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Making Decent by George Cruikshank, 1822. When the ladies of England subscribed for a memorial statue to the Duke of Wellington and the veterans of Waterloo in Hyde Park, few predicted that it would be a naked Achilles. Some sections of the public were disgusted and petitioned to have the offensive parts of the statue covered up. Mocking the futility of such a campaign, not to say the attention it drew to parts of the statue which most had overlooked, Cruikshank has William Wilberforce hold up his hat to preserve public decency
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‘My dear friend, clear your mind of cant … you may talk in this manner; it is the mode of talking in society; but don’t think foolishly.’


Dr Johnson
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Introduction: Untaught Feelings







‘If liberty produces ill-manners and want of taste, she is a very excellent parent with two very disagreeable daughters.’


William Hazlitt1





William Palfrey, a recent graduate of Cambridge, paraded naked along the side of a canal on a summer’s day in 1818, loudly proclaiming that ‘he would not put on his clothes for any man living’. The parish of Camberwell, where the offence took place, had recently stationed constables on the banks of the canal to arrest those who engaged in the ‘indecency and immorality’ of swimming on Sundays. Palfrey, as he saw it, had started a one-man war against puritanism.


When the case came to court, Palfrey’s attorney said that his client was naked for the purpose of swimming: ‘men are not to be indicted for a healthful and beneficial amusement because indelicate women pass by’. Palfrey had taken off his clothes not as an early statement of nudism, but to test the boundaries of British liberty. No petty parish official had the authority to dictate morality to the rest of the community. People had always been able to bathe, and until recently no one had complained. He ‘conceived that if this squeamishness of seeing naked figures was to be listened to, there would soon be an end of our boasted constitution!’2


The crusade failed, and Palfrey was fined one shilling. It was a silly case and it had occurred only because people felt alienated by the fastidious meddling of a minority of self-appointed moral guardians. In 1815 Parliament had discovered that ‘a pious fraud’ had been played upon it: a clause which effectively banned swimming had been slipped into the Thames Police Act it had passed the year before. Despite the pleas of the evangelical lobby, the House of Commons repealed the clause; one MP said that if a few women were offended they had better stay at home rather than make the lower orders ‘suffer for the accommodation of their delicacy’. He told the House that ‘this is one of those melancholy evils which result from an itch for legislating which prevails in the subordinate offices of the state’. Since Parliament would not help, local authorities and individuals had taken matters into their own hands; there had been a spate of prosecutions against bathers who had not even been fully naked. A magistrate said of canal bathing that a ‘practice more offensive to decency could not well be imagined’.3


Palfrey deliberately provoked the law to expose this kind of nonsense. The concern over exposed flesh was seen as something new. A decade before, people had been free to amuse themselves as they liked without being accused of endangering public morals. In August 1803 The Times had reported from Brighton on the unashamed and natural habits of the ladies of the fashionable world: ‘To-day the bathing has been very numerously and charmingly attended, OLD NEPTUNE must have a happy time on’t, when such shoals of beauty daily rush to his gelid embraces; and afterwards rise, like so many Venuses, glowing with new blushes from his briny bed.’ The curious observer might enjoy ‘the sportive frolics and various forms of the fair Nereides, displayed by their thin bathing costumes’.4


But the unrestrained language of The Times was out of step with the moral feelings of some very respectable and very sensitive people. The origin of the canal prosecutions lies in a test case of a few years before. In March 1809 a young man called John Crendon found himself summoned to court for a crime which was ‘most offensive to common decency’. He had, as fashionable people were wont to do, bathed off Brighton beach. ‘Can it be in a civilized country that females are subjected to such an insult?’ the Society for the Suppression of Vice asked. ‘Can any husband or father endure that the feelings of his wife or daughter shall be thus outraged? Can any youth be willing that the female, on whose domestic virtues he has staked his hopes of connubial happiness, shall be subjected to such insults?’


Some of the townsfolk of the resort had formed a private prosecuting committee, which dug up old laws to put a stop ‘to the very indecent and scandalous practice of bathing in public’. The young sportsman had persistently ignored its officious notices warning that bathers who paraded their flesh in front of dwellings were a nuisance and would be prosecuted. Crendon laughed at the prudish vigilantes, claiming that the sea was free and he could do as he pleased. The Brighton Committee prosecuted him for indecent exposure. Crendon and most of the country must have assumed that the case would be laughed out of court.


When he was brought to trial at Horsham, Crendon defended himself on the grounds that the place where he had swum was formerly out of the way of housing; the new dwellings were the ‘nuisance’, not him. He also said that there was no evidence that he had done anything indecent or exposed any part of his body further than was necessary for the purposes of bathing. But the trial judge declared that ‘wherever houses come, decency comes with them’. He recommended those who were offended by others’ conduct ‘to admonish by handbills, by boards, and by persons appointed to attend the beach, and if any one is obtuse, and will persist after remonstrance, as this young man has done, to bring him here, and ask a jury whether this is to be endured? In my opinion this is a very bad case.’


Crendon was duly found guilty. The moral of the story was that people were not just entitled to form vigilante groups but duty bound to see that the law upheld public manners. As the judge affirmed, ‘Every person has a right to prosecute those who commit indecency.’5


There was a growing squeamishness about naked flesh, whether real or represented in literature, song or art. People talked of ‘false delicacy’ and a ‘verbal decorum’ which was placing taboos on what was previously considered normal. It was not that people were offended, but that they were affecting a claim to virtue by crying loudly against minor infractions; in other words, an insincere and entirely manufactured moral outrage. People were self-conscious, afraid that toleration might be taken as connivance or that indelicate words suggested impure thoughts and deeds. This unease with the body was expressed by the nineteen-year-old Drusilla Way when she encountered the Venus de Medici. ‘As to the Venus, she looks like what she is, and ought to be. A naked woman thoroughly ashamed of herself! Perfect nudity I never saw before, and how ladies can stand looking and staring and admiring with gentlemen at it, I cannot conceive and hope I never shall.’6


We should not doubt that Miss Way’s response was sincere. She was born in a country and a time when anxieties about sex, nudity and bodily functions were mounting. It was a generational change. In her autobiographical jottings, Lady Sarah Lennox mused that, compared to her youth back in 1760, what was permissible now in common parlance was very different. It was ‘thought too indelicate’ to say ‘breeding’ or ‘with child’ by 1818: people preferred to say ‘in the family way’ or ‘in confinement’; ‘stomach’ became a generic term for any internal organ. Anna Laetitia Barbauld wrote that in the past, when manners were less strict, writers might have used uncouth words, but ‘in our more refined age we do not call a spade a spade’. Modern women were said to ‘go into fits at the bare mention of breeches, or expire at the dinner-table if you were to name the thigh of a chicken’, as if to hear such things with equanimity would call into question their modesty and chastity. Lady Sarah was ticked off by her prim grandchildren for saying ‘belly’.7


Her grandchildren were only following the fashion in verbal niceties. They may not have been more moral than older generations, but they were aware that society expected an exaggerated display of modesty and decorous language in young ladies. This book is about their generation – whatever their class, high, low and middling. They were born in the shadow of the French Revolution and decades of war, cyclical economic depression and aberrations in the climate. They grew up in fear of invasion by the French, domestic revolution, natural disaster and crime. It was a time of anxiety and apocalyptic nightmares; yet they also saw Britain advance in wealth and industry to become the richest country in the world. Many of them lived to celebrate the accession of Queen Victoria in 1837. They imbued their children – ‘the Victorians’ – with the moral and religious values that had taken root and flourished in the early part of the century. Many looked back on the coarseness and vulgarity of Britain in their youths with horror and prided themselves on having conquered their noxious habits and turbulent emotions. Others pined for a freer, less censorious world.


The journalist Hewson Clarke joked in 1811 that one day society would ban ‘every object that seems to bear a Phallic outline’; there was a suggestive obelisk on Bridge Street that should be destroyed, while ‘rolling pins should be burnt without mercy, and pokers driven from the parlour stove’. No horses but mares and geldings should enter a town. Once the inquisition was complete, and all suggestive artefacts removed, ‘not a caterwauling shall be heard, or an unchaste idea enflame the bosom of a single virgin’. Only then could parents sleep easy in their beds, sure that their daughter would not be inflamed to a pitch of lust.8


It was a joke at the time, but it was prescient. A decade later William Cobbett told a story of a gentleman who sued his neighbour, a farmer who kept a bull in the next-door yard which was ‘offensive to his wife and daughters’. ‘If I had been the father of these, at once, delicate and curious daughters, I would not have been the herald of their purity of mind; and if I had been the suitor of one of them, I would have taken care to give up the suit with all convenient speed; for how could I reasonably have hoped ever to be able to prevail on delicacy so exquisite, to commit itself to a pair of bridal sheets?’ It was all fake, people like Cobbett believed, a craving to be thought genteel rather than an expression of genuine innocence. People were not true to themselves; they tabooed words and suppressed their desires. ‘Cant is so much stronger than the Cunt nowadays,’ Byron asserted in a private letter.9


 


‘Cant’ is a four-letter word we don’t use much now. Most people of my generation have never heard of it, let alone used it in conversation. It is a strong word, one that should be used sparingly. To apply it to someone is to accuse them of sloppy thinking, if you are being kind, or, at the very worst, of a total lack of sincerity. In the former sense, cant (or humbug) is a language of borrowed sentiments: ‘a substitute for thought’ made up of a string of ‘lackadaisical common-places and superficial plausibilities’.10 It is society’s clichés which infect the mind like the refrain of a popular song and are repeated without reflection.


The word derives from the Norman French for ‘chanting’; in common parlance it was used to mock those who made up for the absence of genuine devotion by parroting formulaic verse. In the sixteenth century it was applied to the fake piety and whining language of beggars, which they were believed to have designed to extort charity from the tender-hearted. (Vagabonds, ‘By lies and cants, Would trick us to believe ’em saints’.) In the following century its meaning was extended to the preaching of the myriad new religious sects. Zealots were accused of inventing a private language, delivered with excessive vehemence, to paper over their ignorance and insincerity. Later in the seventeenth century the word also meant the elliptical and excluding terminology used by professions, trades and academics; lawyers, for example, were nicknamed ‘the canting tribe’.11


Descended from the slang of fraudsters and hypocritical religious sermonising, cant has always been synonymous with insincerity, imposture and meaningless jargon. In the nineteenth century it meant overstrained verbiage that accorded with social convention or a modish theory but was no more authentic than an old counterfeit coin that had been in circulation for years, passed from hand to hand without being glanced at.12


We are probably all guilty of that, and it is relatively harmless. Without adopting at least some of our time’s commonplace chatter and everyday slang we would become unnecessarily stilted and almost unintelligible. Why then was the word virtually an expletive at this time? It was Byron who dubbed the early nineteenth century ‘the age of cant’, and many were happy to agree. But surely every age has more than enough humbug, dogma and mind-numbing cliché mercilessly spun by politicians, advertisers, businesses, gurus of all types, self-appointed prophets and everyone who sets up to dazzle and persuade us; what was special about this time that it deserves such an epithet? In part, it came from a fear that Britain was entering a period when the unremitting babble and din of discussion would drown out sense and moderation. As the press began to penetrate the furthest corners of the kingdom, literacy improved, the middle class grew in size and railways reached hitherto impossible speeds, many writers envisaged a world governed by specious sophistry and smooth-talking charlatans. Britain was smaller, and everyone seemed connected to the same metropolitan print culture; like never before, the people read the same news, wore the same clothes and imbibed the same opinions. Used to hearing and speaking clichés, modern man and woman would lose the power of independent thought. Censorship, once decreed by state and Church, would be replaced by the no less intolerant and bigoted fiat of public opinion. The people would be reduced to a standard of bland conformity, mouthing the same stale platitudes.


Of all humbug, the ‘cant of virtue’ – a kind of moralising verbiage that sounded virtuous but was really empty – was considered the most alarming. People were encouraged to talk the talk of virtue and to judge each other by outward appearances of respectability and public rectitude which had nothing to do with inner morality. The ‘mere cant of words’ was not just irritating but the manifestation of a deep moral illness: the British were becoming censorious and small-minded, vindictively pursuing people for petty things while letting more serious crimes go unmentioned and unpunished. The lies that society told itself and the jargon that upheld dogma had been in circulation for so long and had become so widely repeated that people had stopped noticing hypocrisy and injustice. Lady Blessington wrote of Byron: ‘He on all occasions professed a detestation of what he calls cant; says that it will banish from England all that is pure and good; and that while people are looking after the shadow, they lose the substance of goodness.’13


Byron was sensitive to such things because he had faced the full force of British moral outrage twice: first when he separated from his wife and again when he published the first two cantos of Don Juan in 1819. The hysteria that greeted his poem was taken as a sign of the unthinking prurience and puritanism that were gripping the country. Cant, for him, was threatening to banish truth because the British could not face hard facts and accordingly purged their language and conversation of ‘indelicate’ words and allusions. The same could be said for the reformation of manners that evangelicals and others were trying to impose on the people by manipulation of the law and aggressive vigilantism. These people were accused of hijacking moral language to bully and coerce the labouring classes into subservience and to deprive them of their more boisterous pastimes and amusements. As Byron wrote in 1821:




The truth is, the grand ‘primum mobile’ of England is cant; cant political, cant poetical, cant religious; but always cant, multiplied through all the varieties of life. It is the fashion, and while it lasts will be too powerful for those who can only exist by taking the tone of the time.14





The moralising cant of the nineteenth century was considered distinctly unBritish. Those who talked of an ‘age of cant’ were concerned that national traits were being cleaned up by a breed of repressed, coercive and fastidious puritans. ‘Speaking English’ was a French slang term in the eighteenth century for being frank to the point of offensive.15 And well it might, judging by the words and phrases that the compiler of a French–English/English–French dictionary considered indispensable for French and British tourists. The French traveller would hear words and phrases such as ‘shittenly’ and ‘to be very turdy’ when he crossed the Channel. When translated, neither of these Anglo-Saxon terms retained their force: the former was rendered ‘pitoyablement’ and the latter ‘être fort chagrin’.* But how could a Briton survive without the French for ‘shitten girl’, ‘short-arse’ or ‘he is the crackfart of the nation’ when he was abroad? While French civility was knowingly hypocritical – or courtly, to use a more polite word – the British prided themselves on their frankness and candour. The British liked to see themselves as open, honest and free from affectation. The French saw their neighbours as merely coarse.16


This self-congratulation was inseparable from British notions of liberty. They, unlike the French, were free because they were frank, sincere and independent-minded. Most took a robust view of the vulgarity of British life. It was a coarse and often brutal country; people of all classes in the eighteenth century were not constrained by niceties of language or deportment on all occasions. They were ‘a polite and commercial people’, to be sure; but by Victorian standards their manners were loose, their talk licentious and their amusements vulgar.


