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1
Introducing the Victorians



The Condition of England, on which many pamphlets are now in the course of publication, and many thoughts unpublished are going on in every reflective head, is justly regarded as one of the most ominous, and withal one of the strangest, ever seen in this world.


Thomas Carlyle, Past & Present (1843)



New Queen, new age?


On 28 June 1838, almost exactly a year after the death of her uncle, King William IV, Queen Victoria was crowned in Westminster Abbey. William IV’s coronation in 1831 had been the first to feature a procession by carriage through the streets of London. Victoria followed suit but took a far longer, almost circular, route. Londoners, as well as nearly half a million visitors to the capital, observed the royal parade in all its glory. Nobles and dignitaries from around the world were present to demonstrate their respect for the new Queen. Yet press reports often chose to focus not on aristocratic wealth or royal grandeur but on ‘the dark and heaving masses’ who lined the route. These crowds were ‘full of eager expectation’ but also carried a hint of threat in this politically unsettled era. Would the eighteen-year-old Queen be overwhelmed by the sight of these thronging masses? The Duchess of Sutherland was on hand to help her ‘conceal… her emotions’ and the procession’s first port of call, the Ordnance Office, was manned by Royal Artillery in case ‘the vast masses that pressed on all sides, deepening and accumulating’, should give in to the unruly instincts of the mob.


This parade was the high point of an otherwise inauspicious coronation. The ceremony itself was unrehearsed, disorganized, and mishandled (the modern, micromanaged event, seen at the coronation of Elizabeth II, was, despite its medieval trappings, invented only in 1902). The young Queen spent much of the five-hour service, during which she wore three dresses, eating sandwiches from the altar of a side chapel. The traditional coronation banquet was not even held, and the mood was dampened by news of anti-royal protests held in Northern English cities such as Manchester and Newcastle. This was a ceremony too ostentatious for radicals, who required that the will of the people, not the monarch, be placed at the centre of public life, but too unspectacular for Tories, who demanded pomp to demonstrate royal authority.


This was also among the most unlikely coronations in British history. The young Victoria had been fifth in line just a few years earlier, but would have slipped further from the throne if any of her father’s three brothers had fathered children who survived beyond infancy. Only a series of accidents – a strange destiny – had led to the events of 28 June. Many of Victoria’s subjects believed strongly in the power of destiny (or ‘providence’ as Victorian religion styled it) to define personal and national fortunes, and by the time the Queen’s fate had taken its course she was not just monarch of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, Defender of the Faith, Princess of Hanover, and Duchess of Brunswick but also Queen of vast colonies and Empress of India. Britannia ruled an extraordinary number of waves.


As with most supposed destinies, there were substantial cracks in the impressive facade. Victoria’s reign was as troubled as her coronation. Her accession took place at a time when the nation she ruled was divided. The gulf in wealth and resources between rich and poor was large and constantly increasing, while conflict between European powers remained probable despite the fragile settlements that followed the Napoleonic Wars. Disagreement raged over the nature of state and society: in most circles, ‘democracy’ remained a dirty word, while in some it was emerging as the rallying cry for a reformed politics, free from the elite domination and corruption of the old regime.


The young Queen, less conservative than her Tory uncle William IV, gave such hope to the champions of democracy that radical ballads were sung in her honour. In a parliamentary system where Whigs often favoured values that might loosely be termed liberal and Tories stood for conservative ideals, Victoria was a Whig monarch, with a Whig government. However, in 1838, it was not clear what direction the following decades would take. Would the ‘deepening and accumulating’ masses rise, as they had in France fifty years before, to demand a more substantial redrawing of politics than had been provided by the meek and mild Reform Act of 1832? Or would the powerful Tory contingent in Parliament embark on its golden age, strengthened by the controlled reform of the early 1830s, with its claim to represent Britain (symbolically rather than democratically) more credible than ever before?



