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Key Buildings of Piccadilly Circus
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Boots, the chemist, opened ‘Store 1000’ in 1925, opposite its current position in Piccadilly Circus, as part of the Criterion Building. It became the company’s first twenty-four-hour, seven-days-a-week shop. 


The Café de Paris, a subterranean nightclub in Coventry Street, opened just after the First World War and became famous for daring acts and as a place to see promising new performers. It was also well known for its glamorous customers, including Bright Young Things and members of European royal families. 


The ornate Criterion restaurant’s central position and discreet comfort made it the ideal venue for meetings such as those held by the suffragettes, or for courting couples who needed a respectable place to take tea. Its theatre was one of the first to be built entirely underground.


James Lillywhite opened his first shop in 1863 at number 31 Haymarket and concentrated on selling items connected with cricket. In 1925 Lillywhites moved to the Criterion Building and became well known for outfitting famous sportsmen and women and pilots such as Amy Johnson. 


The London Pavilion started as a song-and-supper annexe to the Black Horse Inn and became a music hall in 1861. The building was replaced in 1885 with a theatre of varieties where stars such as Marie Lloyd and Vesta Tilley appeared. In 1918 it became a theatre and was famous for spectacular reviews. In 1934 it was converted to a cinema, which closed in 1982. Its façade still stands.


The first Lyons Teashop opened in 1894 at 213 Piccadilly and offered affordable food in a clean and respectable setting, served by Nippy waitresses. 


Lyons Corner House in Coventry Street was built in 1907 and became part of a chain of restaurants in London offering a wide range of food at reasonable prices. The Piccadilly restaurant could seat 4,500 diners and provided a safe meeting place for groups such as young women and gay men in a room known as the Lilypond. 


The Regent Palace Hotel, part of the Lyons catering empire, offered affordable accommodation in a glamorous, art deco setting squeezed between Brewer, Sherwood, Glasshouse and Air streets. When it opened in 1915 it was the largest hotel in Europe and had 1,028 bedrooms; at its height it employed over 1,000 staff. 


Rainbow Corner, the Red Cross Club at 23 Shaftesbury Avenue, on the corner of Denman Street, provided a ‘home from home’ of entertainment, food, friendship and advice for American servicemen in London during the Second World War. 


Simpsons, originally a menswear’s department store, opened in 1936 at 203 Piccadilly and became famous for its modernist frontage and avant-garde window displays. It closed in 1998 and is now the Waterstones flagship bookstore. 


Swan & Edgar began life in the early nineteenth century as a haberdashery stall run by William Edgar, the son of a farmer, who was reported to sleep under his stall. He joined forces with fellow stallholder George Swan to create a shop that eventually expanded into a department store specialising in supplying actors, music hall stars and dancers with copies of the latest Paris fashions. Its customer base grew with the advent of the underground and the revolution in department stores. Its frontage was rebuilt between 1910 and 1920 and its café became a favourite meeting place for courting couples. 










Introduction:
‘Meet Me under the Guinness Clock’
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There’s nowhere quite like Piccadilly Circus. 


Its cat’s cradle of streets and alleyways creates an intoxicating thoroughfare with the power to propel an individual onwards to adventure, romance, or something more sinister. Arriving can feel like stepping onto a giant roulette wheel. A visit can lead to an illicit kiss, an act of rebellion or protest, a shady hotel suite, a comforting cup of tea, a mind-expanding, drug-fuelled ‘trip’, or a comfy pair of new slacks. It’s a place of bright lights that make it difficult to hide. 


Shoppers from Oxford Circus stagger, laden with bags, down Regent Street. Shaftesbury Avenue offers a starry pathway to Theatreland, Soho and Chinatown. Monopoly’s very own Coventry Street links Piccadilly Circus to the cinemas of nearby Leicester Square, while Haymarket and Lower Regent Street take the visitor to Trafalgar Square’s art galleries and, eventually, Parliament. The great thoroughfare of Piccadilly itself goes west, ushering us to refined shopping arcades, exclusive clubs and hushed restaurants. 


Piccadilly Circus exists at different levels. Climbing the Tube steps encourages you to look up and, if you do, you can’t fail to notice the on-high grandeur of the place: the green dome of the former County Fire Office with Britannia looking down on passers-by, the classical opulence of the London Pavilion and the Victorian fussiness of the Criterion Building. No other tourist destination in the capital straddles the hub of such sharply contrasting thoroughfares or is studded with such an array of different buildings. 


I remember the first time I visited Piccadilly Circus. It was the 1970s and my mother and I took the train from Suffolk to buy the hockey boots I needed as I made the transition to secondary school. For my mother, the only possible shop to buy them from was Lillywhites. It wasn’t that sports shops didn’t exist in East Anglia; rather, going to that particular store represented a rite of passage for her. She spoke wistfully of Lyons Teashop and Corner House and told me how she used to visit them in her Sunday best with her beloved only sister, after whom I was named. Here they would exchange wartime confidences behind steamed-up windows or assess a new boyfriend while a better class of waitress hovered nearby, always on the move and careful not to show that she had heard everything that had been said. 


Once I started to go to the capital alone, and eventually to live there, I collected my own Piccadilly memories. It was the obvious place to meet friends before we went to see a film or ventured into Soho’s alleyways to find somewhere to eat or drink. As I emerged from the depths of the Tube station, with its elegant columns and shiny floors, to the brilliance of Piccadilly Circus’s shop windows and glowing adverts, I had to make a conscious effort to compose my face, to resist the impulse to ‘ooh’ and ‘ahh’. I’ve never lost that feeling of wonder.


Piccadilly Circus is the ideal meeting place because it has turned gatherings into an art form. The constant comings and goings offer rich pickings for anyone who enjoys people-watching and its position at the confluence of so many distinct areas means you’re just as likely to rub shoulders with an actor as you are with a sex worker, that you’ll be in a sea of tourists but also in the midst of people who view themselves as quintessential Londoners, you’ll pass chambermaids on their way to turn back the covers on luxury beds and guests ready to dive into them, shop assistants on their lunch break and shoppers hell-bent on spending.


