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VICTORIAN D IRT 

 
 

William A. Cohen, Associate Provost and Professor of English 
(University of Maryland)  

 
 

 Every idea about our Victorian forebears is in some sense an idea about 
ourselves. Knowledge of the past is inevitably refracted through the present. The 
ÐÈÒÁÓÅ Ȱ6ÉÃÔÏÒÉÁÎ ÄÉÒÔȱ ÉÎÖÉÔÅÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ÓÔÒÉËÅÓ ÕÓ ÁÓ ÁÎ 
oxymoron: even with all we know about the range and variety of human 
experience in the nineteenth century, it is hard not to cling to the caricature of 
the Victorians as stuffy prudes who found the very idea of dirt alarming, not to 
say unthinkable. The phrase promises disenchantment, titillation, and 
defamiliarisation. With the presumed superiority of our own acuity and 
worldliness, and the privileges of hindsight, we harbour the fantasy that we may 
know the Victorians better than they knew themselves. What we learn from 
such investigations, however, is just how attached we are to values of cleanliness 
and sanitation, which makes the discovery of nineteenth-century dirt  a 
perpetual experience of joyful disgust and self-affirming discomfort. Even more, 
perhaps, we learn how attracted we are to the experience of revelation itself: the 
unveiling of the hidden, the secret, the unknownɂeven when the constituents 
of that knowl edge can hardly continue to surprise us. 
 So why, we might ask, are we so interested in Victorian dirtɂ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÉÎ ÉÔ 
for us? One answer has to do with what we might term the materiality of 
material or, in other words, the objects and processes it groups together and 
allows us to think about collectively and concretely. Victorian dirt encompasses 
facts and feelings about sanitation, disease, poverty, the physical environment 
(including air and water pollution), personal hygiene, sexuality, and 
pornography. These are topics of manifest concern as much to the twenty-first 
century as to the nineteenth, and they point to a second answer to the question 
ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÉÎ ÉÔ ÆÏÒ ÕÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÈÁÓ ÔÏ ÄÏ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÆÏÃÕÓ 
on dirt enables: namely, by lending form to potentially abstract ideas, dirt yokes 
together all-too-tangible things and the most metaphorical and ethereal ones. 
This I might hazard to call the material of materiality. Reflections on dirt extend 
rapidly, for instance, to considerations of consumer capitalism, with its reliance 
on waste and replenishment; of distinctions among races, genders, classes, and 
nationalities, whereby different populations are marked as polluted; and of 
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psychological and phenomenological being, such that sharp divisions between 
self and not-self align with distinctions between cleanliness and dirt. Reflecting 
on dirt, that is to say, encourages us not only to move among different kinds of 
literal objects but also to shift between registers of literalness and figurality. 
Dirt -thinking has a way of contaminating all it encounters, producing a 
conceptual flow across time and space.  
 Knowledge about lived environmentsɂespecially crowded and filthy 
onesɂis undeniably urgent today. Ecological concepts, whose origins lie in 
Victorian paradigms of urban blight, are more pertinent than ever. The rage, 
fear, despair, and anxiety that attaches to environmental and human 
contaminants is in the news daily. Understanding the historical sources of such 
feelings helps us to see our own world more clearly. Appreciating as well the 
abundant cultural artefactsɂliterary, artistic, more generally aesthetic and 
intellectualɂgenerated from such responses allows us to see the generative 
potential of dirt too.  
 Because dirtɂas a concept about materialityɂcovers such a variety of 
ideas, ranging from the intra- and inter-personal to the mass and the collective, 
it also has consequences for thinking about how we understand our own lives 
and identities in relation to those of a group, a class, a society, a nation, and a 
species. We all have individual experiences of dirtiness, in both its immediately 
tangible, aversive forms and in its psychological components. Our common 
experience of this individual phenomenon binds us to one another, even as we 
recognize how such experiences are culturally constrained and delimited. Dirt 
might thus be thought of as that which we share. It may also, as Dominique 
Laporte proposes in History of Shit, stand at the origins of private property. As 
both profoundly  individual and importantly collective, dirt enables us to think 
about aggregation itself, in ways that bridge the personal and corporate. Marxist 
analysis supplies a related bridge, for it shows how concepts of value, labour, 
profit, and productivity bind  together the sensible experiences of individuals 
and large-scale social movements through historical time and across national 
and global spaces. Like thinking in economic terms, thinking in terms of dirt 
and cleanliness offers structures for analyses that work across different kinds of 
scales. Dirt-thinking is not just analogical or metaphorical, however; as I have 
suggested, it is also metonymic, in enabling the seepage and flow between 
conceptual structures and objects.  
 If dirt is contagious and threatens to mar all it touches, it may be 
especially so in the nineteenth century, when the prevailing miasma model of 
infection gives vivid, visceral form to the idea of dirt, even while representing 
infectious agents as ethereal. Even in its materiality, that is to say, dirt is mobile 
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and evanescent, in both objective and metaphorical terms. If it is the epitome of 
materiality, dirt is so precisely in its mutability and transmissibility ɂwhich is to 
say that it does not sit still, nor remain solely material. Dirt is also always a 
moral category, which helps to explain its bearing on (and utility for) 
distinctions in terms of class, gender, race, and nationality, on politics, and on 
health (itself inevitably a value-laden topic). The moral charge of dirt is 
coextensive with its affective power, which means that distinctions made on the 
basis of hygiene are rarely neutral in value or tone. For all its experiential 
ephemerality, moreover, dirt also has a quality of persistence or permanence. As 
a residual marker of prior taint, it evinces the influence of the past on (and in) 
the present, the wear and rub of time. In this way too, dirt corresponds to 
capital, which Marx likens to the grip of the dead upon the living.  
 The articles in this issue of Victorian Network take up many of the ideas I 
have outlined, demonstrating the productivity and transitivity of both the fact 
and the idea of dirt. They richly explore the unexpected connections enabled by 
a focus on dirt, showing the metaphoric and metonymic correspondences it 
evokes across a range of genres. They consider both the historical variability and 
the historical continuities it establishes. An attention to dirt, as they exemplify, 
helps give form to ideas at the same time that it treats matter as a concept. 
 In tÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅȟ Ȱ$ÉÒÔÙ 7ÏÒËȡ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ,ÁÂÏÕÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ !ÒÔÉÓÔȟȱ 
Flora C. Armetta explains the pertinence of dirt to labour, realism, and visual art 
ÉÎ !ÎÔÈÏÎÙ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÆÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÉÎ *ÏÈÎ 2ÕÓËÉÎȭÓ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÉÃÁÌ ÁÅÓÔÈÅÔÉÃÓȢ 
Ruskin emphasizes imperfection in artistic creation as the sign of treasured 
human creativity and the expenditure of mental and manual labour. Similarly, 
Armetta argues, Trollope focuses on the everyday and the experientialɂas 
opposed to the ideal and the extraordinaryɂas sources of humanistic values. 
)ÄÅÁÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ɉÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÕÎÖÁÒÎÉÓÈÅÄ ÔÒÕÔÈɊ ÕÎÄÅÒÌÉÅ ÂÏÔÈ 2ÕÓËÉÎȭÓ 
ÁÎÄ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÖÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÁÒÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÖÁÌÕÅÓ ÉÔ ÃÁÎ ÉÍÂÕÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÅÁÒÔÈÉÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÓÕÃÈ 
nature demonstrates the utility of dirt, connecting that which  is ordinarily 
dismissed and derogated to aesthetic achievement. Certainly a theory of art that 
does not list beauty and goodness among its chief merits has some work to do; 
but in discovering an unusually positive valuation of dirt, as a sign of virtue and 
honesty, the article shows how aesthetics was changing in the historical 
moment when realism was the prevailing literary and artistic mode. Ruskin and 
Trollope both emphasise pigment as a product of the earth, for example, 
connecting the materiality of tÈÅ ÐÁÉÎÔÅÒȭÓ ÔÏÏÌÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÅÓÔÈÅÔÉÃ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 
ÃÁÎÖÁÓȟ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÏÒ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ȰÅÁÒÔÈÙȢȱ 7ÈÉÌÅ 
such a transvaluation stands in contrast to the usual Victorian assumption that 
dirt signifies poverty and immorality, Armetta h elps us to see how the 
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attractions of realism and the Victorian interest in the visibility of dirt mutually 
encouraged each other.  
 If dirt serves some surprising aesthetic ends for Trollope and Ruskin, it is 
put to a variety of socially and culturally productive uses in the understanding of 
the workhouse, that quintessential Victorian institution, according to Laura 
&ÏÓÔÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅȟ Ȱ$ÉÒÔȟ $ÕÓÔ ÁÎÄ $ÅÖÉÌÍÅÎÔȡ 5ÎÃÏÖÅÒÉÎÇ &ÉÌÔÈ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
7ÏÒËÈÏÕÓÅ ÁÎÄ #ÁÓÕÁÌ 7ÁÒÄÓȢȱ 7ÏÒËÈÏÕÓÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ Á ÔÏÐÉÃ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅnse popular 
interest among Victorian commentators and readers, who inevitably associated 
them with questions about dirt, as both the sign and the source of moral 
corruption. Foster brings us through a range of popular primary sources that 
establish a series of different relationships between poverty and dirtiness, in a 
host of physical, mental, moral, medical, and sexual senses. Some boosters of 
the system insist on the cleanliness and cheerfulness of the workhouse, but this 
approach risks making it seem too attractive. So as to appeal to only the most 
desperate paupers, advocates insist on the moral rigor of the workhouse, as a 
stern, disciplinary space, however well scrubbed it may be. Others envision the 
relationship between dirt and the workhouse in different ways. Some critics 
regard the insistence on cleanliness as a cruel and excessive coercion of the poor. 
Some see it as merely a façade, which covers over a fundamental and 
ineradicable filth. Still others relish lurid and sensational details of sexual 
indulgence and moral corruption, exploiting supposed contradictions between 
the ideal and the reality of the workhouse. Across a range of historically and 
generically evolving accounts, Foster traces the fate of dirt as it shifts from a 
physical attribute of the space to a moral quality of the inhabitants (and 
sometimes of the managers). Regarded as corrupt, infectious, and ontologically 
dirty, the poor of the workhouse are understood in proximity to filth, whether 
such representations are used to elicit sympathy or to condemn them. 
 4ÈÅ ÔÈÉÒÄ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅȟ Ȱ%ÃÏ-#ÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓ 3ÙÎÁÅÓÔÈÅÓÉÁȡ $ÉÒÔ ÉÎ +ÉÎÇÓÌÅÙȭÓ Yeast 
and Alton Locke,ȱ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÔÁËÅÓ ÕÐ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÒÙ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌÓȟ ÌÉÎËÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍ ÂÏÔÈ ÔÏ 
contemporary concerns with ecological destruction and to phenomenological 
accounts of sensory experience. By focusing on the threat of miasma, Margaret 
S. Kennedy explores dirt in perhaps its most diffuse, pervasive, and insidious 
form. Miasma is the bad air thatɂin the era before the germ theory of microbial 
infection prevailedɂwas understood to carry disease; it saturates both the lived 
ÅØÔÅÒÉÏÒ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÉÏÒ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÏÄÙȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅȭÓ 
account, Charles Kingsley and other Victorian writers chart a shift in the idea of 
dirt from naturally occurring to human -produced, from infection to pollution. 
By writing miasma into their proseɂin genres from the realist and sensation 
novel to treatises on public healthɂthese writers make manifest and 
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comprehensible the otherwise invisible menace of corrupted environments. The 
ÒÅÓÕÌÔȟ +ÅÎÎÅÄÙ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȟ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÖÏËÅ ÁÎ ȰÅÃÏ-ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓÎÅÓÓȱ ÉÎ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓȟ ÎÅ×ÌÙ 
awakened to the perils of the toxic world without and their own culpability in it 
degeneration. In this awareness lie the origins of the contemporary framework 
of environmental justice, which offers a model of collective action in response to 
ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÕÁÌ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȢ +ÉÎÇÓÌÅÙȭÓ ÎÏÖÅÌÓ ÁÍÐÌÙ ÉÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ 
inadequacy of the liberal-individualist, charity -based approach to the ills of 
modern life. Like the permeating miasma itself, the only plausible solutionɂin 
+ÉÎÇÓÌÅÙȭÓ ÃÁÓÅȟ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÉÓÍɂis reticulated across networks of linked 
populations.  
 Both the infiltrating insidiousness and the productivity of miasmatic 
ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÃÌÅÁÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓÓÕÅȭÓ ÆÏÕÒÔÈ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅȟ Ȱ"ÁÄ 0ÒÏÐÅÒÔÙȡ 5ÎÃÌÅÁÎ 
(ÏÕÓÅÓ ÉÎ 6ÉÃÔÏÒÉÁÎ #ÉÔÙ 7ÒÉÔÉÎÇȢȱ )Î ÔÒÁÃÉÎÇ Á ÇÅÎÒÅ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÕÒÂÁÎ 
exploration writing, Erika Kvistad shows how the generic conventions of 
sensation and gothicism extend across both fiction and popular journalism in 
the mid- and late-nineteenth century, bringing the lurid sensations of horror 
from a terrifying figure such as Mr. Hyde or Jack the Ripper into the middle-
class domestic enclave. For bourgeois readers, a variety of terrorsɂpoverty and 
infectious disease, ÁÌÉÅÎ ÏÔÈÅÒÎÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÂÅÌÌÉÏÎ ÉÎ "ÒÉÔÁÉÎȭÓ ÉÍÐÅÒÉÁÌ ÁÄÖÅÎÔÕÒÅÓȟ 
crime and the urban unknownɂare imaginatively collapsed in a gripping 
mélange that links journalism, public health reports, and narrative fiction. By 
recirculating the language and imagery of dirt and disease, experts and common 
readers alike conceptually collapse figures as disparate as cholera, miasma, 
foreignness, poverty, criminality, sexual deviance, and monstrousness. Both to 
horrify and to titillate audiences, writers show these figures of terrifying allure 
not as distant and exotic but as close toɂsometimes rising up withinɂthe 
middle-class home. The lived physical space of domesticity is the terrain on 
which such struggles are enacted, reinforcing the centrality of dirt concepts 
themselves as ideas about the horrors of modern life. 
 4ÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅȟ ȰȬ/ÎÃÅ ÕÐÏÎ Á ÔÉÍÅ ÂÒÉÇÈÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÔȟ ÎÏ× ÏÖÅÒÃÁÓÔ 
×ÉÔÈ ÆÉÌÔÈȭȡ .ÅÏ-6ÉÃÔÏÒÉÁÎ $ÉÒÔȟȱ ÅØÔÅÎÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ 
texts that reinvent Victorian ones while, at the same time, demonstrating the 
conceptual mobility of dirt as an idea, which shifts across and links different 
realms of thought. In discussing recent works that revisit and recast Victorian 
stories and settings, Nicola Kirkby invites us to consider dirt in relation to 
temporal difference, delay, and anachronism itself. Dirt materially links the 
Victorian period and the present while also supplying imaginative tools for 
recognizing the persistence of the pastɂits trace and its taintɂin the 
contemporary world. Using the sense of smell as a model for the mobility of 
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ideas through time, the article argues that the subjective and ethereal 
materiality of such concepts allows them (like an evanescent odor) to shift and 
dart spatially, and not only in one temporal direction. In reimagining the past 
through the present, as neo-Victorian texts encourage us to do, we come to see 
ourselves reflected. Such works allow us to understand what we share with the 
past and how we differ from it. In its simultaneous elusiveness and persistence, 
olfactory sensation provides a surprisingly temporal perspective on historical 
change. 
 One of the paradoxes inherent in addressing social, economic, and 
environmental injustices through aesthetic forms is that, in making collective 
problems comprehensible, pictorial representation and narration (whether 
reporting, fiction, or jeremiad) can also have the effect of diminishing their 
impact; the liberal solution is to fix the problems of individuals rather than to 
address large-scale structures. A claim on behalf of charity and a retreat to 
domesticity is frequently the dual recourse of the frustrated reformer: in the 
face of massive social problems, the nineteenth-century realist novel, in 
particular, as a genre has little to propose other than happy, reproductive 
marriage as the solution. This is in part a constraint of the genre, which falls 
ÂÁÃË ÏÎ ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÉÎÔÒÁÃÔÁÂÌÅ ÈÏÒÒÏÒÓ ÁÎÄ 
difficulties. While this paradox might apply to any social problemɂbe it 
poverty, inequality, or a public health crisisɂthe particular emphasis on dirt, in 
both its material and its metaphoric dimensions, helps to keep the individual 
ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎÓ ÅÑÕÁÌÌÙ ÉÎ ÐÌÁÙȢ "Ù ÁÐÐÅÁÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÕÄÉÅÎÃÅȭÓ 
experiential, sensory, and emotional apprehension, accounts of dirt in even the 
widest contexts connect such experience to the lives and worlds of othersɂ
whether or not readers or viewers want to imagine themselves sharing those 
ÏÔÈÅÒÓȭ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅÓȢ  
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DIRTY WORK: TROLLOPE AND THE LABOUR OF THE ARTIST 

Flora C. Armetta 
(City University of New York) 

 
Abstract: 
4ÈÉÓ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ !ÎÔÈÏÎÙ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓ ÏÎ ÁÒÔ ÁÓ Á ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ÄÉÒÔÙ 
work: mental, manual, and visual labour grounded in messy, everyday real-life 
experience. ) ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÎÅÇÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÁÒÔÉÓÔ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÏÆ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÎÏÖÅÌÓ 
in order to connect his ideas, especially on work and social order, to those of John 
2ÕÓËÉÎȢ 4ÈÅ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ×ÏÒË ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÃÌÅÁÒ ×ÈÅÎ ÒÅÁÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
conÔÅØÔ ÏÆ 2ÕÓËÉÎȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ɀ most fully articulated in The Stones of Venice ɀ that 
artistic work such as the craftsmanship of the Gothic stone-carver, is more fully human 
ÔÈÁÎ ÁÎÙ ÁÐÐÁÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÐÅÒÆÅÃÔ ȬÈÉÇÈȭ ÁÒÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÒÅÁÌȢ "ÏÔÈ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅ ÁÎÄ 
RusËÉÎȟ ) ÁÒÇÕÅȟ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ȡÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȱȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓ ÍÕÓÔ ÅÍÂÒÁÃÅ ÉÔ ÂÙ 
engaging in a particular, art-informed process of perception that reveals to them things 
ÔÈÁÔ ÓÅÅÍ ȰÌÏ×ȱ ɉÌÉÔÅÒÁÌÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÇÕÒÁÔÉÖÅÌÙɊȟ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÉÎ ÆÁct of the 
earthɂdusty, dirty, and stony. For each author, this radical departure from the Victorian 
ÃÒÅÄÏȟ ȬÃÌÅÁÎÌÉÎÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÎÅØÔ ÔÏ ÇÏÄÌÉÎÅÓÓȭȟ ÐÁÒÁÄÏØÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÁÌ ÖÁÌÕÅ 
in even the humblest of humanity, and allows the seer to recognise the higher spiritual 
truths that inform every element of creation, down to its very particles of dirt. Such an 
approach to images of dirt enables Trollope to demand that his characters, and more 
importantly his readers, recognise social ills (visually marked by their presence in dirty 
places, filled with dirty people), and, finally, desire to do something about them. In 
Barchester Towers, !ÙÁÌÁȭÓ !ÎÇÅÌ, and The Last Chronicle of Barsetȟ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÏÒÓ 
insist that the visual labour that makes this recognition possible is part of a thoughtful 
approach to the world, and attempt to prod his readers into thinking, and perceiving, for 
themselves, even if it means that they question his story. 

 
Far too little critical attention has been paid to Anthony TroÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÁÒÔ 
ÁÎÄ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓȢ /ÎÅ ÂÉÏÇÒÁÐÈÅÒ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÈÁÓ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÆÅ× ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ 
ÌÉÆÅ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÓ ÎÅÇÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÈÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÁÒÔȭȟ1 but even this point was made 
ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÓÔÒÅÓÓ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÂÁÃËÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ ÁÒÔȟ2 rather thÁÎ ÁÒÔȭÓ 

                                                 
1 Richard Mullen and James Munson, The Penguin Companion to Trollope (New York: Penguin 

Books, 1996), p. 16. 
2 Trollope studied art as a boy. His maternal uncle Henry Milton was a professional writer on art, 

and his brother Thomas Anthony Trollope was a journalist, scholar, and historian who, as an 

expatriate in Florence, eventually became something of an expert on Italian art; the brothers 

apparently spent much of their time visiting museums together. One of Trollopeôs Travelling 

Sketches, óThe Art Touristô, is an amused account of the stereotypically obsessive English traveller 

who goes from museum to museum, memorising pictures and styles without necessarily loving art 

per se. In The New Zealander, Trollope praised the neglected art and architecture of England, 

especially its country houses and Gothic cathedrals (p. 187). He also knew and was friendly with a 
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ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÎÏÖÅÌÓȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ) ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÁÒÔÉÓÔ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓ ÉÎ 
order to examine his idea of proper perception. I argue that Trollope uses artists 
to demonstrate what it means to seeɂto look at and perceive the things and 
people around oneɂin ways that are exemplary, and I show how good 
perception tends, within the novels, to raise the possibility of social progress. 

Artistic perception for Trollope is above all a process that requires work, 
and his stress on this aligns him, to a surprising degree, with much of John 
2ÕÓËÉÎȭÓ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ ×ÏÒË ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÏÒÄÅÒȢ &ÏÒ ÂÏÔÈ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅ ÁÎÄ 
Ruskin, visual labour is the means of accessing the real, or what Ruskin calls 
truth, and for each, only such a commitment to finding that tru th allows for real 
progress. Ruskin is more outspoken about the social ills that require the advent 
ÏÆ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓȟ ÔÁËÉÎÇ Á ÌÏÎÇÅÒȟ ÍÏÒÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÖÉÅ× ÏÆ %ÎÇÌÁÎÄȭÓ ÎÅÅÄ 
for change. Trollope, however, calls rather for a specific way of seeing that 
inspires small yet persistent moves toward the betterment of everyday life, 
suggesting that genuine progress may be accomplished within the realm of the 
everyday.  

-Ù ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ Á ÍÕÃÈ ÂÒÏÁÄÅÒ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ 
effort to recognize the liberal, sometimes even radical, sensibility that shaped so 
much of his prolific output. As Carolyn Dever and Lisa Niles note in their 
introduction to The Cambridge Companion to Anthony Trollope, contemporary 
scholarship (including several of the essays that appear in that volume) has 
ÂÅÇÕÎ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÃÕÔ Á ×ÉÄÅÓÐÒÅÁÄ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÅÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌ 
conservatism ɀ $ÅÂÏÒÁÈ $ÅÎÅÎÈÏÌÚ -ÏÒÓÅȭÓ ÍÁÓÔÅÒÌÙ Reforming Trollope is a 
Ó×ÅÅÐÉÎÇ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÔÏ ÓÕÃÈ Á ÖÉÅ×Ȣ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÕÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÁÒÔ ÓÔill tend to be 
considered incidental to his work, I approach him from this angle with the aim 
ÏÆ ÓÈÅÄÄÉÎÇ ÎÅ× ÌÉÇÈÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅ ×ÏÒËÓ ÔÏ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÈÉÓ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓȭ ÖÉÅ×ÓȢ3 

In the final pages of The Last Chronicle of Barsetȟ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÏÒ 
compares himself to Rembrandt, explaining that, like that great painter, he 
ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ ȬÓÕÃÈ ÃÌÅÒÇÙÍÅÎ ÁÓ ) see ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÍÅȟȭ ×ÈÏÓÅ ȬÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÈÁÂÉÔÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ 

                                                                                                                                                                  

number of respected English artists, including William Holman Hunt, Lord Leighton, and William 

Powell Frith, and worked closely with John Everett Millais, who illustrated several of his novels, 

including Framley Parsonage, Orley Farm, The Small House at Allington, Rachel Ray, and Phineas 

Finn. See Mullen, Penguin Companion, pp. 15, 165 and Pamela Neville-Sington, óTrollope, 

Thomas Adolphus (1810ï1892)ô, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. by H. C. G. 

Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004) 

<http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/27755> [accessed 3 April 2009]. 
3 See Carolyn Dever and Lisa Niles, The Cambridge Companion to Anthony Trollope (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 1ff., and Deborah Denenholz Morse, Reforming Trollope: 

Race, Gender, and Englishness in the Novels of Anthony Trollope (Burlington, VT: Ashgate 

Publishing Company, 2013). 
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worth the labour ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÆÏÒ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍȭȢ4 This is as opposed, says the 
narrator, to Raphael, who tends to paint unnatural images of Madonnas who 
ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÅØÉÓÔÅÄȢ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÈÅÒÅ ÅÃÈÏÅÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÅØÁÃÔÌÙ 2ÕÓËÉÎȭÓ Ï×Î 
ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÅ ÏÆ 2ÁÐÈÁÅÌ ÉÎ Ȭ4ÈÅ .ÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 'ÏÔÈÉÃȭȟ Á ÐÏÒÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ The Stones of 
Venice written thirteen years before The Last Chronicle. Raphael, Ruskin says, 
ÐÁÉÎÔÓ ȬÏÎÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÏÄȭ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÌÌÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÉÎ 
Ȭ4ÈÅ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÓÔ ÃÌÁÓÓ ɏÏÆ ÐÁÉÎÔÅÒÓȟ ×ÈÏɐ ÒÅÎÄÅÒ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÅÅ ÉÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ 
ÕÎÈÅÓÉÔÁÔÉÎÇÌÙ ɏȣɐ ÓÙÍÐÁÔÈÉÓÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÏÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÙÅÔ ÃÏÎÆÅÓÓÉÎÇȟ 
permittiÎÇȟ ÁÎÄ ÂÒÉÎÇÉÎÇ ÇÏÏÄ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÖÉÌ ÁÌÓÏȢȭ5 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÉÎÓÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 
ÌÁÂÏÕÒ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÔÏ ÒÅÎÄÅÒ ÈÉÓ ÖÉÓÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÂÏÔÈ ×ÒÉÔÅÒÓȭ ÓÔÒÅÓÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ 
of painting what is real whether or not it is beautiful, are key ideas in each 
ÁÕÔÈÏÒȭÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎȢ &ÏÒ ÅÁÃÈȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÂÙ ÓÅÅÉÎÇ ȬÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȭ ɉÁ 
word Trollope uses repeatedly) in the right way that one can reach a higher 
truthɂÁÓ 2ÕÓËÉÎ ÐÈÒÁÓÅÓ ÉÔ ÈÅÒÅȟ ȬÂÒÉÎÇ ÇÏÏÄ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÖÉÌ ÁÌÓÏȢȭ "ÏÔÈ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅ 
and Ruskin connect reality particularly with things that are of the earthɂstone 
and dirt.  

To recognise this, we must first come to an understanding of what both art 
and labour meant in the larger context of Victorian culture. Connecting art to 
work is not, of course, unique to Ruskin and Trollope. Barchester Towers and 
Ȭ4ÈÅ .ÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 'ÏÔÈÉÃȭ ×ÅÒÅ ÂÏÔÈ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÒÏÕÇÈÌÙ Á ÄÅÃÁÄÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
hugely influential opening of the Crystal Palace in 1851. Partly the pet project of 
Prince Albert, an aspiring art connoisseur, the Palace was dÅÄÉÃÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ Ȱ4ÈÅ 
7ÏÒËÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄȱ ÁÎÄ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÅÄ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÁÌ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
fine-arts. Still, definitions of both art and work were as vexed as they are now. 
Much has been made of the Victorian tendency to distinguish between 
intellectual labour and manual labour,6 but this distinction was problematic 
even for Victorians themselves. Ruskin, for one, struggled to reconcile the class 
separation that such a division of labour implied, offering differing 
pronouncements on it at different times. On one hand, he acknowledged that it 
was impractical and unfair to pretend that there was no difference in the two 
ËÉÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȟ ÐÏÉÎÔÉÎÇ ÏÕÔ ÈÏ× ÍÕÃÈ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÌÁÂÏÕÒ ÃÏÕÌÄ ȬÔÁËɏÅɐ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÆÅ ÏÕÔ 
ÏÆ ÕÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÍÁÎ ×ÈÏ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÈÅÁÖÉÎÇ clay out of a ditch all day 
[...] is not the same man at the end of his day [...] as one who has been sitting in 

                                                 
4 Anthony Trollope, The Last Chronicle of Barset (New York: Penguin Books, 2002), p. 860, 

emphases mine. Further references are given after quotations in the text. 
5 John Ruskin, The Stones of Venice (New York: Merrill and Baker, 1851), p. 187. 
6 See, for example, Gerard Curtis, óFord Madox Brownôs ñWorkò: An Iconographic Analysisô, The 

Art Bulletin, 74 (1992), pp. 623ï636 (623). 
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Á ÑÕÉÅÔ ÒÏÏÍȟ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÂÏÏËÓȟ ÏÒ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÎÇ ÂÕÔÔÅÒÆÌÉÅÓȟ ÏÒ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅÓȢȭ7 On 
the other hand, Ruskin idealised the merging of physical and intellectual labour 
ÉÎ Ȭ4ÈÅ .ÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 'ÏÔÈÉÃȭȟ ÁÒÇÕÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ×Å ×ÁÎÔ ÏÎÅ ÍÁÎ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ 
thinking, and another to be always working, and we call one a gentleman, and 
the other an operative; whereas the workman ought often to be thinking, and 
the think er often to be working, and both should be gentlemen, in the best 
ÓÅÎÓÅȢȭ8 4ÈÕÓ ÆÏÒ 2ÕÓËÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÁÒÔÉÓÔ ÉÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ Á ÐÒÉÖÉÌÅÇÅÄ ȰÇÅÎÔÌÅÍÁÎȟȱȟ 
painting in a quiet room: he is a labourer like the Gothic stone-carver whose 
physical and mental exertion make him a great artist and a great man.9 

For Trollope, too, true artistic vision arises from both intellectual and 
ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȢ )ÎÄÅÅÄȟ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÌ ÏÆ ÇÏÏÄ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ ×ÏÒË ÁÒÇÕÁÂÌÙ ÂÕÉÌÄÓ ÏÎ 
ÁÎÄ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÓ 2ÕÓËÉÎȭÓȢ !Ó 4Ȣ*Ȣ "ÁÒÒÉÎÇÅÒ ÈÁÓ ÁÒÇÕÅÄȟ 2ÕÓËÉÎ (along with Thomas 
Carlyle and certain Christian Socialist writers) articulated one of the two main 
6ÉÃÔÏÒÉÁÎ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ×ÏÒËȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ "ÁÒÒÉÎÇÅÒ ÃÁÌÌÓ ȬÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÖÅȭ ×ÏÒËȡ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÓÅ 
writers, labour was seen as a redemptive act through which humanity could 
become better. Trollope, as we will see, depicts labour this way, but he also takes 
pains to show that it is often difficult. In this he aligns himself more with J.S. 
Mill and Adam Smith, who saw work as a negative necessity (for Barringer, 
ȬÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔÁÌȭ ×Ïrk).10   

4ÈÏÕÇÈ ÎÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓ ×ÈÏ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÉÎ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ 
novels actually engage in hard physical labour, Trollope repeatedly invokes hard 
labour as the standard by which to judge any work. In Trollope, as in Ruskin, 
stone-workers demonstrate the model relationship between craftsmen and their 
work. Weak, pitiful Bishop Proudie, for example, thinks of such a worker when 
ÈÅ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÓ ÅÓÃÁÐÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÉÓ ×ÉÆÅ ÔÏ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ ÐÅÁÃÅȢ Ȭ7ÈÁÔ Á ÂÌÅÓÓÅÄ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÔ 
×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅȭȟ ÈÅ ÔÈÉÎËÓȟ ȬÉÆ Á ÂÉÓÈÏÐ ÃÏuld go away from his home to his work every 
day like a clerk in a public office ɀ as a stone-ÍÁÓÏÎ ÄÏÅÓȦȭ ɉÐÐȢ ΫίΫ-52).  

The value and use of stone-working appear surprisingly frequently in 
Trollope. Stone, and materials associated with it, especially dust, become 
symbols of a good, earthly, human existence that needs to be looked at and 
                                                 
7 Quoted in T.J. Barringer, Men at Work: Art and Labour in Victorian Britian (Hartford, CT: Yale 

University Press, 2005), p. 70. 
8 Ruskin, Stones of Venice, p. 169. 
9 Certainly, one thing that the Pre-Raphaelites prided themselves on, and that Ruskin particularly 

commended them for, was their willingness and ability to endure physical hardship in order to 

create truthful, natural images; they were known for, say, staying up all night outdoors to catch a 

desired light effect at the right moment at dawn, or enduring miserable weather to achieve a sense 

of seasonality. See Elizabeth Prettejohn, Art of the Pre-Raphaelites (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 2000), p. 152. 

10 See Barringer pp. 27 28. 
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valued. Finally, however, stone, dust, and dirt become more than mere symbols: 
they are depicted as valuable in their literal essences, as matter that is of the 
earth. A brief look at three Trollopian artists will demonstrate how this works.  

In the first case is "ÁÒÃÈÅÓÔÅÒ 4Ï×ÅÒÓȭÓ Bertie Stanhope, who loves art but is 
ÔÏÏ ÌÁÚÙ ÔÏ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÓÅ ÉÔȟ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ȬÁÔ Á ÌÏÓÓ ÈÏ× ÔÏ ËÉÌÌ ÈÉÓ ÔÉÍÅ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÍÕÃÈ 
ÌÁÂÏÕÒȢȭ11 Instead, Bertie creates caricaturesɂpoor in mimetic quality (and thus 
ÎÏÔ ȰÒÅÁÌȱ-looking) but still able to successfully conjure up their targets. Though 
Trollope presents him somewhat affectionately, Bertie is doubly condemned as 
an artist because he will not work and he is ÎÏÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ȬÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȭȢ (ÉÓ 
ÃÏÎÄÅÓÃÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÒÅÍÁÒË ÔÈÁÔ ȬÎÏ ÒÅÁÌ ÁÒÔÉÓÔ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÄÅÓÃÅÎÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÎÁÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ 
ÏÆ Á ÃÁÔÈÅÄÒÁÌȭ ɉÐȢ ΫΰίɊ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙ ÏÐÐÏÓÅÓ 2ÕÓËÉÎȭÓ 'ÏÔÈÉÃ ÓÔÏÎÅ-carvers and 
ÒÅÖÅÁÌÓ ÈÉÓ ÉÇÎÏÒÁÎÃÅȢ &ÏÒ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÔÈÅÄÒÁÌ ÉÓ "ÁÒÃÈÅÓÔÅÒȭÓ ÃÅÎtre of life 
and human activity and is an example of real art and the reality in art. 

