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‘It was my fate to encounter a place in Shoreditch, where 
children were born and reared in circumstances which gave them 
no reasonable chance of living decent lives: where they were 
born foredamned to a criminal or semi-criminal career.’ 
– Morrison, Preface to Third Edition

‘with the feelings, not as he had expected, of a man who has just 
paid a visit to the actual district under the protection of the 
police, but of one who has just awakened from the dream of a 
prolonged sojourn in some fairyland of horror.’
- H.D. Traill, Fortnightly Review, 1897.







Arthur Morrison’s London: key questions

1. What can we learn about contemporary attitudes to poverty and 
crime from the novel?

2. Why does Morrison use fiction rather than journalism to present life 
in the ‘Jago’?

3. What kind of perspective on London does the novel provide?

4. How did Victorian London imagine and respond to poverty? 



Late Victorian London – key dates
■ 1836: Sketches by Boz

■ 1837: accession of Queen Victoria; Euston built

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

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

■ 1863: World’s first underground railway; Arthur Morrison born

■ 1878: Electric street-lighting begins

■ 1889: London County Council formed

■ 1896: A Child of the Jago published; Empire cinema established

■ 1898: Booth’s first poverty map of the East End

■ 1900: Boundary Estate opened by the Prince of Wales

■ 1901: Death of Queen Victoria







‘He kept on his course, through many winding and narrow streets, until he 
reached Bethnal Green; then, turning suddenly off to the left, he soon became 
involved in a maze of the mean and dirty streets which abound in that close and 
densely-populated quarter’ – Oliver Twist

‘Many of us – on the whole, the majority – were not at all clean and not at all 
choice in our lives or conversation. But we had all come together in a place where 
our convenience was well consulted and where we were well looked after, to 
enjoy an evening’s entertainment in common... we were closely attentive and kept 
excellent order; and let the man or boy who did otherwise instantly get out from 
this place, or we would put him out with the greatest expedition.’ 
– “The Uncommercial Traveller”



Beyond Dickens

The ‘greatest of superficial novelists’ – Henry James, The Nation, Dec. 1865

‘his preternaturally virtuous poor children and artisans, his melodramatic 
boatmen and courtesans … [encourage] the miserable fallacy that high morality 
and refined sentiment can grow out of harsh social relations, ignorance, and 
want; or that the working-classes are in a condition to enter at once into a 
millennial state of altruism, wherein every one is caring for everyone else, and 
no one for himself.’ 
– George Eliot, Westminster Review, April 1856





Arthur Morrison’s London

‘This street is in the East End. There is no need to say in the 
East End of what. The East End is a vast city, as famous in its 
way as any the hand of man has made. But who knows the 
East End? It is down through Cornhill and out beyond 
Leadenhall Street and Aldgate Pump, one will say: a shocking 
place, where he once went with a curate; an evil plexus of 
slums that hide human, creeping things; where filthy men 
and women live on penn’orths of gin, where  collars and 
clean shirts are decencies unknown, where every citizen 
wears a black eye, and none ever combs his hair.’ 
– Tales of Mean Streets



Arthur Morrison (1863-1945)

■ Born in 1863 in Poplar, East London

■ Father was an engine fitter in the docks; a working-
class family and upbringing, though father dies 1871

■ Largely self-taught, visited bookshops on Whitechapel 
Road and originally writing journalism on cycling

■ 1892: married Elizabeth Adelaide Thatcher; they had 
1 son, Guy, who died in 1921 (aged 28)

■ Grew up in the East End, later living in Forest Gate, 
Chingford and Loughton



Arthur Morrison (1863-1945)
■ 1879: Office boy, architect's department of the London School Board

■ 1885: First serious piece of journalism published in The Globe

■ 1886: Clerk to the Beaumont Trustees, the charity behind the ‘People's 
Palace’, Mile End; encouraged into journalism by Walter Besant

■ 1888: begins Cockney Corner sketches, on social conditions in London

■ 1890: Joined the editorial staff of the evening Globe and worked as a 
freelance writer

■ 1891: First book, The Shadows around Us, published

■ 1913: Largely retired; became a collector and expert on Chinese and 
Japanese art.



Arthur Morrison (1863-1945)
■ Tales of Mean Streets (1894)

■ Martin Hewitt, Investigator (1894)

■ The Chronicles of Martin Hewitt (1895)

■ The Adventures of Martin Hewitt (1896)

■ A Child of the Jago (1896)

■ The Hole in the Wall (1902)

■ Divers Vanities (1905)

■ Green Ginger (1909)

■ The Painters of Japan (1911)



Arthur Morrison (1863-1945)
■ Died, aged 82, in 1945; a wealthy but little-known figure

■ Freemason, member of the Royal Society of Literature, and 
Japanese Art Association.

