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    A throne is never merely a chair; it is a stage on which character becomes history. Lytton Strachey’s Queen Victoria seizes that stage and turns it into a lucid inquiry into how a single temperament can shape, and be shaped by, an institution. Rather than erecting a marble monument, Strachey composes a living portrait: poised, economical, and attentive to the pressures of public duty upon private sensibility. The result is not a chronicle of every edict and ceremony, but an artful account of a reign seen through the prism of personality, influence, and the ceremonial theatre that makes monarchy intelligible to its age.

The author, Lytton Strachey, wrote within the orbit of the Bloomsbury Group and had already transformed biography with Eminent Victorians (1918) when he published Queen Victoria in 1921. Composed in the uneasy afterglow of the First World War, the book addresses a nineteenth-century sovereign with twentieth-century clarity. Its central premise is straightforward: to examine Victoria’s life and reign not as a ledger of events, but as a coherent character study embedded in constitutional and social change. Strachey traces the arc from youthful accession to mature authority, constructing a narrative that reveals how a person becomes an emblem without losing specificity.

The book’s classic status rests on its redefinition of what biography could be. Strachey rejects exhaustive compilation and pious reverence in favor of selection, rhythm, and judicious irony, a practice that critics have associated with the “new biography.” His method made room for interpretation without sacrificing fact, thereby repositioning biography as a branch of literature as well as history. That shift proved decisive: subsequent readers recognized in Queen Victoria a model of narrative compression and psychological acuity, qualities that allow the work to speak across periods and to resist the ossification that often afflicts royal lives told merely as timelines.

Strachey’s craftsmanship is anchored in documents. He drew on published correspondence and memoirs—most notably the multi-volume Letters of Queen Victoria (1907), edited by Arthur Christopher Benson and Viscount Esher—alongside parliamentary reports, journals, and contemporary accounts. These sources provide texture without overwhelming the prose. Strachey’s technique is to let a letter, a cabinet exchange, or a ceremonial detail open onto larger meanings, while preserving a scrupulous distance from unfounded conjecture. The narrative’s authority arises from this balance: it is interpretive, yet tethered to records available to a careful reader, enabling insight to grow from verifiable evidence.

At the heart of the book is a portrait of a human being inhabiting a symbolic role. Strachey shows how a young woman confronted the etiquette, counsel, and scrutiny that attend the crown, and how temperament and training interact within constitutional boundaries. The court becomes a setting in which character is tried and displayed, not merely adorned. Without indulging in melodrama, the biography suggests the ways in which attachment, education, and duty intersected to produce a durable public presence. Through this lens, the reign appears as a story of self-fashioning under pressure, rendered with clarity and restraint.

Enduring themes thread the narrative: the friction between privacy and publicity, the theater of sovereignty, and the negotiation of authority through rituals, advisers, and family roles. Strachey attends to the construction of image—how ceremonies, portraits, and proclamations can both reveal and conceal. He also explores the gendered expectations that shaped responses to a female monarch, noting how counsel and decorum became instruments of governance. These motifs allow readers to consider monarchy not only as a constitutional fact but as a cultural performance, with Victoria’s personality at once protagonist and touchstone.

Strachey’s style is as notable as his framework. The prose is clear, compressed, and pointed, achieving momentum without strain. Irony is present but controlled; it illuminates rather than diminishes. Scene by scene, Strachey selects decisive moments, allowing emphasis and juxtaposition to carry meaning. He avoids a clutter of apparatus within the text, preserving a swift surface while implying a carefully sifted substratum of sources. The resulting architecture feels classical: balanced, proportioned, and attentive to cadence. Such artistry makes the book rereadable, because the language itself holds, shapes, and rewards the reader’s attention.

Queen Victoria has exercised a wide influence on later writers. By demonstrating that biography could be interpretive, concise, and psychologically revealing, it encouraged twentieth-century biographers and narrative historians to fashion lives as coherent artistic wholes. The book stands within a broader movement often termed the new biography, a shift that contemporaries and later critics have acknowledged. Novelists and essayists likewise drew lessons from its blend of documentation and style, engaging with the possibilities it opened for life-writing that attends both to the individual mind and to the stage of public action.

Reception reinforced its standing. Appearing after the shock of war, the book offered a measured, humane account of power and personality, inviting readers to revisit a formative century with fresh eyes. It reached a wide audience and helped to consolidate Strachey’s reputation as a leading biographical stylist. Its durability owes much to its tone: unsentimental yet sympathetic, critical yet fair. The work’s balance made it useful to general readers and scholars alike, and its craft ensured that it would be discussed not only for what it reveals about Victoria but for what it teaches about biography.

To read Queen Victoria today is to encounter a carefully staged conversation between evidence and interpretation. Strachey does not pretend to finality; he offers a considered portrait that invites comparison with other records and studies. This openness has allowed the book to coexist fruitfully with later archival research, remaining an aesthetic and methodological benchmark even as scholars refine details. The biography models a discipline of attention—seeing the individual within the constraints of office—and a discipline of selection, reminding us that narrative choices shape historical understanding as surely as dates and decrees do.

The book’s themes retain striking contemporary resonance. Modern publics still debate the boundaries between a leader’s persona and private life, the optics of ceremony, and the relationship between counsel and conviction. Institutions continue to be defined by images as well as statutes, by stories as well as structures. In this light, Strachey’s portrait of a monarch navigating spectacle, responsibility, and selfhood illuminates current discussions about visibility, accountability, and the rhetoric of power. The biography’s poise encourages readers to consider how character informs governance—and how governance, in turn, molds character.