Frank Houston, the charming but feckless young painter in !ÙÁÌÁȭÓ !ÎÇÅÌ, 
ÁÔ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÍÉÒÒÏÒÓ "ÅÒÔÉÅȭÓ ÆÁÉÌÕÒÅÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÂÒÉÎÇÓ ÈÉÓ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÌÉÆÅ ÂÙ 
choosing to work. Frank adds to the idea of stone-work as a moral touchstone in 
Trollope by twice invoking stone-breaking as just as likely a profession for him 
as painting.12 However, Frank revises his cavalier tone toward labour when, 
seeking a way to marry his penniless love, he decides at last to earn a living 
painting portraits. In the passages that follow, Trollope suggests that this choice 
is at least more akin to stone-breaking than it is to collecting butterflies in that 
it will take trouble ɂtime, thought, and energyɂto pursue, and will depend on 
participation in the everyday world. As one character remarks to Frank, what she 
ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÁÓ Ȭ4ÈÁÔ ÈÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÙÏÕÒÓ ÏÆ ÏÌÄ -ÒÓ *ÏÎÅÓȭ ÉÓ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÉÏÎ ȬÁ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÄÅÁÌ 
better than dozens of things one sees every year ÉÎ ÔÈÅ !ÃÁÄÅÍÙȭ ɉÐȢ ήγαɊȢ 
4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅ ÄÅÌÉÂÅÒÁÔÅÌÙ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÒÔÒÁÉÔ ÂÙ ÉÔÓ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔȭÓ ÕÔÔÅÒÌÙ ÃÏÍÍÏÎÐÌÁÃÅȟ 
ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÎÁÍÅȟ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ &ÒÁÎËȭÓ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÂÅ Á ÐÏÒÔÒÁÉÔ ÐÁÉÎÔÅÒ 
ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ ÂÏÔÈ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÌÌÅÃÔÕÁÌ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȠ ÉÓȟ ÉÎ "ÁÒÒÉÎÇÅÒȭÓ ÔÅrms, both 
instrumental and expressive. 

0ÅÒÈÁÐÓ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÇÏÏÄ ÁÒÔÉÓÔ ÉÓ )ÓÁÄÏÒÅ (ÁÍÅÌ ɉÁÌÓÏ ÆÒÏÍ 
!ÙÁÌÁȭÓ !ÎÇÅÌɊȟ ×ÈÏȟ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÆÅÁÓÉÂÌÅ Á ÍÁÒÒÉÁÇÅ ÔÏ !ÙÁÌÁȭÓ ÓÉÓÔÅÒ ,ÕÃÙȟ 
sets aside his monumental allegorical carvings for life-sized portrait busts. 
                                                 
11 Anthony Trollope, Barchester Towers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 138. Further 

references are given after quotations in the text. 
12 Anthony Trollope, Ayala's Angel (London: Trollope Society, 1989), p. 493. Further references are 

given after quotations in the text. The somewhat callous joke is that they are equally unlikely. 

Stone-breaking, the task of breaking up large rocks into smaller ones with a hammer for the purpose 

of paving roads, was a notoriously difficult and painful Victorian occupation, usually given to 

paupers from the workhouse or to convicts. See Philip Priestly, Victorian Prison Lives: English 

Prison Biography, 1830ï1914 (New York: Routledge, 1985), pp. 133ï34. 
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4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÈÅÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÔÁÐÈÏÒÉÃÁÌ ȰÈÉÇÈ-ÁÒÔȱ 
ÃÁÒÖÉÎÇÓ ÁÒÅ ÂÁÄȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÕÌÐÔÏÒȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÈÁÓ ÍÏÒÅ ×ÏÒÔÈ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÃÁÒÖÅÓ 
ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÌÁÔÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÌ ×ÏÒÌÄȢ ! ȬÌÉËÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ -Ò *ÏÎÅÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÆÉÔ ÏÎ ÔÏÐ ÏÆ 
the bookshelves brings the artist into the human realm, the second use of the 
ÃÏÍÍÏÎÐÌÁÃÅ Ȭ*ÏÎÅÓȭ ÓÅÒÖÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á ÓÉÇÎ ÏÆ ÁÐÐÒÏÖÁÌ ÏÆ ÐÏÒÔÒÁÉÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÌÉÆÅ 
(p. 525). Twice, Isadore tells his friends that since his old sculptures no longer 
serve their puÒÐÏÓÅȟ ÈÅ ×ÉÌÌ ȬÂÒÅÁË ÔÈÅÍ ÕÐ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÃÁÒÔÅÄ Á×ÁÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
ÄÕÓÔ ÃÁÒÔȭ ɉÐȢ ίάίɊȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÖÁÌÕÁÂÌÅ ÁÓ ÅÁÒÔÈÙ ÍÁÔÔÅÒȟ ÅÖÅÎ 
ÁÓ ×ÁÓÔÅȟ ÔÈÁÎ ÁÓ ÏÖÅÒÌÙ ÅØÁÌÔÅÄ ÉÍÁÇÅÓȢ (ÅÒÅȟ ȬÅÁÒÔÈȭ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÍÅÒÅÌÙ Á 
symbol of everyday life but a tangible substance, the stony material that both 
comes from the ground and returns to it, through the work of those who 
uncover and shape it, and those who transform stone into dust or dirt. In other 
×ÏÒÄÓȟ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ȬÅÁÒÔÈÙȭȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÄÉÒÔÙȟ ÁÎd recognisable as reality 
by virtue of its dirtiness. 

Ruskin also admits that reality is dirty. In The Elements of Drawing, 
published in 1857, Ruskin recommends painters grind their own paint pigments. 
4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ Á ÊÁÂ ÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÉÅÓȭ ÒÅÌÉÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ Åasy availability of pre-
ÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÐÁÉÎÔ ÐÉÇÍÅÎÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ȬȰÃÏÌÏÕÒÍÅÎȱȟ ×ÈÏ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÇÒÉÎÄÉÎÇȟ 
mixing, putting in tubes, and selling coloured pigments for years before this 
point. 13 Ruskin preferred grinding pigments himself, because he saw just-
ground ÃÏÌÏÕÒÓ ÁÓ ÍÏÒÅ ȬÇÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÐÕÒÅȭȢ14 The grinding process generally 
required the painter to hold a chunk of pigment over a piece of porphyry 
(extremely hard, non-porous crystal) and use a stone tool called a muller to 
reduce the pigment to dust.15 Given that there is a whole category of colours 
ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÅÁÒÔÈ ÐÉÇÍÅÎÔÓȱɂmixtures of clay, silica, and colouring matter, such as 
various forms of iron dioxide and manganese dioxide16ɂthis practice meant in 
some cases that the painter would literally be grinding up earthy matter, getting 
ÈÉÓ ÏÒ ÈÅÒ ÈÁÎÄÓ ÄÉÒÔÙȟ ÁÓ ÉÔ ×ÅÒÅȟ ÔÏ ÐÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ȬȰÄÉÒÔȱ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇȢ  

%ÖÅÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÉÓ 2ÕÓËÉÎȭÓ ÅÎÔÉÒÅÌÙ ÕÎÏÒÔÈÏÄÏØ 
suggestion that painters forgo the common practice of removing a naturally 
occurring chalky residue from paint pigmentsɂor, if it had already been 

                                                 
13 See Joyce H. Townsend, Jacqueline Ridge, and Stephen Hackney, Pre-Raphaelite Painting 

Techniques, 1848ï56 (London: Tate Publishing, 2004), p. 39. 
14 John Ruskin, Elements of Drawing (London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1857), p. 86. Further 

references are given after quotations in the text. 
15 Anthea Callen, The Art of Impressionism: Painting Technique and the Making 

Of Modernity (Hartford, CT: Yale University Press, 2000), p. 98. 
16 Frederic Taubes, The Painterôs Question and Answer Book, with Contributions by  

Thomas Hart Benton, Jacob Getlar Smith, Aaron Bohrod, and Henry Varnum 

Poor (New York: Watson-Guptil Publication, Inc., 1948), p. 79. 
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removed by a colourman, that the painter mix some chalky white paint back 
into whatever colour was to be used.17 Having the chalky substance in the 
ÐÉÇÍÅÎÔ ×ÏÕÌÄȟ 2ÕÓËÉÎ ÁÒÇÕÅÄȟ ÇÉÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ȬÄÅÁÄȭ ÃÏÌÏur that would look 
ȬÉÎÆÉÎÉÔÅÌÙ ÌÉËÅÒ .ÁÔÕÒÅȭ ÔÈÁÎ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÐÕÒÉÆÉÅÄȟ ÕÎ-chalky pigment, which was too 
ÓÈÉÎÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÁÎÓÌÕÃÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÓÅÅÍ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȢ Ȭɏ7ɐÈÉÃÈ ÏÆ ÕÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ×ÉÓÈ ÔÏ ÐÏÌÉÓÈ Á 
ÒÏÓÅȩȭ 2ÕÓËÉÎ ÁÓËÓ ÈÉÓ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓȢ 2ÕÓËÉÎ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÈÉÓ ÁÄÖÉÃÅ ÏÎ ÃÈÁÌËÉÎÅÓÓ 
especÉÁÌÌÙ ÁÐÐÒÏÐÒÉÁÔÅ ÆÏÒ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ȬÇÒÏÕÎÄȟ ÒÏÃËÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇÓȭȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ȬÔÈÅ 
earthy and solid surface is, of course, always truer than the most finished and 
ÃÁÒÅÆÕÌÌÙ ×ÒÏÕÇÈÔ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ ÔÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÔ ÔÉÎÔÓ ÃÁÎ ÅÖÅÒ ÂÅȭ ɉÐÐȢ Ϋγΰ-202). It is 
difficult to imagine a nyone describing a more literal way to value dirt as a 
substance in and of itself.18  

4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÄÉÒÔ ÉÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÆÏÒ ÉÔÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÔÏ 
studio practices (real and theoretical), but also because, historically speaking, 
Victorian liter ature continually covered up dust, dirt, and anyone associated 
with them. The work of critics as diverse as Christopher Herbert, Anne 
McClintock, Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, and Natalka Freeland 
highlights a chain of Victorian associations connecting poverty, dirt, and moral 
impurity as social problems that could be identified visually. As Herbert argues 
convincingly in his discussion of an inextricable relationship between idols 
(such as money) and taboos (such as excrement), a general Victorian sense of 
ÒÅÖÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÉÎÆÕÌ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÐÏÖÅÒÔÙ ÍÅÁÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÈÏÌÉÎÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÕÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ 
the poor would render them frightening and untouchable, and could only be 
ÆÅÌÔ ɏȣɐ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÐÕÇÎÁÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÄÁÎÇÅÒÏÕÓ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÄÉÒÔȭȢ 4ÈÕÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÄÄÌÅ ÃÌÁÓÓ ÃÏÕÌÄ 
claim to hoÎÏÕÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÏÒȭÓ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÉÎÇÓȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÉÓÈ ÔÏ ÁÍÅÌÉÏÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅÍȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÁÌÓÏ 
ËÅÅÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÓÉÇÈÔȢ (ÅÒÂÅÒÔ ÑÕÏÔÅÓ %ÎÇÅÌÓȭÓ ÈÏÒÒÏÒ ÏÖÅÒ ÃÉÔÙ ÁÒÅÁÓ ȬÓÏ ÄÉÒÔÙ 
ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÒÔ ÃÁÎ ÏÎÌÙ ÌÅÁÖÅ ɏȣɐ ÉÆ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÐÒÅÐÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ ×ÁÄÅ 
through puddles of staÌÅ ÕÒÉÎÅȭ ÔÏ ÓÈÏ× ÈÏ× ȬÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÉÃÔ ÉÓÏÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÌÕÍ 
ÎÅÉÇÈÂÏÕÒÈÏÏÄÓ ɏȣɐ ÓÈÉÅÌÄÅÄ ɏÔÈÅÍɐ ÖÅÒÙ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÍÉÄÄÌÅ-class 
ÖÉÅ×ÉÎÇȭȢ19  

The desire to shut this dirtiness out of sight was also motivated Victorian 

                                                 
17 Methods and Materials of Painting of the Great Schools and Masters, pp. 422ï23. 
18 Ironically, Ruskinôs advice on this point was almost certainly not taken, at least not by any 

painter whose paintings have survived into the present (except, we must suppose, himself). Even the 

Pre-Raphaelites could only bear so much ónatureô in this sense, and were in fact famous for, among 

other things, their fanatical attention to purified, saturated colour painted on top of a dry white 

ground, which meant that the surface would remain glossy (the very ópolishingô Ruskin deplores) 

rather than becoming ódeadô. Thus Ruskinôs plea for the practical logistics of achieving visual 

ótruthô remained firmly theoretical. 
19 Christopher Herbert, óFilthy Lucre: Victorian Ideas of Moneyô, Victorian Studies, 

Winter 2002, pp. 195-96. 
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ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÃÌÅÁÎÌÉÎÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÎÅØÔ ÔÏ ÇÏÄÌÉÎÅÓÓȢȭ20 Writing about 
%ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈ 'ÁÓËÅÌÌȭÓ ÒÅÊÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÅÑÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÄÉÒÔ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÍÏÒÁÌÉÔÙȟ 
Natalka Freeland excellently summarizes its many manifestation. She cites 
medical opinions, police reports, and Victorian reformers such as Edwin 
Chadwick and George Sims to show its widespread influence, typified by 
#ÈÁÄ×ÉÃËȭÓ ÃÌÁÉÍ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÆÅÖÅÒ ÎÅÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÁÔÓ ÏÆ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÄÅÐÒÁÖÉÔÙ ÁÒÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÔÈÅ 
ÓÅÁÔÓ ÏÆ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÄÅÐÒÁÖÉÔÙȟ ÄÉÓÏÒÄÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÃÒÉÍÅȢȭ21  

The need to shield the middle-class from dirt and its assumed attendant 
ills was paralleled by a similar attitude toward the visibility of work: as Davidoff 
and Hall have shown, the same middle class that required the world to look 
clean required that physical work, and poor physical workers, be kept out of 
sight. Because of this, middle-class households maintained their status as such 
ÐÁÒÔÌÙ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ȬÁÐÐÅÁÒÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ Á ÎÏÎ-×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅȭȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓ 
who could not afford servants often attempted to conceal housework from the 
sight of outsiders pÅÒÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÁÎ ÅÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÅ ȬÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒ ÒÏÌÅȭȟ ÈÉÄÉÎÇ ×ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒ 
elements of their lives that might detract from a sense of leisure and repose.22  

These important studies identify a pattern whereby various social 
problems were made more manageable by being hidden: hide the dirt of lower -
class poverty, hide the dirt that attends immorality, hide the poor work of 
cleaning up middle- and upper-class dirt. What is missing here, however, is a 
direct connection between work and dirt: it is not simply that work needed to be 
hidden like dirt, but more specifically that dirty work , and the immorality it gave 
rise to or revealed needed to be hidden. I would argue that Victorian images of 
instrumental work is often depicted as dirty, while expressive, redemptive work 
is shown to ÂÅ ÃÌÅÁÎȢ /ÎÅ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÉÎÔÅÒ &ÏÒÄ -ÁÄÏØ "ÒÏ×ÎȭÓ 
ÃÅÌÅÂÒÁÔÅÄ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇȟ Ȭ7ÏÒËȭȢ 

                                                 
20 The association between cleanliness and godliness dates as far back as a rabbinical statement 

from the second century A.D. One example of its widespread Victorian use was a successful series 

of soap advertisements that appeared in the 1880s. See Nigel Rees, Brewerôs Famous Quotations 

(London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2006) 

<http://books.google.com/books?id=uIRi0BOvTi4C&pg=PA489&lpg=PA489&dq=John+Wesley+s

ermons+cleanliness+godliness&source=web&ots=WwGVgG7zkX&sig=sn9x6d7cpHpDxYtg0IB1

Z6Iv-N0&hl=en&sa=X&oi=book_result&resnum=3&ct=result#PPA489,M1> [accessed 3 

November 2008]. 
21 Natalka Freeland, óThe Politics of Dirt in Mary Barton and Ruthô, Studies in English  

Literature, 1500-1900, v. 42, no. 4, The Nineteenth Century, Autumn, 2002, pp. 799-818. 

<http://www.jstor.org.monstera.cc.columbia.edu:2048/stable/1556297 > [accessed 8 October 2008]. 
22 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial  

Contest (New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 161. On the magnitude of the task of Victorian 

housekeeping, see the Reverend G.R. Gleig, Domestic Economy (London: Longman, Brown, Green, 

Longmans, & Roberts, 1856), p. 39. 

http://books.google.com/books?id=uiri0bovti4c&pg=pa489&lpg=pa489&dq=john+wesley+sermons+cleanliness+godliness&source=web&ots=wwgvgg7zkx&sig=sn9x6d7cphpdxytg0ib1z6iv-n0&hl=en&sa=x&oi=book_result&resnum=3&ct=result%23ppa489,m1
http://books.google.com/books?id=uiri0bovti4c&pg=pa489&lpg=pa489&dq=john+wesley+sermons+cleanliness+godliness&source=web&ots=wwgvgg7zkx&sig=sn9x6d7cphpdxytg0ib1z6iv-n0&hl=en&sa=x&oi=book_result&resnum=3&ct=result%23ppa489,m1
http://books.google.com/books?id=uiri0bovti4c&pg=pa489&lpg=pa489&dq=john+wesley+sermons+cleanliness+godliness&source=web&ots=wwgvgg7zkx&sig=sn9x6d7cphpdxytg0ib1z6iv-n0&hl=en&sa=x&oi=book_result&resnum=3&ct=result%23ppa489,m1
http://www.jstor.org.monstera.cc.columbia.edu:2048/stable/1556297?&search=yes&term=dirt&term=gaskell&list=hide&searchuri=%252faction%252fdobasicsearch%253fquery%253dgaskell%252bdirt%2526x%253d0%2526y%253d0%2526wc%253don&item=2&ttl=92&returnarticleservice=showarticle
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)Î ÔÈÉÓ ÉÍÁÇÅȟ &ÏÒÄ ÄÁÒÉÎÇÌÙ ÃÅÌÅÂÒÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈ ÎÁÖÉÇÁÔÏÒȟ ÏÒ ȰÎÁÖÖÙȱ ɀ 
a person who dug trenches and built roads ɀ as a central figure of the greatness 
of English industry (see Figure 1).23 Though navvies were often morally suspect 
in the popular mind ɀ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ ȰÒÅÃËÌÅÓÓȱ ÁÎÄ ËÎÏ×Î ÆÏÒ ȰÆÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 
ÒÏ×ÄÉÎÅÓÓȱ24 ɀ Ford vindicates their image by representing his working navvy 
without a speck of dust or dirt on him, in spite of the fact that he is in a hole in 
ÔÈÅ ÍÉÄÄÌÅ ÏÆ Á ÄÉÒÔ ÒÏÁÄȟ ÓÈÏÖÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÅÁÒÔÈȢ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÖÖÙȭÓ ÓÐÏÔÌÅÓÓ ×ÈÉÔÅ 
shirt sparkles in the sunlight, and his ruddy skin glows as though he has just 
taken a bath. These details signal the goodness of the man and his labour, and 
allow him to be the central focal point (though not literal centre) of this 
enormous composition. In his diaries, Brown implicitly compared his own 
research, and his elaborate physical exertions in preparing for and executing the 
painting, to the labour of the navvies.  

! ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ÉÓ *ÏÈÎ "ÒÅÔÔȭÓ Ȭ4ÈÅ 3ÔÏÎÅÂÒÅÁËÅÒȭȟ ÆÒÏÍ Ϋβίβ-59 (two 
years after the publication of Barchester Towers), in which a young boy hammers 
away at the difficult occupation that TrollopÅȭÓ &ÒÁÎË (ÏÕÓÔÏÎ ÓÏ ÌÉÇÈÔÌÙ ÉÎÖÏËÅÓ 
(see Figure 2). Here the boy is fairly well dressed, pink-cheeked, and eminently 
spotless, splashed by sunlight. This painting, oddly enough, was well loved by 
Ruskin, though its cleanliness would surely seem unnatural to anyone actually 
involved in this exercise. Though critics, including Barringer, have worked to 
show that this painting, too, constitutes a critique of the society that requires 
such labour from this worker,25 it nevertheless speaks to the value and moral 
goodness of the poor labourer it depicts precisely by presenting him as clean.  

The only salient English image of a genuinely dirty stone-breaker from 
ÔÈÉÓ ÐÅÒÉÏÄ ÉÓ (ÅÎÒÙ 7ÁÌÌÉÓȭÓ Ϋβία ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇȟ ÁÌÓÏ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȭ4ÈÅ 3ÔÏÎÅÂÒÅÁËÅÒȭȟ ÉÎ 
which an exhausted labouÒÅÒ ÒÅÓÔÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÏÔ ÏÆ Á ÔÒÅÅ ɉÓÅÅ &ÉÇÕÒÅ έɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÁÎȭÓ 
face, hands, boots, and clothing are all darkened with dirt. It is difficult to 
ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ 7ÁÌÌÉÓȭÓ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔ ÉÓ ÍÅÒÅÌÙ ÁÓÌÅÅÐ ÏÒ ÉÎ ÆÁÃÔ ÄÅÁÄȢ ! ÓÔÏÁÔ ÏÒ 
ermine, nearly invisible in the shadowÓȟ ÓÉÔÓ ÕÎÎÏÔÉÃÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÆÏÏÔȟ 
ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÈÅÁÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÐÒÁ×ÌÅÄ ÌÅÇÓ ÌÏÏË ÓÏ ÐÁÉÎÆÕÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÈÁÒÄ 
to imagine that he could sit this way if alive. Wallis resisted clarification when 
questioned on this subject, and the ambiguity of his painting adds to its 
ÄÉÓÔÕÒÂÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇȭÓ  ÍÕÔÅÄ ÂÒÏ×ÎÓ ÍÁËÅ ÉÔÓ Ï×Î ÓÕÒÆÁÃÅ ÁÐÐÅÁÒ 
somewhat dirty. English painters did not regularly begin to depict labour as 

                                                 
23 Sullivan, Dick. óThe Victorian Navvy,ô<http://www.victorianweb.org/history/work/navvy.html> 

[accessed 12 November 2008]. 
24 Sally Mitchell, Daily Life in Victorian England (Westport, CT, and London: 

Greenwood Press, 1996), p. 60. 
25 Barringer, Men at Work, p. 98. 

http://www.victorianweb.org/history/work/navvy.html
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difficult, degrading, and dirty until the very end of the nineteenth century, 
under the influence of the French Naturalists.26 7ÁÌÌÉÓȭÓ Ȭ3ÔÏÎÅÂÒÅÁËÅÒȭ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ 
was critically acclaimed for its mimetic skill, but apparently made the general 
public uncomfortable. The Athenaeum, for example, referred to it incorrectly as 
ÔÈÅ Ȭ$ÅÁÄ 3ÔÏÎÅÂÒÅÁËÅÒȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÓÍÉÓÓÅÄ ÉÔ ÁÓ ÏÖÅÒ×ÒÏÕÇÈÔȡ Ȭɏ)Ôɐ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ Á ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔ 
against the Poor-ÌÁ×ȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÁÔ ÒÅÐÕÌÓÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ ɏȣɐ 
ÁÎ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ÔÏ ÅØÃÉÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÒÔÌÅ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÈÏÒÒÉÂÌÅȭȢ27  

That it was dirty work, rather than simply  dirt or work, that needed hiding 
from general view is further evident in a number of extracts from nineteenth-
century journals and periodicals. The housemaid Hannah Cullwick, for 
ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÅÄ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÄÉÁÒÙ ÉÎ *ÕÌÙ ÏÆ ΫβΰΪ ÁÎ ÅØÈÁÕÓÔÉÖÅ ÄÁÙȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ Ôerms 
ÏÆ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÓÈÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÇÏȟ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÈÅÒ ÄÉÒÔÉÎÅÓÓȡ Ȭ'ÏÔ ÔÅÁ ÁÔ γ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 
ÍÁÓÔÅÒ Ǫ -ÒÓ 7ÁÒ×ÉÃË ÉÎ ÍÙ ÄÉÒÔȟ ÂÕÔ !ÎÎ ÃÁÒÒÉÅÄ ÉÔ ÕÐȢ ɏȣɐ 0ÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÐÐÅÒ 
ÒÅÁÄÙ ÆÏÒ !ÎÎ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÕÐȟ ÆÏÒ ) ×ÁÓ ÔÏÏ ÄÉÒÔÙ Ǫ ÔÉÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÕÐÓÔÁÉÒÓȢȭ28 #ÕÌÌ×ÉÃËȭÓ 
vocabulary identifies the way dirt (created by the work of cleaning) needs to stay 
where it belongs, at or below ground level (where she prepares tea and supper, 
in the kitchen), rather than being allowed to taint the atmosphere of the master 
and his wife on the upper floors by appearing there on her person. There is 
evidently no problem with the fact that dirty hands are involved with the foodɂ
Cullwick is not too dirty to do any particular thing, she is just too dirty to be 
seen. 

A reform-minded Westminster Review article, from 1843, on the working 
classes of Sheffield, similarly focuses on the visibility of dirt. Written by a doctor, 
ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÁÉÍÓ ÔÏ ÁÒÏÕÓÅ ÓÙÍÐÁÔÈÙ ÆÏÒ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÍÏÎÇ 3ÈÅÆÆÉÅÌÄȭÓ ËÎÉÆÅ-
grinders: 
 

The moral condition of the people appears to be frightfully bad, and 
their habits and minds utterly sensual. We have seldom met with a 
more striking and painful picture than that presented by the 
grinders at Sheffield. As many of our readers are aware, the dust 
which necessarily attends this operation is vitally pernicious, and 

                                                 
26 Gabriel P. Weisberg, Beyond Impressionism: The Naturalist Impulse (New York: 

Harry N. Abrams, 1992), pp. 9ï23. 
27 Pre-Raphaelite Critic: Periodical Criticism of the Pre-Raphaelite Movement, 1846-1900 

<http://www.engl.duq.edu/servus/PR_Critic/index.html> [accessed 5 April 2009]. 
28 Mitchell, Daily Life, p. 52. Cullwick is now of course best known for her relationship with her 

documenter/employer/husband, Arthur Munby, which was based in part on their mutual erotic 

interest in the way various kinds of hard work made her appear. This extract, however, shows that in 

an óeverydayô situation, which, though it may have been written about for Munby, clearly does not 

describe work done for him. 

http://www.engl.duq.edu/servus/pr_critic/index.html
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finally coats the lungs in stone. Sir Arnold Knight, M.D., thus 
ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÈÏÒÒÉÄ ÄÉÓÅÁÓÅ ɏȣɐ Ȱ4ÈÅÙ ÓÔÏÏÐ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÐÐÅÁÒ ÔÏ 
ÂÒÅÁÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÏÓÔÕÒÅ ɏȣɐȢ 4ÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÏÎ 
assumes a dirty, muddy appearance. Their countenance indicates 
ÁÎØÉÅÔÙȢȱ29  

 
(ÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÒȭÓ ÁÎØÉÏÕÓ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÒÔ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÉÎÄÅÒÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ 
ingest seems to help explain their unavoidable moral descent, which, just like 
ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÕÓÔÉÎÅÓÓȟ ȬÁÐÐÅÁÒÓȭɂis visible to the eyeɂÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÐÉÃÔÕÒÅȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ 
ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÅÎȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÔÏÏÐ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄȟ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÃÌÏÓÅÒ ÁÎÄ 
closer to the ground as their health worsens, and eventually makes their pitiable 
ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÖÅÒÙ ÆÁÃÅÓȟ ÁÓ ÙÅÁÒÓȭ ×ÏÒÔÈ ÏÆ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÓÔÏÎÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
luÎÇÓ ÃÏÌÏÕÒÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÏÎÓȟ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍ ȬÄÉÒÔÙȟ ÍÕÄÄÙȭȢ "ÏÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒȟ Á 
doctor himself, and the doctor he quotes concentrate their attention on dust and 
dirt here in a way that makes those elements of the situation the principal 
horror of the grinderÓȭ ÌÉÖÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ×ÏÒËÓ ÔÏ ÅÌÉÃÉÔ ÐÉÔÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓ ÂÙ 
suggesting that a viewer of these men, forced to recognise their figurative and 
literal lowness, will also inevitably experience personal pain on sight of this 
painful picture. This work, and t hese workers, are bad because they are dirty. 

One more useful article, also from 1843, published in the Edinburgh 
Review, is particularly interesting for its stress on the troubling aesthetic 
ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÄÉÒÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅȭÓ ÁÕÔÈÏÒ ÉÎÖÏËÅÓ Á ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÌÁÎdscape as though he 
were describing a painting, and then laments the way recent innovations in 
working life have spoiled the landscape, and the people associated with it: 
 

In the same valley the green turf may now be disfigured by banks of 
coal or black shÁÌÅ ɏȣɐ 4ÈÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
inhabitants is equally great. The begrimed and sooty collier, the 
artisan, the colour of whose skin can scarcely be seen through stains 
of ochre or indigo, seem but sorry representatives of the shepherd or 
the ploughman.30  

 
The particular problem, for this writer, is that the grime and soot of the collier 
and artisan have obscured their humanityɂthere is in fact an undeniable racial 

                                                 

29 óWorking Sheffieldô, in Working Classes in the Victorian Age: Debates on the Issue from 19th 

Century Critical Journals, with an Introduction by J.M. Goldstrom, Vols. I and II (Hants, England: 

Gregg International Publishers Limited, 1973), II, p. 464. 
30 óDistress of the Manufacturing Districtsô, in Working Classes in the Victorian Age, p. 195. 
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ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÅ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÉÌÔÈÉÎÅÓÓ ÍÁËÅÓ ȬÃÏÌÏÕÒ ÏÆ ɏÔÈÅÉÒɐ ÓËÉÎȭ 
indeterminate.This seems to mark the character of these workers as dubious. 
4ÈÅ ÄÅÇÒÁÄÉÎÇ ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ȰÄÉÓÆÉÇÕÒÉÎÇȱ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÄ ÂÙ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÒË ÁÎÄ ÄÉÒÔÙ 
underside of the once bucolic green turf has thus literally and figuratively 
ȰÓÔÁÉÎÅÄȱ ÔÈÅÍȢ 

In the cÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÅØÔÒÁÃÔÓȭ ÁÔÔÉÔÕÄÅÓ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ ÄÉÒÔÉÎÅÓÓȟ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ 
insistence that dirt be noticed and valued for its relationship to reality is 
especially significant. A few examples of the way dirtiness, especially working 
dirtiness, is seen by his characters and narrator will help draw out the full extent 
of its meaning in the novels. Taken together, these moments suggest not only 
that the ability and willingness to see dirtiness is a kind of work itself, but that 
seeing dirt does a kind of work, in that it reveals things that would otherwise 
remain invisible. The process of looking at things that are dirty can have far-
reaching social effects, and can paradoxically uplift both viewer and viewed. 
Ultimately, Trollope shows that higher things can only be attained and 
understood through the medium of everyday reality, and suggests that it is the 
work of the artist that makes this possible.  

The Last Chronicle of Barset traces the trials of the Reverend Josiah 
Crawley, a poverty-stricken cleric who, for much of the narrative, is believed to 
have stolen a cheque and cashed it for himself, and who is so addled by his 
destitution and by accusations against him that he cannot remember what 
happened, and is not absolutely certain of his own innocence. Summoned to the 
"ÉÓÈÏÐȭÓ 0ÁÌÁÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÁÆÆÏÒÄ Á ÃÁÒÒÉÁÇÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÒÔÙ-mile round trip, 
Crawley obstinately decides to walk there, partly because he genuinely believes 
ÈÅ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÏÂÅÙ ÔÈÅ "ÉÓÈÏÐȟ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒÔÌÙ ÔÏ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ȬÍÉÓÆÏÒÔÕÎÅÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ 
had been unworthily ÈÅÁÐÅÄ ÕÐÏÎ ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÄȭ ɉÐȢ ΫαέɊȢ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅ ÇÉÖÅÓ #ÒÁ×ÌÅÙȭÓ 
march to the palace a full four pages, in which his muddy state is of central 
ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅȡ Ȭ(Å ÔÏÏË ÇÒÅÁÔ ÇÌÏÒÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÇÏ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ 
bishop with dirty boots ɀwith boots necessÁÒÉÌÙ ÄÉÒÔÙ ɏȣɐ ÈÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÈÏÔ ÁÎÄ 
mud-ÓÔÁÉÎÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÉÓ ×ÁÌËȭȢ ɉÐȢ ΫαήɊȢ /Î ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ Á ÆÅÌÌÏ×-clergyman, Mr 
Robarts, Crawley refuses to be persuaded to abandon his walk, though Robarts, 
ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ Ȭ×ÈÁÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÂÅÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ Á ÃÌÅÒÇÙÍÁÎȭȟ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÏÕÔ ÔÈat the 
0ÒÏÕÄÉÅÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ ÎÏÔÉÃÅ ȬÈÏ× ÄÉÒÔÙ ÙÏÕÒ ÓÈÏÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÍÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 
ÐÁÌÁÃÅȭȢ !Ó #ÒÁ×ÌÅÙ Ȭ×ÁÌËɏÓɐ ÏÎ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÃË ÍÕÄȟ ÂÙ ÎÏ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÐÉÃËÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ 
×ÁÙȭ ɉÐȢ ΫαΰɊȟ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÓÌÉÇÈÔÌÙ ÒÉÄÉÃÕÌÏÕÓȟ ÙÅÔ ÏÎ ÆÉÒÍ ÇÒÏÕÎÄȟ ÍÏÒÁÌÌÙ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇȢ )Î 
the course of the novel, such glorious muddiness takes on more and more 
weight as a state of being, calling attention to realities that need to be 
recognised and understood. 

