


 Queen Victoria 

 Paula Bartley’s  Queen Victoria  examines Victorian Britain from 
the perspective of the Queen. Victoria’s personal and political 
actions are discussed in relation to contemporary shifts in Britain’s 
society, politics and culture, examining to what extent they did – 
or did not – infl uence events throughout her reign. 

 Drawing from contemporary sources, including Queen Victo-
ria’s own diaries, as well as the most recent scholarship, the book 
contextualises Victoria historically by placing her in the centre 
of an unparalleled period of innovation and reform, in which the 
social and political landscape of Britain, and its growing empire, 
was transformed. Balancing Victoria’s private and public roles, 
it examines the cultural paradox of the Queen’s rule in relation 
to the changing role of women: she was a devoted wife, prolifi c 
mother and obsessive widow, who was also queen of a large 
empire and the Empress of India. 

 Marrying cultural history, gender history and other histories 
‘from below’ with high politics, war and diplomacy, this is a 
concise and accessible introduction to Queen Victoria’s life for 
students of Victorian Britain and the British Empire. 

  Paula Bartley  has published extensively on women’s history. Her 
previous publications include  Emmeline Pankhurst  (Routledge 
Historical Biographies, 2002),  Votes for Women  (2007) and  Ellen 
Wilkinson: From Red Suffragist to Government Minister  (2014). 
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 Introduction 

 On 28 March 1819, a seven-months-pregnant German princess 
left her home in Amorbach, Bavaria, for a 427-mile horse-drawn 
coach journey to England. She travelled with her husband, her 
daughter from a previous marriage, a lady-in-waiting, a midwife, 
a doctor, a governess, cooks, servants, two lapdogs and a cage 
of birds. The group trekked across the bumpy pot-holed roads 
of Europe in an assorted caravan of post-chaises, barouches and 
baggage carts and arrived in Calais on 18 April. Here they waited 
until the weather was fair enough for them to cross the Channel. 
A month later, safely installed in Kensington Palace, the Princess 
gave birth to a baby daughter, a ‘pretty little Princess, as plump 
as a partridge’. The baby was delivered by a female obstetrician, 
was breastfed by her mother and vaccinated against smallpox. 
Eighteen years later, in 1837, this daughter was crowned Victoria, 
Queen of Great Britain. 

 Britain in 1819 

 Victoria was born into a Britain where most people still lived 
and worked in the country. But it was a countryside in fl ux. The 
Enclosure Acts of the eighteenth century had broken up most of 
the old open fi elds and shared commons, land which was then 
hedged, ditched and fenced. Most small farmers could not afford 
the costs of these transformations so were forced to sell, some-
times becoming landless labourers, sometimes moving to the new 
towns. Life may have been harsh for the newly dispossessed 
smallholders but the enclosures allowed wealthier farmers to buy 
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more land, and to introduce new methods of farming, new machin-
ery and new ways of breeding pedigree herds. As a result, food 
production increased substantially, which led in turn to a dramatic 
growth in population. Families in 1819 were large: giving birth 
to nine children, as Queen Victoria would later do, was not 
unusual. 

 In other respects, too, Britain was undergoing momentous 
change as technological developments transformed the way in 
which people lived and worked. Cotton replaced wool as the 
material of choice. It was cheaper to produce, easier to keep clean 
and comfortable to wear. More and more workshops, factories, 
mills and mines used water and steam power rather than human 
muscle to make cotton cloth. This resulted in factories increasing 
in size as the installation of large, heavy and expensive machinery 
made it necessary to employ more than just a few people. Soon 
these new towns and cities became densely populated and exceed-
ingly dirty as the coal-fi red steam factories polluted the air people 
breathed and turned buildings black. These new factory workers 
needed to live somewhere, so houses were quickly – and often 
shoddily – built to accommodate them. Back-to-back houses were 
the norm in industrial cities. Most people did not have an inside 
lavatory let alone a bathroom: they used earth closets outside. 
Many families shared one earth closet – in one factory town 
about 7,000 people shared 33 such closets – which frequently 
overfl owed into the street. Not surprisingly, health problems such 
as cholera, typhoid and other related diseases were the results, 
all caused by poor sanitation. These types of illnesses affected all 
classes: Queen Victoria and her eldest son, Bertie, the Prince of 
Wales, became seriously ill from typhoid; many believe Prince 
Albert died from it. 