The area was a ‘24/7’ sort of place long before that term existed. Decades ahead of round-the-clock news, it was thrilling to know that you could buy the next day’s paper from a vendor who would cut the string holding the bundle of newspapers together with a knife used solely for that purpose before he handed you tomorrow’s headlines. I always found it reassuring, too, that if the bright lights had given you a headache, Boots the Chemists was there for out-of-hours pain relief. Even the birds, who continue to chirrup as you approach Leicester Square after dark from Coventry Street, recognise that they have entered a world where normal rules don’t apply. 


When I worked in a magazine office in nearby Soho, Piccadilly Circus acted as a bridge between that sleazy part of London and the Mayfair that I knew was out of my league socially. It was a liminal space where anything went and where, for a night at least, you could be someone else. I remember eating in a new restaurant near Piccadilly Circus with a friend from work. There was something different about the venue, but we couldn’t quite put our finger on it. It wasn’t until the main course arrived that we realised that we were the only diners not in drag. We were underdressed, but welcomed. It didn’t seem at all surprising that, when we searched for the restaurant a few weeks later, it had vanished into thin air.


Piccadilly Circus’s success as a meeting place for people from different backgrounds, classes, sexualities and ethnicities has put it at the forefront of social change. Its hotels, restaurants and cafés have long proved safe havens for women, for people new to the capital and for same-sex couples, among others, and in doing so it has changed attitudes and helped to initiate legislation. The rich and privileged have encountered people outside their social milieu on the stage or the Tube, or in a shop or café, and those encounters have slimmed down the yawning gaps in our social hierarchies. Likewise, the less privileged, from sales assistants to shoppers visiting from outside London, have got to know a world they might otherwise not have come across.


From the very start of its history, Piccadilly Circus quickly became an important meeting place, and as its popularity grew during the early decades of the twentieth century it became the meeting place for different groups of people. The arches of the County Fire Office on the north-west side provided the first spark of romance for many gay couples, and Lyons Corner House in Coventry Street welcomed both gay men and young women who were starting to earn an independent living for the first time in the early twentieth century. Here, and at the first Lyons Teashop, at 213 Piccadilly, female friends swapped confidences over a scalding hot drink and a slice of Swiss roll in a setting that was both affordable and respectable. The Criterion restaurant and the fifth-floor tearooms at Swan & Edgar created a similar haven for young women, although tea came with a higher price tag. The Regent Palace Hotel, another part of the Lyons empire, turned a blind eye to illicit meetings of all kinds and, during the Second World War, GIs found a ‘home from home’ in Rainbow Corner, in a club that threw away its key to make the point that it never closed. 


Within Piccadilly itself there is no more famous meeting place than the unassuming steps of Eros – the god who presides over the area – where, at first, flower girls, shoe-shiners and newspaper-sellers gathered to sell their wares and where, later, courting couples and early tourists came to watch the world go by. Over the years Eros has been moved about the Circus to accommodate traffic and underground work,1 but has never lost his allure. For over a hundred years, his steps have provided a unique view of London – for visitors taking in the capital for the first time, immigrants sizing up their new home, or hippies just ‘hanging out’. 


It is still a place to meet friends and to gather with kindred spirits. While writing this book I’ve watched Scottish football fans tentatively climb Eros wrapped in their team’s flag to touch, with reverence, the god’s foot before retreating to the safety of ground level. I’ve made my own pilgrimage to the Criterion Theatre and emerged after the show to what appeared to be a spontaneous flash mob but which, in reality, was probably a carefully planned advertising stunt. It was an early outing for my daughter’s new bubblegum-pink hair and, when a young woman bounced up to us, we assumed she was about to ask for money. Instead, she beamed, ‘I love your hair!’ before fading into the crowds. It was the sort of fleeting encounter that Piccadilly Circus does so well and which leaves you feeling that the world is full of opportunities. For me, it reinforced the idea of Piccadilly Circus as the meeting place and a location that belongs to everyone – no matter their background. 


This coming together of such a variety of different people is at its most startling when they gather to witnesses celebration or protest. Campaigners and revellers make their way to Piccadilly Circus to lean into the weight of past gatherings, from the Relief of Mafeking in 1900 to the end of two world wars, and because of an intimacy and spontaneity that is lacking in other places of protest or celebration. Nearby Trafalgar Square is too sprawling and its art galleries and embassies too formal; Parliament Square is a heavily policed outcrop of government and Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park is beholden to individual egos and less spontaneous in its protests. 


Piccadilly Circus is certainly not the most beautiful part of London, but its bright lights have always made it one of the most exciting. From the moment you emerge, blinking, from the underground station, you face a sensory assault. As a very young girl Petula Clark cheered up GIs and British troops by singing in concerts held at the Criterion Theatre and Rainbow Corner club in Piccadilly Circus. Twenty years later she was still urging her audience to forget about their troubles by going Downtown, and for many listeners it seemed obvious that the neon lights and traffic noise she was singing about were waiting for them at Piccadilly Circus. In the 1930s, the writer Thomas Burke spoke of ‘homing exiles’2 returning to Piccadilly Circus, and it is remarkable the hold it exerts over people who may only have visited it once and may not even be from London. 


My mother’s emotions were part of a long-standing nostalgia for a place that represents home, but also the thrill of encounters. Since the First World War Piccadilly Circus has encapsulated for thousands of servicemen a longing for Blighty and memories of the good times to be had there. For later generations this reputation translated into wantonness: for a friend’s frugal father, raising two children in the 1960s, it was synonymous with excess. If he found an overhead light and two lamps burning in the sitting room, he would storm in and extinguish two of them while ranting, ‘It’s like Piccadilly Circus in here!’


