
ST JOHN AND THE VICTORIANS

The gospel according to St John, often regarded as the most impor-
tant of the gospels in the account it gives of Jesus’ life and divinity,
received close attention from nineteenth-century biblical scholars,
and prompted a significant response in the arts. This original inter-
disciplinary study of the cultural afterlife of John in Victorian Britain
places literature, the visual arts and music in their religious context.
Discussion of the Evangelist, the gospel and its famous prologue is
followed by an examination of particular episodes that are unique to
John. Michael Wheeler’s research reveals the depth of biblical influ-
ence on British culture, and on individuals such as Ruskin, Holman
Hunt and Tennyson. He makes a significant contribution to the
understanding of culture, religion and scholarship in the period.
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Most readers feel that this Gospel contains some of the most invaluable
treasures of Christ’s revelation; that it contains what could be supplied
to us from no other quarter.

Thomas Arnold, ‘Christ’s Resurrection. –
The confession of Thomas’ (1837)

Very remarkable is it how little children and ripe christians, the sim-
plest minded and the deepest minded, all like [St John’s gospel] with
so profound a liking. To the child it is the easiest, to the mere logician
the most perplexing, of all the books of the New Testament.

James Culross, Lazarus revived (1858)
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19 Gustave Doré, ‘Mary Magdalene repentant’, in The Holy
Bible, with illustrations by Gustave Doré, 2 vols. (London
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Preface

The fourth gospel contains some of the best-known stories in the New
Testament – the marriage at Cana, Jesus and the woman at the well, the
raising of Lazarus, Mary Magdalene at the tomb, doubting Thomas – and
among its verses are familiar statements that have always been central to
Christian doctrine, such as ‘In the beginning was the Word’, ‘God so loved
the world . . . ’, ‘I am the true vine’ and ‘I am the resurrection and the life’.
Whereas the three synoptic gospels read like prose narratives, the ‘gospel
according to St John’ is more like a dramatic poem. At church services mark-
ing the great festivals of the Christian calendar, passages from John are gen-
erally chosen for readings, rather than from the other gospels. It is not diffi-
cult to see why the fourth gospel is often regarded by Christian readers as the
most important book in the Bible. Yet questions surrounding its authorship
and historical authenticity also make it problematic and enigmatic.

What did the Victorians make of John’s gospel? There are really two
questions here. First, how did several generations of theologians, preachers
and biblical commentators interpret John, at a time when traditional ideas
about its authorship and authenticity were being challenged by Strauss,
Feuerbach and Renan, among others? Secondly, what kinds of work did the
artists, writers and musicians create that was inspired by John? This book is
a study of the cultural afterlife of the fourth gospel in Victorian Britain, in a
context of historical change, exegetical innovation and liturgical continuity.

The three chapters in Part i consider how the Evangelist, the gospel
and its famous prologue were regarded and represented in the nineteenth
century. In these chapters discussion focuses upon the theologians and
Bible commentators, including F. D. Maurice, Westcott and Wiseman,
the hymnodists, such as Caswall and Bishop Heber, and the poets, par-
ticularly Tennyson and Browning. The five chapters in Part ii examine
Victorian interpretations and representations of episodes that are unique
to John. Central to this discussion are the painters and illustrators, includ-
ing Holman Hunt, Dyce, Rossetti, Doré and Tissot, together with poets
and musicians of the period.

xiii
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xiv Preface

Before starting work on the book, I knew that the fourth gospel had a
special place in the hearts and minds of some of the most gifted figures of
the period, such as F. D. Maurice and Westcott among the theologians,
Tennyson, Browning and Ruskin among the writers, and Holman Hunt
among the artists. Was it possible, then, to say that there is something
specifically Johannine about some of the currents of thought and imagina-
tion that fed into mainstream Victorian culture? After four years of research
and writing I can affirm that recognition of the gospel’s supreme impor-
tance was widespread in the period and highly significant. The chapters
that follow demonstrate the range of responses to it in a rich variety of
scholarly and creative forms.

The material examined here is extensive, as the bibliography indicates.
Much of it is fairly obscure and library copies of some of the printed tracts,
sermons, hymns and poems that I cite have hardly been disturbed since
they were first published. So in a book that is documentary as well as critical
I bring to light passages that are, I hope, of interest to those who want to
know how the most religious age in recent British history responded to
the Bible intellectually, spiritually and imaginatively. Religion is now back
on the agenda in the arts departments in British universities, having been
rather neglected over the past four or five decades, and many literary and
art historical scholars who have done little work in the fields of ecclesiastical
history or religious thought are keen to know more. I hope that this book is
useful to them, as well as to those who are thinking about interdisciplinary
approaches to the nineteenth century.

