
LONDON’S 
HISTORY THROUGH 

LITERATURE

HT52089A / HT53089A

Week 5. Great Wen

https://youtu.be/-zKl516n0Ek?t=58

https://youtu.be/-zKl516n0Ek?t=58


Splodger, will you have a Jack-surpass of finger-
and-thumb, and blow your yard of tripe of 
nosey-me-knacker, while we have a touch of 
the broads with some other heaps of coke at my 
drum’?



‘‘S-pose now, your honour’, said a ‘shallow 
cove’, who was giving us a lesson in the St Giles’ 
classics, I wanted to ask a codger to come and 
have a glass of rum with me, and smoke a pipe
of backer over a game of cards with some 
blokes at home – I should say, Splodger, will you 
have a Jack-surpass of finger-and-thumb, and 
blow your yard of tripe of nosey-me-knacker, 
while we have a touch of the broads with some 
other heaps of coke at my drum’.





Dickensian London: key questions

1. How do Dickens (and Mayhew) respond and document London’s 
expansion in the mid-19th century?

2. What aspects of London life do Dickens' narrators observe and 
relate?

3. How can we use Sketches by Boz as a historical source for 
Victorian London?



Victorian London – key dates
■ 1794: Songs of Innocence and Experience self-published by William Blake

■ 1812: Charles Dickens born, Portsmouth (7 Feb); Henry Mayhew born, London

■ 1825: First passenger railway in UK (Stockton-Darlington)

■ 1829: Metropolitan Police; Catholic Emancipation Act; Horse-drawn Omnibuses

■ 1832: Reform Bill passed

■ 1834: Destruction of Parliament; New Poor Law; ‘Tolpuddle Martyrs’

■ 1836: Sketches by Boz

■ 1837: death of William IV and accession of Queen Victoria; Euston built

■ 1848: Uprisings across Europe; Chartists at Kennington Common

■ 1851: Great Exhibition; Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor

■ 1854: Cholera outbreak, Soho (Metropolitan Board of Works, 1855)

■ 1863: World’s first underground railway, Paddington to Farringdon Street



Introducing Dickens
‘Dickens’ London was a place of the mind, but it was 
also a real place. Much of what we take today to be 
the marvellous imaginings of a visionary novelist 
turn out, on inspection, to be the reportage of a 
great observer. Walking kept the author himself 
anchored to the great city’

- Judith Flanders, The Victorian City: Everyday Life in 
Dickens’ London (2012)



Charles Dickens (1812-1870)
■ Born in Portsmouth in 1812; father assistant clerk in navy pay office

■ 1816: John posted to Chatham in Kent and the family moved there

■ Schooled at home and in small private institutions in Chatham

■ 1822: Family move to Camden Town; increasing financial problems

■ 1824: John committed to Marshalsea debtors’ prison in Borough

■ Charles sent to work at Warren’s Blacking Factory off the Strand, 
walking there from Camden

■ John pensioned from Navy; attends school in Hampstead until 1827

■ 1827: Charles employed as a Solicitor’s Clerk



Charles Dickens – early career
■ Compulsive theatre-goer and walker

■ 1832: Employed as a parliamentary reporter on the True Sun

■ 1833: First literary work ‘A Dinner at Poplar Walk’ published

■ 1834-36: wrote a series of ‘Sketches by Boz’ for several 
newspapers

■ 1837: Editor for Bentley's Miscellany which initially published 
Oliver Twist

■ 1839: published a serialisation titled ‘The Life and Adventures 
of Nicholas Nickleby’



Charles Dickens (1812-1870)
■ 1842: First tour of America

■ 1843-47: lived in and around Italy, Switzerland and France

■ 1859-61: major spell of writing, both fiction and journalism

■ 1870: Death of Charles Dickens, aged 58

■ As well as successful novels, Dickens was also a substantial 
letter-writer, public speaker, and campaigner for children’s 
rights and social reform

■ Journalism totals around 350 articles and over 1 million words



Journalism
Three distinct phases of Dickens’ writing:

1. 1831-36: Newspaper reporter and sketch writer

2. 1834-49: Reviewer and commentator

3. 1850-70: Editor and essayist



1. Newspaper and sketch writing (1831-6)
Freelance law reporter

Parliamentary reporter, The Mirror of Parliament

Reporter, True Sun

Reporter, The Morning Chronicle

Works during this period collected and published 
as Sketches by Boz in 1836



2. Reviewer and Novelist (1834-49)
■ Editor, Bentley's Miscellany

■ Founder and Editor, Master Humphrey's Clock (not successful 
as a miscellany but used to publish The Old Curiosity Shop)

■ Editor, The Daily News (just one year)

■ Reviewer for The Examiner

■ Publishes novels as serials, including:

■ Pickwick Papers (1836)

■ Oliver Twist (1838)

■ The Old Curiosity Shop (1840-41)

■ A Christmas Carol (1843)

■ Dombey and Son (1846-48)

■ David Copperfield (1849-50)



3. Editor and Essayist (1850-70)
■ Co-founder and Editor, Household Words 

(Published as Reprinted Pieces in 1858)

■ Founder and Editor, All the Year Round
Major feature = ‘The Uncommercial Traveller’ articles (1860)

More key novels published serially, including:

■ Bleak House (1852-53)

■ Hard Times (1854)

■ Little Dorrit (1855-57)

■ Great Expectations (1860-61)

■ Our Mutual Friend (1864-65)





Sketches by Boz
■ Temporarily unemployed as a parliamentary journalist, Dickens begins work on 

a series of London sketches as well as his first novel, Pickwick (1833)

■ Initially published in the Monthly Magazine, they are soon signed ‘Boz’

■ Entirely focused on walks and observations around London – a flaneur 

■ Documents distinctly Dickensian territory: an ‘unusually truthful observation of 
sort of life between the middle class and the low which, having few attractions 
for bookish observers, was quite unhackneyed ground’ (Forster)

■ Sympathetic and affectionate to its subjects, usually street scenes and crowds

■ ‘It does not matter which we way we put it: the experience of the city is the 
fictional method; or the fictional method is the experience of the city.’ 
– Raymond Williams





Sketches by Boz
■ Morning Chronicle topics included Omnibuses, Shops and their Tenants, the 

Old Bailey, Shabby-genteel People, and Brokers and Marine Stores

■ The series is well-received, and he proposes twenty ‘Sketches of London’ for 
the Evening Chronicle, including Gin Shops, the Parish, Greenwich Fair

■ Reverts largely to characters in a final series to Bell’s Life, but adds The 
Streets, day and night; and Seven Dials

■ John Macrone publishes the set in February 1836 with three additions, 
including Visit to Newgate, in two volumes

■ Illustrations by George Cruikshank

■ Very well received, as is Pickwick – Dickens’ career booms thereafter

■ Writes a small number of extra scenes for the second edition, October 1836, 
including Meditations in Monmouth Street, Vauxhall Gardens by Day, etc.





John Rocque, Map of London (1746, 24 sheets)











‘The first shock of a great earthquake had, just at that period, rent the whole 
neighbourhood to its centre. Traces of its course were visible on every side. 
Houses were knocked down; streets broken through and stopped; deep pits 
and trenches dug in the ground; enormous heaps of earth and clay thrown up; 
buildings that were undermined and shaking propped by great beams of wood

... Everywhere were bridges that led nowhere; thoroughfares that were wholly 
impassable; Babel towers of chimneys, wanting half their height; temporary 
wooden houses and enclosures, in the most unlikely situations; carcases of 
ragged tenements, and fragments of unfinished walls and arches, and piles of 
scaffolding and wildernesses of bricks, and giant forms of cranes, and tripods 
straddling above nothing.’