 In 1819 the Factory Act forbade children to work under the 
age of nine but the Act was unenforceable and owners generally 
ignored it. Conditions in the factories were often harsh. Every 
textile factory was damp, dusty and noisy: many workers stood 
in their bare feet in puddles of water; fl uff and cotton dust was 
everywhere; and the noise of the weaving and spinning machines 
was deafening. In addition, factory workers were regimented and 
subjected to petty rules; many employers fi ned their workers to 
make sure they behaved themselves and worked hard. Finable 
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offences at Strutts Mill in Belper included ‘idleness and looking 
thro’ window; noisy behaviour; being off with a pretence of being 
ill; and riding on each other’s back’. Children worked as ‘scav-
engers’ picking up the bits of thread and cotton underneath the 
machines or as ‘piecers’, joining together the ends of broken 
thread. The textile industry depended on slave-grown cotton to 
provide the raw materials to make its cloth. In 1807 the British 
government abolished the slave trade but slavery remained wide-
spread at the time of Victoria’s birth. 

 Textile factories relied on coal to power the new machines. In 
1819, coal mines employed men, women and children: the male 
collier hewed the coal; women, harnessed like animals, carried it 
to the pit-brow; and children worked as trappers, opening and 
shutting the underground doors for ventilation. Hours were long 
and the work was arduous and dangerous. Explosions, roof falls 
and accidents were common. When she was 13 years old, Princess 
Victoria wrote of having just ‘passed through a town where all 
coal mines are . . . The men, women and children . . . are all 
black. But I can not . . . give an idea of its strange and extraor-
dinary appearance. The country is very desolate every where.’  1   

 Britain had changed spectacularly in the period just before 
Victoria’s birth but it was to experience more unprecedented 
technological, political, economic and social change throughout 
the nineteenth century. Such dramatic changes posed challenges 
to government as it sought to ameliorate or contain the social 
dislocation which ensued. When she became queen, Victoria 
would need high levels of political skill to handle the changing 
needs and demands of her subjects brought on by this progres-
sively accelerating industrialisation. 

 Government and politics 

 When Victoria was born, a small elite ruled Britain. At the top 
of the hierarchy was the Crown, represented by ‘mad’ George III, 
but because of the King’s incapacity his disreputable and prof-
ligate son, George, became the Prince Regent, governing in 
place of his father. The Prince Regent created a world of such 
unbridled extravagance and luxury for himself that he was 
nicknamed Falstaff after the notoriously dissipated – yet 
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attractive – character in Shakespeare’s  Henry IV  plays. In 1820 
King George III died and his son replaced him as King George IV. 
British sovereigns were not absolute rulers; they were constitu-
tional monarchs empowered to rule according to an unwritten 
constitution, not by divine right. 

 The United Kingdom, unlike the United States and many other 
countries, has no single written constitution. Instead, the British 
constitution is a matter of custom, expectation and usage. It is 
uncodifi ed, incremental and embodied in Parliamentary laws, 
court judgements and treaties, all of which have been pieced 
together over time. The real beginning of constitutional monarchy 
dates back to the Magna Carta 1215 when King John, under 
pressure from his barons, agreed that sovereigns must rule by 
law, not by personal inclination. In 1689 these principles were 
reinforced and developed when the British parliament invited 
William of Orange and Mary to become joint sovereigns after 
King James II fl ed the country. William and Mary’s claim to the 
throne was therefore not directly hereditary since it depended on 
an Act of Parliament for its legitimacy. This Act established the 
principle that monarchs owed their position to parliament as 
much as to inherited right. In addition, the ‘Glorious Revolution’ 
confi rmed parliament as the chief law-making body; from then 
on the supreme power in Britain was parliament not the sovereign. 
The coronation oath, where the king or queen promises to govern 
according to the law, reinforces this principle. As queen, Victoria 
would object to any further strengthening of the parliamentary 
system, particularly if it affected her constitutional rights. 

 In 1819 parliament was composed of an unelected House of 
Lords and an elected House of Commons. The main political 
parties, the Whigs (Liberals) and the Tories (Conservatives), con-
sisted largely of male Anglican aristocrats: Catholics, Quakers 
and Jews could not become MPs.  2   Whigs had helped engineer 
the 1689 Revolution and were strong supporters of the Hanove-
rians when that dynasty succeeded to the British throne. Princess 
Victoria’s parents were both Whigs: she was surrounded by Whigs 
in her youth and throughout her life maintained that she held to 
Whig principles. Whigs believed that monarchs must govern with 
the consent of the nation and that ultimately sovereignty rested 
with the people, principles that Queen Victoria would often fi nd 
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hard to respect. Naturally, the Whigs sought to extend the fran-
chise in order to strengthen parliament, and their own infl uence, 
even more.   They were also committed to the defence of liberties 
and religious toleration. In contrast, the ideological hallmarks of 
the Tories were the principles of divine monarchical right, heredi-
tary succession and commitment to the Anglican Church. Not 
surprisingly, a large number of Tories opposed the 1689 Revolu-
tion, were against any extension of democracy and tended to 
squash radicalism wherever and whenever they could.  3   