In studying the Bible and its past interpretation I have paid close atten-
tion to the verse-by-verse analysis by Victorian commentators and by the
writers of tracts and sermons. I have often been deeply impressed. Westcott,
Maurice and Liddon have long been recognized as major figures. I hope,
however, that readers will find some of the less well-known commenta-
tors, such as Edward Hayes Plumptre and Marcus Dods the Younger, as
engaging as I do, and that by casting a rather wider net I have landed a
heavier catch than might have been expected in a study like this. There
is, of course, much rubbish to be found, as there is in all ages and in
all literary forms, but to read the luxuriant prose of a commentator like
Christopher Wordsworth, nephew to the poet, is to engage with a member
of a generation of devout and deeply learned scholars.

Walter Houghton, the father of modern Victorian studies, published a
brilliant study on The Victorian frame of mind, 1830–1870 in 1957 which
I embraced with enthusiasm a decade later. His Victorians were riddled
with doubt and his heroes were figures such as the previously neglected
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Preface xv

Arthur Hugh Clough, whose agnosticism could be described as ‘honest
doubt’. Victorian Britain has continued to be labelled the age of ‘faith and
doubt’. The emphasis has, however, tended to fall upon the doubt, and this
has come about largely because today’s agnostics are drawn to yesterday’s
doubters. I am more interested in the faith: the Victorian age was one of
religious revival. So whereas Houghton refers only occasionally to Maurice
(and then not as a preacher or commentator) and makes no reference to
F. W. Farrar, these are major players in my book, as they grapple with
the mysteries of the fourth gospel, in dialogue with the creative writers,
painters and musicians.

Today, as in the nineteenth century, Anglicans who regard their Church
as ‘Catholic and reformed’, of whom I am one, do not much like being
called ‘Protestants’. For the sake of concision, however, when referring
to broad trends I use the term ‘Protestant’ to mean all Anglicans and
all Protestant Nonconformists taken together. Similarly, ‘Catholic’ means
Roman Catholic, unless the context clearly indicates Anglo-Catholicism.

I am grateful to the British Academy for awarding me a research
grant which made sustained spells of work in the British Library fea-
sible. Also to the staff of the British Library’s Rare Books and Music
reading room, Gladstone’s Library, Hawarden, the London Library and
the library of the Athenaeum Club, who provided books, food and shel-
ter, and to South West Trains, who provided clean and efficient public
transport between Hampshire and London. My thanks to the Cambridge
University Press team, and especially Linda Bree, Andrey Cotterell, Tom
O’Reilly and Maartje Scheltens. I have incurred many personal debts, espe-
cially to Professor Michael Alexander, who read a complete draft and per-
fectly fulfilled the role of generous and learned critical friend, and to others
with whom I have discussed aspects of the fourth gospel, including Dr John
Crook (who kindly provided two of the illustrations), the Very Revd Peter
Francis, Greg Gardner, Professor Barbara Gelpi, Dr Jane Gledhill, the
Rt Revd Jonathan Gledhill, the Revd Terry Hemming, the Revd Chris
Pettet, the Revd Canon Roly Riem, the Very Revd Stephen Smalley, the
Rt Revd Michael Scott-Joynt, Professor Stephen Wildman and Susan
Woodhead, to whom I dedicate the book with love and thanks.

Work in progress towards the book is reflected in my article entitled
‘Lazarus and the Victorian Church’, International journal for the study of
the Christian Church, 10 (2010), 351–64.
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Notes on referencing

Place of publications is London unless otherwise stated.
Unless otherwise stated, all biblical quotations in English are from the

King James Bible (or ‘Authorized Version’), this being the version that
was the Victorians’ ‘habitual music’, as Ruskin put it. Quotations from the
Greek are from the Nestlé text as reprinted in The New International Version
Interlinear Greek–English New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
1976).

When quoting from novels that are in print and readily available, chapter
numbers only are given in the text. The particular edition quoted is,
however, listed in the bibliography (Primary texts). Obvious printers’ errors
are silently corrected. Abstract nouns that signify or describe Christ and
aspects of his divine life are capitalized: e.g. Light, Cross, Resurrection.
The only abbreviation used in the main text is R.A. (Royal Academy).

There is a limit to the number of illustrations that can be printed in
a monograph like this. Where I cannot have an illustration I indicate a
website where the reader can view the relevant image, if it is available
online. A website entitled The Johannine literature web is useful, particu-
larly for Old Master paintings, which are organized by subject (catholic-
resources.org/John/Art.html).
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