- Charles Dickens, Dombey and Son (1848)



London’s expansion
■ London between 1700-1801 doubles, from 575,000 to 1 million in 1801

■ And by 1900…. London has increased to just under 7 million

■ A time of major improvements: 

– railway lines and suburban stations, 1830s-40s

– new Houses of Parliament, 1840s-50s 

– the Underground in the 1860s 

– metropolitan drainage and Thames embankment 1860s-70s

– Underground expansion, electric lighting 1880s-90s





London’s expansion
■ In the 1840s, during the Irish Famine which killed over 1 million, over 17% 

of London’s population were migrants – 330,000 migrants came to London 
over that decade

■ ‘who, footsore and weary, and gazing fearfully at the huge town before 
them, as if foreboding that their misery there would be but as a drop of 
water in the sea, or as a grain of sea-sand on the shore … Swallowed up in 
one phase or other of its immensity, towards which they seemed impelled 
by a desperate fascination they never returned. Food for the hospitals, the 
churchyards, the prisons, the river, fever, madness, vice and death – they 
passed on to the monster, roaring in the distance, and were lost.’
- Dombey and Son







Social unrest
■ Railway construction: demolition of poor areas – cannot compensate rich 

homeowners, Parliamentary commission forbade a railway terminus in central London

■ Extensions to Charing Cross, Broad Street, and the Shoreditch to New Cross line leave 
nearly 17,000 homeless (100,000 in total, 1850-1900)

■ Half of ‘navvies’ building the railways were Irish, in low-paid, dangerous work, with 
workers often living separate from their families in dormitories

■ Riots during the construction of the Roundhouse, Camden, in 1846

■ Chartist movement meets at Kennington Common, 1848

■ Waterloo station cordoned off to allow the Royal Family to flee, and soldiers protect 
the British Museum and Bank of England

■ As it is, only 20,000 of an expected 100,000 gather, and many leaders are later arrested 
and transported

■ ‘I cares nothing for politics neither; but I’m a Chartist’ – scavenger to Henry Mayhew





‘It has no local or particular interest as a town, 
not even as to politics. Its several boroughs in this 
respect are like so many very populous places at a 
distance from one another, and the inhabitants of 
any one of them know nothing, or next to 
nothing, of the proceedings in any other 

… isolated as men are here, living as they do at a 
considerable distance, many seven miles apart, 
and but seldom meeting together, except in small 
groups, to talk either absolute nonsense or 
miserably party politics 

… they will tell you they have no time to give to 
the Association to help repeal the Corn Laws, 
while the  simple  fact is … four-fifths of the whole 
do nothing but lose their time.’
– Francis Place, radical tailor (1840)





"The Silent Highwayman“, in Punch (1858).William Heath, “Monster soup” (1828)

‘A Stygian pool reeking with ineffable and unbearable horror’ – Benjamin Disraeli





Disease and dying
■ Early Victorian doctors like Thomas Wakley (MP and founder of the Lancet) and Dr 

John Snow investigated and publicized actual death rates and the causes of disease

■ After cholera in 1854 in Broad Street, Soho, Snow proposed that such outbreaks 
were spread by water – across London, 10,000 would die

■ Pumps either dug into cess-pits or drew water from burial pits

■ The Thames and other rivers continued to be used as open sewers

■ Only after the Great Stink of 1858, and a major cholera outbreak, did Parliament 
approve a new system of sewers

■ Joseph Bazalgette built a vast sewer network by 1870, combining 82 miles of brick-
lined sewers, utilizing underground rivers, pumping stations and new 
embankments like the Albert, Victoria, and Chelsea



George Cruikshank, London Going out of Town (1829). Robot builders out to Hampstead via Islington.



■ Vast new areas built along standardised terraces by speculative builders, following 
public transport, from Kentish Town to Camberwell, Kilburn to Clapham

■ In 1881 two in five of East Dulwich’s 4800 houses couldn’t be sold



Monet, “Houses of Parliament” (1904)

R: Whistler, “Nocturne, Old Battersea Bridge” (1871)



‘you become aware that you are no longer noticed: 
nobody sees you; nobody hears you; nobody regards 
you; you do not even regard yourself. In fact, how 
should you at the moment of first ascertaining your 
own total unimportance in the sum of things – a poor 
shivering unit in the aggregate of human life? …. 
Beyond disguise you find yourself but one wave in a 
total Atlantic, one plant (and a parasitical plant, 
needing alien props) in a forest in America.’ 

– Thomas de Quincey, ‘The Nation of London’ (1834)

‘On Strangers of all ages, the quick dance
Of colours, lights and forms; the Babel din;
The endless stream of men and moving things’
- William Wordsworth, The Prelude, Book 7. 





