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         Introduction 

Among them all, who can descry 

A vice more mean than Gluttony? 

Of any grovelling slave of sense, 

Not one can claim so small pretense 

To that indulgence which the wise 

Allow to human frailties 

As the inglorious, beastly sinner, 

Whose only object is – a dinner. 

William Combe 18151 

The act of eating is both personal and political. Choosing what (or even not choosing and 

being forced) to eat, what will pass through the physical boundary, what will be assimilated 

into ourselves, is an exercise in power relations. Carolyn Daniel has theorised that the 

inside/outside, or edible/inedible, dualism is “fundamentally significant in terms of the 

structure of Western philosophical thought whereby everything outside/inedible is aligned 

with the other and defined as bad” (5). What then of cannibalism? Since for the vast majority 

of bodies the consumption of human flesh is indeed categorised as “inedible”, “bad” and 

therefore consigned to the “outside”, anthropophagy is defined as the ultimate ‘bad eating’, 

antithetical to constructions of humanity. In its position as an abject signifier of savagery, 

helping to construct and maintain boundaries between civilised and Other, cannibalism also 

dissolves physical boundaries between consumer and consumed, desire and aggression and, 

as Maggie Kilgour has noted, “human-as-subject and meat-as-object” (cited in Daniel 145). 

The unsettling of established boundaries implicit in the cannibalising process transforms the 

most basic of human instincts into a monstrous act. The hunger which drives the cannibal is 

 
1  William Combe’s “The Glutton” lines 9-16 in The English Dance of Death London, 1815. p 68. 
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deemed excessive, rapacious, and transgressive of the divisions of what is good/acceptable to 

eat. This voracious appetite can be read as the desire for sex or murder, or the questing for 

money and power.  

Cannibal appetites have historically been assigned to the Other, running wild without 

the civilising influence of European colonialism. Gluttonous hunger symbolised the 

renunciation of control, restraint and the preference of instant sensory satisfaction to the 

delayed pleasure of an afterlife of spiritual communion with God. William Miller observes 

that gluttony becomes the fosterer “of all sin that favours instant gratification, the filling of 

present emptiness with corporeal sensation at the expense of spirit and futurity” (96).  The 

heathenism implicit in the unrestrained appetite (the prioritisation of flesh over spirit) 

became, for missionaries, primary justification for expeditions to the Dark Continent and 

beyond, the sinfulness of pleasures of the flesh outlined in Galatians 5:17-21:  

For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against 

the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you 

want to do.  But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law.  Now the works 

of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality,  idolatry, sorcery, 

enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy, 

drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I warn you, as I warned you before, that 

those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.     

Maggie Kilgour has observed the ironic potential for “cannibalism in the sacrament of the 

Eucharist”, but acknowledges that communion “sets up a more complicated system of relation 

in which it becomes difficult to say precisely who is eating whom” (238-9). Where cannibalism 

aims at the loss of the Other (consumed), the Eucharist aims to achieve a mutual assimilation 
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in which neither consumer nor consumed is destroyed. In the ‘civilised world’, the 

disciplining of appetite is encouraged from childhood in John Locke’s Some Thoughts 

Concerning Education (1693), which had “considerable influence” upon British childrearing 

(Daniel 41). The book advocates that children “be brought to deny their appetites: and their 

minds, as well as bodies, be made vigorous, by the custom of having their inclinations in 

subjection and their bodies exercised with hardships” (41-2). The notion was that, as the 

bearers of original sin, children’s primitive, untamed appetites were innate and should 

therefore be managed by the parents until self-control had been learned. Locke theorises that 

voracious appetite is akin to childlike indulgence, an ignorance of the moral codes enforced 

by self-restraint. 

Victorian children’s literature, notorious in its didacticism, often presents food as a 

temptation which must be refused, a moral test to be passed2. For Lewis Carroll’s Alice food 

is unreliable, first making her too small, then too tall. Mary Martha Sherwood’s The History of 

the Fairchild Family (1847) punishes gluttony with famine when Henry opens the picnic 

hamper in defiance of his guardians, only to break “the bottle of beer which [...] poured out 

its contents into the hamper upon the meat pies and tarts, running off from thence to Betty’s 

dress and clean white stockings, her very shoe being filled with beer” (21). Shame and 

punishment are often literalised in such visual cues, the child reduced to a shameful public 

spectacle, a manifestation of immorality.  

From the 1820s on terrifying cannibal practices - manifestations of all that was 

primitive and violent - were reported in newspaper articles and missionary reports from the 

 
2  Grimm’s fairy tales (published in 1812-14 and first translated into English in 1823) use the trope of food as moral 

test. Snow White, Hansel and Gretel, The Wolf and the Fox and Lean Lisa all punish gluttonous behaviour. 
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South Sea Islands and later from Africa. Like Mrs Sherwood’s naughty children, the racial 

Other was put on display as lacking self-control, enlightenment, morality.  H.L. Malchow has 

commented that during the nineteenth century, cannibalism “is such an obviously available 

trigger for sensational emotion that virtually all Gothic literature employs some 

anthropophagic element, indicating the depth of the fear/disgust response it evokes – from 

Frankenstein’s pulling apart of bodies to the soul and blood devouring demonism of Dracula” 

(45). The cannibal motif was not only a popular trope in gothic fiction; it was also used in 

Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719), Jonathan Swift’s satirical essay A Modest Proposal (1729) 

and the popular comic street-ballad ‘The King of the Cannibal Islands’ (1858) which made its 

way from Edinburgh to the taverns and gin palaces of London (National Library of Scotland):   
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Colonialism invited anthropological study which declared Englishness the pinnacle of 

civilisation, positing racial Others (opposite in every way to the English ideas of civilisation) 

as more akin to animal than human. The most horrifying, alienating and sensational images 

of colonial exploration were those which detailed the prevalence of, if not addiction to, 

cannibalism in ‘primitive’ peoples. John Martin’s An Account of the Natives of the Tonga Islands 

in the South Pacific Ocean (1827) describes the use of cannibal practices by an indigenous tribe 

following the capture of their enemies, and is now regarded as one of the first texts detailing 

Tonganese life before the arrival of European influence (National Library of Scotland): “Two 

or three were hung up on a tree; a couple were burnt; three were cut open from motives of 

curiosity, to see whether their insides were sound and entire, and to practise surgical 

operations upon, hereafter to be described; and, lastly, two or three were cut up to be cooked 

and eaten, of which about forty men partook” (172). The revelation of cannibal practices, 

whether accurate or not, served to validate English superiority. Jack’s proud statement in The 

Lord of the Flies (1954) that the boys aren’t savages, they’re English “and the English are the 

best at everything. So [they’ve] got to do the right things” serves as a reminder of the racial 

justification for colonial practices decades after the heyday of the British Empire (47). Like 

children, natives of new colonial outposts should be controlled, taught and brought to 

civilisation for their own good; no truly civilised nation could stand idly by while unknown 

numbers of savages fought needlessly amongst themselves and ate each other. This appetite 

for the unthinkable, the ungodly3 and the uncivilised, what Dickens called “the unpardonable 

sin” required outside interference and moral guidance of authoritative Christianity (Stone 24).  

 
3  Maggie Kilgour’s From Communion to Cannibalism (1990) traces the seemingly binary images of the Catholic 

consumption of bread and wine as the body and blood of Jesus Christ and metaphors of cannibalism as a means 

of identification.  
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 Cannibalism offers numerous literary possibilities in its inherently political 

transgression of inside/outside, self/other, nourishment/destruction which, in the context of 

Victorian culture, can be valuable literary signifiers of dominance, rebellion, instability and 

otherness. This study builds upon this established view of the Victorian response to cannibal 

practices, but suggests a reconsideration of the contours of cannibalism and its definition in 

exploring metaphors of consumption, which constantly adapt to socio-cultural developments. 

The incorporation inherent in the cannibalising process concerns the bringing of bodies 

together; in an age obsessed with demarcation, hierarchy and classification the biological need 

for the body to incorporate external elements in order to survive destroys illusions of 

autonomy and self-sufficiency. In controlling appetites deemed inappropriate, civilisation has 

arguably only repressed, rather than removed, its primitive desires; Sigmund Freud’s Totem 

and Taboo (1913) theorises that the unconscious id is “the dark inaccessible part of our 

personality”: a chaotic and confused territory “in which contrary impulses exist side by 

side”(65). Cannibalism forces civilisation to concede its relationship to the primitive. Even the 

decidedly unatrocious Victorian ideals of respectability, morality, restraint and philanthropy 

are, Maggie Kilgour has suggested, made frail by efforts to “maintain any ideals at all, if all 

our desires, hopes and dreams, hungers for transcendence, can be reduced to the same 

cannibalistic act” (CCW 259). With this comes the realisation that civilisation is social 

construction rather than biological state, and that the foundations of Victorian society are, in 

fact, fragile if not completely illusory.   

In considering cannibalism’s role in the recognition of a shared primitivism, Exposed 

Flesh suggests a pre/post Darwin shift in cannibal rhetoric. The opening two chapters of this 

study predate Darwin’s publication of The Origin of Species in 1859, and discuss the ways in 
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which cannibal metaphors are spatially determined by areas of urban poverty and/or 

industrialism. The period between the 1860s and 1900 however sees a shift from spatial to 

temporal determinism which yields to Darwinian theories of evolution. As I shall show, the 

novels in the final four chapters analyse illness, marriage, the sub-hierarchies of the working 

classes and mesmerism, all of which can be reduced to the savagery of evolutionary past. 

Established discourse in Victorian attitudes towards the colonial Other suggests the discursive 

use of cannibalism in literature to expose the obsession with Britain’s place in history as top 

of the ‘evolutionary food-chain’ and leaders of light and civilisation. Marina Warner observes 

that: “Much of this lurid cannibalistic material acts as metaphorical disguise for issues of 

authority, procreation and intergenerational rivalry: it relates ways of confronting the 

foundations of the sense of identity and the self and of the self’s historical and social place” 

(10).  

It is perhaps wise here to consider the distinctions between cannibalism and 

consumption, and the reasoning behind focussing on cannibal, rather than consumptive, 

metaphor. Cannibalism is, of course, a mode of consumption characterising consumption at 

its most atavistically transgressive, thereby acting as an ideological vehicle for cultural, 

anthropological and political meaning. Nineteenth-century cannibal discourse, form grave-

robbery4 to tribal ritual, polarises self and Other, civilised and savage in a violent infringement 

of physical and moral boundaries. The uses of cannibalism in marking ethnographic 

difference have been widely explored, but it is worth noting that cannibal practices also 

delineate difference in spatial terms as cannibalism, in contrast with consumption, is firmly 

 
4  Richard Sugg’s Mummies, Cannibals and Vampires: The History of Corpse Medicine from the Renaissance to 

the Victorians (2015) offers a detailed account of corpse medicine and its close relationship with Victorian 

grave-robbers, who were often accused of necrophilia and the cannibalism of corpses. 
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associated with colonial outposts such as the Fijian Archipelago and Africa. British colonial 

exploration allowed for the permeation of geographical borders by missionaries, traders and 

colonists who returned with tales of “savage, ferocious, and treacherous […] cannibals” 

(Twyning 41). Imperial expansion and influence conversely invited opportunities for the 

contagion, even the atavistic degeneration, of British civilisation characterised by travellers 

‘going native’ as explored in Patrick Brantlinger’s Taming Cannibals (2011). If we accept 

cannibalism as the apex of Victorian savage taxonomy, it can be theorised that its ferocity can 

be used to characterise the entropy of social change and advancing modernity in 

contemporaneous literature. Cannibalism’s steady currency as both primitive signifier and 

acknowledgement of corporeal vulnerability introduces the potential for metaphors of anxiety 

across a range of rapidly changing socio-cultural conditions. During a period of continuous 

flux across society as a whole, cannibalism serves as a continuous metaphor for vulnerability, 

permeability and anxiety seemingly at odds with Britain’s role as colonial power, cultural 

influencer and racial authority.  

The scope, scale and persistence of cannibal rhetoric throughout nineteenth-century 

literature is modulated by changing social, political and economic conditions,  creating an 

orthodoxy of otherness. The acknowledgement of the pervasiveness and therefore 

significance of cannibal metaphors offers a new perspective in the reading of nineteenth-

century anxieties reduced to the primitive fear of corporeal consumption. The ‘exposed flesh’ 

of the title suggests an uncovering of this cannibal rhetoric in providing an alternative view 

of cannibalism as more formidable than simply a form of colonial/racial discourse with which 

to Other, in that images of consumption are used by authors throughout the Victorian period 

to express anxieties ranging from food crises to marital ideals to the possibility of reverse-
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colonialism. By examining the cannibal metaphor in texts from each decade from 1840-1900, I 

will suggest that the mid to late nineteenth century was wracked with concerns which centred 

around the dissolving structures of inside and outside, self and other which accompanied 

modernity but which Victorian science, medicine and anthropology sought to classify, contain 

and control. 

 Exposed Flesh traces the trajectory of cannibal metaphor in literature from 1840 to 1900. 

