilda. Make a list of your ideas.



Romantic literature

Marriage was an important part of Victorian life, so poems and stories about courtship and romance proved popular at the time. These books usually focused on the lives of the upper classes, and detailed the balls, dances and dinners at which potential partners might meet. There were strict rules around courtship etiquette. A couple who dated would normally get married, and many of these partnerships were almost considered business matches between suitable families. Victorian girls were trained to become the perfect wives and mothers and were dissuaded from being outspoken or overly confident.


NOW TRY THIS

With a learning partner, try to think of some nineteenth-century stories that are about romance and marriage, for example Emma by Jane Austen.
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▴ The Yorkshire moors – the backdrop to Emily Brontë’s novel Wuthering Heights

Gothic literature

Another genre that gained popularity at this time was the Gothic novel. These books were typically set in decaying buildings or in hostile landscapes where their characters would become lost or trapped. In these stories, a brave protagonist often uncovered a mysterious tale of ghosts, unfulfilled love or a hidden family curse. Some of these books’ most striking scenes would take place in wild weather and involved great drama and conflict.


NOW TRY THIS

In pairs, come up with a list of exciting or spooky events that you think would suit a Gothic novel.
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▴ A ‘Penny Dreadful’ booklet

Crime stories

In a society of strict rules and a huge gap between the lives of the rich and the poor, it is unsurprising that crime novels proved very popular. Public punishments still drew crowds in the nineteenth century, and written accounts of public hangings and appalling jail conditions satisfied the Victorian taste for thrills. Stories of child thieves and the hidden underworld of crime proved exciting topics for readers. The ‘Penny Dreadful’ – a type of cheap booklet about violent crime – was especially popular in late Victorian England. These stories contained sensational events and an over-the-top writing style that was considered exciting but of little literary worth.

As stories of crimes grew in popularity, so did the tales of detectives who solved them. In 1887, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle brought to life the most famous fictional detective of them all, Sherlock Holmes.

Published in The Strand magazine, readers would line up at newsstands whenever a new Holmes story was to appear inside. Queen Victoria herself was said to enjoy the stories, and when Conan Doyle eventually killed off Holmes in the 1893 story The Final Problem, there was a national outcry, with readers demanding his return. This kind of reaction to a fictional event was unlike anything previously seen. Unwittingly, Conan Doyle had helped to create the modern concept of fandom.


NOW TRY THIS

What do you know about the character of Sherlock Holmes?
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▴ Sherlock Holmes stories appeared in The Strand magazine


NOW TRY THIS

1   What do you think fandom means?

2   Can you think of any modern stories or films that might have been inspired by the Sherlock Holmes stories?



Science fiction

The study of electricity and developments in medical research inspired Mary Shelley to make the protagonist of her 1818 novel, Frankenstein, a scientist. Doctor Victor Frankenstein’s work to create a human from body parts charged with electricity gave her book a scientific plausibility. Writers’ interest in scientific storylines grew, and were linked to the concept of the Victorian empire and ideas of invasion. By the end of the century, H.G. Wells was writing about space travel in The Time Machine and invaders from Mars in The War of the Worlds.

[image: image]
▴ The War of the Worlds details a Martian invasion of Earth

Style

Nineteenth-century writers often released their stories chapter by chapter in a magazine, with Arthur Conan Doyle publishing Sherlock Holmes’ adventures in this way, and Charles Dickens’ stories appearing in a number of periodicals. These serial publications often came out once a week, so authors needed to create works of great tension and excitement with plenty of cliff-hangers that would keep readers in suspense. This kind of instalment writing also meant that the novelist could adapt their plot according to reader reaction. For this reason, you might notice interwoven plotlines in nineteenth-century stories, along with plenty of clues that a momentous event is coming.

As you read the extracts in this book, you might notice that the sentence style is longer and more complex than modern writing, and often has more description. As you get used to this, understanding the content will not cause you a problem. If you know that there will be texts from the nineteenth century in your GCSE English exams, it is a good idea to read literature and extracts from the era so that you become used to the sentence style and the kind of vocabulary that is used.


NOW TRY THIS

How might a writer build up tension in their story?




NOW TRY THIS

Having read this introduction, work with a learning partner to produce a summary of the different features of nineteenth-century literature. You might want to include information about context, popular prose genres, common subjects, famous writers and characters, and the style of writing. You can choose how to present your ideas, such as a concept map, a PowerPoint presentation, or even a short video.




WIDER READING SUGGESTIONS

If you want to read some nineteenth-century literature, you could try:

•   Jane Austen (1775–1817) – Pride and Prejudice, Emma and Sense and Sensibility

•   Charles Dickens (1812–1870) – Great Expectations, Oliver Twist and The Signalman

•   Charlotte Brontë (1816–1855) – Jane Eyre

•   Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930) – The Sign of the Four

•   H.G. Wells (1866–1946) – The Time Machine and The War of the Worlds
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