The spell cast by the word ‘Victorian’


This Queen’s name gives us a term that conjures many vivid images: lace and crinoline, top hats and petticoats, steam trains and horse-drawn cabs. It suggests child labour in factories and mines, corporal and capital punishment, street crime, acceptance (even approval) of domestic abuse, and a stern religion that damned all but a few to hell. It suggests the mundane violence of the strap-wielding father and the infamous cruelty of Jack the Ripper. But maybe ‘vivid’ is the wrong word for these images since they reach us in shades of sepia and grey that befit the nostalgic and repressed Victorians of our imagination. This is the first era for which we possess a photographic record, and the peculiarities of the Victorians’ efforts to negotiate their strange new technology informs our view of them. Morbidly, they photographed their dead. Earnestly, they did not dare to smile when photographed. Rigidly, they only very rarely betray small informalities in front of the lens. Lengthy exposure times necessitated the stiff formality that we too readily assume the Victorians to have embodied in everyday life.


In photographs, we see everything of these people except the colours; everything except the unguarded expressions that convey character; everything but what went on in their heads. These photographs impress a caricature on our memories: an era that is close to us in time, yet in ethos and atmosphere is everything we are not. The Edwardians invented this image of the Victorians as their opposites, the ‘other’ against which they defined themselves. We have allowed this habit to persist. Where we nurture children, the Victorians exploited them; where we pursue equality in class and gender, the Victorians protected institutions that sustained inequality; where we are spontaneous, liberated, and funny, the Victorians were earnest, uptight, and humourless.


Many Victorians were, however, far more radical and progressive than those self-conscious Edwardians who made their name mud. Even in photographs, their formality could occasionally disappear, leaving strikingly modern individuals, as images recently discovered in the Northumberland Archives have demonstrated. In other words, it was because some Victorians defended institutions that oppressed the poor, women, or children that other Victorians assaulted these institutions with an aggression and enthusiasm that had never been seen before. Far from revelling in child exploitation, many Victorians demonstrated unprecedented commitment to the rights of children to education and protection from hard labour. The chief reason that a patriarchal, repressive, and literalist religion was defended with great vigour was that its worldview was now rivalled and threatened by liberal theologians, geologists, physicists, and, later, evolutionary biologists.


If we are to understand this strange period, we must do so through these contrasts and oppositions. We must recognize that the Victorians were not defined by what they agreed on, but by what they argued over. This was a society in which public debate took place on an unprecedented scale, drawing in far more of the population than ever before. The periodical press, in which much of this debate took place, was vast and flourished on a scale that we (with our relatively short list of major magazines, newspapers, and journals) find difficult to imagine. Across the century, the number of separate periodical titles cannot be counted in the hundreds, or even the thousands, but exceeded 130,000. In the millions of pages therein, countless questions were discussed countless times. Above all, this was a society that argued. It debated its every innovation. It interrogated the moral purpose of the sciences and the scientific basis of morals. It even argued about whether or not this was the most argumentative time and place in history. In disputes such as these, we will find ‘the Victorians’, a subtle and contradictory population, far more thoughtful, three-dimensional, and subversive than our stereotypes allow.



The Victorian self-image


One topic of intense argument in Victorian Britain was the term ‘Victorian’ itself. By the middle of Victoria’s long reign, this adjective cast its spell over Victorians as much as it does over the twenty-first century. During the first twenty years of the period, the term ‘Victorian’ had not been in common use. Its rare appearances came largely in satire: it was used to mock those arrogant enough to assume that their own eccentricities could characterize an ‘era’. From 1857 onwards, however, the term proliferated, its usage triggered by the twentieth anniversary of Victoria’s accession. By the 1880s, it was subject to intense dispute throughout society.


From 1857 onwards, most who commented agreed that to speak of a Victorian age made sense. They insisted that the 1830s had not just seen the accession of a monarch, but also marked a distinctive break in British history: ‘old things passed away, and behold, all things became new’. The 1857 article on ‘Victorian Literature’ from which this quote comes listed a host of things that made the 1830s into a ‘new age’ including the establishment of a railway network, the first instance of communication by telegraph (1837), the first steam-powered crossing of the Atlantic (1838), the first education grants, the introduction of a penny post, and the first matches (an important invention in cities lit by candle and gaslight). The author then listed the deaths, in quick succession between 1832 and 1836, of the major literary and philosophical figures of the preceding ‘age’: Goethe, Walter Scott, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Charles Lamb, Hannah More, Jeremy Bentham, Thomas Malthus, James Mill, and Samuel Wilberforce (among many other celebrated names). With the Napoleonic Wars (1798–1815) a memory, and the ‘bawdy’ eighteenth century fading from view, writers such as the ‘Victorian sage’ Thomas Carlyle felt they had a chance to make a fresh start. For Carlyle, writing in 1837, there had been nothing noble in the frivolous eighteenth century at all until the ‘grand universal suicide’ accomplished in the French Revolution, which seemed to open up a new world – with new hopes and fears – before him and his serious-minded, Victorian, contemporaries.