As such, the exploration of metaphor leads me away from more explicitly cannibal texts such 

as H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine (1895) and Dracula (1897). Part of the reason for this comes 

from the wealth of material available on the cannibal implications of these texts5, but I also 

contend that metaphors of cannibalism deserve as much recognition as the act itself in their 

discursive veiling of contemporary anxieties behind behaviours which are not necessarily 

always explicitly consumptive, physical or perilous. While literal cannibalism is explored in 

the opening chapter, and plays an important role in the literature of the 1840s, it is not the 

focus of the study; rather the focus is on the subtle use of the cannibal trope by diverse authors 

throughout the century in various forms. It is the anxiety of assimilation, of consumption, 

which links these authors over the course of sixty years. I contend that the rapid changes in 

society experienced in the Victorian era foster an atmosphere of national apprehension as 

boundaries of class, imperial geography, urban topography were breached and disrupted; the 

notion of individual impermanence inherent in Victorian progress readily translates into 

 
5 Transnational and Colonial Vampires Eds. Tabish Thair and Johan Höglund. London: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2013. Taming Cannibals: Race and the Victorians Patrick Brantlinger. Ithaca and London: 

Cornell University Press, 2011. Foods of the Gods: Eating and the Eaten in Fantasy and Science Fiction Eds. 

Gary Westfahl, George Slusser and Eric Rabkin. Athens and London: University of Georgia Press, 1996. 

The Modern Gothic and Literary Doubles Linda Dryden. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013. Gothic Images 

of Race in Nineteenth Century Britain H.L. Malchow. Stanford, CA: University Press, 1996. 
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metaphors of consumption in which the physical body, in all its vulnerability, is devoured by 

an insatiable and multifarious Otherness. 

 In its discussion of wide-ranging texts, Exposed Flesh opens the possibility for a re-

evaluation of the Victorian Gothic, from the traditional acknowledgement of a genre clearly 

defined (or restricted) by recognisable tropes, to a subversive unease or dread inherent to the 

Victorian novel as a whole catalysed by rapid sociocultural flux. The refusal of the Gothic to 

adhere to any formal aesthetic characteristics is explored by Julian Wolfreys in Victorian Gothic 

(2010), Wolfreys contending that the Gothic is always “already excessive, grotesque, 

overspilling its own boundaries and limits” (xi). Exposed Flesh continues this discussion, 

moving away from Wolfreys’ images of a Victorian era “haunted” by a spectral, unpredictable 

gothic and towards a gothic of fiercely physical, visceral, savage and, above-all, predictable, 

permanence (xiv). The study’s exploration of cannibal metaphor in Victorian literature 

inherently accommodates Gothic imagery. While theorising a ‘subversive Gothic’ which 

permeates Victorian fiction requires much more research and thought than is possible within 

the confines of this study, the national atmosphere of anxious excitement (and/or 

apprehensive foreboding) which accompanied the era’s continuous advancements in science 

and medicine, theological questioning, technological progress, imperial gains and 

reconsideration of gender norms has the potential to influence the literature of the period with 

anxieties manifest as subversively Gothic.   

 The study is divided into decades, the purpose of which is to emphasise the continual 

adaptation of cannibal metaphor to shifting social conditions. Contextualising the novels in 

anxieties specific to that decade recognises the significance of sociocultural influence upon 

contemporary literature, and posits that anxieties based in physical consumption (loss,  
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replacement, decline) catalyse the reuse, reshaping and reaffirmation of cannibal metaphors 

by authors across the decades. Concentrating on the unique events of each decade, from 

concerns of a working-class Revolution to the unease of fin de siècle disillusionment with 

colonialism, emphasises the adaptability and persistence of cannibal metaphor in the linking 

of socially divergent decades.   

The opening chapter begins, perhaps predictably, in the Hungry Forties, and explores 

the relationship between food and class during this decade. The Government-imposed Corn 

Laws (1815-1846) and the Irish Famine (1845-1851) coincided to ensure that millions of people 

were starving or starved during the 1840s. The chapter focuses on the connection between 

class and food, the vulnerability of the working-classes and the possibility of their revolution 

through cannibal metaphor. J.M. Rymer’s Sweeney Todd (1847) and Varney the Vampire (1847-

8) and Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights (1847) read into the decade’s preoccupation with the 

procurement of food, as pitiable hunger threatens to overturn structures of hierarchical 

power. From Lovett’s hellish meat pies, to Heathcliff and Catherine’s cannibalistic symbiosis 

and the inversion of cannibal violence from vampire to mob, the texts explored trace an 

explicit relationship between cannibal and class. It is this relationship which establishes the 

tone for cannibal discourse in the Victorian period, as thousands of Irish ‘cannibals’ invaded 

Britain to escape famine and colonial exploration returned nightmares of human sacrifice and 

appetites for human flesh. Domestic and exotic cannibalism had two distinct faces, connected 

by anxieties of an atavistic Other.  

The following chapter suggests cannibalism as a trope for Dickensian urbanism. The 

1850s saw a sharp increase in urban growth caused by migration of the agricultural poor 

relocating to cities in search of employment and higher wages. The population of London 
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grew from one million in 1800 to almost seven million a century later, the capital becoming a 

global economic powerhouse and colonial cynosure. The map below illustrates London’s 

growth over the course of a century, the sprawling mass resembling a germ under a 

microscope, creeping outwards as it multiplies and expands. 

 

Corresponding with this image of London as a sprawling disease, Antony Vidler suggests 

that the nineteenth-century city had been understood in contemporary terms through its 

association with sickness: “[It] harboured dangerous diseases, epidemics, and equally 

dangerous social movements; it was the breeding ground of the all-levelling masses, of 

frightening crowds, the insanitary home of millions [...] relentlessly anti-social, driven by 

money and haunted by the fear of touching” (47). Charles Dickens, unofficial biographer of 

London, expresses the dichotomy of awe and anxiety regarding rapid urban modernity in his 

writings of the 1850s, but it is specifically in Hard Times (1854), Little Dorrit (1855-7) and A Tale 

of Two Cities (1859) in which urbanism directs both characters and plot. In theorising the city 



14 

 

as body,6 Dickens’ urbanism becomes a voracious cannibal consuming and devouring its 

inhabitants in order to grow and produce; within the organic metaphor is included a corporeal 

model of appetite manifested in both individual and urban ambition.  

 Chapter Three will theorise female-centric diseases as cannibalistic, or self-consuming. 

In the context of mid-Victorian pathology, the female body became a site of cultural anxiety 

in terms of its physical and mental permeability both. Using the model of tuberculosis, I will 

argue that female-centric illnesses (those illnesses to which women were regarded as being 

specifically susceptible) were as physically consuming as consumption itself. Using examples 

from George MacDonald’s Adela Cathcart (1864), Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cousin Phillis (1864) and 

Rhoda Broughton’s Not Wisely But Too Well (1867) the chapter will link symptoms associated 

with tuberculosis to those experienced by the female characters of the novels, arguing that 

these consumptive symptoms (feverish burning, weight loss, restlessness, bright eyes and 

flushed countenance) are prevalent in other female-centric illnesses (in this case atrophy, brain 

fever, erotomania), in turn making them consumptive. Gail Turley Houston argues that 

(middle-class) male illness, at least canonically speaking, is a manifestation of selfish desire 

over self-denial; that male illness is catalysed by the submission of the male character to 

sexual, alimentary or economic desire, necessitating the valiant conquering of this desire to 

return them to physical health (41-2). She continues:  

 
6  The chapter builds on the established image of the city as body, acknowledging that this has been a popular 

metaphor for examining urban spaces: “Comparisons of this kind go far back to Greek antiquity. Plato, for 

example, compares the human body to a fortified city, and Aristotle, too, uses similar body metaphors. The Roman 

architect and theoretician of architecture Vitruvius later developed anthropometric theories of proportion and 

metaphoric-figurative realizations of city layouts reminiscent of the human body. His theories flourished in Europe 

well into the Renaissance.” Larissa Fassler “The City as Body” http://db-artmag.de/en/65/feature/larissa-fassler-

the-body-and-the-city/.  
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If the Victorian canon validates male illness as representative of the condition of 

England and this oscillation between self-repression and self-conservation acts as one 

manifestation of the male achieving health, what can be said about the condition of 

Victorian women? [...] In terms of gender Victorian illness was explained as either 

historical or hysterical; that is, if one were a male canonized author, his illness was 

significant historically, for it represented the universal condition of the Victorian ‘man’, 

the assumption being that man had fallen from a natural state of health and could be 

recovered. On the other hand, being ill was considered a woman’s natural state. 

Victorians equated women with their reproductive functions and the stages of 

reproduction – menarche, menstruation, ovulation, gestation, labour, lactation, the 

menopause – and Victorian doctors defined those functions as states of hysteria or 

illness (42-3).   

So while the middle-class male illness was catalysed by society7 and treated quickly, the 

fragility of the female body meant that illnesses could last over a prolonged period, 

necessitating calls from friends, dark, quiet rooms and frequent visits from the doctor 

substituting wife/mother/sister for invalid. This consumption by the illness (in terms of 

physical, emotional, character changes) connotes not only consumption in terms of a physical 

wasting as noted in tuberculosis, but an erosion of boundaries between healthy self and 

diseased other culminating in the patient’s role as the physical embodiment of disease.    

 
7  Victorian surgeon, Alfred Cooper (1838-1908), argued that even mental disorders in male patients had their 

foundations in physical (mainly sexual) illness: “A man may contract syphilis, and become in consequence 

depressed; this depression may become true melancholia, accompanied by insomnia and a suicidal tendency. Or 

a man may contract syphilis after marriage, and may be haunted with the fear of infecting his wife and children. 

In these two instances, the knowledge of the syphilis present acts as the idea around which the melancholic feelings 

group themselves, the whole being an exaggeration of the real fact.” Cited in Andrew Smith’s Victorian Demons: 

Medicine, Masculinity and the Gothic at the Fin de Siècle Manchester: University Press, 2004. p. 112.    
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Chapter Four contends that the marriages in George Eliot’s Middlemarch (1871-2) and 

Sir Willoughby Patterne’s quest for a suitable wife in George Meredith’s The Egoist (1879) are 

processes of social consumption. I define social consumption as the assimilation of the 

individual into a system of social ideals; in this context the process in which both potential 

husband and wife are accorded social capital commensurate with their economic status, 

appearance and connections; this capital is then calculated as marital potential. The process is 

cannibalistic initially in terms of its commodification of bodies as readily 

obtainable/’consumable’ in the marketplace, but also by acknowledging that marriages based 

on ‘good matches’ are those which conform to expectations of social acceptability, expectations 

which both bride and groom must expect to fulfil. While physical consumption (cannibalism) 

requires frequent repetition to satisfy alimentary urges, metaphorical manifestations render 

the incorporated body a source of continuous psychological and emotional gratification; 

marriage constitutes a prolonged emotional feeding, resulting in long-term psychological self-

affirmation and (hopefully) emotional satisfaction. Appetite (to both conform to societal 

pressures and to assimilate a suitable partner) and satisfaction (in the securing of/and 

emotionally feeding on a spouse) are transposed into metaphors of courtship and marital 

domesticity, whereby various images of consumption can be explored.    

Chapter Five analyses George Gissing’s The Nether World (1889) in relation to its 

portrayal of a cannibal underclass. The wealth of cannibal imagery in The Nether World merits 

the devotion of a chapter solely to the text, as the London working-classes are forced to turn 

on each other in an effort to survive. I argue that The Nether World is divided into two groups, 

predator and prey, in which members of the underclass who are able to participate in the 

process of free-market capitalism as sellers (pub landlords, rent collectors, retailers) are 
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participating in economic cannibalism in which they parasitically feed on those who rely on 

their labour to survive. The novel’s setting in the heart of London’s urban jungle returns the 

notion of cannibalism to its savage roots, the human residuum of the urban underclass 

replacing the primitive tribes of darkest Africa or the Polynesian archipelago. While urban 

predators rely on the continued custom of their prey, the prey themselves endure fierce 

competition for employment resulting in the Darwinian elimination of the least fit for work. 

Expanding on Karl Marx’s theories of concrete and abstract labour, the chapter seeks to explore 

the dynamics of Gissing’s working-class sub-hierarchy and its role as a cannibalising force. I 

also introduce the concept of microcolonialism, a process which I define as small-scale colonial 

practices, to reinforce the text’s relationship with the colonial, the Other and the cannibal.    

The final chapter explores contemporary anxieties concerning reverse-colonialism 

through the lens of mesmeric fiction and its potential as a cannibalising process. In Arthur 

Conan Doyle’s novella The Parasite (1894) and Richard Marsh’s The Beetle (1897) colonial 

mesmerists threaten to disturb the civilised hegemony of fin de siècle London by usurping the 

minds and bodies of distinguished citizens. Somatic domination is used to express fears 

concerning social degeneration “compounded by a nexus of evolutionary, psychoanalytic and 

imperial discourses” (Taylor-Brown 12). The perceived scientific possibility of cultural 

degeneration8 awakened a new world of monstrous new social and racial hierarchies in which 

Britain, as a result of its decline as a global power, might be colonised by primitive forces; 

Stephen Arata’s essay, ‘The Occidental Tourist’ Arata describes reverse colonialisation as 

 
8 The theory originated in racial concepts of ethnicity, recorded in the writings of medical scientists Johann 

Blumenbach (1751-1840) and Robert Knox (1793-1862). By the 1850s, degeneration theory became influential in 

psychiatry through the writings of Bénédict Morel (1809-1873), and in criminology through Cesare Lombroso 

(1835-1909). By the 1890s, in the work of Max Nordau (1849-1923) and others, degeneration became a more general 

concept in social commentary.  
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“more than products of geopolitical fears [...] they are also responses to cultural guilt” (623). 