 At the time, the state was small with the government mainly 
focusing on defence, the control of trade through customs and 
excise, and the maintenance of law and order. Britain was a 
country under pressure. The triple challenges of a population 
explosion, industrialisation and urbanisation had created multi-
layered   tensions, particularly in vulnerable areas. In 1815, after 
Napoleon was defeated at the Battle of Waterloo, the demobilisa-
tion of hundreds of thousands of soldiers – who had no pension 
or government support – led to increased unemployment and 
deepening distress for the very poor. And when the government 
passed the Corn Law Act 1815, which banned the import of 
foreign corn until the price of British corn had reached £4 
a quarter, the poorer section of society which relied on bread as 
their staple diet suffered. Victoria’s birth coincided with a time 
of signifi cant poverty and suffering for the working class; in 
contrast, there appeared to be a marked escalation of privilege 
and prosperity for the upper classes. 

 In August 1819, just a few months after the birth of Princess 
Victoria, a meeting was held in St Peter’s Fields, Manchester to 
call for parliamentary reform. At the time only a small minority 
of men – and no women – were allowed to vote. The meeting 
was broken up by a voluntary cavalry force, the Manchester 
Yeomanry, and at least 11 people were killed and 400 injured in 
the   mêlée.   It was soon called the Peterloo Massacre. The English 
Romantic poet, Percy Bysshe Shelley, wrote  England in 1819  in 
response to this event. The poem is politically radical: it encap-
sulates the anger of people against their royal family and what 
was considered to be a perfi dious government. It talks of an 
‘old, mad blind, despised and dying king, . . . Rulers who neither 
see, nor feel, nor know, but leech-like to their fainting country 



6 Introduction

cling. . . . A people starved and stabbed.’ In the same year Shelley 
also wrote  ‘The Mask of Anarchy ’, a poem which has been 
described as the greatest political poem ever written in English 
and one often quoted by Gandhi in his campaigns against the 
British in India.  ‘The Mask of Anarchy ’ is an anthem to freedom, 
liberty and equality, and ends with an exhortation to the people 
to ‘Rise Like Lions after slumber’ against injustice, as ‘ye are 
many – they are few’. Many people agreed with Shelley and did 
indeed ‘rise like lions’. As queen, Victoria would face periods of 
social and political unrest and be forced to accept the reforms 
brought in by her government in response to this turbulence. 

 Censorship, both overt and covert, was common. Sometimes 
political writers such as Shelley found it diffi cult to fi nd a pub-
lisher;  4   sometimes publishers were prosecuted for printing revo-
lutionary texts. In October 1819 Richard Carlile was convicted 
of blasphemy and seditious libel, and sent to prison for publishing 
Tom Paine’s  The Age of Reason , a book that challenged institu-
tionalised religion and the legitimacy of the Bible. The book was 
a best-seller in the United States. Of course, not all art was 
political: in the same year John Keats wrote  ‘La Belle Dame sans 
Merci’ , a love ballad drawn from medieval tales, and Walter Scott’s 
historical novel  The Bride of Lammermoor , probably now better 
known as Donizetti’s dramatic opera  Lucia di Lammermoor ,   was 
published. Walter Scott was to become one of Queen Victoria’s 
favourite novelists, and the opera a much treasured piece of music. 
The art and music world was thriving too. On 23 April 1819, 
to co-incide with his birthday and the birthday of the Prince 
Regent, the best-loved British artist, J. M. W. Turner, exhibited his 
painting  Richmond Hill . In the same year, Rossini had four of 
his operas performed in London. Britain seemed to be the cultural 
capital of the world. Certainly, at the time of Victoria’s birth, 
Britain was the world’s greatest power. It had the largest navy, 
the biggest share of the world’s trade, the most developed industry 
and London as the world’s fi nancial capital. In 1837 Victoria 
would be queen of it all. 