Queen Victoria endures because it speaks to both the contingencies of one life and the enduring patterns of public rule. Strachey offers a narrative that is elegant without evasiveness, interpretive without extravagance, and grounded without pedantry. In securing its classic status, the book shows how literary intelligence can deepen historical insight. As today’s world revisits questions of leadership, image, and institutional legitimacy, this biography remains a companionable guide: a work that clarifies the past while sharpening our sense of the present, and that confirms the lasting appeal of lives told with art and care.
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    Lytton Strachey’s Queen Victoria, first published in 1921, offers a concise, character-driven biography that situates the monarch within Britain’s evolving constitutional framework. Strachey begins with Victoria’s birth in 1819 and her circumscribed childhood under the Duchess of Kent and Sir John Conroy, the regimen often called the Kensington System. He presents the formation of her temperament—willful, conscientious, and alert to duty—alongside the influence of her governess, Baroness Lehzen. The early chapters emphasize how confinement and tutelage prepared, and at times ill-prepared, the young princess for public life, framing the central question of how a private individual would assume a vast, modernizing throne.

The narrative then turns to Victoria’s accession in 1837, highlighting the abrupt transition from secluded adolescence to sovereign authority. Strachey examines her reliance on Prime Minister Lord Melbourne, whose personal charm and political steadiness shaped her early habits of rule. The Bedchamber crisis of 1839, when the Queen resisted changes to her household under a different ministry, becomes an emblem of youthful resolve colliding with constitutional norms. Throughout these episodes, the book traces a developing sensibility: the monarch’s affections and loyalties are real, yet they must be reconciled with the impersonal claims of parliamentary government.

Victoria’s marriage to Prince Albert in 1840 reframes the story as a partnership of domestic commitment and public duty. Strachey dwells on Albert’s systematic mind, moral seriousness, and administrative energy, showing how he reorganized the court, cultivated cultural projects, and supported the Queen’s state work. The biography stresses their complementary roles: Victoria’s instinct for representation and personal influence balanced by Albert’s appetite for paperwork and policy detail. Strachey treats the marriage not as an idyll but as an evolving institution, in which affection, discipline, and shared purpose slowly articulate a model of constitutional monarchy grounded in domestic example.

A central thread is the Queen’s education in constitutional practice amid shifting ministries. With Melbourne’s eclipse and Sir Robert Peel’s premiership, Strachey presents a sovereign learning to separate personal preference from official duty. The biography charts tensions over appointments, correspondence, and the Crown’s residual prerogatives, culminating in recurrent frictions with Lord Palmerston, whose impulsive management of foreign affairs often tested court-mansion boundaries. Strachey’s portrait remains measured: the Queen asserts opinions vigorously, yet the office requires restraint; the settlement of roles is gradual, contested, and always mediated by cabinet responsibility.

Strachey gives particular weight to Albert’s public works, especially the Great Exhibition of 1851, portraying it as a defining moment in the monarchy’s rapprochement with an industrial age. The Exhibition’s organization, symbolism, and success exemplify how spectacle and utility could reinforce the Crown’s prestige without challenging parliamentary authority. Alongside state events, the book attends to the growing royal family and the cultivation of a domestic image that appealed to a broad public. In Strachey’s telling, ceremonial, philanthropy, and family life coalesce into a modern royal idiom: visible yet disciplined, dignified yet compatible with middle-class sensibilities.

Foreign policy and war form an important backdrop for the middle period of the reign. Strachey surveys the Queen’s correspondence, her consultations with ministers, and her persistent efforts—often with Albert—to influence tone, timing, and presentation even where ultimate decisions rested with the cabinet. The Crimean War and other diplomatic entanglements reveal the limits and uses of monarchical counsel. Rather than dramatizing isolated crises, the biography emphasizes process: documents, audiences, and routines through which a conscientious sovereign sought to make constitutional influence compatible with national policy and evolving public opinion.

Albert’s final illness and death in 1861 mark a profound pivot in Strachey’s narrative. The Queen’s grief, withdrawal from many public functions, and reliance on a small inner circle are treated with restraint, highlighting psychological depth without sensational detail. Strachey observes how mourning reshaped court life and public expectations, and how criticism of seclusion intersected with continued administrative diligence behind the scenes. The biography traces the tension between a private bereavement and a public role, showing a monarch who maintains correspondence and oversight while renegotiating the terms of visibility and ceremonial presence.

In the later decades, Strachey follows Victoria’s careful return to a fuller public posture and her dealings with successive prime ministers, especially William Ewart Gladstone and Benjamin Disraeli. He notes her personal preference for Disraeli’s deference and imaginative statecraft, the creation of the title Empress of India, and the growth of imperial display. Jubilees and public celebrations consolidate a renewed bond between crown and nation, while court ritual and philanthropy extend the monarchy’s symbolic reach. Throughout, Strachey underscores continuity amid change, portraying a sovereign who adapts slowly but deliberately to the enlarged scale and complexity of a global power.

The closing chapters draw together themes of character, institution, and spectacle. Strachey’s portrait emphasizes how Victoria’s steadfastness, affections, and sense of duty helped reconfigure the monarchy from a locus of political initiative to a center of national representation. Without forcing conclusions, the book suggests the durability of arrangements forged through habit, compromise, and public sentiment. Its enduring significance lies in demonstrating how personal temperament, domestic ideals, and constitutional restraint can—through persistence rather than grand design—shape a modern, legitimating image of rule that outlasts its immediate circumstances.
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    Lytton Strachey’s Queen Victoria, published in 1921, surveys a nineteenth‑century Britain anchored by monarchy, Parliament, and empire, and energized by industrial capitalism. The setting spans Victoria’s reign from 1837 to 1901, when London served as imperial hub and the Anglican Church retained cultural authority alongside an expanding print public. The British constitution, unwritten yet entrenched in precedent, constrained royal power while preserving the throne’s prestige. Strachey writes from a post–First World War vantage, looking back on a society that had combined moral earnestness with commercial dynamism. His narrative is framed by this tension between tradition and modernity, between personal rule and institutional limits.

Constitutional monarchy is central to the book’s milieu. Victoria inherits the Hanoverian settlement in which sovereignty is exercised through responsible ministries, yet her early dependence on Lord Melbourne shows how personalities could still shape governance. The 1839 bedchamber crisis, when Sir Robert Peel sought to alter the Queen’s household appointments, exposed fragile boundaries between royal preference and constitutional practice. Strachey’s treatment emphasizes how palace routines, private secretaries, and Cabinet norms together defined the Crown’s role. He neither romanticizes royal omnipotence nor reduces it to ceremony, instead tracing a subtle evolution from youthful engagement to mature, restrained influence.

