
The Victorian Era
SECTION 4C

ARTH-3573 HISTORY OF GRAPHIC DESIGN

- British Empire


- Queen Victoria & 
Imperialism


- Photography


- Design Language of 
Chromolithography


- Great Exhibiton  
of 1851

THE VICTORIAN ERA

- France 

- America


- American Editorial and 
Advertising Design 
 
 

- Victorian Typography

- British Empire 

- Queen Victoria & 
Imperialism 

- Photography


- Design Language of 
Chromolithography


- Great Exhibiton  
of 1851

THE VICTORIAN ERA

- France 

- America


- American Editorial and 
Advertising Design 
 
 

- Victorian Typography

• Alexandrina Victoria (lived 1819-1901) was Queen of the 
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland (1837–1901)  
and Empress of India (1876–1901).


• And more without the title - constitutional monarch of 
many in the British Commonwealth


• She was the last of the House of Hanover and gave her  
name to an era >> the Victorian Age. 
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• The Victorian Era is considered to  
last 1830 (1837) – 1900 

• In Meggs book, “The Reign of Queen Victoria 
(1819-1901)” means how long she lived.


• She was born in 1819, but did not become queen until 
1837 at the age of 18. 


• She then ruled until her death in 1901. 
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That’s 2/3 of a century!!! 
• During Victoria's rule, the British expanded their  

COLONIAL EMPIRE (imperialism) to places such as 
Africa, the Middle-East, Asia, and India.


• The British Empire was the largest empire ever, 
consisting of over 25% of the world's population 
and area.


• It included India, Australia, Canada, New Zealand, 
South Africa, Rhodesia, Hong Kong, Gibraltar, 
several islands in the West Indies and various 
colonies on the African coast
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• In 1750 the population of Britain was 4 million.


• By 1851 it was 21 million. 


• By 1900, Queen Victoria reigned over  
410 million people.

QUEEN VICTORIA & IMPERIALISM

VICTORIAN ERA

• The prevailing attitude in Britain was that expansion of 
British control around the globe was good for everyone.  

England had an obligation to enlighten and  
civilize the 'less fortunate savages' of the world.  

• The British (as a chosen people) had a destiny to fulfill – 
they were 'destined' to rule the world. 
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labor, and new markets for expanding industry in England  
(thanks to the Industrial Revolution). 
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• Strong moral, religious beliefs


• Proper social conventions


• Optimism 

• Prudish


• Hypocritical


• Stuffy, [and] narrow-minded 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• Strong moral, religious beliefs


• Proper social conventions


• Optimism 

• Prudish


• Hypocritical


• Stuffy, [and] narrow-minded 

• Middle-class - increasing in power and number,  
and with money to spend.
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• Overall ECLECTIC confusion  

VICTORIAN DESIGN

Title page for The Pencil of Nature, 1844

• Overall ECLECTIC confusion  

• Love of  “complex, fussy” ornament


• Ornate extravagant embellishments  
on manufactured products from silverware  
to large furniture


• Graphic design – elaborate borders and lettering


• Vivid color 

• Common subject matter:  
Wildflowers, butterflies, children, animals, birds
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VICTORIAN DESIGN

“Designers” could invent any letterform that  
suited their fancy and exploit an unlimited palette  
of bright, vibrant color never before available in  
printed communication.


• Letterpress printers and admirers of fine 
typography and printing were APPALLED


• “Designers” had absolute (too much?) freedom
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Walter Crane, Red Riding Hood, 1875
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The Great Exhibition of 1851

• Important summation of progress of  
the Industrial Revolution  

• Built specifically for the Great Exhibition of 1851  
and was the largest enclosed space in the  
world at the time. 
The building, boasting 300,000 panes of glass, was first built in 
Hyde Park. Then it was moved to Crystal Palace in southeast 
London, where it remained until it burnt down in 1936.


• 6 million visitors


• 13,000 exhibitors 


• All industrial nations attended
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Morris Pere et Fils (letterpress printers) and Emile Levy (lithographer),  
“Cirque d’hiver” poster, 1871.
 Claude Monet: Spring Claude, Orchards, 1840
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• Though Americans were not nearly as affected by the 
Victorian Era as those living in the British Isles or the 
English Commonwealth, the new country was of 
course still affected in many ways. 

AMERICAN EDITORIAL & ADVERTISING DESIGN

• ERA OF THE PICTORIAL MAGAZINE 

• Harper & Brothers


• Largest printing and publishing firm in  
the world by mid-1800s


• Then began Harper’s New Monthly Magazine


• English fiction and woodcut illustrations


• Design: still eclectic, but cleaner 

AMERICAN EDITORIAL & ADVERTISING DESIGN



Richard G. Tietze,   

POSTER for  
Harper’s Magazine, 

1883


•Visual communications in  
America dominated  
by illustrator 

 
 
On this poster:

• Illustration divided into  
3 zones, middle holly as  
background for headline

Charles Dana Gibson, poster for Scribner’s, 1895

• ERA OF THE PICTORIAL MAGAZINE 

• Rising tide of literacy


• Plunging production costs


• Growth of advertising revenues pushed number of 
newspapers and magazines published in America 
from 800 to 5,000 between 1830 and 1860 

• By end of century, magazines like  
Cosmopolitan and McClure’s carried  
+100 pages of advertisements in every issue
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• DEVELOPMENT OF ADVERTISING AGENCIES 

• 1843*: First “advertising agency” in Philadelphia 
called Volney Palmer (or V.B. Palmer’s).


• Mostly handled media,  
sold space for publishers,  
so more of an agent for  
media than for creating ads.
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• DEVELOPMENT OF ADVERTISING AGENCIES 

• 1843*: First “advertising agency” in Philadelphia 
called Volney Palmer (or V.B. Palmer’s).


• 1880s: N.W. Ayer and Son in Philadelphia began 
providing services like copywriting.


• By end of the 19th century, agencies were on the 
way to providing full spectrum, from art direction to 
production to media selection.

But creative department and “art director” as we know today did 
not develop until closer to mid-1900s in U.S.
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• Taste for ornate elaboration became a major 
influence on type and lettering design.


• Shadows, outlines, embellishments applied  
while retaining classical letter structure in  
first half of 19th century.


• In second half of 19th century (1800s), advances in 
industrial technology permitted metal-type foundries 
to push elaboration, including fanciful distortion of 
basic letterforms to an extreme degree.

VICTORIAN TYPOGRAPHY



• Passion for ornate Victorian typeface began to 
decline in 1890s, yielding to revival of classical 
typography, inspired by English Arts and Crafts 
Movement.


• The echo of Victorian influence on typography  
and design will be what clean Modernism’s style  
will work against.

VICTORIAN TYPOGRAPHY

Typographic Explosion
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