Politeness, as they understood it, did not conflict with embracing the earthiness of life or relishing the excesses of popular culture. The British were heavy drinkers and fond of bawdy and vulgar entertainments. It was bound up with the national character. This is why attempts to impose a system of manners on the people were so fiercely (and childishly, in the case of Palfrey) resisted and attacked as unpatriotic. Self-restraint and the restraint of others were perceived to be fanatical; many believed that it was preferable ‘to practise open looseness of manners because they said it was better than hypocrisy’.17


As one lady wrote, ‘freedom of manners is the principal point at which the high and the low invariably meet … from this influence results a logical disposition to despise all restraint’.18 It was the Briton’s right to spit, swear, take his clothes off, drink to excess and conduct his life as he saw fit. Prince Pückler-Muskau, a German visitor to Britain in 1826, wrote that Mr Punch, he of the famous puppet show Punch and Judy, was a perfect symbol of an Englishman. Both were wooden and heartless, that was true; but the puppet, like his public, ‘conquers everything by his invincible merriment and humour, laughs at the laws, at men, and at the devil himself’.


In the puppet show, Mr Punch is a bloody-minded sadist – he kills his baby and wife in almost all versions of the story and takes up with his buxom mistress. The public, however, were attracted to another aspect of his character: he brooks no interference with his destructive liberty or sense of privacy. In one version of the show from this time he amuses himself by singing and ringing a bell as loudly as he can. The noise angers his respectable and well-to-do neighbour, who sends a servant to get Punch to stop. Punch responds by increasing the racket and brawling with the officious servant. Next to try and meddle with his recreations is the parish constable, who comes to enforce the rich man’s order. ‘I don’t want constable,’ says Mr Punch. ‘I can settle my business without constable, I thank you. I don’t want you.’ He knocks down the constable and celebrates by singing ‘Green Grow the Rushes-o’.


‘Punch is certainly not a very moral personage,’ wrote Pückler-Muskau; ‘but then was there ever one more free from hypocrisy?’ He has delighted audiences rich, poor and middling, young and old, male and female from the seventeenth century to the twenty-first, and never more so than in this period. It was not a seaside children’s show, as it became when the Victorians sanitised some of its worst elements and sentimentalised the rest, but an important part of grown-up popular culture. Its hero was free of hypocrisy and false feeling, but he also had other sterling British qualities: he was proudly anti-authoritarian, he was not debased by cringing deference to his betters and he answered all objections with a blow and a joke. Adult audiences undoubtedly loved Punch for all these reasons: they too had to defend their recreations from busybodies and moral reformers. This is not to say that poor British people were successful in resisting authority or that they were bloodthirsty; the show was a fantasy of vengeance and freedom. Punch was, after all, not British but an Italian immigrant. He punishes the bogeymen of the popular imagination: mothers-in-law, bailiffs, creditors, doctors, parish overseers, officious meddlers. As Pückler-Muskau realised, Mr Punch ‘shows in part what the Englishman is, in part what he wishes to be’.19


It was rather what he aspired to than what he was. The mass of the people may not have confronted the hand of the state very often; they were, however, subject to control at a local level by overseers, constables and magistrates. They did not submit easily. One writer in the late eighteenth century said that ‘the lower sort of people in England, from a romantic notion of liberty, generally reject and oppose every thing that is forced upon them’. There were many of the higher orders who admired the people’s sense of freedom. Britain, unlike most other countries, allowed its people an extensive degree of personal responsibility; there was no centralised or preventative police force watching over the people and meddling in trifling matters of drunkenness or antisocial behaviour. It was felt better to put up with a certain level of crime and disorder: it was the price a country had to pay for its liberty.20


In 1811 the MP William Frankland rejected the whole notion of a police force. ‘We may be so swathed, and swaddled, as not to be able to commit crimes,’ he told the House of Commons. ‘Destroy the free action of our limbs, put us into leading strings, and give us the go-cart,† we may have few vices and few crimes, and may become a very pretty behaved and contemptible people.’ The view that a policeman on the beat would be psychologically damaging was shared by a majority in Parliament and a large portion of the people. Like Mr Punch, they didn’t need a constable to sort out their disputes. ‘Are we a mean, creeping, overawed people?’ asked Frankland. ‘I never look at the people without feelings of respect, affection, and admiration, which overcome me.’21


That ‘pretty’ manners were contemptibly servile was a view that was going out of fashion. There had always been those who looked with horror and a good deal of fear at the excesses of popular culture that thrived without hindrance: hard drinking, brutal sports, sexual impropriety and general licentiousness. In the early nineteenth century these activities came under a level of attack which had a precedent in the Puritans of the 1650s who imposed their joyless reformation of manners on the people.


The origin of the word ‘cant’ (in the sense of social control) became a pun on the earlier usage referring to bogus chanters and mawkish beggars thanks to Andrew Cant, a preacher who thrived in the godly and oppressive mid-seventeenth century. It was associated with obsessive religiosity and bigoted intolerance, with the puritanical coercion and strict enforcement of the laws seen a hundred and fifty years before. Back then, ‘canter’ was a common equivalent for ‘puritan’. Those in the 1800s who sought to curb heavy drinking, enforce observation of the Sabbath, restrain sexual profligacy, cleanse the street of nuisances and take it upon themselves to patrol the boundaries of public morality were associated with the same obnoxious zeal and prurient vigilance. The prolific use, or overuse, of ‘cant’ in these years made that connection explicit. For contemporaries the word meant the pretext of religion to justify social control.


 


‘Cant’ had a resonance in the late eighteenth century that is lost on us now. It had a power as an insult or term of moral opprobrium that could only exist in a society where hypocrisy was regarded as the greatest of evils. The suspicion of moralistic platitudes and mannered language did not just originate from a national relish for plain speaking and coarse pleasures; there was an intense hatred of duplicity. ‘It is pretending to feel what we do not feel, to believe what we do not believe, to practise what we do not practise,’ William Cobbett wrote, defining hypocrisy. ‘It is an odious vice: it is greatly mischievous, because, by assuming the garb of, it reflects, in the hour of detection, disgrace upon, virtue itself: it must be founded on evil design, because it proceeds from cool deliberation and calculation.’22


Everyone hates a hypocrite. There is something revolting in the person who is unmasked for preaching or enforcing a thing while secretly indulging it. But what separates us from people in the eighteenth century are the limits in which we circumscribe hypocrisy. Friends who occasionally borrow opinions and thoughts or act one way in public and another in private may be annoying or risible to those who know them intimately; it is not a radical flaw that corrodes the soul. Politicians who overstrain their opinions in the ordinary course of political rhetoric are generally acquitted of bad intentions, unless they advocate an obvious double standard. We might tend to agree with Socrates: ‘Be as you would wish to appear to others’; or Machiavelli: ‘Appear as you may wish to be.’ The desire to put on an act of goodness is evidence of a wish to be good whatever your inclinations; it is the quintessence of politeness. ‘Hypocrisy is the tax that vice pays to virtue’: the act of plausibility at least restrains the impulse to err and, even if not genuine, is productive of a good effect for the individual and society. If that is so, why, as Hannah Arendt asked in 1963, ‘should the vice that covered up vices become the vice of vices?’23


In the eighteenth century people were more on their guard against any kind of duplicity in themselves and others. Hypocrisy was the greatest of vices, the spring of all other moral failings. This is particularly acute in English literature. Shakespeare’s villains are false to themselves and others; from that stems their evil, not the other way round. Iago is corrupted to his very soul by duplicity and cunning: it is innate within him and one act of hypocrisy makes him commit ever greater crimes. A hypocrite is a hypocrite through and through, day and night; a criminal spends but a small portion of his time committing crime. Hypocrisy wrought itself into the soul and stifled virtue. ‘The link between the inward and the outward man is indissoluble,’ wrote William Godwin; ‘and he, that is not bold in speech, will never be ardent and unprejudiced in enquiry. Add to this, that conscious disguise has the worst effect upon temper, and converts virtue, which ought to be frank, social and ingenious, into a solitary, morose and misanthropic principle.’24


In Britain’s rudeness and suspicion of continental sophistication there was said to be a naturalness which precluded artificiality and hypocrisy. Edmund Burke, in a bravura passage, wrote: ‘we have not yet been completely embowelled of our natural entrails; we still feel within us, and we cherish, those inbred sentiments which are … the true supporters of all liberal and manly morals. We have not been drawn and trussed, in order that we may be filled, like stuffed birds in a museum, with chaff and rags … We preserve the whole of our feelings still native and entire, unsophisticated by pedantry and infidelity. We have real hearts of flesh and blood beating in our bosoms … [W]e are generally men of untaught feelings.’ Again, in the language of patriotism we find the relish for the earthy and natural, or ‘native’, over the refined, stilted and artificial. But the lack of artifice did not imply a wild or savage state. For Burke, manners and customs and a reverence for the Church, the Crown and nobility were guardians of public morals, perfectly concordant with the modern world. The British did not need a Voltaire or Rousseau to teach them how to act.25


The mass of the people were considered to be more in touch with their natural instincts than the more refined and cultivated classes above them. They were not obliged to learn the arts of politeness and courtly manners; they were free to live simply, untouched by the contrivances of cosmopolitan civilisation. The middling and upper classes did, however, want to reconcile their refinement and manners with natural sincerity. In political life, sincerity and integrity were repeatedly held up as manly traits that contrasted favourably with Machiavellian cunning and mechanical management. While William Pitt was mocked for being stilted, stiff and overprepared, his rival Charles James Fox made sincerity and ardour political virtues. He made no effort to conceal his many private vices, rather flaunting them as evidence of his public probity. His speeches were praised for being spontaneous effusions of the heart, not arid and stale recitations; witnesses of his performances described him as almost in tears as he strove to find adequate words for his sentiments. Pitt held on to power for considerably longer than his opponent, but in his oratory Fox reflected the age’s ideal of the gentleman politician.26


Politicians like Fox exemplified something that was prized in private life as well. The mania of ‘sensibility’ from the mid-eighteenth century gave the public display of emotions a noble aspect. It expressed what philosophers called ‘the natural language of the heart’. Men and women greeted each other in public with kisses, to the shock of the more restrained French. This was a time when men wept openly, as Fox did in the House of Commons when his mentor and ally Edmund Burke denounced his policies towards revolutionary France, marking the irreversible termination of their long friendship. In daily life, people were reduced to tears by displays of benevolence and charity, touched to the quick by sublime nature and poetry. And they made sure people knew about it. It was called ‘moral weeping’. As was said in 1755: ‘it may be questioned whether those are properly men, who never weep upon any occasion’.27


There was a demand for this to be reflected and vindicated in novels and plays. In The Liberal American (1785), for example, the protagonist lays down a book; a friend picks it up and turns to the last marked page. ‘It was wet with tears. He regarded me with a look of enquiry, then, pressing the page to his lips, he exclaimed: “Gracious heaven! what enchanting sensibility”.’ In another novel, a gentleman has to take to his bed at four in the afternoon after a touching incident, lest inferior matters tarnish his exquisite feeling. Sensibility was a refined feeling experienced by people who had a cultivated understanding of the world; its display was the manifestation of innate moral instincts that were uncorrupted by the cynicism of less refined mortals. No one wanted a return to nature; the ideal was to strike a balance between the best of human instincts and the ‘duty of politeness’ taught by civilisation.28


‘One cannot be sincere and seem so,’ wrote André Gide. In the cold light of the world, a human’s attempt to bring forth an inner thought, howsoever altruistic it is, seems nothing less than an attention-seeking and artificial performance. The naturally suspicious human mind ensures that cynicism will always triumph over a faith in perfectly pure intentions; cold reason will hunt out an ulterior motive lurking even in an angel. Trying to be sincere will be taken for the deepest hypocrisy because the very effort of appearing so will seem like a cloak for baseness. Sincerity can only be measured by consistent actions, not sporadic gestures. Godwin wrote that being sincere did not mean that you were obliged to stop all and sundry on the street to inform them of your inner self or be candid to the point of offensive; the only obligation is to not hide anything or pretend to be something you are not. That seems reasonable. Nonetheless, people in the eighteenth century feared that they would be thought cold and heartless if they did not conform to the expectations of fashion.29


Looking back at this time, Lady Louisa Stuart said that when she was fourteen she was afraid that she ‘should not cry enough to gain the credit of proper sensibility’. People who did not weep on the right occasion were judged to be failures of humanity. The demand that people prove their sincerity encouraged a competitive spirit: he who cried the loudest was the most refined. What was more obvious to reflective minds, however, was that the person who was the most ostentatiously sincere was the greatest actor. As one anonymous author wrote: ‘The most candid characters, who value themselves most on their openness, and who delight in indulging their real sentiments, often fall into [dissimulation] unawares and unknown to themselves, in merely endeavouring to conform to the customs of society.’30


The reaction against sensibility, when it came, was severe. Hazlitt memorably wrote that the only intimacy which did not sicken him was a purely intellectual one because it had ‘none of the cant of candour in it, none of the whine of mawkish sensibility’. The virtue of candour – judging other people’s foibles generously and speaking in a frank manner – was fake. People of sensibility indulged fantasies of fine feeling and deceived themselves by savouring the sensations of emotions they could not in reality conjure up. It was narcissistic and self-indulgent. It was a delusion, a con invented by novelists and third-rate poets to sell their syrupy and overwrought books. The ‘man of feeling’ became increasingly pathetic. Sir William Harrington was once overcome with emotion in a public garden in Bath and felt that there were no words in existence to convey it, so he cast himself face first into a flower bed. Boswell told the story of a man who was overwrought with anxiety about the health of his son, who was away at school. Sensibility dictated that he sit down and unburden himself in an elegy. ‘Had not you better take a post-chaise and go and see him?’ suggested his more sensible friend. It was no wonder that Hazlitt called the rage of sensibility ‘do-me-good, lack-a-daisical, whining make-believe’.31


The displaying of emotions may have been easy to satirise and disparage as fake, but it at least showed that the ideal of perfect candour was considered a high virtue. The manifestation of sensibility may have been manufactured, but the desire to be free from hypocrisy and false feeling and in touch with noble human instincts was, in most cases, genuine. That might have been so, but what the phenomenon illuminated was that the accomplished charlatan could make himself better than the saint if outward appearances were to be the measure of personal worth. Societies that treasure sincerity this highly are likely to be on their guard against impostors to an obsessive degree. The cult of sensibility, with all its embarrassing performances and obvious confusion of real feeling, made this pertinent in the late eighteenth century. Once you have to define and prove sincerity it ceases to have any real meaning. Everything crumbles to baseness and becomes an object of suspicion.32


Negotiating the path between genuine feeling and self-delusion forced people to scrutinise and justify their motives. The period saw an intense religious revival. From 1738 the direct and engaging message of Methodism converted tens of thousands of the lower orders, expanding with even greater velocity in the nineteenth century. The emotional punch of a field meeting and the stirring hymns contrasted with the torpor of the Church of England, which deplored the zeal which John Wesley brought to popular religion. In the 1780s a similar spirit animated a small but powerful group within the established Church and the upper class. William Wilberforce wanted to do in the drawing rooms and chapels of high society what Wesley had done in the field and the meeting house. Methodism was seen as vulgar and appallingly fanatical; Wilberforce’s great achievement was to make evangelicalism attractive to the upper and middling classes. He attacked the ‘nominal’ faith of those whom he called ‘professed Christians’ – those who treated their spiritual life as a set of formal ceremonies. Evangelicals were stirred by feelings, not by measured rationality. But this was part of the divine plan, not heedless fanaticism. God had given the human mind passions that inspired religious zeal. Christ had not sacrificed himself for mankind’s sins on the cross so that polite families could sit sedately in church once a week going through the frigid motions of observance. So-called ‘vital religion’ should awaken people to their own inherent sin and make them perpetually conscious of Christ’s atonement. The Bible enjoined that people love God with their hearts, not their heads. ‘Lukewarmness is stated to be the object of God’s disgust and aversion,’ Wilberforce warned emotionally continent Christians.33


Evangelical religion was disparaged in much the same way as sensibility: as the heady effusion of a weak mind intoxicated by rousing hymns and a hectoring preacher. In his book Religion Without Cant, the orthodox clergyman Robert Fellowes wrote that evangelicals ‘make the delirium of sensation a substitute for integrity of character’. Theirs was a profession of belief founded on turbulent emotions, not deep thought; they mistook the excitement of their passions for ‘rapture’ and imagined that they had experienced an instantaneous and miraculous rebirth, like the conversion of St Paul. As with sensibility, the tyranny of religious emotions was seen as betraying people into hypocrisy and self-deceit. And none knew it better than Wilberforce. He was acutely aware that people would look at evangelicals and accuse them of ‘studied hypocrisy’. The fear of insincerity and false feeling was felt most by the evangelicals themselves, who realised just how easily they could lose sight of the truth in the turmoil of their passions. It was traumatic to have to admit to oneself that an intoxicating, delicious moment of spiritual ecstasy might be an illusion created by Satan. Wilberforce and his followers subjected themselves to constant, painful self-scrutiny and proved the purity of their intentions with practical good works to avoid the snare of hypocrisy.34


 


Religious revival and the fashion for sensibility forced society to ask itself searching questions. Was there such a thing as a sincere emotion? How were people to retain their integrity in the refined and artificial modern age, when civilisation had taken them so far from natural simplicity? Were authenticity and modernity reconcilable? Hazlitt wrote that the higher the ‘standard of perfection’ is set, the more hypocrisy there is perceived to be in the world. This was certainly the case in the late eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth. When integrity and authenticity were elevated to supreme moral goods it became ever harder to live up to them. For that very reason people came to see fraud and charlatanism everywhere, not least in their own souls.