VICTORIAN SAGES






This term describes a self-styled ‘cultural aristocracy’ who acted as guardians of Victorian high culture. They include:


•  Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881), author of On Heroes and Hero Worship (1841)


•  Matthew Arnold (1822–88), Chief Inspector of Schools, author of Culture and Anarchy (1869)


•  John Ruskin (1819–1900) author of Modern Painters (1843–60)


These sages wrote stylish books and essays that took society to task for lacking high ideals. Some of their more concise works still make great reading, but their elitism can cause discomfort. In current usage, ‘sage’ is a deliberately pompous term that draws attention to the self-importance of this all-male cast. Other thinkers – e.g. George Eliot (Marian Evans) and Harriet Martineau – were their equals as writers but lacked the sages’ social cachet.
















This perception of a clean break persisted throughout Victoria’s reign. For instance, an 1888 essay in The Gentleman’s Magazine insisted that the 1830s were


A time of singular activity and innovation in all departments of life. The prolonged reaction produced by the wild excesses of the first French Revolution was at last exhausting itself. Ideas of political advance that had been put aside for more than a generation began once more to be ardently and irrepressibly entertained. Democracy began to feel its strength and to make its strength felt… ‘The world’s great age’ seemed beginning anew; ‘the golden years’ seemed returning. And in all directions, along with this political energy, both just before and just after 1832, there were accomplished new developments and signal discoveries.


This passage might appear triumphalist, yet it embodies the idea of contradiction and disagreement crucial to this argumentative moment. It even contains its own counter-argument by voicing, subtly, a key characteristic of the age: intense uncertainty. One repeated word is far more significant than it may at first appear: the great age ‘seemed’ to be beginning; the golden years ‘seemed’ to be returning. The article goes on to explore the ways in which appearances mislead; anyone reading about the Victorians will need to get used to this deceptiveness of surface appearances.


The question of whether improvements were real or illusory worried many Victorians. Increasing numbers of people from the 1830s onwards were painfully aware of the price paid for every incremental advance. This was an era of sensational social commentaries describing in vivid detail the horrific conditions that uncontrolled urban growth had generated; it was the era of novels, such as those of Dickens, which aimed to elucidate the experiences and meanings that lay behind the brute facts of social change, bringing the emotional consequences of poverty and hardship to general attention. This genre was soon given labels such as ‘social problem’ and ‘condition of England’ novel. In fact, this age might just as well be labelled ‘Dickensian’ as ‘Victorian’ given the influence of Dickens’s characters and themes over subsequent images of the time. In the rise of this socially astute literature and the foundation of large public bodies devoted to assessing the evils attendant on progress, the self-scrutiny characteristic of the age was thought through and institutionalized. ‘Victorian values’ of philanthropy, education, and enfranchisement were being formulated but so too were Victorian characteristics of domination, control, and patriarchal discipline.



For God and empire


With an apparent self-assurance that verged on the megalomaniac, the Victorians sought to export their values around the world. Through missionary movements, military escapades, and the Royal Navy, they aimed to take ‘civilization’ to the farthest-flung corners of the earth. With little understanding of the civilization that already existed in places where they exerted their military might, the British aimed to create recipients for their industrial production as well as their ideas. And so began the new dawn of the British Empire.


Through this idealistic aggression, the British Isles, once an insignificant North East Atlantic archipelago, gained a fleeting global significance. The height of this influence coincided with the late Victorian period. This means that what we make of the empire, with its blend of high ideals and ferocious brutality, is defined in part by what we make of the Victorians whose ideals and actions upheld it. This is one reason why the Victorians sustain so much interest, why big moral questions remain at the heart of any assessment of their identity, and why disagreements about who the Victorians were rest on our own politics as well as on matters of historical fact.






