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BRITISH 19TH CENTURY LITERATURE 

 It was the Golden Age of British Letters. The century opened with the Romantics. The first great 19th 

century woman writer was Jane Austen (1775-1817) 

 She wrote her first moved aged 14 and she finished Sense and Sensibility when she was just 20 years 

old. Letter-writing was also very popular during the Regency, that is, her life. 

Some clues for better understanding her works are further presented: 

 Her career coincided almost with the Napoleonic Age. In fact, two of her brothers served in the navy, 

and one of them fought under Nelson in Trafalgar. Nevertheless, There is no reference to the War with 

France in Jane Austen`s novels, except in Persuasion. 

 Britain’s position in the world was guaranteed by the Royal Navy. However, this was a particularly 

tragic and degrading institution. Many sailors, captured on British merchant ships or on the streets of port 

towns, were forced to serve on Navy ships.  

 Slavery was an important social issue because the slave trade was abolished in British Empire in 

1833. Until that time Britain controlled half the trade. This issue was considered in Mansfield Park.  

 Another important issue was the Industrial Revolution transformed the countryside by the building 

of canals, railways and factories. Work-timetable also changed evening meals, therefore, dinner and supper 

became synonymous. Social mobility grew more and more. British society had achieved a certain balance 

between stability and openness to new ideas as in the 1970s Paine asked for universal suffrage, old-age 

pensions, family allowance and free education for all. But, Prime Minister Pitt aborted them. Jane Austen’s 

works describe the pre-industrial generation in England due to her isolated life.  

 At Jane Austen’s time, the religion was a very practical brand of Christianity based on controlling 

one’s selfish urges, considering other people´s feeling, and making the best of what one had. However, there 

was an enormous level of corruption in the contemporary Church. Parishes were known as livings by the 

clergy because they were seen as a source of income and paid by the local landlord. 

 Talking about education, schooling was usually reserved for upper class boys. In this respect Jane 

and her sister Cassandra were exceptions because they did have some brief schooling outside the home. 

Upper class girls were expected to be in some way artistic (dancing, painting, playing a musical 

instrument…), to be capable of managing a home and to learn a modern language. On the contrary, boys 

studied Latin and Greek and rounded off through Europe for a year or two. The majority of population 

received no education at all. 

 In that time, Mary Wollstonecraft presented her Vindication of the Rights of Women. However, Jane 

Austen never did a general critique of the society in which she lived. Another significant change in the period 

went unnoticed by the writer too: the dramatic improvement in health and the decline in the death rate as a 

result of improved nutrition, medical care and the heavy tax on gin.  
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 The big name in social criticism is, of course, Charles Dickens (1812-1870) Dickens was a Victorian 

superstar, the most popular English novelist ever; all 15 of his novels were best sellers. He was highly 

regarded around the world, for example, Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky said that Great Expectations was their 

favourite novel. 

 A brief biography: His father, a pay-clerk at the Navy Office, was a financial disaster so much that at 

12 Dickens and all his family was thrown into a debtor’s prison together. Consequently, young Charles had to 

work firstly in a blacking factory, later in a lawyer’s office and, finally, as a political journalist. At 24 he 

married Catherine Hogarth, but it was not always a happy marriage as C. Dickens had had love affairs with 

Mary and Georgina (both were Catherine’s sisters), and with a famous actress 27 years younger Ellen “Nelly” 

Ternan.  In politics, Victoria was the Queen of England and the upper class was very rich as they owned land 

and houses and they did not have to work. They were also well educated. On the contrary, the working class 

was very poor, illiterate, hard workers for very little money. However, the middle class was usually  the main 

character in his  novels; neither very rich, nor terribly poor (as well as Dickens’ family where money made a 

great difference between bearable and unbearable life) 

 Charles Dickens’ literary success began with The Pickwick Papers. Most of his work was written to a 

deadline in weekly episodes for magazines so that it reached the widest possible audience and created great 

expectation before the final episodes appeared, for example, The Old Curiosity Shop.  

The fact that Dickens’ work was published in episodes meant that they adapted perfectly to television 

adaptations and modern English-speakers know Dickens. He wrote not only 15 novels, but also short stories, 

several comic plays, a Children’s History of England and hundreds of letters; that is named Dickens’ verbal 

diarrhoea. While writing, he often mimed the characters he was describing about, running over to a mirror, 

pulling faces, then dashing back to his desk to write down a description of the expression. 

 He was a liberal temperamental man asking for the prohibition of public executions in Britain and for 

helping reform prostitutes. This can be noted in Nicholas Nickelby. Another example we have in Oliver Twist 

because of that novel wealthy people became to think about workhouses (those nasty and cruel buildings 

where orphans were packed) He also invented/ fixed on us our modern idea of Christmas because he 

defended the idea of Christmas as a time of generosity and family reunions. For instance, in the United 

States some capitalists gave their workers an extra day’s holiday at Christmas after reading A Christmas 

Carol. 

Adventure Writers 

 The Victorians loved adventure, which is one of the reasons they spent most of their time killing and 

conquering around the world. 

Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde was based on a dream he had, just as Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein was 

also based on a dream. 
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