Industrialization gives social depth to the political story. Expanding mills and coalfields, swelling cities like Manchester and Birmingham, and the spread of railways from the 1830s transformed everyday life. The telegraph compressed distance; factory clocks reordered labor. Public health crises prompted administrative reform, notably the 1848 Public Health Act. Strachey’s narrative situates Victoria as a symbolic guarantor of stability amid rapid change, while Prince Albert’s interest in science and technology ties the court to the new industrial order. The monarchy’s domestic image—family, duty, respectability—offered reassurance to a society negotiating the costs and benefits of mechanical progress and urban growth.

Democratic agitation pressed upon the throne and Parliament alike. Chartism, with mass petitions in 1839, 1842, and 1848, demanded universal male suffrage, secret ballots, and equal electoral districts. The movement’s rallies, including the 1848 Kennington Common demonstration, fueled elite anxieties about revolution. Strachey shows a young queen responding through ministers, relying on police and administrative preparedness rather than royal fiat. The episode illuminates how public order, law, and a burgeoning press mediated relations between the people and the palace. While the Charter failed, the grievances it articulated persisted, shaping later reforms that gradually widened the franchise during Victoria’s lifetime.

Economic policy wracked political parties and tested the monarchy’s neutrality. The repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846, driven by Sir Robert Peel amid mounting distress and the Irish Famine of the late 1840s, split the Conservatives and altered the party system. Free trade became a defining Liberal cause, while protectionist sentiment regrouped under new Conservative leaders. Strachey’s account underscores the Crown’s constitutional restraint during partisan realignments, even as personal sympathies and court opinions existed. He uses the episode to highlight the difference between opinion and action in a constitutional sovereign, capturing the queen’s learning curve in navigating ministerial responsibility and public controversy.

Revolutions across Europe in 1848 and the diplomacy of Lord Palmerston tested prerogatives and protocol. Victoria and Albert insisted that foreign despatches be submitted for the sovereign’s review, seeking order in a volatile environment. Disputes over Palmerston’s autonomous methods led to formal guidelines reinforcing ministerial accountability to Crown and Cabinet. Strachey emphasizes Albert’s administrative temperament and Victoria’s seriousness about constitutional forms, revealing how the monarchy sought influence through procedure rather than decree. The episode situates the court within a broader struggle to reconcile executive agility with accountability at a moment when continental upheavals sharpened British sensitivity to legitimacy and stability.

The Great Exhibition of 1851 epitomized the optimistic face of the era. Conceived by Prince Albert and staged in the Crystal Palace, it showcased machinery, manufactures, and art from across Britain and the world. Millions attended, celebrating free trade, industry, and imperial reach. Strachey uses the Exhibition to illuminate Albert’s managerial vision and Victoria’s public role as patron and participant. The event linked court prestige with national progress, while also codifying the monarchy’s domestic image—punctilious, orderly, morally exemplary. It is a pivot in the book’s narrative, where ceremonial spectacle, technological wonder, and liberal economics converge to express a confident mid‑century Britain.

War disrupted that confidence. The Crimean War (1853–1856) exposed administrative inefficiencies and energized the press, while Florence Nightingale’s reforms redefined military nursing and public health. The Victoria Cross was instituted in 1856, symbolizing valor irrespective of rank. Strachey portrays a monarchy mindful of its duty to honor sacrifice yet bound by the limits of constitutional power. He shows how public scrutiny and telegraphic news narrowed the distance between battlefield and home, making royal gestures—inspections, medals, correspondence—part of a new politics of visibility. The court’s role becomes emblematic, representing solidarity without commanding strategy.

The Indian Rebellion of 1857 precipitated the 1858 transfer of governance from the East India Company to the Crown. Queen Victoria’s Proclamation emphasized religious toleration and legal protections, formalizing a more centralized imperial relationship. Later, the Royal Titles Act of 1876 styled her Empress of India, confirming symbolic integration of India into the imperial hierarchy. Strachey attends to the language of rule and the ceremonial grammar that accompanied it. He neither debates military tactics nor idealizes empire; rather, he shows how imperial administration, public rhetoric, and royal imagery fused to define Victoria as a figurehead of global dominion.

The death of Prince Albert in 1861 changed the tempo of the reign. Victoria’s prolonged mourning withdrew her from many public appearances, reshaping perceptions of monarchy. Republican sentiment flickered in the early 1870s, along with criticism of court seclusion and costs, before a wave of goodwill followed the Prince of Wales’s recovery in 1872. Strachey draws on published correspondence to trace private grief’s public consequences, analyzing how household officials and private secretaries helped maintain routine governance. The tension between personal sorrow and public duty becomes a central theme, revealing the monarchy’s dependence on ritual visibility in an age of mass politics.

Partisan rivalry in the later reign sharpened questions of royal preference. William Ewart Gladstone and Benjamin Disraeli offered contrasting styles of leadership and policy. Disraeli’s attentions to court ceremony and imperial symbolism resonated with Victoria, while Gladstone’s moral earnestness and administrative reform shaped national policy in other directions. The Royal Titles Act and Eastern Question debates illustrated how foreign policy and imperial claims intersected with royal persona. Strachey does not claim the Crown dictated outcomes; he instead traces how personality, flattery, and conviction informed the delicate balance between constitutional impartiality and human inclination.

Democratization advanced through the Second Reform Act of 1867 and the Third Reform Act of 1884–1885, widening the electorate. The 1870 Education Act initiated mass elementary schooling in England and Wales; trade unions expanded and social legislation multiplied. As electoral politics broadened, royal influence shifted further toward symbol and ceremony. Victoria’s Golden Jubilee in 1887 and Diamond Jubilee in 1897 became carefully staged national rituals that fused monarchy with the story of progress and empire. Strachey reads these spectacles as both genuine celebrations and managerial performances, in which the Crown adapted to a more participatory, media‑saturated political culture.

