








were, in their way, strong evidences of solid, unsung manual skill. Better by far to
hammer a thousand copper rivets, or temper a steel piston, than paint an ugly,
superfluous picture. Near to this section was a listening device in which one could
hear the latest products of Mr Edison’s recording phonograph. The samples
included Mr Gladstone, Miss Nightingale, Mr Irving and that song from the
recent operetta called Patience. Foolish though it be, the lines about walking down
Piccadilly with a poppy or a lily never fail to make me laugh.

After this were some samples of moving photographs such as I do not think
I had ever seen before. They were very jerky and short, no doubt mere
demonstrations of the latest new inventions such as our age delights in. I cannot
think they will ever be of use, except to distract the people from their misery.

I declined to applaud what proved the final exhibit - a maxim gun - before
being somehow expelled from the galleries into a shopping arcade, piled with
fancy wares under bright lights, which at first I took to be part of the show, until
with a muttered curse I shook my head and woke, in my own bed. The glittering
and confused spectacle vanished, as 1 asked myself: is this how our Victorian age
will be remembered?

Inventing New Britain: The Victorian Vision was at the Victoria and Albert
Museum from 5 April = 29 July 2001.
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