The consumption of bodies implicit in mesmerism, manifests as a physical re-enactment of 

reverse-colonialism in which the primitive colonises the site of the civilised body. This chapter 

will suggest that, against the cultural background of reverse-colonial anxiety, the practice of 

mesmerism becomes cannibalistic; the mesmerist feeds upon and obtains strength from, whilst 

simultaneously weakening, her subject, invading the body in a reimagining of colonial 

invasion.  
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1 

The Politics of Class in the ‘Hungry’ Forties  

“… 5,000,000, of the finest peasantry are said to be rejoicing in potatoes!” 

Dr Robert Bullock Marsham The Times 25 January 1843 

“When two millions of one's brother-men sit in Workhouses, and five millions, as is insolently said, 

“rejoice in potatoes”, there are various things that must be begun, let them end where they can.” 

Thomas Carlyle Past and Present 1843 

 

The 1840s were characterised by their ‘hungry’ qualifier. The Parliamentary-enforced Corn 

Laws, in place between 1815 and 1846, created a surge in food prices pressurising an already 

long-suffering and impoverished under-class. Food – where to get it, how to get it and if it 

could be gotten at all – became the national obsession of the lower classes, politicising access 

and entitlement to food.  

The literary cannibal image of the 1840s was fuelled by whispers, some very probably 

true,9 of starvation cannibalism in Ireland which gained credence during the food crises of the 

decade. The famine was disastrous. Over one million people died from starvation and disease 

 
9  “In May 1849 Rev. James Anderson, rector of Ballinrobe in County Mayo, wrote a long open letter to prime 

minister Lord John Russell, in the course of which he described a starving man who had extracted the heart and 

liver from a ship-wrecked corpse “and that was the maddening feast on which he regaled himself and his family.” 

Anderson’s letter was widely reported in the press and raised in the House of Commons by Henry Arthur Herbert, 

M.P. for Kerry” (26) and “He had been told that the prisoner and his family were starving when this offence [sheep 

stealing] had been committed. One of his children had died and he had been credibly informed that the mother ate 

part of its legs and feet after its death. He had the body exhumed and found that nothing but the bones remained 

of its legs and feet.” (26) Both cited in Cormac Ó Gráda’s ‘Eating People is Wrong: Famine’s Darkest Secret?’ 

University College Dublin Centre For Economic Research - Working Paper Series WP 13/02 /2013 p. 26. 
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between 1846 – 1851 as the potato blight ravaged crops, and two million people fled the 

country in the ten years following the famine as the agricultural landscape struggled to 

recover (Poirteir 8). The cannibal fantasies from Ireland made cannibals of the lower-classes, 

symbolising the desperate rejection of moral virtue in favour of the most primal human 

instinct - survival.  

Peter Gurney has observed the racialisation of the Irish potato during this period, 

noting the association of the food with the country’s supposed atavistic behaviour and the 

perceived threat of its contamination to the English working classes for whom bread was now 

inaffordable: 

Bread was still the staple food in English working-class diets, but as incomes fell in the late 

1830s potatoes had been increasingly substituted. Consumers undoubtedly resented this, 

especially northern industrial workers who were often used to better fare and whose status 

was bound up with their ability to consume certain foodstuffs, most importantly wheaten 

bread. There was also a racial twist to all this talk of potatoes […] The fear was that such 

diets would produce uncivilized workers […] Thomas Carlyle intimated that, if scarcity 

continued, English workers might eventually be driven — like the ‘primitive’ Irish 

peasantry had supposedly been before them — not only to eat potatoes but also to reject 

completely the norms of Christian society and devour their own kind; his Past and Present 

plumbed ominous depths, including cannibalism. (128) 

Gurney’s essay, which charts the strikes and protests of the Chartist and the Anti-Corn Law 

League during the 1840s, also acknowledges the importance of gothic rhetoric in 

disseminating both fact and rumour regarding the starvation of the working classes. He cites 
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an article in an early 1840s edition of the Northern Star which contained a detailed surgeon’s 

report of the post-mortem on a 24 year old cloth dresser from Leeds:   

… throughout the abdomen there was a complete absence of fat, none whatever being on 

the muscles. The viscera were contracted as if in severe pain. The stomach was contracted 

and empty, except about a gill and a half of greenish brown-coloured fluid … The 

intestines were empty except a small quantity of fluid, and the abdominal intestine was 

contracted, by nothing having passed it for some time (cited in Gurney 132). 

The visceral reality of hunger both repelled and attracted readers, who sated their curiosity in 

both newspapers and literary fiction.  

The desperate cannibalism of the Great Famine imaged degeneration paralleling the 

most savage and primitive behaviour catalysed, as Anette Pankratz has suggested, by the 

rapid industrialisation which would come to define the century: “The motives of cannibals in 

our midst [indicate] the predicaments of a highly differentiated society in which food is 

industrially produced and marketed” (404). Pankratz’s cannibals of capitalism, characterised 

by the hellish production line of Mrs Lovett’s infamous pie shop, necessitate cheap and 

sustainable labour, and the working/lower-class acceptance of, and submission to, industrial 

capitalism.  

 Maggie Kilgour describes the literary Gothic as a cannibalisation of the past.10 

Certainly, literature of the Hungry Forties often references the Burke and Hare murders of the 

1820s, Celtic folklore such as Sawney Beane, Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726) and the ever 

 
10  In From Communion to Cannibalism (1990) Kilgour argues that: “The Gothic is a consciously literary genre that 

feeds on earlier traditions.” (173). She goes on to suggest that the American Gothic has “roots in the past, which 

has not been left behind, but rather carried from the old world to the new...” (174). This could be equally said of 

English Gothic which exhibit anxieties of the primitive (old world), and transferred to the colonial Other as 

opposition to the civilised and industrial (new) world. 
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popular One Thousand and One Nights (translated by Edward Lane in 1840), are all manifestly 

concerned with consumer and consumed (173). If the use of cannibal metaphor in the 1840s is 

produced by Gothic cannibalisation (the consumption, reimagining and reprocessing of the – 

in this case – recent past), then the role of the penny blood periodicals is integral to this 

process. Increased literacy11, in addition to new cheaper methods of machine-manufactured 

paper and rotary steam presses, “made it possible to provide printed entertainment cheap 

enough for even the working classes to buy” (Anglo 11). The demand was for escapist 

literature which would distract this new class of reader,12 from the hardships and drudgery 

of their everyday lives, as Michael Anglo surmises: “These ‘get rich quick’ publishers [...] 

unscrupulously plundered and plagiarized Gothic tales and popular novels by established 

authors, resuscitating and embellishing tales of old crimes, and commissioning hard-up 

writers to turn on a spate of words at a mere penny or two a bucket” (11). Anglo argues that 

with their handy booklet size and morbid cover illustrations, this sensationalist literature 

would soon fall into the innocent hands of juvenile readers, but these factors also made the 

penny bloods accessible to the lower classes who, even if illiterate, could appreciate and make 

 
11  “English literacy rates, measured by marriage register signatures, almost doubled in the final sixty years of the 

Victorian era. In 1840, one-third of all bridegrooms and one-half of all brides made a crude mark on the marriage 

register; by 1900, around 97 percent of all grooms and brides signed their names. This marked improvement in 

literacy levels coincided with the establishment of a national system of elementary schooling. Not surprisingly, the 

public provision of mass education became the accepted explanation of the rise of literacy in Victorian England.” 

(xxiii) For more regarding Victorian literacy rates, see David F. Mitch’s The Rise of Popular Literacy in Victorian 

England: The Influence of Private Choice and Public Policy Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992. 
12  Patrick Brantlinger notes that, writing in 1901, G.M. Trevelyan “deplored the ‘uprooting of taste and reason by 

the printing press’ and saw the ‘white peril’ as a new barbarian onslaught on civilization, only this time the 

invasion was coming from within and the barbarians could read.” (cited in The Reading Lesson 23) The notion of an 

English populace fed on penny-dreadfuls, sensationalistic journalism and frivolous romance novels characterised 

Trevelyan’s idea of a self-destructive fin de siècle apocalypse, but it was also a notion which troubled academics, 

authors and members of the upper/middle classes during the early Victorian period as it was widely believed that 

“mass culture equals barbarism” (24).    
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sense of the gruesome tales through studying the illustrations or passing the literature around 

until a reader could be found.  

Penny bloods such as The Terrific Register (1823-25) and The Mysteries of London (1844-

56) spread fantastic and gruesome tales which often blurred the lines between fact and fiction. 

The urban legend of Spring-Heeled Jack, a super-being reported to have “wings like a bat, 

horns like a goat and a long tail”, was spread both by terrified witnesses in newspaper and 

police reports13 and by hard-up, yet infinitely imaginative, writers in the serial penny blood 

publications (Anglo 68). Spring-Heeled Jack was a regular staple of the ‘bloods’, and later the 

‘dreadfuls’, from the late 1830s onwards. As time went on however, public interest in the 

character waned and by the 1860s, in an effort to rekindle his appeal, Jack evolved new powers 

such as fire-breathing, a lion’s mane and the ability to control thunder and lightning (Anglo 

69-70). This blurring of fact and fantasy underpins the use of the cannibal metaphor during 

the 1840s, as Jack Morgan posits: “In the gothic, the nexus of the supernatural and the natural 

is corporeality” (6). This reconnection of the reader with their own mortality bridges fact and 

fantasy, as the vulnerability of the physical body exposes primal survival instincts.   

 The legend of Sawney Beane is perhaps the most renowned and re-worked of the 

penny blood narratives. Published in the Newgate Calendar (mid-18C-1866) in the second half 

of the eighteenth century, the story tells of an incestuous cannibal family who lived in a cave 

by the sea on the coast of Galloway during the late 1500s (Crone 6). The family would support 

 
13  “Stories about him were first told in suburban London in September 1837. Some victims described him as a man 

wearing a flowing cloak and glaring at his victims with glowing eyes. It was claimed that he shot flames from his 

mouth. Others said he disguised himself as a white bull or bear, while at least one witness claimed he wore 

“polished steel armor, with red shoes” (“Credulity,” 1838). Some reports suggested that the attacker was not acting 

alone. Many of the attacks were on women and were seemingly sexual in nature (he ripped their clothes), though 

apparently they did not involve actual rape. London police, who took the reports seriously, investigated them but 

made no arrests.” Jerome Clark Extraordinary Encounters: An Encyclopaedia of Extraterrestrials and Otherworldly Beings 

Santa Barbara and London: ABC-CLIO, 2000. p. 235. 
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themselves by robbing and murdering any unlucky travellers who happened to pass by and 

“as soon as they had robbed or murdered any man, woman or child they used to carry off the 

carcase to their den, where cutting it into quarters, they would pickle the mangled limbs, and 

afterwards eat it; this being their only sustenance” (Johnson 132). The family are finally caught 

when a victim escapes and notifies the authorities. Their horrendous acts are uncovered, and 

the family is sentenced to execution in Leith. Crone notes: “From his first appearance at the 

turn of the eighteenth century, Sawney Beane rapidly rose to the status of celebrity serial killer 

and featured as a central character in early-modern popular culture” (7). Many contemporary 

serials published tales warning their readers of the dangers of travel which included more 

prosaic criminals such as pickpockets, highwaymen, murderous innkeepers and, of course, 

the occasional cannibal. The recycling of Sawney’s terrible appetites is testament to their hold 

on the public imagination. Finding favour in  the new readership, the penny bloods’ tales of 

horror “were eagerly devoured by the costermongers and their families, the casual inmates of 

low-lodging houses and workhouses, city-crossing sweeps and the rough boys of Spitalfields” 

(Mayhew, 388-9). As such, as working-class readers lacked both money and opportunity to 

travel out of the city, penny blood writers moved the settings of their popular melodramas 

from rural farms and cottages to urban dens of iniquity.  

 The penny bloods’ fascinatingly macabre meditations are therefore inherently bound 

to the politics of class. Sir Edwin Chadwick’s Report on the Sanitary Condition of the Labouring 

Classes (1843) and its supplement The Practice of Interment in Towns published a year later, 

expounds the horrors of Victorian life for the urban underclasses in all the detail of a 

Dickensian novel. One of Chadwick’s witnesses said: “I have seen a child lie in a downstairs 

room in a corner, dead of small-pox, and another dying, and the house full of lodgers eating 
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their meals” (Chadwick 184). The close relationship between death and food was undeniable, 

with the boundaries between consumer and consumed constantly in a state of flux. In the 

cities, the streets around the slaughterhouses “ran thick with blood; any dung, blood, bones, 

unusable offal and entrails were dumped straight along the open drainage channels to 

communal cesspools”, which only added to the putrefaction of the “festering slums, refuse 

covered streets and yards, where open sewers overflowed, swirling over dead cats and dogs” 

(Mack 46, Anglo 19-20). These living conditions were breeding grounds for both disease and 

urban legend, the horrific tales gaining credence in the filthy alleyways of the urban sprawl. 