Those bright lights, electric and neon, which replaced the flickering Victorian gas lamps, were part of the technological advances that helped bring about astonishing social changes for groups who had previously led their lives in the shadows. The engineering feat of London’s underground and the early financiers who had the vision to fund it made London smaller and put the capital within reach of the provinces and beyond, where travellers were also experiencing the liberation of rail travel. As the railway network accelerated through the country so did the department store’s distribution network; and, later, the aeroplane would make the world smaller still and reinforce a craze for all things air-minded – from the aeroplane you could, in theory, buy at Simpsons of Piccadilly, to the less expensive aviator’s helmet or flying suit available from Lillywhites. When, during both world wars, the aeroplane became part of the mechanisation of killing this, too, led to social change as more women found a role doing jobs such as bus driving, usually reserved for men.


Engineers and bankers were the true reason it became possible to meet old friends and new lovers in the underground’s ticketing office, with its travertine-lined walls and classical, amber-and-black-striped columns. The Tube station is an outstanding engineering feat – a building that shouldn’t really work (and very nearly didn’t) – but one that combines Piccadilly Circus’s architectural innovation with its hard-nosed commercialism. The Piccadilly line has always been at the heart of the London transport system that we now take for granted and which conveys millions of tourists and visitors – some straight from Heathrow Airport – to the very centre of London. In a quiet moment in a play at the subterranean Criterion Theatre it is possible to hear and feel the rumble of the Tube. It is a reminder that Piccadilly Circus’s many facets work with a synchronicity that no other place in London can achieve. Likewise, the advent of electricity, coupled with planning laws that were easily circumvented, made Piccadilly Circus an advertiser’s dream. The Guinness Clock, which first appeared on the northern side of the Circus in 1930, offered another example of how what was essentially a marketing tool could become a landmark freighted with romance.


The underground brought both the shop girl and her customer to central London: one to earn money, the other to spend it on clothes she could not find in the provinces. Though they came from different worlds, both might watch the same musical revue, seek the same tonic from Boots the Chemists or end their day resting their feet in the same Lyons Teashop or Corner House. When the new station opened in 1928, it delivered shoppers straight into the arms of Swan & Edgar and its own concourse of shops whetted passengers’ appetites for spending. The stylish posters of outdoor life that lined its walls also persuaded travellers that a visit to sports outfitters Lillywhites or to new men’s outfitters Simpsons would improve their life immeasurably. Boots the Chemists chose Piccadilly Circus for its first twenty-four-hour, seven-days-a-week shop because, according to its founder’s son, John Boot, it was ‘an address known to all, and convenient for bus and Tube’.3 Even the humble shop window played its part in enhancing Piccadilly’s reputation for shopping and the pavement outside Swan & Edgar department store became another of Piccadilly Circus’s meeting places partly because the new plate glass windows offered a safe medium through which to eye up a possible partner. But, unlike Knightsbridge or Oxford Street, the area is not exclusively about shopping. 


Piccadilly Circus has always managed to bridge the gap between sleazy Soho and unattainable Mayfair in a way rarely found in London. The area attracts so many different kinds of people that no one group can claim it exclusively, and this gives it the sense of being a people’s place. In 1900 a couple in evening dress could enjoy the thrill of celebrating the lifting of a siege in far-off South Africa cheek by jowl with a seamstress or shop girl. Forty-five years later, the end of the Second World War attracted a similar fusion of nationalities, class and income to the most obvious place in London to express joy and relief. 


It used to be said that if you waited long enough at Piccadilly Circus, you would eventually bump into everyone in the world you had ever known. Walter MacQueen-Pope, who worked in West End theatres from the 1920s, went even further and described Piccadilly Circus as the ‘third magnetic pole’.4 Those who have known it well, like Robert Fabian – ‘Fabian of the Yard’, the police officer who walked its streets before the Second World War – called it the ‘pulsing heart of London’.5 For some, a visit to Piccadilly Circus left them feeling more alive than they had ever felt, prompting them to make life-altering decisions. It’s a place that for most of its history has teetered between respectability and sleaze, haunted by what one travel writer in the 1920s described as ‘its epileptic lights, its feverish, lost air of searching for something it will never find …’6 


Piccadilly Circus’s position at the heart of London, and at the nexus of different worlds, makes it dangerous and exciting: a place where almost anything is possible and it is possible to be anyone – at least for one night. It is still the place to meet and to watch the world go by and to observe social change in the making. Since the beginning of the twentieth century, it has been a place for celebration and protest, although the causes being celebrated and championed have changed from imperialist battles, boat races and votes for women to concerns about the environment and consumerism. Its shifting character has always walked side by side with technological advancement – whether that is something as muscular as an underground railway network or the more prosaic, like the development of plate glass, which offered the opportunity for shopping and preening. The use of new materials, from the aluminium that forged Eros’s lithe limbs to the electricity and neon that illuminated him, gave Piccadilly Circus its unique charm and attracted a cast of endlessly diverse characters. Film-makers and film stars, Bright Young Things and shop girls, music hall performers, flower-sellers and artists, con men (and women), sex workers, Tommies and GIs all arrived at Piccadilly Circus to try on different roles for size. Together, their stories form a people’s history of an area that reflects many of the key moments in the first half of the twentieth century. 


This book is a biography of a place and, like all biographies, it follows the preoccupations of its biographer. It is the biographer who decides where her subject’s life should start, and which branches of the family tree should be pursued. My Piccadilly Circus may not be exactly your Piccadilly Circus but, like the constantly changing digital board that now illuminates the area, there will be many images that resonate.









