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Alexandrina Victoria was born on 24 
May 1819, at Kensington Palace in Hyde 
Park, in London. On 20 June 1837 her 
uncle, King William IV, died. As he had no 
children of his own, she succeeded him 
as Queen Victoria. She was just eighteen 
years old.

Victoria had a rather miserable 
childhood. She was bullied by her 
domineering mother, who had plans 
to control her and to rule in her stead. 
When she was eighteen, however, 
Victoria gained her independence, and 
she found lasting happiness in her role as 
Queen, which she took very seriously. On 
10 February 1840, her joy was complete 
when she married her German cousin, 
Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha. 
Over the centuries royal weddings have 

nearly always been arranged to make 
political alliances, and their marriage was 
no different. Despite this they were truly 
devoted to one another. They went on to 
have nine children, and were hardly ever 
apart until Albert died of typhoid fever 
in 1861. The grief-stricken Victoria was 
to rule for a further 40 years. Hers was 
the longest reign of any British monarch 
until her descendant Queen Elizabeth II 
overtook her in 2015.

After Prince Albert died Victoria did not 
marry again, and she stayed in mourning 
for the rest of her life. This is why she is 
generally pictured wearing black. In those 
days the behaviour of the Royal Family, and 
indeed even the way they dressed, tended 
to set the tone for the whole of society. 
The kings who had preceded Victoria 
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had led rather wild and extravagant lives,  
so British society had tended to reflect 
that. Now Victoria, with her passion for 
family life, respectable behaviour and 
her devout Christianity, encouraged new, 
more serious fashions. 

To later generations this came to seem 
a bit pompous and even dishonest. 
Seventeen years after Victoria’s death, the 
writer Lytton Strachey wrote a popular 
book called Eminent Victorians. The title 
was ironic because the book mocked the 
people it pretended to praise. One of 
them, Florence Nightingale, who appears 
in this book, was a particular icon of the 
Victorian age and a personal friend of the 
Queen, so she must have seemed an easy 
target. Strachey’s view of the Victorians 
as hypocrites, merely pretending to be 
virtuous, became so popular that for 
many people it became the defining 
characteristic of the age.

However, although it is easy to scoff 
at what seem like the pretensions of 
that time, it is undeniably true that the 
people who shaped that age and who are 
described in this audiobook shared one 
great virtue: energy. 

The Victorian era was a time of 
great change and prosperity. Britain 
was undergoing the most tremendous 
development. Scientific discoveries had 
prompted the Industrial Revolution, which 
had made Britain the world leader in iron 
and steel production. Science itself was 
undergoing a revolution, celebrated by 
the groundbreaking work of the Royal 
Institution, which was led for part of 
Victoria’s reign by the brilliant Michael 
Faraday. Even the understanding of 
humankind’s place in the world was being 
redefined by the theories of the great 
naturalist Charles Darwin.

Factories powered by British steam 
engines were creating huge fortunes. 
Trade was booming. Cheap raw materials 
poured into Britain, and British factories 
transformed them into valuable goods, 
which were then exported all over the 
world. This explosion of power and 
progress was celebrated at the first 
World Fair, the Great Exhibition at the 
Crystal Palace in 1851. The brainchild of 
Prince Albert, it fired the imagination of 
the public, and for many people it came 
to symbolise the Victorian age. Over six 
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million people visited the Crystal Palace, 
a figure equivalent to a third of the 
population of Britain at the time.

The new towns that grew up around 
industrial centres quickly grew into major 
cities. The large numbers of people who 
poured into these places demanded a 
voice. In literature, in the works of Charles 
Dickens, the lives of ordinary men and 
women became the central stories of 
great novels for the first time.  

Furthermore, the political map of Britain 
was completely transformed in Victoria’s 
reign. When she came to the throne, 
virtually all the power in the country 
was concentrated in the hands of a few 
wealthy men. In a country of 18 million 
people, fewer than 750,000 were eligible 
to vote. Most of them voted as they were 
told to by the landed gentry who owned 
the constituencies that were represented 
in parliament. By the last general election 
of her reign, in 1900, over three and half 
million votes were cast. The principal 
architect of this change was the champion 
of reform, William Gladstone, who served 
as Prime Minister four times in Victoria’s 
reign.