As imposture seemed to be such an easy act in the advanced eighteenth century, it was reasonable to suspect that their society harboured and nurtured polished hypocrites. This anxiety was at the heart of all thinking about society at this time. The plausible pretender, the accomplished seducer and the profit-hungry hypocrite were believed to be active in all sections of society, taking the fruits of civilisation, enlightenment, morality and religion and perverting them for their own bad ends. A person who could act the part and mouth the right words was more dangerous than an out-and-out villain. Cultivation, education and knowledge of the fine arts and science had improved some people, but knowledge had made many more adept actors. As one journalist wrote: ‘A cheerful temper, a ready wit, a convivial disposition, and pleasing manners, joined to the knowledge of the world, and an insight into the weakness of human nature, is sufficient to compose a character which may produce … abundant mischief.’35


Wearing a mask and acting a part were not harmless aspects of modern life; imposture and hypocrisy were things that really threatened modern society. Doctors masqueraded as altruistic experts, but they poisoned the public with deleterious drugs; young men seduced gullible young girls with honeyed words and romantic sentiments only to abandon them to prostitution; unscrupulous journalists plundered scholarship to dress up their specious arguments in layers of plausible jargon; preachers plucked vivid phrases from the Old Testament out of context to work their congregations into a frenzy; moralists spread panic about modern degeneracy in return for fame and a government pension; beggars manipulated the natural generosity of the British with tragic tales and downright lies. The list of artful fraudsters was endless. The unsophisticated and guileless British character stood very little chance against the silver-tongued con man.


‘We must acknowledge that there never was an age or any country so favourable to the success of imposture, as this very age and this very England,’ wrote Robert Southey. The problem was that the country was advanced and wealthy to an extent unknown in human history; she was in the vanguard of progress and civilisation. Her very success damned her to a host of unprecedented moral diseases. In the civilising process, it was believed, greater riches initially led to sensuality and intemperance. Britain had reached this crisis in the late seventeenth century, when the court of Charles II had encouraged a voluptuous and sensuous culture. But refinement was the process by which the early vices of a modern society were transformed into civilised behaviour. It was the gradual victory of manners and politeness over primitive barbarism, the relics of which still existed in civilised societies. Literature evolved from bawdy Restoration poetry and plays, which were high in artistic standards but low in morals, and was gradually refined into more decorous language without losing the artistic quality. ‘More refined pleasures succeed the more gross, which become gradually despised and reprobated as below the dignity of man,’ wrote Hugh Murray, a Scottish moral philosopher. Knowledge of the arts improves, conversation becomes less frank and more cultivated, and fashion gilds the rough edges of society; the luxuries, literature and manners of an advanced culture are ‘employed in throwing a veil over [society’s] grossness’.36


‘Refinement’, for moralists, could be a dirty word. While society looked better, in reality the same old vices lived on – or flourished – behind the pretty facade that civilisation had constructed over its primeval barbarism. The manners of the refined age, the vast cities that came with it, the bustle of life and the speed of communications destroyed the face-to-face, hierarchical society of the past; men and women slipped into anonymity, judging each other by ‘reputation’ or by external markers like clothes or manners. It was no wonder then that fear of impostors mounted. It was hard to tell the genuine from the plausible once everyone was levelled to the same standards of appearance and deportment. Adam Smith wrote of the ‘frequent and often wonderful success’ of impostors and quacks of all kinds – medical, religious, political and professional. Their ostentatious success showed how easily ‘groundless pretensions’ could be transformed into things of worth when supported by little more than fashion and the fiat of the great.37


Fashion was called an omnipotent deity and its followers worshippers at its altar. It undoubtedly wielded vast powers. Unlike in many other countries, the difference between the classes in Britain was hard to tell at first sight: the middling were often indistinguishable from the nobility; apprentices on their nights out wore all the finery of a gentleman. It was possible to tell a lord from a labourer, to be sure; but in public areas, especially in towns, there was little to differentiate the classes. In 1819 Captain Phipps, Lord Mulgrave’s nephew, arrived in Taunton and impressed the local fashionable set with his rank, dress and demeanour. ‘He was therefore received into “the best company”. He danced with one party, played cards with another, escorted a third and … made proposals of marriage to one young lady.’ He patronised local traders, who were more than happy to give him credit to purchase luxury goods, fine clothes and all the trappings of gentility. His intended bride was saved a grievous mistake when he was unmasked as a penniless vagrant.38


That might have been an outrageous example of an impostor playing on the snobbishness of a small town, but there were plenty of more subtle ways in which boundaries in society were blurred. Throughout the century the middle class had been able to afford a range of luxury goods; their silverware, porcelain, clocks, heavy furniture, glass and linen resembled those of the elite. Fashion magazines, novels and plays informed them of what was in and what was out; servants transmitted news of their employers’ latest styles to people of their own class. Fashion therefore moved fast, the arbiters of style striving to keep ahead of hoi polloi who snapped at their heels.


This levelling principle existed only in Britain. It was harmless enough in itself, but this very visible aspect of life dramatised a serious moral question. Fashion was not just the clothes people wore or artefacts they consumed, but included the opinions and moral standards that were dictated by print culture – a distant, anonymous authority. Might not people change their opinions in politics, religion or ethics as readily as they changed their coat? And if so, what kinds of people had assumed the authority to dictate to the public? As one journal said, ‘the opinions most in vogue at the passing moment will tomorrow infallibly be out of date as a stale newspaper’. Accustomed personal influence was dying, replaced by a secretive media, unknown and unaccountable. The accomplished rogue, polished and camouflaged by the arts of refinement, could assume a position of authority as readily as the vagrant could masquerade as a young gentleman. Respectability – the highest virtue in the British mind – was all too often determined by wealth and status rather than anything intrinsic. Gibbon Wakefield pithily said that ‘respectability has various meanings in England: with some it means to keep a carriage, with others a gig’. Prescribed manners and fashion levelled everything to uniformity. Differences of social status, moral worth and personal integrity were impossible to determine. Moral writers decried the studied artificiality of ‘this boasted age of refinement, when virtue, and vice, like the colours in shot-silk, are so ingeniously interwoven by corrupt artisans, that it is difficult to distinguish the one from the other’.39


It wasn’t just a concern for moralists who took a lofty view of modernity. It was a live issue in daily life. In this stage of human progress – an era of vast cities and complex social relations – crimes of violence were said to have been superseded by crimes of fraud. Henry Brougham wrote in the Edinburgh Review that prosperous modern societies bred unscrupulous traders ‘who pervert their talents to the most dishonest purposes, preferring the illicit gains thus acquired to the fair profits of honourable dealing; and counterworking, by their sinister arts, the general improvement of mankind’. They were called the crimes of ‘sophistications’, which says it all. The blending of the good and the bad, as in the devious manufacturer of shot silk, stood as a metaphor for the moral condition of the age, but there was no more pertinent example of this than the adulteration of foodstuffs. The ways in which provisioners, brewers and wine merchants maximised their profits by introducing cheap compounds into their goods were not merely fraudulent but endangered people’s lives. Vintners would mix wines with oakwood, sawdust, almonds and a tincture of raisins to make ‘genuine old port’. Even more fatal were the wiles of quacks, whose medicines included opium, spirits and other dangerous ingredients. Adulteration was one of the crimes of an enlightened society unknown in rude and unrefined times: in the past people killed each other for honour and religion; now they did so to protect their profit margins. Those who practised it were supposedly emblematic of their age: they took the knowledge of the Enlightenment and turned it into a get-rich-quick scheme regardless of the cost to the community.40


Hugh Murray wrote that there was a stage in human progress when the vices of ruder times co-existed and thrived with the achievements of civilisation. Britain was said to be going through this painful stage. The rage for luxuries and the devotion to fashion called into being manufacturing towns and busy ports. These towns drew in ever greater numbers of people from the countryside to man the factories and docks and live in wretched slums. Wrenched from the village, from traditional authority and ties of mutual dependence, from the supervision of the Church, the working classes were like abandoned children, traumatised by the upheaval of society. They were impoverished, enfeebled and brutalised by the experience. Therefore, from the highest to the lowest, Britons had moved away from the accustomed ways of life that had existed unchanged for centuries.


Everyone could be said to be artificial in one way or another. The Britons of ‘untaught feelings’ were a figment of the imagination, the stuff of patriotic fantasy. If they existed, they were quaint relics, powerless against the irresistible march of progress. Britons in the complex nineteenth century, wrote a doctor who examined the psychological implications of modernity, needed to be taught how to live. Compared to their ancestors, and the majority of mankind living in less developed countries, they had become almost a different species, their heads stuffed with new wants, cravings and addictions. Genuine emotions and sentiments were thought to be becoming extinct; refinement had perverted human nature into affected behaviour such as mawkish sentimentality or religious fanaticism. They were the tormented and bewildered reactions of a human born in an unnatural, hyper-advanced society.41


 


It was an age when people could have nothing on their lips but cant phrases: the process of refinement had rendered everything fake and unnatural. The more the question of sincerity was examined, the more people came to doubt that any kind of genuine feeling still existed. Attempts to unburden oneself of the artificiality of modern life made people downright foolish or dangerously fanatical; they felt they had to jump into rose beds or rend their clothing in religious ecstasy. These were just different manifestations of the synthetic behaviour they wanted to escape.


But this was relatively harmless; the no less artificial condition of the lower orders took on a darker character. If the senses had been deranged by refinement, industrialisation and commerce, events in the closing decades of the century showed that turbulent passions had the power to turn society on its head. In 1780 thousands of Londoners rioted when their anti-Catholic resentments were roused by Lord Gordon, himself mentally unstable. The Gordon Riots lasted for days, during which buildings were turned into rubble and the inmates of the capital’s gaols were freed to join the orgy of violence; the anarchy only ended when the military was called in. The loss of the American colonies after a disastrous war reminded the British of the fall of the Roman Empire after its people had been made soft and voluptuous by luxury and refinement. The French Revolution – nine years after London was torn apart – and the Terror that followed was, for British property owners, a horrifying vision of a people perverted by their basest instincts.


Everyone had to struggle with their own tumultuous instincts, or else others had to intervene to restrain them. It was little wonder then that self-government and self-restraint were taking over as moral obligations. Humans must submit to the rules of propriety dictated by society, however unnatural and constraining it felt. The combustible people, in the context of revolution, war and Malthusian anxieties, showed that ‘native’ simplicity was a national danger, not a national virtue. William Palfrey was undoubtedly in his pristine natural state that day on the canal-side; but he was merely reminding people of what his savage ancestors looked like – degraded and wild. From the late eighteenth century, what Burke called ‘the decent draperies of life’, the manners that clothed the passions, became the moral consideration.42


If the eighteenth century was an emotional time, one that prized sincerity and nature, the future seemed to be one of self-restraint and the forcible restraint of others. As many were coming to realise, repressing instincts (particularly sexual instincts) was not hypocritical but noble – a daily Herculean conquest of one’s turbulent primordial self. The liberty to indulge instincts, enjoy vulgar pleasures and conduct one’s life as one saw fit came to be seen as the freedom for self-destruction and anarchy. ‘We love to be at liberty to follow our own inclination, without being subjected to the control of a superior,’ Dugald Stewart wrote; ‘but this alone is not sufficient to our happiness.’ Following ‘the force of passion’ was really a craven surrender to the weakest and basest aspects of human nature. True independence was the self-possession and dignity ‘of being able, at all times, to calm the tumults of passion, and to obey the cool suggestions of duty and honour’.43 The same could be said for regulating the tendencies of people unable to command themselves; older ideas of liberty that saw preventative police as an enemy of national identity came under pressure from those who prophesied disorder and social upheaval welling up from the cities.


‘The first triumph of regulated society’, wrote Francis Jeffrey, editor of the Edinburgh Review, ‘is to be able to protect its members from actual violence; and the first trait of refinement in manners, is to exclude the coarseness and offence of unrestrained and selfish emotions.’44 But many cleaved to older ideas of what it was to be English or Scottish or Irish. Any suggestion that propriety should triumph over sincerity was taken as an invitation for people to become hypocrites. These people saw the repression of instincts and the desire to control others as a movement towards puritanism. A certain type of morality seemed to be emerging in Britain, an oppressive and unnatural form of manners that hypocritically subjected the lower orders to standards of behaviour and self-denial that were not countenanced by their betters. Charles Dickens wrote of his contemporaries in Barnaby Rudge: ‘As hollow vessels produce a far more musical sound in falling than those which are substantial, so it will oftentimes be found that sentiments that have nothing in them make the loudest ringing in the world, and are the most relished.’


It was called ‘cant’ for it was suspected to be a fashion like any other in an age devoid of any sincerity or genuine feeling. People wore their morals like their clothes – à la mode and with finicky attention to trivial detail. But they weren’t their own: they were squeezed into corsets or tight breeches; they were obliged to mouth the latest moral sentiment. ‘I say cant’, said Byron, ‘because it is a thing of words, without the smallest influence upon human actions; the English being no wiser, no better, and much poorer and more divided amongst themselves, as well as far less moral, than they were before the prevalence of this verbal decorum.’45


Many welcomed the reformation of manners and the religious revival, and rejected the charge of insincerity; what others called cant and hypocrisy they saw as the victory of politeness. But for a vocal minority verbal decorum and feigned intolerance of previously forgivable human foibles were attacked as lamentable relapses of the British character. ‘As soon as it becomes necessary to appear wiser or better than the mass of mankind … the reign of humbug commences,’ wrote one commentator, summing up what he saw as the spirit of the age; ‘and from that moment the individual … labours under a necessity for wearing a mask.’46
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Hypochondria


1789–1815







‘The character of the English is certainly the most complex of any in Europe … They are restless under uncertainty, fearful from contingency, undone from anticipation … They submit to phantoms of their own creation, but can bear real misfortune with complacency.’