‘It was a wonderful sight to behold that vast bricken mass of churches and 
hospitals, banks and prisons, palaces and workhouses, docks and refuges for 
the destitute, parks and squares, and courts and alleys, which make up London 
– all blent into one immense black spot – to look down upon the whole as the 
birds of the air look down up on it, and see it dwindled into a mere rubbish 
heap … to take, as it were, an angel’s view of that huge town where, perhaps, 
there is more virtue and more iniquity, more wealth and more want, brought 
together into one dense focus than in any other part of the earth’ 
– Henry Mayhew, The Criminal Prisons of London

‘In humble imitation of a prudent course, universally adopted by aeronauts, 
the Author of these volumes throws them up as his pilot balloon, trusting it 
may catch some favourable current…’ – First Preface, Sketches by Boz



‘We have a most extraordinary partiality for 
lounging about the streets. Whenever we have an 
hour or two to spare, there is nothing we enjoy 
more than a little amateur vagrancy – walking up 
one street and down another, and staring into shop 
windows, and gazing about as if, instead of being 
on intimate terms with every shop and house in 
Holborn, the Strand, Fleet Street and Cheapside, 
the whole were an unknown region to our 
wandering mind. We revel in a crowd of any kind –
a street ‘row’ is our delight …’
– ‘The Prisoners’ Van’, original without edits.





Sketches by Boz – its range
■ ‘What inexhaustible food for speculation do the streets of London afford!’

■ The fate of a down-at-heel shop, to working class communities and shops in 
Seven Dials, to middle class charitable societies and clubs 

■ Gardening in the new suburbs at Clapton or Kilburn, to everyday street 
scenes like Hackney coaches and omnibuses

■ Entertainment like Greenwich Fair, Vauxhall Gardens, playing on the river,  
and Private Theatres, to gin shops, marine-stores and pawnbrokers’ shops, 

■ Satires of the legal and political dealings of the Doctors’ Commons and the 
Houses of Parliament

■ Critical accounts of Newgate and poor housing (Gin Shops)

■ Voice can range from amused to satirical, moralising to affectionate



Meditations in Monmouth Street
■ Inherent, casual prejudices reflect those of the time, e.g. Irish Catholics 

often fighting, drinking, and living in large families (‘Seven Dials’)

■ Cruikshank’s illustration iterates the squalid conditions of Jewish clothiers

■ But Dickens uses the piece to explore how a set of second-hand coats on 
sale can tell the story of one person’s life

■ From the tight jacket of a day school, reflecting a mother’s self-sacrifices in 
poverty, to a fashionable young man’s coat (a sign of his fall into 
blackguardism), to a coarse round frock, likely from a prison

■ ‘The children wild in the streets, the mother a destitute widow; both deeply 
tainted with the deep disgrace of the husband and father’s name, and 
impelled by sheer necessity, down the precipice that had led him to a 
lingering death, possible of many years’ duration’

■ Imagines the old boots dancing to music until interrupted



‘Gin drinking is a great vice in England, but 
wretchedness and dirt are a greater; and until you 
improve the homes of the poor, or persuade a half 
famished wretch not to seek relief in the temporary 
oblivion of his own misery, with the pittance which, 
divided among his family, would furnish a morsel of 
bread for each, gin shops will increase in number 
and splendour. If Temperance Societies would 
suggest an antidote against hunger, filth, and foul 
air, or could establish dispensaries for the gratuitous 
distribution of bottles of Lethe water, gin palaces 
would be numbered among the things that were.’

- Dickens, ‘Gin Shops’







Henry Mayhew (1812-1887)
A contemporary of Dickens, born in London in 1812. 

Co-founder of Punch magazine in 1841, journalist and author:

■ Whom to Marry and How to Get Married (1848) – Novel

■ London Labour and the London Poor (1850) – Morning 
Chronicle series

■ Low Wages (1851)

■ The Rhine and its Picturesque Scenery (1856) – Travel guide

■ London Labour and the London Poor, vol. 1-3 (1861) – Book 
form

■ London Labour and the London Poor, vol. 4 (1862)



London Labour and the London Poor (1861)
■ Four volume survey of London street occupations

■ Interviews and reportage on street sellers, performers, 
prostitutes, pickpockets, up to around 40,000 in total

■ Aim: understand history, structure and wages of trades

■ Small team of assistant researchers

■ ‘it surely may be considered curious as being the first attempt 
to publish the history of a people, from the lips of the people 
themselves – giving a literal description of their labour, their 
earnings, their trials, and their sufferings, in their own 
‘unvarnished’ language; and to portray the condition of their 
homes and their families by personal observation of the 
places, and direct communion with the individuals’ – Mayhew



■ Chapter 1 LONDON LABOUR AND THE LONDON POOR. -- THE STREET-FOLK. 