#ÒÁ×ÌÅÙȭÓ ÍÕÄÄÙ ÍÁÒÃÈ ÈÁÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÄÉÃÔ 
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the commonplace Victorian idea of hiding dirty work. In a remarkable passage, 
4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÏÒ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÉÃË-makers of Hogglestock, a group 
Crawley has been especially attentive to within the parish, have taken on their 
ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ ×ÏÒË ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ȬÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÕÒe of the earth in those parts 
ÃÏÍÂÉÎɏÅÄɐ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÎÁÌ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÂÒÉÃËÍÁËÉÎÇ Á ÓÕÉÔÁÂÌÅ ÔÒÁÄÅȭ ɉÐȢ ΫΫαɊȢ ,ÉËÅ 
2ÕÓËÉÎȭÓ ÁÒÔÉÓÔ-workers, the work of these men is in the most fundamental sense 
natural, dependent on the nature of the very ground as a means of earning an 
everyday living. Unfortunately, however, the narrator points out that the workers 
ÈÁÖÅ ȬÁ ÂÁÄ ÎÁÍÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȭȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÇÅÔ ÄÒÕÎË ÁÎÄ ÆÉÇÈÔ ×ÉÔÈ 
their wives. That the brick-makers should be rough and degenerate, comparable 
to those of the widely condemned knife-grinders and navvies in reform 
literature, is perhaps unsurprising, but the narrator goes on to explain how their 
degeneracy should be viewed: 
 

It should be remembered that among the poor, especially when they 
live in clusters, such misfortunes cannot be hidden as they may be 
amidst the decent belongings of more wealthy people. That they 
×ÏÒËÅÄ ÖÅÒÙ ÈÁÒÄ ×ÁÓ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ɏȣɐ 7ÈÁÔ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÏÌÄ 
brickmakers no one knew. Who ever sees a worn-out aged navvy? (p. 
118) 

 
Here, unlike in so much nineteenth-century literature, it becomes clear that 
hiding the dirtiness and attendant ill behaviour of hard work does nothing to 
solve or change misfortune. These lines, rather than endorsing, expose the 
trouble and misfortune of the middle - and higher-class counterparts of the 
brickmakers by insisting on an abiding similarity between the two groups. The 
worn-out navvy ɀ Á ÄÅÇÒÁÄÅÄ ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ &ÏÒÄ -ÁÄÏØ "ÒÏ×ÎȭÓ ÃÌÅÁÎȟ ÙÏÕÔÈÆÕÌȟ 
virtuous labourer ɀ is invoked to suggest that someone should know what 
becomes of him, that he needs to be seen. Only genuine recognition of these 
figures in their dirt can bring about needed change.  

This point is made clear when, much later in the novel, Crawley, still 
suffering under accusations of theft, is seated outside in the pouring rain, lost in 
ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÁÎÄ ȬÑÕÉÔÅ ÕÎÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÎÔ ÏÆ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÈÉÍȭȢ !Ô ÔÈÉÓ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÈÅ ÉÓ 
approached by one of brickmakers, an elderly worker named Hoggett who, 
ÕÎÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÉÎÇÌÙȟ ÉÓ ȬÓÏÁËÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÉÒÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÒÏÍ ×ÈÏÍ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÓÅÅÍÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ Á 
ÓÔÅÁÍ ÏÆ ÍÕÄÄÙ ÍÉÓÔȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÁÎ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ #ÒÁ×ÌÅÙȟ ÔÏÏȟ ÉÓ ÓÏÁËÅÄȟ ÁÔ ×ÈÉÃÈ 
ÐÏÉÎÔ #ÒÁ×ÌÅÙ ÉÓ ȬÒÅÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÓÕÄÄÅÎÌÙ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȭȢ (Å ÌÏÏËÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 
brickmaker, sees him in his dirt, and recognises that the two of them are in the 
same pitiable state (p. 645). 
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4ÈÕÓ Á ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÂÒÉÎÇÓ ÍÕÄÄÙ ȰÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȱ ÉÎÔÏ ÆÏÃÕÓȢ 
We must wonder, however, what kind of work it would take to respond to this 
reality properly. Describing the damp- and mud-related rheumatism he suffers, 
(ÏÇÇÅÔÔȭÓ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȰÄÏÇÇÅÄȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÄÖÅÒÓÉÔÙȡ Ȭ)ÔȭÓ ÄÏÇÇÅÄ ÁÓ ÄÏÅÓ ÉÔȢ 
)Ô ÁÉÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔȢȭ $ÏÇÇÅÄÎÅÓÓȟ #ÒÁ×ÌÅÙ ÒÅÁÌÉÚÅÓȟ ÉÓ ÉÎ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ Á ÃÁÌÌ ÆÏÒ ȬÓÅÌÆ-
ÁÂÎÅÇÁÔÉÏÎȭ ɉÐȢ ΰήΰɊȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÅ ÄÅÊÅÃÔÅÄÌÙ ÔÒÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÆÏÌÌÏ× ÓÕÉÔ ÂÙ ÁÔ ÌÁÓÔ ÓÕÂÍÉÔÔÉÎÇ 
to his crÉÔÉÃÓȭ ÄÅÍÁÎÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÉÖÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÈÉÓ ÐÁÒÉÓÈȟ ÓÔÏÐÐÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ×ÏÒË 
altogether. However, Trollope makes it clear that, just as poor Hoggett should 
not be forced to bear his rheumatism without recourse, Crawley should not be 
cowed into giving up his clerical position without a fight. As one character puts 
ÉÔȟ Ȭ) ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÎÙ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ×ÉÓÈÅÓ ÈÉÍ ÔÏ ÔÈÒÏ× ÕÐ ÈÉÓ ×ÏÒËȭ ɉÐȢ ΰήαɊȢ 

7ÈÅÎ ÁÔ ÌÁÓÔ #ÒÁ×ÌÅÙȭÓ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓȟ ÚÅÁÌÏÕÓÌÙ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÈÉÓ ÂÅÈÁÌÆȟ ÒÅÓÏÌÖÅ 
the mystery of the cheque and prove his innocence, his good name is restored 
and he is offered a better-paying position as a clergyman, along with a new coat 
and an upper-class son-in-law. This raises an important question. In general, the 
ÃÈÏÉÃÅ ÔÏ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÄÉÒÔÙ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ×ÏÒË ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÉÔ ÈÁÓȟ ÉÎ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ fiction, a 
restorative domestic effect between individuals: Frank can marry Imogen, Ayala 
can marry Stubbs, the Crawleys can be restored to domestic harmony, their 
daughter can marry. These are standard novelistic resolutions, at which Trollope 
himself poËÅÓ ÆÕÎ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 3ÉÇÎÏÒÁ .ÅÇÒÏÎÉȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ Barchester Towers 
ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÈÁÐÐÉÎÅÓÓ ÉÎ ÌÏÖÅȟ ÅØÃÅÐÔ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ ÁÎ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈ ÎÏÖÅÌȭȢ31 
What, however, happens to a Hoggett, who is not heard from again in the Last 
Chronicle, but whose rheumatism is a far more pernicious and widespread kind 
ÏÆ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎ ÔÈÁÎ #ÒÁ×ÌÅÙȭÓ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÃÁÓÅ ÏÆ ÐÏÖÅÒÔÙȩ  

4ÈÏÕÇÈ ×Å ÇÅÔ ÎÏ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓȟ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ Autobiography picks 
up on the image of dirt so resonant in his artist novels and broadens its 
implicatio ns, using it to address more far-reaching social questions. In it, 
Trollope hints that individuals are not enough to help ameliorate troubling 
realities, and begins to imagine working through larger networks and groups of 
people. Discussing The Vicar of Bullhampton, Trollope writes he envisions 
ÐÒÏÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÓ ȬÃÈÉÅÆÌÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÏÂÊÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÅØÃÉÔÉÎÇ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÐÉÔÙ ÂÕÔ ÓÙÍÐÁÔÈÙ ÆÏÒ 
ÆÁÌÌÅÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȭȟ ÁÓ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ȰÇÁÕÄÙ ÄÉÒÔȱ ÁÎÄ ÂÁÎÉÓÈÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ 
ȰÈÏÎÅÓÔ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȱȢ (ÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÐÒostitution is summed up 
as, essentially, dirty work. Trollope continues,  
 

to me the mistake which we too often make seems to be this,ɂthat 
ÔÈÅ ÇÉÒÌ ×ÈÏ ÈÁÓ ÇÏÎÅ ÁÓÔÒÁÙ ÉÓ ÐÕÔ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÓÉÇÈÔ ɏȣɐ ÁÓ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÓÈÅ ÈÁÄ 

                                                 
31 Trollope, Barchester Towers, p. 274. 
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never existed, and that this ferocity comes [ȣɐ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÄÒÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
ÔÁÉÎÔ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÎ ÂÒÉÎÇÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔ ɏȣɐ ÍÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÓÔÅÒÓ ɏȣɐ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ 
remember this, and not fear contamination so strongly.32 

 
)Î ÔÈÅ ÍÉÄÓÔ ÏÆ ÕÒÇÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÕÄÙ ÄÉÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ȬÐÕÔ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ 
ÓÉÇÈÔȭ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÔÕÒÎÅÄ Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍȟ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ Ȭ×Åȭ ×ÈÏ 
×ÒÏÎÇÌÙ ÐÒÅÔÅÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ȬÈÁÄ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÅØÉÓÔÅÄȭȢ !Ô ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÈÅ ÆÁÓÈÉÏÎÓ 
himself as the figure who, through his writing, brings them back into view by 
describing them visually.  

Caroline Levine has brillÉÁÎÔÌÙ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ 2ÕÓËÉÎȭÓ Ï×Î ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ 
ȬÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȭ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔ ÈÉÓ ÄÅÖÏÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÐÁÉÎÔÅÒÌÙ ÒÅÁÌÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÉÓÔ 
ÔÅÎÄÅÎÃÉÅÓȢ )Î Ȭ4ÈÅ .ÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 'ÏÔÈÉÃȭ 2ÕÓËÉÎȭÓ ÔÈÏÒÏÕÇÈ ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÅ ÏÆ ÓÌÁÖÅÒÙ 
ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÇÏÏÄȟ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÆÕÌ ×ÏÒË ȬÆÏÓÔÅÒÓ Á ÒÅÓÉÓÔÁÎce to the repetitions of the 
ÍÁÃÈÉÎÅȭȢ ,ÅÖÉÎÅ ÓÅÅÓ 2ÕÓËÉÎȭÓ ÒÅÁÌÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÉÓÍ ÂÏÔÈ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÉÎÇ ÌÁÂÏÕÒ ÔÏ 
bring about a desired result: thoughtful appreciation of individual details and 
particularities, rather than a mindless acceptance of preconceived ideas that 
ÔÅÎÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅ ÓÔÅÒÅÏÔÙÐÅÄ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÉÔÉÅÓȢ 4ÈÕÓȟ ÆÏÒ ,ÅÖÉÎÅȟ 2ÕÓËÉÎȭÓ ȬÒÁÄÉÃÁÌ 
ÒÅÁÌÉÓÍȭ ÁÎÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÅÓ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓ ÔÏ ȬÐÒÏÄÕÃÅ Á ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÌÅ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ 
ÔÈÅ /ÔÈÅÒȟ ɏÍÁËÉÎÇ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅɐ ÅÔÈÉÃÁÌȟ ÄÙÎÁÍÉÃȟ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÆÕÌ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȭȢ33 In 
thi s same vein, Amanda Claybaugh offers an account of Anglo-American realism 
in which realist novelists borrowed from nineteenth -century reform, conceiving 
of themselves as reformers who could act upon the world via readers.34 I would 
suggest that in the end Trollope goes one step further than Ruskin. As I have 
tried to show here, Trollope directly and openly connects a visual recognition of 
ȬÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÌȭ ÔÏ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇȟ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÁÔ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÓÅÅÍ Ȭ/ÔÈÅÒȟȭ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÌÅ 
demonstrating, like Ruskin, that this kind of recognition is an ongoing process 
rather than a fixed end goal. That is, since Trollope shows that work continues to 
be needed, and needs to be continued, in order to bring about change and 
progress, we cannot simply say that he adds a new categoryɂthe dirtyɂto a list 
of static things-to-be-looked-at. Rather, Trollope demonstrates that dirt, dust, 
stone, and mud have potential as mediating elements; that they may be worth 
seeing through, as it were, for what they cover, if one is doing the right kind of 
looking.  

                                                 
32 Anthony Trollope, An Autobiography, ed. by David Skilton (London: Penguin Books, 1996), p. 

207. 
33 Caroline Levine, óVisual Labor: Ruskinôs Radical Realismô, in Victorian Literature 

and Culture (2000), pp. 80ï81. 
34 See Amanda Claybaugh, The Novel of Purpose: Literature and Social Reform in the Anglo-

American World (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2007). 
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For Trollope, the right kind of looking involves the reading of novels. 
4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÆÁÍÏÕÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÖÏÉÃÅ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄÌÙ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ Ô×Ï ÆÁÃÔÓȡ ÆÉÒÓÔȟ 
that he is depicting for us a world that is like reality but is not real, and second, 
that the construction of that world is an artistic undertaking that requires 
enormous labour. In Barchester Towers; 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÏÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÒÕÐÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ 
with this comment:  
 

These leave-takings in novels are as disagreeable as they are in real 
life; not so sad, indeed, for they want the reality of sadness; but quite 
ÁÓ ÐÅÒÐÌÅØÉÎÇ ɏȣɐ 7ÈÁÔ ÎÏÖÅÌÉÓÔ ɏȣɐ ÃÁÎ ÁÐÐÏÒÔÉÏÎ ÏÕÔ ÁÎÄ ÄÏÖÅÔÁÉÌ 
his incidents, dialogues, characters, and descriptive morsels, so as to 
fit them all exactly into 439 pages, without either compressing them 
unnaturally, or extending them artificially at the end of his labour? 
(pp. 251-2)  

 
Maintaining this distinction between reality and fiction ɀ reminding readers of 
the reality outside of the confines of the novel by evoking our reality within  the 
pages of the novel ɀ ÉÓ ÆÏÒ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅ Á ÇÒÅÁÔ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȟ ÔÈÅ ȬÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÁÌÅÓȭȢ 
Ever mindful of the value of work, Trollope compares the labour of writing to 
that of a cobbler throughout his Autobiography.35 Referring to himself as he has 
to his many of his artist characters, Trollope casts artistic creation as inseparable 
from the daily drudgery of simple, necessary work, both instrumental and 
expressive.  

)Ô ÉÓ ÎÏÔÅ×ÏÒÔÈÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÏÆÔ-quoted critics, whether 
praising or condemning his work, invoke earthliness or groundedness to 
ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÉÔȢ (ÅÎÒÙ *ÁÍÅÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÄÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÖÉÎÇÌÙ ÔÈÁÔ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓ ȬÓÔÁÎÄ 
ÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÅÅÔȭȢ36 (The cobbler has done his work.) Nathaniel Hawthorne, whom 
Trollope quoted delightedly in his Autobiographyȟ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÎÏÖÅÌÓ ÁÓ 
                                                 
35 Surely shoemaking is the most appropriate of all possible occupations for the creator of the 

righteously muddy shoes of Josiah Crawley. According to Kate Thomas, Trollope compares writing 

to shoemaking at least five times in his Autobiography; perhaps the most famous of these comments 

is óI was once told that the surest aid to the writing of a book was a piece of cobblerôs wax on my 

chair. I certainly believe in the cobblerôs wax more than the inspirationô (1:162ï63); see Thomasôs 

Postal Pleasures: Sex, Scandal, and Victorian Letters (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), p. 

77. 
36 Quoted in Henry N. Roger, óThe Fixed Period: Trollopeôs ñModest Proposalò ô, Utopian Studies, 

10 (1999), p. 651. Significantly, one of the few Trollope characters who does not óstand on her feetô 
ï the mysterious lameness of Signora Negroni ï is frequently described as though she were a work 

of art. Mrs. Proudie calls her óan objectô (1.104); she is óperfectô (1.76), óso beautiful and yet so 

motionlessô (1.92), óa visionô. She is in this sense óhigh art,ô which does not do any work in 

Trollopeôs world, and so is set apart from the rest of the órealityô that the novel delineates. 
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ÂÅÉÎÇ ȬÊÕÓÔ ÁÓ ÒÅÁÌ ÁÓ ÉÆ ÓÏÍÅ ÇÉÁÎÔ ÈÁÄ ÈÅ×Î Á ÇÒÅÁÔ ÌÕÍÐ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÔÈ ÁÎÄ 
put it under a glass case, with all its inhabitants going about their daily 
ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓȭȢ37 !ÓÉÄÅ ÆÒÏÍ (Á×ÔÈÏÒÎÅȭÓ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉon between earthy ground 
ÁÎÄ ȬÄÁÉÌÙ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓȭ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÈÅ 
×ÅÒÅ ×ÁÔÃÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓ ȬÕÎÄÅÒ Á ÇÌÁÓÓ ÃÁÓÅȭȡ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ Á ÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȢ  

7ÈÁÔȟ ÔÈÅÎȟ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÄÅÒȭÓ ×ÏÒËȩ 0ÁÒÔÌÙȟ ÓÕÒÅÌÙȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎËȢ (ÏÇÇÅÔÔȭÓ ȬÉÔ 
ÁÉÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔȭ ÉÓ ÕÎÔÅÎÁÂÌÅ ÆÏÒ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÏÒÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÅÎÔÌÙ 
urge readers to think for themselves, as when "ÁÒÃÈÅÓÔÅÒ 4Ï×ÅÒȭÓ narrator 
ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÓ Á ÒÅÁÄÅÒ ×ÈÏ ×ÉÌÌ ȬÌÁÙ ÄÏ×Î ÔÈÅ ÂÏÏË ×ÉÔÈ ÄÉÓÇÕÓÔȟ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÁÌÌȟ 
ÔÈÅ ÈÅÒÏÉÎÅ ÉÓ ÕÎ×ÏÒÔÈÙ ÏÆ ÓÙÍÐÁÔÈÙȭ ɉÐȢ άȢΫήίɊȢ (ÅÒÅȟ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÓ ÔÈÅ 
ÎÏÖÅÌ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ȰÁÔ ×ÏÒËȱȟ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÉÔÓ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓȠ ÐÅÒÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÊÕÄÇÅ Á ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒ 
bespeaks a certain thought process on the part of the reader, a requirement that 
he or she consider ÅÎÇÁÇÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÂÙ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÏÒȭÓ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓȢ 

&ÏÒ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÉÓ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙȠ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ 
×ÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅȭÓ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÄ ÒÅÁÄÅÒ ÃÁÎ ÌÁÙ ÄÏ×Î ÈÅÒ ÂÏÏËȟ ÓÈÅ ÉÓ ÅØÐÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ 
use the novel, to think and realize with the book as the mediating element, and 
ÔÏ ×ÏÒËȢ Ȭ-Ù ÏÎÌÙ ÄÏÕÂÔ ÁÓ ÔÏ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇ Á ÈÅÁÖÅÎ ÆÏÒ ÍÙÓÅÌÆ ÁÔ ÌÁÓÔȭȟ 4ÒÏÌÌÏÐÅ ÏÎÃÅ 
×ÒÏÔÅȟ ȬÁÒÉÓÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÁÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÁÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÓÐÉÒÉÔÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÎÏÔ 
×ÁÎÔ ÎÏÖÅÌÓȭȢ38 Perhaps this is because the embodied, unbeatified bodies and 
going about their daily business on this great lump of earth do want them very 
much. 
 

 

                                                 
37 Trollope, Autobiography, c. 8. 
38 N. John Hall, óTrollope and Carlyleô, Nineteenth-Century Fiction 27 (1972), p. 205. 
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Figure IɂWork , Ford Madox Brown, 1852 ɀ1865. 
 
 

 
Figure 2ɂJohn Brett, The Stonebreaker, 1857ɀ58. 
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Figure 3ɂHenry Wallis, The Stonebreaker, 1857ɀ58. 
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Abstract 

In an era of increasing anxiety about the filth  of the slums and the threat of disease, it  is little  wonder 

that ideas of dirt  and cleanliness come to prominence in discussions about the nineteenth-century 

workhouse. Cleanliness, with  its long-standing associations of health and morality,  was an integral 

part of the disciplinary mechanism of the institution,  functioning  to contain and control  the 

disorderly pauper body. Many workhouse representations, however, suggest that the ostensible 

cleanliness of the workhouse space is nothing  more than an oppressive facade that obscures a 

crueller and dirtier  reality. In narratives of the workhouse casual wards, descriptions of dirt  intensify 

and the excess of filth  is shown to pose a bodily and psychological threat to the poor. This article 

explores the representation of the workhouse and casual wards through the lens of cleanliness and 

dirt,  and analyses the connection of filth  to ideas of contagion; sexuality; the body; and social class. 

 

The 1834 New Poor Law overhauled the provision for the destitute. It  sought to 

reduce drastically expenditure on outdoor relief, usually dispensed in the form 

of money or food, by making the workhouse the main form of support offered 

to the poor. In order to avoid any possible enticement to indoor  pauperism, the 

workhouses were to be made institutions  of discipline and so ȬÉÎÔÏÌÅÒÁÂÌÅ to the 

indolent  and disorderlyȭ.1 Within  the workhouse, paupers were segregated by 

age and sex, made to wear a uniform,  follow  a timetable that dictated meal, 

work and bed times, eat a regulated diet and, in the case of able-bodied adults, 

carry out physically-demanding work. The tenet behind the disciplinary 

workhouse was that, whilst  the genuinely impoverished would be grateful for 

the shelter, idle claimants would instead choose to support themselves 

independently.2 

                                                 
1 Report from His Majestyôs Commissioners for Inquiring into the Administration and Practical 

Operation of the Poor Laws, Ordered by the House of Commons to be printed 21 February 1834, p. 

129. 
2 For more information on the New Poor Law and its workhouses, see M. A. Crowther, The 

Workhouse System 1834ï1929: The History of an English Social Institution (London: Methuen, 

1983). 
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The rules of the workhouse, included in an appendix to the First Annual 

Report of the Poor Law Commissioners for England and Wales (1835), suggest 

that cleanliness was an inherent  part of the disciplinary regime. They stipulate 

that, before admittance to the house, paupers must first  be ȬÔÈÏÒÏÕÇÈÌÙ 

cleansedȭ.3 Within  the workhouse, paupers were supposed to be subjected to 

daily scrutiny; it  was the duty of the master ȬɏÔɐÏ inspect and call over the 

names of all the paupers immediately after morning  prayers every day, and see 

that each individual  is clean, and in a proper stateȭ.4 Punishment, in the form 

of ȬÃÏÎÆÉÎÅÍÅÎÔ or alteration of dietȭ, would be meted out to anyone who did 

not ȬÄÕÌÙ cleanse his or her personȭ. 5 The workhouse, and its staff, were also 

under the surveillance of the board of workhouse guardians, who periodically 

inspected the house and oversaw the master and matron. The rules instruct  the 

guardians to check that the house is ȬÃÌÅÁÎ and well ventilated in every partȭ 

and that ȬÔÈÅ inmates of the workhouse, of all classes, appear clean in their  

persons, and decent and orderly in their  language and demeanourȭ.6 This latter 

instruction  associates bodily cleanliness with  ȬÄÅÃÅÎÔ and orderlyȭ behaviour 

and draws attention  to the assumed link  between cleanly habits and moral 

character. The surveillance of cleanliness in the workhouse links it  to ideas of 

discipline and control.  As Michel  Foucault points out, ȬɏÈɐÅ who is subjected to 

a field of visibility,  and who knows it,  assumes responsibility for the constraints 

of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon himselfȭ.7 The subjection of 

the inmates to the inspecting gaze of the master, and the master to the gaze of 

the guardians, creates a ȬÆÉÅÌÄ of visibilityȭ in the workhouse. This awareness of 

being visible, and the threat of punishment or dismissal would, in theory, 

ensure that the residents conformed to the workhouse rules. 

The idea of cleanliness as a disciplinary mechanism, and its association 

with  ȬÄÅÃÅÎÔȭ behaviour, is nowhere more evident than in Harriet  Martineauȭs 
                                                 
3 First Annual Report of the Poor Law Commissioners for England and Wales, Ordered by the 

House of Commons to be Printed, 10 August 1835, p. 59. 
4 First Annual Report, p. 62. 
5 First Annual Report, p. 61. 
6 First Annual Report, p. 61. 
7 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (London: 

Penguin, 1991), p. 202. Foucault is discussing Jeremy Benthamôs late-eighteenth-century plan for a 

panopticon prison. Early architectural designs for New Poor Law workhouses incorporated the 

central supervisory hub that was integral to the panopticon. See Kathryn Morrison, The Workhouse: 

A Study of Poor-Law Buildings in England (Swindon: English Heritage at the National Monuments 

Record Centre, 1999). 
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The Hamlets: A Tale (1833). This fictional  narrative is one of four tales in the 

propagandist series Poor Laws and Paupers Illustrated (1833ɀ34), commissioned 

by the Society for the Diffusion  of Useful Knowledge to expose the supposed 

iniquities  of the Old Poor Law, and to promote the principles that  would form 

the basis of the New Poor Law.8 As Oz Frankel notes, each of the tales 

ȬÐÕÒÐÏÒÔÅÄ to demonstrate the supposed abuses and corrupting  effects of 

parish relief and the benefits of reformȭ.9 The Hamlets is set within  a small 

community  that has been ruined by a lax system of outdoor relief. In order to 

remove the enticement to pauperism, the new overseer, Mr  Barry, replaces this 

system of relief with  the offer of the workhouse. The existing workhouse, 

which is thought  of by paupers as ȬÎÏ bad lot  to live inȭ, is transformed under 

Mr  Barryȭs instruction  into  a deterrent institution. 10 Inside the house, the 

paupers are segregated by gender, made to work, wear a uniform  and denied 

luxurious food and drink.  A brick  wall shuts off their  view of the road and they 

are no longer allowed to come and go as they please.   

A regime of cleanliness operates within  the overhauled workhouse. 

When Adams, a work-shy pauper, is admitted  to the institution,  he is 

confronted by a space in which there is ȬɏÎɐÏÔ a speck, or a crack, or a cobweb 

ɏȣɐ to be seen along the whole range of the whitewashed wallsȭ (p. 38). Lauren 

Goodlad points out that, in her Poor Law fiction,  Martineauȭs ȬÉÎÔÅÎÔ was 

clearly to present deterrence as a means by which working-class habits might  

be almost instantaneously transformedȭ; interestingly, it  is the cleanliness of 

the institution  that seems to have the most immediate effect on the behaviour 

of the paupers.11 Adams finds the thorough cleanliness disconcerting: so 

unused is he to ȬÓÏ clean a place, that he looked round him with  some degree of 

awe, and walked as if  he trod  on eggsȭ (p. 38). The ȬÁ×Åȭ-inspiring  cleanliness 

implicitly  exerts control  over Adamsȭ body, making him exercise self-restraint 

in his movements. 

                                                 
8 For more information on Martineau and her politics, see Elaine Freedgood, óBanishing Panic: 

Harriet Martineau and the Popularization of Political Economyô, Victorian Studies, 39:1 (1995), pp. 

33ï55.  
9 Oz Frankel, States of Inquiry: Social Investigations and Print Culture in Nineteenth-Century 

Britain and the United States (Maryland: John Hopkins University Press, 2006), p. 39.  
10 Harriet Martineau, Poor Laws and Paupers Illustrated: The Hamlets. A Tale (London: Charles 

Fox, 1833), p. 36. Further references are given after quotations in the text. 
11 Lauren Goodlad, Victorian Literature and the Victorian State (Maryland: John Hopkins 

University Press, 2003), p. 57. 
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The cleanliness demanded in the workhouse has connotations of 

parental and religious instruction:  Adams is made to ȬɏÂÅÁÕÔÉÆÙɐ himself with  

soap and water, to a degree which he had not practised since his mother taught 

him how to dress on a Sunday morningȭ (p. 38). These associations are seen 

once again when the male paupers, having finished their  stint  grinding  corn, 

are sent through to the dining  hall; the text relates that  

 

[t]here  was something ɏȣɐ in the aspect of the apartment which at 

once quieted their  glee. The cleanliness and order put them in 

mind  of Sunday; of the old Sundays, which they did not like to look 

back upon (p. 40).  

 

The reluctance of the paupers to remember these ȬÏÌÄ Sundaysȭ suggests that 

they are evocative of chastisement and restraint. It  seems that the cleanliness 

demanded in the workhouse exerts control  over both the bodies and minds of 

the poor, covertly disciplining  them into  Ȱgoodȱ behaviour; cleanliness 

suppresses the paupersȭ riotous nature and, psychologically, returns them to a 

state of disempowered childhood.  

The discipline enforced in the workhouse is such that the paupers decide 

that a life of work outside the institution  is preferable to an idle one living  off 

the state. After one night  in the workhouse, the paupers rush out of the gates 

and, at the end of the tale, pauperism has been eliminated from the 

community.  A grateful magistrate says to the overseer: 

 

[l]et  there never be an end of honouring  Howard for having 

explored the depths of prison-houses; but he achieves a yet nobler 

task, who so sweeps out the abominations of our pauper-houses as 

to leave no temptations to guilt  and idleness to harbour there (p. 

162).12 

 

                                                 
12 In The State of the Prisons (1777), John Howard exposed the poor conditions of prisons and 

advocated for reform. 
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The reformation  of poor relief is couched here in the language of cleanliness. 

The implementation  of a newly disciplinary system is akin  to a moral broom 

that Ȭsweepsȭ the institution  clean of the metaphorical dirt  of ȬÇÕÉÌÔȭ and 

ȬÉÄÌÅÎÅÓÓȭ. Advocating for a similar overhaul of the existing Poor Law, the text 

equates the inauguration of a system of disciplinary poor relief to an act of 

ideological spring cleaning. 

Martineauȭs fictional  workhouse is the saviour of the community;  it  

removes the enticement to pauperism while simultaneously providing  for the 

truly  destitute, who are ȬÔÈÁÎËÆÕÌ to be saved from starvationȭ (p. 46). In the 

anti-Poor Law literature  that circulated in the wake of the passing of the New 

Poor Law, however, workhouses were characterised as ȬÂÁÓÔÉÌÌÅÓȭ, in which the 

poor were starved, neglected and beaten.13 The intense debates about the New 

Poor Law led to the publication  of articles that sought to assuage public 

anxieties about the workhouses. Favourable accounts of workhouses appeared, 

for instance, in Chambersȭs Edinburgh Gazette and in the Penny Magazine. 

Amongst other strengths, such accounts note with  approbation the cleanliness 

of the workhouse space. Ȭ6ÉÓÉÔ to an English Workhouseȭ, published in 

Chambers, is a first -hand report of a gentlemanȭs exploration of a workhouse 

near London. In the account, he relates that ȬÅÖÅÒÙ thing  is kept as clean as a 

new shilling , and wears an air of comfortȭ.14 An article in the series Ȭ! Few 

Weeks from Homeȭ (1841), also published in Chambers, is equally encouraging; 

it  comments upon the ȬÓÐÏÔÌÅÓÓ purityȭ of the Battersea workhouse and 

describes the wards of St Georgeȭs as ȬÎÅÁÔȭ and ȬÃÌÅÁÎȭ.15 Similarly, in the article 

Ȭ4×Ï Hours at a Union  Workhouseȭ (1841), in Penny Magazine, the narrator 

remarks that ȬÔÈÅ rooms are cheerful, light,  airy, clean even to a Dutch 

housewifeȭs cleanlinessȭ. 16 According to these texts, then, the scrupulous 

cleanliness of Martineauȭs workhouse also existed in reality. The association of 

cleanliness with  Ȭcomfortȭ, ȬÐÕÒÉÔÙȭ and Ȭcheerful[ness]ȭ serves to dispel disquiet 

about the treatment of the workhouse poor. Despite these positive 

associations, cleanliness remains deterrent. Ȭ4×Ï Hoursȭ claims that, the ȬÄÉÒÔÙ 
                                                 
13 See, for instance, G. R. Wythen Baxter, The Book of the Bastiles; or, the History of the Working 

of the New Poor Law (London: J. Stevens, 1841). 
14  óVisit to an English Workhouseô, Chambersôs Edinburgh Journal, 23 September 1837, p. 277. 
15 óA Few Weeks from Home: Visit to Workhousesô, Chambersôs Edinburgh Journal, 13 February 

1841, pp. 29ï30; p. 29. 
16 óTwo Hours at a Union Workhouseô, Penny Magazine of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful 

Knowledge, 9 October 1841, pp. 397ï398; p. 397. 
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vagabond ɏȣɐ likes not the cleanliness and order ɏȣÁÎÄȣɐ abides not hereȭ.17 

The article suggests that the cleanliness of the workhouse dissuades the idle 

poor from consuming the nationȭÓ resources. 

The belief that dirtiness was synonymous with  immorality  gained the 

weight of officialdom  in Edwin Chadwickȭs Report on the Sanitary Condition of 

the Labouring Population of Great Britain  (1842).18 Chadwick had gone to 

extraordinary lengths in conducting this influential  social investigation; Priti  

Joshi explains that he ȬÃÏÎÔÁÃÔÅÄ over two thousand poor law guardians, 

medical officers, factory inspectors, and local luminaries ɏȣɐ and asked them 

detailed questions on the conditions of poor homes, streets, drains, morals, 

and mannersȭ.19 The subsequent Report revealed to the public the intrinsic  

connection between dirt,  dissipation, and disease, and demonstrated the need 

for improvements in public sanitation.20 In the Report, a brief mention  of the 

workhouse serves to consolidate the idea that paupers had a natural, and 

dangerous, affinity  to dirt.  It  is related that, when new paupers are washed 

prior  to admittance to the workhouse, ȬÔÈÅÙ usually manifest an extreme 

repugnance to the processȭ.21 This objection to washing is not because it  is a 

cold or otherwise uncomfortable experience but, the text suggests, because dirt  

is seen by them as a possession. 22  Thus, ȬɏÔɐÈÅÉÒ common feeling was 

expressed by one of them when he declared that he considered it  ȰÅÑÕÁÌ to 

                                                 
17 óTwo Hours at a Union Workhouseô, p. 398. 
18 In their analysis of the Report, Peter Stallybrass and Allon White draw attention to a 

ómetaphorical language in which filth stands in for the slum-dweller: the poor are pigsô. Peter 

Stallybrass and Allon White, The Politics and Poetics of Transgression (London: Methuen, 1986), 

p. 131.  
19 Priti Joshi, óEdwin Chadwickôs Self-Fashioning: Professionalism, Masculinity, and the Victorian 

Poorô, Victorian Literature and Culture, 32:2 (2004), pp. 353370; p. 359. Chadwick, secretary to 

the three Poor Law Commissioners, had previously assisted in collecting information for the 1832 

Royal Commission into the Operation of the Poor Laws. 
20 Chadwick ensured that his findings were widely disseminated by sending copies of the Report to 

newspapers and journals. See Mary Poovey, Making a Social Body: British Cultural Formation, 

1830ï1864 (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1995), p. 117. 
21 Edwin Chadwick, Report on the Sanitary Condition of the Labouring Population of Great 

Britain, ed. M. W. Flinn [1842] (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1965), p. 316. 
22 As Natalka Freeland comments, ómany Victorians considered the omnipresent coincidence of 

filth and poverty evidence that the poor chose to be dirty. Thus, Edwin Chadwick complains that 

sanitary progress is an uphill battle because the poor value their dirt as their only property.ô  

Natalka Freeland, óThe Politics of Dirt in Mary Barton and Ruthô, Studies in English Literature, 

1500-1900, 42:4 (2002), pp. 799ï818 (p. 802). 
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robbing him of a great coat which he had had for some yearsȱȭ.23 This 

comparison to a ȬÃÏÁÔȭ invests dirt  with  ideas of warmth, protection  and 

familiarity,  all of which are stripped away by the workhouse. The ensuing text 

makes clear, however, that the enforced cleanliness is for the good of the poor; 

it  claims that, when sick paupers are brought to the infirmary,  ȬÔÈÅ act of 

cleansing them is itself the most efficient cureȭ.24 Dirt,  then, is shown to be the 

direct cause of disease in the poor; in its role as remover of dirt,  the workhouse 

heals the pauper body.  