 Historiography 

 Queen Victoria is one of the most studied women in history – over 
500 books have been published on her life – so that biographies 
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sometimes read like a historical tiered cake, each author stacking 
ever more obscure facts onto previous layers and often repeating 
the same old facts expressed slightly differently. New books about 
Queen Victoria appear regularly, often written by biographers 
rather than historians, often emphasising the monarch’s personal 
lifestyle at the expense of her political infl uence and often aimed 
primarily to entertain general readers. There are psychological 
biographies, literary biographies, chatty biographies, biographies 
that deal solely with Victoria’s family, her prime ministers, or her 
courtiers.  5   There are books about young Victoria, married Vic-
toria, widowed Victoria and even imperial Victoria. There are, 
commented the historian Fassiotto, ‘so many Victorias. Old Vic-
torias, dignifi ed Victorias, charming Victorias, angry Victorias, 
Victorias in white satin and Victorias in black silk’.  6   

 Lytton Strachey, often regarded as the father of modern biog-
raphy, wrote the fi rst scholarly biography,  Queen Victoria .  7   For 
a man with a fondness for taking a rude and irreverent approach 
to his subjects, Strachey’s book is strangely adulatory; it also 
focuses on the Queen’s early life and pays scant attention to her 
later reign. Other biographers have written exhaustive cradle-to-
grave narratives. Elizabeth Longford’s long, authoritative, sym-
pathetic, yet unsentimental biography  Victoria   8   remains the best. 
However, her avoidance of sexually contentious issues and her 
minimal treatment of the Queen’s constitutional role are draw-
backs to an otherwise splendid book. Nonetheless, it remains, as 
Giles St Aubyn notes, ‘the envy and despair of those who venture 
to follow her’.  9   Cecil Woodham-Smith’s superb, sympathetic 
 Queen Victoria: Her Life and Times, Volume One 1819–1861   10   
sets the life of Victoria within the history of the period exception-
ally well but stops at the death of Albert. Stanley Weintraub’s 
best-selling scholarly, descriptive and readable  Victoria: Biography 
of a Queen   11   is less reverential, providing a life-like portrait which 
is both critical and sympathetic. Yet even so, the historical back-
ground to her reign remains slight and the book is of a length 
which is off-putting to many. Later interpretations such as Chris-
topher Hibbert’s  Queen Victoria   12   paint a different portrait of 
the monarch as a shy, diffi dent and vulnerable yet sensual person 
rather than the rather capricious, censorious and morally repres-
sive one of popular imagination. A. N. Wilson’s  Victoria   13   creates 
a fresher, yet sympathetic, Victoria for the twenty-fi rst century. 
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Wilson draws on new evidence from German archives to enrich 
his portrait of the Queen as an unconventional, volatile yet kindly 
and unsnobbish woman. His witty biography is an enjoyable and 
captivating read, full of gossipy anecdotes about royal life, but 
as with other accounts the focus remains on the personal, rather 
than the political story. 

 Other writers have written shorter and differently focused 
biographies. Frank Hardie’s  The Political Infl uence of Queen 
Victoria, 1861–1901   14   was the fi rst to challenge the myth that 
Queen Victoria took little interest in politics. On the contrary, 
he argues, the Queen had a pervasive infl uence particularly over 
foreign policy, the Church and legislation. Hardie provides a 
frank exposition of Victoria’s behind-the-scenes royal infl uence, 
revealing how the Queen promoted legislation, campaigned and 
intrigued against policies of which she disapproved and tried to 
infl uence the composition of governments. Throughout her life, 
he argued, she preferred to take an active role in government 
rather than take part in ceremonial occasions. Queen Victoria 
wanted to rule not just reign. 

 Some have sought to interpret Victoria theoretically. Dorothy 
Thompson’s  Queen Victoria   15   analyses the role of the monarch 
through the prism of gender, arguing that the presence of a woman 
in the highest political spheres affected the lives of all her subjects. 
Thompson’s feminist leanings, however, make her a little too 
sympathetic towards the monarch and she has a tendency to 
overlook the Queen’s obvious failings. The gender theme is devel-
oped by Adrienne Munich’s  Queen Victoria’s Secrets ,  16   which is 
a challenging and thought-provoking exploration of the infl uence 
of Victoria on cultural history. It is, however, more a compendium 
of how Victorians saw Victoria rather than a biography. Others 
have employed the analytical tools of cultural studies. John 
Plunkett’s scholarly  Queen Victoria: First Media Monarch ,  17   
examines the role of the media in Queen Victoria’s reign and 
analyses how the development of popular media helped re-invent 
the monarchy and make it more popular. 

 There has been a recent shift in biographical writing, that which 
examines particular   aspects of Victoria’s private life: Lynne Val-
lone’s  Becoming Victoria   18   and Kate Williams’s  Becoming Queen ,  19    
 for example, both focus on the Queen’s emotional and 