William Austin, Letters from London (1804)1
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INTRODUCTION TO PART I


Some New World





When tourists arrived in England at the dawn of the nineteenth century they expected to see two things: the overwhelming grandeur of the wealthiest country in the history of the world and the fattest people who had ever walked the earth. The first was the extraordinary achievement of a strange people; the second, the visible results of the victory of commerce and the bounties of empire.


One doctor, William Wadd, wrote that 1810 – George III’s Jubilee Year – saw the fattest ox and the fattest human being in the history of mankind. He documented cases of fifty-stone men, who could not be removed from their houses until the walls had been demolished. These phenomena came from ‘increasing improvements in the arts of grazing’. Childhood obesity was becoming an object of wonder, and also a cause of adolescent mortality. At the same time, women tortured themselves to be thin, often dangerously so: the fashion was for long flowing gowns, not the constricting corsets of the eighteenth century. Gymnasia and boxing studios were popular for young blades eager to fit into new men’s fashions – tighter clothing designed to show off the physique. But for many adult males a generous layer of fat was something to flaunt and a matter of national pride; as a journalist wrote: ‘I know what pleasure is felt by one who is congratulated on the portliness of his corporation, and the goodly rubicundity of his visage.’2


One of the first things tourists wanted to see was the legendarily fat British waddling along the street. The Franco-American Louis Simond was eager to see ‘the original of Jacques Roast-beef’, the caricature of the rotund Briton known the world over. Benjamin Silliman, who came to London in 1805 as a representative of Yale University, described the scene in Hyde Park on a Sunday: ‘Gentry, cockneys, cits are all disgorged, and thousands and tens of thousands are seen going, and returning, in two opposite currents; and such an assemblage of burly corpulent people is probably not to be found in the world beside.’ The British middle classes (called ‘cits’ in London), on their weekly perambulation, appeared to be the most content, well-fed, complacent people on the planet, while people of every class had ruddy and florid faces from the general relish for porter.


But for all their material advantages and the luxuries upon which they gorged – and their unrivalled position in the world – they were not happy. With their new technologies and modern indulgences, the naturally melancholic British had only invented new and more elaborate ways of tormenting themselves. Nikolai Karamzin, the Russian historian who toured Europe in the wake of the French Revolution, summed up the character of the modern Briton: ‘He is unhappy from a superabundance of good fortune.’ William Austin, an American visitor in 1802, was equally amazed at the melancholy amidst splendour and dismissed the national propensity as a perversion: ‘If the Englishman frequently fortifies himself against happiness, and sleeps on thorns in the midst of roses, it is his pleasure, whim, or madness.’3


‘I find here every thing different from what I had hitherto met with; different houses, streets, men, and food,’ Karamzin wrote when he crossed the twenty or so miles to Dover after sampling the major countries of Europe; ‘in a word, I fancy myself transported into some new world.’ Having arrived on the English coast, tourists’ first impressions of Britain were from the coach windows as they travelled to London. In almost every account written by Europeans and Americans alike at this time, the quality of the roads, the neatness of the houses and the conveniences provided for travellers at inns were related with wonder and compared favourably to the backward state of any other country on either side of the Atlantic.4


The first sight of London, the centre of world trade, was an event for even the well-travelled visitor. Benjamin Silliman thought he was in the capital when he reached Brentford, so urbanised was that town. But soon the coach entered countryside again, which continued until he suddenly found himself in the great city: ‘Hyde Park, with its extended fields, fine forest trees, and promiscuous assemblage of pedestrians, coaches and horsemen, soon came into view on our left; – we whirled rapidly by it, and, at Hyde Park Corner, abruptly entered the Metropolis of the commercial world. We drove through Piccadilly, and were instantly involved in the noise and tumult of London. We were obliged to hold fast as we were driven furiously over rough pavements, while the clattering of the wheels, the sounding of the coachman’s horn, and the sharp reverberations of his whip, had there been no other noises, would have drowned out conversation, and left us to admire and wonder in silence, at the splendour of the English capital.’5


But for many, including Silliman, the first sight of London was an anti-climax. This was partly because the name London reverberated around the globe as the emporium of world trade and could never live up to its awesome reputation. The first impression was muted also because one was plunged immediately into the midst of the city and could gain no immediate perspective. It was only when Silliman climbed to the top of the Monument that his sense of being in the midst of a stupendous metropolis was reawakened; up high, the noise increased and reached a crescendo, ‘so that I was almost deafened with the incessant and confused din of wheels and cries’. Parts of London would be transformed in the 1810s and ’20s, giving at least the West End the appearance of a grand and splendid metropolis. At the turn of the nineteenth century it was crude and somewhat shabby. The splendour was superficial, and one French-American visitor soon found himself ‘lost in a maze of busy, smoky, dirty streets … A sort of uniform dinginess seemed to pervade every thing’. For Louis Simond, the ‘inhabitants of London … as well as the outside of their houses, [have] a sort of dingy smoky look’. Yet if the streets and the people were gloomy, the shops ‘presented … appearances and colours most opposite to this; everything there was clean, fresh, and brilliant’. As befitted this commercial people, the glamour and grandeur and unbelievable wealth of London – the envy of the world and the stuff of legend – resided not in public buildings, grand streets, palaces and squares but in its shops.6


Robert Southey, in his book Letters from England, written under the pseudonym of Don Manuel Alvarez Espriella, wrote of his surprise at the size and unremitting activity of the crowds in the streets: ‘I was still more astonished at the opulence and splendour of the shops: drapers, stationers, confectioners, pastry-cooks, seal-cutters, silver-smiths, booksellers, print-sellers, hosiers, fruiterers, china-sellers, – one close to another, without intermission, a shop to every house, street after street, and mile after mile; the articles themselves so beautiful, and so beautifully arranged … Nothing which I had seen in the country had prepared me for such a display of splendour.’ And according to Southey, the ‘finest gentlemen to be seen in the streets of London’ were the men who served fashionable women at linen-drapers’ and mercers’ shops, ‘who are to be seen after breakfast at their respective shop-doors, paring their nails and adjusting their cravats’.7


‘The beauties of commerce surround them [Londoners] on all sides,’ wrote Leigh Hunt, ‘in shops, in warehouses, in wharfs, by water and by land; in the Babels of exchange, in the shows of my Lord Mayor … in the sumptuous dwelling-houses which the merchants enjoy among courtiers and noblemen’; the visitor to London ‘can hardly look at a single object without being dazzled by foreign luxury’.8 The fruits of empire and trade were avidly consumed and added to the comforts of domestic life for every class, but particularly the upper and middle. When the alliance of sovereigns that had defeated Napoleon arrived in Britain in 1814, they asked, ‘Where are the people?’ The mobs that surrounded their carriages and ogled the assemblage of European royalty looked too well dressed for common folk. But they were ‘the people’.


Many Europeans and Americans were fascinated with a country seemingly so advanced in civilisation and so abundantly supplied with modern luxuries. Yet those tourists who recorded their impressions of Britain felt that they could never understand the true nature of its people. They were stiff and formal in public, jealously guarding their real selves and their fabulous wealth in the fortress of their homes; few felt that they had ever penetrated – or ever could – this insuperable barrier. Karamzin enjoyed his visit to England from the point of view of seeing a country at the very pinnacle of civilisation and so-called progress, and of observing the myriad oddities of the people, ‘but to live in England for the purpose of enjoying the pleasures of social intercourse – that would be like searching for flowers in a sandy desert’. Most visitors conceded that the British could be pleasant, although they did their best to conceal it from foreigners.9




*





The British were beset with anxieties. Behind the facade of splendour and opulence lurked deep fears and a tendency to moral and medical panics. There was no doubt that the country was wealthy, that many of the people were as plump as the livestock in the fields, and that new luxuries glittered in shop windows. But if tourists wondered how these people could be maudlin, they had allowed themselves to be dazzled by superficial impressions. 
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An episode from William Combe and Thomas Rowlandson’s English Dance of Death series. Tom Higgins, a wealthy businessman, is ground down by ennui which he relieves by gorging on tasty morsels and beer. But it is Death himself who takes the most pleasure in satisfying Tom’s gargantuan appetite. Obesity was taken to be another symptom of English melancholy, and a price to pay for unbounded wealth








Throughout the Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars, some people did very well for short periods, while some thrived one year and suffered the next. Farmers and entrepreneurs involved in war-related manufactures (iron and coal, for example) did very well indeed. The economy fluctuated alarmingly throughout the war: one year there could be a high demand for labour and cheap food; the next there could be near starvation in the countryside and mass unemployment. The outbreak of war with France plunged the economy into recession when the export market to the continent was closed. But between 1796 and 1799 it was recovering in many areas. Good harvests, combined with a vast increase in exports to the West Indies and a greater than ever demand for British manufactures and textiles in the United States, brought back wealth and employment. Disaster shadowed success, however: from 1799 the export market contracted and bad harvests meant a general scarcity of food as the eighteenth turned into the nineteenth century. The next year food prices fell and the textile industry recovered and merchants were hungry for new markets. So hungry, in fact, that in 1808 it was found that even French troops were wearing coats made from West Riding cloth and boots from Northampton.


So it was little wonder that the British seemed like nervous hypochondriacs; prosperity one year could crumble to dearth the next; outrageous self-confidence when times were good drained into despondency when the course of the war deranged the economy. There was nothing gradual about it. In 1808 the good times ended when Napoleon tightened up the blockade of the continent and American tariffs ruined the booming export industry. But the next year even greater prosperity returned: America was open again and Britain’s alliance with Spain and Portugal opened up their colonies to British traders for the first time. The new markets lifted trade out of the doldrums, and South America was key to the country’s recovery. The peaceable invasion of merchants is remembered in Brazil: the phrase para inglês ver (‘for the English to see’) – meaning to cultivate an artificial outward demeanour – is still in general use.


Britain had never been so rich and powerful, but rarely so timorous, nervous and liable to self-flagellation. The British knew the conspicuous opulence was illusory. ‘We are threatened with Invasion; we are loaded with Debts and Taxes; we are divided and weakened by Parties; we are sunk in Doom and Despair,’ wrote James Bowdler. In 1795 William Pitt told William Wilberforce that ‘My head would be off in six months were I to resign.’ ‘I see that he expects a civil broil,’ Wilberforce wrote in his diary shortly after. ‘Never was a time when so loudly called on to prepare for the worst.’ The government believed that invasion was imminent, and when it did happen, no one could trust that a hungry and dissatisfied people would rally to the loyalist banner. The next year a thousand French troops of the Légion noire landed on the Welsh coast. They were dealt with by local troops, but the 15,000 men under General Hoche were prevented from arriving on the Irish shore only by bad weather. Soon after, the navy at Spithead mutinied. At this time General Cornwallis gloomily asked: ‘Torn as we are by faction, without an army, without money, trusting entirely to a navy whom we may not be able to pay, and on whose loyalty, even if we can, no firm reliance is to be placed, how are we to get out of this accursed war without a Revolution?’10


The dread of invasion or revolution haunted Britons for years. Even the defeat of the French navy at Trafalgar in 1805 did little to reassure nervous people. In 1809 the ‘Fancy’ – the ‘assemblage of gamblers, sharpers, ruffians and profligates of every degree, from the duke to the chimney sweep’ – descended on Hertfordshire to watch two pugilists contest the championship of England. The local inhabitants were ready to flee in terror, convinced that the boxing fans were refugees from a successful French invasion; what else could explain mass migration in this nervous time? Anything out of the ordinary could have this effect; the people were primed for the worst. Sydney Smith playfully wrote that the Morning Post, in the manner of an advertiser, ‘fixed the invasion sometimes for Monday, sometimes for Tuesday, sometimes (positively for the last time of invading) on Saturday’. In more sombre tones James Stephen wrote that a stroll through the villages outside London demonstrated the wealth of British traders living in their suburban villas and the felicity of the countryside; but in a few years, when Bonaparte ruled from St James’s Palace, as he surely would, a walk to these same suburban villages will ‘be like an evening visit to a Church yard; presenting nothing but the shadows of impotent ambition and the mouldering records of departed happiness’.11


People did as much as possible to ignore the wars and sublimate their fears. Invasion anxieties manifested themselves in other worries: of health and morality and religion. The dawn of the new century added to the sense of unease. Such times do funny things to people, bringing on apocalyptic nightmares and intense self-scrutiny. The country seemed damned by its very success: the richer it became the more vulnerable it was to violent upset and the envy of the others. Those foreigners who mocked the strange contradiction of wealth tinged with gloom perhaps did not fully appreciate the curse that riches brought a country. The more Britain had, the more there was to lose at the hands of Napoleon, the headless mob or the caprice of nature. The attractions of the capital and the inexorable rise of British manufactures (despite periodic setbacks) only served to remind people of the fickleness of fate. ‘Often over the contemplation of such scenes’, wrote James Stephen, ‘have I shuddered at the thought of that sad reverse which may be near at hand. How possible is it that in a few years, aye, in a few months, all this unexampled comfort and happiness may vanish like the painted clouds in a western sky, before the evening tempest!’12


People sought reassurance in this unhappy and uncertain world. It was one of those times when religious sects and messianic figures bubbled up, won disciples and evaporated almost as suddenly. This was certainly the case in the 1790s, when bad harvests and military failure brought misery. The words ‘fanatic’ and ‘enthusiast’ were repeated again and again throughout the decade as epithets: there were fanatics and enthusiasts in religion, but also in politics, economics, moral philosophy, science and anything and everything else. The final years of the eighteenth century had seen the strange and sad careers of celebrity prophets. Richard Brothers, who called himself Prince and Prophet of the Hebrews and Nephew of the Almighty, attracted attention for a time. He believed that many Britons unwittingly comprised one of the ten lost tribes of Israel. King George would yield the throne to Brothers, who would lead his people on the exodus to Palestine to rebuild Jerusalem. He prophesied the arrival of Satan in London, the modern Babylon. Brothers successfully pleaded with God that London be spared this fate, and it was granted only to spare the prophet. Notwithstanding the hysterical claims, for a short time Brothers attracted a following and he was visited by MPs and ladies of quality.


Even more successful was Joanna Southcott, the prophetess. She began her career in 1792 with predictions about the fate of her friends and family; later she foretold the weather and political events. It is no coincidence that 1792 was the first year of the war. In that turbulent, topsy-turvy, miserable decade, Southcott attracted believers by prophesying poor harvests in 1794, ’95, ’97, ’99 and 1800, and the Spithead mutiny.