■ His wife sold his library and burnt all his papers; manuscript of 
A Child of the Jago had been presented to the Bethnal Green 
Library in 1936

■ Collection of 140 Japanese paintings and woodcuts and tea 
ceremony porcelain were bequeathed to the British Museum





Development of the Novel
■ October 1891: Morrison contributed a story called ‘A Street’ to Macmillan's 

Magazine

■ Positive reception = Morrison submitted 14 similar stories to the National 
Observer newspaper

■ 1894: Morrison collects stories of working-class East End life, and published 
them as Tales of Mean Streets (1894)

■ Ran into several editions but there was a backlash against one the stories, 
‘Lizerunt’, for its brutal and uncompromising depiction of domestic violence 
and prostitution



Development of the Novel
■ 1895: Rev. Arthur Osborne Jay, Vicar of Holy Trinity in Shoreditch, 

and campaigner against poverty (wrote Life in Darkest London: A 
Hint to General Booth in 1891) wrote to Morrison

■ Jay argued that, in an area of his parish, things were far more 
dreadful and unpredictable than anything Morrison had written

■ Jay took Morrison to the Old Nichol, considered by many to be one 
of the poorest and most debased areas in London

■ Morrison resolved there and then to write a novel about the area

■ He visits the area regularly over 18 months, meeting many local 
people through Jay (Jay-go), and drawing on many of his testimonies

■ The first 13 chapters of the novel were serialised in New Review 
prior to the publication of the whole work







■ ‘It was past the mid of a summer night in the Old Jago. The narrow street was 
all the blacker for the lurid sky; for there was a fire in a farther part of 
Shoreditch, and the welkin was an infernal coppery glare. Below, the hot heavy 
air lay a rank oppression on the contorted forms of those who made for sleep 
on the pavement: and in it, and through it all, there rose from foul earth and 
the grimed walls a close, mingled stink — the odour of the Jago. […] 

■ A square of two hundred and fifty yards or less — that was all there was of the 
Jago. But in that square the human population swarmed in thousands. … What 
was too vile for Kate Street, Seven Dials, and Ratcliff Highway in its worst day, 
what was too useless, incapable and corrupt – all that teemed in the Old Jago.’

■ ‘letting light and air at last into the subterraneous basements where men and 
women had swarmed, and bred, and died, like wolves in their lairs; and 
emerging from clouds of choking dust, each man a colony of vermin.’





Novel summary
■ The Old Jago is defined by unemployment, violence and criminal activity

■ There are public houses and shops, and the main character, Dicky, works briefly 
as a shop-boy, but like others, is corrupted by the area and soon begins picking 
pockets and getting involved in robbery and theft.

■ His father, Josh, has been a skilled worker who falls into unemployment and 
becomes an alcoholic and is often violent; his mother, Hannah, had been born 
‘respectable’ but through Josh is reduced to poverty

■ Three ways out of the Jago: jail, the gallows, or the ‘igh Mob’ (Old Beveridge)

■ Over nine years, the novel records Dicky’s inevitable descent into crime, and he 
is eventually killed in a gang fight (like Charles Clayton in 1892)



Reaction to the novel
■ Many critics reacted negatively to its brutal, unsentimental view

■ ‘Many pages are devoted to elaborate accounts of free fights.… What is the 
object of it all?’ – Athenaeum, 12 Dec. 1896

■ ‘It is strange to think upon what rule it is that pictures like these please the 
imagination, and are received by so many in the character of an entertainment, 
a portion of the relaxation of life. It may well be that we should see how 
another part of the world lives.… But … what are they for? To make us all a kind 
of missionaries, impelled by disgust and horror, if by no better motive?’ 
– Blackwood’s Magazine, Dec. 1896

■ Debate with Traill about how authentic it actually is…



Exploring the East End
■ Over the mid-19th century, a genre of urban ‘social exploration’ appears, in 

which journalists, authors and philanthropists go (often undercover) to 
investigate life in the East End

■ John Hollingshead, Ragged London in 1861

■ James Greenwood, A Night in a Workhouse (1866)

■ Andrew Mearns, Bitter Cry of Outcast London (1883)

■ W.T. Stead journalism in the Pall Mall Gazette (e.g. child prostitution)

■ William Booth, In Darkest England and the Way Out (1890)

■ Jack London, People of the Abyss (1903)









The People of the Abyss (1903)

‘I breathed a sigh of relief. Having burnt my ships 
behind me, I was now free to plunge into that 
human wilderness of which nobody seemed to 
know anything’

‘Nowhere in the streets of London may one 
escape the sight of abject poverty, while five 
minutes’ walk from almost any point will bring 
one to a slum; but the region my hansom was 
now penetrating was one unending slum.  The 
streets were filled with a new and different race 
of people, short of stature, and of wretched or 
beer-sodden appearance.  We rolled along 
through miles of bricks and squalor, and from 
each cross street and alley flashed long vistas of 
bricks and misery.’