Communication between cities was 
greatly accelerated by the development 
of the railways, in particular through the 
work of the great engineer, Isambard 
Kingdom Brunel. Brunel’s steam-driven 
ships then began to connect continents. 
His huge ship Great Eastern laid the first 
transatlantic cable connecting Britain to 
the United States in 1858. By the end 
of Victoria’s reign cables had been laid 
all over the world, and it was possible 
to send telegraphic messages all around 
the British Empire. For indeed, Britain had 
greatly added to its empire. Apart from 
Great Britain and Ireland, Victoria ruled 
Canada, Australia, South Africa, Malaysia 
and parts of the West Indies. Great 
swathes of Central Africa were mapped 
by the explorer David Livingstone, and 
much of this too would soon be gobbled 
up by the ever-expanding British Empire. 
In 1857, after a bitter struggle, what is 
today India and Pakistan fell under the 
authority of the British crown, and Victoria 
was declared Empress of India.

Through all this the Queen was not 
always popular. Particularly after Albert’s 
death, when she practically retired from 
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public life, she became a rather remote 
figure. Some people thought there should 
be no Empire. Some violently objected 
to all the rapid changes in society, while 
others thought that change should move 
faster. A few directed their anger at the 
Queen. There were no fewer than eight 
attempts to assassinate Victoria. However, 
when this happened it seemed to rally 
the country around her.  ‘It is worth being 
shot at to see how much one is loved,’ she 
once said.

For 40 years of her reign Alfred Tennyson 
served as the Poet Laureate. And although 
there were certainly some ups and downs 
in her relationship with her subjects, for 

the most part it seems that the British 
people agreed with the sentiments 
expressed in the poem Tennyson wrote for 
Victoria’s Jubilee in 1887:

Fifty times the rose has flower’d and 
   faded,
Fifty times the golden harvest fallen,
Since our Queen assumed the globe, 
   the sceptre… 
Nothing of the lawless, of the despot,
Nothing of the vulgar, or vainglorious,
All is gracious, gentle, great and queenly.

Notes by David Angus
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David Angus read Anthropology at University College London 
and then trained as an actor, going on to work in film, theatre and 
television. Between acting jobs he began to write scripts and books, 
and he has now written the texts for more than 30 audiobooks, 
including Ballet Stories for Naxos AudioBooks, which received awards 
from both AudioFile magazine and the Audio Publishers Association. 
This title is his eleventh for Naxos AudioBooks. Today David lives and 
works in Somerset.

Benjamin Soames trained at LAMDA. He appeared in the popular TV 
series Sharpe and toured worldwide in the acclaimed Cheek by Jowl 
production of Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, directed by Declan 
Donnelan. He has read The Tale of Troy, The Adventures of Odysseus, 
Tales from the Greek Legends, Great Rulers of Ancient Rome, Great 
Scientists and their Discoveries, Great Inventors and their Inventions, 
Stories from Shakespeare: The Plantagenets and featured in From 
Shakespeare – with love for Naxos AudioBooks.

Georgina Sutton trained at the Webber Douglas Academy of 
Dramatic Art. She has worked extensively in repertory theatres 
around the UK and her audio work includes voice commercials 
for Classic FM. Among her recordings for Naxos AudioBooks are 
Thackeray’s Vanity Fair, Brontë’s Shirley and Lawrence’s The Virgin and  
the Gypsy. 
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The music on this recording was taken from the NAXOS catalogue

SULLIVAN VICTORIA AND MERRIE ENGLAND  	 8.223677
RTE Sinfonietta; Andrew Penny, conductor 	

ELGAR ENIGMA VARIATIONS, OP.36, ‘ENIGMA’ / SERENADE FOR STRINGS 	 8.554161 
Slovak Radio Symphony Orchestra; Capella Istropolitana; 
Adrian Leaper, conductor 	

SULLIVAN MACBETH / KING ARTHUR  	 8.223635
RTE Concert Orchestra; RTE Chamber Choir;  
Margaret MacDonald, mezzo-soprano; Andrew Penny, conductor 

Music programming by Sarah Butcher
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