■ Chapter 2 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF FISH.

■ Chapter 3 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF FRUIT AND VEGETABLES. 

■ Chapter 4 OF THE STATIONARY STREET-SELLERS OF FISH, FRUIT, AND VEGETABLES. 

■ Chapter 5 OF THE STREET-IRISH. 

■ Chapter 6 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF GAME, POULTRY, RABBITS, BUTTER, CHEESE, AND EGGS

■ Chapter 7 OF THE SELLERS OF TREES, SHRUBS, FLOWERS (CUT AND IN POTS), ROOTS, SEEDS, AND BRANCHES. 

■ Chapter 8 STREET-SELLERS OF GREEN STUFF. 

■ Chapter 9 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF EATABLES AND DRINKABLES. 

■ Chapter 10 OF THE CAPITAL AND INCOME OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF EATABLES AND DRINKABLES. 

■ Chapter 11 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF STATIONERY, LITERATURE, AND THE FINE ARTS.

■ Chapter 12 OF THE CAPITAL AND INCOME OF STREET-SELLERS OF STATIONERY, LITERATURE, AND FINE ARTS. 

■ Chapter 13 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF MANUFACTURED ARTICLES. 

■ Chapter 14 OF THE WOMEN STREET-SELLERS. 

■ Chapter 15 OF THE CAPITAL AND INCOME OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF MANUFACTURED ARTICLES. 







'Many a night I’ve 

slept under an arch 

of a railway when I 

hadn’t a penny to 

pay for my bed[…]. 

I’ve lost my health 

since I took to bone-

picking, through the 

wet and the cold in 

the winter, for I’ve 

scarcely any clothes, 

and the wet gets to 

my feet through the 

old shoes….’

'He had been three 

years mud-larking, 

and supposed he 

should remain a 

mud-lark all his life. 

What else could he 

be? For there was 

nothing else he 

knew how to do'



London Labour and the London Poor (1861)
■ 1849: Mayhew visits Jacob’s Island – account in Morning Chronicle

■ 1849-1850: 82 ‘letters’ published

■ 1850-1852: updates material; publishes weekly pamphlets

■ 1861: 3-vol. series – all weekly pamphlets plus much Chronicle material.

■ 1862: 4th vol.: reports on London’s criminal classes undertaken by others 
and compiled by Mayhew

■ 1865: All four volumes reprinted in a series by Charles Griffin and Co.



London Labour and the London Poor (1861)
■ ‘Sweating’ system; Outworking & homeworking; casual and seasonal work

■ ‘poverty line’ = Distinguishing the genuinely poor from ‘loafers’ and criminals

■ ‘honest’ and ‘dishonest’ poor - honest divided into ‘striving’ and ‘disabled’

Conclusion = ‘Those that will work, those that cannot work, and those that will not 
work’

– Those that will = study of street folk and occupations

– Those that cannot = study of the old, the infirm & disabled

– Those that will not = study of prostitutes, criminals and beggars



Londoners in their own words
‘The pavement and the road are crowded with purchasers and 
street-sellers. … the tumult of the thousand different cries of the 
eager dealers, all shouting at the top of their voices, at one and the 
same time, is almost bewildering. 

"So-old again," roars one. "Chestnuts all'ot, a penny a score," bawls 
another. "An 'aypenny a skin, blacking," squeaks a boy. "Buy, buy, 
buy, buy, buy-- bu-u-uy!" cries the butcher. "Half-quire of paper for 
a penny," bellows the street stationer. … "Come and look at 'em! 
here's toasters!" bellows one with a Yarmouth bloater stuck on a 
toasting-fork. "Penny a lot, fine russets," calls the apple woman: 
and so the Babel goes on.’