Darkness

■ ‘As there is a darkest Africa is there not also a darkest England? Civilisation, 
which can breed its own barbarians, does it not also breed its own 
pygmies? May we not find a parallel at our own doors, and discover within 
a stone's throw of our cathedrals and palaces similar horrors to those 
which Stanley has found existing in the great Equatorial forest?’
– William Booth, In Darkest England and the Way Out (1890)

■ ‘new species, a breed of city savages … As valley and mountain are to the 
natural savage, street and building are valley and mountain to them. The 
slum is their jungle, and they live and prey in the jungle’ 
– Jack London, People of the Abyss (1902)



Terra incognita
■ The East End ‘as unexplored as Timbuctoo’ – London Diocesan Society 1855

■ By the 1880s-90s, the East End has become synonymous with ‘darkest London’, 
its streets associated with wretched poverty and crime

■ ‘It is not in country, but in town that ‘terra incognita’ needs to be written on 
our social map. In the country the machinery of human life is plainly to be seen 
and easily recognized: personal relations bind the whole together … It is far 
otherwise with cities, where as to these questions we live in darkness’ –
Charles Booth (1889)



Terra incognita
■ Victorian concept of ‘slumming’ = fashionable pastime in the late nineteenth 

century

■ Poor areas of London = synonymous with all that was wrong with urban 
industrial society

■ BUT… also elicited an attraction for vicarious living

■ Seth Koven, Slumming: Sexual and Social Politics in Victorian London (2004)

■ Judith R. Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight (1992) also good

■ Dichotomy between rescuing the poor and an impulse to eroticize and sexually 
exploit them

■ Greenwood’s A Night in the Workhouse is a good example of this element





Philanthropy
‘instead of justice we have offered you charity, and instead of 
sympathy, we have offered you hard and unreal advice; but I think 
we are changing … I think that many of us would spend our lives in 
your service. You have – I say it clearly and advisedly – you have to 
forgive us, for we have wronged you; we have sinned against you 
grievously – not knowing always; but still we have sinned, and let us 
confess it; but if you will forgive us … we will serve you, we will 
devote our lives to your service, and we cannot do more’ 
– Arnold Toynbee, 1870s



Toynbee Hall
■ Social reformer Canon Samuel Barnett opens a mission hall named after the 

late Arnold Toynbee, the Oxford economist and social reformer who had 
worked in Whitechapel, in 1884. 

■ Run as an Oxford College, with range of social and education activities, staffed 
by students given free accommodation, usually a year between studies. 

■ Hall staff would help Charles Booth with his research over the late 1880s 

■ Part of missionary settlement movement (cf. Oxford House, Bethnal Green) 

■ Whitechapel Gallery would form after successful exhibitions here

■ Workers Educational Association (1903) and Youth Hostel Association (1931) 

■ Staff here include William Beveridge, sub-warden between 1903-5; and 
Clement Attlee, secretary from 1910-11. 



Philanthropy – moralising the poor
■ Pessimists blamed the evils of alcohol, the inevitability of unemployment in a 

supply-demand economy, or the degenerate ‘stock’ of the idle classes

■ Few voices argued for redistribution of wealth

■ Missionary zeal and moral improvements are centre-stage

■ Around 550 charitable agencies dispensing aid to ‘unfortunates’

■ As well as Toynbee Hall and the People’s Palace, other societies included William 
Booth’s Salvation Army, the London City Mission, and the Open-Air Mission

■ Also provided healthcare, maternity, clothing clubs, libraries, savings banks, 
children’s holidays and activities, and many different worship groups







Five Per-cent Philanthropy
■ ‘If the working man has his own house, I have no fear of revolution’ – Lord Shaftesbury, 

founder of the Society for Improving the Condition of the Labouring Classes (1860s)

■ Philanthropic organisations built social housing with a guaranteed return, e.g. Improved 
Industrial Dwellings Company (1862), Finsbury; East End Dwellings Company (1882) for 
‘poorest class of self-supporting labourers’

■ The Burdett-Coutts build four gothic blocks in Bethnal Green, the Columbia Square 
Buildings, housing 183 families, with a return of 2.5%