One such myth emerging after the New Poor Law of the mid-1830s, was that the remains of 

deceased workhouse inmates were being used as cheap meat to feed the other unlucky 

occupants (Malchow 71).   

 The “Hungry Forties” were shadowed by anxieties of consumption; the whispers of 

Irish cannibalism during the Famine, class dynamics which ensured that the lower classes 

were used and re-used as cheap labour and black-market body snatching were re-visited and 

re-consumed first by authors, and then their readers. Food, its absence, its value and its 

contents were now the makings of sensational serials as the roles of consumer and consumed 

were constantly, and terrifyingly, allowed to interchange. James Malcolm Rymer’s Sweeney 

Todd, Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights (1847) and Rymer’s Varney the Vampire (1847) will be 

examined in terms of cannibal metaphor. This chapter will contend that the submission to 

consumptive appetites (a notion which connects all three texts), and the gluttonous excess by 

which these appetites are satisfied connects contemporary socio-cultural anxieties concerning 

food with cannibal appetites. 
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The link between gluttony and irreligion, visceral excesses resulting in a disconnection from 

God, is conducive to established nineteenth-century stereotypes of the primitive Other whose 

inability to control his cannibalistic urges externalises his inherent baseness and savagery.  

 In the late eighteenth century, the travels of Captain James Cook and his ‘discovery’ 

of Australia, and exploration of New Zealand, introduced the British reading public to the 

fierce South Sea cannibal. Following Cook’s lead, missionaries from all over the world 

descended upon the islands of Polynesia in the hopes of saving innumerable souls from their 

heathenistic religions. Speaking of the inhabitants of Samoa, missionary John Willliams 

remarked that their religious systems were obviously marked “with absurdity, superstition, 

and vice; - and its followers stand as much in need of the Gospel as the cannibal New 

Zealander, who feasts on the quivering limbs of his victim, or the infatuated Tahitian, whose 

gods were gorged with the blood of the sacrifices which were presented upon their altars” 

(543). Reports of social primitivism and inter-tribal violence married with accounts of 

necrocannibalism, revenge torture and funereal cannibalism conjures an image of far-flung 

tribes little further from soulless primitivism than animals. James Phillippo’s missionary 

account Jamaica: Its Past and Present State (1843) describes the primitive state of the Jamaican 

peoples:  

The crafty Eboe; the savage, violent and revengeful Coromantee; the debased and semi-

human Moco and Angolian, with those of other tribes described by historians as hardened 

in idolotary, wallowers in human blood, cannibals, drunkards, practised in lewdness, 

oppression, and fraud; cursed with all the vices that can degrade humanity; possessing no 

one good quality; more brutal and savage than the wild beasts of the forest… (cited in C. 

Hall 188).   
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Missionary accounts narrated with horror the unnaturalness of the ultimate taboo, the public 

appetite for which created demand for further sensational colonial speculations in articles and 

cartoons depicting cannibal feasts and various barbarous methods of torture  in magazines 

such as Blackwood’s and Punch. 

From the human flesh consumed in Sweeney Todd to the symbiotic feeding in Wuthering 

Heights and the parasitism of Sir Francis Varney, the exhibition of perverted relationships with 

food makes use of cannibal motifs.  In a decade of scarcity and starvation, these cannibal 

tropes take on social significance in terms of class-relations equating the hungry Victorian 

underclass with the voracious cannibal.    

Consumer Politics 

Echoes of Sawney Beane emerge in the 1846 serialised novel Sweeney Todd, published 

anonymously but attributed to author J.M. Rymer, in which the homophony of the 

protagonist’s given name echoes the monstrous Sawney.14 While the narrative is viscerally 

cannibalistic, it is not only Mrs Lovett’s unsuspecting customers who are consumers and not 

only Todd’s victims who are consumed. The narrative employs the layering of metaphorical 

consumption to raise numerous contemporary socio-cultural issues in addition to the literal 

consumption of bodies which drives the plot. The relationship between contemporary 

anxieties concerning industrial modernity in Sweeney Todd has been noted by Sally Powell: 

Cannibalism presented itself to penny blood writers as a suitably sensational topic, 

but beyond the obvious appeal of such outrageous subject matter, the popularity of 

 
14 Initially serialised in The People’s Periodical and Family Library (1846) under the title The String of Pearls: A Romance, 

the story of Sweeney Todd was quickly adapted for the stage by George Dibdin Pitt in 1847 and was aimed almost 

exclusively at the lower-class audience. The story remained popular with audiences, and many more versions 

appeared in theatres for the remainder of the nineteenth century. 
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the tale of Sweeny Todd testifies to the existence of a mid-century working-class 

perception that in a newly industrialised urban economy there existed not only a 

literal but a metaphoric relationship between the consumption of goods and a 

cannibalistic feeding upon one’s fellow urbanites (50). 

And while the relationship between greedy profiteer and ravenous consumer is central to the 

narrative of Sweeney Todd, the very fact that Todd chooses members of upper-class society to 

feed to middle and lower-class citizens, immediately infuses the text with social, and more 

importantly class, politics. The predatory team of Mrs Lovett and Sweeney Todd, epitomize 

an emerging industrial capitalist ethos, seeking to capitalise on the burgeoning 

commodification of the surrounding urban environment. The predation of Lovett and Todd 

on their unsuspecting customers demonstrates the capacity of the body to be both (often 

simultaneously) consumer and consumed:       

In this case it is not the cannibal consumer who poses a threat to civilization, but rather 

the treacherous shopkeeper who values human life at so much per pound. Thus, through 

this reversal of the mainstream view of the lower classes as threatening other, the 

designation of the poor as cannibalistic ‘savages’, is contested by the [...] representat ion 

of unwitting ‘cannibals’ as victims of capitalistic greed (Guest 118). 

The victimisation of the consumer comes by way of the aggressive commercial forces of the 

city, an environment in which “the labouring classes had become isolated from the original 

source of their food” (Crone 19). Due to inadequate cooking facilities at home, the working-

classes were often “forced to rely on ready meals” consisting of baked potatoes, pies, 

puddings or bread (19). This detachment between consumer and food origin characterised the 

lifestyle of the modern urbanite, hallmarked by immediacy and anonymity. 
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Popular belief held that the city was a place of crime and anonymity, the ideal location 

for murderers and the like to disappear into a shifting populace with little likelihood of police 

capture. The quick disappearances of Todd’s out-of-town, upper-class customers parallel the 

contemporary living habits of London’s lower-classes: “people changed their addresses [so 

frequently]; no more than one fifth of families stayed at the same address from one census to 

the other” (Thomson 56). The social evil of anonymity is embodied by Sweeny Todd. His 

outward appearance, while “long, low-jointed, ill-put-together” and “quite a natural 

curiosity”, excites no suspicion, his neighbours considering him a “careless enough harmless 

fellow” and “decidedly, in city phraseology, warm.” (Rymer 2, 3). Todd’s performative 

normality is critical to the success of his stealthy business with Lovett; his duplicity functions, 

as Guest has argued “as an implicit commentary on the disjunction of public and private 

identity central to middle-class identity” 15 (120). The disparity between internal and external 

not only forges the essence of the middle-class identity to which Todd aspires, but that of the 

Victorian urbanite in general; London’s scale, in terms of both size and population, created 

relationships distinct from the close-knit communities of rural towns and villages. Yasumoto 

contends that: “In urban centres, rural traditions and localism, lynchpins of identity broke 

down in urban anonymity and there was no focus, no sense of community except what the 

individual might create out of his organizational ties: the lodge, [...] trade union, church...” 

(104). The city’s teeming commercial life created casual, perfunctory relationships between 

service provider and receiver. In a large, bustling, ever-expanding city how well does anyone 

know their grocer, butcher, dustman, shop-keeper or barber?         

 
15  An endorsement of “laissez-faire economics” while maintaining a common humanity is, according to Guest, 

characteristic of the Victorian middle-classes. It is Todd’s role as a “cold-blooded utilitarian who affects a 

sentimental side in order to deceive those around him” which Guest identifies as  a warped performance of middle-

class identity. p. 120. 
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The dangers of urban anonymity are reflected in Todd’s victims who, for the most part, 

disappear into thin air. The fact that his partnership with Mrs Lovett survives for so long 

would suggest that relatives of the deceased put their disappearance down to diligence in 

their employment, new friends, acquaintances and romances or illness. Rosalind Crone argues 

that Todd’s murderous consumption of his customers tropes the city’s destructive absorption 

of bodies:  

The rising population [of London] was, in large part, sustained by the influx of 

immigrants from the countryside of south-east England. [...] Poor nutrition and squalid 

living conditions encouraged the spread of disease and increased mortality rates in the 

countryside. Thus, like the mid-nineteenth century metropolis, Todd’s machine both 

sucked in newcomers, shattering their hopes and expectations, while also voraciously 

devouring the local population (26).  

London’s population also absorbed migrants fleeing Ireland and the poverty catalysed by the 

Famine: by the time of the 1851 census, the Irish-born population of London was around 

109,000 (Emsley, Hitchcock and Shoemaker). Todd and Lovett’s cannibal enterprise therefore 

mimicked the growth of the city, as both assimilated bodies for consumption and capital gains. 

The consumptive nature of urban growth is emphasised in Rymer’s description of the 

cellar beneath Lovett’s pie-shop, in which the sprawling basement is transformed into a 

labyrinthine underworld of horrors: “There were as many doors in different directions, and 

singular low-arched entrances to different vaults, which all appeared as black as midnight, 

that one might almost suppose the inhabitants of all the surrounding neighbourhood had, by 

common consent, given up their cellars to Lovett’s pie factory” (84). The mechanised industry 

of Mrs Lovett’s factory consumes and de-naturalises underground space. Its efficiency 
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depends on Mark Ingestrie who performs the mechanised labour necessary in making the 

pies. It is he who personifies the City’s symbiotic consumption of space and bodies: 

Like many Victorian industrial workers, Ingestrie’s entire existence is subsumed by his 

employment. He is literally imprisoned by his work, experiencing nothing beyond the 

manufacture of the goods he has been engaged to produce and that he is forced to ingest 

– as his name implies. His mind wanders longingly to the days of his youth, to a pastoral 

landscape – a village green, a bubbling stream – and a pre-industrial, even, feudal age 

(Powell 52).   

His very surname identifies him as an ingester, his need for food leading him, “emaciated” 

and “half-starved” to Mrs Lovett’s door, only to be consumed by the subterranean factory 

(Rymer 86). Powell’s linking of the means of industrial production with the growth of 

modernity/urbanisation is forged by class; the rural underclass, in search of employment, are 

“sucked in [...] from the countryside” by the metropolis, and subsequently consumed by the 

City’s appetite for cheap labour (Harris 5). In a novel in which the seemingly fixed boundaries 

between consumer and consumed are consistently (viscerally) permeable, Mark Ingestrie 

openly occupies the dual position of both roles. Although Kristen Guest has identified 

Ingestrie as an “economic individualist”16, for me his position is more accurately that of the 

contemporary working-class in that his role as consumer can easily transpose into that of 

consumed, the City itself acting as society’s largest consumer (117). Pairing Ingestrie with 

colonial opportunist-capitalism, for Guest renders him a consumer only: colonialist practices 

consume land, goods and imperial subjects. The novel’s socio-economic context - the rise of 

 
16  “Both Sweeney and Ingestrie are economic individualists able to turn circumstances to their advantage. While 

Ingestrie moves up the ranks to captain a ship and garner colonial riches in India, however, Sweeney capitalizes 

on his innocuous position as a barber to rob and murder his patrons. Even so, the two are linked by association as 

capitalist “consumers...” p. 117. 
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industrialism, food shortages, increasing food prices – however denotes the consumption of 

bodies in various guises on a national scale. While Ingestrie’s ties to economic consumerism 

explicitly connect the narrative with Britain’s colonial pragmatism, his instant consumption 

by Lovett’s cannibal machine asserts the ease and rapidity with which roles can be reversed - 

the colonial consumer turned urban consumed. 

 Urban growth and its consumption of space parallels the spatial expansion of 

colonialism as evidenced by Lieutenant Thornhill’s remembrances of the fate of The Neptune 

and its arrival on the eastern coast of Madagascar. The natives are warningly described as 

“violent and intractable […] should you get in any row with [the natives], there is every 

probability of your being captured, or some bodily injury done to you” (Rymer 71). The 

subversively cannibalistic intentions of the Madagascan natives reinforce established 

relationships between cannibal practices and the uncivilised, heathen savages of decidedly 

Other nations. This colonial parallel demonises Todd and Lovett for daring to introduce such 

a barbaric practice to the centre of the civilised world. While the expansion of Empire and its 

consumption of space and people continued abroad, the urbanisation of Britain constituted 

Empire on a smaller scale; thousands of people living in the rural areas surrounding mid-

century London were left displaced, homeless and with little choice but to enter the belly of 

the very beast which had already consumed their homes and livelihoods. The parallels 

between Lieutenant Thornhill’s crew’s voracious consumption of the Madagascan coast, and 

the creeping expansion of urbanism into Britain’s rural idylls cannot be overlooked. In both 

cases natural resources are redistributed in the name of capitalism and natives moved aside  

in the name of cheap labour.  
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The politics inherent in the relationship between class and food in Rymer’s novel are 

best personified by Ben the beefeater. England was a famous nation of beef eaters17, and Ben’s 

close professional proximity to the national dish serves as a reminder that, during the 

nineteenth century, meat was everywhere: “London itself was famed as the home of many 

‘beef houses’, ‘pie shops’, ‘chop-houses’ and, a little later, seemingly innumerable ‘ordinaries’ 

and cook shops” (Mack 46). Ben’s enormous appetite is not however representative of the 

urban working class diet as the urban poor often ate such dishes as “pairings of tripe, slink 

(prematurely born calves), or broxy (diseased sheep)” (Wohl 66). Ben’s gastronomic demands 

reflect instead the contemporaneous views of a self-imposed British identity, entitled by God 

to material and spiritual blessings and physical satisfaction18 (Cozzi 3):  

“Sausages are all very well in their way, but you need such a plagued lot of them; for 

if you only eat them one at a time, how soon will you get through a dozen or two? [...] 

