
Age of tbe Aspidistra 

^Z^^yW t'°"Moo" "ot; 
en a ^ew book J ^^^. May-

Siami" CR-f°:f S f f i n d it hard to 
be not. Beadeis wiU ^^^ .^p,eS-
,eil, for tbese pages ĝ ^ ^^, „j old 
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ammonia rather than gasoline, and 
when Karl Marx was merely another 
of the bearded oddities of the British 
Museum Reading Room. But, beyond 
the fashionable cultism and the nos
talgia which men always feel for ages 
whose problems are different from—if 
not less than—their own, there is a 
genuine realization among students of 
the nineteenth-century, whether from 
a literary or a social viewpoint, that 
the condemnatory attitude of the 
Twenties and Thirties was unbalanced 
and unjust. 

What the prewar critics of Victor-
ianism tended to see, to the virtual 
exclusion of other aspects of the cen
tury, was the extraordinary Philistin
ism embodied in the attitudes of the 
commercial middle class, whose phe 
nomenal rise in numbers and pros
perity made it in some ways the most 
vital class of the Victorian age. In its 
worship of money and its social snob
bery, in its ironbound respectability 
and its intolerant fundamentalism, this 
class expressed those faults of the age 
which Wilde, and Shaw in imitation 
of him, stigmatized as the seven deadly 
virtues, and in Victoria these char
acteristics of her bourgeois subjects 
were personified almost to caricature. 
But it would be as foolish to assume 
that the Queen epitomized all her age 
as it would be to suggest that the Czar 
epitomized the Russia of Tolstoy or 
Napoleon III the France of Baudelaire. 
Indeed, far from this being true, the 
Victorian age owed its extraordinary 
dynamism to the presence of great 
conflicting forces within its own life. 
It was, after all, the Victorians them
selves who, in a few decades, carried 
out vast reforms in their industrial, 
educational, and parliamentary sys
tems, while all the powerful progres
sive forces in Britain today—the La
bour Party, the Trade Unions, the Co
operative movement—sprang from the 
soil of nineteenth-century working-
class radicalism. 

In "Victorian People" Asa Briggs 
draws attention to this dualism of the 
Victorian world, and shows it appear
ing in some very unexpected places. 
His book begins with a study of the 
Great Exhibition of 1851, and Paxton's 
masterpiece, the Crystal Palace, 
emerges, not merely as a symbol of 
Victorian megalomania, but also as a 
token of the era's idealism and of its 
internationalist hopes. Mr. Briggs goes 
on to discuss a number of men who, 
in their various fields, were as typical 
as the Crystal Palace of mid-Victorian 
tendencies, and he shows that almost 
all of them carried the basic Victorian 
;onflict between idealistic and ma-
erial motives right into their own 
ives and ideas. It is enlightening to be 
•eminded, for instance, that Samuel 
5miles, the author of "Self-Help," was 

Aubrey Beardsley. Photo. "Saturday Night at the Victoria Theatre." 

—Illustrations irom "Vtctonan Vtsta." 
Charterhouse Kitchen, 1867. 

"THE SIX-MARK TEAPOT" 

ESTHETIC BRIDKOROOM : "It i-
summate, is it not.' 

INTENSE BRIDE: "It is indeed! Oh Algenon. 
let us live up to it." 
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no mere advocate of selfish acquisi
tiveness; on the contrary, he de-
nouncad laissez-faire as "a dreadful 
theory" and demanded a higher status 
for the working man. It is also pleasant 
to recollect that the author of "Tom 
Brown's Schooldays," far from being 
an old-school-tie conservative, was 
one of the little group of enlightened 
parliamentarians who worked success
fully to gain recognition for the grow
ing trades union movement. 

But behind the gallery of significant 
individuals whom Mr. Briggs has 
chosen to represent the Victorian age 
at its zenith one is always conscious 
of Victorian people in another sense, 
of a populace acutely and urgently 
concerned with political affairs and 
even with abstract principles of right. 
Foreign exiles who availed themselves 
of the political asylum which Britain 
maintained during the nineteenth cen
tury were often surprised by the ap
parent contrast between the stuffiness 
of British life and the feeling that was 
aroused by issues of freedom and jus
tice. Throughout the mid-nineteenth-
century the people of England were 
demonstratively conscious of topical 
issues; at this time the suffrage was 
still limited, but the Victorian work
ing men realized the value of popular 
demonstrations by the voteless, and as 
Mr. Briggs suggests, there is no doubt 
that the great Hyde Park gatherings 
of the Sixties and the two hundred 
thousand Birmingham people who 
gathered to support John Bright in 
1866 did more than any amount of 
parliamentary maneuvering to precip
itate the passing of the Reform Bill 
which brought the franchise to the 
urban workers. The men who acted in 
this way were certainly not the stuffy 
Victorians of the customary stereo
types. 

