
death in the victorian family
Death in the Victorian family was a pervasive part of life during the 19th
century, reflecting the era's complex relationship with mortality. The
Victorian period (1837-1901) was marked by significant social, cultural, and
technological changes, which influenced attitudes towards death, mourning
practices, and the family unit itself. This article explores the multifaceted
role of death within the Victorian family context, examining the social norms
surrounding death, the rituals associated with mourning, and the
psychological impact on families.

Understanding Victorian Attitudes Towards Death

During the Victorian era, death was omnipresent. High mortality rates due to
diseases, poor sanitation, and limited medical knowledge meant that families
frequently experienced the loss of loved ones. The average life expectancy
was significantly lower than today, often leading to multiple deaths within
families.

Victorians had a unique perception of death; it was not merely seen as an end
but also as a transition. The era was characterized by a strong belief in the
afterlife, influenced by both religious doctrines and emerging spiritualist
movements. This belief often framed death as a passage to a better existence,
which provided some comfort to grieving families.

The Role of Religion

Religion played a crucial role in shaping Victorian attitudes towards death.
The Church of England was dominant, and its teachings influenced funeral
practices and mourning customs. The belief in heaven and hell provided a
moral framework that affected how families grieved. Common religious
practices included:

- Prayers for the deceased: Families often gathered to pray for the souls of
their loved ones, seeking divine intercession for their passage to the
afterlife.
- Funeral services: These often included elaborate ceremonies conducted by
clergy, with specific rituals intended to honor the deceased and offer
support to the bereaved.
- Memorials: Families frequently commissioned gravestones or memorial plaques
to commemorate their loved ones, reflecting the importance of memory in the
grieving process.



Mourning Rituals and Customs

Victorian mourning practices were formalized and intricate, with specific
customs governing the period of grief, attire, and public behavior.

The Stages of Mourning

Mourning in Victorian society was typically divided into distinct stages,
each with its own set of customs. The length and type of mourning depended on
the relationship to the deceased:

1. Deep Mourning: This stage lasted typically for about two years and was
observed by close relatives. Individuals wore black clothing, often made of
heavy, somber fabrics like crepe.
2. Second Mourning: Following deep mourning, this stage lasted an additional
year. While black was still worn, it might include less heavy fabrics,
allowing for slightly more varied styles.
3. Half Mourning: This stage permitted the introduction of lighter colors and
fabrics, signifying a gradual return to normalcy. It often included shades of
grey, lavender, or mauve.

Mourning Attire

The clothing worn during mourning was strictly regulated. Women were expected
to wear black dresses, which signified their grief, while men donned black
suits. Accessories such as black gloves, veils, and jewelry made from jet or
other dark materials were also common. This attire served as both a personal
expression of grief and a public declaration of loss.

Funeral Practices

Funerals were significant social events in Victorian society, often attended
by large gatherings of family, friends, and acquaintances. Key components of
Victorian funerals included:

- Procession: The deceased was usually transported in a hearse, followed by
mourners in a solemn procession to the burial site.
- Eulogies and Readings: Family members or friends often delivered speeches
honoring the life of the deceased, accompanied by readings from religious
texts.
- Burial and Memorialization: After the funeral service, the body was
interred, and families would typically visit the grave regularly, often
leaving flowers or mementos.



The Psychological Impact of Death on Families

The frequent encounters with death significantly influenced the psychological
landscape of Victorian families. Grief was a central theme, affecting not
only the individuals directly involved but also the broader family unit.

Grief and Mourning

Victorian families often experienced profound grief, leading to various
emotional responses. The pressure to adhere to societal mourning customs
sometimes exacerbated feelings of loss.

- Emotional Isolation: Despite the communal aspect of mourning, individuals
often felt isolated in their grief, unable to fully express their emotions
due to societal expectations.
- Mental Health: The weight of continuous mourning contributed to mental
health issues, including depression and anxiety. Some individuals turned to
spiritualism or other practices as a means of coping with loss.

Children and Death

Children were not shielded from death, and many Victorian families
experienced the loss of their young. Child mortality rates were high, leading
to a pervasive acceptance of death from an early age.

- Education about Death: Parents often took the opportunity to educate their
children about death, preparing them for the inevitable losses they would
encounter.
- Impact on Family Dynamics: The death of a child could significantly alter
family dynamics, leading to changes in parental behavior and sibling
relationships.

Death as a Cultural Phenomenon

In the Victorian era, death transcended mere family experience; it became a
cultural phenomenon that influenced art, literature, and social practices.

Literature and Art

The theme of death permeated Victorian literature and art, with many authors
and artists exploring the subject in their works. Notable examples include:



- Poetry: Poets like Alfred Lord Tennyson and Christina Rossetti wrote
extensively about loss and mourning, capturing the emotional depth of grief.
- Art: Paintings often depicted scenes of mourning or allegorical
representations of death, reflecting societal attitudes towards mortality.

Public Mourning and Memorialization

Public memorials and practices also flourished during this period. The
establishment of cemeteries as serene resting places encouraged families to
commemorate their loved ones in more meaningful ways. Notable Victorian
cemeteries, such as Highgate Cemetery in London, became sites of pilgrimage,
where families could connect with the deceased.

The Legacy of Victorian Death Practices

The Victorian approach to death has had a lasting impact on contemporary
attitudes towards mortality. Many of the mourning customs established during
this era can still be observed today, albeit in more subdued forms. The
rituals of remembrance, such as memorial services and anniversaries, echo the
deep respect Victorians had for their deceased loved ones.

Moreover, the Victorian preoccupation with death has influenced modern
literature, art, and psychology, encouraging ongoing exploration of the
complex emotions associated with loss.

Conclusion

In conclusion, death in the Victorian family was a multifaceted experience
that shaped social norms, family dynamics, and cultural expressions. The
rituals and customs surrounding death reflected a society grappling with
mortality while providing a means of coping with loss. As we continue to
navigate our own relationships with death, the legacy of Victorian practices
serves as a poignant reminder of the enduring human need to honor and
remember those we have lost.

Frequently Asked Questions

How did the Victorian family typically respond to
the death of a loved one?
Victorian families often responded to death with deep mourning rituals,
including wearing black clothing, holding elaborate funerals, and observing



periods of mourning that could last for months or even years.

What role did children play in mourning practices
within Victorian families?
Children were often included in mourning practices, taught to understand
death through rituals, and were sometimes encouraged to express their grief
openly, although the expectations varied by social class.

How did the high mortality rates of the Victorian
era affect family dynamics?
High mortality rates, particularly among infants and mothers, led to families
experiencing frequent loss, which could disrupt family structures and create
a culture of grief that shaped interpersonal relationships.

What were common causes of death in Victorian
families?
Common causes of death included infectious diseases such as tuberculosis,
cholera, and smallpox, as well as complications from childbirth, which were
prevalent due to limited medical knowledge and poor sanitary conditions.

How did Victorian literature reflect the themes of
death and mourning?
Victorian literature often explored themes of death and mourning, reflecting
societal attitudes through poetry and novels that depicted the emotional
struggles of characters dealing with loss, as seen in works by authors like
Charles Dickens and the Brontë sisters.

What influence did the rise of the funeral industry
have on Victorian mourning practices?
The rise of the funeral industry introduced professional services that
standardized mourning practices, making elaborate funerals and memorials
accessible to more families, which reinforced societal norms around death and
grieving.

In what ways did religious beliefs shape the
Victorian family's understanding of death?
Religious beliefs, particularly Christianity, shaped the Victorian family's
understanding of death as a passage to an afterlife, influencing their
mourning practices and providing comfort through the idea of being reunited
with deceased loved ones.
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