
LONDON’S 
HISTORY THROUGH 

LITERATURE

HT52089A / HT53089A

Week 8.  Orwell in Suburbia



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X2PLwXhHoTU



‘You know how these streets fester all over the inner-outer suburbs. Always 
the same.  Long, long rows of little semi-detached houses-- the numbers in 
Ellesmere Road run to 212 and ours is 191--as much alike as council houses 
and generally uglier.  The stucco front, the creosoted gate, the privet hedge, 
the green front door.  The Laurels, the Myrtles, the Hawthorns, Mon Abri, Mon 
Repos, Belle Vue.  At perhaps one house in fifty some anti-social type who'll 
probably end in the workhouse has painted his front door blue instead of 
green … . When you've time to look about you, and when you happen to be in 
the right mood, it's a thing that makes you laugh inside to walk down these 
streets in the inner-outer suburbs and to think of the lives that go on there.  
Because, after all, what IS a road like Ellesmere Road?  Just a prison with the 
cells all in a row.  A line of semidetached torture-chambers where the poor 
little five-to-ten- pound-a-weekers quake and shiver, every one of them with 
the boss twisting his tail and his wife riding him like the nightmare and the kids 
sucking his blood like leeches. – Orwell, Coming Up For Air



Orwell’s London: key questions

1. What is Orwell’s perspective on the suburban expansion of London?

2. What forms of culture, class and ideas does Orwell associate with it?

3. How does the novel express anxieties about war?

4. In what ways can we use the novel as a historical source?



Orwell and London – key dates
■ 1877: Bedford Park developed: introduces the ‘Tudorbethan’

■ 1903: George Orwell born

■ 1914-18: First World War

■ 1919-20: Metro-Land marketing begins (1925: Metropolitan to Amersham/Uxbridge)

■ 1920-35: construction of LCC estates like Becontree

■ 1925: Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway

■ 1933-35: Orwell lives and works across north and west London (teacher, bookseller)

■ 1936: Orwell works on Road to Wigan Pier, then joins Spanish Civil War (23 Dec)

■ 1939: Coming Up For Air (June); Outbreak of WW2 (September)

■ 1945: Animal Farm published (August); left-wing Labour government elected (1945) 

■ 1949: Nineteen Eighty-Four published

■ 1950: Death of Orwell 



Introducing George Orwell





Eric Arthur Blair (1903-1950)
■ Born in Motihari, Bihar, British India, on 25 June 1903

■ Moves to suburban Oxfordshire aged one, attending Eton.

■ ‘Lower-upper-middle class’

■ Joins the Indian Imperial Police, in Burma in 1922

■ While stationed in Burma, witnesses a hanging, the shooting of an elephant and 
other events that would come to politicise him

■ After contracting Dengue fever, he returns to England in the summer of 1927 and 
re-evaluates his life, dedicating himself to writing…

■ Influenced by Jack London’s People of the Abyss (1903), Orwell goes undercover 
and explores the East End from 1927. 

■ Over next five years he goes undercover in London and Paris, resulting in his first 
book, Down and Out in Paris and London (1933)





George Orwell (1903-1950)
■ Moves to Hampstead as a bookseller in Oct 1934.

■ January 1936: Orwell spends three months investigating social 
conditions in the North, writing The Road to Wigan Pier

■ December 1936: volunteers in the Spanish Civil War

■ Wounded by sniper fire in May 1937. Witnesses the crushing of 
the POUM by the Soviet-backed Communists in May

■ WW2: rejected from military service due to TB and, instead, 
joined the Home Guard

■ Works for BBC’s Eastern Service, Aug 1941-July 1943

■ 1946-1949: Worked between Jura and frequent trips to 
hospitals: eventually completed 1984 sat in bed with typewriter

■ Dies in 1950 from tuberculosis 



Key works
■ Down and Out in Paris and London (1933)

■ Burmese Days (1934)

■ Keep the Aspidistra Flying (1936)

■ The Road to Wigan Pier (1937)

■ Homage to Catalonia (1938)

■ Coming Up for Air (1939)

■ The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism 
and the English Genius (1941)

■ Animal Farm (1945)

■ Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949)



Coming up for Air – context
■ March 1938: Orwell collapsed with a suspected tubercular 

lesion in his lung; advised to spend time in a warm, dry climate 
to aid recovery

■ Winter 1938-9: travelled through North Africa, notably Tangier 
& Marrakesh; Coming up for Air written in a villa in Casablanca.