  Collectively, narratives such as The Hamlets, Ȭ4×Ï Hoursȭ and 

Chadwickȭs Report construct the binary opposition of clean workhouse versus 

dirty  poor. This dichotomy is unsettled, however, by numerous texts that 

challenge the sanitary representation of the workhouse. In 1856, the cleanliness 

of the Chorlton  union workhouse was disputed in the pages of the Manchester 

Times by a poor but educated woman who claimed to be a former inmate. 

Amongst numerous other ills, her letter  draws attention  to the deficiency of 

the facilities for personal hygiene in the institution:   

 

In a well-conducted workhouse it  is generally supposed there is 

every accommodation for perfect personal cleanliness for those 

who wish to avail themselves of the privilege, but this I soon 

discovered was a mistake. The morning  after my arrival I wished to 

wash myself before breakfast, and followed the other women 

towards the washhouse for that  purpose; but there was neither 

soap nor towel. Upon inquiring  for them, they laughed at my 

simplicity  in asking such a question, and said I must not expect a 

towel there, as they always used their  aprons or petticoats for that 

purpose; and which I did while I remained there.25  

 

The writer  dispels here the public expectation that ȬÐÅÒÆÅÃÔ personal 

cleanlinessȭ is synonymous with  the workhouse; the idea of soap and a clean 

                                                 
23 Chadwick, Report on the Sanitary Condition, p. 316. 
24 Ibid. 
25 óThe Chorlton Union Workhouseô, Manchester Times, 22 November 1856, p. 7.  
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towel apparently provoked mirth  amongst women used to drying their  bodies 

with  their  petticoats.  

 In addition  to the lack of soap and towels needed for cleaning the body, 

this workhouse also apparently lacked the utensils needed to clean the space:  

 

I cannot pass over the very poor supply of articles for cleaning, 

which are or were in the building.  Upon every scrubbing day, 

everything had to be looked for, by which a deal of time was lost, 

and the unlucky cleaners reaped the benefit thereof. No pail! no 

scrubbing brushes! no floor  cloths! in fact, nothing  in a place where 

one would expect to find  a plentiful  supply of such things and a 

proper place for all of them.26 

 

The depiction of missing and misplaced cleaning paraphernalia draws 

attention  to, and subverts, the association of the workhouse with  cleanliness 

and order. Not only this, but the process of cleaning the house seems to be 

doubly disciplinary: as well as being labour intensive, it  is hinted  that  the 

ȬÕÎÌÕÃËÙ cleanersȭ, forced to waste time searching for lost items, are punished 

for completing their  task too slowly. This lack of soap, towels, brushes and 

pails, the letter  suggests, goes unnoticed by the workhouse guardians and 

other visitors to the institution:  as the writer  bitterly  points out, ȬɏÁɐÎÙÏÎÅ 

visiting  this place on Friday (the guardiansȭ day) would naturally  say, ɀ what a 

nice, clean, comfortable place it  wasȭ.27 The text exposes the superficial nature 

of comfort  and cleanliness, suggesting that  it  is a facade put on for the 

guardians.  

Unsurprisingly, the letter  was met with  animosity by some of the 

guardians. An account of a board meeting, published in the Manchester Times, 

reveals that a Mr  Markland contested the authenticity  of the letter  and its 

contents: Markland alleged that  he had made a surprise visit to the workhouse 

that very morning,  found the entire building  to be clean, and a supply of fresh 

towels in the wash-house. If  the women were not clean, he argued, then this 

                                                 
26 óThe Chorlton Union Workhouseô, p. 7. 
27 Ibid. 
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was their  choice: ȬɏÔɐÈÅÙ had plenty of soap, and dried themselves in their  own 

way, and if  they had chosen to have gone into  the wash-house, they might  have 

had towelsȭ.28 His words suggest that any lack of personal cleanliness in the 

institution  was the result of the dirty  habits of the paupers themselves. 

Provoked by these accusations of dishonesty, the woman responded with  

a second letter. Ideas of cleanliness come once again to the fore, as the writer  

contends that  Ȭ) did not say anything about the building  being dirty;  in fact, in 

my opinion,  they carry their  cleanliness to an excess there, as the rooms which 

are unoccupied are continually  being cleanedȭ. 29  This idea of ȬÅØÃÅÓÓȭ 

cleanliness is intrinsically  linked in the two letters to corporal punishment and 

cruelty. These accounts of the workhouse tell  of ȬÓÏÒÅ kneesȭ, ȬÁÃÈÉÎÇ limbsȭ and 

freezing hands consequent upon completing cleaning tasks.30 The act of 

cleaning it  seems, is an indirect way of meting out violence upon the bodies of 

the women. While  physical labour is a way to punish the pauper body, the 

knowledge that the endless scrubbing of empty rooms is pointless is also a 

form of psychological punishment. 

Disturbingly,  in the second letter, the writer  alleges to have witnessed 

pregnant women Ȭ×ÉÔÈÉÎ a day of their  confinement ɏȣɐ sent to clean the 

outside of the top windows, by sitting  on the narrow stone ledgeȭ.31 This 

dangerous task suggests the little  value placed on the life of an unborn pauper 

child;  the pregnant pauper belly is implicitly  seen to contain only another 

burden upon the poor rates. The writer  also alleges that she saw a mother 

ordered from her dying childȭs bedside to work in the washhouse.32 In these 

accounts of the workhouse, cleanliness is stripped of its positive associations of 

                                                 
28 óChorlton Board of Guardiansô, Manchester Times, 29 November 1856, p. 7. 
29 óThe Chorlton Guardians and their Workhouseô, Manchester Times, 6 December 1856, p. 7. 
30 óThe Chorlton Union Workhouseô, p. 7. 
31 óThe Chorlton Guardians and their Workhouseô, p. 7. 
32 The letters led to an official inquiry. The letter writer, identified in a report in the Manchester 

Times as a Mrs Clarke, was unable to substantiate her allegations. The nurse of the infant nursery 

testified that the mother of the dying child was not called away to the washhouse. During the 

inquiry, significance was placed upon Clarkeôs social class: it was stated that she was ónot one of the 

class which usually find their way into a workhouseô and that óshe was never brought up to scouring 

and washingô. The transcript suggests that perception of workhouse conditions is dependent upon 

social class: while the cleaning work demanded in the house may be gruelling for Clarke, it would 

not be found so by the other paupers. See óThe Chorlton Board of Guardiansô, Manchester Times, 

20 December 1856, p. 4. 
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health and morality  and instead takes on connotations of dehumanising 

cruelty and ȬÅØÃÅÓÓȭ.33 

The sense of excessiveness about workhouse cleanliness is also apparent 

(initially  at least) in Anne Thackeray-Ritchieȭs novella, Jack the Giant-Killer  

(1867ɀ68). The story appeared in three parts in the middle-class family 

publication  Cornhill  Magazine.  A contemporary rewriting  of the classic fairy 

tale, the story features, not a mythical  giant, but the monstrosities and 

inhumanities  of the workhouse authorities. The protagonist of the narrative is 

Jack Trevithic,  a clergyman, who initially  visits the Hammersley workhouse 

because he is considering applying for the position of chaplain. Again, the 

ostensible cleanliness of the workhouse conceals a miserable reality. On a tour  

of the workhouse wards, Jack is depressed ȬÂÙ the sight of so much that was 

sad, and in orderly rows, and in a blue cotton uniformȭ; everywhere he looks he 

sees imposing whitewashed walls and, after leaving, he remains disturbed by 

the remembrance of ȬÈÏÐÅÌÅÓÓÎÅÓÓȟ age, failure, all neatly stowed away, and 

whitewashed overȭ. 34 The text suggests that there is something unnatural  and 

ȬÈÁÕÎÔɏÉÎÇɐȭ about the orderliness imposed upon the workhouse paupers.35 

Read retrospectively, the emphasis upon the whitewashed walls implicitly  

points to the Ȭ×ÈÉÔÅ×ÁÓÈÉÎÇȭ of the systemic cruelties of this workhouse.  

Though Jack initially  refuses the post, the workhouse intrudes back into  

his life in the form of Davy Hopkins, a former pauper, who he discovers lying in 

a ditch.  Davy explains to Jack that he has left the workhouse for good and 

claims that, Ȭ)ȭd rather die in the ditch  any day than go back to that dɂ placeȭ.36 

In answer to Jackȭs protest that ȬɏÉÔɐ looked clean and comfortable enoughȭ, 

Davy exclaims, ȬɏÃɐÌÅÁÎȟ comfirable! [sic] ɏȣɐ Do you think  I minds a little  dirt,  

sir?  Did you look under the quilts? Why, the vermin was a-running  all over 

the place like flies, so it  were.ȭ37 The narrative suggests that a very different  

state of affairs lurks beneath the exterior workhouse cleanliness noted by 

                                                 
33 Freeland demonstrates the equivocal meanings of cleanliness in Elizabeth Gaskellôs fiction and 

argues that, in Mary Barton, cleanliness is ómorally suspectô. Freeland, óThe Politics of Dirtô, p. 

807. 
34 Anne Thackeray-Ritchie, Jack the Giant-Killer  [part 1], Cornhill Magazine, November 1867, pp. 

589ï608; p. 600. 
35  Thackeray-Ritchie, Jack the Giant-Kill er [part 1], p. 600. 
36 Anne Thackeray-Ritchie, Jack the Giant-Killer  [part 2], Cornhill Magazine, December 1867, pp. 

739ï760; p. 747. 
37 Thackeray-Ritchie, Jack the Giant-Killer  [part 2], p. 747. 
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visitors. Though well meaning, Jack, in his position touring  the wards as visitor,  

is unable to penetrate the guise of cleanliness. 

When Jack decides to accept the position after all, he discovers first -hand 

the corruptions that exist in the workhouse. The hidden cruelties of this 

institution  are represented in metaphorical terms of dirt  and dust; though 

ȬɏÎɐÅ× brooms sweep cleanȭ, Jack cautiously does not begin to Ȭsweepȭ for a 

week because he fears that he might  ȬÓÔÉÒ up the dust, which had been lying so 

thickly,  and make matters worse than beforeȭ.38 Fittingly,  one of the worst 

outrages to exist in the workhouse takes the form of literal  sewage. The 

matron, horror -struck, at seeing Jack drinking  Ȭmirky -looking [sic] waterȭ, 

exclaims  

 

My goodness, itȭs the water from the tap,  ɂwe never touch it!  Iȭll  

send you some of ours; the tap-water comes through the cesspool 

and is as nasty as nasty can be.39 

 

The paupers, she continues, are ȬÕÓÅÄ to itȭ and ȬÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ hurts themȭ.40 The 

matronȭs words conjure up an impression of the paupers as a different  species 

that has adapted to live off the excreted filth  of society. The text draws 

attention  to, and criticises, this inhuman attitude  displayed by the workhouse 

authorities towards the poor they supposedly care for. This idea of the drinking  

water laced with  human excrement also plays upon contemporary anxieties 

about water and disease. As Erin OȭConnor points out in a discussion of 

cholera and the Thames, ȬɏÄɐÅÂÁÔÅÓ about water purification  ɏȣɐ centred not on 

whether the water was full  of human waste ɀ that was unanimously conceded ɀ 

but on whether such water was safe to drinkȭ.41  The threat of cholera haunts 

the narrative: in part one, it  is revealed that Jackȭs persistence in forcing 

through improvements to a townȭs ȬÎÅÇÌÅÃÔÅÄ sewerȭ meant that the residents 

                                                 
38 Thackeray-Ritchie, Jack the Giant-Killer  [part 2], p. 750. Jackôs struggle to reform the institution 

is a long and uphill struggle, but it is eventually purged of its worst evils. 
39 Thackeray-Ritchie, Jack the Giant-Killer  [part 2], p. 750. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Erin OôConnor, Raw Material: Producing Pathology in Victorian Culture (London; Durham, N. 

C: Duke University Press, 2000), p. 41.  
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escaped a deadly outbreak of cholera.42 In light  of this narrow escape, the dirty  

drinking  imbibed by the paupers comes to symbolise the very real threat of 

cholera looming over the workhouse; readers are implicitly  asked to imagine 

the devastating results such an outbreak would yield.  

Thackeray-Ritchieȭs retelling  of Jack the Giant-Killer, with  its latent 

anxieties about drinking  water and disease, appeared within  a context of 

increasing concern about the sanitary conditions of workhouses and, in 

particular,  the infirmaries  for the sick poor. Two years earlier, in 1865, the 

Lancet medical journal  had announced its intention  for the newly formed 

Lancet Sanitary Commission to investigate the state of metropolitan  

workhouse infirmaries,  in order that ȬÐÕÂÌÉÃ opinion  should be fully  

enlightened and deliberately directedȭ.43 The Sanitary Commissioners visited 

workhouses, first  in London and later across the country, compiling  

information  about the incidence of disease, the salaries of nurses and the 

system of nursing, the cubic feet of wards, and the diets of sick paupers; their  

reports detail the (un)sanitary state of individual  workhouses and demonstrate 

the need for urgent reform.44 

In the first  report, it  is suggested that ȬÔÈÅ metropolitan  workhouses 

illustrate  in a most striking  way the two distinctive  features of London life ɀ 

comfort,  if  not luxury, in close companionship with  filth  and miseryȭ.45 The 

lack of a standardised system of care across Poor Law workhouses is made very 

apparent; in contrast to City of London union workhouse, which is described as 

having ȬÁÌÍÏÓÔ every sanitary requirementȭ, in the workhouse of St George-the-

Martyr  ȬÁÌÍÏÓÔ all these desiderata are wantingȭ.46 The report prepares readers 

for some shocking revelations about the sanitary state of the workhouses 

inspected: 

                                                 
42 Thackeray-Ritchie, Jack the Giant-Killer  [part 1], p. 595. 
43óñThe Lancetò Commission to Inquire into the State of Workhouse Hospitalsô, Lancet, 15 April 

1865, p. 410. 
44 The Lancet reports were instrumental in bringing about the improvement of workhouse 

infirmaries. Kim Price points out that óthe very public agitation led to the Metropolitan Poor Act of 

1867ô. See Kim Price, Medical Negligence in Victorian Britain: The Crisis of Care under the 

English Poor Law, C. 1834-1900 (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015), p. 12. 
45 óThe Lancet Sanitary Commission for Investigating the State of the Infirmaries of Workhouses: 

Reports of the Commissioners; No. I.; Metropolitan Infirmariesô, Lancet, 1 July 1865, pp. 14ï22 (p. 

14).  
46 óMetropolitan Infirmariesô, p. 14. 
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the crucial test, after all, of good ward-management is the amount 

of attention  bestowed on cleanliness, and on this point  we confess 

we have been fairly  horrified.  Some readers will  be startled. There is 

(to the superficial observer) rather a special air of bescrubbedness, 

rather a powerful odour of soap-and-water, about the wards of 

workhouse infirmaries.  So much for the surface; now for the inside 

of the cup and platter.47  

 

The text seeks to demonstrate that  the atmosphere of Ȭbescrubbednessȭ is a 

veneer that distracts from the real state of affairs.48 Unlike  the visitors of Ȭ6isit  

to an English Workhouseȭ and Ȭ4×Ï Hoursȭ, who may well have been taken in 

by the ȬÁÉÒ of soap-and-waterȭ, the Sanitary Commissioners are not ȬÓÕÐÅÒÆÉÃÉÁÌ 

observersȭ; the text makes it  clear that their  intention  is to delve beneath the 

surface in order to examine the ȬÉÎÓÉÄÅ of the cup and platterȭ.  

The report on the Shoreditch workhouse is characterised by this tension 

between surface and reality, exterior and interior.  In this workhouse, ȬÔÈÅ shell 

is good, although the kernel is rottenȭ and Ȭscandals [ȣɐ exist here under the 

surfaceȭ.49 The description of the paupersȭ bed linen, examined by the Sanitary 

Commissioners, mimics the sense of movement from exterior to interior:  the 

report finds that  

 

[t]he  outer surface of the beds [in  the imbecile ward] was clean, 

and the linen generally, through  the able-bodied wards tolerably 

so; but as to the lying-in wards, they were frequently filthy  with  

                                                 
47 Ibid, p. 18. 
48 In a poem, Punch comments upon the maltreatment of the workhouse poor and draws attention 

to the idea of hidden dirt. Two lines read: óVisiting Guardians arrive ï quick, ere they pass the 

doors,/Have the filth swept below the beds, the sheets drawn oôer the sores!ô See óFast and 

Humiliation; or, Sick Beasts v. Sick Paupersô, Punch, 7 April 1866, p. 142. 
49 óThe Lancet Sanitary Commission for Investigating the State of the Infirmaries of Workhouses. 

Reports of the Commissioners. No. III. Metropolitan Infirmaries. St Leonardôs, Shoreditch.ô, 

Lancet, 29 July 1865, pp. 131ï133 (p. 132). 
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crusted blood and discharges, and in the sick wards also they were 

far from being well kept.50 

 

While  the beds for the imbeciles and the able-bodied are clean, those of the 

most vulnerable paupers (the expectant mothers and the sick) are found in a 

state of neglect, coated in bodily secretions. In one bed the Sanitary 

Commissioners discover a bed-bound patient with  ȬÁ fearful and very extensive 

sore, in a state of absolute putridity ȭ, who has been left ȬÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ with  filthȭ.51 

Pamela K. Gilbert suggests that ȬɏÔɐÈÅ scandal of filth  in the heart of the 

modern city was an actual scandal ɏȣ] of the uncivilised, grotesque, leaky body 

persisting in the midst of managed ÃÉÖÉÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȭ.52 The sick beds, then, with  

their  evidence of the ȬÌÅÁËÙȭ body, undermine the idea of a ȬÃÉÖÉÌÉÓÅÄȭ and 

sanitary society. The Ȭrotten  kernelȭ of the workhouse and, implicitly,  society, is 

nowhere more evident than in the depiction of the living  human bodies left  to 

rot  in the infirmaries.  

Having completed a thorough investigation of metropolitan  infirmaries,  

in 1867, the focus of Lancet moved to country workhouses. Like many of the 

reports, the one on the Walsall workhouse draws attention  to various 

shortfalls, amongst them inadequate washing facilities, overcrowding, 

ȬÄÅÆÅÃÔÉÖÅȭ ventilation  and ȬÓÔÉÎËɏÉÎÇɐȭ waterclosets.53 Despite these various ills, 

the Lancet claims that the workhouse has been ȬÆÁÖourably reported to the 

Poor-law Board for more than twenty yearsȭ and implicitly  accuses the Poor 

Law Inspector of deliberately whitewashing the workhouse.54 If  the Inspectorȭs 

reports are misleading, however, then so too is the appearance of the 

workhouse: the ȬÔÉÄÙ appearance of the wardsȭ is stated to be ȬÓÕÐÅÒÆÉÃÉÁÌ and 

                                                 
50 óSt Leonardôs, Shoreditchô, p. 132. 
51 óSt Leonardôs, Shoreditchô, p. 133. 
52 Pamela K. Gilbert, óMedical Mapping: The Thames, the Body, and Our Mutual Friendô, in Filth: 

Dirt, Disgust and Modern Life, eds. William A. Cohen and Ryan Johnson (Minneapolis: University 

of Minnesota Press, 2005), pp. 78ï102, p. 80. 
53 óThe Lancet Sanitary Commission for Investigating the State of the Infirmaries of Workhouses. 

Country Workhouse infirmaries. No. V. Walsall Workhouse, Staffordshireô, Lancet, 9 November 

1867, pp. 585ï586, p. 586. 
54 The report provoked a backlash. The writer, J. H. Stallard, was accused by the Poor Law 

Inspector of being intentionally sensational. In a letter published in the Lancet, Stallard defends 

himself against this accusation and describes the pains taken to ensure a truthful account of the 

workhouse. See óCorrespondenceô, Lancet, 1 February 1868, pp. 176ï177. 
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deceptiveȭ.55 The conclusion reached by the Sanitary Commissioners is that 

ȬÔÈÅ Walsall Workhouse presents an example of cleanliness and order 

calculated to deceive a superficial observerȭ.56 Cleanliness, it  seems, is not just 

ȬÓÕÐÅÒÆÉÃÉÁÌȭ but also intentionally  deceitful. The neglect uncovered in the 

Walsall workhouse was commented upon in the pages of Punch. In Ȭ! 

Satisfactory Workhouseȭ (a deliberate comment upon the so-called 

ȬÓÁÔÉÓÆÁÃtoryȭ condition  of the Walsall workhouseȭ), the work of the medical 

journal  is praised: ȬɏÎɐÅÖÅÒ did lancet let out anything worse than the Lancetȭs 

disclosuresȭ.57 The institutions  are imagined here as purulent  boils on the body 

of society, finally  pierced by the attention  of the Lancet.  

Though the Lancet reports are primarily  interested in the state of 

workhouse infirmaries,  they also often foreground the appalling conditions of 

the causal wards. In the report on the Walsall workhouse, for example, the 

male casual ward is described as ȬÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ like a hound-kennel, though 

neither half so clean nor comfortableȭ.58 The casual wards, situated nearby the 

main workhouse building,  provided overnight accommodation for the 

transient poor. The vagrants and itineran t workers who sought the shelter of 

the wards were expected to pay for their  accommodation with  labour the next 

morning,  usually in the form of stone breaking or oakum picking.59 While  the 

Lancet reports suggest that  a trained eye was needed to detect the hidden dirt  

of the workhouse infirmaries,  no such professional gaze appears to have been 

necessary to uncover the filth  of the causal wards. In January 1866, the squalid 

conditions of these wards were brought into  the public eye by the investigative 

journal ism of the Pall Mall  Gazette.60 Frederick Greenwood, the editor, was 

inspired by the Lancet reports to commission an undercover investigation. As 

                                                 
55 óWalsall Workhouseô, p. 585. 
56 óWalsall Workhouseô, p. 586. 
57 óA Satisfactory Workhouseô, Punch, 7 December 1867, p. 236. 
58 óWalsall Workhouseô, p. 585. 
59 An image in the Illustrated London News depicts the various stages of a night in a casual ward. 

The vignettes that make up the image include the queue for admission, the washing room, the 

sleeping quarters, the disinfectant room and the task of stone breaking. See óA Casual Wardô, 

Illustrated London News, 19 November 1887, pp. 585ï586, p. 586. 
60 Investigative journalism became a recognisable genre in the nineteenth century. Its practitioners 

sought to expose hidden social ills and to agitate for reform. For more information, see Stephen 

Donovan and Matthew Rubery, óIntroductionô, in Secret Commissions: An Anthology of Victorian 

Investigative Journalism, eds. Stephen Donovan and Matthew Rubery (Peterborough, Ontario: 

Broadview Press, 2012), pp. 9ï24. 
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Seth Koven points out, Greenwood ȬÂÅÌÉÅÖÅÄ that the Lancet had hit  upon a 

story he could transform from a worth y public-health controversy into  a media 

sensationȭ.61 He tasked his brother, James Greenwood, with  spending the night  

disguised as a pauper in the Lambeth casual ward, in order to experience the 

conditions therein. Ȭ! Night  in a Workhouseȭ is a three-part narrative of James 

Greenwoodȭs experiences and sensations within  the ward. As well as making 

infamous the ward and its residents, the report ȬÏÖÅÒÎÉÇÈÔ created a new mode 

of journalistic  reporting  ɀ incognito  social investigation using cross-class dress 

ɀ and a new style of sensational and self-consciously theatrical writing  about 

the poorȭ.62 Ȭ! Night  in a Workhouseȭ, with  its melodramatic descriptions of 

filth,  degradation and nakedness, brought the casual wards, the unseen 

domains of societyȭs most destitute, into  the homes and consciousness of the 

public.  

In part one of the narrative, James Greenwood assumes the costume of 

an impoverished engraver, ȬÍÁÒËÅÄ with  every sign of squalorȭ. 63 He reports to 

the clerk of casual ward and, upon admission, is shown to a room set up for 

bathing. There he immerses himself in a bath ȬÃÏÎÔÁÉÎÉÎÇ a liquid  ɏȣɐ 

disgustingly like weak mutton  brothȭ. 64 The purifying  function  of the bath is 

subverted; as Koven points out, ȬɏÉɐÎÓÔÅÁÄ of cleansing Greenwood, the water 

fouls his body with  the dirt  of at least a dozen tramps who have entered the 

workhouse and the tub before himȭ.65  Next, Greenwood is led to a crowded 

sleeping room that is ȬÒÏÏÆÅÄ with  naked tiles which were furred with  ɏȣɐ damp 

and filthȭ; horribly,  the floor  is Ȭso thickly  encrusted with  filthȭ that Greenwood 

claims to have ȬÍÉÓÔÏÏË it  first  for a floor  of natural earthȭ.66 The casual ward is 

constructed here as a monstrous, primitive  space in the heart of ȬÃÉÖÉÌÉÓÅÄȭ 

                                                 
61 Seth Koven, Slumming: Sexual and Social Politics in Victorian London (Princeton and Oxford: 

Princeton University Press, 2006), p. 25. 
62 Koven, Slumming, p. 26. Donovan and Rubery also credit Greenwood as a ó[pioneer]ô of the 

practice of óincognito investigationsô. They point out that a disguise enabled reporters to gain a first-

hand experience of their subject matter and to insist upon óthe right to speak for individuals [é] 

who had no means of representing themselvesô. Donovan and Rubery, Secret Commissions, pp. 17, 

23.  
63 [James Greenwood], óA Night in a Workhouseô [part 1], Pall Mall Gazette, 12 January 1866, pp. 

9ï10, p. 9. The following parts were published on 13 and 15 January 1866.  
64 [Greenwood], óA Night in a Workhouseô [part 1], p. 9. 
65 Koven, Slumming, p. 39.   
66 [Greenwood], óA Night in a Workhouseô [part 1], p. 10. 
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London. The depiction of the bath and sleeping ward aim to revolt and thrill  

readers. 67 

 The loathsome nature of the surroundings is matched by the textȭs 

construction  of the moral filthiness of the men who populate the ward: they 

swear, sing offensive songs, and spit. Most worrying for Greenwood, however, 

seems to be the possibility that the male paupers might  be engaging in illicit  

sexual activity.  Many of the casuals Ȭclubbed beds and rugs and slept togetherȭ 

and Greenwoodȭs discovery of ȬÁ stain of blood bigger than a manȭs handȭ in the 

middle of his bed is covertly construed as evidence of homosexual 

intercourse.68 The homoerotic energies of the text are focalised upon the 

figure of Kay, a young boy with  ȬÓÏÆÔ and silkyȭ hair, ȬÌÁÒÇÅ blue eyesȭ and a voice 

as ȬÓÏÆÔ and sweet as any womanȭsȭ, who enters the ward during the night. 69 

When the space starts to fill  up, Greenwoodȭs fear of physical violation  

becomes palpable: he is gripped with  horror  at the thought  of having to share 

his sleeping place with  ȬÓÏÍÅ dirty  scoundrel of the Kay breedȭ.70  

Ȭ! Night in a Workhouseȭ made the casual wards a matter of national 

concern. However, moral unease about the behaviour of male casuals was 

nothing  new. In the article Ȭ$ÅÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎ in the Metropolisȭ (1848), published in 

the London Journal, an account is included of a night -time visit made to the 

casual ward on Grayȭs Inn Lane by Mr  Cochrane, the chairman of the Poor 

Manȭs Guardian Society. In this account, he describes being shown down 

flights of stairs to a dark and crowded underground room in which men sleep 

together beneath rugs. Cochrane says to some of these men: 

 

                                                 
67 The narrator of Jack the Giant-Killer  leaves the horrors of the casual ward to the imagination of 

a reader familiar with óA Night in a Workhouseô: ó[t]he sight Trevithic saw is not one that I can 

describe here. People have read of such things as they are and were only a little while ago when the 

Pall Mall Gazette first published that terrible accountô. [Thackeray-Ritchie], Jack the Giant-Killer  

[part 2], p. 752. 
68 Greenwood, óA Night in a Workhouseô [part 1], p. 10. 
69 Greenwood, óA Night in a Workhouseô [part 2], 13 January 1866, p. 10. Kovenôs analysis of óA 

Night in a Workhouseô focuses upon the erotic subtext of homosexuality. In his discussion of Kay, 

he notes that, by feminising him, óGreenwood makes him into a somewhat more acceptable object 

of male admiration and lustô - see Koven, Slumming, p. 44. 
70 Greenwood, óA Night in a Workhouseô [part 2], p. 10. 
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Now, my friends, I have come into  this place for your benefit, to see 

if  I cannot succeed in having introduced such alterations as it  may 

be advisable to adopt. Will  you feel offended if  I pull  down the rugs 

which are covering you? 71 

  

On their  acquiescence, Cochrane relates that,  

 

I pulled down the rugs, and there, as I suspected, beheld the seven 

persons lying in a complete state of nudity,  and so closely huddled 

together ɏȣɐ that they could not have occupied a space of more 

than five feet in width.  It  was impossible not to feel a deep sense of 

disgust at witnessing so indecent and humiliating  a sight.72  

 

The men explain that they sleep naked so they can easily Ȭ×ÉÐÅ off the verminȭ 

that infest the rugs. Cochraneȭs reaction, however, suggests his unspoken 

suspicion that homosexual relations might  occur between the men.73 It  seems 

that the dirt  of the casual ward is intrinsically  connected to the subversive 

sleeping arrangements. The dirty  conditions of the ward push the poor to enact 

behaviour that is then labelled as immoral. 74 The articleȭs condemnation of the 

casual wards for ȬÓÁÎÃÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ and encouraging the disgusting practice of the 

male poor sleeping naked together in bedȭ, implies that the desire to 

inaugurate improvements manifests from an urge to police the bodies and 

sexual proclivities  of the poor. 75  

                                                 
71 óDestitution in the Metropolisô, London Journal, 26 February 1848, pp. 412ï413. 
72 óDestitution in the Metropolisô, p. 413. 
73 Ibid. The sleeping men are given visual expression in one of six vignettes accompanying the 

article. In the image, six naked men lay side by side, their lower-halves covered by a rug. The image 

sensualises and feminises the men, and the interconnection of their bodies suggests the covert 

narrative subtext of homosexuality. 
74 In regards to óA Night in a Workhouseô, Koven notes that the sensation of the text stems from 

Greenwoodôs suggestion that ópublic authorities were using public money to create the conditions 

that encouraged the most vicious male members of the metropolitan underclass to engage in 

sodomyô, Koven, Slumming, p. 27. óDestitution in the Metropolisô seems to suggest that a similar 

facilitation of homosexual intercourse exists in the Grayôs Inn Lane casual ward. 
75 óDestitution in the Metropolisô, p. 413. 
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In the wake of Greenwoodȭs sensational exploration of the casual wards, 

the workhouse reformer J. H. Stallard employed a poor woman to conduct an 

undercover investigation into  the female casual wards. 76  Stallardȭs 

introduction  to The Female Casual and her Lodging (1866) asserts that 

disorderly vagrants ȬÄÒÉÖÅ away the decent poorȭ and that Ȭ×Å can scarcely 

wonder that in Bethnal Green an honest woman should prefer to spend a cold 

December night  in the public water-closet rather than enter one of these dens 

of infamy and filthȭ.77 The introduction  explains the difficulty  of selecting a 

suitable woman to undertake the experiment; she must be someone 

ȬÁccustomed to dirt  and ragsȭ in order to endure the vagrant ward, but should 

also be ȬÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔÌÙ familiar  with  cleanliness, honesty, and plentyȭ, so as to be 

able to comment accurately upon the conditions (p. 3). Stallardȭs words 

conflate cleanliness with  honesty and, implicitly,  dirtiness with  dishonesty. The 

woman selected for the job was an impoverished widow who, in her narrative, 

initially  goes by the name of Ellen Stanley.78 Disguised in filthy  clothes, Stanley 

stayed overnight in the casual wards of the Newington, Lambeth, Whitechapel 

and St Georgeȭs-in-the-East workhouses respectively. The narrative of her 

experience is set within  the frame of Stallardȭs introduction  and conclusion; the 

professional, masculine voice works subliminally  to legitimise and contain this 

poor womanȭs account of filth  and vermin. 

 A more threatening form of filth  exists in Stanleyȭs accounts than in the 

Lancet reports or even Greenwoodȭs Ȭ! Night  in a Workhouseȭ. Contrasting 

Greenwoodȭs erotically-charged narrative with  that of Ellen Stanleyȭs, Koven 

points out that ȬɏÉɐÔ is hardly surprising that Ellen Stanley, a poor woman, felt 

no attraction  to dirt.  She lived far too close to dirt  to romanticise it;  her very 

survival and self-respect depended upon the daily struggle to keep her body 

and clothes cleanȭ.79 Filth  is shown to pose a constant threat to the bodies of 
                                                 
76 Stallard authored the later Lancet report on the Walsall workhouse. 
77 J. H. Stallard, The Female Casual and her Lodging: With a Complete Scheme for the Regulation 

of Workhouse Infirmaries (London: Saunders, Otley, 1866), p. 5. Further references are given after 

quotations in the text. 
78 Jane Long argues that ó[t]his example of nineteenth-century imposture in the cause of capturing 

óauthenticô experience is more grimly ironic than most. Ellenôs own circumstances saw her 

óperformingô a role which in many ways may have been close to her own already, starring in some 

strange Victorian semi-autobiographical melodramaô, Jane Long, Conversations in Cold Rooms: 

Women, Work and Poverty in 19th-Century Northumberland (Suffolk: The Boydell Press, 1999), p. 

9. 
79 Koven, Slumming, p. 187. 
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the women: when Stanley enters the Whitechapel ward, the porter who gives 

her a soiled shirt  to wear cannot allay her fears of catching disease because, as 

he says, the women who frequent the ward are a ȬÄÉÒÔÙ lotȭ (p. 32). Stanleyȭs 

anxieties about the contagion of disease are realised when both she, and the 

other casuals, begin to suffer with  diarrhoea. It  is not only the bodies of the 

female casuals at risk from the diseased space of the ward, however, but the 

body of the city also. As Erin OȭConnor suggests, Ȭ[c]holera [ȣɐ became ɏȣɐ a 

figure for the fluidity  of boundaries in metropolitan  spaceȭ. 80  This idea 

resonates in Stanleyȭs bitter  observation that it  is ȬɏÎɐÏ wonder there is cholera 

at the East of London, for it  is generated every night  in the Whitechapel casual 

wardȭ (p. 37). The casual ward is pathologised here as the producer of 

dangerous disease. Physical boundaries collapse in the idea of disease seeping 

out of the casual ward to infect the body of the metropolis.  