The prophetess only asked that people believe her. Hers was a direct, immediate and highly emotional form of Christianity. She expounded the scriptures in simple, homely language and revealed the essence of religion in the recounting of her dreams. Her followers included many well-to-do people and several respectable clergymen. The millennium would not mean the end of the world in a hail of brimstone but the victory of Christ on earth, the advent of a new age of love and plenty: it was to be welcomed by the God-fearing, dreaded only by those who had sealed their hearts against Him. Southcott offered her spiritually malnourished and apprehensive followers the glimpse of the new world for which they ardently longed, one without starvation and threats of invasion. At the age of sixty-five, she informed the world of her pregnancy, which would yield Shiloh, the reincarnation of Christ. There was a long confinement before the promised, but unfulfilled, second birth of the Messiah.


Celebrity preachers thrived in the nervous 1790s and 1800s. Leigh Hunt, in the Examiner, said that the ‘vulgar’ admired tub-thumping preachers ‘just as they do violent colours, violent noise, and violent swearing. There must be something to occupy the senses and vent the spleen.’ A congregation deluged with the heady rhetoric of a good Calvinistic Methodist preacher was ‘seized with demonical convulsions; shrieks and yells were set up by frantic women; men fell as if shot through the heart’. The Old Testament was invoked, and sermons were replete with the language of vengeance, punishment and guilt. It was reminiscent of another nervous time – the millennial excitement of the 1640s and ’50s. The shakers, wailers, speakers-in-tongues, Fifth Monarchists and their prophets of doom were back, led by wild-eyed and rabble-rousing preachers. Some made the congregation prostrate themselves on the ground while they drove out their evil spirits. Others conducted ‘love feasts’. A Mr Mullinson, of the Magdalene Chapel, Blackfriars Road, had the ability to rouse his congregation, declaiming the most mundane things as if they signified the difference between life and death. ‘Hee-hee-oho-he – Here,’ Mr Mullinson would say, ‘A! A! A! Are you, my brethren, insensible to this? Too-oo-oo-oo he-ee-ee-im, therefore, again, I say, Too-oo-oo-oo-Hi-ee-ee-im, address yourselves.’13


The hopes and fears of millennialism and the driving force of religious revival were not confined to the poor and ignorant. Spencer Perceval, who served successively as Home Secretary, Chancellor of the Exchequer and Prime Minister, was an evangelical, the great hope of the godly reformers. George III was a pious and God-fearing monarch. Britons could and should be made better; they should be made to live up to the awesome responsibilities bequeathed them by God.


The French Revolution, the Terror and the rise of Napoleon were signs that Evil had been unleashed on the world. In these years hitherto pardonable vice took on a more menacing complexion. The contention that the 1790s and 1800s were decades of unique degeneracy was considered bizarre by those who had memories long enough to recall their youths. Was Britain in 1800 any worse than, say, the 1730s, when there were riots over the price of gin? Perhaps not, the moralisers said, but the world after the French Revolution was radically different. The degeneracy they saw in their own country was far worse in Europe. As they never tired of pointing out, the wrack of the continent was intended by God as a warning to Britain of what happened to vicious and immoral peoples; the British had been spared the full extent of the horror that they might watch, learn and amend.
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Political Dreamings! by James Gillray, November 1801. The apocalyptic nightmares of the early 1800s were satirised nowhere better than in Gillray’s caricatures. This refers to William Windham’s warnings about peace with France (signed in October 1801). Windham is assailed by the phantoms of his imagination: headless French aristocrats beg to be remembered, while guillotined British aristocrats on his left illustrate that the warning has not been heeded. Napoleon has Britannia in a noose and points to the guillotine, St Paul’s Cathedral convulsed by flames and the tricolour flying from the Tower of London. Justice, her scales broken, sits on a chamber pot and weeps. William Pitt guides the pen that signs the Articles of Peace, in reality a death warrant. And at the foot of the bed Charles James Fox as an imp sings a diabolical lullaby. Most disturbingly of all, a revolutionary Death, standing on stilts, tramples emblems of British liberty, including beef and ale








The ‘Anarchical Monster’ had been rampant since 1789 and had one cause: ‘This malignant disease derives its strengths from the moral corruption of society; and it can be effectually resisted only by moral amendment,’ wrote John Bowles, one of the most prolific moralisers. In 1800 Lord Auckland said that during the ‘paroxysms and convulsions’ the world had seen, Britain had survived only because of ‘our being a little less irreligious and less immoral than others’; but only less immoral by a whisker. Reform or Ruin: Take Your Choice! was the title of a bestselling book by James Bowdler. The British would be wise to follow his advice lest they courted the rapine, violence and anarchy meted out to France by divine providence.14


The loss of America, the Terror and the war might have opened old sores and caused people to detect vices that had previously rested dormant or unnoticed. When would God or Providence or the natural order of things call in the debt the nation was accumulating with fate? When would the cycle of history complete its revolution and send the British Empire the way of the Roman?


Natural disaster, food shortages, unprecedented carnage, anarchy, the revolutionary madness of people throughout the world and the very derangement of nature heralded the Apocalypse. The end of the world really was nigh: Prime Minister Perceval predicted it in 1926; for others it was imminent. And Britain stood first in line, damned by its very success: ‘If the decline and fall of nations may generally be dated from the period of their highest attainments in arts and luxury, that is also the period of their most heinous offences against God.’ It was little wonder that in this context of a war consisting of Good versus Evil there should have been a religious revival. For many, Napoleon was the Beast – a scourge sent to lacerate Britain. ‘He has made a league with darkness,’ wrote Stephen. ‘He has declared war against the mutual intelligence and sympathy, as well as the happiness of mankind.’ He seemed irresistible: in 1800 he became Consul, and by the end of the year he had forced Britain’s allies out of the war after the battle of Marengo. The news of the French victory at Austerlitz, when it reached Britain in January 1806, was said to have killed William Pitt. ‘How I leave my country!’ were reported to be his last words.


A code revealed the mark of Evil on Napoleon. The Book of Revelations prophesied that the Beast could be identified by ‘the number of his name’: ‘Let him that hath understanding count the number of the beast.’ And the very name of Britain’s nemesis contained that number. If the letters of the alphabet are numbered so that the first nine letters represent the numbers one to nine (with A worth one and I worth nine), J is left out and the corresponding numbers then increase in multiples of ten, so K is worth ten, L twenty and Z 160, then the sum of the letters in the Emperor’s name totals exactly 666. That it only works if his name is spelt ‘Napolean’ and the first ‘a’ in Buonaparte is not counted did not matter. As millenarians stressed, ‘Napolean Buonparte’ deliberately misspelled his name to conceal the mark of the Beast and confound mankind.


Spencer Perceval believed that the Emperor was the woman in the Book of Revelations, ‘the mother of harlots and abominations of the earth … drunken with the blood of saints’, who rides upon the Beast and visits destruction upon the world. According to the prophecy she committed fornication with the kings of the earth, and ‘the inhabitants of the earth have been made drunk with the wine of her fornication’. As a cabinet minister, and eventually Prime Minister, Perceval believed that the war against Napoleon was a war against Evil itself. This was the view of an evangelical, but the Prime Minister’s language and terrible vision haunted popular culture and art. Magic-lantern shows terrified people with moving representations of Death personified appearing in many alluring guises before revealing his hideous nature; avenging angels (often blended with caricatures of Napoleon) swooped across the air in the same shows; paintings by Benjamin West, Henry Fuseli and William Blake depicted the Apocalypse, often with all-conquering Death riding a white horse. The nightmarish sense of a disordered world teetering on the brink of convulsion was captured in James Gillray’s cartoons, where the motifs of Revelations, the phantasmagoria of the Romantic imagination and ordinary, everyday fears are represented with an almost depraved gusto.


If Perceval was right about the true meaning of the times, the war had to be fought on two fronts. Evil thrived at home. There were many influential voices warning that the vices generated by wealth and modernity would destroy the country. Clergymen, bishops, lords and MPs said that the crime of adultery was becoming ever more common, and God’s vengeance would be the result. The Hon. Shute Barrington, Prince Bishop of Durham, stood up in the House of Lords in 1798 to inform the government and the country that the French had a secret weapon more effective than any battalion, mortar or fleet.




The French rulers [the bishop informed the House], while they despair of making any impression on us by force of arms, attempt a more subtle and alarming warfare, by endeavouring to enforce the influence of their example, in order to taint and undermine the morals of our ingenious youth. They have sent amongst us a number of female dancers, who, by the allurement of the most indecent attitudes, and most wanton theatrical exhibitions, succeed but too effectually in loosening and corrupting the moral feelings of the people.15





The Bishop said that unless some action was taken to suppress scantily clad French spies, the men of the country would be enflamed with sexual passion, their wives and daughters corrupted to the level of Frenchwomen, and ‘their lordships’ time would henceforth be wholly engrossed by causes of divorce’.* Lord Auckland, a great enemy of divorce, concurred – to the cheers of the Bishop of Rochester and others – telling the Lords: ‘It certainly is an awful moment, in which it becomes this House to be particularly on its guard against the encouragement in any shape or form, of any circumstances whatever tending to the French immoralities. In my cool and deliberate opinion, those immoralities are the most dangerous mode of attack that the enemy can make. I dread it more than any other kind of invasion.’ The French aimed to demoralise Britain in order to win the war: literally divest her of all morals.16


It was not just the sexual antics of the great that would bring Britain to the brink. Thomas Malthus warned in his Principle of Population in 1798 that the unrestrained vices of the poor, especially their sexual habits, would one day produce a population explosion: the force of nature would turn the world upside down with millions of starved people clamouring for sustenance. ‘Famine seems to be the last, the most dreadful resource of nature,’ wrote Malthus. ‘The power of population is so superior to the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man, that, unless arrested by the preventative check, premature death must in some shape or other visit the human race.’


The population was growing at a rate that would outstrip the resources of the country. Habits of drunkenness and unrestrained sexual gratification in the working people would, if left unchecked, sap the productivity of the nation and stoke population, hastening the Malthusian crisis. Throughout this period this dire warning would act like a nightmare in people’s imaginations. Within fifty years the number of people would begin to exceed agriculture’s finite resources. The first great crisis would then burst upon Britain, and the population would be driven down in a gruesome fashion. Epidemics and plagues, civil war and anarchy would strike first. ‘Should success be still incomplete, gigantick inevitable famine stalks in the rear, and, with one mighty blow, levels the population with the food of the world.’ And so the cycle would continue for ever, nature’s unbreakable law punishing human folly.17


The scarcity of food and high unemployment of the war years made this a real, if not immediate, scenario. Death really was astride his white horse; and he came in many guises. Statistical investigation showed that vice of all sorts was thriving. The first census report (1801) revealed that in the midst of vast riches one out of nine lived in ‘extreme poverty’. People employed in new manufactures suffered long periods of unemployment. Many agricultural labourers were paid in kind, so were particularly vulnerable to cataclysmic harvest failures. There were 50,000 prostitutes in London alone. The glamour and frivolity of aristocratic life reached ever greater heights of absurdity and extravagance, and corrupted those below them. Dogged by such fears, it was little wonder that the so-called ‘Saints’, the evangelicals, had a desire to iron out the coarseness of society, whether as bishops or politicians or as vigilante neighbours. ‘God has set before me as my object the reformation of manners,’ said William Wilberforce, a sentiment shared by many others. When asked what Britain could do to avoid ruin and disaster James Bowdler wrote: ‘The answer is plain and short – We are not reformed. A thorough Reform would set all right.’18


The time was riven by intense passions and deep fears. Outrageous self-confidence was as easily replaced by deep pessimism. Zealous religiosity sat uneasily with boisterous conviviality. Tormented hypochondriacs and heroic soldiers eyed each other with wonder. It was a hard-drinking country, and one where colourful eccentrics were encouraged and feted. While some enjoyed the quiet sobriety of Methodism, many more accepted coarseness, cruelty and the exuberant vulgarity of life as an expression of British liberty. Hazlitt wrote that only in England was the word ‘blackguard’ considered a compliment and a laudable national characteristic. ‘England is a blackguard country,’ Lord Erskine told the American envoy Richard Rush.


‘A great country,’ Rush replied, diplomatically, unaware of the connotations of a word which in any other country would be an insult.


‘Yes,’ concluded Erskine, ‘a great blackguard country; a boxing, fighting country, and don’t you call that blackguard!’19
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Sinking, Sinking, Sinking







‘If I were desired to define the national character of the English with a single word, I should call them sullen, just as the French are called volatile and the Italians cunning.’


Nikolai Karamzin, Travels from Moscow (1803)1


He’s one of those, as I’ve heard tell,


Who think it vulgar to be well,


And deem it elegance to sit,


Vap’ring in melancholic fit.


William Combe, The English Dance of Death: ‘The Hypochondriac’


‘I am nervous; I am not ill, but I am nervous; if you would know what is the matter with me, I am nervous.’


George III, during his first spell of derangement, 17882





Scratched on the windowpane of a travellers’ inn, among the usual graffiti (‘I love pretty Sally Appleby of Chipping Norton’; ‘Dam Pitt’, etc.), there was the anguished scrawl: ‘I am very unhappy. Sam Jenkins.’ The gloom that visitors to Britain mocked and cheerfully delineated for their countrymen infuriated the victims of their critiques. ‘The English in general do not much care about salad, and garden herbs,’ Karamzin informed his readers, diagnosing the national moroseness. ‘Roast beef and beef-steaks are their usual food; and hence their blood becomes thick, and themselves phlegmatic, melancholy, and not infrequently self-murderers. To this predisposing cause of the spleen we may add the following: viz. the mists continually arising out of the sea, and the smoke of the pit-coal which hangs like a dense cloud over the towns and villages.’3


It was a character type the British were all too willing to acknowledge to themselves, even if they didn’t like being told so by Russians, Americans and Frenchmen. Sydney Smith wrote of John Bull: ‘His forefathers have been out of spirits for six or seven hundred years, and, seeing nothing but fog and vapour, he is out of spirits too; and when there is no selling or buying, or no business to settle, he prefers being alone and looking at the fire.’


Their attitude to their health and mental state was best summed up in the best-seller of 1806 – and one of the most popular books of the decade – The Miseries of Human Life, by the Oxford don James Beresford. It was a two-volume satire on the ‘fashionable’ maladies of the time. The humour of The Miseries of Human Life did not long survive the 1800s, and few today would read it with the delight with which it was received in 1806. But it tapped into an obsession of the time. Reviewing it in the Edinburgh Review, Walter Scott said that had there been a book of a similar title published in any other European country, it would be a heartbreaking tale of genuine existential anguish or tortures of the heart. A typical Briton, however, was rendered miserable by the mundane, petty vexations of daily life: a clattering dish, a queue, a traffic jam, an unexpected visit by a friend. ‘He knows, indeed, that miseries are necessary to his happiness,’ wrote Scott, ‘and though perhaps not quite so pleasant at the moment as his other indispensable enjoyments roast beef and beer, would, if taken away, leave just as great a craving in his appetites as would be occasioned by the privation of these national dainties.’4


Through the book’s two volumes Timothy Testy and his friend Samuel Sensitive compete at length as to who is the most miserable. Every minor inconvenience, slight delay, spillage, unavoidable accident or the sheer business of getting through the day is likely to send the two heroes into agonies of misery; both experience the same worries and vexations; but each claims to feel it on a profounder level than the other. Beresford claimed to be doing a service to the downcast public, for reading about the anguish of Timothy Testy and Samuel Sensitive would be ‘an opiate for your fiercest pangs’; every other misery would pale into insignificance after wading through two volumes of his characters’ catalogue of woes. Testy and Sensitive had real miseries, ‘which excruciate the minds and bodies of none more insupportably than of those Heroes in anguish, those writhing Martyrs to the plagues and frenzies of vexation …’


‘Well, Mr Testy,’ asked Mr Sensitive of his friend on the first page of the book, ‘and how are things going with you?’