Part One
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Lights Up










1


Eros: Piccadilly Circus Takes Shape
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The glow of dawn was starting to seep through the fog when a hansom cab appeared from the direction of Covent Garden. The vehicle rocked violently from side to side and seemed to be struggling to keep to the road. The passengers were in high spirits, as this was the end of a long night of drinking in the exclusive clubs of the West End. One of the passengers, a small, broad-chested man in his early sixties, was causing the cab to swerve by striking the driver, in a mock-violent fashion, with an ivory-handled walking stick, pleading with him to stop as they’d emerged into an open circus where several roads met. The driver, more perplexed than angry, kept up a half-hearted refrain: ‘Mr Toole, I think you’re a very objectionable old gentleman!’1


John Toole was a well-known actor,2 but his audience that night consisted only of the three male friends who shared the cab with him. The tallest, who was over six feet and wore a pince-nez, not just as an actorly affectation but because he was extremely short-sighted, was the celebrated Shakespearean actor Henry Irving.3 His hair, which was a little too long and a little too wavy for a 55-year-old to be fashionable, smelt of the bay rum he used to scent it. Toole’s performance with the stick had Irving doubled up with laughter. The third friend was Seymour Hicks, an actor in his early twenties who was just starting to make a name for himself.4 He had fine, girlish features, and probably felt as bemused as the cabbie. The whole escapade was designed as a distraction for the last member of the party: a 39-year-old, shortish man, who was, in all likelihood, wearing his customary black cape and broad-brimmed felt hat, which usually looked slightly rumpled and which he wore pushed back from his high forehead to expose his large, cherubic face. This was the sculptor Alfred Gilbert, who was agitated and anxious, despite the long night of eating and drinking at the Garrick Club.5


The cab slammed to a halt beside a curiously bulky shape that dominated the middle of the road. It was shrouded in tarpaulin and surrounded by a protective wooden fence that workmen were – even at this early hour – beginning to dismantle. The sudden arrival of the cab, and its cargo of strangely dressed and obviously drunken theatrical men, must have put the nightwatchman on his guard at the start of what was to be an important day. He did not recognise any of them, but their appearance surely added to his unease in an area that had gained a reputation for male assignations. It was not the first time Gilbert had brought a friend to the spot to view the statue that lay beneath the tarpaulin; earlier that year he had arrived with Bram Stoker, the red-bearded Irishman whose novel Dracula would appear four years later.6


It was only a matter of hours before Gilbert’s commission was due to be revealed to the public and the artist desperately needed reassurance of its worth after facing a barrage of questions from the Garrick supper club.7 When it was time to leave Irving had tactfully suggested they stopped off at Piccadilly Circus, or Regent’s Circus as it was called then, on their way home, to view the monument. 


As Gilbert lifted the protective canvas to reveal his sculpture, Irving, Toole and Hicks were clearly shocked by the figure beneath. 


*


Gilbert8 was born in 1854 in Berners Street, Soho, half a mile from Piccadilly Circus and the site of his most famous work, which would both make his name and blight the rest of his life. He grew up in a musical family: his father was an organist and editor of eighteenth-century musical texts and his mother a singing teacher and performer. Gilbert found his calling when he started to study sculpture, although the neoclassical preferences of English artists of the time bored him and he turned instead to continental sculptors such as the famous Hungarian, Sir Joseph Edgar Boehm. Under Boehm’s tutelage Gilbert learnt how to breathe life into marble and bronze so that, whatever the medium, clothing appeared to ripple, skin to pulse and fur to shiver. Boehm encouraged him to study in Paris at the École des Beaux-Arts; the advice coincided with news that Gilbert’s sweetheart and cousin, Alice, was pregnant, and the couple eloped to France. 


Boehm was a mentor to Gilbert in many ways and his sudden death on 12 December 1890 proved a severe blow. His demise must have been even more traumatic if, as seems likely, he died at his studio in the arms of Queen Victoria’s daughter, Princess Louise, who implored Gilbert, who was nearby in his workplace, to help her cover up the embarrassing truth. He wrote in his diary simply, ‘Today Boehm died at a quarter before 6 !!!!!! alas’.9 Boehm’s passing added to Gilbert’s workload as he took on the sculptor’s unfinished commissions. On 19 March he wrote: ‘1st day since poor Boehm’s death that I have been uninterrupted.’10


Gilbert was one of the most talked-about sculptors of his time and his unconventional designs made him a bold choice to create the Piccadilly Circus statue, a memorial to the social reformer and philanthropist Lord Shaftesbury. Boehm had completed the first statue to him — an unsurprising marble likeness in Westminster Abbey – and had been too busy to tackle the second, which was expected to be a bronze likeness on a pedestal. Instead, he recommended his protégé, Gilbert, should take on the commission. 


The Metropolitan Board of Works originally offered Cambridge Circus (at the Soho end of Shaftesbury Avenue) as the site for the statue, which would have offered the advantage of a circular plot, but the Memorial Committee, charged with organising a monument to the great man, preferred Piccadilly Circus. Gilbert, who favoured Cambridge Circus, complained that Piccadilly Circus was ‘a distorted isochromal [sic] triangle, square to nothing of its surroundings – an impossible site, in short, upon which to place any outcome of the human brain, except possibly an underground lavatory!’11 The committee members did bow to Gilbert’s idea of a fountain to symbolise Shaftesbury’s endless Christian love, but the other point of contention was that the sculptor had ambitious plans for a great, watery feature with jets that would spray the memorial, and – unintentionally – passers-by, from all sides, whereas the committee had a more modest ornamental fountain in mind. Just as Gilbert was finishing the work they made it clear that they wanted a trough of drinking water at its base for ‘thirsty man and beast’ as a nod to Lord Shaftesbury’s philanthropic work. Their insistence forced him to add an octagonal bronze basin. 


Nevertheless, the Shaftesbury memorial promised to secure both Gilbert’s reputation and his finances. However, one detail about the commission robbed him of both and triggered a cascade of reckless decisions that dogged the rest of his life. Although he received £3,000 (worth about £400,000 today) – which seemed a huge amount at the time – the memorial is believed to have cost him £7,000 (about £900,000). Gilbert was under the impression that the government would provide him with old guns to melt down for the base of the memorial, but he was in fact forced to buy the copper himself at an inflated price and at a time when he was already struggling to control his finances.12 He was overly generous to friends, giving them money and often his bronze casts, and was such a perfectionist that he thought nothing of keeping his customers waiting years – sometimes he even asked for a piece back to make final adjustments. 