You ought to not to get more than nine pounds of them, and that will be a matter of 

forty-five mouthfuls each. [...] You can order, missus, if you please, a gallon of half-

and-half as you go along [...] but if you should pass a shop where they sells fat bacon, 

about four or five pounds, cut into rashers, you’ll find, missus, that will help down 

the blessed sausages. [...] If the man ain’t got any sausages, there’s a shop where they 

 
17  Written in the 1730s ‘The Roast Beef of Old England’ was tantamount to a national anthem, the patriotic ballad 

praised the hearty meat, and creating a national dish: “When mighty roast beef was the Englishman’s food,/ It 

ennobled our hearts, and enriched our blood,/ Our soldiers were brave, and our courtiers were good./ Oh the roast 

beef of England,/ And old England’s roast beef!” For more on the controversy surrounding the song’s authorship, 

see Edgar V. Roberts’ “Henry Fielding and Richard Leveridge: Authorship of ‘The Roast Beef of Old England’” 

Huntington Library Quarterly 27: 2 (1964), pp. 175-181.   
18  Popularised by English print makers in the early eighteenth century, John Bull became the national 

personification of the stout and jolly Englishman. Depicted wearing the patriotic red, white and blue of the British 

flag, Bull’s portly figure could be seen throughout the nineteenth century in political and satirical cartoons, 

promoting common-sense, Whig politics and patriotism. The image of John Bull was that of a man “contentedly 

overweight from all the benefits of free trade and the beef and ale diet which distinguished the English from 

unfortunate foreigners.” (48) For more on John Bull see Anthony Wohl’s Endangered Lives: Public Health in Victorian 

Britain. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983. 
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sells biled beef at the corner [...] if you brings about ten or twelve pounds of that. You 

can make it up into about half a dozen sandwiches” (Rymer 93-94). 

Ben’s working class vernacular is contrasted with an appetite traditionally associated with the 

aristocracy, both in its excess and richness. His appetite transcends the conventions of an 

appropriate, and moderate, working-class appetite both in terms of foodstuffs and Ben’s 

candid desire for copious amounts of meat. This excess is linked to Ben’s admission that he 

“don’t pretend” to the luxury of a soul, and Mrs Oakley’s assertion that he would be “fried in 

his own fat for everlasting” (66). Immorality and gluttony are explicitly linked, but Ben’s 

opportunistic desire for an enormous free meal is conducive to a contemporary socio-cultural 

reading of the text in which food is scarce, expensive and in which gluttony in the face of near 

famine is not only repugnant, but sinful, as Mrs Oakley remarks: “‘He’s enough to breed a 

famine in the land, that he is’” (96). In light of the decade’s ‘hungry’ anxieties, the novel’s 

preoccupation with the politics of food and class are not surprising; the body, which acts as a 

conduit between the two, is Gothicised by gluttony which necessitates, as Miller argues “some 

immersion in the dank and sour realm of disgust” (Miller 92).  

Food, more specifically cheap food, drives the narrative of Sweeney Todd; Mrs Lovett’s 

pies can be bought for a penny, a price even lowly shop-boy Tobias Ragg can afford. The 

popularity of tasty, pre-cooked, cheap food is made clear in the text with Bell Yard being 

“almost choked up” with eager customers for Mrs Lovett’s pies (Rymer 25): “The enjoyment 

is purely one of a physical character, and all the pacing and racing – all this shouting, is to see 

who will get first to Lovett’s pie shop” (25). The gothicisation of food becomes apparent when 

we consider that what the crowd are actually clamouring for is human flesh. This precarious 

relationship between bodies and food is emphasised in the image of the jostling crowd and 
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their desire for the cheap food produced by modern industry: “So thoroughly seduced are 

they by the “magic” of an industry that delivers hundreds of delicious and affordable pies, so 

happy are they to fulfil their desire for the commodity, that they do not wish to question the 

product’s origin or the integrity of its production” (Powell 51). While Powell concentrates on 

the capitalist connotations of the blind appetite for Lovett’s pies, it is important to remember 

that it is the boundaries between consumer and consumed which are being challenged by 

Rymer, and that what Powell considers to be the novel’s consumerist agenda must be read in 

terms of contemporary class politics. The vulnerability of the body to threats posed by the 

Victorian urban experience (which Powell acknowledges at the heart of capitalist-

exploitation), also emphasises the body’s corporeality, its fleshiness, its reduction to meat. The 

recovery of the body in its most basic form suggests its alimentary potential, returning us to 

the food chain on an equal-footing with animals – adopting their ferocity, their survival 

instincts and, perhaps most worryingly, their easy replacement.    

The main patrons of the pie shop are “junior members of the legal profession” – the 

social symbols of justice, morality and integrity (Rymer 25). These are the consumers of 

Ingestrie’s slave labour. The shop’s success in providing a product which crosses the 

boundaries of class, from “high and low, rich and poor”, serves to emphasise that a decade’s 

preoccupation with finding easy, cheap food breached the confines of the lower-classes (25). 

Anette Pankratz suggests that the pie-shop’s free mixing of classes “is the product of the 

rampant efficiency of two outsiders, signifying the dangers of weakened traditional 

hierarchies”(399). I would argue however, that the shop’s cross-class customer base is a 

metaphor for the impact of the food crises upon the social structure as a whole. In Lovett’s 

pie-shop, the proper eating habits of the upper-class customers (such as the practices of 
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moderation and self-restraint, speaking to ‘staff’ and even the use of cutlery) are all foregone 

in carefree gluttony, as the atmosphere inside the pie-shop descends into that of a dockyard 

tavern:  

To eat one of Lovett’s pies was such a provocative to eat another, that many persons who 

came to lunch stayed to dine, wasting more than an hour, perhaps, of precious time [...] 

Many an appointment was made at Lovett’s pie-shop, and many a piece of gossiping 

scandal was there first circulated. The din of tongues was prodigious. The ringing laugh 

of the boy who looked upon the quarter hour he spent at Lovett’s as the brightest of the 

whole twenty four, mingled gaily with the more boisterous mirth of his seniors; and oh! 

with what rapidity the pies disappeared! [...] Some of [Mrs Lovett’s] more enthusiastic 

admirers went on consuming pies until they were almost ready to burst (Rymer 26-27).  

The abandonment of social codes of conduct in relation to food in Sweeney Todd (not only in 

terms of social etiquette but also in terms of the ingestion of human flesh), conforms to what 

Carolyn Korsmeyer has termed “gustatory semantics” (186). Korsmeyer argues that “because 

of the temporal dimension of eating – and of tasting and the satisfaction of appetites – 

narrative contexts can furnish reflections of the meaning this activity entails” (186). In this 

vein cannibalism, either conscious or unwitting, conforms to the most disconcerting of human 

taboos as the most extreme example of food adulteration. In a period of mass starvation and 

deprivation, cannibalism evokes more than simply physical and moral disgust with the act 

itself, but elicits acute socio-political disgust, when cannibalism becomes a means of survival, 

even for those at the very bottom of British society.   

 More often than not in Victorian narratives, it is the poor who suffer at the hands of 

the greedy or thrifty but in Rymer’s narrative the meat of Lovett’s pies is largely procured 
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from the wealthy patrons of Todd’s barber shop. Like Mrs Lovett, Todd is a direct beneficiary 

of the deaths of his wealthy customers, inverting the traditional social hierarchy in which the 

upper-classes benefit from the labours of those beneath them.19 Todd’s material wealth, 

accumulated from those patrons, manifests in the graveyard of possessions which consumes 

his living quarters at the back of the shop:  

In one corner was an enormous quantity of walking-sticks, some of which were of a very 

costly and expensive character, with gold and silver chased tops to them, and in another 

corner was a great number of umbrellas – in fact at least a hundred of them. [...] [Tobias’] 

eyes were perfectly dazzled with the amount of jewellery and trinkets of all kinds and 

descriptions that were exhibited to his gaze. There was a great number of watches, gold 

chains, silver and gold snuff-boxes, and a large assortment of rings, shoe-buckles and 

brooches (Rymer 132).   

The nature of capitalism, in its inexhaustible consumption of labouring bodies, is perfectly 

encapsulated in the cannibalistic business endeavours of Lovett and Todd when, even in 

death, the bodies of their victims are still able to be converted into profit.  

The “heads and bones of Todd’s victims” are finally discovered in the catacombs of St 

Dunstans Church after an investigation into the “horrible odour” emanating from the crypts 

below the city (Rymer 255). The strength of the cannibal image in the narrative is such that 

the bodies of Todd’s victims are ‘nasally ingested’ by the congregation of the church even after 

death. The Victorian city air was notorious for both its smell and pollution, as Powell has 

argued: “To breathe Victorian city air was potentially to ingest the miasma of rotting corpses, 

 
19  The following line from “A Little Priest” from Stephen Sondheim’s 1979 musical Sweeney Todd accurately reflects 

the class-relations at work in Rymer’s text with the word ‘serve’: “How gratifying for once to know/ That those 

above will serve those down below.” 
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the effluvia of poorly sanitised overcrowded housing and the air-born debris of industrial 

activity” (56). The well-established and scientifically-accepted miasma theory, held that “since 

the air could be corrupted by dirt, faeces, and even perspiration, moralists pointed to squalid, 

undisciplined slum neighbourhoods as the probable source of the disease.” (Porter 55). This 

airborne “debris” was thought to be the cause of all major illnesses including cholera and 

diphtheria, prompting the already neglected urban slums to be avoided at all costs by any 

potential philanthropists. Victorian city air also contained the very makings of industr ialism: 

factory smoke, textile fibres and brick-dust symptomatic of the architectural transformation 

of a city, all contributed to an increasingly commodified metropolis. The physicality inherent 

in the workings of these industries attaches itself to the working and lower-classes, to whom 

airborne diseases and dirt were attributed. Through the public (nasal) ingestion of corpses, 

Rymer’s text openly acknowledges the relationship between cannibalism and the lower 

stratas of Victorian society, and argues that the stench of rotting corpses could easily have 

been ignored in London’s poorer districts: “Probably, if this frightful stench, being suggestive, 

as it was, of all sorts of horrors, had been graciously pleased to confine itself to some poor 

locality, nothing would have been heard of it...” (Rymer 136). The seeping of the stench into 

middle-class, and potentially upper-class, space inhabited by members of ‘respectable 

society’, ultimately leads to Todd and Lovett’s undoing. The cannibal image, it would appear, 

is normalised by its bloody and visceral grounding in the lower-classes, its public intrusion 

into middle and upper-class space signifying the unwelcome admission of primitivism into 

the civilised world.  

The bodies of Todd’s victims, once cannibalised and commodified by Mrs Lovett’s 

patrons, are re-consumed by the continuous appetite of the modern urban environment. The 
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bodies symbolise the sensation-al transgression of consumer boundaries paralleling 

contemporary anxieties about urban growth. The text’s connection to the Hungry Forties is 

characterised by its obsession with appetite and consumption: the physical, the spatial, the 

consumer-based. The relationship between class and food marries these disparate appetites 

and stabilises the narrative in layered metaphors of consumption, while the mutually 

beneficial partnership of Todd and Lovett facilitates the manipulation of London’s upper 

classes. Their feeding sates their appetite for the wealth which could free them from London’s 

criminal underworld, the mutual desire for this social elevation driving their cannibal 

enterprise.     

Symbiotic Cannibalism in Wuthering Heights 

The interdependency of Todd and Lovett is amplified in the tempestuous relationship 

between Wuthering Heights’ Catherine and Heathcliff. It is, at its core, a relationship based on 

mutual feeding in which each chooses to either feed or starve the other.20 This is done by 

means of emotional and physical nourishment which can be given or withheld, forming the 

basis of the power dynamic between them.  Published in 1847, Emily Brontë’s Wuthering 

Heights is driven by metaphors of appetite, its satisfaction and denial, as the novel explores 

the complications arising from the mutual desire for corporeal assimilation.  