■ Back in UK: sends manuscript to his publishers, Gollancz; first 
edition published in June 1939.

■ 2000 copies sold-out quickly, further 1000 were printed.

■ 1948: Secker and Warburg published a second edition; an 
American edition was published in January 1950, 2 days before 
Orwell’s death.



Coming up for Air
‘In its critique of contemporary life, Coming up for Air 
belongs within the lineage mapped by the previous 
novels… its difference lies in a standpoint, a character, a 
voice founded on affirmation and acceptance [while] 
constrained by a narrow life and a base marriage’
- Michael Levenson, ‘The Fictional Realist: Novels of the 
1930s’ (2007)





Coming up for Air - summary
■ George Bowling is an insurance salesman who lives with his wife 

and two children in West Bletchley, an Oxfordshire suburb

■ Overweight, 45 years old, nostalgic and frustrated by his life

■ One morning in January 1938 he travels to London to collect a 
new set of false teeth, observes a looming sense of war, and 
ponders how to spend seventeen pounds won on the horses (Pt 1)

■ Amid a city of ‘sleep-walkers’, aware of his ‘red-brick prison’, 
George reflects nostalgically on Lower Binfield, a rural village 
where he grew up, of fishing, and of a simpler pre-WW1 life (Pt 2)

■ Pondering his options, he hears a Left Book Club lecture and finds 
himself bored by the ‘ghost’ of old classicist friend Porteous (Pt 3)

■ He finally returns to Lower Binfield, but finds it has become 
developed beyond recognition into an industrial suburb (Pt 4)





Coming up for Air – key themes
■ A critique of suburban expansion and cultures of 

suburban life

■ An attack on a plastic, consumer-driven, 
superficial society

■ Looming war and aerial bombardment

■ Nostalgia for a pre-World War One world

■ A study in political and social passivity 
(Levenson), as a reflection on Henry Miller



Coming up for Air - genre
Coming up for Air fits broadly into the ‘literary realism’ genre:

• Journalistic: detailed and realistic documenting.

• Emotions and human psychology: ideas and thoughts as well 
as actions.

• Centrality of characters over plot

• Focus on the ordinary and the everyday rather than the 
extraordinary or exotic

Orwell’s first and last use of the first-person, again reflecting 
the influence of Henry Miller 

(Tropic of Cancer, 1934: ‘First person, uncensored, formless -
fuck everything!’)



Coming up for Air - genre
■ Coming up for Air also fits into Orwell’s other work:

■ Four novels written in the interwar period: Burmese Days 
(1934), A Clergyman’s Daughter (1935) & Keep the 
Aspidistra Flying (1936)

■ Each reveals the routine and monotony of everyday life 
BUT does so by breaking that very routine

■ Coming up for Air represents something of a ‘full stop’ or 
‘semi-colon’ in Orwell’s career as a novelist.

■ Hereafter he works on his two most political, anti-utopian 
and well-regarded novels, Animal Farm (1945) and 
Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949)





Context: Suburban Expansion
■ Demographic, social, spatial, political and economic 

expansions…

■ Between 1890 and 1940, London’s population grows from 5.6 
million to 8.7 million

■ London’s built-up area nearly doubles between 1921-31

■ This expansion is concentrated in the outer suburbs of 
London

■ Expansion in housing provision, both public and private

■ Political expansion (LCC 1888, enfranchisement, 1918-28)

■ London is indelibly transformed by this expansion outwards, 
and the London we recognise today is its result



Suburbia: Historical contexts
1. Suburban expansion – Victorian railways

2. The Tudorbethan style

3. Public suburbia: the LCC estates (briefly)

4. Electrified public transport

5. Private suburbia: Metro-Land

6. A new civilisation?







C1: Victorian railway expansion

■ ‘The roads came … the houses followed’ – H.G. Wells

■ ‘People moved into them as soon as the roofs were on’

■ From the 1840s, Victorian railway speculators built intensively outwards

■ 1837, the year of Victoria’s accession, is the year Euston is constructed

■ Stations from the 1840s: Battersea, Balham, Wandsworth, Brixton, 
Peckham, Dulwich, New Cross, Brockley, Forest Hill, Lewisham, Kentish 
Town, Kilburn, Crouch End, Stroud Green, Hornsey and Wood Green –
resulting in middle-class terraces and villas throughout. 