■ Resident superintendent; families with more than a week’s arrears evicted

■ George Peabody, wealthy American merchant, donates £150,000 for respectable 
working class-housing

■ Peabody’s Buildings first constructed in in Commercial Street – by 1897, they house 
nearly 20,000 across London



George Peabody
‘No applicants for rooms will be entertained unless every member of the 
applicant’s family has been vaccinated or agrees to comply with the 
Vaccination Act, and further agrees to have every case of infectious disease 
removed to the proper hospital 

… The passages, steps, closets, and lavatory windows must be washed every 
Saturday and swept every morning before 10 o’clock. This must be done by the 
tenants in turn. 

Washing must be done only in the laundry … Refuse must not be thrown out of 
the windows … Tenants are required to report to the superintendent any 
births, deaths, or infectious diseases occurring in their rooms.

Any tenant not complying with this rule will receive notice to quit.’



The triumphs of the East End Elevation Mission and Pansophical Institute were known and 
appreciated far from East London, by people who knew less of that part than of Asia 
Minor. Indeed, they were chiefly appreciated by these. There were kept, perpetually on 
tap for the aspiring East Ender, the Higher Life, the Greater Thought, and the Wider 
Humanity: with other radiant abstractions, mostly in the comparative degree, specifics all 
for the manufacture of the Superior Person. There were many Lectures given on still more 
subjects. … And there were classes, and clubs, and newspapers, and games of draughts, 
and musical evenings, and a brass band, whereby the life of the Hopeless Poor might be 
coloured, and the Misery of the Submerged alleviated. The wretches who crowded to 
these benefits were tradesmen’s sons, small shop-keepers and their families, and neat 
clerks, with here and there a smart young artisan of one of the especially respectable 
trades. They freely patronised the clubs, the musical evenings, the brass band, and the 
bagatelle board; and those who took themselves seriously debated and Mutually-
Improved with pomp. Others, subject to savage fits of wanting-to-know, made short 
rushes at random evening classes, with intervals of disgusted apathy. Altogether, a 
number of decently-dressed and mannerly young men passed many evenings at the 
Pansophical Institute in harmless pleasures, and often with an agreeable illusion of 
intellectual advance. – A Child of the Jago, chapter 2





Themes – Cycles of Poverty

David Garland, Punishment and Welfare (1985)

Victorian social policy divided the working classes into layers; The poor 
were distinguished as being in either:

a) The Perishing Class = mainly semi skilled workers subject to the 
effects of trade cycles, seasonal unemployment and economic 
depression

b) The Residuum = a permanent danger, ready to ‘foul the record of 
the unemployed’



Themes – Education

‘Dicky had never been to school; for the Elementary Education Act ran in the 
Jago no more than any other Act of Parliament. There was a Board School, 
truly, away out of the Jago bounds, by the corner of Honey Lane, where 
children might go free, and where some few Jago children did go now and 
again, when boots were to be given away, or when tickets were to be had, for 
tea, or soup, or the like. But most parents were of Josh Perrott's opinion that 
school-going was a practice best never begun; for then the child was never 
heard of, and there was no chance of inquiries or such trouble; not that any 
such inquiries were common in the Jago, or led to anything’ (Chapter 9)



Themes – Education
■ 1870 Education Act: system of 'school boards’ to build and manage non-

denominational schools; funded from the local rates

■ 1876: Royal Commission on the Factory Acts: education be made compulsory in 
order to stop child labour

■ 1880 Education Act: compulsory school attendance between ages 5-10

■ 1893: Compulsory attendance until aged 11

■ 1899: Compulsory attendance until aged 12



Themes – Education

‘When anything was given away, he attended as a matter of course; 
but he went now and again without such inducement—perhaps 
because he fancied an afternoon's change, perhaps because the 
weather was cold and the school was warm. He was classed as a 
half-timer, an arrangement which variegated the register, but 
otherwise did not matter. Other boys, half-timers or not, attended 
as little as he. It was long since the managers had realised the 
futility of attempting compulsion in the Jago.’ (Chapter 15)







Themes – Housing

■ Demolition of the Old Nichol and the construction of the new LCC 
Boundary Street Estate was taking place as Morrison was writing the novel

■ Clearance was started in 1891 and completed by 1893 when building work 
began – before Morrison writes

■ To what extent is the novel realistic then, or a melodramatic retelling of 
Jay’s stories?

■ The new estate was opened by the Prince of Wales in 1900.