Mr. Briggs shows us the Victorians 
through the eyes of an intelligent and 
persuasive historian of our own day. 
James Laver, in "Victorian Vista," 
shows them as they saw themselves, 

^ and the picture is not always pleasant. 
The inhuman strictness of much Vic
torian family life; the harsh conditions 
under which factory children, seam
stresses, and shop assistants worked 
and lived—and all too often died b e 
fore their time; the absurd etiquette 
with which the middle-class circum
scribed their lives and the villainous 
over-eating and over-dressing they 
imposed upon themselves—all these 
make for uncomfortable and at times 
horrifying reading, for Mr. Laver has 
conscientiously shown us the shadow 
as well as the sunlight of nineteenth-
century England, the world of Dore 
as well as that of Frith. 

At the same time, he makes clear 
that those who denounced and often 
succeeded in eliminating the social 

abuses of the age were Victorians 
themselves, and his selections also 
show abundantly that the Victorians 
were not always the monsters of smug 
seriousness we have often imagined 
them. Some of the humor of "Victorian 
Vista"' is, indeed, unintended, as when 
a manual of good behavior, after lay
ing down strictly the correct way to 
greet a lady and the limitations on 
smoking in public, breaks unexpected
ly into the exhortation: "Don't expec
torate on the sidewalk. Go to the curb
stone and discharge the saliva into 
the gutter." But much of the fun is 
deliberate, and shows that the Vic
torians had a faculty for laughing at 
themselves and each other that went 
far beyond the pages of Punch. 

Yet the fact remains that senti
mentality, the deliberate cultivation of 
emotions for their own sake, was 
grossly prevalent throughout the age. 
Few even of its best writers were free 
from the tendency to luxuriate in 
spurious excesses of feeling; it exists 
in the cynic Wilde as much as in the 
frankly sentimental Marie Corelli. But 
it seems to reach its height in the 
popular arts of the theatre and the 
drawing room, and Mr. Disher's book 
is heavily loaded with examples of 
atrocious mawkishness. Yet "Victorian 

Song" is by no means all gaslight's 
glitter, or little yellow birds, or songs 
of Araby. With the somewhat verbose 
and undisciplined enthusiasm of a life
long amateur, Mr. Disher leads us 
through the repertoire of our vocal 
grandpai'ents, and shows that, even in 
their entertainments, the Victorians 
could combine with sentimentality an 
amazing facility for absurd and often 
grimly realistic comedy. In both fields, 
indeed, they excelled their successors. 
The nostalgic tearfulness of their bal
lads has maintained a tenacious hold 
over the memories of most English 
people, and the comic songs of their 
music halls have rarely been rivalled 
in our century as examples of popular 
humor. George Orwell once said that 
he would sooner have written "Come 
where the booze is cheaper" than "The 
Blessed Damozel." Perhaps this view
point is extreme, but it is impossible to 
read Mr. Disher's chapters on the 
music-hall singers of the nineteenth 
century without the feeling that Vic
torian England, even if it was not so 
quaintly attractive as its faddish en
thusiasts are now inclined to maintain, 
was a vast deal more full of life and 
liveliness than we allowed ourselves 
to believe during the revolt of the 
Twenties. 

Your Literary L Q. 
Conducted by John T. Winterich 

HEAR YE! HEAR YE! 

Fannie Gross, of Asheville, North Carolina, asks you to identify ten literary 
characters who stood before the bar of justice. If you can name no more than 
six, it's a conviction; seven or eight is a hung jury, and nine or ten an acquittal. 
Verdict on page 37. 

1. On trial for attempted kidnapping and aiding larceny, this traveling 
salesman pleaded his own case in such an amusing fashion that the judge 
took time out for phoning his wife to bring her sewing to the courtroom. 

2. In a breach of promise suit the jury fined him seven hundred and fifty 
pounds which he refused to pay, preferring jail instead. 

3. During this man's trial, the husband of the women he was accused of 
murdering appeared to plead for the defendant, but the hysterical crowd in 
the courtroom prevented his speaking. 

4. Because he cursed the name of his native land when he was being tried 
for treason, he was doomed to spend the rest of his life as a circumnavigating 
exile. 

5. The eloquence of a renowned orator saved this New England farmei 
from paying a debt to the Devil. 

6. The trial of this Indian doctor was interrupted by the announcemen 
that the Englishwoman whose testimony would clear him had been smugglec 
out of the country. 

7. During this Russian's trial for the murder of his father, a revengefu 
woman produced a letter written by the accused wherein he threatened th 
patricide. 

8. This German banker was tried before a mysterious court for a crime th 
nature of which he never knew even up to the time he was murdered. 

9. He escaped sentence for jilting his fiancee when the judge decided t 
marry the girl himself. 

10. When this chauffeur was being tried for the murder of his employer 
daughter, his crime was reconstructed in the courtroom, including the fumat 
where the victim's body had been burned. 
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