Communications revolutions molded monarchy’s public face. Railways enabled royal tours; the telegraph accelerated the circulation of news; illustrated weeklies and cheap newspapers expanded reach from the 1840s. Photography—cartes de visite and official portraits—standardized a domestic iconography of the royal family. Strachey is alert to this ecology of images and headlines, showing how the intimacy of pictures and the speed of reports both humanized and scrutinized the throne. The court’s careful release of portraits and attendance at civic ceremonies became tools of governance by impression, complementing constitutional restraint with a politics of visibility suited to industrial modernity.

Victorian culture fused evangelical morality with middle‑class domestic ideals, often summarized as separate spheres for men and women. Victoria herself embodied motherhood and respectability, yet she asserted strong opinions on governance and expressed hostility to proposals for women’s suffrage in private correspondence. The tension between prescribed gender roles and her sovereign authority interested Strachey, who portrays a queen both within and beyond her era’s constraints. He avoids anachronism, instead reading contradictions as historically grounded realities. The result is a portrait that reveals how gender, power, and propriety intersected in court life, policy preferences, and the expectations projected onto the Crown.

The late reign unfolded against intensified imperial competition. Britain occupied Egypt in 1882, fought in the Sudan, and expanded African holdings during the 1880s. Conflicts in southern Africa led toward the Second Boer War in 1899, which outlived Victoria by months. The queen’s symbolic role as unifier of a far‑flung empire was reinforced through jubilees and regimental rituals. Strachey charts this expansion without triumphalism, attentive to how pageantry and policy intertwined. His narrative registers both the confidence of imperial reach and the administrative strains it imposed, situating the monarch’s image within the geopolitics of prestige, trade routes, and strategic choke points.

Strachey’s method reflects a wider early twentieth‑century shift in biography. Rejecting exhaustive life‑and‑letters hagiography, he favors selection, irony, and psychological shading grounded in documents. He drew heavily on published sources such as the multi‑volume Letters of Queen Victoria (1907–1910), edited by Arthur Christopher Benson and Viscount Esher, as well as Theodore Martin’s Life of the Prince Consort. Written shortly after the First World War, the book speaks to an audience re‑examining Victorian certainties about empire, progress, and moral uplift. Its cool poise and measured sympathy offer a modern lens on a still‑revered figure.

Form and context reinforce each other in Queen Victoria. Strachey’s economy of scene, documentary quotation, and pointed characterization allow institutions to appear through people—ministers, secretaries, children, foreign statesmen—rather than through abstract thesis. He shows how constitutional monarchy adapted to mass politics, industrial publicity, and imperial growth, while acknowledging the personal costs of service and bereavement. Without sensationalism, he deflates legends, recovers motives, and tracks the interplay of ceremony and power. The result is a biography that doubles as a historical mirror, reflecting the Victorian era’s structures and myths while inviting a judicious, postwar appraisal of what they achieved and obscured.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Lytton Strachey (1880–1932) was a British biographer, essayist, and critic whose work transformed life-writing in the early twentieth century. Emerging from the intellectual milieu later labeled the Bloomsbury Group, he challenged the reverent, expansive Victorian model with brevity, irony, and psychological acuity. His biographies treated historical figures as complex individuals rather than exemplars of moral uplift, and his prose balanced elegance with a cool, analytic gaze. Appearing between the end of the Victorian age and the unsettled interwar period, Strachey’s work questioned inherited authority and helped popularize a modern, skeptical tone in English letters, reshaping expectations of what biography might achieve.

Strachey was educated in London before proceeding to Trinity College, Cambridge, in the early years of the twentieth century. At Cambridge he encountered the ethical and aesthetic influence of G. E. Moore and joined the conversational society known as the Cambridge Apostles, experiences that refined his taste for clarity, sincerity, and analytic argument. He also developed a sustained admiration for French literature, particularly the classical and Enlightenment traditions, and for the English essayistic line from the eighteenth century. These influences shaped a prose style that prized lucidity and poise, and encouraged a biographical method attentive to temperament, motive, and style.

In the years before the First World War, Strachey supported himself as a man of letters, contributing criticism and occasional pieces to periodicals while refining a distinctive voice. Landmarks in French Literature (1912), written for a popular series, surveyed major authors with confident brevity and helped establish his authority as a critic. He experimented with miniature portraits and historical sketches, favoring selection over encyclopedic sweep. The approach resisted biographical piety by foregrounding tone, pattern, and character. During this period he clarified the principles that would guide his mature work: compression, irony, and an insistence that insight matters more than exhaustive chronicle.

Eminent Victorians (1918) was the breakthrough. In four sharply etched studies—Cardinal Manning, Florence Nightingale, Thomas Arnold, and General Gordon—Strachey dismantled the era’s heroic myths and revealed the contradictions of public virtue. The book’s wit and cool detachment startled readers accustomed to monumental, reverential lives. Some critics accused him of malice or selective quotation; others hailed the work as a liberation from cant. Its timing, at the end of a devastating war, amplified its effect. Strachey’s method—strategic omission, psychological portraiture, vivid set-pieces—made biography a modern art, and the volume quickly became a touchstone for the so‑called “new biography.”

Strachey consolidated his reputation in the 1920s. Queen Victoria (1921) offered a concise, humane portrait that combined skepticism with sympathy and reached a broad readership. Books and Characters: French and English (1922) gathered essays that displayed his cosmopolitan range and taste for stylistic finesse. Elizabeth and Essex: A Tragic History (1928) extended his method to Tudor politics and psychological motive, provoking debate about the boundaries between history and imaginative reconstruction. Portraits in Miniature and Other Essays (1931) returned to shorter forms. These books fixed his public stature as a master of elegant demystification and a craftsman of pointed prose.

Behind the style lay a consistent set of convictions. Strachey distrusted solemn moralizing and the cult of great men; he preferred measured skepticism, humane curiosity, and an eye for the comic. During the First World War he voiced pacifist views associated with parts of his circle, and his writing resisted martial heroics and national pieties. Methodologically, he favored letters and diaries, dramatic scene-setting, and the revelation of character through telling detail. Critics faulted his selectiveness and ironies for distorting evidence; admirers answered that he clarified truth by design. His example helped define the modern ethos of biography as interpretation.