TIMELINE OF THE BRITISH EMPIRE




1600: Queen Elizabeth I grants a Royal Charter to the Governor and Company of Merchants of London Trading in the Indies (East India Company).


1620: The Mayflower, carrying the Pilgrim Fathers, arrives in the Americas.


1644: The East India Company constructs Fort St George in Madras.


1757–64: Seven Years’ War. The East India Company takes control of Bengal, ejecting French interests in India.


1770: Captain Cook reaches Australia. Convicts soon begin to be shipped to Botany Bay.


1776: Expansion is matched by contraction: loss of American colonies in War of Independence.


1820: 5,000 British settlers arrive in Cape Town.


1831: Extinction of Tasmanian Aborigines after relocation by British troops.


1833: Argentinians are removed from Malvina Islands and British farmers settle there.


1839–42: First Anglo–Afghan War: the East India Company invade Afghanistan (also known as Auckland’s Folly).


1845: First Anglo–Sikh War: conflict between the East India Company and the rulers of Punjab.


1854–6: War in the Crimea sees imperial powers face each other down in Eastern Europe.


1857: Indian Uprising. Also known as India’s First War of Independence.


1858: India placed under direct control of the British government rather than the East India Company.


1867: Four former colonies unite to form the new nation of Canada, the first imperial ‘Dominion’.


1879: Zulu War. Powerful resistance meets British attempts to unify Southern Africa.


1882: British occupation of Egypt: a supposedly anti-imperial Liberal government attempts to protect British interests in India by securing the Suez Canal.


1880s and 90s: ‘Scramble for Africa’ brings the majority of Africa into European empires.


1884: General Gordon, military leader and Protestant culture hero, killed at Khartoum.


1899: Outbreak of the Boer War. Strong Boer resistance to British military power represents the biggest shock to British confidence since 1857.










The empire was built on values that were specifically Christian. Imperial self-confidence saw millions of Protestant religious tracts circulated through India and Africa. In contrast, the fate of Victorian religion in Britain is often viewed as a story of loss and fragmentation. The period is caricatured with phrases like ‘the age of doubt’ or ‘the crisis of faith’. This picture is best captured by the statistics of the 1851 census, which sent shockwaves through Britain with its revelation that only around a quarter of the population of England attended a Church of England service on the census Sunday. The contrast between an empire held together by Christianity and a Christianity that was apparently falling apart at home is one of the great contradictions of this period.


In this small word, ‘Victorian’, an array of contrasts is captured. Intense religious enthusiasm seems to coexist with rampant secularization; growing middle-class wealth with poverty of the most extreme kind; a liberal vision of enfranchisement with Tory commitment to the established order; a Queen wielding immense power with millions of women confined to domestic duty; global vision with parochial insularity; a deeply traditional people who were Britain’s most aggressive modernizers before the 1960s. As we embark on this book, we must not expect the Victorians to be simple or easily captured in generalizations: they left too much prose, poetry, art, and music for that to be plausible.


In 1918, Lytton Strachey made the best known of all statements on Victorian history: ‘the history of the Victorian Age will never be written, we know too much about it’. Strachey was right. It is always worth remembering, however, that each of us knows a different Victorian age. The Victorians Margaret Thatcher attempted to resurrect in the early 1980s, captured by phrases like ‘colossal advance’, ‘self-reliance’, and ‘general prosperity’, were not the Victorians mocked by the satirical novelist Gail Carriger for their ‘absurd… manners and ridiculous fashions… dictated by Vampires’. Nor were they the Victorians dismissed for their extreme sentimentality by Oscar Wilde – ‘one must have a heart of stone to read the death of [Dickens’s] little Nell without laughing’ – or those free-thinking people praised as trailblazers when the Victorian naturalist Charles Darwin is conscripted by modern advocates of an exclusively scientific worldview.