‘How! – why just as they always have gone,’ replied his friend, ‘– downwards – backwards – crookedly – spirally – any how but upwards, or straight forwards…’5


Timothy Testy represented the old-fashioned English disease, ‘the stately spleen’, while Samuel Sensitive was a man of the times, suffering from a more modern and certainly more refined illness, the ‘feverish fastidiousness’ and ‘quivering susceptibilities’ of nervous disorders. The spleen was an old English trait, popular in the eighteenth century, a quick and reflexive anger reminiscent of Squire Western in Tom Jones. The symptoms of nervous diseases were not so passionate: the sufferer experienced lowness of spirit, feelings of melancholy, sensitivity to light, loss of appetite, indigestion, cravings, dimness of sight, ‘confusion of thoughts’, ‘a wandering mind’ and other vague ailments. They were the evils that beset the polished, discriminating and sophisticated. As Sensitive boasted to Testy: ‘I, indeed, by the painful privilege of my nature, am as it were ambidexter in misery, being no less exquisitely sensitive to those grosser annoyances, or tangible tribulations, of which you are the victim, than to those subtler and elegant agonies, which is my own particular inheritance.’


Nothing really bad ever happens to Beresford’s heroes, but the annoyances of a journey, walking down the street, reading the papers and every other conceivable triviality have a profound effect on their mental state. Many would have seen a reflection of themselves in Samuel Sensitive. The novel did not satirise sensibility (although there is a connection) but the fashion at the turn of the century to treat every feeling or emotion as a medical condition. The renowned and fashionable Dr Thomas Beddoes took ‘hypochondria’ very seriously, and urged the medical world to do likewise; Samuel Sensitive was a creature to be pitied, not mocked, for he suffered from a debilitating and little understood condition. Beddoes wrote that a genuine sufferer of hypochondriasis finds ‘language fail[s] him’ when describing his symptoms. He could experience a host of symptoms, including the most common: heartburn, shortness of breath, ‘prickings, startings, and most distressing throbbings in the belly’, costiveness, tension, feelings of anxiety, memory loss, paranoia, sleeplessness, undefined guilt, palpitations, cramp, ringing in the ears, giddiness, fluctuations of temperature, delusions and so on, ad infinitum. ‘In short you see before you, the most miserable wretch upon the face of the earth,’ Beddoes commented. It was a profoundly democratic disease: few would fail to experience the myriad symptoms at one time or another. And it was a condition inseparable from the age in which they lived.6


Samuel Taylor Coleridge was a real-life Samuel Sensitive, frequently at death’s door, always tortured with non-specific diseases and obsessed with self-diagnosis. In 1801 he wrote in anguish to Humphry Davy:




Sinking, sinking, sinking! I feel that I am sinking. My medical attendant says that it is irregular Gout with nephritic Symptoms – Gout in a young man of 29!! Swoln [sic] knees, and knotty Fingers, a loathy stomach, & a dizzying head – trust me, Friend! I am at times an object of moral Disgust to my own Mind.7





Many felt, as Coleridge did, rarely free from a plague of worries. Nervous complaints (‘those fashionable tormentors’) were the punishment Britain had brought down upon herself for being the most advanced nation in the history of the world; they went hand in glove with progress, the inseparable gemini of modernity. Nervous vitiation was the sign of degeneracy and an effeminate, pampered and hedonistic society; William Austin – a hardy American who had nothing but contempt for the state of the present inhabitants of the mother country – wrote of modern Englishmen that ‘a thousand nervous afflictions have rendered them women without the spirit of women’. It was a misery no benighted foreigner could know, nor anyone born in the early or mid-eighteenth century, and was known as ‘The English Malady’. The Duchess of Bedford claimed to be immune from the disorder because ‘she was born before nerves were invented’.8


Happy the ignorant and the simple; fortunate the elderly who were immune from modern diseases. The progress of the country – its incredible advances in technologies and trade, its markets stocked with imported food – had created new ways of being ill. ‘When wealth and luxury arrive at a certain pitch in any country,’ wrote Dr Thomas Trotter, ‘mankind cannot remain long stationary in mental qualifications or corporeal strength’; when a people become addicted to spicy food and high living, and when a taste for luxury and vice spreads through the whole community, this is the age when a ‘polished society may be said to bring on its own dotage, and to dig its own grave!’9


Trotter published his influential medical textbook, A View of the Nervous Temperament, in 1807 as a comprehensive guide to good health for all diseases and all social classes. Part medical treatise, part moral sermon, part historical philosophy, it aimed to diagnose modern society as much as cure physical and mental complaints. For doctors such as Trotter, and for much of the public, the health of society and the health of the individual were inseparable. Analysis had to begin with the moral, political and financial state of the country before one could hope to cure maladies. Doctors should have an intimate knowledge of the minutiae of home life, the prevailing fashions and the prejudices of a people, for it was thence that diseases emerged. The reformer of bodies should also necessarily be a reformer of morals.10


Both Trotter and Beddoes were physicians of experience and of high repute. And they had much in common. Born in the same year (1760), they were self-made men who had pulled themselves up from obscurity to affluence and fame. Trotter was the son of a baker from Melrose, and Beddoes the son of a Staffordshire tanner. Although he wrote his View of the Nervous Temperament in retirement in Newcastle, Trotter had served with distinction as physician to fleets commanded by the Lords Admiral Howe, Bridport, St Vincent and Cornwallis; he was a member of the Royal Medical Society of Edinburgh, the Medical Society of Aberdeen and a former physician at the Haslar Royal Navy Hospital at Portsmouth. Marked most clearly on his mind, as a grizzled naval doctor returning home, was not the horror of war but the impression that his countrymen on the home front had degenerated into a race of weaklings and pampered fops. They were ill, and there was something deeply wrong with a society that allowed itself to get into this state. He was irritated by the new race of Samuel Sensitives, and compared them unfavourably with the men he was used to treating: ‘Hardship, danger, and privation, are the lot of naval service: to brave the weather, the season, and climate, is their delight and duty.’ Trotter, it was said, gained his unrivalled knowledge of nervous diseases ‘by attendance on some thousands of cases in both sexes, under all the varieties of rank, employment, age, situation, and climate’.11


Beddoes had the best education possible at the time, studying at Oxford, London and Edinburgh. He was a scientist first and foremost, burning with the ideals of the Enlightenment. He was a friend of Erasmus Darwin, the Wedgwoods and the Watts, and married into the Edgeworth family, at the centre of the famous Lunar Society. In common with his friends, he burned with radical zeal and had an undying faith in progress. In Bristol in the 1790s he had campaigned for the rights of man with Southey and Coleridge. He believed in the triumph of rationalism and the victory of science over superstition; medicine would follow the breakthroughs in science and philosophy when the medical world underwent a thorough reform – its Enlightenment – and made research and training pre-eminent. He set himself up as the physician to the progressive, wealthy, respectable and ambitious bourgeoisie: he practised in the appropriately named Hope Square in the new suburb of Clifton in commercial Bristol. His colleague Dr Trotter was also in a close position to observe the emergence of an affluent provincial middle class and their attendant medical problems, based as he was in Newcastle. Both physicians wrote to shock the complacent middle classes out of negligence, ignorance and bad habits. As Beddoes admonished his readers, ‘our chronic maladies are of our own creating’.12


Thomas Trotter admitted that, as a young doctor, he had made some serious blunders, which left him depressed and convinced that he could only make people worse, not better. It was only much experience that taught him that the nervous temperament was the fount of all diseases; indeed, according to him two thirds of all physical maladies were actually nervous diseases. The first step to the cure of any illness was to understand the patient’s nervous constitution. The vitiated nervous state was caused by ‘this venal age’; the vices of the times led to excessive stimulation of the nerves and agitated the mind, weakening the body and rendering men and women prone to a host of bodily complaints and mental strain quite unknown to humans in a simpler age. ‘The more complicated and various the pleasures and business, which man is to pursue in life,’ he wrote, ‘he will be the more liable to defeat and disappointment: and the more ardent his passions, they will the sooner terminate in exhaustion and disgust. The busy scene, therefore, leads quickest to satiety: the retired circle preserves the longest enjoyment. So that thousands of human beings walk the round of gaiety and dissipation, for the certain reward of nervous debility.’13


In early-nineteenth-century Britain, the intensity of living and perpetual competition to keep up with the pace of life jarred the nervous system and left the body susceptible to complete breakdown. The rage to make money, spend money and keep up with fashions, the new wants and needs that nagged at the assurgent middle classes, had combined to push them into the abyss of mental breakdown. A commercial society subject to the caprice of the stock market and the mysterious flows of international trade had ‘filled the nation with degenerate fears, apprehensions and hypochondriacism’.14 People became listless and apathetic, their minds confused and their bodies enfeebled and prone to biliousness, indigestion, gout, cold sweats, asthma, ‘weak blood’, impotence and sterility; women were especially vulnerable, inviting barrenness or miscarriages, extreme exhaustion, hysteria, fainting fits and premature death. The medical term that described these seemingly unrelated conditions was hypochondria. Illnesses and symptoms had been grievously misdiagnosed; when, for example, someone complained of angina or ague, it was, in reality, the manifestation of a deeply rooted nervous complaint nurtured and encouraged from childhood.15


Diagnosis must begin with an exploration of modern British society, so that diseases could be traced to their roots – the way that people lived their lives. Understand that, and the physician could unlock the mysteries of human illness and actually cure his patients. Well-off Britons were assailed from all sides by new needs and wants. Beddoes wrote that a scream pursued one throughout the day: ‘Did you see the papers today? Have you read the new play – the new poem – the new pamphlet – the last novel?’ Southey told a story of an eastern tyrant who offered a reward for the invention of a new pleasure; ‘in the like manner this nation offers a perpetual reward to those who will discover new wants for them’. Every day there were new must-have inventions advertised in the papers: labour-saving corkscrews, novel candle-snuffers, even a ‘hunting razor’, so that the busy gentleman, shaving at full gallop, need not miss a second of sport. ‘Pocket-toasting forks have been invented, as if it were possible to want a toasting-fork in the Pocket.’ It was a particularly British habit to lavish money on gadgets for which they had no conceivable need; they were ‘the devices of a people made wanton by prosperity’.16


It was the unnaturalness of modern living that alarmed Trotter and Beddoes; mankind had forced itself into a straitjacket and channelled instinctive passions into wholly new and abstracted avenues. Little wonder then that the mind was in a constant state of agitation and the body poisoned; small surprise that myriad new ways of being ill had been invented. ‘The Indian paddling his canoe; or the Norwegian sculling his skiff, remain unchanged in their manners; because they return at night to their family, and to intercourse with their kindred.’ The outdoor labourer in the countryside improves his bodily strength and inhales the fresh air, and ‘a corresponding tone is given to his nervous system: his mind is not debauched by effeminacy; while his temperance and moderation secure him against the disorders which prevail in fashionable life’. His nerves were not ruined, for he had ‘no painful emotions for his success in a busy world’. In contrast, the refined and polished gentleman or lady – sitting, as they believe, at the pinnacle of civilisation – ‘changes to a different species of being’.17


From birth, boys and girls have to submit to the rules and habits of a depraved society. Boys were at least allowed to run around and exercise themselves at a young age, but girls were doomed, left cosseted in overheated rooms dressing dolls. Females were particularly susceptible to nervous derangement; Trotter argued that their education seemed deliberately designed ‘to induce a debility of body, from the cradle upwards … Their whole tenor of living, and domestic economy, are at variance with health’. Children were nurtured in a sickly, effete and materialistic world, taught to value greed and gain for its own sake. They were pulled further from the natural, their heads and bodies crammed with strange addictions and cravings. A man in the modern world was cast adrift in an unnatural environment:




He is obliged to undergo a kind of training in how to live … Where the savage feels one want, the civilized being has a thousand … He is no sooner brought into the world, than he is taught to admire every thing that dazzles, glitters, or makes a noise. His every employment is play; and all his toys are either shining or sonorous … Every thing within his view is calculated to prompt his desires and provoke his passions.18





Toys and gewgaws might first spark the cravings for commodities and useless fripperies that would be exacerbated with age, but more pernicious passions were inflamed in the nursery. Popular culture was awash with erotic images, lewd prints, dirty songs and salacious novels. Yet the knowing, leering and often comically bawdy attitude to sex was an unsatisfactory introduction to its mysteries; the passions were roused before boys and girls learnt about reproduction. Here was one of the root causes of enervation.19


Who could boys and girls ask about sex? For the wealthy, the first friends of children were their servants, ‘loose companions’ who delighted in telling their young masters and mistresses lewd stories, interlarded with tantalising hints and tall tales. Under the instruction of free-talking and candid footmen and maids, children first saw sex as delightfully naughty and intriguingly seductive. Poorer children also learnt the mysteries of life outside the home, and satisfaction was easier to come by. Francis Place remembered that poor children in London in the late eighteenth century were ‘pretty well acquainted with what relates to the union of the sexes. Conversation on these matters was much less reserved than it is now [in the 1820s], books relating to the subject were much more within the reach of boys and girls than they are now, and I had little to learn on any part of the subject.’ Nor did many others; salacious images were not hard to find in the metropolis, and all the print dealers, major and minor, displayed them in their windows. Even stationery shops contained hidden delights. Place remembered just such a shop in Russell Court, where Mrs Roach would encourage boys and girls who came to buy penny books and sheets of paper to look at ‘pretty pictures’, as she called her portfolios of erotica. ‘And this was done by many others.’20


Doubtless Place was confident on such matters, but the books from which he tells us he learnt about sex were hardly satisfactory. Aristotle’s Compleat Master Piece was the most popular sex-education book of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the guide for Place and thousands of his contemporaries. (And, for some, it survived as an antidote to the general silence on matters carnal. In Ulysses, Leopold Bloom brings home a copy for Molly.) Richly comic and with all the appearance of candour, Aristotle’s Compleat Master Piece made sex education fun and represented intercourse as joyous and exciting.


The lesson was to have sex early and have it often: ‘it eases and lightens the body, clears the mind, comforts the head and senses, and expels melancholy. Therefore sometimes, thro’ the omission of this act, dimness of sight doth ensue, and giddiness; besides, the seed of man, retained above its due time, is convened with some injurious humour.’ And prolonged abstention was equally dangerous for girls. From the age of thirteen, with the onset of puberty, ‘natural purgations begin to flow’ which ‘stir up their minds to venery’. Celibacy was dangerous for teenage girls, for they would suffer from chlorosis or the ‘green sickness’ – respiratory problems, hysteria, loss of appetite or ‘an unnatural desire of feeding on chalk, coals, stones, tobacco-pipes, sealing wax, and other things of an hurtful and improper nature’ – if their lusts were not sated.21


Free from piety, prudery and disapproval it might have been, but accurate it was not; it is hardly surprising if many children were left more confused on reading the lively and graphic descriptions of the body and intercourse. The penis was referred to (rather scarily) as ‘the yard’, and the full description of its role in intercourse was described in verse:




And thus man’s nobler part described we see,


For such the parts of generation be;


And they that carefully survey, will find,


Each part is fitted for the use design’d.