In his final years Strachey continued to publish essays and to plan further biographical studies, even as his health declined. He died in 1932, leaving a compact body of work that altered expectations for English prose and historical portraiture. Posthumous collections sustained his reputation, and debates about his fairness to the Victorians have remained a productive point of contention. Subsequent biographers and critics, influenced by his precision and irony, extended and revised his techniques. Today his books are read for their style and their challenge to didactic narrative, a legacy that keeps the problems of truth and art in fruitful tension.
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On November 6, 1817, died the Princess Charlotte[1], only child of the Prince Regent, and heir to the crown of England. Her short life had hardly been a happy one. By nature impulsive, capricious, and vehement, she had always longed for liberty; and she had never possessed it. She had been brought up among violent family quarrels, had been early separated from her disreputable and eccentric mother, and handed over to the care of her disreputable and selfish father. When she was seventeen, he decided to marry her off to the Prince of Orange; she, at first, acquiesced; but, suddenly falling in love with Prince Augustus of Prussia, she determined to break off the engagement. This was not her first love affair, for she had previously carried on a clandestine correspondence with a Captain Hess. Prince Augustus was already married, morganatically[2], but she did not know it, and he did not tell her. While she was spinning out the negotiations with the Prince of Orange, the allied sovereign—it was June, 1814—arrived in London to celebrate their victory. Among them, in the suite of the Emperor of Russia, was the young and handsome Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg[4]. He made several attempts to attract the notice of the Princess, but she, with her heart elsewhere, paid very little attention. Next month the Prince Regent, discovering that his daughter was having secret meetings with Prince Augustus, suddenly appeared upon the scene and, after dismissing her household, sentenced her to a strict seclusion in Windsor Park. "God Almighty grant me patience[1q]!" she exclaimed, falling on her knees in an agony of agitation: then she jumped up, ran down the backstairs and out into the street, hailed a passing cab, and drove to her mother's house in Bayswater. She was discovered, pursued, and at length, yielding to the persuasions of her uncles, the Dukes of York and Sussex, of Brougham, and of the Bishop of Salisbury, she returned to Carlton House at two o'clock in the morning. She was immured at Windsor, but no more was heard of the Prince of Orange. Prince Augustus, too, disappeared. The way was at last open to Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg.

This Prince was clever enough to get round the Regent, to impress the Ministers, and to make friends with another of the Princess's uncles, the Duke of Kent. Through the Duke he was able to communicate privately with the Princess, who now declared that he was necessary to her happiness. When, after Waterloo, he was in Paris, the Duke's aide-de-camp carried letters backwards and forwards across the Channel. In January 1816 he was invited to England, and in May the marriage took place.

The character of Prince Leopold contrasted strangely with that of his wife. The younger son of a German princeling, he was at this time twenty-six years of age; he had served with distinction in the war against Napoleon; he had shown considerable diplomatic skill at the Congress of Vienna[3]; and he was now to try his hand at the task of taming a tumultuous Princess. Cold and formal in manner, collected in speech, careful in action, he soon dominated the wild, impetuous, generous creature by his side. There was much in her, he found, of which he could not approve. She quizzed, she stamped, she roared with laughter; she had very little of that self-command which is especially required of princes; her manners were abominable. Of the latter he was a good judge, having moved, as he himself explained to his niece many years later, in the best society of Europe, being in fact "what is called in French de la fleur des pois." There was continual friction, but every scene ended in the same way. Standing before him like a rebellious boy in petticoats, her body pushed forward, her hands behind her back, with flaming cheeks and sparkling eyes, she would declare at last that she was ready to do whatever he wanted. "If you wish it, I will do it," she would say. "I want nothing for myself," he invariably answered; "When I press something on you, it is from a conviction that it is for your interest and for your good."

Among the members of the household at Claremont, near Esher, where the royal pair were established, was a young German physician, Christian Friedrich Stockmar[5]. He was the son of a minor magistrate in Coburg, and, after taking part as a medical officer in the war, he had settled down as a doctor in his native town. Here he had met Prince Leopold, who had been struck by his ability, and, on his marriage, brought him to England as his personal physician. A curious fate awaited this young man; many were the gifts which the future held in store for him—many and various—influence, power, mystery, unhappiness, a broken heart. At Claremont his position was a very humble one; but the Princess took a fancy to him, called him "Stocky," and romped with him along the corridors. Dyspeptic by constitution, melancholic by temperament, he could yet be lively on occasion, and was known as a wit in Coburg. He was virtuous, too, and served the royal menage with approbation. "My master," he wrote in his diary, "is the best of all husbands in all the five quarters of the globe; and his wife bears him an amount of love, the greatness of which can only be compared with the English national debt." Before long he gave proof of another quality—a quality which was to colour the whole of his life-cautious sagacity. When, in the spring of 1817, it was known that the Princess was expecting a child, the post of one of her physicians-in-ordinary was offered to him, and he had the good sense to refuse it. He perceived that his colleagues would be jealous of him, that his advice would probably not be taken, but that, if anything were to go wrong, it would be certainly the foreign doctor who would be blamed. Very soon, indeed, he came to the opinion that the low diet and constant bleedings, to which the unfortunate Princess was subjected, were an error; he drew the Prince aside, and begged him to communicate this opinion to the English doctors; but it was useless. The fashionable lowering treatment was continued for months. On November 5, at nine o'clock in the evening, after a labour of over fifty hours, the Princess was delivered of a dead boy. At midnight her exhausted strength gave way. When, at last, Stockmar consented to see her; he went in, and found her obviously dying, while the doctors were plying her with wine. She seized his hand and pressed it. "They have made me tipsy," she said[3q]. After a little he left her, and was already in the next room when he heard her call out in her loud voice: "Stocky! Stocky!" As he ran back the death-rattle was in her throat. She tossed herself violently from side to side; then suddenly drew up her legs, and it was over.