This book aims to provide readers with a map of these many Victorians, steering a course between (or around) the caricatures of ‘Victorian’ as a byword for sentimentality or repression and of the Victorians as a people obsessed with progress at all costs, callously undermining the very foundations of society and plunging their poor into ever deeper poverty. The Victorians were all of these things and none, just as every stereotype of twenty-first-century societies reveals partial truths but does not even aspire to tell the whole truth. The nation and empire Victoria inherited from William IV was very different from the one that she left for Edward VII in 1901. It was not so much that the Victorians had transformed Britain, but that they were carried along on powerful tides of world history. These were tides they, for a little while, had seemed able to command. Extraordinary productivity seemed, briefly, to raise them above the accepted laws of economic development, but the world order of which they were part was crumbling long before the First World War proved its fragility.



‘The great Victorian age is at an end’


Victoria’s funeral echoed her coronation, yet it took place in a different social world. On a bitterly cold day in February 1901, her parade passed through the streets of London, witnessed by hundreds of thousands of people, only a handful of whom recalled her coronation. These were no longer the ‘dark masses’ of the 1830s – they were not ‘the mob’ but ‘the public’, though there were still vast social inequalities. Most notably, despite successful campaigns for male suffrage, more than half the adult population were still without a vote. On a smaller scale, the new Trade Unions were just beginning to find their feet. But all social classes were now assumed to be part of, rather than arrayed against, the political establishment: the newspapers voiced nothing comparable to their 1830s nervousness when describing the interaction of large crowds with royal dignitaries. Indeed, Victoria’s death was met with an outpouring of national grief that was close to universal: this emotional farewell was depicted by the novelist John Galsworthy as ‘supremely symbolical’ and a ‘tribute of an age to its own death’. The vast majority of working-class people read the conservative press rather than manning the new Trade Unions. Marxism, rife throughout Europe, was still surprisingly rare in Britain. As the historian Martin Hewitt has noted, even radicals ‘participated without any great unease in the ceremonial of the loyal subject’. The Tory Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli insisted in the 1880s that commitment to the values of imperial culture could unify the social classes in Britain; in 1901, he could still be argued to be right.


However, this was not an occasion without its own air of foreboding. In the funeral cortege, the new king, Edward VII, walked elbow to elbow with the German Kaiser despite the diplomatic tensions that were already brewing. When the funeral procession was ready to set off, the horses tethered to Victoria’s coffin refused to pull it, behaving skittishly and dangerously because of a damaged harness. The monarchs of Britain and Germany shuffled uneasily in the cold, waiting for sailors from the Royal Navy to recover Britain’s pride and take up the burden where horses had failed.


If Victoria’s coronation had epitomized the uncertain condition of Britain in 1838, the troubles of her funeral parallelled in miniature the vexed state of Europe at the turn of the twentieth century. The continent’s diplomatic structure had stressed and fractured, sabotaged by the nationalism that nineteenth-century cultures had encouraged. At the same time, the place of Europe within the world was becoming increasingly unclear. British self-confidence was crippled by the string of military failures that made up the second Boer War between 1899 and 1900; the response to this was a wave of patriotic fervour – christened in this period as ‘jingoism’ – of the crudest kind. It is perhaps because of the horrors that began to amass soon after Victoria’s death, accumulating over the next half-century, that modern culture often chooses to remember the Victorians as naive, simple, and blinkered: reminiscent of children who are afraid of growing up. The task of this book is to ask what other Victorians we might choose to recall.





2
Sounds and sights of the city: experiencing the Victorian metropolis



Fog everywhere. Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits and meadows; fog down the river, where it rolls defiled among the tiers of shipping and the waterside pollutions of a great (and dirty) city… Fog creeping into the cabooses of collier-brigs; fog lying out on the yards, and hovering in the rigging of great ships; fog drooping on the gunwales of barges and small boats. Fog in the eyes and throats of ancient Greenwich pensioners, wheezing by the firesides of their wards; fog in the stem and bowl of the afternoon pipe of the wrathful skipper, down in his close cabin; fog cruelly pinching the toes and fingers of his shivering little ’prentice boy on deck. Chance people on the bridges peeping over the parapets into a nether sky of fog, with fog all round them, as if they were up in a balloon, and hanging in the misty clouds. Gas looming through the fog in divers places in the streets… The raw afternoon is rawest, and the dense fog is densest, and the muddy streets are muddiest near that leaden-headed old obstruction, appropriate ornament for the threshold of a leaden-headed old corporation, Temple Bar. And hard by Temple Bar, in Lincoln’s Inn Hall, at the very heart of the fog, sits the Lord High Chancellor in his High Court of Chancery.