In the narrative of the St Georgeȭs workhouse, descriptions of filth  

intensify. Gilbert notes that, in the mid-century, ȬɏÂɐÏÄÉÌÙ wastes were seen no 

longer as simply byproducts of the life process, but as animated and hostile 

filth  that would, given the chance, attack the body itselfȭ.81 This idea of 

excrement as ȬÁÎÉÍÁÔÅÄ and hostileȭ holds true in Stanleyȭs representation of 

the water-closet: 

 

I thought  it  must be the dead-house, and that I had made a 

mistake; and when I lifted  the seat-lid  I flew back, for there was no 

pan, and the soil reached nearly to the top. I felt too ill  to remain, 

for even the floor  was saturated and wet with  the filth  which oozed 

up out of it.  (p. 48)  

 

The casual ward is itself imagined here as a leaky body. The human waste it  

produces is active, oozing up through  the floor  and over spilling  the 

boundaries meant to contain it.  82 Not only this, but the conflation  of the 
                                                 
80 OôConnor, Raw Material, p. 41. 
81 Gilbert, óMedical Mappingô, p. 79. 
82 Alison Bashford points out that, in sanitarian discourse, óbodies and buildings were mutually 

affectiveô and analyses the idea suggested by the sanitary reformer John Simon that buildings 

actively fouled themselves. Alison Bashford, Purity and Pollution: Gender, Embodiment and 

Victorian Medicine (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1998), p. 17. 
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water-closet with  the dead-house associates this excess waste with  the 

abjection of the corpse. According to Julia Kristeva, ȬÔÈÅ corpse ɏȣɐ is cesspool 

and death; ɏȣɐ [i]t  is death infecting lifeȭ.83 Thus, in its association with  the 

decay of the corpse, human excrement works symbolically in this narrative to 

unsettle the boundary between life and death.  

The vermin, described obsessively by Stanley, represent a more insidious 

attack than even the oozing filth  of the water-closet. Lice speckle the walls, 

cover the bread, infest the beds and rugs, and cover the bodies of the women.84 

The physical suffering induced by the insects has a psychological impact; in the 

St Georgeȭs workhouse, Stanley describes how Ȭ) felt stung and irritated  until  I 

tore my flesh till  it  bled in every part of my bodyȭ (p. 50). Driven to distraction,  

Stanley attacks her own body, piercing the skin-deep boundary between the 

inside of the body and the living  filth  of the casual ward.85 While  disease 

collapses the border between ward and city, the descriptions of vermin seep 

out from the boundaries of the text, afflicting  readers of the narrative with  

phantom itches. The filth  and vermin of the casual ward, unknown to most 

readers, becomes a more threatening reality as they are made to share in 

Stanleyȭs physical discomfort. 

As demonstrated by Stanleyȭs own reaction, the vermin push the women 

into  behaviour associated with  psychological collapse. The connection between 

vermin and madness is most poignantly manifested in the description of a 

woman in the Lambeth workroom: 

 

After sitting  at her work for an hour and doing very little,  this 

woman became suddenly frantic;  she jumped up, and rushed about 

the ward, as if  she were insane, crying piteously, Ȭ) cannot bear it   

ɀ I cannot bear it.ȭ (p. 25)  

                                                 
83 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1982), pp. 3, 4.  
84 In the Lambeth ward, Stanley notes that the vagrants óall seem accustomed to vermin, and they 

look for nothing betterô (p. 24); this implied acceptance is belied, however, by the narrativeôs 

repeated focus upon how the women pick lice from their dresses and bodies. 
85 Gilbert discusses the boundaries of the body in relation to the idea of the middle-class self and 

suggests that ó[t]he pulpiness within was always threatening to burst the bounds of the skin, which 

defined, contained, and disciplined the individualô. Gilbert, óMedical Mappingô, p. 83. In The 

Female Casual, ópulpinessô erupts through the broken boundary of a working-class womanôs body.  
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Unable to cope with  the constant irritation  caused by the lice, whether real or 

imagined, the woman, ȬÒÏÁÒÉÎÇ with  madnessȭ, strips off all her clothes and rips 

them to shreds in order to be issued clean ones (p. 26). But when the assistant 

matron inspects the rags of clothing,  she proclaims that ȬÔhey were clean and 

free from vermin; that she had seen much worse; and that it  was not through 

dirt  she did it,  but devilmentȭ (p. 26). Though the conditions of the ward are 

shown to push the women into  criminalised behaviour, the representative of 

power suggests that  the fault  lies instead with  the Ȭdevilmentȭ of the individual.  

 One of the conclusions drawn by Stallard is that the casual wards are 

largely filled  with  hardened vagrants who Ȭ×ÁÌÌÏ× in filth  and look upon 

vermin as their  natural companionsȭ (p. 63). But Stanleyȭs narrative seems to be 

at odds with  this assertion. Rather than revealing myriads of vagrants happy to 

Ȭ×ÁÌÌÏ× in filthȭ, the text seems instead to be a narrative of their  struggle for 

cleanliness. Those Stanley meets are far from being unaffected by the dirtiness 

of their  shelter: in the Whitechapel ward, ȬɏÔɐÈÅ principal  subject of 

conversation was the filthiness of the placeȭ (p. 35). Although  many of the 

women encountered by Stanley express their  desire to cleanse their  bodies and 

clothes, they are prevented from doing so by the dearth of facilities inside the 

wards and the prohibitive  cost of the public wash-house. The desperation to 

wash is movingly articulated by Ȭ#ÒÁÎËÙ Salȭ, a beggar who is ȬÍÏÒÅ rogue than 

foolȭ, in the St Georgeȭs workhouse (p. 28). Sally laments Ȭ) want to buy a clean 

gown ɏȣɐȢ I am so dirty  now that I do not know what to do; and I want some 

soap to wash me and my clothes, more than foodȭ (p. 56). Sallyȭs hunger for 

cleanliness is such that it  exceeds her need to eat; in an act of compassion from 

one woman to another, Stanley promises Sally a penny to buy a piece of soap. 

Repeatedly, Stanleyȭs accounts demonstrate that the uncleanliness of the 

women is not through  choice. In the Whitechapel ward, a bucket of water is 

provided in the morning,  but the attendant checks the womenȭs ablutions, 

ȬÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÁÌÌÙ driving  them on by saying Ȱbe quick,ȱ ȰÂÅ ÏÆÆȟȱ ȰÇÅÔ ÏÎȟȱ ect. ect.ȭ 

(pp. 37-8). Likewise, in the St Georgeȭs workhouse, a girl  who pleads for ȬÁ drop 

of water in a pail just to swill  our facesȭ is refused because the assistant has ȬÎÏ 

ordersȭ (p. 58). Rather than encouraging cleanliness, the workhouse authorities 

actively prevent the women from washing; it  is the workhouse system that 

forces the women to remain physically unclean.  
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Dirt  and vermin in this narrative are not simply matters of physical and 

psychological danger. They are also linked to the policing of class boundaries. 

When Stanley is told  by the other casuals in the Newington ward that there is 

no water allowed for washing, one of the hawkers expresses her regret, 

explaining that ȬÉÔ was a shame that  they might  not wash themselves, because 

their  hands were dirtied  by the oakum, and it  was impossible to sell her bits of 

lace without  soiling themȭ (p. 15). The hawkerȭs comment that the workhouse 

task leaves her unable to sell her lace draws attention  to the hypocrisy of a 

system that hinders the poor from being self-sufficient and so makes them 

more reliant  upon a state that condemns them for this reliance. It  is the dirt  of 

the casual ward that implicitly  entraps the women in a cycle of vagrancy.86 The 

criminalisation  of these women is suggested in the advice given to the narrator:  

 

The young woman advised me to stay as long as I could over my work, 

ȰÆÏÒȱ, she said, ȰÉÔ is the only chance of making yourself clean.ȭ I asked her 

why, and she explained that in the fields men were often about and drove 

you away, and that ȰÉÆ you did it  in the streets the police are down upon 

you, you are so well looked ÕÐȱ (p. 15). 

 

The woman is referring here to the opportunity  to pick lice from her dress. The 

sense of social oppression is tangible; the male labourers and state authorities 

are united in a concerted effort  to move the homeless poor on. Stanley 

experiences this social displacement for herself: after leaving the casual ward in 

the company of the young hawker, they ȬÔÒÉÅÄ at several cottages to get some 

water to wash, but they all refused usȭ (pp. 15ɀ16). According to Mary Douglas, 

dirt  is ȬÍÁÔÔÅÒ out of placeȭ and ȬÔÈÅ by-product of a systemic ordering and 

classification of matterȭ.87 It  seems, however, that it  is not the physical muck 

                                                 
86 Writing on a later undercover investigation into the casual wards by Mary Higgs, Koven notes 

that Higgsôs narrative ódemonstrated first, that dirt could and did control poor womenôs economic 

fortunes, and second, that the economics of dirt were closely bound up with laboring womenôs 

sexual vulnerability. [é] Each time a woman resorted to the casual ward (or cheap lodging house), 

she left it a dirtier, shabbier person and hence less eligible for paid employment. In this way, 

workhouse regulations trapped female inmates in a vicious downward cycle whose logical endpoint 

was prostitutionô, see Koven, Slumming, p. 188. 
87 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (London 

and New York: ARK, 1989), p. 35. 
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on the clothing  or skin of the women that is out of place in the eyes of society, 

but rather the bodies of the women themselves: whether in the fields or in the 

streets, the women are driven away and prevented from making themselves 

clean. In a society in which they have no function,  these women, and implicitly  

the destitute poor in general, have become, like dirt,  ȬÍÁÔÔÅÒ out of placeȭ.  

What emerges from a study of workhouse representation is a sense of 

both the centrality  and instability  of ideas of dirt  and cleanliness. While  

cleanliness was supposedly an intrinsic  part of institutional  discipline, 

numerous workhouse narratives suggest that dirt  lurked beneath an outer 

veneer of sanitation. Typically associated with  health and morality,  cleanliness 

acquires new meanings of cruelty and deception. Moreover, the idea of the 

poor as naturally  dirty  is often destabilised. Within  a society that reviled dirt,  

in representations of the workhouse it  is often the institution  itself that 

imposes uncleanliness upon the poor and pushes them into  behaviour that is 

then labelled as dirty.  By making the poor fulfil  this socially-ascribed role, the 

workhouse implicitly  justifies the cruel treatment of the poor within  the 

institution.  An examination of the workhouse space through  the lens of 

cleanliness and dirt  reveals the social and politically -charged values that 

informed the representation of the poor in the nineteenth century. 
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ECO-CONSCIOUS SYNAESTHESIA: DIRT IN KINGSLEY'S YEAST AND ALTON LOCKE 
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Abstract: 

Miasmic language in Charles Kingsley's novels Yeast and Alton Locke imaginatively renders 

unseen dirt  visible through  synaesthesia. I suggest that Kingsley is engaging in discursive 

activism through consistent suggestion of the concept of miasma in these works in order to 

increase public anxiety about pollution.  This linguistic  strategy was designed to incite real 

action through a provocation toward what I call ȬÅÃÏ-ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓÎÅÓÓȭ in his readers. Miasmic 

language gets under the skin, opening readers' eyes to anthropogenic pollution  and their  

concomitant  vulnerabilit y to contagion. Kingsley sensationalises toxicity  to uncover the 

environmental horrors in domestic spaces. Miasma startles fictional  characters, who ȰÓÅÅ and 

Ȱfeelȱ smell, as the reader ought to be startled by miasmic language designed to stimulate or 

overwhelm the senses. Kingsley's fictional  authors, Locke and Smith, frequently employ 

words from the miasmic lexicon ɀ i.e., 'foul',  'reeking', and 'stagnant' ɀ to describe the filth  

engulfing England. Though these words connote vapours, or miasmata, Kingsley broadens 

the concept of foul dampness from organic matter to man-made dangers, such as industrial  

fumes and waste particles. Yeast, set in the rural  South, and Alton Locke, set in urban 

London, offer a complete picture of filth,  revealing widespread environmental injustice. 

 

Foul. Pestilential. Squalid. Teeming. Choking. Dust. Ash. Smoke. Fog. Filth.  

These words, all synonyms for dirt  or dirty,  clutter  the pages of Victorian  

novels, revealing a preoccupation with  toxic industrial  by-products, litter,  

human grime, and excrement. These words also form a lexicon of miasmic 

language; toxic pollution  described as vapour or putrid  odours exposes the 

inescapable reach of anthropogenic pollution.  Charles Kingsley's poet-tailor  

Alton  Locke frequently employs words from the miasmic lexicon, such as 'foul', 

'teeming', and 'choking', to describe the filth  engulfing Victorian  England, as in 

this description of a London night:  

 

Foul vapours rose from cowsheds and slaughter-houses, and the 

doorways of undrained alleys, where the inhabitants carried the 

filth  out on their  shoes from the back-yard into  the court, and from 

the court up into  the main street; while above, hanging like cliffs 



Margaret S. Kennedy  

Victorian Network Volume 6, Number 2 (Winter 2015) 

60 

over the streets ɀ those narrow, brawling torrents of filth,  and 

poverty, and sin ɀ the houses with  their  teeming load of life were 

piled up into  the dingy choking night. 1 

 

Miasma startles Locke as the reader ought to be startled by miasmic language 

designed to stimulate or overwhelm the senses. Locke traces the dirt  from the 

marketplace into  the main street. Though this dirt  is located in the slums, 

Kingsley reveals the complicity  of the upper classes as he investigates the social 

causes of dirt.   

Far from an exclusively lower class problem, pollution  emerges as a 

universal experience. In Yeast (1848) and Alton Locke (1850), Kingsley 

imaginatively renders the unseen visible through sensation. Privileging sensory 

evidence of pollution,  specifically smell, miasmic language permeates 

throughout  the Victorian  novel to expose networks of disease and the vital  

need for a protected environment. This technique that I refer to as eco-

conscious synaesthesia urges readers to feel the sights and smells of 

environmental degradation through visceral reactions to graphic description. 

Miasmic language provokes a physical response to dirt.  Kingsley's protagonists 

often retch or feel faint  when confronted by filth,  and readers may find  

themselves wincing or shuddering as they imagine the scene. By diffusing 

anxiety-producing representations to incite  action, these novels participate in 

discursive activism: opposition to hegemonic thought  circulated through  

conversations and publications in order to instigate reform. Like the filth  that 

invades the main street, literature  brings filth  before public view, confrontin g 

readers in their  homes. The pernicious presence of miasma gets under the skin, 

opening readers' eyes to anthropogenic pollution  and their  own vulnerability  

to contagion.  

While  Kingsley's synaesthesia sensationalises dirt  to advocate 

environmental conservation, he goes further  than most Victorian  sanitation 

reformers, by asking his readers to literally  awaken to an enlarged worldview. 

Kingsley preaches an ethical awareness of the current of exchange between the 

human body and its environment, what I call ȰÅÃÏ-ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓÎÅÓÓȱȟ throughout  

                                                 
1 Charles Kingsley, Alton Locke. ed. by Elizabeth A. Cripps (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1983), p. 87. Further references are given after quotations in the text.   
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his literature.  He rejected Ȭconceitedȭ anthropocentrism, and in his first  work of 

natural history, Glaucus, or the Wonders of the Shore (1855), he repines:  

 

Alas for the pride of human genius, and the autotheism which 

would make man the measure of all things and the centre of the 

universe! All  the invaluable laws and methods of sanatory [sic] 

reform at best are but clumsy imitations  of the unseen wonders 

which every animalcule and leaf have been working since the 

world's foundation,  with  this slight difference between them and 

us, that they fulfill  their  appointed task, and we do not.2  

 

That is, if  human beings understood their  place in nature, they would see the 

cause-and-effect relationships leading to pollution  and reform their  'conceited' 

and toxic behaviour.  

 

Mundane Horrors: Sensationalising Dirt  

 

Victorian  literature's emphasis on dirt  critiqued  industry  and overcrowding. 

Authors foregrounded visible forms of dirt  (offal, dung, mud, smoke) and 

challenged themselves to portray invisible forms of dirt  (germs, toxins, noxious 

fumes). As David Trotter  has theorised, smell emerges as a trope of nineteenth-

century sanitation literature  intended to provoke anxiety in the reader, while 

William  Cohen has shown that the representation  of dirt  took various forms 

'ranging from slums to contagious diseases to pestiferous rivers'. 3  Dirt,  

whether rendered as vapour, fluid,  or corporeal, signified disease. Miasma 

theory, voiced famously by the sanitary reformer Edwin Chadwick, cautioned 

that 'all smell is disease', that the smell emanating from contaminated water, 

                                                 
2 Charles Kingsley, Glaucus; or The Wonders of the Shore, 4th Ed. (Cambridge: Macmillan and Co., 

1859), p. 121, 163. 
3 David Trotter, 'The New Historicism and the Psychopathology of Everyday Modern Life' in Filth: 

Dirt, Disgust, and Modern Life, ed. by William A. Cohen and Ryan Johnson (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2005), pp. 30ï48; William A. Cohen, 'Introduction: Locating Filth', 

in Filth: Dirt, Disgust, and Modern Life, ed. by William A. Cohen and Ryan Johnson (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2005), pp. viiïxxxvii (p. xxi). 
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foul air, dust heaps, and the unwashed masses sickened those who breathed it  

in. Though germ theory later revealed that disease was spread by contagious 

micro-organisms passed from person to person, the associated smells 

nevertheless successfully identified  the primary environmental  factors of 

improper  sanitation and poor hygiene. We see above that Kingsley locates foul 

vapours in slaughterhouses, undrained alleys, and backyards. This is important  

as regards miasma theory, since miasmata originally  designated organic 

ɉȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȱɊ hazards emanating from swampy or damp conditions. Kingsley 

recasts miasma as man-made, anthropogenic emissions. While  dirt  and human 

by-products like excrement and waste are arguably natural, they become 

unnatural  when they overwhelm the environment  due to overcrowding and 

reckless disposal. Creatively portraying miasma gave tangible form to 

intangible contagions and environmental deterioration.  

Ultimate ly, smell opens the eyes. Kingsley, as with  many Victorian  

authors including  Dickens and Gaskell, ȰsensationaliÓÅÓȱ dirt  to uncover the 

environmental horrors in domestic spaces. While  the genres of realism and 

sensation were often considered antithetical,  as Anthony  Trollope insisted in 

his autobiography, ȬɏÁɐ good novel should be both, and thus ȬÍÁÎÙ realists 

employ sensational tactics to impress on their  readers the ȰÔÒÕÔÈȱ of fictional  

representations. Victorian  commentators struggled to define sensation fiction,  

however; they predominantly  identified  sensation novels ȬÂÙ their  bodily  

impact on readers, who find  when reading them that  ȰÔÈÅ flesh ÃÒÅÅÐÓȱȭȢ4 The 

essay Ȭ3ÅÎÓÁÔÉÏÎ .ÏÖÅÌÓȭ from the Quarterly Review, attributed  to H. L. Mansel, 

cynically examines the widespread appeal of sensation novels during their  

heyday, the 1860s. He disparagingly asserts the genre ȬÐÒÅÁÃÈɏÅÓɐ to the nerves 

[seeking] [e]xcitement,  and excitement ÁÌÏÎÅȭȟ some novels ȬÁÓÐÉÒÅ to set his 

[the reader's] hair on end or his teeth on edge; while others ɏȣɐ are strongly 

provocative of that sensation in the palate and throat  which is a premonitory  

symptom of ÎÁÕÓÅÁȭȢ5 Sacrilegiously wielding the power of the pulpit,  the 

genre ȬÍÏÕÌÄɏÓɐ the minds and form[s]  the habits and tastes of it s ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȭȢ6  

                                                 
4 Ellen Miller Casey, '"Highly Flavoured Dishes" and "Highly Seasoned Garbage": Sensation in the 

Athenaeum' in Victorian Sensations: Essays on a Scandalous Genre. ed. by Kimberly Harrison and 

Richard Fantina (Columbus: The Ohio State University Press, 2006), pp. 3ï14 (p. 4). 
5 óSensation Novelsô, Quarterly Review, Vol. 113, No. 226 (1863), 482ï514, p. 482, p. 487. Such 

physical responses are usually evoked by ñhorrorsò mined from newspaper accounts of crime and 

vice. Mansel provides a litany of examples of sensational incidents drawn from Collins, Braddon, 
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Kingsley, however, writes with  didactic purpose and invites the 

contagious spread of his ideas via literature  that exploits sensation for precisely 

the reasons that Mansel condemns it  ɀ namely, a lasting reaction in the reader. 

Miasmic language blurs the boundaries between sensation and realism. The 

influential  eco-critic  Lawrence Buell describes the ȬÇÏÔÈÉÃÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ of public 

health ÉÓÓÕÅÓȭȟ lurid  portrayals of environmental squalor to produce fear, citing  

Dickens's Hard Times and Engels's The Condition of the Working Class in 

England as exemplars.7  By Gothicisation, Buell means exaggerated and 

shocking description. While  Buell identifies the atmosphere as something 

worth  considering, what he fails to recognise is the domestication of this 

atmosphere, a particularly  Victorian  gesture that  characterises sensation 

fiction.  Patrick Brantlinger identifies the Ȭsensationȭ in sensation fiction  as the 

mysteries lurking  in the shadows of every street and in the respectable 

Victorian  home. Subversive by uncovering the evils hidden beneath Victorian  

propriety,  the sensation novel exposes that ȬÔÒÕÔÈ has been hidden, buried, 

smuggled away behind the ÁÐÐÅÁÒÁÎÃÅÓȭȢ8 In other words, novelists interpret  

signs that readers have failed to comprehend in their  own world. Like the 

sensation novelist, then, Kingsley deliberately intends to provoke discomfort  

and nausea, relying on miasmic language to render visible the ubiquity  of 

pollution.  What seems to rescue him from the brand of sensation that  Mansel 

describes is Kingsley's focus on mundane horrors. This at first  seems to be a 

paradox, but dirt  becomes horrifying  because it  is commonplace.  

Victorian  literary  critics have widely examined the metaphorical 

resonances of dirt  ɀ filth  may indicate moral decay, usually in the lower classes, 

emblematising their  primitiveness, licentiousness, or idleness.9  My work 

                                                                                                                                                                  

and even Dickens: the suspense evoked by hidden identities, near-death experiences, frenzied and 

violent exchanges, and hair's breadth escapes that 'carry the whole nervous system by steam.' The 

essay identifies two classes of sensation fiction:ô those that are written merely for amusement, and 

those that are written with didactic purposeô (p. 487). Interestingly, Mansel distrusts the latter 

precisely because of the genre's substantial influence over its readers. He feels the morals or lessons 

are not worth teaching; i.e., defending bigamous unions or the rights of illegitimate children. 
6 óSensation Novelsô, p. 482. Mansel conceives of the ómorbidô'appetite for sensation as a ómoral 

diseaseô. 
7 Lawrence Buell, Writing for an Endangered World (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2001), p. 43. 
8 Patrick Brantlinger, óWhat Is ñSensational" About The ñSensation Novelò?', Nineteenth-Century 

Fiction 37.1 (1982), pp. 118 (pp. 26ï7). 
9 Michelle Allen, for instance, demonstrates that sanitary reformers were equally interested in 

purifying the soul and the body, and her readings of Dickens's and Gissing's works reveal dirt's 
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attempts to re-orient  examinations of dirt  towards its literal  meanings; though 

Kingsley championed the plight  of the demoralised working  classes, he 

nevertheless focuses on actual dirt  and the reality that disease is not 

symptomatic of immoral  behaviour; it  can be prevented by practical attention  

to hygiene and cleanliness. Looking again to the description of the 

marketplace, filth  travels from the slums into  the main street. Kingsley insists 

that dirt  cannot be repudiated, Othered or quarantined.10 It  cannot be ascribed 

to the working class alone. This evil invades respectable avenues and homes, 

and even if  the visible dirt  is cleared away, the sinister threat of contagion 

remains. Kingsley's sensational use of synaesthesia focuses on smell to help the 

reader ȰÓÅÅȱ and feel the unobserved or invisible health risks in the 

environment; his explicit  references to faeces, death, and decay intend to incite 

a sensational response for moral purpose.  

In this way, Kingsley encouraged eco-consciousness, an ethical 

perception of humanity's intermingling  with  the environment  made possible 

through keen vision, what George Perkins Marsh famously distinguished as 

Ȭseeingȭ rather than merely Ȭlookingȭ in Man and Nature (1864). Kingsley wants 

his readers to truly  see dirt,  to see the consequences of introducing  filth  into  

the environment, and to see the suffering caused by that  contamination.  Dirt  

indiscriminately  disseminates through England's permeable borders, just as the 

novel itself metaphorically tracks dirt  into  the home, into  popular discourse. 

Kingsley's eco-conscious synaesthesia demands environmental justice.  

 

Yeast: Rural Dirt  

 

Charles Kingsley was a man of many trades: professor of history at Cambridge, 

Anglican priest, Christian socialist, poet, novelist, naturalist,  and social 

                                                                                                                                                                  

function as a metaphor that muddies the distinction between physical disease and moral disease. 

Her exemplar of the sanitary novelist, Kingsley, 'conducted a lifelong campaign to redeem the social 

and spiritual condition of the poor by improving their physical conditionô ï see Cleansing the City: 

Sanitary Geographies in Victorian London (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2008), p. 14, p. 15. 
10 Cohen and Mary Douglas have shown that ófilthô is a condemnatory word for dirt, carrying moral 

overtones that ascribe ófilthô to the other, to the working classes as if they are a separate race, 

morally culpable for the rank conditions in factories and slums. Cohen, p. ix; Mary Douglas, Purity 

and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (London, Routledge, 1966). 



Margaret S. Kennedy  

Victorian Network Volume 6, Number 2 (Winter 2015) 

65 

reformer. J. M. I. Klaver observes of Kingsley's participation  in many 

intellectual  arenas that he 'was a public figure who was listened to'.11 Non-

fiction  works such as Ȭ(Ï× to Study Natural (ÉÓÔÏÒÙȭ (1846), Glaucus (1855), 

and Town Geology (1872) reveal his commitment  to factual, accurate 

representation as well as his firm  belief in evolution, so much so that Piers J. 

Hale dubs him Ȭ$ÁÒ×ÉÎΈÓ other ÂÕÌÌÄÏÇȭȢ12 His studies earned him a place in 

both the Linnaean and Geological Societies, and his 1870 article in the journal 

Nature was even cited by Charles Darwin in The Descent of Man (1871). 

Kingsley was personally able to reconcile religion and science, and preached 

that man was part of, not apart from, nature. His belief in humanity's kinship 

with  other species and the brotherhood of humanity  undergirds his Christian 

Socialism. Christopher Hamlin,  in his ecocritical analysis of Kingsley's works, 

writes that Kingsley preached the combination  of 'consciousness and 

conscience', fostered in an organic community  wherein Christians live in 

accordance with  natural law (God's law).13 Klaver underscores Kingsley's firm  

belief that ȬÆÒÅÓÈ air and pure water did much towards removing the ills of 

society. This idea is based on a kind  of environmental awareness which stems 

from an adequate knowledge of the workings of natural processes: [such] an 

ecological stance is closely linked to Kingsley's sanitary work'.14 

Kingsley's novels, known for their  descriptive qualities, were influenced 

by the method of natural history that demanded careful observation, recorded 

with  minute  truthfulness.15 We see this type of painstaking description in 

Kingsley's first  novel. Writte n during the second cholera epidemic in England 

(the horrors of which Kingsley witnessed first -hand as he ministered to 
                                                 
11 J. M. I. Klaver, The Apostle of the Flesh: A Critical Life of Charles Kingsley (Boston: Brill, 

2006), p. 3. 
12 Piers J. Hale, óDarwin's Other Bulldog: Charles Kingsley and the Popularisation of Evolution in 

Victorian Englandô, Science & Education 21.7 (2012), pp. 97ï113. 
13 Christopher Hamlin, óCharles Kingsley: From Being Green To Green Beingô, Victorian Studies: 

An Interdisciplinary Journal Of Social, Political, And Cultural Studies 54.2 (2012), pp.255ï81 (p. 

271). 
14 Klaver, p. 363, p. 361. 
15 Mary Wheat Hanawalt also reflects that Kingsley's scientific enthusiasm is óalmost their [his 

novels] raison d' êtreô. 'Kingsley was primarily interested in science because it could ameliorate the 

condition of mankind', proving that disease is curable, rather than part of God's plan for humanity. 

She further suggests that science ï and Kingsley's ódesire for its widespread appreciation and 

applicationô ï unifies the chaotic plot of Yeast, 'Charles Kingsley And Science', Studies In Philology 

34 (1937), pp. 589ï611 (p. 593, p. 607, p. 594). Here, I revisit Kingsley's scientific background in 

relation to contemporary eco-criticism. 
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patients in his parish) and just as the government crushed the Chartist 

movement, Yeast: A Problem announces itself as a social problem novel 

through its sub-title. 16 Kingsley was directly  inspired by the 1843 Blue Book, a 

'Report on the Employment of Women and Children in Agriculture'  and its 

explicit,  emotional details of the suffering of the labouring classes.17 His novel 

provides the lit erary counterpart to Commissioners' reports and the sanitary 

journalism of the public health movement. Lauded as ȬÔÈÅ ȰÅÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌȱ Kingsley' 

and his ȬÓÅÍÉÎÁÌȭ work,18 Yeast establishes a set of eco-conscious thematic 

concerns that persist throughout  Kingsley's career. Writing  to J. M. Ludlow in 

November 1849, Kingsley lamented that newspaper accounts, particularly  

Henry Mayhew's disturbing  article in the Morning Chronicle about the cholera 

districts of Bermondsey earlier that year, had ȬÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ no ÅÆÆÅÃÔȭȢ19 Prompted 

to take up his own pen, Kingsley poured graphic detail into  ȬÓÏÍÅ of the most 

popular of Victorian  popular ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅȭȟ reaching the masses more effectively 

than even his own journal  articles and tracts.20  

Though the city dominates sanitary narratives in the period, Yeast brings 

economic causes of pollution  into  a rural  setting, removed from the factory 

system. Graphic portrayals of filth  de-idealise the countryside, discrediting the 

image of a pastoral, peaceful country in contrast to a corrupt,  chaotic city. Far 

from enlisting the pastoral as foil  to identify  toxicity  in urban environments, 

Kingsley exposes that similar working conditions and environmental  hazards 

exist in the country. The novel's attention  to toxicity  heralds the modern 

environmental justice movement, which insists upon all people's equal right  to 

live and work in a healthy environment. Environmental justice activists 

critique  the world's unequal distribution  of wealth and its connection to an 

unequal distribution  of environmental devastation. Many Victorian  novelists 

similarly  demonstrate how labourers, often confined to pestilential  residential 

                                                 
16 Charles and Frances Eliza Grenfell Kingsley, Charles Kingsley: His Letters and Memoires of  

His Life, 2 vols. (London: H.S. King & Co., 1877), I, p. 217. 

See Sheila M. Smith, óBlue Books and Victorian Novelistsô, The Review of English Studies 21.81 

(Feb., 1970), pp. 23ï40. 
18 Larry K. Uffelman, Charles Kingsley (Boston: Twayne, 1979), p. 48; Allen J. Hartley, The 

Novels of Charles Kingsley: A Christian Social Interpretation (Folkestone: Hour-Glass Press, 

1977), p. 61. 
19 Kingsley and Kingsley, p. 216. 
20 Edward R. Norman, The Victorian Christian Socialists (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1987), p. 13. 
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areas, suffer from pollution  disproportionately  to their  employers or social 

superiors who migrate to cleaner neighbourhoods. Environmental justice 

activists consider the way issues of race, class, and gender affect environmental 

conditions, prompting  citizens to mobilise by offering politicised accounts of 

personal hardship. Novels featuring pollution  and subsequent illness, in their  

emphasis on individual  suffering (particularly  of women and children)  and 

class discrimination  share these concerns, and, whether written  during the 

nineteenth century or now, can function  as discursive activism.21 Though his 

stories are fictional,  Kingsley draws from actual fact to widen concern about 

environmental abuses. 

Lancelot Smith, an independently wealthy gentleman, witnesses 

economic disparity between estate workers and owners, maturing  from an 

idealistic view of life to a pragmatic awareness of social problems and human 

beings' dependence on a clean environment. His name, a mixture  of the 

romantic  and prosaic, suggests this transition.  As a proxy for the reader, he 

tours the South of England, guided by the Chartist gamekeeper Tregarva, 

whose lengthy lectures comprise much of the plot.  Staying on Squire 

Lavington's estate, Smith quickly  falls in love with  his daughter Argemone, a 

beautiful  snob who believes in liberal theories without  actually practising 

charity. Kingsley pokes fun at his characters with  authorial  interjections, often 

interrupting  pictures of frivolous upper-class life, with  its superficial 

melancholy, to present social reality. The novel quickly  moves from romance to 

realism, chronicling  Smith's ȰÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÉÏÎȱ to social reformer through  exposure 

to the squalid homes and habits of the working  class.22  

                                                 
21 Mary Katzenstein defines discursive activism as the óeffort to reinterpret, reformulate, rethink, 

and rewrite the norms and practices of society and stateô, challenging the flawed assumptions of 

mainstream discourse. See Faithful and Fearless: Moving Feminist Protest inside the Church and 

Military  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), p. 17. As Stacey Young has shown, 

feminism has a strong tradition of discursive political activism, whether through consciousness-

raising groups or iconoclastic publications, and more recently Frances Shaw has written about the 

politics of online blogs; however, other social movements such as environmentalism clearly engage 

in discursive activism as well. Stacey Young, Changing the Wor(L)D: Discourse, Politics, and the 

Feminist Movement (New York: Routledge, 1997); Frances Shaw, óThe Politics of Blogs: Theories 

of Discursive Activism Onlineô, Media International Australia, No. 141 (2012), pp. 41ï9. Kingsley 

availed himself of multiple mediums to circulate his ideas: the pulpit, the classroom, and the press. 
22 P.G. Scott and Larry K. Uffelman review the extensive revisions to Yeast between its original 

appearance as six monthly instalments serialised in Fraser's Magazine (JulyïDecember 1848) and 

its 1851 book form. Kingsley enlarges the conversion narrative focusing on Luke to deepen the 
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Tregarva confronts Smith with  reality, correcting Smith's impressions of 

beauty, citing  ȬɏÆɐÅÖÅÒȟ and ague, and ÒÈÅÕÍÁÔÉÓÍȭ (p. 26) spread by the Ȭ×ÈÉÔÅ 

ÆÏÇȭȟ which unlike the bearable river-damps, are of 'man's sending' and 

unendurable (p. 36). Tregarva specifies human agency as the culprit  behind 

toxic dirt,  carefully distinguishing  between river-damp and toxic effluvia.23 He 

observes, Ȭ! man's eyes can only see what they've learnt to ÓÅÅȭ (p. 38); 

sympathetic clergymen and landlords ȬÓÅÅ the evils, and yet they don't  see 

them. They do not see what is the matter with  the poor ÍÁÎȭ (p. 233). In other 

words, they do not see like the naturalist  with  eco-consciousness. Tregarva 

thus brings Smith to experience first -hand the Ȱreekingȱ village atmosphere, 

because the only way to see is to smell, taste, touch, and hear. Smith, sheltered 

by his elite education, had expected beauty, Ȭpastoral sentimentȭȟ ȬÉÎÎÏÃÅÎÔȟ 

simple ÅÎÊÏÙÍÅÎÔȭȟ and is startled by the dirty  reality of the ȬÓÔÁÌÅȭȟ rotten,  

Ȭreekingȭ atmosphere, and the ȬÈÁÌÆ-ÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÔÅȭȟ Ȭgutturalȭ speech of the primitive  

labouring classes who stay perpetually drunk  to drown out the drudgery of 

their  existence (p. 190). What is the matter is not an innate predilection  for sin 

or vice. Kingsley implies successive generations of inadequate food and shelter 

have poisoned ÂÌÏÏÄΈȭ betraying an anxiety about de-evolution. A polluted  

environment  pollutes the body and turns the blood. Kingsley claims, 

Ȭ7ÈÁÔÓÏÅÖÅr may seem extravagant or startling  is most likely  to be historic  fact, 

else I should not have dared to write  it  down, finding  God's actual dealings 

here much too wonderful  to dare to invent many fresh ones for ÍÙÓÅÌÆȭ (p. 15). 

