
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

The Supernatural in the Victorian Era 

It is well documented that the 19th Century was an era of secularisation and the 
advancement of modern science, but as Roger Luckhurst suggests, this only tells one side 
of the tale. The publication of Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species is an often-cited 
example of this move towards scientific understanding of our world, rather than religious, 
spiritual or supernatural ideas. On the opposite side of the coin, the Victorian era was also a 
time of “deep and sustained religious revival” (ibid). As Luckhurst identifies, during this 
period there was “an evangelical revival in the Christian church but also a host of 
dissenting, heterodox and millenarian cults. It was a golden age of belief in supernatural 
forces and energies, ghost stories, weird transmissions and spooky phenomena” (ibid).  

Related to this is the emergence and surge of the modern Spiritualist movement that 
occurred during the same period. The modern Spiritualism movement is generally seen as 
starting from 1848 when, as the BBC website acknowledges, “the Fox sisters of Hydesville 
New York produced knocking sounds that were alleged to be spirit messages from a spirit”. 
Spiritualism was popular at the time for two key reasons; first, because it could entertain or 
provide comfort for the believer, and second because it was perceived (at the time) to 
“combine the empirical methods and discoveries of science (such as the invisible force of 
electricity) with the religious idea of the afterlife” (ibid). With the support of people such as 
Sir Oliver Lodge and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the spiritualist movement in the UK gained 
credibility (ibid).  

This duality of a science-centric society and one that has underpinnings of the religious or 
the supernatural, is quite commonly portrayed in literature from the times. 
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