By the time Gilbert started work on the memorial fountain, in 1886, Alice was living in unhappy isolation at their rented farmhouse at Gomshall near Guildford in Surrey. The setting seemed idyllic – a centuries-old hideaway set in woodland and protected by the North Downs. Photos show a Hardy-esque landscape of overgrown gardens and their five children playing with a pet goat and dog. But as Gilbert started to spend more time in London, and to adopt a night-time schedule that fitted in with the actor and artist friends he met in the West End, his wife felt more and more isolated. Two days after the monument’s unveiling Alice’s feelings of loneliness became overwhelming, and she suffered a mental breakdown that led to her hospitalisation in a private nursing home. 


*


From the moment he was given the commission, Gilbert had made it clear he was not in the business of producing a realist, ‘coat and trousers’-style statue and favoured a symbolic fountain, although he changed his plans several times over the following years.13 The statue he revealed to Irving, Hicks and Toole was certainly without coat or trousers, and it failed to resemble Shaftesbury in any way. Instead, Gilbert’s friends saw a gleaming, aluminium youth with vast wings, well-defined chest muscles and taut calves, naked but for a piece of fabric draped over his groin. He stood, poised on his left foot, his right stretched out behind him, his arms holding a bow that had clearly just discharged an arrow. The creature – Cupid, Eros, Hermes, Mercury … no one was quite sure – looked as though he had, moments before, flown from the rooftops of the tall, narrow buildings nearby where ‘sky signs’ urged passers-by to indulge at Frazier’s Oyster Rooms, the Hotel Piccadilly or Café Monico; although, as one modern critic has commented, the wings on his helmet point the wrong way and would resist the wind, rather than help him take flight.14


The statue’s homoerotic undertones appeared even more marked by the time of its unveiling because in the seven years since Gilbert had received the commission the area’s reputation as a venue for ‘gay’ (to use a modern term) assignations had grown, helped by the opening in August 1889 of underground toilets (hence Gilbert’s acerbic comment about the site in Piccadilly Circus).15 The foyers of nearby theatres and music halls, and Coventry Street, were also well-known homosexual haunts and Piccadilly, generally, was popular among men (including Oscar Wilde, who was a friend of Gilbert’s) looking for romance with other men. Although not himself homosexual, the sculptor was strongly influenced by the Aesthetic movement and its celebration of the male form. 


Gilbert did not attend the opening ceremony for his fountain later that day – perhaps still desperately unsure of its worth, he sent his son Francis instead. It is not known whether the original Eros, Gilbert’s model, valet and ‘studio boy’ Angelo Colarossi, who was just fifteen when he first posed for the artist, attended the unveiling, but it seems unlikely. 


*


Hours after the cab carrying Gilbert and his friends had made a detour to Piccadilly Circus, the god was finally revealed to crowds of expectant members of the public as well as dignitaries, including the Duke of Westminster and artists such as George Frederic Watts, who, in a slightly funereal touch, brought yellow lilies. On the west side a tablet explained, in words written by prime minister William Gladstone, about the good works performed by Shaftesbury and, following a plea from the committee, a life-sized bust reminded the public what he had looked like. Gilbert attached eight ornate drinking cups by delicately wrought chains to the drinking fountain and created a shell basin for what the committee described as ‘the refreshment of the canine race’,16 although there was no proof that dogs enjoyed congregating there. 


Criticism of the monument began almost immediately and was most blatant in the fate of the drinking cups; by the following morning only two remained and fragments of the third were discovered at the bottom of one of the basins. Gilbert was more upset by the vandalism than the theft because, he said, it must have taken considerable time to achieve. 


The new monument also produced a squall of criticism (and a few nods of appreciation) from a range of publications. Contributors to the letters page of The Times were particularly exercised about it and argued over the suitability of a naked statue to honour a moral campaigner. The Sunday Times, ten days after the unveiling, was probably the first to suggest that the statue depicted Eros, but it took several years for the name to catch on and, as any pub quiz aficionada will know, the statue actually represents his brother, Anteros, who embodies selfless love, a fact that Gilbert explained in an interview in 1902. Anteros, he said, symbolised ‘Love sending forth indiscriminately, yet with purpose, his missile of kindness, always with the swiftness the bird has from its wings, never ceasing to breathe or reflect critically, but ever soaring onwards, regardless of its own peril and dangers.’17


Headline writers referred to the ‘Shaftesbury Fountain’ or the ‘Shaftesbury Memorial’ and it wasn’t until the 1920s that it had become known as the ‘Piccadilly Fountain’; by the early 1930s The Times had started to call it simply ‘Eros’. 


Many letter-writers were troubled by the statue’s missing arrow and Punch depicted Eros as an underhand god willing to shoot his victim in the back. Others saw it as a pun on the name Shaftes-bury – that is, to bury a shaft – and this interpretation has led to a more modern, and lewd, understanding of the wordplay that chimes with its gay associations. Other letter-writers objected to the size of the fountain and to the weakness of its jets, while a few commentators complained about the monument’s ability to soak passers-by: ‘It should be remembered that a fountain is a thing for squirting water, and is incomplete without water. In draughty London no fountain can be approached … To make a big fountain also a drinking fountain and therefore approachable is not possible,’ one reader pointed out.18 In September, the writer Edmund Gosse complained that there was not enough water in the fountain and that it looked dirty: ‘The green oxide of Mr Gilbert’s beautiful, curled gurnards is dulled into neutral tint. The monument already looks dingy and decayed.’19 


The County Council was also concerned about the ‘gurnards’ (a fish with a large, spiny head) and installed a park-keeper to guard the fountain. The site quickly attracted the sort of boys who, without Shaftesbury’s legislation, would have been shinning up chimneys. A gang of thirty or forty of them caused ‘pandemonium’ in and around the fountain by splashing one another and squirting water from their mouths, while others daubed the steps with mud. It was the first instance of the monument’s irresistible allure for any group of revellers who found themselves in Piccadilly Circus fuelled with high spirits and/or alcohol. 