Kingsley contends that reality is sensational, even more horrifying  than the 

melodramatic ingredients of sensation novels precisely because it  is ȰÆÁÃÔȱȢ 

Nauseated by the assault on his senses exposing rural  dirt,  Smith also displays 

discomfort  at his kinship  to these revellers, realising, through Tregarva's 
                                                                                                                                                                  

novel's disapproval of Catholicism and to increase its didactic tone. óKingsley's Serial Novels: 

Yeastô, Victorian Periodicals Newsletter 9 (1976), pp. 111ï19. However, Lancelot's ñconversionò 

remains central, and ecology is arguably the axis of his change.  
23 In addition to incorporating ñman-made: dangers into miasma theory, Kingsley also insists upon 

human agency because it indicates that toxic conditions and subsequent disease are preventable, 

rather than divinely ordained. He resumes this argument in his fifth novel, Two Years Ago (1857), in 

which the hero, Tom Thurnall, champions the cause of sanitary reform despite fierce opposition 

from the townspeople against his meddling. The residents of Aberalva, particularly the dissenters, 

stubbornly believe that cholera is a visitation from God to punish sinfulness, and therefore cannot 

be circumvented. This, too, shows the fallacy of regarding dirt as a problem of moral or spiritual 

pollution rather than hygiene and ecological ignorance. The novel acerbically denounces the pride 

and ignorance of the townspeople who thwart public health officials from making necessary 

improvements. 
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explanations, that he is not inherently  different  from them, but born in better 

circumstances.  

Tregarva writes an inflammatory  poem voicing the plight  of his 

comrades.  In the first  stanza, he accuses the gentry of making poaching 

necessary by denying work and adequate money, and then subsequently 

punishing poachers. He describes the Ȭreekingȭȟ overcrowded, dilapidated 

cottages that  provide little  shelter from the elements, which, by preventing the 

ill  from working, increases their poverty until  the master sends them to the 

workhouse. The labourers are worse fed and housed than the estate's livestock 

and hunting  hounds (p. 148). The poem describes the role of landlords and 

employers in creating toxic conditions, effectually rewriti ng ȬÆÉÌÔÈȭ to be the 

fault  of the gentry, not the working classes. Likely correcting the impression of 

many of the novel's readers, Tregarva explains that outdoors or agrarian work 

under such oppressive conditions is no healthier than factory work. The clean, 

idyllic  environment Smith expected is only found on the areas of the estate 

occupied by the wealthy. 

Social problem novels commonly uncover the inadequacy of Victorian  

philanthropy.  Tregarva explains that visible problems receive immediate relief: 

sympathetic passers-by ȬÐÕÌÌ out their  purses fast ÅÎÏÕÇÈȭȟ but these ȬÃÈÁÒÉÔÁÂÌÅ 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭ are unable to make the connection between the poor that they see, and 

the thousands more that they do not. Tregarva highlights  the difference 

between one or two unfortuna te cases, and a prevailing social problem 

happening ȬÁÌÌ the year ÒÏÕÎÄȭ (p. 37). Individual  acts of charity, while 

appreciated, are no match for a massively harmful  social system. These 

labourers are not out of work because of a flaw on their  part that they can 

correct; they are born into  a class prohibited  from reaping the benefits of work 

and consigned to unhealthy spaces. Tregarva successfully convinces Smith of 

these distinctions,  and it  is Smith's subsequent decision to write  about these 

revelations that potentially  circulates them widely.24 The narrative's use of 

                                                 
24 Smith's conversion at this juncture entails dropping óall faith in anything but Natureô (p. 126).  

Kingsley criticises the Church for ignoring material needs to minister to the soul. The novel's theme 

of religious hypocrisy speaks a powerful message about environmental justice. It is unacceptable 

that óin a country calling itself civilised and Christian, pestilence should be the peculiar heritage of 

the poor!ô (p. 220). Tregarva recognises that contagious diseases are óconfined to the poorô, ówhile 

the rich, by the mere fact of money, are exempt from such curses, except when they come in contact 

with those whom they call on Sunday ñtheir brethrenò, and on week days ñthe massesòô (p. 220). 
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miasmic language strives for a parallel conversion in readers, who Ȱseeingȱ 

smell may, too, become eco-conscious. Kingsley invites his readers' 

participation:  his book itself is ȬÆÒÏÍ beginning to end, as in name, so in nature, 

Yeast ɀ an honest sample of the questions, which, good or bad, are fermenting 

in the minds of the young of this day, and are rapidly leavening the minds of 

the rising ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȭ (p. 135).  Kingsley deploys a metaphor of fermenting 

yeast to suggest how polemical ideas may multiply  through word of mouth, 

similar to the function  of miasmic language in spreading a public conversation 

about environmental contamination.  The young dictate the nation's destiny, 

and Kingsley looks outward to his audience for cures for pollution.  

When Squire Lavington hears of Tregarva's poem, instead of feeling 

shame or remorse, or even pausing for a moment to consider the truth  of the 

verses, he rages over Tregarva's audacity and disloyalty. He subsequently dies 

of apoplexy, unenlightened, and this begins a series of sensational incidents as 

Argemone, finally  reaching out to the suffering poor, contracts a fatal case of 

typhus, and a ȬÍÙÓÔÅÒÉÏÕÓȭ and ȬÁÇÏÎÉÓÉÎÇȭ disease afflicts her sister, Honori a.25 

This literally  demonstrates the upper ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓȭ susceptibility to contagion. 

However, the town attributes the deaths to the ȬÎÕÎΈÓ ÃÕÒÓÅȭ upon the 

Lavingtons for their  neglect of the poor (p. 241). Though even folklore  

considers their  fate as divine retribution  for ignoring environmental injustice, 

Kingsley ȬÐÒÅÁÃÈÅÓ to the ÎÅÒÖÅÓȭ to suggest that underneath this superstition is 

the ecological lesson that disease defies class barriers, and the treatment of the 

labouring classes will  affect the nation as a whole. 

Smith leaves with  Tregarva to ȬÔÈÅ country of Prester *ÏÈÎȭȟ the fabled 

Christian nation in the Orient.  This mysticism is partly why Yeast has not 

enjoyed the attention  of other Victorian  novels. Kingsley, leaving the story 

open-ended, refuses to ȬÄÒÁ× the horoscope of the Whitford  poor, or any 

others.  Really that depends principally  on ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÖÅÓȭ (p. 269). He ȬÁÄÖÏÃÁÔÅÓ 

the ideals of cooperation and brotherhood as the solution to the pressing issues 

of his ÁÇÅȭȟ which, as John Kijinksi  points out, typifies an ideological stance 

shared by Victorian  writers on social issues, ȬÔÈÅ belief that the increasing 

                                                 
25 Kingsley wrote the Squire's death into his revision of the text from its serial form, as well as 

revoking Honoria's happier ending. Scott and Uffelman seemingly regard these changes as less 

'important' than the expansion of Luke's story (p. 118), yet they are actually quite instrumental in 

reinforcing the novel's didactic purpose (while also introducing plot points that again demonstrate 

Kingsley's use of 'sensational' tactics). 
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hostility  between rich and poor could be ameliorated ɏȣɐ if  only members of all 

classes could increase their  imaginative sympathy and communicate with  each 

other in a more humane ÍÁÎÎÅÒȭȢ He continues, ȬÔÈÅ condition  of England will  

improve only once individual  citizens of England understand that all human 

beings must be viewed as members of the family that  is ruled by a common 

Father, and that each person must willingly  take responsibility for the well-

being of the members of this ÆÁÍÉÌÙȭȢ26 Kijinksi  describes Kingsley's Christian 

Socialist beliefs, which also serve as a vehicle for an ecological imperative. All  

classes belong to the same human family; we are ȬÁÌÌ animals after ÁÌÌȭ (p. 25), 

and contagious disease and environmental contamination  that threaten one 

group become threats to all. 27 Miasmic language, with  its emphasis on 

networks, demonstrates this eco-consciousness. Kingsley's use of eco-

conscious synaesthesia reveals environmental injustice to mobilise lasting 

reform, not temporary charity.   

 

Alton  Locke: Urban Dirt  

 

In Yeast, illness reveals the inexorable connection between classes, and 

miasmic language verbalises the perpetual fog of filth  afflicting  the English. 

Alton  Locke similarly  stitches his tale together; the common ecological 

problems of his age function  as the pieces that, when brought together, reveal 

the interconnections between urban and rural, poor and rich. The Ȱpropaganda 

novelȱ Alton Locke, Tailor and Poet: An Autobiography encapsulates the 

Hungry Forties. 28 Written  eight years before the Great Stink would force 

legislators into  addressing London's degradation, the novel aggressively 

confronts its readers with  unflinchin g portrayals of filth.  Kingsley's graphic 

descriptions distinguish his fiction  from that of Gaskell, whose descriptions of 

poorly drained cellars in Mary Barton (1848) seem tame in comparison, and 

                                                 
26 John L. Kijinksi, óCharles Kingsley's Yeast: Brotherhood And The Condition Of Englandô, VIJ: 

Victorians Institute Journal 13 (1985), pp. 97ï109; p. 98, pp. 98ï99. 
27 The Guardian's review of the novel acknowledges the success of Kingsley's social protest, 

particularly his demonstration of the moral necessity of recognising kinship with the poor. The 

review praises Kingsley's ability to '[see] clearly many evils of which most people have but dim and 

vague conceptions.' Qtd. in Klaver, p. 158. 
28 Klaver, p. 216. 
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from that of Dickens, whose euphemistic use of words like ȬÄÕÓÔȭ for Ȭdungȭ 

failed to startle. The closest Dickens comes to recognising filth  on Kingsley's 

scale are the dust-heaps in Our Mutual  Friend (1864-5). 

Locke, a tailor  by trade and poet by inclination,  suffers from damaged 

lungs. He regards his Cockney heritage as God's gift   

 

that I might  learn to feel for poor wretches who sit stifled in 

reeking garrets and workrooms, drinking  in disease with  every 

breath, ɀ bound in their  prison-house of brick  and iron,  with  their  

own funeral pall hanging over them, in that canopy of fog and 

poisonous smoke, from their  cradle to their  grave. (pp. 5-6) 

 

Each breath imbibes dirt  and disease; Locke portrays the workshop as an 

infectious prison, improperly  maintained by owners looking to maximise profit  

without  regard for human health. Locke confidently  identifies the cause of his 

ailing body as exposure to poisoned fumes and inadequate ventilation.  In these 

passages he emphasises smog and dirty,  overcrowded spaces, ȬÒÅÅËÉÎÇ with  

human ÂÒÅÁÔÈȭȟ creating a miasma in itself. In his descriptions, Kingsley once 

again attempts to give physical form to pathogens. Locke identifies social 

causes for his disease: Ȭ) think  that it  was the will  of the world  and of the devil, 

of man's avarice and laziness and ignorance ɏȣɐȢ  A sanitary reformer would 

not be long in guessing the cause of my ÕÎÈÅÁÌÔÈÉÎÅÓÓȭ (p. 6). Catherine 

Gallagher suggests that Ȭ!ÌÔÏÎ seems obsessed with  a great contradictory  truth  

ɏȣɐȡ man is free yet ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅÄȭȢ29 Even while exercising his or her own free 

will,  a person's environment  inevitably dictates the outcome of his/her 

decisions. Kingsley proves the suffering of the poor to be an environmentally  

determined evil. Humanity's avarice, a devil embodying capitalism, creates the 

conditions that weaken Locke's constituti on. He views his talents as a means to 

expose social inequality  and environmental pollution  through miasmic 

language, demonstrating the point  early on that the poor bear the burden of 

pollution.  Locke's autobiography, like Kingsley's novel, exposes preventable 

                                                 
29 Catherine Gallagher, The Industrial Reformation of English Fiction: Social Discourse and 

Narrative Form, 1832ï1867 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), p. 95. 
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environmental injustice to his reader's vision, and his sensational descriptions 

of toxicity  intend  to jolt  readers into  action.  

Despite his narrow sphere of observation, Locke studies ȬÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÓȭ 

with  ȬÉÎÔÅÎÓÅ ËÅÅÎÎÅÓÓȭ (p. 9). He longs for the tropical  climates described by 

missionaries, contrasting the exotic, wondrous scenery with  his ȬÌÉÔÔÌÅ dingy, 

foul, reeking, twelve-foot square back-yard, where huge smoky party-walls shut 

out every breath of air and almost all the light  of ÈÅÁÖÅÎȭ (p. 14). Kingsley's 

repeated use of the word Ȭreekingȭ signals his sensitivity to smell, so even when 

describing water, he frames the problem as toxic air to create a sense of 

claustrophobia. He attempts to study his local pond, in truth  the buildings'  

water supply, dirty  fluid  ȬÃÒÕÓÔÅÄ with  soot and alive with  insects, to be 

renewed only three times in the seven ÄÁÙÓȭ (p. 14). Even the teeming insects 

prove a type of filth  that dramatises toxicity,  perhaps standing-in for the 

invisible germs infecting  the water much as Punch that same year illustrated  a 

magnified Ȭ$ÒÏÐ of London 7ÁÔÅÒȭ as crowded with  microscopic ȰÐÅÓÔÓȱ to 

represent germs. Dubious Ȱwondersȱ are revealed under a microscope. To the 

Seer it  is explained 

 

how the pure fluid  differs from the liquid  constituting  the Thames, 

and from that which exists in metropolitan  wells, when the former 

has received the contents of sewers, and the latter  the oozings of 

intramural  graveyards. Some delicate subjects, even of the male 

sex, cannot endure this process, it affecting them with  faintness 

and nausea. 30  

 

In fact, the sight is intended to nauseate. Similarly to the Seer, as Locke 

searches for specimens, ȬÁÌÌ of a sudden the horror  of the place came over 

[him];  those grim prison-walls above, with  their  canopy of lurid  smoke; the 

dreary, sloppy, broken pavement; the horrible  stench of the stagnant cesspools; 

the utter  want of form, colour, life, in the whole place, crushed me ÄÏ×Îȭ (p. 

14). Experiencing synaesthesia, Locke feels the stench as a debilitating  weight. 

Here is Locke's moment of recognition: ȰÈÏÒÒÏÒȱ ɀ dirt  ɀ originates in England, 

                                                 
30 Anon., óA Drop of London Waterô, Punch Vol. 18 (1850), p. 188. 
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in his own backyard. Locke transposes the canopy of the rainforest into  thick  

smoke, revealing the perversion in the East End. The only Ȱwondersȱ in this 

tiny  backyard are monstrous insects ɉȬÇÒÅÁÔ ÌÁÒÖÁÅȭ breeding in the water) and 

the filth  suffocates Locke's ambition  to be a naturalist,  while prompting  him to 

share these discoveries with  a blind  populace. We can see how Kingsley's 

references to ȰÅØÏÔÉÃȱ locales gain increased significance by reading this scene 

in light  of the recent cholera epidemic. A disease that originated in India, 

Ȭ!ÓÉÁÔÉÃ cholera took shape in the Victorian  imagination  as an Oriental  raider, a 

barbaric force whose progress westward exposed the weak spots of an 

expanding industrial  ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȭȢ Soon, the popular press began imagining cholera 

as the lord of the English slum. Social critics, including  Kingsley, ȬÁÇÒÅÅÄ that  

England was mass-producing a distinctly  exotic squalor out of its own ill -

disposed waÓÔÅȭȢ 31 

Locke transfers his naturalist  energies to his method of literary  

representation. He continually  demonstrates clear causal relationships to 

awaken eco-consciousness in the reader. There are numerous passages 

describing the unsanitary, dangerous, and suffocating conditions of London's 

workshops, homes, and streets, such as the tailor's workshop, which Kingsley 

likens to a hospital. Each floor  nourishes a type of illness: dampness breeds 

rheumatism; exposure to cesspools leads to typhoid  and dysentery; close, thick  

air clouded with  sweat and fabric particles causes asthma and consumption (p. 

25). None of these illnesses are 'natural'. The workshop, a microcosm of the 

larger city, shows the man-made origin  of these illnesses, which are propagated 

through careless relations with  the environment. Once again, Kingsley 

broadens the miasma concept to not only include any type of hazardous air-

borne substance (sweat, sewage, mildew, dust), but to go beyond the popular 

fear of smell, as some of the dangers are both odourless (fabric)  and invisible 

(germs).  

Describing a foggy night  in Bermondsey, Kingsley exposes environmental 

contaminants. He illustrates the way the city distorts the natural:  

 

                                                 
31 Erin O'Connor, Raw Material: Producing Pathology in Victorian Culture (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2000), p. 22, p. 30. 
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From the butchers' and greengrocers' shops the gas-lights flared 

and flickered, wild  and ghastly, over haggard groups of slip-shod 

dirty  women, bargaining for scraps of stale meat and frostbitten  

vegetables, wrangling about short weight and bad quality. Fish-

stalls and fruit -stalls lined the edge of the greasy pavement, 

sending up odours as foul as the language of sellers and buyers. 

Blood and sewer-water crawled from under doors and out of 

spouts, and reeked down the gutters among offal, animal and 

vegetable, in every stage of putrefaction  (p. 87). 

 

Gas, rotting  meat and vegetables, overflowing cesspools, manure, and human 

sweat create the dirty  fog engulfing the neighbourhood; this sensory miasmic 

language demonstrates filth's  contagious properties. Kingsley often uses the 

word ȬÃÒÁ×ÌÉÎÇȭȟ embodying toxicity  as monstrous. ȬTeemingȭ like so many 

insects, the inhabitants cannot afford the luxury of cleanliness (p. 87). One 

may say the swarm of people becomes another re-imagining of miasma. 

Perpetually carrying filth  on their  shoes and in their  groceries, they ignore the 

causal relationships Kingsley is eager to render. Cholera was most often 

contracted through swallowing infected water, but food such as Kingsley 

describes was also a carrier of the bacteria, which could last for days in meat, 

dairy products, and produce. 

The urban market reveals another invisible reality of London, the chaotic 

presence of ȰÒÕÒÁÌȱ activities. Kingsley's rhetoric  echoes his assessment of 

Locke's London yard: abuse ruins what should be beautiful. Like the human 

inhabitants, the animals are kept in close confinement, improperly  fed, and 

cruelly used. Here, violations of the land (the build -up of trash, dirt,  and 

manure) pollute  the environment  as a whole. Cesspools spill  over onto the 

ground, polluting  the land from within  by seeping through  the soil into  

groundwater. The barnyard conditions engender squalor, but the city's 

insanitariness also harms the animals' health. They cannot thrive  any better 

than the people, imbibing  ash-coated food and fetid water. Grown at a great 

distance, produce spoils before it  reaches the table. As Hamlin  asserts, Kingsley 

denied the consciousness of a ȬÎÁÔÕÒÅ separate from human ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÍÅÎÔȭȟ 
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forcing the confrontation  between the human and nonhuman realms.32 

Kingsley's scene shows the reliance on healthy land for survival. Londoners 

suffer from imported  or poor quality  crops and livestock inadequately cared 

for. In blunt  terms, Londoners poison themselves by failing to separate their  

dirt  from their  food. 

Kingsley roots his moral melodrama in everyday, if  ghastly, realit ies. P. J. 

Keating finds this particular  scene so successful because Kingsley withholds  

commentary and lets the details, which are horrifying  enough, speak for 

themselves. He argues, Ȭ+ÉÎÇÓÌÅÙΈÓ sole intention  is ɏȣɐ to re-create the feeling 

of repulsion experienced by himself ɏȣɐȢ [It]  is notable that Kingsley has 

deliberately chosen what would normally  be a fairly  gay scene ɀ a street market 

at its busiest moment, Saturday evening [and] makes no attempt  ×ÈÁÔÓÏÅÖÅÒȭ 

to moderate the uncomfortable realities. Kingsley chooses the market as 

ȬÔÙÐÉÃÁÌ working-class London as a whole: it  is not simply an isolated plague 

ÓÐÏÔȭȢ These descriptions, in Keating's words, that ȬÇÒÉÐ the reader and stir  his 

ÃÏÎÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȭ characterise the Victorian  use of miasmic language and the veracity 

essential to the novel's confrontation  with  the actual environment.33 Kingsley 

aims to induce the physical sensation of repulsion. In his grotesque market 

scene, Kingsley represents actual, disturbing  facts, implying  that the ȰÒÅÁÌȱ will  

be Ȱsensationalȱ as long as such evils exist.  

In Victorian  London, the workers lack opportunities  of engagement with  

healthy environments. One labourer in a ȰÓ×ÅÁÔÅÒÓ ÄÅÎȱ raves, Ȭwhen will  I get 

out to the fresh air? For five months I haven't seen the blessed light  of the ÓÕÎȭ 

(p. 201).  Maddened by his imprisonment  in the carceral city, Jemmy Downes 

attempts to jump off Waterloo Bridge. After being prevented by Locke, 

Downes, intoxicated with  gin and toxic water, leads Locke to a rat-infested, 

putrid  den above a sewer. In far and away the most lurid  scene, Downes 

confesses to killing  his family by allowing them to live in claustrophobic 

quarters. His family succumbs to the ȬÆÅÖÅÒ ÄÅÖÉÌÓȭȟ the noxious vapour rising 

from the sewer below, and the sensory description  of the ȬÈÏÔ ÂÒÅÁÔÈÓȭ of 

miasma uncovers visible and invisible threats ɀ the dirt  covering the floor  and 

the infectious germs emanating from unsanitary conditions.  

                                                 
32 Hamlin, p. 258.  
33 P. J. Keating, The Working Classes in Victorian Fiction (New York: Barnes & Noble, Inc., 1971), 

p. 20. 
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Locke first  experiences the smell: Ȭ4ÈÅ stench was frightful  ɀ the very air 

heavy with  pestilence. The first  breath I drew made my heart sink, and my 

stomach ÔÕÒÎȭ (p. 332). Air,  land, and water pollution  converge in this house of 

horror,  where the environment  revenges itself upon human beings for their  

abuse. The contamination  of the water with  excrement and industrial  fluids 

contaminates the air, and pollution  of the land is pollution  of the water, as 

litter  clogs rivers and cesspools. Locke forgets his discomfort  (the smell) upon 

seeing the three corpses on the floor: Downes's wife and her two children, half-

devoured by rodents.  Downes wails,  

 

Ȱ) watched 'em dying! Day after day I saw the devils come up 

through the cracks, like little  maggots and beetles, all manner of 

ugly things, creeping down their  throats; and I asked 'em, and they 

said they were the fever ÄÅÖÉÌÓȢȱ It  was too true; the poisonous 

exhalations had killed  them. The wretched ÍÁÎȭÓ delirium  tremens 

had given that horrible  substantiality to the poisonous fever gases 

(p. 332).  

 

Downes imagines contagion as embodied insects: since ȬÆÅÖÅÒȭ and ȬÇÁÓȭ (or the 

germs and viruses at their  core) are largely invisible, Downes uses metaphor to 

articulate the cause of his family's misfortunes. Both literal  insects and 

nightmarish  hallucinations of insects representing toxins invade the body, 

Ȱcreepingȱ into  their  lungs. Locke implies Downes suffers from typhus, known 

to cause delirium.  Ȭ!ÌÌ manner of ugly ÔÈÉÎÇÓȭ creates the miasma, a myriad of 

pestilential  particles including  sewer gases, industrial  fumes, and the insects 

that feed on human flesh and reside in their  clothes and hair (p. 332). 

Kingsley's use of adjectives like ȬÈÅÁÖÙȭ and verbs like ȬÃÒÁ×ÌÉÎÇȭ attempt to give 

a stable form to miasma. Novelists faced a problem when trying  to render 

evanescent miasma real to audiences; Kingsley's intense descriptions give 

ȬÈÏÒÒÉÂÌÅ ÓÕÂÓÔÁÎÔÉÁÌÉÔÙȭ to invisible or microscopic toxins, encouraging an eco-

consciousness in the reader that will  allow them to recognise these dangers in 

the actual world.  

Locke suggests Downes drink  water instead of gin, only to learn that the 

sewer water is the sole option.  Gin becomes a necessity, a desperate effort  to 
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mask the taste of the 'hell-broth'  and combat nausea. Running to fetch water to 

illustrate  his point,  Downes falls into  the foul sewer, suffocating in the stench 

as much as drowning.  The water, Ȭas opaque as stoneȭȟ engulfs and hides his 

body (p. 333).   There is no euphemism here as Downes drowns in shit.  

Kingsley employs sensationalism in the cause of environmental justice. 

At the novel's end, Locke's highborn  cousin will  die of typhus fever, contracted 

from the coat he commissioned, the same coat Downes was working on, and 

used to cover the corpses of his family.34 Alan Rauch observes, Ȭ)Ô is, after all, 

fabric itself that is the vector for disease between the ill -used tailors and the 

upper classes for whom they must ×ÏÒËȭȠ his analysis points to the 

metaphorical contamination  of the cloth, which patterns this exploitation. 35 

Cloth, itself a kind  of web, becomes another way to represent contagion and 

ecological connections. Environmental injustices cannot be quarantined in the 

poorer districts. The fleas and lice birthed  out of the ȰÇÒÅÁÔ ÕÎ×ÁÓÈÅÄȱ (the 

exploited labouring classes) know no hierarchies, indiscriminately  biting  and 

infecting the rich wit h the blood of the poor. Kingsley recasts the scene in Past 

and Present (1843) where Carlyle makes this point  through an anecdote about 

the Irish widow who infects her unsympathetic neighbours with  typhus.  

Disease functions as the ironic  ȬÐÒÏÏÆ that she was flesh of your ÆÌÅÓÈȭȟ bone of 

your ÂÏÎÅȭȢ36 Epidemic pollution  reveals ecological truths.  Their strategic 

deployment of miasmic language suggests that  Victorians were so eco-

conscious as to be aware of interchanges induced by pollution,  even without  

accurate knowledge of germ theory. Writing  these networks into  the novel 

awakened perception of inescapable linkages between classes, exposing the 

reality that dirt,  often understood as a working-class problem, affected every 

person in England. 

Locke collapses into  a feverish dream state after inhaling  the poisonous 

gases of the cellar.37 In an allegorical saga, ghosts of an ecological past haunt 

Locke: he dreams he has de-evolved into  a madrepore, and then evolves over 

                                                 
34 Typhus was most often spread by lice; often confused with typhoid fever, the two illnesses were 

not distinguished until 1869.   
35 Alan Rauch, óThe Tailor Transformed: Kingsley's Alton Locke And The Notion Of Changeô, 

Studies In The Novel 25.2 (1993), pp. 196ï213 (p. 200). 
36 Thomas Carlyle, Past and Present (London: Chapman and Hall, 1872), p. 129, p. 128. 
37 He may also have contracted typhus. 
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time back into  a human.38 Locke's evolution is triggered through  altruism; it  is 

when he protects his cousin from a falling tree, sacrificing his own life, that 

Locke evolves into  an ape, the first  stage of development towards humanity.  

During  this stage, Ȭ%ÁÃÈ man coveted the universe for his own lusts, and not 

that he might  fulfil  in it  God's command to people and subdue ÉÔȭ (p. 349). 

Subdue in this context means cultivate, referring back to an earlier allusion in 

the novel to Bacon's golden rule, Ȭ.ÁÔÕÒÅ is conquered by obeying ÈÅÒȭ (p. 370). 

The universe must not be divided into  resources for individual  use: everyone 

must cooperatively share the land. Locke can only wake when he teaches his 

companions the proper relationship to the earth. He brings back to the present 

a past model of England and the ȰÃÏÍÍÏÎÓȱȟ free use of public land. His 

imagined evolution, an allegory of progress, resuscitates part of England's 

heritage. Locke, however, sets sail for America, where he hopes he may start a 

new life, and dies shortly upon reaching its shore. While  Locke's autobiography 

lives on to inculcate the need for brotherhood, it  offers an ambivalent 

conclusion. It  is up to the reader to act.  

 

'Kingsley Fever': Reforming Dirt  

 

In Sartor Resartus (1836), Carlyle asks, Ȭ7ÈÁÔ too are all Poets and Moral 

Teachers, but a Species of Metaphorical 4ÁÉÌÏÒÓȩȭ39  Kingsley weaves a 

panoramic view of England: urban sweatshops and rural  hovels tenanted by the 

lower classes, and the luxurious country estates and opulent drawing rooms of 

the elite. Miasma ɀ inescapable ɀ reveals currents of exchange; the workers are 

exploited by masters, who become infected by the hazardous conditions they 

create. Tina Choi argues that in urban fiction  of the 1840s and 1850s, these 

intimate  relationships between the biological and social create the connective 

tissue of the city, citing  an 1843 Quarterly Review article: 'we reflect that the air 
                                                 
38 A madrepore is a kind of stony coral. Darwin's first monograph, The Structure and Distribution 

of Coral Reefs, based on his investigations aboard the Beagle from 1832ï1836, expounds his theory 

of the formation of coral reefs. Published in 1842, the monograph cemented Darwin's celebrity in 

scientific circles and earned him, in 1853, the Royal Society's Royal Medal.  Given the Victorian 

mania for natural history, it is possible that the genus madrepore would be recognisable to 

Kingsley's contemporary readers. 
39 Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus. ed. by Kerry McSweeney and Peter Sabor (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1999), p. 219. 
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the labouring classes breathe ɏȣɐ is the fluid  in which rich and poor are equally 

immersedɂthat it  is a commonwealth in which all are born, live, and die 

ÅÑÕÁÌȭȢ40 The feared miasma communicates these lessons, wafting the message 

from the core of London, from the gases sublimated by human activity,  across 

the nation. Kingsley's miasmic portrayal of dirt  serves its purpose: the shock 

value in Alton Locke and Yeast forcefully awakens perception, playing on 

cultural  anxiety to disseminate unforgettable truths.  To return  to the yeast 

metaphor, Kingsley clearly sought out a mass response to his ideas. If  solutions 

depend principally  on his reader, we may assume he did not simply mean 

individual  action, but individuals  as part of a collective acting cooperatively. As 

a proponent of sanitation reform, we may also assume Kingsley approved of 

government-helmed and centralised responses to public health issues.41 

Though he soundly condemns the Poor Law, via Tregarva, he suggests that 

better national education and equal economic opportunities  are necessary to 

improve social conditions, both of which require collaborative action.42   

Kingsley wrote for England's youth, who, inspired by his zeal and radical 

ideas, caught what Henry James dubbed Ȭ+ÉÎÇÓÌÅÙ ÆÅÖÅÒȭȢ43  This phrase 

captures Kingsley's hopes that  his reforming fervour would be contagious. 

Significantly, both Smith and Locke become authors, and like their  creator, 

                                                 
40 Tina Young Choi, óWriting the Victorian City: Discourses Of Risk, Connection, And 

Inevitabilityô, Victorian Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal Of Social, Political, And Cultural 

Studies 43.4 (2001), pp. 561ï89 (p. 569). 
41 As assumption confirmed in Two Years Ago, which features Tom Thurnall's exhaustive efforts on 

behalf of the Board of Health. 
42 Most biographies of Kingsley chronicle his increasing conservatism and his rejection of 

Chartism or political reform that would lead to democracy, as well as ambivalence towards state 

intervention; rather, he proposed 'self-help' and 'self-improvement'. See Norman, p. 38, p. 45; 

Klaver pp. 454-7. However, Norman and Klaver also suggest that if Kingsley's radicalism waned as 

he grew older, it was because he believed that significant progress had been achieved, and 

Kingsley's novels surely contributed to that. Uffelman describes Kingsley's social attitudes as more 

'paternalistic' than truly 'egalitarian' (p. 56). His ethical, if not political agenda, nevertheless 

propagates ecological truths that insist upon the equal right of all people to a healthy environment, 

and, furthermore, the right of the nonhuman environment to be healthy. 
43 Endeavouring to instil his views in an even younger age group, Kingsley revisits these issues in 

his didactic children's story, The Water-Babies (1863).  A young chimney sweep, Tom, becomes so 

fascinated with clean water that he drowns in the attempt to wash off the soot covering his body. 

This not only alludes to the lack of 'water up the court where he lived', but the city's smoky air.  

Kingsley's toxic discourse insists that Tom cannot survive in a contaminated environment, and so is 

transformed into a 'water-baby'. Charles Kingsley, The Water-Babies: A Fairy Tale for a Land-Baby. 

Ed. Richard D. Beards (New York: Penguin Books, 2008), p. 1. 



Margaret S. Kennedy  

Victorian Network Volume 6, Number 2 (Winter 2015) 

81 

they use literature  as the carrier of ideas that by spreading and multiplying  

may lead to environmental  justice. 
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BAD PROPERTY: UNCLEAN HOUSES IN VICTORIAN CITY WRITING  

Erika Kvistad  
(University of Oslo) 

  
 Abstract 

This essay considers dirt as a source of horror in late nineteenth-century urban 
exploration writing, in which middle -class writers explore the homes of poor city 
dwellers. I argue that for these writers, dirt was the point where scientifically driven 
ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÐÅÒÓÔÉÔÉÏÕÓ ÈÏÒÒÏÒ ÍÅÔȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÄ ÐÏÏÒ ÈÏÍÅÓ ÁÓ ȰÂÁÄ 
ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙȱȟ ÂÏÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÏÆ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÕÎÃÌÅÁÎÎÅÓÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÂÙ ÔÈÅÎ 
disproved miasma theory of disease persists in these texts both as a fact and as a 
persuasive metaphor. It allowed urban exploration writers to articulate both the fear 
of the squalid dwellings where poverty, disease and moral decay arise, and the fear 
that this badness might spread through the wealthier parts of the city. In this way, 
the demolition of filthy homes functioned not only as a social project, but as a form 
of exorcism. But three other central works of late-Victorian city writing, Margaret 
Oliphant's A Beleaguered Cityȟ 7Ȣ4Ȣ 3ÔÅÁÄΈÓ Ȭ4ÈÅ -ÁÉÄÅÎ 4ÒÉÂÕÔÅ ÏÆ -ÏÄÅÒÎ "ÁÂÙÌÏÎȭ 
and R.L. Stevenson's Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, use the idea of the 
unclean house for new purposes, undermining the equivalence between cleaning up 
the city and eradicating its horror. ThÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÂÁÄ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙȱ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓȟ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄȟ Á 
way of locating horror close to home, at the heart of respectable middle-class houses. 