The Prince, after hours of watching, had left the room for a few moments' rest; and Stockmar had now to tell him that his wife was dead. At first he could not be made to realise what had happened. On their way to her room he sank down on a chair while Stockmar knelt beside him: it was all a dream; it was impossible. At last, by the bed, he, too, knelt down and kissed the cold hands. Then rising and exclaiming, "Now I am quite desolate. Promise me never to leave me[2q]," he threw himself into Stockmar's arms.

II

The tragedy at Claremont was of a most upsetting kind. The royal kaleidoscope had suddenly shifted, and nobody could tell how the new pattern would arrange itself. The succession to the throne, which had seemed so satisfactorily settled, now became a matter of urgent doubt.

George III was still living, an aged lunatic, at Windsor, completely impervious to the impressions of the outer world. Of his seven sons, the youngest was of more than middle age, and none had legitimate offspring. The outlook, therefore, was ambiguous. It seemed highly improbable that the Prince Regent, who had lately been obliged to abandon his stays, and presented a preposterous figure of debauched obesity, could ever again, even on the supposition that he divorced his wife and re-married, become the father of a family. Besides the Duke of Kent, who must be noticed separately, the other brothers, in order of seniority, were the Dukes of York, Clarence, Cumberland, Sussex, and Cambridge; their situations and prospects require a brief description. The Duke of York, whose escapades in times past with Mrs. Clarke and the army had brought him into trouble, now divided his life between London and a large, extravagantly ordered and extremely uncomfortable country house where he occupied himself with racing, whist, and improper stories. He was remarkable among the princes for one reason: he was the only one of them—so we are informed by a highly competent observer—who had the feelings of a gentleman. He had been long married to the Princess Royal of Prussia, a lady who rarely went to bed and was perpetually surrounded by vast numbers of dogs, parrots, and monkeys. They had no children. The Duke of Clarence had lived for many years in complete obscurity with Mrs. Jordan, the actress, in Bushey Park. By her he had had a large family of sons and daughters, and had appeared, in effect to be married to her, when he suddenly separated from her and offered to marry Miss Wykeham, a crazy woman of large fortune, who, however, would have nothing to say to him. Shortly afterwards Mrs. Jordan died in distressed circumstances in Paris. The Duke of Cumberland was probably the most unpopular man in England. Hideously ugly, with a distorted eye, he was bad-tempered and vindictive in private, a violent reactionary in politics, and was subsequently suspected of murdering his valet and of having carried on an amorous intrigue of an extremely scandalous kind. He had lately married a German Princess, but there were as yet no children by the marriage. The Duke of Sussex had mildly literary tastes and collected books. He had married Lady Augusta Murray, by whom he had two children, but the marriage, under the Royal Marriages Act, was declared void. On Lady Augusta's death, he married Lady Cecilia Buggin; she changed her name to Underwood, but this marriage also was void. Of the Duke of Cambridge, the youngest of the brothers, not very much was known. He lived in Hanover, wore a blonde wig, chattered and fidgeted a great deal, and was unmarried.

Besides his seven sons, George III had five surviving daughters. Of these, two—the Queen of Wurtemberg and the Duchess of Gloucester—were married and childless. The three unmarried princesses—Augusta, Elizabeth, and Sophia—were all over forty.

III

The fourth son of George III was Edward, Duke of Kent. He was now fifty years of age—a tall, stout, vigorous man, highly-coloured, with bushy eyebrows, a bald top to his head, and what hair he had carefully dyed a glossy black. His dress was extremely neat, and in his whole appearance there was a rigidity which did not belie his character. He had spent his early life in the army—at Gibraltar, in Canada, in the West Indies—and, under the influence of military training, had become at first a disciplinarian and at last a martinet. In 1802, having been sent to Gibraltar to restore order in a mutinous garrison, he was recalled for undue severity, and his active career had come to an end. Since then he had spent his life regulating his domestic arrangements with great exactitude, busying himself with the affairs of his numerous dependents, designing clocks, and struggling to restore order to his finances, for, in spite of his being, as someone said who knew him well "regle comme du papier a musique," and in spite of an income of L24,000 a year, he was hopelessly in debt. He had quarrelled with most of his brothers, particularly with the Prince Regent, and it was only natural that he should have joined the political Opposition and become a pillar of the Whigs.

What his political opinions may actually have been is open to doubt; it has often been asserted that he was a Liberal, or even a Radical; and, if we are to believe Robert Owen[6], he was a necessitarian Socialist. His relations with Owen—the shrewd, gullible, high-minded, wrong-headed, illustrious and preposterous father of Socialism and Co-operation—were curious and characteristic. He talked of visiting the Mills at New Lanark, he did, in fact, preside at one of Owen's public meetings; he corresponded with him on confidential terms, and he even (so Owen assures us) returned, after his death, from "the sphere of spirits" to give encouragement to the Owenites on earth. "In an especial manner," says Owen, "I have to name the very anxious feelings of the spirit of his Royal Highness the Late Duke of Kent (who early informed me that there were no titles in the spititual spheres into which he had entered), to benefit, not a class, a sect, a party, or any particular country, but the whole of the human race, through futurity." "His whole spirit-proceeding with me has been most beautiful," Owen adds, "making his own appointments; and never in one instance has this spirit not been punctual to the minute he had named." But Owen was of a sanguine temperament. He also numbered among his proselytes President Jefferson, Prince Metternich, and Napoleon; so that some uncertainty must still linger over the Duke of Kent's views. But there is no uncertainty about another circumstance: his Royal Highness borrowed from Robert Owen, on various occasions, various sums of money which were never repaid and amounted in all to several hundred pounds.

After the death of the Princess Charlotte it was clearly important, for more than one reason, that the Duke of Kent should marry. From the point of view of the nation, the lack of heirs in the reigning family seemed to make the step almost obligatory; it was also likely to be highly expedient from the point of view of the Duke. To marry as a public duty, for the sake of the royal succession, would surely deserve some recognition from a grateful country. When the Duke of York had married he had received a settlement of L25,000 a year. Why should not the Duke of Kent look forward to an equal sum? But the situation was not quite simple. There was the Duke of Clarence to be considered; he was the elder brother, and, if HE married, would clearly have the prior claim. On the other hand, if the Duke of Kent married, it was important to remember that he would be making a serious sacrifice: a lady was involved.