Charles Dickens, Bleak House (1853)


One of the features of Victorian Britain that draws most attention today is its appearance. Whether in dramatizations of Dickens, in films like The Young Victoria, or in subcultures such as steampunk, recreations or reimaginings of Victorian imagery are often carried out with awe-inspiring attention to detail. Whether set in the orderly stately home or disordered urban sprawl, they aim to capture the essence of the period (although this essence has changed from decade to decade, whether the ‘dirty Victorians’ favoured in 1940s films or the ‘clean’ equivalent of the 1980s). Raphael Samuel, in ‘Who Calls So Loud? Dickens on Stage & Screen’ in Theatres of Memory: Past & Present in Contemporary Culture, evokes these changing visions, from grotesque realism in constructions of a problematic and repulsive society in the mid-twentieth century, to a late twentieth-century version, which seeks to ‘preserve’ Victorian values and give viewers pleasure in lavish settings. All this evocation is fitting, since the teeming, fog-bound streets of Victorian cities were recognized at the time as a dizzying sensory extravaganza. Urban fogs could either be the stinking veil that hid the horrors of violent ulcers at the core of Britain, or the ‘friendly fogs’ that made cities atmospheric, enriching the promise of adventure.






NOVELISTS AND VICTORIAN LONDON




•  Many of Charles Dickens’s novels offer vivid depictions of London, from Oliver Twist (1838) to David Copperfield (1850) and Our Mutual Friend (1865).


•  William Thackeray, Vanity Fair (1847–8), Anthony Trollope, The Way We Live Now (1875), Henry James, A London Life (1888), and George Gissing, New Grub Street (1891) all depict London society in perceptive and insightful ways.


•  Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories (1887–1927) contain particularly vivid depictions of fog-wreathed streets and the city.


•  Charles Kingsley’s Chartist novel Alton Locke (1850) portrays poverty and radicalism in the city. Margaret Harkness’s socialist novel In Darkest London (1889) provides a still fuller vision of destitution.


•  Many other novels such as Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White (1859) take place between rural locations and London.


•  However, some major novelists who lived in London preferred to provide urban readers with portraits of rural settings. The characters in George Eliot’s ‘scenes from provincial life’, Middlemarch (1874), move to London only at the novel’s close. Thomas Hardy’s novels such as The Return of the Native (1878) depict rural southern England, styled by Hardy as ‘Wessex’.


•  Other novelists and poets went further and depicted alternative Londons. H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine showed future London as a ‘waste garden’ ruined by time and human error, while William Morris’s The Earthly Paradise asked its readers to envisage London ‘small and white and clean’, the Thames bordered not by factories but ‘by its gardens green’. Richard Jefferies’s After London, or, Wild England (1885) made a similar, though more disconcerting appeal: part I, ‘The Relapse into Barbarism’, begins, ‘It became green everywhere in the first spring, after London ended, so that all the country looked alike’.














Glasgow, Manchester, Liverpool, and London were the most extreme of these burgeoning conurbations. London, by the 1830s, was the most written-about city in the world, yielding millions of words each year concerning its smells, sights, and sounds, and the emotions it conjured. The Victorian city’s intense impact on the senses ranged from the competitive clamour of innumerable street performers to the ever-more elaborate window displays of the lavish new department stores and the visceral impact of the world-famous stench of ‘Father Thames’ (‘that stream of moving sewage’). For better or worse, London was experienced in the most immediate ways and recorded in phenomenal detail.


Music halls or public executions, where the full range of social classes were brought into contact, produced masses of observational literature. Some of this painted London as the largest and most degraded ‘heathen city in modern Europe’; some held it up as a glittering example of the benefits of progress. The well-to-do deplored the smells and coarse manners of the poor, while working people ridiculed the elaborate fashions of the leisured classes, whose hair could be sculpted into massive forms so prohibitively cumbersome that its sole function was to demonstrate its wearer’s freedom from practical considerations of work.


