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The Secret History of Victorian Theater
Literature, Performance, and the Quotidian, 1860–1914
Serious study of the Victorian theater has been hampered by post-Victorian categories of cultural analysis inherited from Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy (1869), a text uncertain about the zone of everyday life in which, in the nineteenth century, theater predominated. My dissertation, “The Secret History of Victorian Theater: Literature, Performance, and the Quotidian, 1860–1914,” reconstructs the post-1860 development of the other strand of the Victorian cultural DNA, whose ideologies promoted direct intercession in everyday sensual life. The Victorians write of their own age as one of heightened and continual contact with the public multitude; theater was the central cultural mode through which this mass experience was engaged with and understood. Accordingly, the political theory of Walter Bagehot and William Stanley Jevons calls for theaters to become places where populations could construct a mainstream model of good behavior. This call was answered by everyday Victorians as a means of asserting, through public conformity, the aesthetic validity of their own lives. Bringing diaries, letters, and popular plays into conversation with novels and political theory, my project uncovers late-Victorian theater as the first literary mode defined by a mass population’s direct participation. 
In my first chapter, an aggregate reading of the performed repertory of Victorian plays shows the stage turning toward the mass community through a series of generically independent narrative assumptions, most significantly the shaping of individual volition into a communal ethos. Popular theater in the years between Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s The Lady of Lyons (1838) and J.M. Barrie’s Peter Pan (1904) tempered Romantic idealism by stressing responsibility to the social organism. This anti-individualist ethos, expressed in language emphasizing surface meaning over dissonant ambiguity, informs Henry Arthur Jones and Henry Herman’s Breaking a Butterfly (1884), an adaptation of Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House (1879) that converts Nora Helmer’s private departure from the home into her explicit conversion to the norms of her household and community. This consensus-constructing language reflects the theater’s new occasion as a community-building tool. To demonstrate how average citizens used this narrative model to bring local communities together, I reconstruct the performance of “That Niece from India” (1894), an amateur theatrical realized by the Donaldson family of South Kensington, London. 

My second chapter shows the Donaldson theatrical as part of a wider process of public normativization. As a place where individuals could publicly negotiate their social status, theater became the defining cultural institution of Victorian liberalism’s encouragement of self-government. Social reformers, Bagehot and Jevons among them, describe theaters as spearheading a new mode of cognitive engineering that encouraged all classes to observe and emulate socially stabilizing behaviors. This newly-public demonstration of private morality furnished the central debate of the Victorian literary drama, which extended from the plays of T.W. Robertson to the social drama of A.W. Pinero, W.S. Gilbert, and Oscar Wilde. Robertson’s MP (1871), which stages an electoral mob’s pacification by an amateur theatrical, rebuts George Eliot’s heavily Arnoldian Felix Holt (1866) by recommending that mass populations be brought to order by the instruments of culture. Gilbert’s Engaged (1877) and The Hooligan (1911) critique the Robertsonian consensus, showing overattention to surface politeness permitting moral atrocities. Rather than advocate any particular political message, the literary drama took the political potential of the theatrical medium itself as its message, critiquing the conditions by which the sensus communis of popular theatergoing was transmuted into the quotidian realization of political life.
Encouraged to find in theaters a template for everyday action, Victorian audiences began to stage plays themselves through the practice of amateur theatricals. In so doing, they turned to a vast body of theatrical conduct manuals such as Henry Dakin’s The Stage in the Drawing Room; or, the Theatre at Home (1883). My third chapter describes the aesthetic theory that these guides present as the missing chapter between Diderot and Stanislavsky in the history of performance methodology. These guides take as their touchstone the amateur theatrical sequence in Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park (1814). Examining these guides’ revision of Austen’s anti-theatrical prejudice, I show how theatricals allowed the population at large to influence the national stage, making domestic verisimilitude a component of professional production.

In my fourth chapter, a survey of fifty-seven Victorian diarists shows theatergoing developing, by the 1890s, into the most universal form of Victorian public experience, a claim to normalcy for citizens throughout England and the world. In their diaries, Victorians describe their theatergoing as a process of social integration, an experience that confirmed that one was au courant with contemporary life and fashion. This mass phenomenology of theatergoing experience posed a particular problem to the narrative enunciation of the late-century novel. George Grossmith’s The Diary of a Nobody (1892) makes theatergoing the epitome of an unidealized daily activity. The narrators of Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations (1861) and George Eliot’s Middlemarch (1872) invoke the theater when they meditate upon their narrators’ cultural ties to their contemporary societies. The brute pragmatism of the French actress Madame Laure shocks Tertius Lydgate into the idealistic mode that, for much of the novel, he shares with the narrator. Reading this narrative tendency forward to Henry James’s The Tragic Muse (1890) and D.H. Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers (1913), I show how the novel used theater’s understood cultural centrality to anchor idealistic social critique. 

The theater’s evocation of a field of everydayness was particularly important for Victorian subjects living overseas. My concluding chapter triangulates theatergoing and theater production in England with records of military personnel stationed in Victorian Anglo-India and of civilian colonists constructing the new city of Victoria, British Columbia. As their diaries and letters show, average citizens brought theatrical texts such as Cox and Box (1847) and San Toy (1899) to the colonies as a coat of phenomenological primer, which allowed audiences and performers to map domestic certainties onto the frequent disjunctions of colonial life. Seeking to detach these performances from their essentially negative place within metanarratives of nascent nationalist idealism, I show how overseas Britons used the theater to realize the typical cultural certainties of late-Victorian life.      