A reader called F. H. Hubbard wrote to The Times in July 1893 to complain that the fountain ‘with every breath of wind drenched the drinkers and sprinkled the passers-by on the leeside’.20 His choice of a nautical term made the memorial sound as if it were adrift on high seas and he continued to report how the flower-sellers were forced to protect themselves from the spray with umbrellas. ‘I dejectedly wondered,’ he wrote, ‘why he who had given us some of the best memorial work should have taken so much thought to give these people rheumatism.’


But Hubbard failed to acknowledge that Gilbert had also given Piccadilly Circus a key ingredient in its development as an inimitable location in London. His creation of Eros established a magnetic force that, for the next hundred or so years, would draw multitudes of people to linger on its steps or to scale its body. Gilbert and his friends were the first to feel the statue’s pull. The sculptor needed it for reassurance and future generations of men and women would also seek it out to help them establish their place in the world. Eros has a talismanic power that attracts people of all ages, nationalities and backgrounds to celebrate, to protest, to forge friendships and romances, to shop and to be entertained. Perhaps it is its very ambiguity as a symbol that allows us all to project our own emotions upon it. But its allure would soon have faded if Piccadilly Circus had not been able to offer a battery of other attractions to draw multifarious visitors into its orbit; and, just as importantly, a speedy way of reaching those temptations. 










2


A People’s Place


[image: Line Ornament]


Some of the first to come to Piccadilly Circus, to make it a people’s place where different classes could interact, and a place where women, in particular, felt comfortable, were the flower girls.


Despite the danger of being drenched by the fountain, Eros provided an island in a turbulent sea of pedestrians, cabs and omnibuses from which they could sell their wares. Each staked a claim to their ‘patch’ on the memorial’s steps, wearing brightly coloured shawls, a white or striped apron and a straw boater. They hauled their great wicker baskets around like market porters and reached out to the upper deck of omnibuses where men chose seats that allowed them to smoke. The flower girls were able to contact their loftier customers by fixing bunches of flowers to long poles, and these specially constructed flower-headed pikes stuck out of their baskets like pins in a pincushion. At ground level, the flower girls persuaded passing gentlemen to buy a buttonhole to give their jacket a jaunty air.


At Eros’s unveiling ceremony, the secretary of the Memorial Committee said he hoped the County Council would allow the flower girls, to whom Lord Shaftesbury was always a friend, to stay at the Circus – so long as they behaved themselves.1 The caveat reflected an official unease about the women, who, like the Circus itself, had an ambiguous reputation. On one hand, they were as steadfast as Eros. Come rain or shine (or, later in the twentieth century, the threat of aerial attack), they could always be found in Piccadilly Circus, or at their other main haunt, Trafalgar Square. The fact that they sold flowers imbued them with an innocent, rural gloss amid the dangerous urban streets of London.


But in other ways the flower girls presented a troubling ambiguity, particularly when it came to the role of women and to the diverse groups of people who were starting to work in the area and to use Piccadilly Circus as a meeting place. Journalist Henry Mayhew was one of the first to acknowledge the flower girl’s equivocal role and his survey London Labour and the London Poor of 1851 noted that the typical flower girl might more accurately be described as a woman and that she might often turn to what he described as ‘prostitution’ by night. Even many years after Mayhew’s findings, there was still something slightly transgressive about the flower girl – after all, she literally walked the streets, had intimate contact with men from all walks of life, and sold flowers – a commodity that, while associated with the countryside, was also freighted with sexual symbolism. On top of all this, she worked outside – a precinct otherwise controlled by men. 


But as the Victorian period drew to a close her image began to shift, like that of the Circus itself, and the respectable shoppers who were beginning to be drawn to the West End grew to like the flower girl and her connection with a simpler, more rural and romantic life. Her changing image is evident in the way she was depicted. Some artists continued to paint her in a brazen fashion: legs slightly apart, planted firmly on the ground as she sat assembling her bunches or buttonholes, perhaps a bit of flesh showing through her blouse and a gaze that looked unflinchingly at the viewer. But others, like Bernard Ward in his 1895 London Flower Girls, placed them at the centre of a domestic scene in which they were surrounded by younger female helpers, probably family members, who sat at their feet happily arranging flowers as if they were playing in a nursery. Charles Ginner, in his 1912 painting, Piccadilly Circus, depicted them as homely matrons bringing a splash of nature to the busy junction.


Like the breed of ‘shop girls’ who would start to appear as stores such as Swan & Edgar on the west corner of Piccadilly Circus, next to Regent Street, expanded into what would become department stores in the twentieth century, the flower girls were on the front line of a commercialisation that was changing London’s West End. The shops relied on the nationwide rail network to supply both goods and customers, and the flower girls, too, could only sell their wares because of the arrival of trains that brought violets, stocks, roses and lilies of the valley from the countryside – and sometimes even from abroad. And, like the department stores, they had more customers because of the arrival of motorised buses and the nascent underground railway network. The flower girls were part of a group of women who were gaining footholds in the city, a group which included women who visited the area to shop, who came to take tea – or to serve it – at J. Lyons’ first Teashop, which opened at 213 Piccadilly in September 1894, as well as protesters like the suffragettes, or social investigators – as in the case of Evangeline Booth, an early member of the Salvation Army, or journalist Elizabeth Banks, who both dressed up as flower girls to see how the poor lived. 