Not just journalists or social commentators but also novelists created vivid images of London’s streets. From Charles Dickens to George Gissing, these were often lurid and disturbing. The urban fog harboured ragged pocket pickers like Oliver Twist, burly house-breakers like Bill Sykes, and damaged “fallen women” like Nancy. Other novelists such as Anthony Trollope preferred to document high society, creating vivid anatomies of the arcane hierarchies of the better-off. Some of the greatest novelists – George Eliot in Daniel Deronda (1876) or William Thackeray in Vanity Fair (1848) – drew psychological and narrative interest from the juxtaposition of London’s extremes. The well-to-do Daniel Deronda finds himself drawn into the travails of London’s disempowered after saving an impoverished young Jewish woman from drowning. Thackeray’s destitute orphan, Becky Sharp, works her way into the alien world of turtle-eating and champagne-swilling aristocrats. The pathos or humour that emerges from collisions between silver-spoon luxury and the striving, aspiring, but disempowered poor is the emotional engine room of portrait after portrait of life in Victorian London. This chapter will therefore fuse the London of the novelist with the work of social commentators – such as Edwin Chadwick, William Booth, and Friedrich Engels – who combined statistics, maps, and descriptive prose to alert their comfortable publics to the plight of the urban dispossessed.


These two sets of sources make a happy combination, since this was an era of searching social exploration in non-fiction, as well as the heyday of sympathetic realism in the novel. Both aimed to interpret the inner meanings behind the surface appearances of new urban spaces. Authors endeavoured to intervene in a city in crisis by promoting better understanding of its inhabitants. They borrowed each other’s techniques and ideas in order to hammer home the sensory catastrophe of the slums: the overpowering stench of flowing effluvia, the horror show of human bodies twisted by overwork, and the constant hellish noise of industry.



Street sights, sounds, and smells


Victorian London was a mess. This chaos was not just an aesthetic issue: it also promoted the spread of disease. Firstly, there was tuberculosis: the biggest killer. This ailment had been rare in rural communities, but now seemed so inevitable and unstoppable that it received little analysis from medical experts or social reformers. Then there was typhus, known as ‘the poor man’s disease’, which was quickly associated with squalor and bad sanitation and was the cause of several major epidemics in the first half of the century. More frightening still was the new horror of cholera. The sickness was carried from Bengal at the beginning of the 1830s, William Sproat of Sunderland gaining an unlikely celebrity as its first victim in Britain. Cholera epidemics killed on a massive scale (53,000 died in 1848–9 alone). Of all diseases, this generated the greatest panic because outbreaks were not confined to squalid, overcrowded areas: carried in water, cholera threatened the middle classes too. By the early Victorian period, Londoners were exposed to disease and sickness on a scale not seen since the Black Death half a millennium earlier. The city’s smells and overcrowding therefore developed more direct association with death and disease than ever before. Victorians became more sensitive to the smells of their cities than any of their predecessors.


In 1837, London shared its chaotic and frightening qualities with other expanding industrial capitals: none had found answers to the problems of urban filth, none had made sense of the spread of disease, and none had imposed order on streets that were transformed by massive population growth. However, by the 1880s, London’s ramshackle thoroughfares made an unsavoury contrast with the dazzling new boulevards of central Paris. Berlin and Vienna, too, had taken steps to impose order on sprawling cityscapes, but London, despite the building of the world’s first sewers, remained a mess. Money had been spent not on the wholesale reorganization of urban space, but on the building of docks and on the railway boom. More ships than ever carried extravagantly valuable loads down urban rivers that were still afloat with stinking waste.


By the end of the century, a different kind of literature recorded this urban chaos. Voyeuristic visitors from abroad increasingly flocked to the metropolis, often revelling in the smuttier side of the fastest-growing city in the world. Parisian flaneurs, most famously Charles Baudelaire, had made the sleazy side of cities an aesthetic subject in the mid-century, but the late Victorian years were the heyday of this thrill-seeking, pleasure-drunk gaze. The sketch of London in this section therefore takes us from the horror of 1830s Londoners at the squalor and poverty in their midst, to the more detached perspective of international visitors to the metropolis which made a celebrity of the faceless Jack the Ripper.