■ Before this, aided by omnibuses, there had been lesser suburban 
development, but this intensifies after the railways 

■ Some of the initially middle-class suburbs lose their status, e.g. Brixton and 
Brockley.



Like ‘the spreading of a great coral reef’, Patrick Geddes (1915). 

A fungus-like growth, in Building News (1900):

‘Go where we will – north, south, east or west of this huge over-grown Metropolis, 
the fungus like growth of houses manifests itself stretching from town to suburb 
and village – as from the southern suburbs to Herne Hill and Dulwich, and from 
Streatham to Croydon. In every direction we see the same outward growth of 
dwelling houses of a small and unpretending class – generally a repetition of a 
type of house that has been found to meet the requirements of the middle class 
and artisan. The larger and more commodious residence of fifty years ago is being 
pulled down, or swamped by this tide of small houses: where a large house 
existed ten, or a hundred or more have been built, absorbing the acres of gardens 
and private park lands. This is one of the social revolutions of the age.’







C2: Tudorbethan

■ In 1872, around 80% of building firms had six or less houses under 
construction. Land was cheap, and allowed London to expand.

■ The first influential fusion of rural and urban appears at Bedford Park, built 
from 1877 near Turnham Green station on the new Metropolitan Railway, 
designed by Norman Shaw

■ It has a church, carefully lined trees, a mock-Tudor inn, and ‘Queen Anne’ 
houses with what we’d now call Tudorbethan features – elongated 
chimneys, gables, windows – but also hot water and spacious rooms

■ ‘A modern suburb is a place which is neither one thing nor the other; it has 
neither the advantage of the town nor the open freedom of the country, 
but manages to combine in nice equality of proportion the disadvantages 
of both’ – The Architect, 1876. 



C2: Tudorbethan

■ ‘The life of the suburb … [is] without any society; no social gatherings or 
institutions; as dull a life as mankind ever tolerated’ (Walter Besant)

■ The social and cultural attitudes of the new aspirational middle-classes 
would be satirised by many Victorian writers, from Dickens to Grossmiths

■ George and Weedon Grossmith, Diary of A Nobody (1892):

■ ‘It is only three miles from London, perhaps a little more to the office, but 
that does not signify. … I have observed very common people do not live in 
semi-detached houses; they like to congregate near a market, and so 
ought we, as a matter of economy, but I think fresh air better than very 
cheap food. So, little wife, it is settled.’







C3: London County Council 

■ ‘It is only because the thing was spread over a hundred years and not concentrated into 
a few weeks that history fails to realize what sustained disaster, how much massacre, 
degeneration and disablement of lives was due to the housing of people in the 
nineteenth century’ (H.G. Wells)

■ LCC formed in 1888, and is decisive in London’s organised development

■ Housing of the Working Classes Act (1890) gives councils compulsory-purchase powers 
for land for housing. Used mainly by Battersea, West Ham and Hornsey, and to a lesser 
extent Croydon, Woolwich and East Ham, but less so elsewhere, particularly 
Conservative boroughs.

■ These will be successful: by 1931, Westminster has half its 1861 population; Marylebone 
nearly a third; and slightly less in Shoreditch, Bethnal Green and Southwark. 

■ The LCC area’s outer ring grows from 936k to 2.7 million between 1881 and 1911. 
Between 1921-31, Greater London’s population increases by nearly 10%, but its built up 
area nearly doubles.



Images from the Totterdown Fields Estate, Tooting



‘Do you know the look of these new towns that have suddenly 

swelled up like balloons in the last few years, Hayes, Slough, 

Dagenham, and so forth? The kind of chilliness, the bright red 

brick everywhere, the temporary-looking shop-windows full 

of cut-price chocolates and radio parts. It was just like that.’ 



C3: LCC Becontree Estate

■ 1921-35 construction of 25,000 homes

■ An economic crash in 1921 (and subsequent) slows work, but it becomes 
bigger than many English towns (e.g. Oxford), growing from 9k to 89k 
between 1921 and 1931

■ Population eventually reaches 115,000

■ Housing is drab, no school is built until September 1923, there is no 
hospital, and one doctor per 8.3k inhabitants… 

■ Though eventually a social centre and four cinemas built 

■ Only six pubs – one per 20,000 eventually, while at Downham there is one 
pub for 35,000 residents









C4: Electrifying public transport

■ 1863, Metropolitan Railway from Paddington to Farringdon, 
using cut and cover along the New Road. 