 
20  While some academic discourse has argued that Catherine and Heathcliff are vampires (or vampyric 

figures), I contend that ‘cannibalism’ is a more accurate description of their behaviour. The vampire is 

associated with specific tropes and behaviours (such as nocturnalism, reproduction of vampires and 

immortality) which are, for me, not consistent with the text. For discourse on Wuthering Heights and 

vampires, see, among others,: James B. Twitchell The Living Dead: A Study of the Vampire in Romantic 

Literature Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1981, Gillian Nelson’s ‘Vampiric Discourse in Emily 

Brontë’s Wuthering Heights’ Victorian Network 1:1 2009 pp. 92-101, Krishnan Lakshmi ‘Why am I so 

Changed? Vampiric Selves and Gothic Doubleness in Wuthering Heights’ Journal of Dracula 9, 2007 pp. 

39-52. 
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  The Brontë siblings’ rural childhood was arguably wholly centred on their shared 

passion for Angria and Gondal, the imaginary worlds in which their games and stories were 

set. Angria, created by Branwell and Charlotte, was a British colony on the coast of western 

Africa, the natives of which were fierce cannibals: “The Acrofcroomb cannibals [...] kill their 

prisoners and eat them” (Branwell Brontë 62). The cannibalism which introduced “one of the 

founding myths of the Brontë children’s imaginary world” was based on their reading of 

Blackwood’s Magazine, and the periodical’s coverage of the Ashantee Wars (1823-31) 

(Beaumont 144). While excesses of appetite were rife in Angria, the children themselves were 

brought up on wholesome fare including “oatmeal porridge for breakfast, meat, vegetables 

and a milk pudding or fruit pie for dinner and bread and butter with fruit preserve for tea” 

(Barker 107). Elizabeth Gaskell’s biography of Charlotte, published in two years after 

Charlotte’s death in 1855, asserts that, as children, the siblings ate “simply and hardily, so they 

had nothing but potatoes for their dinner”21 (Gaskell 16). This was doubtless an attempt on 

Mrs Gaskell’s part to represent their father Patrick, as a promoter of the moral discipline which 

only came from the bodily restraint.22 The cannibal feasts of the children’s imaginations were 

therefore tempered with gastronomic moderation at home, and news of Famine abroad. 

As the Great Famine began to take hold in Ireland in September 1845, it is unlikely the 

family would have been unmoved by the suffering of the Irish, especially since many of the 

Brontës’ relatives still lived there (Schorn 354). The Brontë family, avid readers of 

 
21  As noted by many critics and historians, the veracity of Elizabeth Gaskell’s Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857) is 

doubtful at best. This particular portrayal of dietary restraint was refuted by Patrick Brontë himself in a letter to 

Mrs Gaskell upon the book’s publication, arguing that his daughters “ate meat every day of their lives”. For more, 

see Juliet Barker’s The Brontës London: Phoenix, 1994.  
22  Note Mr Brocklehurst’s displeasure in discovering that Miss Temple had offered bread and cheese to her 

students in Charlotte’s Jane Eyre: “You are aware that my plan in bringing up these girls is, not to accustom them 

to habits of luxury and indulgence, but to render them hardy, patient, self-denying. . . Oh, madam, when you put 

bread and cheese, instead of burnt porridge, into these children's mouths, you may indeed feed their vile bodies, 

but you little think how you starve their immortal souls!” (65) 
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contemporary journals and newspapers, were confronted with daily reports concerning the 

thousands of Irish immigrants escaping the Famine and arriving at Liverpool port, the 

children “starving scarecrows with a few rags on them and an animal growth of black hair 

almost obscuring their features” (Gaskell 131, Eagleton 3). The descriptions of the immigrant 

children echo Emily’s Heathcliff23, arriving at Wuthering Heights after being rescued 

“starving” and “house-less” from the streets of Liverpool (Brontë WH 32). Although Emily 

began writing Wuthering Heights in the autumn of 1845, too early for any reports of Famine 

refugees to have influenced the novel, her description of the “ragged [and] black-haired” 

starvling Heathcliff could suggest notions of the Celtic Cannibal which, by the 1840s, was 

well-established in British culture (Brontë WH 32).24 Heathcliff’s physical starvation also 

introduces an ongoing unhealthy relationship with food in Wuthering Heights which lasts 

throughout his childhood, in which he is repeatedly starved as a form of punishment. The 

relationship between the bodily, or gastronomic, appetite which remains unsatisfied and the 

voracious appetite for power, respect and acceptance in his adult years, identifies Heathcliff 

as a creature driven by, and born of, a satisfaction dependent upon other bodies.    

Class, as in Rymer’s Sweeney Todd, acts as a catalyst for cannibal metaphor; not only is 

Heathcliff instantly likened to demonic and/or racial darkness, his socially inferior position 

marks him out as ‘prey’ for Hindley’s torments throughout their childhood. Later, on 

Hindley’s return from college, as master of  Wuthering Heights following the death of his 

 
23  “We crowded round, and over Miss Cathy’s head I had a peep at a dirty, ragged, black-haired child; big enough 

to walk and talk: indeed, its face looked older than Catherine’s; yet when it was set on its feet, it only stared round, 

and repeated over and over again some gibberish, that nobody could understand.” Brontë WH 32 
24  Tales of Celtic cannibalism have an ancient history, and the nineteenth-century associations were rooted in 

famine cannibalism dating back to the mid eighteenth century and the Irish famine of 1740-1. The image of the 

Irish savage “melted into a general representation of the Gothicised poor”, investing him with a “demonic, 

primitive and dangerous” identity. H.L. Malchow Gothic Images of Race in Nineteenth Century Britain pp. 70-1. 
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father, delineations of class become more pronounced. Nelly narrates this domestic distinction 

of rank to Lockwood, recalling that: “Mr Earnshaw [...] told Joseph and me we must 

henceforth quarter ourselves in the back-kitchen, and leave the house for him” (Brontë WH 

40). The expulsion of the servants, with Heathcliff, to the back-kitchen (equating the lower-

classes with food and its preparation more than its consumption), marks Hindley’s attempt to 

the stratify his domestic sphere as master of the house; having received an education and 

married, Hindley is the embodiment of Victorian middle-class success, and seeks affirmation 

clarifying the spatial lines between master and servants. Heathcliff, like the other servants, is 

denied access to education and forced to “labour out of doors” (41). His excommunication 

from education which, as it was provided by Joseph would also have provided stringent 

moral and spiritual guidance, is typical of contemporary stereotypes of Other savages and 

cannibals: uneducated, immoral, unchristian and harbouring voracious appetites.   

 Matthew Beaumont’s essay “Heathcliff's Great Hunger: The Cannibal Other in 

Wuthering Heights” highlights Heathcliff’s bestial nature in terms of his “racial identification 

[as] an unnaturally appetitive savage” (Beaumont 147). While Beaumont’s essay focuses on 

Heathcliff’s cannibalisation in terms of his racial identity, the concept of Heathcliff’s 

hunger/appetite, independent of his “racial stigmata” could be developed further (Cozzi 139). 

I would argue that the contemporary socio-cultural and, for the Brontës, uniquely personal 

events of the Great Famine would bring ideas regarding food, appetite and hunger to the fore 

for Emily. Raymond Williams suggests, in his description of Brontëan fiction in the context of 

the 1840s, that: “World[s] of desire and hunger, of rebellion and pallid convention, the terms 

of desire and fulfilment and the terms of oppression and deprivation [are] profoundly 

connected in a single dimension of the world” (60). Similarly themes of submitting to 
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temptation and the denial of appetites pervade the Brontës’ fiction, and while Heathcliff’s 

dubious origins have generated, and still continue to generate, academic debate, it is not, as 

Beaumont has suggested, race which drives the plot but the typically Brontëan notions of 

appetite and its suppression.25  

The relationship between Catherine and Heathcliff is symbiotic to the point of 

assimilation. Catherine’s assertion that “He’s more myself than I am” connotes a shared 

identity, while Heathcliff’s lament following Catherine’s death that he “cannot live without 

my life! I cannot live without my soul!” testifies to the sharing of a life force (Brontë WH 73, 

155). The desire for assimilation is literalised in Heathcliff’s desire to “dissolve with 

[Catherine]” after he opens her coffin lid and sees her face (265). In Approaching Apocalypse 

(2007) Kevin Mills theorises the ability of Brontë’s characters to “create for themselves a third 

space on the thresholds of buildings, institutions and the social order – a space akin to that 

opened by apocalyptic vision in its occurrence between human and inhuman worlds” (21). 

Nowhere does this third space become more apparent than in Heathcliff’s disturbance of 

Catherine’s grave; the interdependence of the two necessitates an opening of a space between 

life and death in which Heathcliff is still able to feed upon Catherine. Indeed, following his 

confession to Nelly of his deeds at the graveyard, he admits that his seeing Catherine left him 

“tranquil” enabling him to sleep peacefully for this first time in eighteen years, as though 

satisfied (265). Mills’ correlation of this third, liminal, space with the apocalypse corresponds 

 
25  Anne Brontë’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1847) deals with the excesses of alcohol and addiction, Ginevre 

Fanshaw’s love of sweet foods signals her flirtatious personality and latent sexuality in Charlotte Brontë’s Villette 

(1853). Jane controls her sexual appetites in Jane Eyre (1847), while Bertha Mason “a big woman [...] tall and large” 

is inferred (by way of race) as being sexually aggressive. 
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with Lockwood’s dream of a young Catherine pleading to be let back into the Heights; a 

Barthesian reading of the text suggests that the window:  

…thus becomes a figure for the barrier that ensures the separation of the two 

inconciliabilia of the Antithesis.26 The transgression, "Let me in!" however cannot be 

allowed; the dead must be kept separate from the living. In this way, this scene begins a 

sequence of symbolic representations of liminal barriers, with Lockwood often the figure 

that seeks to enforce separation […] Here, of course, by breaking the window, Lockwood 

does appear to transgress the boundary himself to some extent. The physical contact 

between the two sides of the Antithesis here causes a violent reaction: the physical contact 

between these two completely separate substances... produces a catastrophe: there is an 

explosive shock, a paradigmatic conflagration [...] This is what happens when the arcana 

of meaning are subverted, when the sacred separation of the paradigmatic poles is 

abolished, when one removes the separating barrier, the basis of all 'pertinence (Felluga 

‘BRWH’) 

Both Barthes and Mills’ readings of Wuthering Heights emphasise the transgression of veiled 

(supernatural) boundaries, arguably however it is the boundary between self and other which 

is the ultimate violation of borders, particularly when this violation involves the assimilation 

of the the living by the dead.  

While Heathcliff expects his own life to end with that of Catherine’s, the opposite is in 

fact true; his physical being grows stronger following her death. Dr Kenneth tells Nelly that 

Heathcliff is “a tough young fellow: he looks blooming to-day. I’ve just seen him. He’s rapidly 

regaining flesh since he lost his better half”, as the doctor connects “the decomposition of 

 
26 Oppositions such as inside/outside, hot/cold, life/death. 
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Catherine’s corpse and the recomposition of Heathcliff’s” (Brontë 171, Beaumont 149). Despite 

her absence, her presence in his thoughts, her complete consumption of his consciousness, 

means that Heathcliff is still able to subsist on Catherine after her death: 

I cannot look down to this floor, but her features are shaped on the flags! In every 

cloud, in every tree – filling the air at night, and caught by glimpses in every object, 

by day I am surrounded with her image! The most ordinary faces of men, and 

women – my own features mock me with a resemblance. The entire world is a 

dreadful collection of memoranda that she did exist, and that I have lost her! (Brontë 

WH 298) 

Heathcliff feeds on Catherine’s memory, his grief manifesting as hallucinations which 

simultaneously satisfy and intensify his appetite for her, leaving him in a constant state of 

unsated desire for mutual incorporation. The dream of this incorporation is ultimately 

frustrated by Catherine’s death, and Heathcliff’s corporeality, after initially “blooming”, 

deteriorates as Catherine, dispossessed of her own body, possesses him completely.  

Wuthering Heights endorses specific cannibal references in relation to Heathcliff which 

undermine natural gastronomic urges, and establishes an unnaturalness which forms the crux 

of the novel. Heathcliff’s cannibalistic urges are indicative of a desire to possess and 

assimilate, an unnatural desire considering his social and racial ambiguity. His desires to take 

both property and Catherine from Hindley, and later Edgar Linton, subverts the ‘natural 

order’ of both patriarchal family relationships and primogeniture, actualised in the following 

exerpt in which Catherine is caught in an embrace symbolising Heathcliff’s fierce, chaotic 

ownership:  
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An instant they held asunder, and how they met I hardly saw, but Catherine made a 

spring and he caught her, and they were locked in an embrace from which I thought 

my mistress would never be released alive: in fact, to my eyes, she seemed directly 

insensible. He flung himself into the nearest seat, and on my approaching hurriedly 

to ascertain if she had fainted, he gnashed at me, and foamed like a wild dog, and 

gathered her to him with greedy jealousy. I did not feel as if I were in the company of 

my own species (Brontë WH 149). 

This embrace is an act of consummation as well as consumption, of vulnerability as well as 

fierce intensity. In fact Heathcliff’s cannibal tastes (removed from the racialised context to 

which they have traditionally been ascribed and instead read within a socio-

historic/’appetitive’ context) are driven by this desire to assimilate. Reading Heathcliff as what 

an ‘open’ body, he demonstrates permeable physicality which gains strength and power from 

those around it, but whose openness (in its desire to consume) also leaves it vulnerable to the 

withdrawal of the bodies which strengthen it.  