The purest blood we find, if well we heed,


Is in the testicles turn’d into seed.


Which by the most proper channels is transmitted


Into the place by nature for it fitted;


With highest sense of pleasure to excite


In amorous combatants the more delight.


For nature does in this great work design


Profit and pleasure in one act to join.22





The essentials of the male and female ‘organs of generation’, conception and sex itself were all described in rudimentary detail – and in verse. If anyone wondered where babies came from, or what happened between the sheets, Aristotle’s Compleat Master Piece would answer some questions but beg many more. What, for example, was the enquiring mind to make of this description of sex, told from the male point of view?




Now my infranchis’d hand on every side,


Shall o’er thy naked polish’d iv’ry slide …


… I shall enjoy thee now, my fairest; come,


And fly with me to love’s Elysium.


My rudder with thy bold hand, like a try’d


And skilful pilot, thou shalt steer, and guide,


My bark in love’s dark channel, where it shall


Dance as thy bounding waves do rise and fall,


Whilst my tall pinnace in the Cyprian streight


Rides at anchor and unloads the freight.23





As a sex guide, Aristotle’s Compleat Master Piece set out to be ribald, refreshingly open and free from squeamishness. Yet there is coyness, or repression, in the bawdy; the anonymous writer hides behind the humour, using it to deflect more graphic (perhaps more helpful) information. The comedy diffuses the tension and attempts to acquit the writer of the intention of deliberately arousing the readers with erotica disguised as medical writing. It was the most popular sex guide, one people turned to in great numbers: it had run to at least forty-three editions by 1800. For all its failings, misinformation, half-truths and euphemisms, it had an impact on the lives of generations brought up in ignorance of sex. But it was seen as subversive and deliberately arousing. Doctors such as Thomas Beddoes saw this kind of writing as pernicious, for it increased ignorance and indoctrinated young people in vicious habits: early stimulation, masturbation and premature sexual experiences. And this kind of literature ruined the nerves. It meant a ‘life of surfeits’, which inevitably led – as with all gluttony – to loss of appetite and ‘perpetual mawkishness’. Early stimulation would set in train a series of nervous complaints, such as epilepsy and premature aging.24


When they grew up, these boys and girls would enter a marriage market, which would prove sexually unrewarding and alien to their natural propensities. Again, for Thomas Trotter the ‘savage’ in a pristine primitive state is happiest: ‘His passion for the sex is temperate, because it meets with no refined allurements, from dress, manners, or fashion, to enflame it beyond bounds.’ After all, women’s clothes were nothing more than ‘a few folds of fine muslin, so loosely put on, that the whole dress appears to be made for the purpose of being thrown aside, in an instant, like a cloak or a shawl’. So, with lust worked up to a pitch by a thousand illicit temptations, the young man was prevented from indulging his instincts. How different from the man who dwelt in peace in a simpler society, who ‘is neither perplexed with doubts or fears, nor tantalized by false hopes and promises. The damsel of the forest is a stranger to those airs and duplicities of the coquette and the prude.’ Knowing that love had very little to do with marriage, fathers tolerated their sons’ philandering: ‘the sordid parent winks at the son’s indiscretions with the sex, rather than consent that he should marry the woman he loves, without a rich dower’.25


Unrequited love and irregular sex with prostitutes ‘harassed’ the nerves for boys, estranging them further from the inclinations imbued by nature. They were replaced by other false emotions and perverted passions. Young men’s health was ruined at the brothel, while women read novels: ‘The mind that can amuse itself with the love-sick trash of most modern compositions of this kind, seeks enjoyment beneath the level of a rational being,’ wrote Trotter.26 The heady romance of most novels unleashed passions destructive both to individual health and the state of society; the habitual novel reader would soon experience ‘constant uncomfortable feelings, complaints which delicacy declines confessing, disgust in matrimony, the mortification of miscarriages, incompatibility of discharging the first office of the mother, or a state of atrophy if it be attempted’.27


Throughout daily life, modern man ‘forsakes a mode of life that had been prescribed to him by nature’. It was most conspicuous in the rich and fashionable, but nervous complaints were said to be contagious. They originated with the pampered and hedonistic upper class, but were transmitted to the middling and lower by the example of the richest and their demands for luxuries and services. Beddoes wrote of the lower classes that ‘upon them bursts the torrent of evil from the crimes and insanity of their superiors, collecting more exterminating rage, as it comes down from a loftier point’. Trade and business made men avaricious and ambitious and weakened the nervous frame. Trotter said that businessmen were all pale, sallow, slender and effeminate, with ‘a smallness of voice, that sometimes make[s] their sex doubtful’. And many more who engaged in sedentary work, especially those who benefited from the commercial revolution, such as perfumers, tailors, dressmakers, fruiterers or merchants of all descriptions, suffered their own specific nervous dysfunctions. Their cringing servility to customers was supposedly another cause of the disease. The proliferation of writers, caused by the degenerate tastes of the age, had their own symptoms as well. Trotter had observed that, in writers, ‘the muscular power is diminished, the fleshy parts grow soft and flabby, and general debility is the consequence. Few men attached to literary pursuits are active, strong and athletic.’ The pressure on their already shattered nerves was further intensified by ‘the cold charity’ of publishers and booksellers and the precarious nature of their trade.28


A contributor to the Gentleman’s Magazine commented, after reading Trotter’s book, that ‘The last century, it is generally admitted, has effected a mournful alteration in the constitution of our countrymen: the rigid fibre and rich blood of our ancestors exposed them principally to attacks of the pleuritic and inflammatory kind. They were strangers to the tremors, the palpitations, the sinkings of modern invalids. Their diseases were the diseases of robustness. In the present days, the low lingering morbid symptoms of debility generally prevail.’ Timothy Testy’s disease was of the older variety; Samuel Sensitive had been contaminated by overexposure to modernity.


And, as Trotter warned, this was only the beginning of national degeneracy. Those habits of luxury and intemperance were only just taking root; after further decades of self-abuse, the British would be weakened beyond all recognition. But how had the hardy ailments that characterised a vigorous people in the eighteenth century been replaced with the insipid maladies of the nineteenth? Surely, in the past, people’s nerves had had to put up with far worse than trifles over business and pleasure? The problem, as Trotter and others saw it, was that the nervous state of modern Britain derived from her very strength. She had conquered large portions of the globe, subdued her rivals, and the fruits of her labour could be seen in every market and on everyone’s table. Britain had, after such manly exertion, gorged on foreign foods, and the people were suffering a collective hangover from overindulgence.


The toxins had settled in the stomach, which was, for Trotter and many others, the most important part of the body. Jenner called it the ‘grand Monarque of the Constitution’. It was inordinately complex and formed ‘a centre of sympathy between our corporeal and mental parts, of more exquisite qualifications than even the brain itself’. This intricate organ was at the centre of the nervous system; this, said Trotter, was the great secret that unlocked the mystery of human illness. ‘Hypochondria’ derived from the Greek hupokhondria, meaning the belly, which was the seat of melancholy. The intemperate brought dyspepsia upon themselves, the root of all nervous complaints and hence all physical ills; they were racked with disorders of the mind, felt pains everywhere, suffered bad sleep and loss of appetite as the first stage in a complete breakdown. Fevers and fits soon followed when the stomach was damaged. Colonial imports were particularly dangerous: tobacco, for example, ‘acts powerfully on the nervous system, destroys the sensibility of the stomach; and it is observed that those who devour it in great quantity, die of apoplexy, palsy, and dropsy’. Smoking it could lead to sudden death.*


Other commodities wrecked the ‘vital power of the stomach’ in similar ways. Tea, said Trotter, ‘excites nausea and vomiting, tremors, cold sweats, vertigo, dimness of sight, and confusion of thought’. It was a narcotic, and the initial high led naturally to alcoholism, because, as Beddoes maintained, tea and coffee produced ‘a sense of intoxication, with enfeebled faculties, uncomfortableness and languor afterwards’. In the short term, it corroded the stomach and nurtured illness; Beddoes quoted a Dutch doctor to the effect that tea and coffee provoked ‘various nervous complaints, which were totally unknown before these liquors were introduced’. Truly then, it was a beverage ‘well suited to the taste of an indolent and voluptuous age’. Of all the dangerous foreign imports, cayenne pepper, spices of all sorts, soy, catchup and other seasonings were the worst. They were used in sauces, and so were ‘dangerous as being narcotics the most enticing when applied to the taste; and, children that are early accustomed to such poisons, will run the great hazard of ending their career as sots and dram drinkers’.29


The consumption of luxurious foods was not confined to the wealthy. Patrick Colquhoun, a police magistrate and observer of the habits of the poor, wrote that all shared the new imports due to thieving from warehouses and ships which fed a thriving black market, so that ‘the superabundant circulation of riches, the gains of the low gambler, the swindler, the common prostitute, and the criminal offender, increase as the wealth of the nation is augmenting. It descends even to the lowest classes of society, who indulge in luxuries little known a century ago’. Trotter found that nervous disorders were ‘rapidly extending to the poorer classes’.30


The first Indian eatery opened in London at this time – a harbinger of a worldwide assault on the poor British digestive system. The previous generation suffered the ‘diseases of robustness’ because they stuck to plain, simple and manly foodstuffs. Further in the past, people were in a way immune from the nerves and capable of consuming a richer diet because they led healthier lives. ‘Robinhood [sic] and Little John, the alert and airy inhabitants of the greenwood shade,’ wrote Beddoes, ‘could take liberties with the bottle, which are very unsafe for us, under our close roofs and between our stuccoed walls.’ But the moderns led softer lives and ate richer foods and drank more toxic liquors, so it was essential for doctors to prescribe a diet for John Bull. Cayenne pepper, rum and tea were a noxious cocktail, imbibed from the poisoned chalice of empire.31


The tourist Louis Simond observed that Britain and the British had become addicted to trade. The small island, poor in natural resources, had built itself up on a mountain of commercial enterprise; once commenced, the momentum and direction could not be changed. Americans did not feel the same urge, nor had they become as abjectly dependent on trade, because they had resources in abundance; they retained therefore their simplicity and virtue. ‘The necessity of acquiring, not merely the real necessities and comforts of life, but the means of living in style – a certain inveterate habit of luxury, inexorable activity constitutes the strength of England. Whether it secures private happiness is not so certain. Placed as England is, she must be great and glorious, or perish. The people of the United States may be weak and happy with impunity, and remain so, in spite of themselves, for a century to come.’32


The burgeoning health problems pointed to wider moral issues. Crisis was looming because, as was obvious to the medico-moral examiners, Britain was rapidly moving into a particular phase in the historically inevitable march of progress. For Trotter the empire was at once a sign of greatness and a terrible trap. It brought not just poisons but introduced a number of uncomfortable moral questions that had to be addressed. The British were being punished for the evils of the slave trade by being spoon-fed honey-coated poisons. What else were the East and West Indies to Britain but ‘a theatre of oppression and slavery, to gorge her with commercial wealth’? Africa had been ‘made a field of blood’ to supply the slave labour and resources to power the commercial revolution, but ‘whose produce only tends to weaken the manly character, and overwhelm her with nervous infirmities!’ Beddoes was more proud of his country, saying that, in the history of the world, Britain exceeded the example of Athens in its glory and had ‘contended with rivals, as formidable as Sparta’. Britain was famed for its morality, benevolence and unchallenged supremacy. But, one question would dog the conquerors: ‘Have we borne our faculties more wisely than the Athenians? … Has Britain wasted her vigour in the debauches of glory? Has she bruised her breast by straining to grasp unwieldy masses …? Is the multitude exhausted by toil and want, that their superiors may pine under the effects of intemperance or effeminate luxury?’33


Thomas Trotter was more certain as to the answer. Britain, he warned, had better think of Rome, where ‘power overgrown, and riches unbounded’ had ruined the people. The bounteous rewards of colonisation contained within them the seeds for the destruction of an empire. When the Romans had lost ‘their moral virtue and dignity, and with these, their physical strength, [they] became a prey to barbarous hordes; who, undebauched by refined pleasures, found the enervated Romans an easy conquest. Let Great Britain look to this example.’ But the wars had made prominent the degeneracy of the British. The Martello towers that were built along the coast to defend the shores from invasion betokened a nervous country. Rather than engage the enemy, the navy preferred to blockade enemy ports. Politicians and generals, like nervous patients tormented with imaginary ailments, were wilfully blind to real and present evils. The jumpy people started at shadows and with fevered brains conjured into being a phantasmagoria of terrific visions and apocalyptic signs.34




*





Nervous disorders were the maladies of affluence and sophistication. Who were you – what were you lacking – if you were immune from it? To be beset by the nerves was to parade one’s wealth, refinement and sensibility. It was, for some, the hallmark of the civilised, at once a curse and a privilege. It also showed an extraordinary propensity for vanity and self-pitying fantasies in the public: nerves were the diseases of narcissism and obsessive introspection. They were also the manifestation of deeper worries – about commerce, modernity and the war.


It was hardly surprising, then, that nervous disorders swept through the country in the 1790s and 1800s, once they were given legitimacy by respected doctors. In novels, heroines and sensitive young men inevitably suffered from them. Every twinge, headache or hangover was put down to the derangement of the nervous system; as Beddoes admitted, a young girl who reads too many fashionable magazines, novels and medical books and catches a cold ‘is therefore persuaded that the cough is nervous’. Masters and mistresses became irritated when their servants started complaining of ‘the nerves’.


The diagnosis of nervous disorders was suggested by physicians of the stoic tradition alarmed by rampant capitalism. Looking at the phenomenon from a medically sophisticated age, it would seem that ‘the nerves’ was the name that people gave to hundreds of undiagnosable complaints – from physical ones to serious mental problems. It was perhaps inevitable at a time when superstition was superseded by science, but rationalisation had not been complemented by remedy. They were the same old diseases and maladies, but with a modern explanation applied to them. ‘Nerves’ became the catch-all expression. This is suggested in Pride and Prejudice, where Mrs Bennet ascribes all her aches and pains, and even her emotions, to her nerves: ‘When she was discontented she fancied herself nervous.’ Like Samuel Sensitive, every feeling could be medicalised and every annoyance was a threat to her health.


‘You take delight in vexing me,’ she tells Mr Bennet. ‘You have no compassion on my poor nerves.’


‘They are my old friends’, her husband replies, ‘– I have heard you mention them with consideration these twenty years at least.’