 
Ȭ(ÏÕÓÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇÓ ×ÈÏ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔ ÔÈÅÍȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÏÒÍÅÒ 
selves what the corpse is to the living body. A superstitious belief among the people is 
ÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÒÅÄÕÃÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÄÅÁÔÈȢ 4ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÉÓ ÔÅÒÒÉÂÌÅȢȭ1 
 
Ȭ4ÈÅ ÂÏÕÒÇÅÏÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÉÏÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ΫβΰΪÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ΫβγΪÓȣÆÉÔÔÉÎÇÌÙ ÈÏÕÓÅÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÐÓÅȢ Έ/Î 
this sofa the aunt cannot but be murdered.'2 

 
The 'great dark region' at home  
 
W.T. Stead, social reformer, crusading reporter and spiritual investigator, once 
ÓÐÅÎÔ Á ÓÌÅÅÐÌÅÓÓ ÎÉÇÈÔ ÉÎ Á ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄÌÙ ÈÁÕÎÔÅÄ 'ÏÔÈÉÃ ÃÁÓÔÌÅȢ Ȭ) ÒÅÊÏÉÃÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ) 
was capable of superstition. I thought it was dried out of me by high pressure 
ÃÉÖÉÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȟȭ ÈÅ ×ÒÏÔÅ ɀ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÈÅ ÁÄÄÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ) ÁÍ ÁÆÒÁÉÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÍÙ 

                                                 
1 Victor Hugo, Toilers of the Sea, 1866, trans. by W. Moy Thomas, ed. by Ernest Rhys (London: 

Everyman, 1911), p. 4. 
2 Walter Benjamin, óManorially Furnished Ten-Room Apartmentô, One Way Street and Other 

Writings, trans. by Edmund Jephcott and Kingsley Shorter (London: Verso, 1985), pp. 48ï9. 
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critics will be inclined to remark that my capacities in that direction stand in 
ÎÅÅÄ ÏÆ Á ÇÒÅÁÔ ÄÅÁÌ ÏÆ ÄÒÙÉÎÇ ÕÐȭȢ3 

In fact, superstition was a common response, and not just in Stead's own 
work, to the high pressure civilisation of the Victorian city. In late -nineteenth-
century urban exploration writing, invocations of a particular kind of near -
supernatural horror became a way of trying to imagine ɀ as well as a sign of the 
inability to comprehend ɀ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÓÅÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÓÑÕÁÌÏÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬÇÒÅÁÔ ÄÁÒË ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭ ÔÈÅÙ 
investigated.4 (ÅÒÅȟ ) ÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȬÕÒÂÁÎ ÅØÐÌÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇȭ ÔÏ ÄÅÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÅ 
attempts of largely middle-class writers like Henry Mayhew, Charles Booth, 
Blanchard Jerrold and Flora Tristan to survey and describe the homes of 
working-class and poor residents of British cities. Other critics have used 
different phrases for what these writers were doing. For instance, Seth Koven, 
who focuses on the combination of sexual charge and reformist passion that 
drove middle- and upper-class activity in the slums, describes it simply as 
ȬÓÌÕÍÍÉÎÇȭȟ ÐÁÒÔÌÙ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÒÓ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÐÕÔ ÉÔ ÔÈÁÔ 
way:  

 
Because the desire to go slumming was bound up with the need to 
disavow it, my history of slumming includes the men and women 
who used any word except slumming ɀ charity, sociological 
research, Christian rescue, social work, investigative journalism ɀ 
to explain why they had entered the slums.5  

 
Harold James Dyos takes the writers more on their own terms, describing 
them broadly as 'researcher[s]' and 'investigators',6  while Lee Jackson 
describes them as 'intrepid social reformers' and 'investigative journalists'.7 I 
ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȬÕÒÂÁÎ ÅØÐÌÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇȭ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÁÌÏÇÙ ÉÔ ÁÌÌÏ×Ó ×ÉÔÈ 
present-day urban exploration, in which explorers investigate abandoned sites 
                                                 
3 W.T. Stead, Borderland: A Casebook of True Supernatural Studies, 1897 (Stuart: New York, 

1970), p. 254, The W.T. Stead Resource Site 

<http://www.attackingthedevil.co.uk/spiritualism/clairvoyant.php> [accessed 21 July 2015] 
4 Andrew Mearns, The Bitter Cry of Outcast London: An Inquiry into the Condition of the Abject 

Poor, 1883, excerpt in The Fin de Siecle: A Reader in Cultural History, 1880ï1900, ed. by Sally 

Ledger and Roger Luckhurst (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 27. Further references are 

given after quotations in the text. 
5 Seth Koven, Slumming: Sexual and Social Politics in Victorian London (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2004), p. 9. 
6 Harold James Dyos, Exploring the Urban Past: Essays in Urban History (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1982), p. 133. 
7 Lee Jackson, Dirty Old London: The Victorian Fight against Filth (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2014), p. 181. Further references are given after quotations in the text. 

http://www.attackingthedevil.co.uk/spiritualism/clairvoyant.php
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and urban infrastructure like transit tunnels and storm drains. The analogy is 
an imperfect one, because current urban explorers are not primarily concerned 
with human or social issues, but it is suggestive of the nineteenth-century 
ÕÒÂÁÎ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅÒÓȭ ÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÁÎÓÇÒÅÓÓÉÏÎȢ "ÕÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÒÓ 
themselves also drew analogies between their work charting the homes of the 
poor and the exploration of unknown territory in England's imperial 
ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÉÅÓȢ -ÁÙÈÅ×ΈÓ ×ÏÒË ÔÏÏË ÐÌÁÃÅ ÉÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȬÔÈÅ ÕÎÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ 
ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÏÒȭȟ8 and both William Booth's In Darkest England and the 
Way Out (1890) and Margaret Harkness's slum novel In Darkest London (1889) 
took their names from Henry Morton Stanley's In Darkest Africa (1890).9 
"ÏÏÔÈΈÓ ÐÒÅÆÁÃÅ ÂÒÉÎÇÓ ÈÏÍÅ ÔÈÅ ȬÁ×ÆÕÌ ÇÌÏÏÍȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ !ÆÒÉÃÁÎ ÒÁÉÎÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÔÏ 
suggest the deep otherness of a territory close to his readers' own homes: 'that 
$ÁÒËÅÓÔ %ÎÇÌÁÎÄ ÏÆ ×ÈÉÃÈ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÓÐÅÁË ɏȣɐ ÉÔÓ ÍÏÎÏÔÏÎÏÕÓ ÄÁÒËÎÅÓÓȟ ÉÔÓ 
malaria and its gloom, its dwarfish de-humanized inhabitants, the slavery to 
which they are subjected, their privations and their misery'.10 

Urban exploration writers were tryi ng to describe an unsettling territory: 
one that was geographically close to the homes of their middle- and upper-
class readers, and at the same time terribly foreign. Other critics have noted 
that exploring and describing domestic dirt was a central part of the work of 
urban social reformers. Lee Jackson's history of filth and sanitation in 
Victorian London links the work of early urban exploration writers to the 
sanitation efforts that followed, pointing out that descriptions of unclean 
ÈÏÍÅÓ Ȭ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ Á ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄ ÃÁÍÐÁÉÇÎÉÎÇ ÔÏÏÌ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÒÅÆÏÒÍÅÒÓȭ ɉÐȢ 
181). Writing became a precursor to cleaning. Here, though, I want to focus on 
a particular aspect of this process: the fact that in many of the central texts of 
late-Victorian urban exploration writi ng, the obvious social problems that 
beset the poor areas of British cities, like inadequate housing, crime, and the 
spread of disease, become linked with the idea of certain living spaces as 
intrinsically bad. I want to examine what, for Victorian writers  on the city, it 
meant for a living space to be bad, and what uses the idea of the bad house 
could be put to. 

                                                 
8 Henry Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor (London, 1851), p. xv, Electronic Text 

Center, University of Virginia Library. 

<http://web.archive.org/web/20080923195808/http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/MayL

ond.html> [accessed 21 July 2015] Further references are given after quotations in the text. 
9 Harkness's novel was first published in 1889 under the title Captain Lobe: A Story of the 

Salvation Army, but the title was changed on its republication in 1891 to refer to both Boothôs and 

Stanleyôs works. 
10 William Booth, In Darkest England and the Way Out[1890 ] (BiblioBazaar, 2006), p. 25. 

http://web.archive.org/web/20080923195808/http:/etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/maylond.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20080923195808/http:/etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/maylond.html
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"Ù ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȰÂÁÄ ) ÍÅÁÎ ÔÏ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ Á ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÖÅÒÙ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ $Ò 
Montague reaches for in Shirley Jackson's The Haunting of Hill House (1959): 
ȬÔÈÅ ÈÏÕÓÅÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÉÎ ,ÅÖÉÔÉÃÕÓ ÁÓ ÌÅÐÒÏÕÓȟ tsaraas, or Homer's phrase for 
the underworld, aidao domosȟ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÕÓÅ ÏÆ (ÁÄÅÓ ɏȣɐ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ 
houses as unclean or forbidden ɀ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÓÁÃÒÅÄȭȢ11 Dr Montague's unclean 
(perhaps sacred) houses have something nearly, but not quite, supernatural 
about them. If they were in fact supernatural, they might be easier to 
understand, less offensive to the mind. Even so, Melissa Edmundson's work on 
hauntings in the stories of Charlotte Riddell and Margaret Oliphant offers a 
ÓÔÒÉËÉÎÇ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÐÈÒÁÓÅȡ ÓÈÅ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÕÎÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÅ ÈÏÕÓÅÓȱ 
was used throughout the nineteenth century to describe houses and dwellings 
ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÏÓÓÅÓÓÅÄ ÂÙ ÇÈÏÓÔÓ ÏÒ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÅÖÉÌ ÓÐÉÒÉÔÓȭȢ12 As Edmundson points 
out, the phrase has religious as well as supernatural associations, but most 
interestingly for my purposes, the obvious connotation is of simple physical 
discomfort. The phrase suggests that a house that is physically unpleasant to 
be in might be a house where something more is also wrong. 

The idea of this kind of bad or unclean house appears in telling ways in 
urban exploration writing. At one point in Charles Booth's survey of the lives, 
homes and occupations of working-class Londoners, Life and Labour of the 
People in London (1892-γαɊȟ "ÏÏÔÈȭÓ ÎÏÒÍÁÌÌÙ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÁÎÄ ÆÁÃÔÕÁÌ ÔÏÎÅ ɀ which 
stays quite neutral on, for instance, unmarried cohabitation ɀ becomes 
animated on the subject of demolition: 

 
in this neighbourhood there has been of late years a great change 
brought about by the demolition of bad property. If much remains 
to do, still much has been done in the clearing away of vile spots, 
which contained dwellings unfit for human use, and matched only 
by the people who inhabited them.13 

 
This passage has a weirdly circular argument. These houses are unfit for 
human use (a common, though vague, way of defining a slum),14 but are 
matched by the humans who use them. This means that we have to imagine 
                                                 
11 Shirley Jackson, The Haunting of Hill House (London: Penguin, 1987), p. 70. 
12 Melissa Edmundson, óThe ñUncomfortable Housesò of Charlotte Riddell and Margaret 

Oliphantô, Gothic Studies, 12.1 (2010), pp. 51ï67, p. 63. Further references are given after 

quotations in the text. 
13 Charles Booth, Life and Labour of the People in London[1889] in Charles Booth's London, ed. 

by Albert Fried and Richard Elman (Harmondsworth: Pelican, 1971), p. 89. Further references are 

given after quotations in the text. 
14 See Dyos, p. 132. 
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these humans as unfit to inhabit a space, even this particular space which is 
itself unfit (even as Booth seems to suggest that the inhabitants and their 
dwelling might after all, somehow, be fit for each other). The source of the 
badness is unclear, too: did the space make the inhabitants bad, did the 
inhabitants make the space bad, or did two matching kinds of badness happen 
to coincide? And for whose sake are these homes destroyed? What exactly is 
ÃÌÅÁÎÅÄ ÕÐ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ ȬÖÉÌÅ ÓÐÏÔÓȭ ÁÒÅ ÃÌÅÁÒÅÄ Á×ÁÙȩ 

I will argue that uncleanness is the point where, in Victorian writing on 
the city, scientifically driven social activism and superstitious horror meet. In 
the introduction to The Architectural Uncanny (1992), Anthony Vidler runs up 
ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÆÒÏÎÔÉÎÇ ȬÔÈÅ ÁÅÓÔÈÅÔÉÃ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÅÓÔÒÁÎÇÅÍÅÎÔȭ ×ÉÔÈ 
ȬÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȭȡ Ȭ&ÁÃÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÏÌÅÒÁÂÌÅ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÁÌ 
ÈÏÍÅÌÅÓÓÎÅÓÓȟ ÁÎÙ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÔÒÁÎÓÃÅÎÄÅÎÔÁÌȱ ÏÒ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ 
ÕÎÈÏÍÅÌÙ ÒÉÓËÓ ÔÒÉÖÉÁÌÉÚÉÎÇ ÏÒȟ ×ÏÒÓÅȟ ÐÁÔÒÏÎÉÚÉÎÇ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÏÒ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÃÔÉÏÎȭȢ15 
"ÕÔ ȬÔÒÁÎÓÃÅÎÄÅÎÔÁÌȭ ÏÒ ȬÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌȭ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÎ uncleanness are an 
inherent part of contemporary responses to the intolerable state of homes in 
the Victorian city. These responses were often the necessary spur to political 
and social action, but also admitted to a kind of bewildered incomprehension. 
This pattern is particularly clear in the case of the miasma theory of the spread 
of disease, which became a model that urban exploration writers could use to 
try to describe and understand poor urban homes, but also a way for them to 
acknowledge that they could not fully understand it ɀ perhaps even that it 
could not fully be understood. And it allowed them to imagine slum clearance 
ɀ ÔÈÅ ȬÄÅÍÏÌÉÔÉÏÎȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÃÌÅÁÒÉÎÇ Á×ÁÙȭ ÔÈÁÔ "ÏÏÔÈ ×ÒÉÔÅÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ɀ as a way of 
exorcising the horror that these homes inspired. 

But, as I will go on to show, towards the late nineteenth century the idea 
of the unclean house became something more than just a way for middle-class 
writers to deal with the horror of urban poverty. I will explore three other 
central works of Victorian cit y writing, Margaret Oliphant's A Beleaguered City 
ɉΫββΪɊȟ 7Ȣ4Ȣ 3ÔÅÁÄΈÓ Ȭ4ÈÅ -ÁÉÄÅÎ 4ÒÉÂÕÔÅ ÏÆ -ÏÄÅÒÎ "ÁÂÙÌÏÎȭ ɉΫββίɊ ÁÎÄ 2Ȣ,Ȣ 
Stevenson's Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886), in all of which the 
unclean home is a central image. But here it inspires a very different kind of 
horror, and is used for ideological purposes that run counter to those of the 
ÕÒÂÁÎ ÅØÐÌÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÒÉÔÅÒÓȢ )Î ÅÁÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÔÅØÔÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȬÂÁÄ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙȭ 
becomes not a way for middle-class writers to deal with urban poverty, but a 

                                                 
15 Anthony Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely (Cambridge: MIT 

Press, 1999), pp. 12ï13. 
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way of locating horror close to home, at the heart of respectable middle-class 
houses. 

 
Ȭ0ÏÉÓÏÎÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÌÏÄÏÒÏÕÓ ÇÁÓÅÓȭȡ -ÉÁÓÍÁ ÉÎ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÅØÐÌÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ 
 
#ÈÁÒÌÅÓ "ÏÏÔÈȭÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÖÉÌÅ ÓÐÏÔÓ ÔÁËÅÓ ÕÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 
science and superstition. There is a suggestion that streets can have moral and 
spiritual states that are not necessarily connected to the states of their 
ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔÓȡ ȬÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÅÅÔÓ ÓÅÔÔÌÅ ÄÏ×Î ÔÏ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÎÔÓ ÒÉÓÅȡ ÏÒ Á ÓÔÒÅÅÔ 
may go wrong and get into such a position that no course short of entire 
ÄÅÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȭ ɉÐȢ γΫɊȢ (ÏÕÓÅÓ ÉÎ ÐÏÏÒ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÃÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÌÉËÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ 
who ɀ under the influence of their tenants, but not entirely controlled by them 
ɀ ÍÁÙ ÇÒÏ× ÕÐ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÁÂÌÅ ÏÒ ÇÏ ×ÒÏÎÇȢ 3Ï ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÂÁÄ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙȱ ÉÓ ÇÉÖÅÎ Á 
ÍÏÒÁÌ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÈÁÓ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȟ ÍÏÒÅ ÎÅÂÕÌÏÕÓ ÓÅÎÓÅȡ Ȭ!ÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ 
early troubles of these streets are fevers, resulting it is said from the foul 
ÒÕÂÂÉÓÈ ×ÉÔÈ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÌÌÏ× ÌÁÎÄ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÌÅÖÅÌÌÅÄȭ ɉÐȢ γΫɊȢ 

Disease lies in the foundations of the house. To present-day readers, it 
would be easy to link this to standard horror tropes, like the recurring idea of 
North American haunted houses being built over Indian burial grounds. But 
"ÏÏÔÈȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÒÅÁÄ ÔÈÅ Édea of fever infesting a 
house because of the foulness of its foundations not as an obvious superstition, 
but as an application of miasma theory. This theory held that illnesses like 
cholera were spread by air that had become infected with decaying organic 
matter, meaning that foul -smelling air led directly to illness.16 Ȭ!ÌÌ ÓÍÅÌÌ ÉÓȟ ÉÆ ÉÔ 
be intense, immediate acute disease; and eventually we may say that, by 
depressing the system and rendering it susceptible to the action of other 
causes, all smell is diÓÅÁÓÅȭȟ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÒÅÆÏÒÍÅÒ %Ä×ÉÎ #ÈÁÄ×ÉÃË ÉÎ Á Ϋβήΰ 
report to the Metropolitan Sewage Committee.17 This was an extraordinarily 
persistent idea across the nineteenth century. Stephen Halliday, discussing the 
way it affected the public health officials responsible for combating the 1831-
Ϋβΰΰ ,ÏÎÄÏÎ ÃÈÏÌÅÒÁ ÅÐÉÄÅÍÉÃÓȟ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÉÔ ȬÁÎ ÏÂÓÔÉÎÁÔÅ ÂÅÌÉÅÆȭȢ18 Miasma theory 
was never a completely accepted orthodoxy: in 1853, the editor of the Lancet 
described attempts at tracing the origins of cholera as 'darkness and confusion, 

                                                 
16 George Davey Smith, óBehind the Broad Street pump: aetiology, epidemiology and prevention of 

cholera in mid-nineteenth century Britainô, International Journal of Epidemiology, 31 (2002), pp. 

920ï932, p. 921. 
17 Metropolitan Sewage Committee proceedings, Parliamentary Papers, 10.651 (1846). 
18 Stephen Halliday, óDeath and miasma in Victorian London: an obstinate beliefô, BMJ, 323 

(2001), p. 1469. 
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ÖÁÇÕÅ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȟ ÁÎÄ Á ÖÁÉÎ ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ɏȣɐ 7Å ËÎÏ× ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇȟ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÁÔ ÓÅÁ ÉÎ Á 
whirlpool of conjecture'. 19  But Halliday emphasises that John Snow's 
alternative hypothesis that cholera was spread through polluted water, arrived 
at in his study of the Broad Street water pump during the 1854 cholera 
epidemic, took a long time to gain acceptance in the medical community. It 
was only when the progress of the final cholera epidemic in 1866 confirmed his 
ideas that they started to gain traction. 

Reading urban exploration writing, though, suggests that it took even 
longer for miasma theory to filter out of non -medical discourse. Even in the 
late nineteenth century, miasma continued to hang over urban exploration 
texts. It appeared occasionally as an actual fact, as in Booth's mention of 
ÆÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÉÌÌÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÒÕÂÂÉÓÈȟ ÏÒ !ÎÄÒÅ× -ÅÁÒÎÓΈÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÃÏÕÒÔÓ 
reeking with poisonous and malodorous gases arising from accumulations of 
ÓÅ×ÁÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÆÕÓÅȭ ɉÐÐȢ ήɀ5). But more often, it appeared as a persuasive image 
ɀ for the conceptual fogginess that made it hard to put the horror of these 
homes into words, and, not least, for the fear that like illness, the squalor of 
squalid homes might somehow drift and spread. The persistence of the 
miasmatic in writing on  the city, long after miasma theory had been disproved, 
suggests that it fulfilled a purpose other than strictly factual accuracy: that, in 
terms of trying to imagine what made a home a bad place, it felt right.  

Marina Warner devotes a chapter of Phantasmagoria (2006) to clouds 
and fogs as a way of linking the worldly and the otherworldly, the known and 
ÔÈÅ ÕÎËÎÏ×Îȟ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÖÉÎÅȢ Ȭ#ÌÏÕÄÓ ÁÒÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÆÕÓÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ 
ÓÕÐÅÒÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇȭȟ ÓÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȢ Ȭ#ÌÏÕÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÌÏÕÄÉÎÅÓÓ ÏÆÆÅÒ Á ÍÁÇÉÃÁÌ 
passkey to the labyrinth of unknowable mysteries, outer and inner; they 
ÃÏÎÖÅÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÉÎÅÆÆÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÕÎËÎÏ×Î ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÖÉÎÅ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔȭȢ20 
The importance of miasma theory in urban exploration writing is paradoxical; 
it marks ɀ or rather, it blurs and distort s ɀ the border between what can and 
what cannot be known, between revelation and obfuscation. It is a scientific 
idea that acts as a superstition, and it suggests a fundamental ambiguity 
within the genre of urban exploration writing itself.  

The most often expressed motivation for urban exploration writing is to 
discover, expose and disseminate the truth about urban poverty. Flora 
4ÒÉÓÔÁÎΈÓ ÃÏÍÐÌÁÉÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈ ÃÏÎÓÐÉÒÅ ȬÔÏ ÃÏÎÃÅÁÌ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙΈÓ ÉÌÌÓȭ ÉÓ 
ÔÙÐÉÃÁÌȡ Ȭ! ÓÔÒÁÎÇÅ ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ ÐÁÔÒÉÏÔÉÓÍ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÉÓsimulates evils that can only be 
cured by exposure, by drawing the attention of every man with a voice to 
                                                 
19 Thomas Wakley, 'Editorial', The Lancet, 2 (1853), p. 393. 
20 Marina Warner, Phantasmagoria: Spirit Visions, Metaphor and Media into the Twenty-first 

Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p. 84. 
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ÓÐÅÁËȟ Á ÐÅÎ ÔÏ ×ÒÉÔÅȭȢ21 Some writers, like Henry Mayhew, emphasised that 
the extent of London's poverty was unknown to those who did not suffer from 
ÉÔ ɉȬÁ ÌÁÒÇÅ ÂÏÄÙ ÏÆ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÓȟ ÏÆ ×ÈÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÈÁÄ ÌÅÓÓ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
most distant tribes of the earth ɀ the government population returns not even 
ÎÕÍÂÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ËÉÎÇÄÏÍȭ ɉÐȢ ØÖɊɊȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȟ 
like Stead, argued that indifference rather than ignorance was the root 
ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ɉȬÓÏ ÆÁÒ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÉÓ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÃÉÔÙ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÖÕÌÓÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ×ÏÅȟ ,ÏÎÄÏÎ ÃÁÒÅÓ 
ÆÏÒ ÎÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȭɊ22. But they all saw it as the mission of their work to 
undo a country-wide repression of the squalor and suffering of the poorest 
inhabitants of the city.  

But in urban exploration writing, this drive towards light, clarity and 
exposure coexists with an almost equal drive towards obscurity ɀ a drive to 
emphasise the horror of what the author has witnessed by describing it as 
literally indescribable. This kind of writing wants to know and to reveal, often 
to categorise (as in Charles Booth's maps of London, colour-coded according 
to categories of poverty and employment) and sometimes to demystify, but it 
is rarely satisfied until it reaches the point where language breaks down, where 
the situation can no longer be described or imaginatively shared. Almost every 
non-slum dweller's description of forays into the slum reaches this point of 
linguistic collapse. FÌÏÒÁ 4ÒÉÓÔÁÎ ÓÁÙÓ ÏÆ Á ÓÔÒÅÅÔ ÉÎ 3Ô 'ÉÌÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÒÁÖÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ Á 
demented imagination could not equal the dreadful reality of such horrors', 
and that 'unless one has seen it with his own eyes, it is impossible to imagine 
such squalid indigence, such utter debasement, nor a more total degradation 
ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭ ɉÐȢ ΫέίɊȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ !ÎÄÒÅ× -ÅÁÒÎÓ ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÏÆ ÓÉÇÈÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÃÁÎ 
ÎÅÖÅÒ ÂÅ ÓÅÔ ÆÏÒÔÈ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÂÙ ÐÅÎ ÏÒ ÁÒÔÉÓÔΈÓ ÐÅÎÃÉÌȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔÅÓ ɉÉÔÁÌÉÃÓ ÈÉÓɊ ÔÈÁÔ 
Ȭwe have been compelled to tone down everything, and wholly to omit what most 
needs to be known, or the ears and eyes of our readers would have been 
insufferably outragedȭɉÐ έΪɊȢ %ÖÅÎ "ÏÏÔÈȟ ×ÈÏÓÅ ×ÏÒË ÉÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÐÒÅÃÉÓÅÌÙ 
shading and differentiating the territory of poor London, leaves some parts of 
it in  ÄÁÒËÎÅÓÓȡ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÃÔÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÅÁÃÈ ÓÏÍÅ ÃÈÁÒÍ ÏÒ ɏȣɐ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ 
nothing of this in St George's, which appears to stagnate with a squalor 
ÐÅÃÕÌÉÁÒ ÔÏ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȭ ɉÐȢ βΰɊȢ 

Fog obscures and darkens, but it also drifts. Both miasma theory and 
urban exploration works articulate a dual fear: fear of the bad property, the 

                                                 
21 Flora Tristan, London Journal, 1840, trans. by Dennis Palmer and Giselle Pincetl (London: 

George Prior, 1980), p. 134. Further references are given after quotations in the text. 
22 W.T. Stead, óThe Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylonô, Pall Mall Gazette, 4-10 July 1885. The 

W.T. Stead Resource Site. <http://www.attackingthedevil.co.uk/pmg/tribute/mt1.php> [accessed 21 

July 2015] Further references are given after quotations in the text. 
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squalid dwellings and cholera houses where poverty, disease and moral decay 
arise, and the fear that these things will spread uncontrollably through the city 
ɀ that, as Andrew Mearns put it, Ȭ4()3 4%22)",% &,//$ /& 3). !.$ 
-)3%29 )3 '!).).' 50/. 53ȭ ɉÐȢ άαɊȢ *ÕÄÉÔÈ 7ÁÌËÏ×ÉÔÚ ÑÕÏÔÅÓ ÁÎ -0 ×ÈÏȟ 
ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ 4ÒÁÆÁÌÇÁÒ 3ÑÕÁÒÅ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ Ϋββΰȟ ÒÅÍÁÒËÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬɏÉÔ ÉÓɐ ÉÎ ÂÁÄ 
taste [for] people to parade their insolent starvation in the face of the rich and 
ÔÒÁÄÉÎÇ ÐÏÒÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÏ×ÎȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÓÔÁÒÖÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÇÁÒÒÅÔÓȭȢ23 This 
seems almost too much of a cliché of the vicious Victorian upper classes not to 
be intended satirically, but it also sounds a little like an attempt to make light 
of the guilt and fear resulting from the intimate proximity of the very poor to 
the comfortably off. The literal and metaphorical space poverty inhabits, its 
uncanny conceptual distance from and physical closeness to the homes of the 
middle-class readership, is a constant presence in writing on urban poverty. 
4ÈÅ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÅØÐÌÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÒÉÔÅÒÓȭ ÔÅÎÄÅÎÃÙ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÆÏÒÁÙÓ 
into foreign and uncongenial countries clearly suggests this. But even earlier in 
the century, in a Times editorial from 1843 quoted by Friedrich Engels in The 
Condition of the Working Class in England (1845), poverty is imagined as 
something that could spread, like a cloud of disease, and infect even wealthy 
homes: 

 
Poor there must be everywhere. Indigence will find its way and set 
ÕÐ ÉÔÓ ÈÉÄÅÏÕÓ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÒÔ ÏÆ Á ÇÒÅÁÔ ÁÎÄ ÌÕØÕÒÉÏÕÓ ÃÉÔÙ ɏȣɐ 
"ÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ɏȣɐ ÉÎ Á ÄÉÓÔÒÉÃÔ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÕÔÉÏÕÓ ÒÅÆÉÎÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ 
design has refrained from creating one single tenement for poverty; 
which seems, as it were, dedicated to the exclusive enjoyment of 
wealth, that there want, and famine, and disease, and vice should 
stalk in all their kindred horrors, consuming body by body, soul by 
soul!24 
 

4ÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÖÁÃÉÌÌÁÔÅÓȟ ÉÔÓ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÈÏÒÒÏÒ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ×ÁÎÔȟ ÁÎÄ 
famine, and diseasÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÖÉÃÅȭ ÅØÉÓÔÓ ÁÔ ÁÌÌ ÉÓ ÆÉÎÁÌÌÙ Ó×ÁÍÐÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÒÒÏÒ ÔÈÁÔ 
ÉÔ ÅØÉÓÔÓ ȬÃÌÏÓÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÌÁÔÉÁÌ ÓÐÌÅÎÄÏÕÒ ÏÆ "ÁÙÓ×ÁÔÅÒȭ ɉÐȢ ήɊȢ 

 
Ȭ4Ï ÓÁÖÅ ÕÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÎÏÃÔÕÒÎÁÌ ÔÅÒÒÏÒÓȭȡ (ÏÕÓÅ-cleaning as exorcism  
 

                                                 
23 Judith R. Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian 

London (London: Virago, 1992), p. 29. Further references are given after quotations in the text. 
24 óEditorialô, The Times, 12 Oct. 1843, p. 4. Further references are given after quotations in the 

text. 
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7ÉÔÈ ÐÏÖÅÒÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ȬËÉÎÄÒÅÄ ÈÏÒÒÏÒÓȭ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÐÒÅÄatory evil, both 
associated with and detached from the agency of actual poor people, and 
ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÅØÔÅÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÔÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÅ ÉÔÓ ÐÒÅÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ÏÆ ȬÔÈÅ 
ÃÁÕÔÉÏÕÓ ÒÅÆÉÎÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÄÅÓÉÇÎȭ ÔÏ ÁÖÏÉÄ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ ȬÏÎÅ ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÔÅÎÅÍÅÎÔ 
ÆÏÒ ÐÏÖÅÒÔÙȭ comes to sound more like a ritual to ward off evil than like 
ÉÎÔÅÌÌÉÇÅÎÔ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇȢ 3ÕÃÈ ÒÉÔÕÁÌÓ ÁÒÅ ÄÅÌÉÎÅÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ 'ÅÏÒÇÅÓ "ÁÔÁÉÌÌÅȭÓ 
1929 account of the pervasive and ghostly qualities of dust: 

 
sad blankets of dust endlessly invade earthly dwellings and soil 
them uniformly: as if attics and old rooms were being arranged for 
the imminent entrance of obsessions, of ghosts, of larvae fed and 
inebriated by the worm-eaten smell of old dust. When the big 
servant girls arm themselves, each morning, with big feather 
dusters, or even with vacuum cleaners, they are perhaps not 
entirely unaware that they are contributing as much as the most 
positive scientists to keeping off the evil ghosts who are sickened 
by cleanliness and logic. One day or another, it is true, dust, if it 
persists, will probably begin to gain ground over the servants, 
overrunning with vast quantities of rubble abandoned buildings, 
deserted docks: and in this distant epoch there will be nothing 
more to save us from nocturnal terrors.25 
 

Even though, or possibly precisely because, this passage deals with the prosaic 
dirt that accumulates even in the homes of the middle classes ɀ the dirt that, 
in fact, comes from them, being composed in part of human skin flakes ɀ 
ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ×ÉÔÈȟ ÓÁÙȟ ÔÈÅ ȬÈÅÁÐÓ ÏÆ ÇÁÒÂÁÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÓÈÅÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÆÏÕÌ ÌÉÑÕÉÄÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ 
Engels found in a home in St Giles,26 ÉÔ ÒÅÁÄÓ ÌÉËÅ ÁÎ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÅØÐÌÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÒÉÔÅÒȭÓ 
nightmare. The work of the servant girls is only a small-scale version of the 
work of the urban planners, reformers and writers who worked to expose, limit 
and clean up the filth of the city. In both cases ɀ ÁÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ 
ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÓÔÓȭ ×ÈÏ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÅ ÎÉÎÅÔÅÅÎÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔÅÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ 
make the spirit-world part of the natural order or disprove its existence ɀ it is a 
×ÏÒË ÏÆ ÅØÏÒÃÉÓÍȢ 4ÈÅ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÅØÐÌÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÒÉÔÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÎÆÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ 
of moral, physical and spiritual uncleanness creates a paradox: cleaning, as an 

                                                 
25 Georges Bataille, óPoussi¯reô, Documents, 1, no. 5, 1929, p. 278, quoted and translated in 

Anthony Vidler, óFantasy, the Uncanny, and Surrealist Theories of Architectureô, in Papers of 

Surrealism, issue 1, (2003), p. 4. 
26 Friedrich Engels, The Condition of the Working Class in England, 1844, ed. by David McLellan 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), p. 40. 
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attempt to eradicate dirt, necessarily presupposes that dirt exists; in the same 
way, exorcism as an attempt to eradicate ghosts necessarily presupposes that 
ghosts exist. When obsessions, ghosts and larvae merge into one ɀ as they do 
ÉÎ "ÁÔÁÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÔÅØÔȟ ÉÎ "ÏÏÔÈΈÓ ȬÂÁÄ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙȭ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ Times article's image of 
stalking, devouring poverty ɀ and cleanliness and logic become the same 
thing, the inference is that if dirt exists, then so must irrationality. So the 
Times article begins in straightforward disgust at and sympathy for the plight 
ÏÆ ȬίΪ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÁÇÅÓȟ ×ÈÏ ÈÕÄÄÌÅ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒËÓ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÎÉÇÈÔȭȟ 
ÂÕÔ ÖÅÅÒÓ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÓÕÐÅÒÓÔÉÔÉÏÕÓ ÄÒÅÁÄ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÈÁÔ ȬÌÕÒËÓ ÕÎÓÅÅÎȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙΈÓ 
ȬÎÁÒÒÏ× ÌÁÎÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÂÙ-ÓÔÒÅÅÔÓȭ ×ÉÌÌ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÌÉÇÈÔ ÔÏÏ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÏ ÈÏÍÅ ɉÐȢ ήɊȢ 

The work of exorcising the city's dwellings took the literal form of slum 
clearance programs, which were instituted in the 1870s but picked up pace 
with the formation of the London County Council in 1889. 27  Booth's 
description again reveals an uncertainty as to whether the clearances are 
intended to save the inhabitants from their homes or the homes from their 
inhabitants:  

 
by herding together, they ɀ both the quarters they occupy, and 
their denizens ɀ tend to get worse. When this comes about 
ÄÅÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÃÕÒÅ ɏȣɐ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÌÕÍÓ ÈÁÖÅ 
been scattered, and though they must carry contamination with 
them wherever they go, it seems certain that such hotbeds of vice, 
misery, and disease as those from which they have been ousted are 
not again created (p. 90). 
 