■ Turn of 20th century: Central Line (1898); Bakerloo line from 
Baker Street to Waterloo; the Great Northern and City Railway 
from Finsbury Park to Moorgate; and another, the Hampstead 
Line, from Hampstead to Charing Cross via Kings Cross. 

■ Yerkes, an American millionaire whose philosophy was to ‘buy up 
old junk, fix it up a little and unload it upon other fellows’ buys 
the loss-making District Railway and proposed Hampstead Tube. 

■ He organises the foundations for the modern underground, 
merging the District, Bakerloo, Piccadilly and Hampstead lines 
into the Underground Group, dying by 1905. 

■ The Yerkes Underground – Bakerloo, Piccadilly, Hampstead, and 
electrified District – are characterised by red glazed tiles, with 
many complete by 1907. 







C5: Metro-Land

■ The Metropolitan Railway builds two new electric lines, Watford, Amersham 
and Uxbridge (1925), and Stanmore (1932). 

■ Metropolitan had owned land at Wembley since the 1880s, promoting an 
amusement park, with an unfinished Eiffel Tower rip-off, later demolished 
for Wembley Stadium. 

■ Metropolitan Country Estates promotes housing in Pinner and Harrow, 
developing its own houses. 

■ A song by George R. Simms promoted Metroland, ‘Hearts are light, eyes are 
brighter, in Metroland, Metroland’. A soap opera appears in booklets 
annually from 1919. ‘My Little Metro-Land Home’, a song and dance, 1920. 

■ Estates are developed at Neasden, Wembley, Rickmansworth, Chorley 
Wood, Rayners Lane, Eastcote, Ruislip, Hillingdon. Between the wars, 
Harrow’s population grows by nearly 135k, the largest of any London local 
authority. Wembley grows by 552%. The outer suburbs like Dollis Hall, 
Barnet, Hendon, Mill Hill, Finchley, Kenton and Edgware boom.





Analysis: A new civilisation?

■ ‘One of the most important developments in England 
during the past twenty years has been the upward and 
downward extension of the middle class. It has happened 
on such a scale as to make the old classification of society 
into capitalists, proletarians and petit-bourgeois (small 
property-owners) almost obsolete.’

– George Orwell, ‘England Your England’, 1941





Evaluating suburban expansion

■ ‘Suburban properties were dreams come true’ – Roy Porter 

■ All housing after 1919 has electricity, a bathroom and inside toilet, a half-
tiled, modern kitchen, and most with a boiler for hot water 

■ New consumer goods, many built in the new factories of West London, 
were a draw: labour-savings appliances like irons, cookers and vacuums. 

■ Many advertised their individuality ‘No pair of houses alike in road’, Purley 
1927 advert; ‘every house different’, Hinchley Wood 1931, Berg; ‘Queen 
Anne, Jacobean, Georgian or Tudor styles’ (Glock’s Catford Estate)

■ … Always a looking back to the past, unlike European modernism

■ Scholarly debate around London’s suburbs is preoccupied with snobbery 
and cultural attitudes



Blurring of social class boundaries?

■ Improved economic conditions, education, West End and Hollywood 
fashions, the Picture Post, and primarily, ‘the much freer mingling of the 
classes which has resulted from the increase of travel’ (NSL), had blurred 
class distinctions beyond the recognition of many observers. 

■ ‘Improvements in education as well as wider literacy and radio-listening had 
resulted in a homogenization of all into middle class culture, creating a 
‘people of indeterminate class’ (Orwell). 

■ ‘the change is indeed to be welcomed, but perhaps a word of regret may be 
allowed to escape for the passing of something original and colourful in the 
drab monotony of a great city’ (Smith)

■ ‘And what are the realities of modern life? Well, the chief one is an 
everlasting, frantic struggle to sell things. With most people it takes the 
form of selling themselves’ (Orwell, Coming Up For Air)





Colonisation of middle-class males?