The Annual Review said that after doctors such as Beddoes started taking the disease seriously, everyone was popping pills, outdoing one another with exaggerated symptoms and buying an array of spurious medical equipment. One Samuel Jessop took 226,934 pills and 40,000 bottles of medicine between 1791 and his death in 1817 (at a ripe old age, it has to be said). In 1814 alone he swallowed 51,590 pills. All Britons, the Annual Review commented, were ‘fanatics in physic’.35


This spirit was satirised in the monthly London journal The Scourge by Hewson Clarke. He has a fictional Mr Valentine Vickers write to the magazine, complaining that his new wife Polly Buxom (‘a young lady remarkable for the sprightliness of her temper and the bloom of her countenance’) has started reading medical books. As a result, ‘her life is now one continued alternation of horrors. She is always afflicted with the disease about which she has been last reading … she is now labouring, Sir, under a fashionable complaint called nerves … [I] begin to conjecture that reading about a disease may actually produce it.’ The ravages of ‘the nerves’ had turned his English rose into ‘a timid, listless, complaining picture of old maidism – [who] is afraid of her every breath of wind, and suspects that there is poison in everything she tastes.’36


It was only natural to want a cure, an immediate tonic to save one from the discomfort of nervous afflictions. The dream of a wonder drug or palliative was bewitching to many. Fortunately, there was a medicine on the market, designed with the fashionable in mind. It was a refined cure for a refined people; its inventor said that there had never been a more ‘elegant and efficacious’ medicine. It could be taken to cure




weak and shattered constitutions, weakness of sight or memory, hypochondria, tremblings, horrors of the mind, sexual debility, and all other diseases arising from a relaxed state of the nervous system, and often the consequence of intemperance, debauchery, inattention to the necessary cares of healthy luxury.37





The Cordial Balm of Gilead offered to cure the diseases highlighted by the medical establishment, but it asked very little of the afflicted. Whereas doctors of the stoic tradition urged individuals (and society) to practise self-denial, the Balm of Gilead offered patients – or customers – a cure which did not impinge on their pursuit of pleasure, self-indulgence and business. After all, most nervous disorders, this particular doctor reassured the public, were caused by ‘inattention’, not greed, gluttony, culpable negligence or immorality. It salved the conscience and restored the jarred nerves to equilibrium.


Nervous Britons had Dr Samuel Solomon to thank for the invention of a remedy for their reigning malady. They did so with their cash. Dr Solomon was one of the wealthiest men in the country – his business’s turnover was £40,000 in 1807 – as well as being a best-selling author and an international name. When Benjamin Silliman arrived from Boston at Liverpool, he passed Gilead House, the doctor’s grand country estate, on the road to Manchester. It was one of the sights that every tourist should see. ‘I need not inform you’, he wrote home, ‘that the Doctor is well known in America, for every man who has learning enough to read a newspaper, and eyes enough to peruse double pica letters on an apothecary’s door, must have become acquainted with the merits and modesty of Dr Solomon.’ And the same could be said for people in Europe, the West Indies and India. At his height, Samuel Solomon’s name was one of the most famous in the world.38


Solomon sided with the patient. The people suffered under the tyranny of the medical establishment, a clique of self-serving, secretive and greedy physicians. This closed club stifled free enquiry and claimed a monopoly on medical knowledge, only to enrich themselves and keep out competition from pioneers with new, better and therefore unwelcome ideas. Under the dominion of the faculty, medical knowledge had stagnated; there had been few advances since the days of Hippocrates or Galen; there had been no Newton of medical science, the doctor said.


Solomon believed that he, as a free-thinking doctor, was a victim of this outrageous cartel; but the true sufferers were the British public, who were charged exorbitant prices for useless drugs, outdated information or downright lies. Solomon had, he claimed, brought medical knowledge to the people of the world because he was not ashamed to speak through the newspapers. Every year he spent some £5,000 on advertisements. He had been stigmatised for cheapening the science by using them, but Solomon answered that his methods were at once a means of education and a proof of the efficacy of his cures. ‘It requires the strongest conviction of intrinsic worth and physical excellence, by long and great experience, to induce an inventor or proprietor to incur the serious and certain expense of making [his medicines] known by ADVERTISEMENTS.’


For over twenty years, he said, he had taken on corrupt doctors on behalf of the people of Britain, democratising medicine and diffusing knowledge. His advertisements in papers, posters and handbills deluged the English-speaking world and most European countries, and must have been one of the most recognisable features of daily life. Patients who were too embarrassed, or too poor, to consult their local physician could write to Solomon and reveal symptoms and diseases in complete secrecy ‘which seldom are fairly submitted for fear of exposure to any other medical men’. His much-revised textbook A Guide to Health, first published in 1798, went to sixty-six editions and was said to have sold 120,000 copies. ‘I am happy … in the reflection that I have not lived in vain,’ he wrote in the last edition of A Guide to Health (1815); ‘as it is with heartfelt pleasure I see the success of my labours, and daily receive the acknowledgements of those who have been benefited by my discoveries.’39


It was often claimed that Solomon’s Guide to Health sat next to the Bible on every household’s bookshelf and people held it ‘next in veneration to the sacred volume’, the one offering life in the next world, the other life in this. When the Edinburgh Review devoted an essay to Keats, Byron wrote: ‘Why don’t they review and praise “Solomon’s Guide to Health”? it is better sense, and as much poetry as Johnny Keats.’ The Scourge quipped that ‘No work of modern times, perhaps, has been more read by persons of every rank and description; and no man ever rose from the perusal of it.’ Solomon claimed that it owed its success to his candour and willingness to tackle taboo subjects. The worried and ill-informed had nowhere else to turn with embarrassing or shameful questions. A woman, for example, who was worried about menstrual problems, her sexual health, barrenness, sterility or frigidity (symptoms of nervous disorders, of course) could not find satisfactory answers ‘without wounding her delicacy by a disclosure of her fears or her apprehensions, to the rude security of PRETENDED FRIENDS’. And there were plenty of other people harassed by similar ignorance and unease: ‘YOUTH who have ungardedly [sic] plunged themselves into licentious love, and feel the dreadful effects of impure embrace … will find a faithful “GUIDE TO HEALTH”, and HAPPINESS too, in the perusal of the present publication … Young people of either sex, who have unfortunately given way to a delusive, secret and destructive vice, injured their health, and destroyed their whole animal functions, will meet with a “Balm of Consolation”.’40


It is one of the most interesting and beguiling books of the first years of the nineteenth century. With its catalogue of infirmities and panoply of nervous symptoms it was well suited to a decade in which one of the favourite works of fiction was The Miseries of Human Life. Solomon was a brilliant observer of his times, able to latch on to changing moral attitudes, especially towards sex. He knew, like Beresford, that the British were predisposed towards melancholy and sullenness, and they wanted a cure for that national disease more than any other malady. He also understood – far better than Trotter and Beddoes – that the British would never reform their habits, and it was ridiculous to expect them to do so.


However, like the diagnosis of Trotter and Beddoes, Solomon’s book could provoke a psychosomatic reaction. If the reader wasn’t ill before he or she read it, A Guide to Health would transform the heartiest into a whingeing hypochondriac. In the same way as the books already considered in this chapter, the symptoms of nervous disorders are exhaustively described and the same causes identified: the luxuries and inactivity, the stresses and pressures of modern living. But whereas the other doctors suggested that the illness was the fate of the affluent and sedentary, the metropolitan and those employed in new industries, Solomon universalised the phenomenon of nervous complaints to every social class and all ages, to farmers and labourers as much as wilting duchesses and debauched young men. He persuaded his hundreds of thousands of readers that anyone who had ever had a cough, bilious attack, muscular ache or feeling of depression was a sufferer. Even common and grave diseases such as consumption and the ague were included in his diagnosis. He claimed to cure:




Weakness, Flatulence, Palpitations, Watchfulness, Drowsiness after eating, Timidity, Flushes of heat and cold, Numbness, Giddiness, Pains, (especially of the back, head, and loins) Hiccough, Difficulty of Respiration, Dry cough, Debility, Lowness of Spirits, Loss of Appetite, Relaxation, Indigestion, Sickness, Vomiting, Gouty Spasms of the Stomach, Hysterical and Hypochondriacal affectations, Dimness of Sight, Confused Thoughts, Wandering of the Mind, &c.





In other words, no one was immune and everyone needed to take the medicine (as that wonderful ‘&c’ makes clear). The crucial difference from Beddoes and Trotter was that Solomon was a man on the make, someone with a fantastic business mind but no academic qualifications and very little medical knowledge. Most importantly, he had a drug to sell.


Throughout A Guide to Health, as the perplexed reader begins to realise that every minor and easily ignored annoyance was in fact a symptom of a deeper malaise, Solomon provides an answer. A Guide to Health is tediously repetitive if read from cover to cover. But it has a good index and was obviously intended for the reader to dip into, so that worried hypochondriacs could look up what immediately concerned them. After long descriptions of terrible, frequently undiagnosed diseases and their long-term consequences, the concerned doctor always lists one cure: The Cordial Balm of Gilead. The supposed medical cyclopaedia, for use by a worried mother in the home, was one long, ingenious advertisement for Solomon’s wonder drug. In 1800s Britain, the Balm of Gilead was the popular cure for nervous illnesses. But it was easily adaptable: in America it was marketed, to great effect, as a specific for yellow fever.


It was said, probably with some truth, that Samuel Solomon came up with the name and the uses of the drug and began advertising it before he set about ‘discovering’ it. Its evocative name (which has been used for twenty-first-century drugs) comes from the Old Testament: ‘Is there no balm in Gilead; is there no physician there? why then is not the health of the daughter of my people recovered?’ (Jeremiah, 8:22). It took many years before the true ingredients were revealed to the world; in the meantime, people had to trust Solomon’s claim that the nostrum was ‘a most noble medicine composed of some of the choicest balsams in the whole Materia Medica. The process is long and laborious, and requires the most nice and minute attention.’ He also claimed that its ingredients originated in the Holy Land itself and the process of developing it cost him £5,000 a year. Descriptions of the medicine sounded enticing, but, beyond the hyperbole, were meaningless:




… besides the nutritious quality of a restorative, it has a fragrant, subtle, oleos principle, which immediately affects the nerves, and gives a kind of friendly motion to the fluids, yielding plenty of animal heat, the true source of firmness and vigour.41





The doctor was adept at creating mythologies about his products. But he was an enigmatic personality. Stories about Solomon – one of the celebrities of the 1800s, after all – are many and various, and most are clearly malicious inventions. The attacks were not overtly anti-Semitic (although a few were), concentrating instead on the rapaciousness of all quack doctors, Jewish or not. Few university-educated metropolitan journalists had anything but contempt for quacks and were shocked at his success; they did not stint on denigrating him at every turn. As far as we can tell, he was born in 1768 or ’69 in Bristol or Liverpool (his place of origin was disputed even at the time), orphaned early, and found work at the docks in one of these two cities, where he attracted attention on the wharves ‘by his amazing volubility, his greediness after gain, and his unfailing impudence’. Thereafter he was able to ‘carry on a roaring business as a Jew pedlar’, as The Scourge put it.


Again it was disputed, but it appears that at this stage of his career he was either a boot-blacking salesman in Newcastle or a vendor of hair-curlers in Birmingham – or both. Whatever the true story, he quickly became adept at the salesman’s patter and was a gifted businessman. He soon fell in with Dr William Brodum, the most famous quack of the time and a ‘hoary poltroon’, in the words of The Scourge. Brodum had blazed a trail that Solomon was all too eager to follow. The older man had purchased a medical degree from the University of Copenhagen and cashed in on the rage for nervous disorders, selling his nostrum, ‘The Nervous Cordial’, and a book called A Guide to Old Age. He had made a fortune from the British public in the 1780s and ’90s. Solomon learnt at the feet of Brodum. He developed the same sales techniques and converted from Judaism to the Church of England, as Brodum had done. However, Solomon desired ‘to wind round his own brow the laurels which he designed to tear from the temples of his precursor in the path of impudence and imposition’. And the younger man was destined to far surpass his mentor.42


Solomon purchased his MD from Marischal College in 1789, at the tender age of twenty, and in the same year began a publicity tour round the country to demonstrate his miracle-working Balm of Gilead. The tour had two purposes: the first was to demonstrate the medicine to crowds of people; the second, and most important, was to collect testimonies of the nostrum’s efficacy from eminent men. In Birmingham he raised money for advertising in the newspapers and added commendations to his list of grateful and awestruck patients. Within a few years he had collected, he said, accounts of stunning recoveries from a host of diseases from all over Britain, as well as North America, France, Sweden, Germany, Norway, Holland, Jamaica and Russia. It was not until the late 1790s that the elixir really took off, and in 1798 he wrote A Guide to Health (much of it plagiarised from his mentor’s Guide to Old Age), which sent the Balm of Gilead into the first rank of empiric medicines. In 1805 the extent of his fortune and the commercial success of his medicine and book was signalled to the world, and flaunted in the face of university-trained physicians, when he built the palatial Gilead House outside Liverpool, where he retained a staff of richly liveried servants and where, according to one journalist, he ‘indulges in every pleasure which can gratify himself’.43


Samuel Solomon’s success rested on his mastery of provincial newspaper advertising. He knew full well that the unspoken truth of the press was its reliance on advertisements – for revenue and to attract readers, who often bought the papers solely to peruse the classified columns. It was, he thought, better to avoid the hypocrisy of the self-proclaimed incorruptible press and the supposed disassociation between editorial and advertising. He went straight to editors, arranging a mutually beneficial profit-sharing scheme. A typical puff piece comes from the Salisbury Journal, an advertisement masquerading as ‘news’:




The Printer of this Paper has received information from Mr J Moore of Poole … stating that several gentlemen have taken the Cordial Balm of Gilead and have experienced great benefit indeed; the first bottle gave them the most wonderful relief, and a few more affected a complete cure of a deep decline.44





Both quack doctor and newspaperman knew well enough that, for all the discredited nostrums and bogus medicines that had had their moment on the market and all the disappointed dreams of recovery, the public still had an appetite for the cure-all; the more outrageous the claims of its miraculous powers, the more audacious the language, the more lurid the stories of sudden recoveries and the greater the cost, the better the medicine would do. People enjoyed reading quack doctors’ puffs and promotions; journalists liked writing stories about preposterous recoveries from death’s door. And as nervous disorders became highly fashionable, and hypochondriacs were taken seriously, such stories and panaceas could only become more popular.†


It is understandable that people suffering undiagnosed illnesses would turn, often in desperation, to whatever seemed like a plausible salvation from pain. Solomon knew that in lambasting the medical establishment he would attract a ready audience. For many, the local physician would indeed be a remote figure, very expensive, notoriously badly educated and often unable to offer any relief for complicated or little-understood diseases. Most people lived in a world of doubt, scared that a slight ache or an upset stomach could lead to something far worse. It is little wonder that the age saw hysterical diseases, hypochondria and what we would call depression. There were those who ‘caught’ nervous diseases because they were so widely discussed, but there were many who were seriously ill, mentally or physically, yet could find no one to give them an explanation or succour. He who spoke with the most confidence, therefore, would attract the greatest number of customers and get the best results – at least in the short term.


Solomon, knowing that most of his customers wanted someone to give a plausible diagnosis, asked of them nothing more than their absolute confidence. ‘The patient must be comfortable and content to be ruled by his physician,’ he wrote in A Guide to Health, ‘otherwise all his endeavours will come to no good end … The body’s mischiefs [sic], as Plato proves, proceed from the soul; and if the mind be not first satisfied, the body can never be cured.’ The Cordial Balm of Gilead, he said, would only work if the patient believed in it, really believed in it. A contributor to the Critical Review pointed out that the whole medical profession was in disarray and did not deserve trust. It was entirely understandable that people would put their faith in the quack because
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