Heathcliff’s violence, prevalent even in his loving embrace of Catherine, is also 

portrayed as darkly cannibalistic throughout the novel. One morning, Nelly tells Hindley that 

Heathcliff “trampled on, and kicked [him], and dashed [him] on the ground” while Hindley 

was unconscious (Brontë WH 167). She tells him that Heathcliff’s “mouth watered to tear [him] 

with his teeth; because he’s only half a man” (167). This desire to violently tear Hindley with 

his teeth would not only satisfy Heathcliff’s childhood desire for revenge, but could also be 

read as a symbolic transfer of Hindley’s property, wealth and social status to Heathcliff, 

similar to the practices of the cannibals of the South Seas who would eat the bodies of their 
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enemies in order to ingest their strength (Waterhouse 17)27. In a similar vein, Heathcliff asserts 

that he would gladly destroy Edgar Linton: “The moment her regard ceased, I would have 

torn his heart out, and drunk his blood” (137). This pronouncement not only confirms 

Heathcliff’s all-consuming love for Catherine, but also reiterates his desire for symbolic 

possession this time of Catherine, through physical assimilation. The vampyric reference to 

drinking Linton’s blood emphasises the importance placed on social/primogenital status 

transferred through blood, a status which could, potentially, be assimilated through the 

drinking of blood. 

Uncontrolled, cannibalistic indulgence not only marks Heathcliff’s character but, 

symptomatic of their co-consumptive relationship, also Catherine’s. Her childhood promise 

that both she and Heathcliff would “grow up as rude as savages” is observed in her behaviour 

throughout the novel, but her reaction to Heathcliff’s reappearance, following his mysterious 

absence, demonstrates the depths of both her uncontrollable passion and her dependence 

upon Heathcliff’s continued presence (Brontë WH 41). She is described as “frantic” by Edgar, 

who struggles to understand the “intensity of her delight” upon Heathcliff’s return (87). 

Catherine and Heathcliff then alternate in demonstrations of fierce, almost violent, civility; 

Catherine springs forward, taking Heathcliff’s hands and “crushing” them into Edgar’s, as 

Heathcliff relents to her will, but retaining a look of “half-civilised ferocity” and “black fire” 

 
27  “September 1813 found Charles Savage and his company fighting on the Great Land. The enemy has gained the 

day. Only five of the whites were left on a rock and the ammunition was nearly expended. They were surrounded 

by thousands of infuriated savages, who were cooking their fallen comrades. [...] Charles Savage was seized by the 

legs, and held in that state by six men, with his head placed in a well of fresh water, until he was suffocated. The 

body was scarcely lifeless when it was cut up and put into an oven to be cooked for food.” Joseph Waterhouse The 

King and People of Fiji, p. 17  
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beneath his dark brows (87, 88). The pair then proceed to ignore Edgar’s presence entirely as 

they sit opposite each other, in the appearance of ‘feeding’:  

“[Heathcliff] took a seat opposite Catherine, who kept her gaze fixed on him as if she 

feared he would vanish were she to remove it. He did not raise his face to hers often: a 

quick glance now and then sufficed; but it flashed back, each time more confidently, the 

undisguised delight he drank from hers. They were too much absorbed in their mutual 

joy to suffer embarrassment” (88). 

These processes of ‘drinking’ and ‘absorbing’ each other are those which mark mutual 

dependence; Catherine gazes fixedly at Heathcliff allowing, even desiring, herself to be drunk, 

as they slowly absorb into mutual joy. Dorothy Van Ghent defines ‘identification’ as each 

absorbing the “mode” of the other – the light accepting darkness, and the darkness accepting 

light. This Romantic desire for total identification with the other however is not possible 

according to Van Ghent “without destruction of personality bounds, by rending flesh”, 

without, it seems, a dissolution of individual physicality (169). Van Ghent argues that 

corporeal individuality is incompatible with notions of “identification”, and that the 

“destruction of personality bounds [...] at last by death” is necessary for this to occur (169). It 

is their mutual desire for this union, the destruction of the physical body which impedes their 

assimilation, which necessitates the cannibalistic imagery of the narrative. Catherine’s 

passionate declaration “I am Heathcliff!” evidences the loss of her own identity in lieu of a 

shared, symbiotic selfhood (Brontë75). 

 This dysfunctional dependence on each other becomes even more harmful on the 

admittance of a third party; Isabella’s infatuation with Heathcliff is met with ridicule by 

Catherine, who is under no illusions that Heathcliff is anything other than a “fierce, pitiless, 
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wolfish man” (Brontë WH 94). Furthermore, Catherine’s use of predatory vocabulary 

emphasises Heathcliff’s inherent relationship with the violent impulses of primal appetites: 

“I like [Isabella] too well, my dear Heathcliff, to let you absolutely seize and devour her up. 

[...] Delectably!” (98). Heathcliff is equally possessive of Catherine, referring to Edgar as a 

“milk-blooded coward” and threatening to “crush his ribs in like a rotten hazel-nut” (107). 

Referring their respective partners as food, both characters self-trope their inherent natures as 

consumers, their common need to feed on others in a characteristic hunter/prey relationship, 

in order to survive – Catherine romantically, and Heathcliff socio-economically.   

  The motifs of starvation which pervade the latter half of the text cannot be overlooked 

in a novel so driven by appetite. It is Catherine who initiates this following her reunion with 

Heathcliff in which “she could neither eat nor drink” (Brontë WH 89). This denial could be 

attributed to her excitement and overall preoccupation with seeing Heathcliff, but Nelly 

reports that Catherine “was dwindling and fading before our eyes [...] rejecting her breakfast” 

(89). In Victorian texts, fasting often served to promote ideals of a slender, feminine figure or 

a path a virtue, but Catherine’s fasting seeks neither. Her denial of physical food initiates her 

mental and physical decline and, considering her recent reconnection with Heathcliff, implies 

that her ‘feeding’ on him negates her desire, or need, for food: 

As she never offered to descend to breakfast next morning, I went to ask whether she 

would have some carried up. ‘No!’ she replied, peremptorily. The same question was 

repeated at dinner and tea; and again on the morrow after, and received the same 

answer (110).  

Following Catherine’s death, Heathcliff adopts the same tactics of self-starvation, going 

without food for the four consecutive days before his own death. His rejection of food is, 
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unlike Catherine’s, a seemingly natural progression of his degenerative physical state; his 

anticipation for death and reunion with Catherine now the only nourishment he needs:  

I take so little interest in my daily life, that I hardly remember or eat and drink. [...] I 

have to remind myself to breathe – almost remind my heart to beat! I have a single 

wish, and my whole being and faculties are yearning to attain it. They have yearned 

towards it so long, and so unwaveringly, that I’m convinced it will be reached – and 

soon – because it has devoured my existence... (297, 299) 

Heathcliff’s assertion that his wish to be with Catherine has “devoured” his existence is 

testament to the co-cannibalistic aspects of their relationship, and his rejection of food, “the 

elementary indices of human interaction” connotes Heathcliff’s systematic rejection of his 

physical life, consumed as he is with desires of assimilation with Catherine (Beaumont 159). 

 Heathcliff’s self-starvation serves as an attempt to eradicate physical boundaries, as it 

is the restrictions implicit in the physical body which impede his assimilation with Catherine. 

Heathcliff’s proximity to his spiritual form increases with the denial of physical nourishment, 

as Beaumont observes: “Heathcliff and Catherine are here suspended in a relation of 

immaterial proximity. Their identities are symmetrically opposite: the spritualization of his 

body is almost complete, and, correspondingly, the materialization of her spirit is also almost 

fulfilled. Their mutual assimilation seems imminent” (159). This is apparent in Lockwood’s 

early encounter with the ghostly figure of Catherine in which Heathcliff breaks down: “‘Come 

in! Come in!’ he sobbed. ‘Cathy, do come. Oh do – once more! Oh! My heart’s darling; hear me 

this time, Catherine, at last!’ The spectre showed a spectre’s ordinary caprice; it gave no sign 

of being [...] There was such anguish in the gush of grief that accompanied this raving, that 

my compassion made me overlook its folly.” (25). Nelly recounts the “lattice, flapping to and 
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fro, had grazed one hand that rested on the sill; no blood trickled from the broken skin”, as 

his physical body and Catherine’s ghost unite in the recreation of Lockwood’s violence28 at 

the window (309).    

Heathcliff’s desire to physically consume is internalised as his starvation requires his 

body to consume itself. The act of self-starvation in the context of the Hungry Forties is a clear 

indicator of Heathcliff’s socio-economic advancement; that he chooses not to eat and is 

pleaded with to eat, at a time when food was both expensive and scarce, is for Beaumont a 

statement of both political expression and psychological self-destruction29 (159). Heathcliff’s 

renunciation of food adopts the narrative of a disparate hunger which food cannot sate, a 

perversion of natural appetite. Heathcliff states: “I’m animated with hunger; and seemingly, 

I must not eat” (Brontë WH 302). The use of “must” rather than “can” or “shall” denotes a 

purpose to Heathcliff’s actions, seemingly evidence of his own conscious self-destruction. 

Anna Krugovoy Silver’s analysis of anorexia nervosa during the Victorian period in Victorian 

Literature and the Anorexic Body (2002) offers a startling comparison to the way in which, and 

arguably the reasons why, Heathcliff deprives himself of food:  

The [person] who suffers from anorexia [...] relentlessly tries to escape [their] body, which 

is viewed as heavy, slow and repulsive, through fasting... Metaphorically then, the 

 
28  “... I heard distinctly the gusty wind, and the driving of the snow; I heard, also, the fir-bough repeat its teasing 

sound, and ascribed it to the right cause; but it annoyed me so much, that I resolved to silence it, if possible; and, I 

thought, I rose and endeavoured to unhasp the casement. The hook was soldered into the staple [...] ‘I must stop it 

nevertheless!’ I muttered, knocking my knuckles through the glass, and stretching an arm out to seize the 

inopportune branch; instead of which, my fingers closed on the fingers of a little, ice-cold hand! [...] Terror made 

me cruel; and, finding it useless to attempt shaking the creature off, I pulled its wrist on to the broken pane, and 

rubbed it to and fro till the blood ran down and soaked the bedclothes.” pp.21-2 
29  Self-starvation is also a means of exerting control, a concept mirrored by Emily Brontë herself. Analysing 

Charlotte’s letters to Ellen Nussey which expressed worry about her sister’s eating, Katering Frank argues: “The 

acts of speaking and eating were strangely intertwined in Emily’s life. She would often substitute one for the other: 

words for food and food for words. Or she would withhold one for the other, silence for fasting or fasting for 

speech” Katherine Frank A Chainless Soul: A Life of Emily Bronte New York: Ballantine Books, 1992. p. 98. 
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anorexic [...] enacts the philosophy and theology that teaches [them] that the body is 

somehow not [their] essential ‘self’ – that [they] are in fact imprisoned within [their] 

body” (9). 

This desire to ‘escape’ his physical body seemingly offers Heathcliff a way to reunite with 

Catherine, so that their assimilation can finally be realised. At the end of the novel, this 

reunion appears complete, as the ghosts of Catherine and Heathcliff are seen by numerous 

people: 

There are those who speak to having met him near the church, and on the moor, and 

even within this house. Idle tales, you’ll say, and so say I. Yet that old man by the 

kitchen fire affirms he has seen two on ‘em looking out of his chamber window, on 

every rainy night since his death: - and an odd thing happened to me about a month 

ago. I was going to the Grange one evening [...] and, just at the turn of the Heights, I 

encountered a little boy with a sheep and two lambs before him; he was crying terribly, 

and I supposed the lambs were skittish and would not be guided. [...] ‘They’s Heathcliff 

and a woman yonder, under t’Nab,’ he blubbered, ‘un aw darnut pass ‘em’” (Brontë 

WH 310). 

Krugovoy Silver’s theory of imprisonment within the body in relation to anorexia, is echoed 

in Heathcliff’s escape from grief; it is only in death, with the destruction of the corporeal that 

physical boundaries are destroyed and assimilation is possible. The co-cannibalism of 

Catherine and Heathcliff throughout the novel, demonstrates their attempts to attain this state 

by physical means: by devouring each other.   

 In a novel replete with perversions of Victorian respectability and propriety, 

Heathcliff’s cannibal urges, coupled with his racial ambiguity, appear almost appropriate.  
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When removed from the ties of a purely racialised context however, and read as part of the 

‘hungry’ narrative of the decade the novel’s preoccupation with appetite as a whole become 

readily apparent. The contesting forces of an appetite left unsatisfied, and one which has been 

overly-sated, are crucial to the novel’s power and passion; Heathcliff’s cannibal imagery, 

rather than being a racial indicator, is conducive to a desire to possess Linton’s property, 

Hindley’s property and Catherine. In a decade during which to be anything less than middle-

class was to face the very real possibility of starving, the cannibalistic ferocity of Heathcliff’s 

personal and economic appetites cannot be divorced from its historic context in terms of the 

decade’s relationship with food. While the nineteenth-century relationship between race and 

primitivism was a powerful and culturally accepted parallel, Emily Brontë’s personal 

connections with Ireland influence the metaphorical and physical hunger, as well as the 

desperation, which pervades her only novel. Tropes of social class, food and appetite come 

together in Wuthering Heights in a narrative which ultimately mourns the consumption of the 

self; the transgression of boundaries in the text ultimately engenders the transcendence of the 

physical body, and the union of Catherine and Heathcliff in death perpetually walking the 

moors.  