The same process took place on an even larger scale in Paris, which underwent 
Á ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅ ÒÅÎÏÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÈÁÎÄÓ ÏÆ ȬÄÅÍÏÌÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÒÔÉÓÔȭ 'ÅÏÒÇÅÓ-Eugène 
Haussmann in the mid-nineteenth century. 28 Haussmann's Paris was an 
attempt at creating a healthier, safer, cleaner city that was nonetheless shaped 
by an intense suspicion of its inhabitants; the boulevards were purposely made 
too wide to be barricaded by potential rebels. The result, according to Walter 
"ÅÎÊÁÍÉÎȭÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ Arcades Projectȟ ×ÁÓ Á ÃÉÔÙ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ȬÔÈÅ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔÓ 
ɏȣɐ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÆÅÅÌ ÁÔ ÈÏÍÅ ɏȣɐ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÔÏ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÈÕÍÁÎ 
ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÔÒÏÐÏÌÉÓȭ ɉÐȢ άέɊȢ /ÔÈÅÒ ÅØÏÒÃÉÓÍÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ 

                                                 
27J.A Yelling, óL. C. C. Slum Clearance Policies, 1889-1907ô, Transactions of the Institute of British 

Geographers, 7.3 (1982), pp. 292ï303(p. 292). 
28 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, ed. by Rolf Tiedemann, trans. by Howard Eiland and 

Kevin McLaughlin (New York: Belknap Press, 2002), p. 23. Further references are given after 

quotations in the text. 
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than physical, though intended to inspire tangible changes. William Morris's 
News from Nowhere (1890) describes an alternate London that is both of the 
past and of the future, a medieval-ÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÕÔÏÐÉÁ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÑÕÁÉÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÆÁÎÃÉÆÕÌ 
ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇÓȭ ÕÎÔÁÉÎÔÅÄ ÂÙ ȬÔÈÅ ÇÒÉÍÙ ÓÏÏÔÉÎÅÓÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ) ×ÁÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÏÎ ÅÖÅÒÙ 
,ÏÎÄÏÎ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ Á ÙÅÁÒ ÏÌÄȭȟ ÁÎÄ ȬÁÌÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÙÍÐÁÔÈÅÔÉÃ ×ÉÔh the life 
ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ä×ÅÌÌÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÍȭȢ29 These are the reverse of Dr Montague's leprous, 
forbidden or unclean houses. The homes of Nowhere, ingeniously constructed 
and beautifully decorated, human-scaled and surrounded by nature, make up 
a fantasy of a city that is home, and homelike, to everyone. 

 
Ȭ! ÒÏÏÍ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÐÅÒÆÅÃÔÌÙ ÓÅÃÕÒÅȭȡ 3ÔÅÁÄȟ 3ÔÅÖÅÎÓÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 
horror of the clean house  
 
To Morris beauty and morality were intimately correlated, and the beautiful 
homes of News from Nowhere are a reflection of and a prerequisite for the 
good and useful lives of their inhabitants. Even for less aesthetically-minded 
urban reformers, it was tempting to imagine that destroying a physically filthy 
and decaying house would also destroy any moral decay that dwelled in it. But 
some late-Victorian city writing complicated this simple equivalence, creating 
a less easily exorcised sense of horror. 

Here, I examine three late Victorian works that approach horror, 
uncleanness and domestic space in ways that overturn the assumptions of 
many urban exploration texts. Margaret Oliphant's A Beleaguered City 
imagines a domestic exorcism more likely to disturb than to reassure a middle-
class reader. W.T. Stead's 'The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon' and R. L. 
Stevenson's Strange Tale of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde continually exploit the trope 
of the bad, diseased, unclean house, but compared to the work of the urban 
exploration writers, they draw out a new set of moral implications by 
presenting this house as scrupulously neat and solidly middle -class. 

A Beleaguered City, one of Oliphant's many stories of the supernatural, is 
set not in a British metropolis, but in the fictional walled town of Semur in the 
Haute-Bourgogne. 30 )Î ÔÈÉÓ ȬÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÓÅÅÎȭȟ ÁÓ /ÌÉÐÈÁÎÔ 
titles it, the city is invaded first by the seen ɀ a cloud or fog that leaves the city 

                                                 
29 William Morris, News from Nowhere[1890] (London: Penguin, 1993), p. 48. 
30 At just under 50 000 words, A Beleaguered City could be described as a novel, but most sources 

describe it as a long story, or simply as a ghost story ï possibly because it was initially intended as a 

much shorter Christmas ghost story for Blackwood's Magazine (Robert Colby and Vineta Colby, óA 

Beleaguered City: A Fable for the Victorian Ageô, Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 16.4 (1962), pp. 

283ï301 (p. 284). 
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dark in the middle of a summer day ɀ and then by the unseen, as the spirits of 
the city's dead rise from their graves and literally, physically force the living 
out of their h omes and out of the city gates.31 The story seems to pick up on 
the miasmatic imagery of urban exploration literature. Here, too, a city is 
threatened by something drifting and spreading that walls cannot keep out, 
and that seems somewhere between the supernatural and the scientific: 
 

It was a blight some people said; and many were of opinion that it 
was caused by clouds of animalculæ coming, as is described in 
ancient writings, to destroy the crops, and even to affect the health 
of the population. The doctors scoffed at this; but they talked 
about malaria, which, as far as I could understand, was likely to 
produce exactly the same effect. (p. 9) 

 
Here, too, we are dealing with the fear of not being safe - from poverty, from 
death, from badness - in one's own home. But Oliphant shifts the emphasis of 
this fear in a striking way. As Edmundson points out, Oliphant's supernatural 
fiction tends to use domestic spaces as sites where boundaries, especially 
boundaries between the living and the dead, can become permeable (p. 52). In 
ÈÅÒ ÓÔÏÒÙ Ȭ4ÈÅ /ÐÅÎ $ÏÏÒȭ ɉΫββάɊȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ Á ÄÏÏÒ ÓÅÔ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÒÕÉÎȟ ÏÐÅÎ ÁÎÄ 
leading to nothing, is the place where a ghost tries to communicate with the 
living by asking to be let in.32 Edmundson emphasises that Oliphant's ghosts 
are usually not simply frightening; they are beings with feelings, and can be 
communicated with (pp.51-52). This is the case, too, in A Beleaguered City. 
Here the returning dead are frighteningly powerful, but also the ghosts of 
beloved people, and assumed to bÅ ÏÎ 'ÏÄΈÓ ȰÓÉÄÅȱ ɉÐȢ ήάɊȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȟ ÔÈÅ 
horror in A Beleaguered City is not primarily located in its supernatural 
ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓȢ !Ó ÏÎÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒ ÓÁÙÓȟ Ȭ7ÈÙ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÉÔ ÂÅ Á ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÏÆ ×ÏÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 
ÄÅÁÄ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÃÏÍÅ ÂÁÃËȩ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÎÄÅÒ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÎÏÔȭ ɉÐȢ 52). 

Instead, Oliphant finds horror in the idea of being expelled from one's 
ÈÏÍÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÄÅÁÄ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÁÓ Ȭnous autres mortsȭȟ ×Å ÏÔÈÅÒ 
dead, implying that the citizens of Semur are themselves in some sense dead. 
According to the messageÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÏÔÈÅÒ ÄÅÁÄȭ ÓÅÎÄ ÔÈÅÍȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÄÒÉÖÅÎ ÏÕÔ 
ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÆÉÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÈÏÍÅÓȡ Ȭ'ÏȦ ÌÅÁÖÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÔÏ ÕÓ ×ÈÏ 

                                                 
31 Margaret Oliphant, A Beleaguered City (1880), in A Beleaguered City And Other Tales Of The 

Seen And The Unseen, ed. by Jenny Calder (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2000). Further references are 

given after quotations in the text. 
32 Margaret Oliphant, óThe Open Doorô (1882), in A Beleaguered City And Other Tales Of The Seen 

And The Unseen, ed. by Jenny Calder (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2000). 
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ËÎÏ× ÔÈÅ ÔÒÕÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȭ ɉÐȢ άάɊȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȟ A Beleaguered City could 
be said to bridge the gap between the unclean houses of urban exploration 
writing and those of Stevenson and Stead. As in urban exploration writing, 
readers are invited to identify with the haute-bourgeoise main characters 
(most of them determinedly lay claim to this class status) whose homes and 
city are at risk of invasion by unseen forces. But unlike the urban exploration 
texts, which associate exorcism with the driving out of both filth and actual 
poor citizens, A Beleaguered City exorcises the city by filling it with the dead 
and throwing out i ts well-ÏÆÆ ÏÃÃÕÐÁÎÔÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÂÏÕÒÇÅÏÉÓÉÅȭÓ ÈÏÕÓÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÃÌÅÁÎÓÅÄȟ 
apparently by God's hand, by removing the bourgeoisie from them. 

Ȭ4ÈÅ -ÁÉÄÅÎ 4ÒÉÂÕÔÅ ÏÆ -ÏÄÅÒÎ "ÁÂÙÌÏÎȭȟ 7Ȣ4Ȣ 3ÔÅÁÄΈÓ Ϋββί ÅØÐÏÓï ÏÆ 
child prostitution in London, takes this idea further by maki ng bourgeois 
homes sources of horror in themselves. The series of articles that made up the 
Ȭ-ÁÉÄÅÎ 4ÒÉÂÕÔÅȭ ×ÅÒÅ Á ÓÅÎÓÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÃÁÕÓÉÎÇ ÒÉÏÔÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ Pall Mall Gazette offices 
ÁÓ ÍÏÂÓ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ ÎÏÔ ÐÕÔ ÏÆÆ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÅÄÉÔÏÒÉÁÌ ×ÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁÌÌ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ 
prefer to live in a fool's paradise of imaginary innocence and purity, selfishly 
ÏÂÌÉÖÉÏÕÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÒÒÉÂÌÅ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÉÅÓ ɏȣɐ ×ÉÌÌ ÄÏ ×ÅÌÌ ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÄ ÔÈÅ 0ÁÌÌ -ÁÌÌ 
'ÁÚÅÔÔÅ ÏÆ -ÏÎÄÁÙȭ ɉ3ÔÅÁÄȟ Ȭ4ÒÉÂÕÔÅȭȟ Ȭ.ÏÔÉÃÅ ÔÏ /ÕÒ 2ÅÁÄÅÒÓȭɊ ÔÒÉÅÄ ÔÏ ÏÂÔÁÉÎ 
copies of the paper (see Walkowitz, p. 81). But one of the subtler effects of 
3ÔÅÁÄΈÓ ȬÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÁÃÔÕÁÌ ÐÉÌÇÒÉÍÁÇÅ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÒÅÁÌ ÈÅÌÌȭ ɉ3ÔÅÁÄȟ Ȭ4ÒÉÂÕÔÅȭȟ Ȭ.ÏÔÉÃÅ 
ÔÏ /ÕÒ 2ÅÁÄÅÒÓȭɊÉÓ ÉÔÓ ÄÅÌÉÎÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÓÐÁÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÈÏÒÒÏÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ 
ÑÕÁÌÉÔÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÒÏÍ "ÏÏÔÈΈÓ ȬÖÉÌÅ ÓÐÏÔÓȭȟ ÏÒ ÅÖÅÎ -ÅÁÒÎÓȭÓ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÏÕÔÒÁÇÅ 
ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ȬÐÅÓÔÉÌÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÒÏÏËÅÒÉÅÓȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÎÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÖÉÒÔÕÅ ÎÏÒ ȬÁ ÄÒÏÐ ÏÆ 
ÃÌÅÁÎÓÉÎÇ ×ÁÔÅÒȭ ÃÁÎ ÐÅÎÅÔÒÁÔÅ ɉÐȢ άβɊȢ 

3ÔÅÁÄȭÓ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÅÌÌ ÉÓȟ ÌÉËÅ $ÁÎÔÅȭÓȟ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÁÌȠ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÉÎÇ ÉÍÁÇÅ 
of the text is the labyrinth of Daedalus, where tributes of youths and maidens 
×ÅÒÅ ÐÅÒÉÏÄÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÖÏÕÒÅÄ ÂÙ ȬÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÕÎÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÌÕÓÔȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ -ÉÎÏÔÁÕÒȡ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÌÁÂÙÒÉÎÔÈ ×ÁÓ ÃÕÎÎÉÎÇÌÙ ×ÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÌÉËÅ Á ÈÏÕÓÅ ɏȣɐ 
with many rooms and winding passages, that so the shameful creature of lust 
×ÈÏÓÅ ÁÂÏÄÅ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÆÁÒ ÒÅÍÏÖÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÓÉÇÈÔȭ ɉ3ÔÅÁÄȟ Ȭ4ÒÉÂÕÔÅȭȟ 
Part 1). The child prostitution trade is both the Minotaur itself and the 
ÌÁÂÙÒÉÎÔÈ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÎÏÔ ÓÅÖÅÎ ÍÁÉÄÅÎÓ ÏÎÌÙȟ ÂÕÔ ÍÁÎÙ ÔÉÍÅÓ ÓÅÖÅÎȭ ÅÎÔÅÒ ȬÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
serviÃÅ ÏÆ ÖÉÃÅȭȟ ÂÕÔ 3ÔÅÁÄȭÓ ÁÎÁÌÏÇÙ ÉÓ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅÌÙ ÖÁÇÕÅ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ Á 
labyrinth, wrought like a house to contain and conceal horror, of the whole 
ÃÉÔÙȡ Ȭ,ÏÎÄÏÎΈÓ ÌÕÓÔ ÁÎÎÕÁÌÌÙ ÕÓÅÓ ÕÐ ÍÁÎÙ ÔÈÏÕÓÁÎÄÓ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭ ɉ0ÁÒÔ ΫɊȢ 
Minotaur and labyrinth are conflated, ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÂÁÄ ÈÏÕÓÅȱ ÏÒ ÈÏÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÉÌÌ ÆÁÍÅ 
ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÁÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÁÎ ÁÇÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÉÒÌÓȭ ÖÉÏÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÕÒÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 
rapists themselves, both making the crime possible and justifying it in 
ÒÅÔÒÏÓÐÅÃÔȢ ! ÐÏÌÉÃÅ ÏÆÆÉÃÅÒ ÔÅÌÌÓ 3ÔÅÁÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÏÎÃÅ Á ÇÉÒÌ ÇÅÔÓ ÉÎÔÏ such a house 



Erika Kvistad  

Victorian Network Volume 6, Number 2 (Winter 2015) 

100 

ÓÈÅ ÉÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÈÅÌÐÌÅÓÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÒÁÖÉÓÈÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÓÁÆÅÔÙ ɏȣɐ 4ÈÅ 
fact of her being in a house of ill fame would possibly be held to be evidence of 
ÈÅÒ ÃÏÎÓÅÎÔȭ ɉ0ÁÒÔ ΫɊȢ 

These houses are specifically not the sties and rookeries of most urban 
exploration writing. Stead wonders at a house where girls are taken to be 
ȬÐÁÔÃÈÅÄ ÕÐȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÒÅÐÁÉÒÅÄȭ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÒÁÐÅÄȟ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÁÓ ȬÉÍÐÅÒÔÕÒÂÁÂÌÙ 
respectable in its outward appearance, apparently an indispensable adjunct of 
modern civilizaÔÉÏÎȭ ɉ0ÁÒÔ ΫɊȠ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÒÓÅȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÉÎÄÉÓÐÅÎÓÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ 
civilisation he describes. In a still more chilling passage, he tries to answer the 
question of how child prostitution can take place all over the city without 
ÂÅÉÎÇ ÄÅÔÅÃÔÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÑÕÏÔÅÓ ȬÔÈÅ ËÅÅÐÅÒ ÏÆ Á ÆÁÓÈÉÏÎÁÂÌÅ ÖÉÌÌÁȭ ÄÅÔÁÉÌÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ 
house's safety features:  

 
Here is a room where you can be perfectly secure. The house 
stands in its own grounds. The walls are thick, there is a double 
carpet on the floor. The only window which fronts upon the back 
garden is doubly secured, first with shutters and then with heavy 
curtains. You lock the door and then you can do as you please. The 
ÇÉÒÌ ÍÁÙ ÓÃÒÅÁÍ ÂÌÕÅ ÍÕÒÄÅÒȟ ÂÕÔ ÎÏÔ Á ÓÏÕÎÄ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÈÅÁÒÄ ɏȣɐ ) 
only will be about seeing that all is snug. (Part 1) 
 

This house is horrific not in its filth and decay, but in its careful order, its neat, 
solid construction, its snugness. 

Stead is sensitive to the frightening possibilities inherent in stolid 
normality; he does not let his sensationalist style get in the way of letting the 
casual, businesslike attitude of the procurers speak for itself, or of carefully 
ÒÅÎÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȬÐÁÌÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÄÅÓÐÁÉÒȭ ÁÓ Á ÔÉÄÙ ÖÉÌÌÁ ÉÎ Á ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÁÂÌÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÏ×Î 
(Part 1). Horror is intrinsic in this construction of the city, not a threat f rom 
outside ɀ an evil entity or a tide that can be foiled by slum clearances and 
careful urban planning. Stead speaks of his investigation of the brothels as a 
descent into  

 
Á ÓÔÒÁÎÇÅȟ ÉÎÖÅÒÔÅÄ ×ÏÒÌÄ ɏȣɐ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅȟ ÙÅÔ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ 
world of business and the world of politics. I heard of much the 
same people in the house of ill-fame as those of whom you hear in 
caucuses, in law courts, and on Change. But all were judged by a 
different standard, and their relative importance was altogether 
changed (Part 1). 
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The brothels and the streets are the inversion, the shadow twin, of wealthy 
London. But where many urban exploration texts imagine the two worlds as 
essentially separate ɀ though the wealthy spaces are imagined as constantly 
threatened, haunted, and miasmatically invaded by the spaces of poverty ɀ in 
Stead's text the connection is more intimate: the 'dissolute rich' are the 
Minotaurs of the London labyrinth.  

4ÈÅ Ȭ-ÁÉÄÅÎ 4ÒÉÂÕÔÅȭ ÓÐÕÒÒÅÄ 0ÁÒÌÉÁÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÆÉÎÁÌÌÙ ÐÁÓÓ ÁÇÅ-of-consent 
legislation (see Walkowitz, p. 104); it may also have inspired another central 
work of city writing, Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. R.L. Stevenson 
×ÒÏÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÕÍÎ ÏÆ Ϋββί ÁÆÔÅÒ Á ÆÒÉÅÎÄ ÈÁÄ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄÅÄ ÔÈÅ Ȭ-ÁÉÄÅÎ 
4ÒÉÂÕÔÅȭ ÔÏ ÈÉÍȢ *ÕÄÉÔÈ 7ÁÌËÏ×ÉÔÚ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÓ the Strange Case as a development 
ÏÆ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÅØÐÌÏÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÕÒÂÁÎ ȰÄÁÒË ×ÏÒÌÄȱȟ ÎÏÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÉÓ ȰÄÁÒË ×ÏÒÌÄȱ 
respected no geographical or class boundary, because the predatory Other 
ÍÁÄÅ ÉÔÓ ÈÏÍÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÎÅÒ ÒÅÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 3ÅÌÆȭ ɉÐȢ ΫέΫɊȢ "ÕÔ ) ÔÈink space and 
geography is fundamental to Stevenson's story, and that it connects the 
divided and self-deluding life of a human being to the divided and self-
deluding life of the city. The way Stevenson represents horror and uncleanness 
in urban dwellings ÉÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÏ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅ Ȭ-ÁÉÄÅÎ 4ÒÉÂÕÔÅȭ ÄÏÅÓ ÓÏȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 
two works draw similar unsettling conclusions about what constitutes the bad 
or unclean urban dwelling. 

!ÌÅØ #ÌÕÎÁÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÓ 3ÔÅÖÅÎÓÏÎȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ×ÈÁÔ #ÌÕÎÁÓ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÔÈÅ 
'moralization' of buildi ngs, and quotes an 1874 letter where Stevenson draws a 
ɉÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÙ ÐÌÁÙÆÕÌȟ ÂÕÔ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÖÉÖÉÄÌÙ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÄɊ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÐÉÒÉÔȱ ÏÆ 
two different kinds of houses: 

 
This other is bedevilled and furtive; it seems to stoop; I am afraid of 
trap-doors and coÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÇÏ ÐÌÅÁÓÁÎÔÌÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÓÕÃÈ ÈÏÕÓÅÓ ɏȣɐ ) ÄÏ 
not know if I have yet explained to you the sort of loyalty, of 
urbanity, that there is about one to my mind; the spirit of a country 
ÏÒÄÅÒÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÓÐÅÒÏÕÓȟ Á ÆÌÁÖÏÕÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÍÁÇÉÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ɏȣɐ 
[S]omething certain and civic and domestic, is all about these 
ÑÕÉÅÔȟ ÓÔÁÉÄȟ ÓÈÁÐÅÌÙ ÈÏÕÓÅÓ ɏȣɐ .Ï× ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ɏȣɐ ÓÌÙ ÁÎÄ 
grotesque; they combine their sort of feverish grandeur with their 
ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ ÓÅÃÒÅÔÉÖÅ ÂÁÓÅÎÅÓÓ ɏȣɐ 4ÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÍÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÓ 
of the same fashion. Dwarfs and sinister people in cloaks are about 
them.33 

                                                 
33 Robert Louis Stevenson, letter to Fanny Sitwell, August 8, 1874, quoted in Alex Clunas, 

óComely External Utterance: Reading Space in The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hydeô, The 

Journal of Narrative Technique, 3.24 (1994), pp. 173ï189(p. 175). 



Erika Kvistad  

Victorian Network Volume 6, Number 2 (Winter 2015) 

102 

 
The first strange thing we encounter in the Strange Case is a home, an 
incongruously neglected and run-down building in the midst of a thriving by -
street, and Stevenson's description of it seems to echo the terms of the letter 
he wrote years earlier. The little by-ÓÔÒÅÅÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ȬÄÏÍÅÓÔÉÃȭ ÂÕÔ ȬÃÉÖÉÃȭȟ ÃÉÔÙ-
minded as well as house-ÐÒÏÕÄȠ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔÓ ÁÒÅ ȬÁÌÌ ÄÏÉÎÇ ×ÅÌÌ ɏȣɐ ÁÎÄ ÁÌÌ 
ÅÍÕÌÏÕÓÌÙ ÈÏÐÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÓÔÉÌÌȭȢ34 They practise their trades keenly and 
ËÅÅÐ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÈÏÕÓÅÓ ÃÌÅÁÎȟ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÆÒÅÓÈÌÙ ÐÁÉÎÔÅÄ ÓÈÕÔÔÅÒÓȟ ×ÅÌÌ-polished brasses, 
ÁÎÄ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÃÌÅÁÎÌÉÎÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÁÉÅÔÙ ÏÆ ÎÏÔÅȭ ɉÐȢ ΰɊȢ "Ù ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ 
Enfield calls Black-Mail House, and that later turns out to be Hyde's hiding-
ÐÌÁÃÅȟ ÉÓ ȬÓÉÎÉÓÔÅÒȭȟ ȬÓÏÒÄÉÄȭȟ ȬÄÉÓÔÁÉÎÅÄȭȟ ȬÂÌÉÓÔÅÒÅÄȭȟ ×ÉÔÈ Á ȬÂÌÉÎÄ ÆÏÒÅÈÅÁÄ ÏÆ 
ÄÉÓÃÏÌÏÕÒÅÄ ×ÁÌÌȭ ɉÐȢ ΰɊȢ 

These descriptions are obviously not just moralising but 
anthropomorphic, and at first glance, the ways these dwellings are represented 
seem to offer clues that their inhabitants might be 'persons of the same 
fashion'. Clunas, though, goes on to make the point that in the Strange Case, 
the significance of external signs is not as obvious as it seems to Utterson: 

 
At the root of UttÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÍÉÓÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÌÉÅÓ ÈÉÓ ÉÎÃÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ 

discover good and evil in separate places/bodies, as though good 
and evil were stably fixed in the essence of any individual character 
and then expressed as perceptible signs of the essence. That good 
and evil are nested unstably inside each other is the dialectical 
insight he is not vouchsafed (p. 181). 
 

In this way, Clunas makes a similar point to Walkowitz: in the Strange Case, 
ÇÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÅÖÉÌ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÓÐÁÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÂÏÕÎÄÅÄȟ ÂÕÔ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ȬÎÅÓÔÅÄ ÕÎÓÔÁÂÌÙ ÉÎÓÉÄÅȭ 
each other. In my reading, however, the Strange Case actually does use 
dwellings and domestic spaces as fairly reliable signifiers of evil and horror. 
But it uses these signifiers in a way that is very different from how they are 
used in urban exploration writing,  or indeed in Stevenson's own 1874 letter. 

When Stead came to write Real Ghost Stories, his work on the evidence 
for psychic phenomena, he had read his Stevenson. He refers to the Strange 
Case ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÄÕÁÌ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÌÉËÅ 3ÔÅÖÅÎÓÏÎ ÈÅ ÆÉÇÕres the 
conscious and subconscious mind as dwellers in a house ɀ as a tabernacle,35 

                                                 
34 Robert Louis Stevenson, Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde[1886], in The Strange Case of 

Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde and Other Tales of Terror, ed. by Robert Mighall (London: Penguin, 2002), 

p. 6. Further references are given after quotations in the text. 
35 W.T. Stead, Real Ghost Stories, 1897, ed. by Estelle W. Stead (New York: Doran, 1921), p. 18. 
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ÁÎÄȟ ÍÏÒÅ ÐÒÏÓÁÉÃÁÌÌÙȟ ÁÓ Á ÔÅÎÅÍÅÎÔȢ Ȭ)Ô ÉÓ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔȟ ÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÙÐÎÏÔÉÓÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÒÉÇÈÔȭȟ 
ÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȟ ȬÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÏÄÙ ÉÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÌÉËÅ Á ÔÅÎÅÍÅÎÔ ÈÏÕÓÅ ÔÈÁÎ Á ÓÉÎÇÌÅ 
cell, and that the inmates love each other no more than the ordinary 
ÏÃÃÕÐÁÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÅÎÅÍÅÎÔÅÄ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙȭ ɉÐÐȢ ήΰ-47). Henry Jekyll sees nothing 
unusual in his own inner self-ÄÉÖÉÓÉÏÎȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÍÁÎ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÕÌÔÉÍÁÔÅÌÙ 
known for a mere polity of multifarious, incong ruous and independent 
ÄÅÎÉÚÅÎÓȭ ɉÐȢ ίΰɊȠ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÓÔÒÁÎÇÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÉÓ ÃÁÓÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÎÅÒ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÉÃÉÔÙ 
normally concealed in a single form is physically expressed in two. 

Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde is probably better known as a 
concept than as a text, and reading it tends to upset preconceptions; as in A 
Beleaguered City, the source of its horror is not quite what one expects it to be. 
*ÅËÙÌÌ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÆÒÉÇÈÔÅÎÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÇÈÔ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ȬÉÍÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÔÁÂÅÒÎÁÃÌÅȭ ÔÒÁÎÓÍÕÔÅÄ 
into the form of Hyde; rather, iÔ ÉÓ ÁÓ ÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÑÕÉÅÔÉÎÇ ȬÍÉÓÔ-ÌÉËÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÉÅÎÃÅȭ ÏÆ 
his previous form has boiled off to reveal something reduced, but reassuringly 
definite:  

 
%ÖÉÌ ÂÅÓÉÄÅÓ ɏȣɐ ÈÁÄ ÌÅÆÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÏÄÙ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÒÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÄÅÆÏÒÍÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 
decay. And yet when I looked upon that ugly idol in the glass, I was 
conscious of no repugnance, rather of a leap of welcome. This, too, 
was myself. It seemed natural and human. In my eye it bore a 
livelier image of the spirit, it seemed more express and single, than 
the imperfect and divided countenance, I had been hitherto 
accustomed to call mine (p. 58). 
 

We know how to encounter Hyde, or rather how not to; every character in the 
novel instinctively shies away from him. The real knowledge problem is the 
shifting, mist -like form of Jekyll. 

A similar effect is found in the scene where Utterson and Poole break 
into the room where Jekyll/Hyde has been holed up to find Hyde's dead and 
still twitching body, and this:  

 
the fireside, where the easy chair was drawn cosily up, and the tea 
things stood ready to the sitter's elbow, the very sugar in the cup. 
There were several books on a shelf; one lay beside the tea things 
open, and Utterson was amazed to find it a copy of a pious work, 
for which Jekyll had several times expressed a great esteem, 
annotated, in his own hand, with startling blasphemies (p. 46). 

                                                                                                                                                                  

Further references are given after quotations in the text. 
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This is a kind of reverse uncanniness that relies for its effect not on the 
ÉÎÖÁÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÚÙ ÆÉÒÅÓÉÄÅ ÓÃÅÎÅ ÂÙ ȬÓÔÁÒÔÌÉÎÇ ÂÌÁÓÐÈÅÍÉÅÓȭȟ ÂÕÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 
invasion of a death scene ɀ a scene that like Hyde himself is purely and simply 
horrible ɀ by the irrelevant domesticity of the tea things. With this in mind, 
×Å ÍÉÇÈÔ ÌÏÏË ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÔÅØÔȭÓ ÏÐÅÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÎÄ Á ÈÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ 
uncanniness even in the peaceful by-street, which is itself incongruous and 
iÎÅØÐÌÉÃÁÂÌÙ ÔÈÒÅÁÔÅÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÄÉÎÇÙ ÓÕÒÒÏÕÎÄÉÎÇÓȟ ȬÌÉËÅ Á ÆÉÒÅ ÉÎ Á ÆÏÒÅÓÔȭ ɉÐȢ ΰɊȢ 
The Strange Case is as alive to the horrific potential of the home as Stevenson 
was when, in the 1874 letter, he imaginatively populated a grotesque-looking 
ÈÏÕÓÅ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÓÉÎÉÓÔÅÒ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÉÎ ÃÌÏÁËÓȭȢ "ÕÔ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÔÔÅÒ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ Á ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ 
ÄÅÌÉÇÈÔ ÉÎ ȬÑÕÉÅÔȟ ÓÔÁÉÄȟ ÓÈÁÐÅÌÙ ÈÏÕÓÅÓȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌÌÁ ÃÈÏÏÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÓÉÅÓÔ ÓÐÏÔ ÉÎ 
such a house - *ÅËÙÌÌΈÓ ÈÏÍÅȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔÓ ȬÇÒÅÁÔ ÁÉÒ ÏÆ ×ÅÁÌÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔȭ ɉÐȢ ΫβɊ ɀ 
for its climactic scene of horror. Stead, of course, does the same thing in the 
Ȭ-ÁÉÄÅÎ 4ÒÉÂÕÔÅȭȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÈÏÒÒÏÒ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÕÓÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ ȬÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ 
ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÌÙ ÓÅÃÕÒÅȭȢ )Ô ÓÅÅÍÓ ÁÔ ÌÅÁÓÔ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ï ÍÁÎÉÆÅÓÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ 
of urban horror might be linked. After the  Ȭ-ÁÉÄÅÎ 4ÒÉÂÕÔÅȭȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔÓ 
ÒÅÖÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÏ ÅØÁÃÔÌÙ Ä×ÅÌÌÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÈÏÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÉÌÌ ÆÁÍÅȭȟ ÉÔ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÈÁÖÅ 
been more difficult for Stevenson to imagine that no evil could dwell in the 
ËÉÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÈÏÍÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅÌÄ ÔÈÅ ȬÆÌÁÖÏÕÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÍÁÇÉÓÔÒÁÔÅÓȭȢ 

IÎ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȟ /ÌÉÐÈÁÎÔΈÓ ÇÈÏÓÔ ÓÔÏÒÙȟ ÔÈÅ Ȭ-ÁÉÄÅÎ 4ÒÉÂÕÔÅȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ Strange 
Case all invert the tropes that urban exploration writers used to express 
domestic horror. By locating urban horror in clean and respectable rather than 
in filthy domestic spaces, thÅÓÅ ÔÅØÔÓ ÁÌÓÏ ×ÏÒË ÔÏ ÄÉÓÔÕÒÂ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓȭ ÓÅÎÓÅ 
that the source of horror lies outside (although still unsettlingly close to) their 
own homes. Urban exploration writing is mostly written by, and mostly 
addresses itself to, members of the middle classes, and the same is the case for 
/ÌÉÐÈÁÎÔȭÓȟ 3ÔÅÁÄȭÓ ÁÎÄ 3ÔÅÖÅÎÓÏÎȭÓ ÔÅØÔÓȡ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÊÏÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÁÓÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ 
people who actually live in slum tenements are not the people the text is 
addressed to. Explicitly or implicitly, in these texts the self is middle-class, and 
the home is a middle-class home. But in urban exploration writing, the 
primary source of horror is that whatever there is to fear in the homes of the 
poor will not stay within doors, but spread uncontrollably throughout the city. 
)Î /ÌÉÐÈÁÎÔȭÓȟ 3ÔÅÁÄȭÓ ÁÎÄ 3ÔÅÖÅÎÓÏÎȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÉÔ ÉÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÅÌÓÅȡ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÁÔ ɉÉÎ 
7ÁÌËÏ×ÉÔÚΈÓ ÐÈÒÁÓÅɊ Á ÐÒÅÄÁÔÏÒÙ Ȱ/ÔÈÅÒȱ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÍÁËÅ ÉÔÓ ×ÁÙ ÉÎÓÉÄÅ ÏÎÅȭÓ 
ÈÏÍÅ ÏÒ ÅÖÅÎ ÉÎÓÉÄÅ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÓÅÌÆȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ɀ when the reader sits alone at the 
fireside in a clean and tidy parlour ɀ the thing that is to be feared is already in 
the room.
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