The Duke, reflecting upon all these matters with careful attention, happened, about a month after his niece's death, to visit Brussels, and learnt that Mr. Creevey was staying in the town. Mr. Creevey was a close friend of the leading Whigs and an inveterate gossip; and it occurred to the Duke that there could be no better channel through which to communicate his views upon the situation to political circles at home. Apparently it did not occur to him that Mr. Creevey was malicious and might keep a diary. He therefore sent for him on some trivial pretext, and a remarkable conversation ensued.

After referring to the death of the Princess, to the improbability of the Regent's seeking a divorce, to the childlessness of the Duke of York, and to the possibility of the Duke of Clarence marrying, the Duke adverted to his own position. "Should the Duke of Clarence not marry," he said, "the next prince in succession is myself, and although I trust I shall be at all times ready to obey any call my country may make upon me, God only knows the sacrifice it will be to make, whenever I shall think it my duty to become a married man. It is now seven and twenty years that Madame St. Laurent and I have lived together: we are of the same age, and have been in all climates, and in all difficulties together, and you may well imagine, Mr. Creevey, the pang it will occasion me to part with her. I put it to your own feelings—in the event of any separation between you and Mrs. Creevey... As for Madame St. Laurent herself, I protest I don't know what is to become of her if a marriage is to be forced upon me; her feelings are already so agitated upon the subject." The Duke went on to describe how, one morning, a day or two after the Princess Charlotte's death, a paragraph had appeared in the Morning Chronicle, alluding to the possibility of his marriage. He had received the newspaper at breakfast together with his letters, and "I did as is my constant practice, I threw the newspaper across the table to Madame St. Laurent, and began to open and read my letters. I had not done so but a very short time, when my attention was called to an extraordinary noise and a strong convulsive movement in Madame St. Laurent's throat. For a short time I entertained serious apprehensions for her safety; and when, upon her recovery, I enquired into the occasion of this attack, she pointed to the article in the Morning Chronicle."

The Duke then returned to the subject of the Duke of Clarence. "My brother the Duke of Clarence is the elder brother, and has certainly the right to marry if he chooses, and I would not interfere with him on any account. If he wishes to be king—to be married and have children, poor man—God help him! Let him do so. For myself—I am a man of no ambition, and wish only to remain as I am... Easter, you know, falls very early this year—the 22nd of March. If the Duke of Clarence does not take any step before that time, I must find some pretext to reconcile Madame St. Laurent to my going to England for a short time. When once there, it will be easy for me to consult with my friends as to the proper steps to be taken. Should the Duke of Clarence do nothing before that time as to marrying it will become my duty, no doubt, to take some measures upon the subject myself." Two names, the Duke said, had been mentioned in this connection—those of the Princess of Baden and the Princess of Saxe-Coburg. The latter, he thought, would perhaps be the better of the two, from the circumstance of Prince Leopold being so popular with the nation; but before any other steps were taken, he hoped and expected to see justice done to Madame St. Laurent. "She is," he explained, "of very good family, and has never been an actress, and I am the first and only person who ever lived with her. Her disinterestedness, too, has been equal to her fidelity. When she first came to me it was upon L100 a year. That sum was afterwards raised to L400 and finally to L1000; but when my debts made it necessary for me to sacrifice a great part of my income, Madame St. Laurent insisted upon again returning to her income of L400 a year. If Madame St. Laurent is to return to live amongst her friends, it must be in such a state of independence as to command their respect. I shall not require very much, but a certain number of servants and a carriage are essentials." As to his own settlement, the Duke observed that he would expect the Duke of York's marriage to be considered the precedent. "That," he said, "was a marriage for the succession, and L25,000 for income was settled, in addition to all his other income, purely on that account. I shall be contented with the same arrangement, without making any demands grounded on the difference of the value of money in 1792 and at present. As for the payment of my debts," the Duke concluded, "I don't call them great. The nation, on the contrary, is greatly my debtor." Here a clock struck, and seemed to remind the Duke that he had an appointment; he rose, and Mr. Creevey left him.

Who could keep such a communication secret? Certainly not Mr. Creevey. He hurried off to tell the Duke of Wellington, who was very much amused, and he wrote a long account of it to Lord Sefton, who received the letter "very apropos," while a surgeon was sounding his bladder to ascertain whether he had a stone. "I never saw a fellow more astonished than he was," wrote Lord Sefton in his reply, "at seeing me laugh as soon as the operation was over. Nothing could be more first-rate than the royal Edward's ingenuousness. One does not know which to admire most—the delicacy of his attachment to Madame St. Laurent, the refinement of his sentiments towards the Duke of Clarence, or his own perfect disinterestedness in pecuniary matters."

As it turned out, both the brothers decided to marry. The Duke of Kent, selecting the Princess of Saxe-Coburg in preference to the Princess of Baden, was united to her on May 29, 1818. On June 11, the Duke of Clarence followed suit with a daughter of the Duke of Saxe-Meiningen. But they were disappointed in their financial expectations; for though the Government brought forward proposals to increase their allowances, together with that of the Duke of Cumberland, the motions were defeated in the House of Commons. At this the Duke of Wellington was not surprised. "By God!" he said, "there is a great deal to be said about that. They are the damnedest millstones about the necks of any Government that can be imagined. They have insulted—PERSONALLY insulted—two-thirds of the gentlemen of England, and how can it be wondered at that they take their revenge upon them in the House of Commons? It is their only opportunity, and I think, by God! they are quite right to use it." Eventually, however, Parliament increased the Duke of Kent's annuity by L6000. The subsequent history of Madame St. Laurent has not transpired.