■ Parallels between Stow and Morrison? Both ended up documenting parts 
of London that relatively soon after, were destroyed



Themes – Housing
The built environment of the Jago assists the criminality of the residents:

■ Committing crimes

■ Evading capture

■ Stimulating conflict

The new development is designed to counteract that:

■ Open spaces

■ Straight, wide streets

■ Central viewing location

Morrison seems to be in favour of the development





The end of the Old Nichol
■ It consisted of 20 narrow streets containing 730 dilapidated terraced houses 

which were inhabited by nearly  6,000 people

■ The London County Council (LCC) decided to clear the Old Nichol slums in the 
1890s, and the first council housing development in Britain, called the 
Boundary Estate, was built in its place shortly before 1900

■ A total of 1,069 tenements, mostly two or three-roomed, accommodated 5,524 
persons and set 'new aesthetic standards for housing the working classes’

■ The scheme included a laundry, 188 shops, and 77 workshops, and preserved 
churches and schools

■ Building began in the east in 1893 and was completed for opening by the 
Prince of Wales in 1900

■ There were then 5,380 tenants, a density of 359 people to an acre compared 
with 381 in the Old Nichol.



The Old Nichol

‘None of these courts had roads. In some the houses were three 
storeys high and hardly six feet apart, the sanitary accommodation 
being pits in the cellars; in other courts the houses were lower, 
wooden and dilapidated, a stand pipe at the end providing the only 
water. Each chamber was the home of a family who sometimes 
owned their indescribable furniture... In many instances broken 
windows had been repaired with paper and rags, the banisters had 
been used for firewood, and the paper hung from the walls which 
were the residence of countless vermin.’ – Henrietta Barnett.



Social cleansing?
■ Twelve public houses were cleared away. Its tenants were, with few exceptions, 

not the original ones whose preference for small houses had been ignored and 
many who could not afford the rent of 3s. a room 

■ The newcomers were clerks, policemen, cigarmakers, and nurses. Former 
inhabitants moved into old property nearby, spreading, if diluting, the squalor 
of the Nichol eastward

■ It was later recognised that statutory clearances often aggravated 
overcrowding, since owners merely closed buildings and the evicted tenants 
camped out in backyards

■ Demolitions, as part of sanitary or street improvements, or for schools or 
'business premises', far outnumbered replacements

■ Between 1902 and 1913, for example, 1,656 working-class rooms were 
demolished, only 859 of them to provide sites for working-class dwellings.







Charles Booth on the Old Nichol

‘for brutality within the circle of family life, perhaps nothing in all 
London quite equalled the Old Nichol Street neighbourhood. It 
must be admitted that the place deserved destruction. A district 
of  almost solid poverty and low life, in which the houses  were as 
broken down and deplorable as their unfortunate inhabitants; it 
seemed to offer a very good  opportunity for rebuilding on some 
entirely new plan, such as might provide light and air, and 
possibilities of welfare and health for all.’





Charles Booth on the Old Nichol

‘But all to no purpose. The various expenses incurred in effecting the 
clearance had been enormous, and it may be that too much was yielded to 
the desire to build dwellings that should at once be a credit to the London 
County Council and an example to others. At any rate, the cost was too 
great, the rents too high, and, in addition, the regulations to be observed 
under the new conditions, demanded more orderliness … Everywhere these 
people are recognised as coming from the ‘Nichol,’ and everywhere they 
have brought  poverty, dirt and disorder with them, and an increase of 
crowding, the rooms previously occupied by one family having had to serve 
for two.’



‘The Nichol was something like a ghetto. A stranger wouldn’t chance his arm 
there, but to anyone brought up in it, every alley was familiar. The Nichol was a 
place on its own, you didn’t go into other territory. … The whole district bore an 
evil reputation and was regarded by the working-class people of Bethnal Green as 
so disreputable that they avoided contact with the people who lived in the Nichol. 
Some people would have like to build a wall right round it, so that we wouldn’t 
have to come out’. – Arthur Harding, in Raphael Samuel, East End Underworld

‘Nearly in every street there were chairmakers. They didn’t finish the chair, only 
the frames. They sold them to the upholsterers. Chairmaking was a trade by itself. 
You didn’t move from it to cabinet making. They kept to that one branch of the 
business.’



‘They have done nothing for the worst class in Somers Town and Agar Town, 
and they have wasted their means on a class who are well able to help 
themselves … The costermongers, the street hawkers – the industrious poor –
are still rotting up their filthy, ill-drained, ill-ventilated courts, while well-paid 
mechanics, clerks and porters, willing to sacrifice a certain portion of their self-
respect, are the constant tenants of all these model dwellings’
- John Hollingshead, Ragged London in 1861