‘Flory imagined “forests, villages, monasteries, pagodas all vanished”, replaced by 
“villa after villa, with all the gramophones playing the same tune”, the inevitable 
product of an empire Flory deemed “a kind of up-to-date, hygienic, self-satisfied 
louse. Creeping round the world building prisons”. George Bowling ... lives Flory's 
nightmare - not in Burma, but “in the inner-outer suburbs of interwar Britain”. ... 
Bowling ... also gives voice to suburban male conformity and enslavement by 
echoing Orwell's critique of imperialism’.

- Kuchta, Semi-Detached Empire, Chapter 7

‘in this particular age and this particular country – we don’t do the things we want 
to do’ …

‘the feeling of not being one's own master overshadow[s] everything’





The Little Man…

■ ‘the typical little bowler-hatted sneak – Strube’s ‘little man’ (Keep the 
Aspidistra Flying)

■ ‘The men inside these little red rat-traps get more and more helpless, being 
more and more humiliated, more and more dissatisfied, like trapped rats’ (D.H. 
Lawrence, “Nottingham and the Mining Country”)

■ Auden in “Letter to Byron” contrasts ‘the John Bull of the good old days’ with 
the little man, ‘the bowler hat who strap-hangs in the tube’ and ‘kicks the 
tyrant only in his dreams’, reserving his ‘real implacable resentment’ not for 
what it enslaves him, but for ‘those who conceivably might set him free’

■ Charles Duff, Anthropological Report on a London Suburb (1935), by the 
fictitious Professor Vladimir Chernichewski, a place of ‘innumerable parasites 
and commercialists’



'It is sad to reflect that so much ingenuity should 
have been wasted on streets and estates which 
will eventually become the slums of the future. 
That is, if a fearful and more sudden fate does 
not obliterate them prematurely, an eventuality 
that does much to reconcile one to the prospect 
of aerial bombardment.’ – Osbert Lancaster

'Come friendly bombs, and fall on Slough;
It isn't fit for humans now’
– John Betjeman



Snobs against the suburbs?

Ian Davis identifies three causes for attack over 1920s-30s (Dunroamin)

1. Presupposition that collective housing (Georgian terraces, apartments by 
Le Corbusier) preferable to individualism of a single home (‘innate 
snobbery’)

2. Suburban estates caused traffic and constituted an ugly sprawl (ignores 
that many new factories were opening in suburbs, with new cross-
suburban roads e.g. London North Circular Road opens 1930

3. Houses were jerry-built by speculators (criticism often made by architects 
of ‘New Architecture’) 



J.B. Priestley, English Journey (1934)

■ ‘This is the England of arterial and by-pass roads, of filling stations and 
factories that look like exhibition buildings, of giant cinemas and dance-halls 
and cafes’

■ Many do ‘not what they like but what they have been told they would like’

■ ‘Monotonous but easy work and a liberal supply of cheap luxuries might 
between them create a set of people entirely without ambition or any real 
desire to think and act for themselves, the perfect subjects for an iron 
autocracy.’



Defending the suburbs

■ ‘where a desire for beauty wars with our common sympathy. A 
few more of these houses and this place will no longer charm the 
eye; a great many more of them and it will be hideous.’ 

■ Yet ‘a number of people will have the chance of living decently 
and in comfort … people should come first ... their chunks of 
happiness or misery are more important than certain delicate 
satisfactions of our own. ... We should be content to make the 
whole country hideous if we know for certain that by doing so 
we could also make all the people in it moderately happy.’ 
– J.B. Priestley





In defence…

Critics ignored ‘a desire to live as close as possible to work; a house that 
provided and expressed individuality and status; a labour-saving house; an 
escape from the cramped, dirty and unhealthy city; an actual or symbolic need 
to be close to the country; the need for a garden; and, probably the highest 
priority of all, security of tenure with its consequent opportunities for the 
exercise of personal choice.’ (Ian Davis, Dunroamin)

4 million homes built in 22 years, ‘infinitely superior as living environments to 
the overcrowded urban housing that had preceded them’



'The eye strains at them as at Russian characters which are 
known to stand for something beautiful or terrible; but there 
is no translator: it sees a thousand things that at the moment 
of seeing are significant, but they obliterate one another. 
They propose themselves as a problem to the mind.’ 
– Edward Thomas (1906)

‘The suburbs dream of violence. Asleep in their drowsy villas, 
sheltered by benevolent shopping malls, they wait patiently 
for the nightmares that will wake them into a more 
passionate world...’ 
– J. G. Ballard, Kingdom Come (2006)