IV

The new Duchess of Kent, Victoria Mary Louisa, was a daughter of Francis, Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, and a sister of Prince Leopold. The family was an ancient one, being a branch of the great House of Wettin, which since the eleventh century had ruled over the March of Meissen on the Elbe. In the fifteenth century the whole possessions of the House had been divided between the Albertine and Ernestine branches: from the former descended the electors and kings of Saxony; the latter, ruling over Thuringia, became further subdivided into five branches, of which the duchy of Saxe-Coburg was one. This principality was very small, containing about 60,000 inhabitants, but it enjoyed independent and sovereign rights. During the disturbed years which followed the French Revolution, its affairs became terribly involved. The Duke was extravagant, and kept open house for the swarms of refugees, who fled eastward over Germany as the French power advanced. Among these was the Prince of Leiningen, an elderly beau, whose domains on the Moselle had been seized by the French, but who was granted in compensation the territory of Amorbach in Lower Franconia. In 1803 he married the Princess Victoria, at that time seventeen years of age. Three years later Duke Francis died a ruined man. The Napoleonic harrow passed over Saxe-Coburg. The duchy was seized by the French, and the ducal family were reduced to beggary, almost to starvation. At the same time the little principality of Amorbach was devastated by the French, Russian, and Austrian armies, marching and counter-marching across it. For years there was hardly a cow in the country, nor enough grass to feed a flock of geese. Such was the desperate plight of the family which, a generation later, was to have gained a foothold in half the reigning Houses of Europe. The Napoleonic harrow had indeed done its work, the seed was planted; and the crop would have surprised Napoleon. Prince Leopold, thrown upon his own resources at fifteen, made a career for himself and married the heiress of England. The Princess of Leiningen, struggling at Amorbach with poverty, military requisitions, and a futile husband, developed an independence of character and a tenacity of purpose which were to prove useful in very different circumstances. In 1814, her husband died, leaving her with two children and the regency of the principality. After her brother's marriage with the Princess Charlotte, it was proposed that she should marry the Duke of Kent; but she declined, on the ground that the guardianship of her children and the management of her domains made other ties undesirable. The Princess Charlotte's death, however, altered the case; and when the Duke of Kent renewed his offer, she accepted it. She was thirty-two years old—short, stout, with brown eyes and hair, and rosy cheeks, cheerful and voluble, and gorgeously attired in rustling silks and bright velvets.

She was certainly fortunate in her contented disposition; for she was fated, all through her life, to have much to put up with. Her second marriage, with its dubious prospects, seemed at first to be chiefly a source of difficulties and discomforts. The Duke, declaring that he was still too poor to live in England, moved about with uneasy precision through Belgium and Germany, attending parades and inspecting barracks in a neat military cap, while the English notabilities looked askance, and the Duke of Wellington dubbed him the Corporal. "God damme!" he exclaimed to Mr. Creevey, "d'ye know what his sisters call him? By God! they call him Joseph Surface!" At Valenciennes, where there was a review and a great dinner, the Duchess arrived with an old and ugly lady-in-waiting, and the Duke of Wellington found himself in a difficulty. "Who the devil is to take out the maid of honour?" he kept asking; but at last he thought of a solution. "Damme, Freemantle, find out the mayor and let him do it." So the Mayor of Valenciennes was brought up for the purpose, and—so we learn from Mr. Creevey—"a capital figure he was." A few days later, at Brussels, Mr. Creevey himself had an unfortunate experience. A military school was to be inspected—before breakfast. The company assembled; everything was highly satisfactory; but the Duke of Kent continued for so long examining every detail and asking meticulous question after meticulous question, that Mr. Creevey at last could bear it no longer, and whispered to his neighbour that he was damned hungry. The Duke of Wellington heard him, and was delighted. "I recommend you," he said, "whenever you start with the royal family in a morning, and particularly with THE CORPORAL, always to breakfast first." He and his staff, it turned out, had taken that precaution, and the great man amused himself, while the stream of royal inquiries poured on, by pointing at Mr. Creevey from time to time with the remark, "Voila le monsieur qui n'a pas dejeune!"

Settled down at last at Amorbach, the time hung heavily on the Duke's hands. The establishment was small, the country was impoverished; even clock-making grew tedious at last. He brooded—for in spite of his piety the Duke was not without a vein of superstition—over the prophecy of a gipsy at Gibraltar who told him that he was to have many losses and crosses, that he was to die in happiness, and that his only child was to be a great queen. Before long it became clear that a child was to be expected: the Duke decided that it should be born in England. Funds were lacking for the journey, but his determination was not to be set aside. Come what might, he declared, his child must be English-born. A carriage was hired, and the Duke himself mounted the box. Inside were the Duchess, her daughter Feodora, a girl of fourteen, with maids, nurses, lap-dogs, and canaries. Off they drove—through Germany, through France: bad roads, cheap inns, were nothing to the rigorous Duke and the equable, abundant Duchess. The Channel was crossed, London was reached in safety. The authorities provided a set of rooms in Kensington Palace; and there, on May 24, 1819, a female infant was born.
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The child who, in these not very impressive circumstances, appeared in the world, received but scant attention. There was small reason to foresee her destiny. The Duchess of Clarence, two months before, had given birth to a daughter, this infant, indeed, had died almost immediately; but it seemed highly probable that the Duchess would again become a mother; and so it actually fell out. More than this, the Duchess of Kent was young, and the Duke was strong; there was every likelihood that before long a brother would follow, to snatch her faint chance of the succession from the little princess.

Nevertheless, the Duke had other views: there were prophecies... At any rate, he would christen the child Elizabeth, a name of happy augury. In this, however, he reckoned without the Regent, who, seeing a chance of annoying his brother, suddenly announced that he himself would be present at the baptism, and signified at the same time that one of the godfathers was to be the Emperor Alexander of Russia. And so when the ceremony took place, and the Archbishop of Canterbury asked by what name he was to baptise the child, the Regent replied "Alexandria." At this the Duke ventured to suggest that another name might be added. "Certainly," said the Regent


























OEBPS/text/00001.jpg
LYTTON STRACHEY

i
|
,
b
!

«;%‘.,’.
e
TR
»

VICTORIA






OEBPS/Images/DigiCat-logo.png