The flower girl’s job had much in common with another emerging role, that of the music hall performer, and both sets of women represented a coming together at Piccadilly Circus of the notorious East End of London with the more refined West End. The image of the music hall star was starting to shift as middle-class audiences felt able to risk visiting the palaces of variety for a night out, particularly after pantomime had exposed them to its working-class stars and they had liked what they’d seen. The grand, stucco-faced London Pavilion, with its neoclassical triangle supported by columns, replaced a music hall, which in its turn had seen off a song-and-supper-room annexe to the Black Horse Inn. Occupying an entire block, the ‘Pav’ became famous as the place where, reportedly, the word ‘jingoism’ was first heard, in the song ‘We Don’t Want to Fight, But, by Jingo, If We Do’, in 1878 and in reference to the Russo-Turkish War of the same year. A theatre of varieties, which had the innovation of tip-up seats, the Pav attracted a more respectable audience, including the Prince of Wales, Victoria’s errant son and the future Edward VII, who was known to pay clandestine visits. 


While the flower girls were commanding their ‘patch’ at the base of Eros, a few metres away music hall stars such as the diminutive, buck-toothed Marie Lloyd were strutting around the stage of the Pav. Lloyd, who was born in Hoxton in the East End of London in 1870, epitomised the seismic collision of two worlds. She had learnt her trade in raucous, smoke-filled halls and could tame audiences without the aid of a microphone and despite her size. She grew up the eldest of eleven children and the daughter of a father who spent his days making artificial flowers for hats and his nights serving as a waiter in a music hall (a mismatch of trades that crops up frequently in the Victorian census). During her early career she sometimes played as many as seven halls a night, darting around London at the same time Jack the Ripper was plying his gruesome trade. As a young girl, Marie’s songs were sentimental tales such as ‘The Boy I Love Is up in the Gallery’ (a success that was short-lived; another artist claimed the song was her property), but as she grew older her repertoire became more risqué and accompanied by knowing winks. Now she swaggered round the huge Pavilion stage, hand on hip, daring her respectable audience to misinterpret her double entendre lyrics and flashing them a wink to ensure they did get the wrong message from a song like ‘What Did She Know about Railways?’ about a young girl who’d ‘never had her ticket punched before’, or in another coded song, which asked ‘What’s that for?’ (In a curious coincidence, Marie was born Matilda Alice Victoria Wood, and her mastery of innuendo can be seen as a precursor of her twenty-first-century namesake.)


As people flocked to enjoy themselves inside the Pav and nearby theatres, it was an obvious step for Piccadilly Circus, with Eros at its centre, to become a hub for national celebration, as it did for the first time on Friday 18 May 1900. That evening, news of what was portrayed as a great victory, albeit in a far-off land, reached London at just after 9 p.m. when many people were already out enjoying themselves. The lord mayor revealed the startling development by posting a placard outside the Mansion House in the City and drivers of trolleycars, vans and cabs conveyed the reports to the West End where cabbies waiting at the ranks let out ‘loud hurrahs’ and pedestrians, pausing to ask what all the fuss was about, shook hands heartily with complete strangers.


The ‘fuss’ centred around the fact that the British Army had finally managed to relieve the garrison commanded by Colonel Robert Baden-Powell, which had been besieged by Boer forces for seven months in the far-off South African town of Mafeking (now known as Mafikeng or Mahikeng). The lifting of the siege proved to be a decisive moment in a war between Britain and the two Boer (Afrikaner) territories of the South African Republic (Transvaal) and the Orange Free State. Historians disagree about the causes of the bitter conflict, which lasted from 11 October 1899 to 31 May 1902, but most put the struggle for control of the South African Republic, and the area’s rich gold and diamond mines, at the heart of the aggression. 


After listening to the lord mayor’s speech, a crowd of about 200 people marched from the City and west along the Strand to Piccadilly Circus. Passengers cheered and waved flags from omnibuses and cabs, many of which had flags fluttering from their whips; groups of men commandeered vehicles and clambered to the top with reckless abandon to fly the Union flag; cyclists fitted flags to the ends of poles and careered around like knights at a jousting tournament. A few newspaper boys hurled free copies of the late edition into the open windows of hansom cabs. The sight of anyone in uniform, even a postman, was enough to spark a rendition of the national anthem. 


At the theatres off Piccadilly Circus leading actors and managers announced the news to their audiences. The classical actress Mrs Patrick Campbell, whose husband had been killed in the war a few weeks previously, and who was starring in a production of Magda, informed the audience of the joyous news from the Royalty Theatre, Soho, and they joined in as the orchestra struck up ‘God Save the Queen’ and ‘Rule Britannia’. In the more raucous music halls performers struggled through their ‘patter’ and any actor who happened to be in uniform produced cheers or renditions of ‘Soldiers of the Queen’. 


A reporter from The Times, who was passing through Piccadilly at about 9 p.m., fancied that Baden-Powell, or B-P, as he was more commonly known, would be able to hear the noise in Mafeking itself: ‘At 9 o’clock all was quiet and ordinary; at 11 a.m. the West-End had gone wild.’2 The journalist wasn’t fortunate enough to obtain one of the papers a few reckless newspaper boys were giving away but had to pay twopence for the ‘War Edition’ of a publication that usually sold for a halfpenny. He paused to read it under a gas lamp while a young man ran up and asked him, ‘Is it true that Mafeking is relieved, Sir?’


The reporter couldn’t understand where all the flags had come from and as he neared Piccadilly Circus the throng grew thicker and the roar louder. A balcony above one large shop was crammed with people waving not just flags but blankets, tablecloths, towels and ‘various feminine garments which are usually displayed only on a clothes line’. Matters culminated at Piccadilly Circus, where the pavements were impassable and the cabs and omnibuses bringing people from the theatre had ground to a standstill. Their passengers waved flags (which the reporter surmised many must have brought in anticipation of good news), hats, umbrellas or anything else they had to hand. A man with a cornet started to play ‘God Save the Queen’; ‘in a twinkling every hat was off’ and thousands sang in unison. ‘It was a wonderful sight under the glare of the Criterion lights.’ 


