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Victorian Buildings and Victorian Minds – Information sheet
The Growth of Towns 
· It was the development of local government that allowed Victorian business men to form town councils and start to re-shape towns
· At the beginning of the Victorian period many town centres were still essentially medieval in plan with narrow crowded streets lined with small shops and cramped dwellings lived in by poor people.
· By the end of the period most town centres had been improved to allow business to thrive. Old streets and dwellings were swept away and replaced by wide thoroughfares, impressive public buildings, new shops and commercial premises such as banks. 
· The arrival of the railway from the 1840s also led to changes in many town centres. Railway lines, tunnels and stations were constructed and some streets had to be re-routed.
What was in the minds of the Victorians when they planned new buildings?
	Motive
	Buildings

	Encourage trade and commerce


	· Banks

· Warehouses

·  Shops

·  stations

	Display wealth


	· Any building highly decorative in style particularly those where the function of the building was disguised eg factories built to look like castles
· Town Halls 
· Museums

· Art galleries

	Improve conditions


	· Public Baths and wash houses

· Planned workers housing eg Saltaire, Bourneville [see notes below]

	Philanthropy - to make life better for people


	· Libraries eg Carnegie
· Workers housing was built by many factory owners, often non-conformists. They provided good quality housing, better conditions but also an element of control – often allowed no public houses.

	To encourage self improvement


	· Libraries,

· Mechanics institutes

	To intimidate people


	· Prisons,

· Workhouses
· Police stations and courts

	Display new technologies


	· Stations eg St Pancras

· Bridges

· viaducts

· factories 

	To look democratic


	· Town Halls - often used Grecian pillars etc

	To look solid and respectable


	· Banks

· shops

	To create a dependable workforce


	· Schools and colleges

· Mechanics Institutes

	To educate people


	· Schools and colleges

· Mechanics Institutes

	To improve moral standards


	· Workhouses, Schools - both kept males and females separated

· Churches

	To improve the environment


	· Building styles to fit in with local architecture

	To promote cleanliness and good health


	· Water pumping stations,

· Public baths and wash houses

	To make people safer


	· Fire Stations,

· Police stations, 

	To promote healthy interests


	· Parks,

· Art Galleries and museums

	To leave a legacy of your life
	· Buildings built by a person commemorated in the name of the building or on a plaque eg Stogursy school Somerset given to the parish by Sir Peregrine Acland after his daughter recovered from tuberculosis.

	To inspire people
	· Schools were designed to provide children with surroundings that would be more uplifting than their home and local neighbourhood

	To care for people
	· Workhouses –provided support but were designed to encourage people to want to leave eg by splitting up families

· Asylums

· Orphanages and schools were sometimes provided for middle class children whose families had fallen on hard times eg the Royal School Wolverhampton 


Sources to use to find more detailed information about why buildings were built
Minute Books
· Victorian towns were run by committees. The whole town was generally controlled by a Local Board, later replaced by a Town Council.

· Individual services were also run by committees and boards. Schools were run by School Boards; workhouses by Poor Law Guardians etc. Committees were generally set up to organise the building of a library, art gallery, museum or public park.

· All of these organisations kept records – generally hand written into minute books. These are generally available in local archives or record offices. 
· They are likely to record the discussions about new buildings, why they were needed and their design. For example the new workhouse in Wolverhampton was provided with a farm and land so that the inmates could be put to work and food would be cheap to provide.

Old Newspapers

· Old newspapers are another fruitful source. The opening of a major building was generally covered in great detail and motives were often outlined. According to the Wolverhampton Chronicle in 1895 East Park was built with ‘the intention to make the place….a resort where the dwellers in the thickly populated and smoky thoroughfares of the east end may enjoy a refreshing promenade and breathe in the fresh air of heaven after inhaling the hot and close atmosphere of the streets and courts where they reside’ 
Secondary Sources
· You may need to start with secondary sources in order to find dates when buildings were built, opened, had a foundation stone laid etc. these dates will tell you where to look in the minute books or old newspapers
· The Victorian County History – a county by county survey which covers the history of many towns and their buildings
· The Pevsner Architectural guides to individual counties which describe all buildings of architectural importance. 
· Books of old photographs, generally available locally.
For more information about these and other sources see the How to Guides section.
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