One of the earliest and most significant examples of modern imaginative urban reportage coincides with the beginning of the Victorian period. This was Charles Dickens’s series of ‘street sketches’ published pseudonymously as Sketches by Boz, Illustrative of Every-day Life and Every-day People (1836). These vignettes already record isolation amidst crowds and the dislocating, disconnected feel of the urban landscape: ‘Tis strange’, writes Boz in ‘Thoughts about People’, ‘with how little notice, good, bad or indifferent, a man may live or die in London. He awakens no sympathy in the breast of any single person; his existence is a matter of interest to no one save himself’.


Boz is a ‘speculative pedestrian’ with ‘an extraordinary partiality for lounging about the streets’. His sketches often make the city itself their focus. They depict ‘the cold solitary desolation’ of silent streets at dawn, or the main thoroughfares at noon ‘thronged with a vast concourse of people, gay and shabby, rich and poor, industrious and idle’, or the evening city ‘when the heavy lazy mist, which hangs over every object, makes the gas-lamps look brighter and the brilliantly lighted shops more splendid’.


Boz embarks on long solitary walks, but also, with enthusiasm, takes to the new omnibus, which offers an ‘extensive field for amusement and observation’. This is a city experienced visually, and perceptions of its superficial characteristics are recorded in loving detail. As Dickens noted on numerous occasions, without London as the frame in which he observed the bustle of life, he was bereft of the stimulations that inspired the vivid character portraits in his novels.


Boz was one of several fictional observers who embodied a specifically male gaze calculated to reveal the city’s soul. As the literary scholar Deborah Nord wrote, this masculine spectator


Passes invisibly through the crowd and then behind the facades of buildings, extending… a ‘potent and benignant hand, which takes off the housetops and shows the shapes and phantoms’ within. He discerns the patterns of social relations that remain hidden to the uninitiated or the indifferent; he is investigator and theorist of poverty, disease, and class difference.


These visions of the city were not unique in their efforts to arouse middle-class sentiments. Among the earliest and most influential attempts to increase awareness were the essays of the enterprising playwright and journalist Henry Mayhew. A correspondent for a newspaper, the Morning Chronicle, Mayhew plunged repeatedly into a world that few middle-class Victorians knew anything about: the East End slums that housed the labouring poor. He interviewed hundreds of individuals whose ways of life proved deeply shocking to his readers. These included prostitutes, but also ‘pure finders’ who collected dog faeces to sell to tanners, and ‘mudlarks’ who spent their lives scouring the foul fringes of the Thames for fragments of coal, wood, and rope to sell as scrap. Mayhew’s prose was novelistic in its drama, detail, and emotional characterization. When he described a marketplace, for instance, it was no less sensory than a Dickensian scene setting:


The pavement and the road are crowded with purchasers and street-sellers… Little boys, holding three or four onions in their hand, creep between the people, wriggling their way through every interstice, and asking for custom in whining tones, as if seeking charity. Then the tumult of the thousand different cries of the eager dealers, all shouting at the top of their voices, at one and the same time, is almost bewildering… ‘Buy, buy, buy, buy, buy – bu-u-uy!’ cries the butcher… ‘Come and look at ’em! Here’s toasters!’ bellows one with a Yarmouth bloater stuck on a toasting-fork. ‘Penny a lot, fine russets,’ calls the apple woman: and so the Babel goes on.


Mayhew’s articles for the Morning Chronicle were collected into one of the leading texts of social exploration – London Labour and the London Poor (1851) – and its most visceral passages became among the most quoted texts of the century, reprinted in radical newspapers and adapted by novelists, playwrights, and Christian Socialist poets. The notoriety, and impact, of the book was increased by Mayhew’s embrace of new technology: engravings from daguerreotypes (one of the first forms of photography) gave his readers immediate visual accompaniments to his vivid prose. In reviewing London Labour and the London Poor, William Thackeray accounted for its significance by describing how Mayhew ‘travels into the poor man’s country for us’ and on his return brings


A picture of human life so wonderful, so awful, so piteous and pathetic, so exciting and terrible, that readers of romances own they never read anything like to it… these wonders and terrors have been lying by your door and mine ever since we had a door of our own. We had but to go a hundred yards off and see for ourselves, but we never did.
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