In the Trocadero’s restaurant its owner, Joseph Lyons, announced the good news from the balcony. Everyone smiled and no one minded being stopped or crushed. ‘Ladies in evening dress were squeezed in the crowd, but only smiled happily. And over all and through it all the cheers thundered on in a continuous roar, like the sound of a heavy surf on a rocky shore.’3


The moment is captured in a drawing from the Graphic. A man playing a musical instrument takes centre stage while a woman in a boater, who is caught in the blast, covers one ear and bends away from the noise like a modern-day sports fan trying to escape the screech of a vuvuzela. There are several men in top hats and tails and at least one woman in an evening gown. The horses pulling the omnibus look petrified and the vehicle itself appears to rock with the motion of the revellers on the top deck. 


A reporter for the New York Times was shocked by the outburst. ‘Sober, phlegmatic London is beside itself with emotion,’ he noted, adding what a curious spectacle it was to see ‘solemn, gray-haired men toss their opera hats into the air and join in the hurricane of cheers when a wreath-crowned banner with the portrait of Col. Baden Powell on it, was borne along Piccadilly’.4 A year later the same newspaper reported that scenes of wild celebration had given birth to a new word, ‘mafficking’, meaning an uncharacteristic attitude of such unBritish abandonment that ‘Peers walked down Piccadilly arm in arm with ’Arrys from Whitechapel’. (’Arry was a stereotypical cockney introduced by Punch cartoons in the second half of the nineteenth century.) 


Looking back at this scene of jubilation from a twenty-first-century, post-colonial viewpoint, it might seem difficult to comprehend why so many Britons were so ecstatic at the relief, after seven months, of a strategically insignificant town nearly eight thousand miles away where the future leader of the Boy Scout movement was in charge of a garrison of 2,000 men. Interest was partly stoked by the fact that journalists from The Times, Morning Post, Daily Chronicle and Pall Mall Gazette were being held in the town too and their reports were slipped out and sent to a telegraph office fifty miles away, eventually to end up among the newspaper-sellers of Piccadilly Circus, who were either giving away their papers or selling them at an inflated price. Many newspapers devoted their entire front page to the good news and such was the public’s engagement with the story that the headlines were as simple as: ‘Reported Relief of Mafeking’ (London Evening Standard) or, on the newspaper-seller’s bill, ‘Daily Telegraph, Mafeking Relieved … London’s Joy’. The siege’s end provoked such uncontrolled delight because B-P was a charismatic leader and Britain was desperate for good news after previous setbacks in a war that had proved to be the most costly since the Napoleonic conflict and which had involved 500,000 men on the British side, fighting against 88,000 Boer soldiers. A total of 100,000 had been killed. 


This was the first time that Piccadilly Circus had become the hub of such wild national celebrations, but it would not be the last. In decades to come the Circus would hold the best al fresco New Year’s Eve parties and become the most obvious place for revellers to congregate at times of national importance – its geographic position at a crossroads where so many important roads met made it an obvious place for momentous happenings to be celebrated. There would be two further occasions in the twentieth century when revellers would seek it out as a venue for jubilation. In the cases still to come, the atmosphere would be tinged with a greater feeling of personal loss and the jingoism would be less blatant. 


*


Only part of Eros is visible in the Graphic’s illustration of the evening of wild abandon in May 1900, but his presence at the heart of the celebrations is evidence that Londoners had warmed to him. The statue is thought to be the first in the world to have been cast in aluminium, but the god’s skin quickly darkened with the London smog as if he were acclimatising to his surroundings. Angelo Colarossi, the model for Eros, was also permanently tied to the place that leaves its impression on most people who visit it. While he may have longed to move on from his starring role in Piccadilly Circus, the fact that he failed to grow beyond the five feet that made him such an ideal model tied him immutably to the statue that defines the place. His size cut short his career as a model and his life was to be as humdrum and monochrome as Gilbert’s would be passionate and colourful. It is now impossible to imagine Piccadilly Circus without Eros and this most ethereal of gods seems destined to rest here for all eternity. 


Eros may have made Gilbert’s name as an artist, but he cited it as a factor in his bankruptcy, which was declared in 1901. That August his belongings were packed into a Pickford’s van and he set off for a new life in Bruges, Belgium. In the days before his departure he locked himself in his studio and meticulously smashed all of his plaster casts to avoid cheap imitations being made without his permission. The house’s next owner would come across remnants of a small model of Eros. 


Angry customers, growing tired of waiting for their commissions, put pressure on the Royal Academy, which had made Gilbert a fellow the year before Eros was completed, to expel him; rather than face this ignominy, he resigned in 1908. One of his supporters appealed to George Bernard Shaw, but the writer had no sympathy for an artist who failed to complete a commission, and wrote in a letter that Gilbert should be ‘drowned in the fountain with which he disfigured Piccadilly Circus’.5 He had already been expelled from the Garrick Club for non-payment of debts.


But Eros was more resilient than his maker and, besides, Piccadilly Circus was now a popular meeting place for people from all walks of life. When Edward VII died on 6 May 1910 Piccadilly Circus’s future hung in the balance. Ironically, given the monarch’s love of everything the area’s nightlife could offer, there were plans to replace Eros with a sombre equestrian statue and to rename the area King Edward VII Square in a bid to make it a centre for serious theatre and opera.6 Fortunately, these suggestions came to nothing and, as would happen again later in the century, Piccadilly Circus made its feelings about the king’s passing felt. As The Times reported:


No one who is at all familiar with the nightly scene, especially on Saturdays … could have failed to have been impressed by the change wrought later by the King’s death. Streets which are usually full of animation and brilliantly lighted were dark and lifeless. The majority of the restaurants remained open but had no guests. The roar of the traffic had ceased, and everywhere a strange silence brooded over the scene and depressed the few who witnessed it. The people had gone to mourn in their homes the loss of their King, and in many instances to set new names in their prayers – King George and Queen Mary. 


Gilbert remained bitter about the financial and emotional cost of his work and in 1923 suggested to The Times that it would be a good idea to melt the whole thing down and use the money raised to build a shelter for homeless men who slept on the Embankment.7 By then, however, Eros was thirty years old and as intrinsic to Piccadilly Circus as the lions were to Trafalgar Square. 
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