Elite Vampyrism 

Barbara Gates asserts that “Varney fulfils the Victorian yearning for immortality”30. James 

Malcolm Rymer’s epic Varney the Vampire was initially serialised in penny dreadful form 

between 1845-1847, and concerns the vampire, Sir Francis Varney and his terrible and bloody 

feedings on the local working-class populace of a small, rural town. While Rymer’s narrative 

 
30  Séances, post-mortem photography, jewellery containing the hair of loved-ones, elaborate gravestones and 

monuments all testify to the Victorian obsession with immortality. See Sue Zemka’s Time and Moment in Victorian 

Literature and Culture Cambridge: University Press, 2012. 
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offers more than the sating of this desire for immortality, the layered metaphors of 

consumption within the text - from vampirism to madness, fires, and the mob - all deserve 

further attention within the context of the Hungry Forties. Sir Varney’s vampirism is 

essentially akin to survival cannibalism, and parallels the sensational reports from Ireland of 

desperate families forced to indulge in the most hideous of practices in order to survive. 

Vampirism in this instance serves as a metaphor for the consumptive nature of eighteenth-

century aristocracy, and its downfall as a result of the disenfranchised working classes who 

would, by mid-nineteenth century, evolve into the burgeoning middle-class.  The confused 

setting of Rymer’s narrative (ostensibly set in the early eighteenth century while also 

referencing the Napoleonic Wars, together with other indicators contemporaneous with the 

time of its writing in the 1840s), uncomfortably places Sir Francis Varney between two worlds. 

The old world aristocracy of the mid/late eighteenth century which glorified gluttony, excess 

and passivity among the social elite, is sharply contrasted with the early/mid nineteenth 

century which encouraged industriousness in every social class, and for the middle and upper 

classes to be thoroughly informed in the ways of business. For the aristocracy the business 

was agriculture, an industry of consumption and production. Requiring labourers to work the 

land necessitated, as Mark Neocleous has suggested: “The constant sucking of the blood of 

the Western working class by the bourgeois class. This form is nothing less than the horror of 

a property-owning class that appears to be vampire-like in its desire and ability to suck the 

life out of the working class” (668).  

 The novel opens with Varney attacking Flora Bannerworth whose family, despite its 

good name and ancestry, are “much poorer than the general appearance” of the grand 

Bannerworth Hall they inhabit (Rymer 30). His vampyric predation on the rural working-class 

parallels the aristocracy’s requisite consumption of working-class labour on their estates, 
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while Varney’s eagerness to purchase Bannerworth Hall from the Bannerworth family again 

reinforces the text’s relationship between class, property and consumption:  “I covet 

Bannerworth Hall. [...] And I must have it. I will have it, although my path to it be through a 

sea of blood” (130). The Victorian period witnessed an ever-increasing fluidity in social 

mobility, and though the status and social influence of the aristocracy remained steady, the 

mistrust and disapprobation of the rest of society remained, as David Spring argues: “There 

was wickedness in high places – dissipation, extravagance, irreligion – during the eighteenth 

century and afterwards is not to be doubted. The gambling mania of the 1770s is well enough 

known” (263). This innate lack of moral restraint associated with the aristocracy is manifest in 

Sir Francis Varney and his vampyric desires, compounded by the fact that “by the 1830s 

tolerance of vice in the upper classes had diminished” (266).  

 Varney’s vampyric desires extend beyond the capitalistic profiteering of labour, and 

transcend into the now traditional vampyric devices of male predation and latent female 

sexuality. Flora Bannerworth’s fragility and innocence leaves her vulnerable to the parasitic, 

and sexual, desires of Sir Francis Varney. These paradigms of Victorian femininity are 

juxtaposed however, with Flora’s potential for smouldering sexuality even in her initial 

description, in a pre-incarnation of Stoker’s Lucy Westenra: 

Oh, what a world of witchery was in that mouth, slightly parted, and exhibiting within 

the pearly teeth that glistened even in the faint light that came from that bay window. 

How sweetly the long silken eyelashes lay upon the cheek. Now she moves, and one 

shoulder is entirely visible – whiter, fairer than the spotless clothing of the bed on which 

she lies, is the smooth skin of that fair creature, just budding into womanhood, and in 
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that transition state which presents to us all the charms of the girls – almost of the child, 

with the more matured beauty and gentleness of advancing years (Rymer 6).  

Flora’s “transition state” between girlhood and maturity, offers Varney a physical and 

emotional vulnerability which he is able to exploit. During her first encounter with the 

vampire, Flora is “fascinated” by the terrible creature and becomes hypnotised: “Her bosom 

heaves, and her limbs tremble, yet she cannot withdraw her eyes from that marble-looking 

face. He holds her with his glittering eye” (8). Following this encounter, she is consumed by 

the memory of the attack which leaves her on the brink of insanity: 

I sometimes fancy I am in the tomb, and that someone is feasting on my flesh. They do 

say, too, that those who in life have been bled by a vampyre, become themselves 

vampyres, and have the same horrible taste for blood as those before them. [...] I felt as if 

something strange took place in my brain, and that I was going mad! [...] There is a 

strange confusion in my brain, and sleep comes over my suddenly, when I least expect 

it. Henry, Henry, what I was, I shall never, never be again” (25-26). 

Flora’s encounter with the vampire has therefore been an act of both physical and mental 

consumption, a cannibalisation of her memories and sanity. This encounter with Sir Francis 

not only taints Flora’s sanity, but also the purity of her femininity: 

Oh, fancy, then, for a moment, the mother of your babes coming at the still hour of 

midnight to drain from their veins the very blood she gave to them. To drive you and 

them mad with the expected horror of such visitations – to make your nights hideous – 

your days but so many hours of melancholy retrospection. Oh, you know not the world 

of terror, on the awful brink on which you stand, when you talk of making Flora 

Bannerworth a wife! (77) 
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The inversion of maternal bonds was perhaps the most horrific perversion available to 

nineteenth-century consciousness31, motherhood having been constructed as the pinnacle of 

female biological destiny. Flora’s ultimate salvation, and return to Victorian morality and 

decency, comes at the hands of the mob who pursue Sir Francis through houses and over 

rooftops in order to rid the town of his murderous appetites. He is in turn forced to seek 

sanctuary in Flora’s parlour. It is the threat of Sir Francis’ destruction by the angry mob which 

restores Flora with “the soul of a heroine”, and the opportunity for moral and emotional 

redemption (514). For the vampire however there is no redemption as, at the end of the novel, 

Sir Frances Varney, plagued by tedium vitae, throws himself into Mount Vesuvius. His yielding 

to suicidal temptations marks Varney out as a transgressor of not only moral, but religious 

taboos, singling him out (by Victorian standards) as a monster indeed.     

            The image of the mob in Rymer’s text acts as metaphor concerning the rise of the 

middle-classes and the social decline of the Victorian aristocracy. Their raucous refrain of 

“Down with the vampyre!” and “Burn the vampyre!” follow Varney throughout the text, 

echoing the real-life protestations of the disenchanted working and lower classes. It is the 

hungry mob which aligns the text with the politics of class, and foregrounds notions of 

metaphorical cannibalism, as the mob calls for the devouring (by violence or fire) of Francis 

Varney. The image of the mob is linked to the threat of social consumption, which H.L. 

Malchow argues is a “revolution in metaphors of incorporation, [...] a devouring” which 

sought to destroy the accepted social hierarchy (Malchow 61). The mob’s visceral pleasure 

 
31  Produced by the ideology of separate spheres (and separate biologies), the ideal woman brandished her 

domesticity as “the best evidence of (or substitute for) divine love”. Her sacred role as mother was valorised by 

John Ruskin as possessor of “a power, if she could wield it, over [her child], and over its father, purer than the air 

of heaven, and stronger than the seas of earth.” The Victorian perception of motherhood was intensely selfless, 

moralistic and pure. See Maternal Instincts: Visions of Motherhood and Sexuality in Britain 1875- 1925 Eds.Ann Sumner 

Holmes and Claudia Nelson Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997.  p. 2. 
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aligns with contemporary stereotypes of the colonial savage, emphasising the relationship 

between class and savagery: “‘Hurra!’ shouted the mob – ‘hurra!’ and they danced like 

maniacs round the fire; looking, in fact, like so many wild Indians, dancing round their 

roasting victims, or some demons at an infernal feast” (311). This comparison directly links 

the discourses between contemporary missionary narratives depicting cannibal practices, and 

the violence of the underclass mob. The partial-setting of the novel in the eighteenth century, 

connects this consumptive rabble with social anxieties concerning mass revolts of the British 

lower-classes, following the violent uprisings of the French Revolution, raising riotous 

opposition to taxes, food prices or religion. Again the politics of class are suffused with tropes 

of metaphorical cannibalism, with the roles of consumer/consumed and hunter/prey in a state 

of constant flux. 

                 Rymer’s epic, like Sweeney Todd and Wuthering Heights, focuses on layered 

metaphors of consumption in relation to contemporary issues surrounding social class. The 

capitalism, hereditary wealth and land-ownership characterised by the vampire Sir Francis 

Varney in his predatory dominance over the townspeople, is eventually defused by his social 

estrangement and desire for death. Varney’s decline is consistent with contemporary 

disillusionment with aristocracy; the vampirism in Rymer’s text does not, as in later vampire 

texts such as Dracula (1897) or Carmilla (1871), foreground aggressive sexuality, but instead 

ultimately focuses on Varney’s cultural alienation and presents him as an unhappy victim of 

circumstance.   

           This link between physical and economic dependency characterises the 1840s as a 

whole. Thomas Carlyle’s description of England as a “spent and exhausted body” describes a 
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nation in a state of dis-ease32: Carlyle’s image is one of depletion, reduction, consumption 

(cited in O’Connor 1). Cannibal metaphors of unsatisfied or gluttonous appetites and the 

transgression of physical boundaries are explicitly linked to the lower-classes in reimaginings 

of Revolutionary violence, but tropes of consumption are more than Revolutionary 

nightmares. In the context of blossoming imperialism (the consumption of space), spectacular 

stories of primitive tribes (the potential consumption of bodies) and the national obsession 

with food, a troubling anxiety emerged: that of the repercussions of ravenous appetites.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
32  For more see Thomas Carlyle’s 1843 critique of industrialism Past and Present.  
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2 

Dickensian Urbanism as Cannibal in the Industrial 1850s 

It was a town of red brick, or of brick that would have been red if the smoke and ashes had allowed it; 

but, as matters stood it was a town of unnatural red and black like the painted face of a savage.  

Charles Dickens Hard Times 1854 

Visiting London in 1862, Fyodor Dostoevsky remarked that it was:  

a city bustling day and night, as immense as the sea; the screeching and howling of 

machines, the railroads built over the houses (and soon under the houses); that boldness 

of enterprise; …that polluted Thames; that air saturated with coal dust; those magnificent 

public gardens and parks; those dreadful sections of the city like Whitechapel, with its half 

naked, savage, and hungry population… (37).  

His description, brimming with horror, is worthy of London’s most famous caricaturist, 

satirist and critic, Charles Dickens.  

Just over a decade earlier, in a speech made at a banquet given by the Lord Mayor of 

London, Prince Albert had celebrated the city’s “boldness of enterprise”’ which Dostoevsky 

would condemn: “We are living at a period of most wonderful transition, which tends rapidly 

to accomplish that great end, to which indeed, all history points – the realisation of mankind” 

(cited in Golby 1). The industry-fuelled expansion (and monstrous production) of Britain’s 

cities was at the heart of this “wonderful transition”, as the noise, smoke and vivacity of fast -

growing towns and cities drove the machinations of Empire.  
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Nicholas Freeman suggests that it was only at the end of the century that there 

developed a “specialised language of urban life […] an attempt to articulate a condition of 

‘cityness’ that seemed of urgent importance…” (3) Arguably however, this notion of ‘cityness’ 

and the acknowledgement of the need for its expression began with Charles Dickens. 

Unsatisfied with the vocabulary available, Dickens resorted to making additions to the 

English language in order to convey the chaos, violence and eeriness of the quickly developing 

urbanism around him; the expressions ‘on the rampage’, ‘the creeps’ as well as words such as 

‘flummoxed’, ‘abuzz’ and ‘whizbang’ are all attributed to the author, the linguistic innovation 

necessitated by a definite ‘cityness’ (Sørenson 239). Freeman credits Dickens’ role as 

“commentator on the British (or rather English) character”, urban explorer, social critic and 

prolific author whose construction of London overshadowed his peers (20). Freeman also 

notes that Dickens’ highly personalised city, “supplanted the actual city in the public (and in 

some ways, historical) imagination” establishing the attraction to, as well as the desire to 

understand, communicate and humanise, the new urban environment (20). Dickens’ 

communication of his new urbanism in new language demonstrates a desire to accurately 

articulate the newness of urban life, a new language for an increasingly unfamiliar city.    

This chapter focuses on Dickens’ troping of urban locations as cannibalistic. Anthony 

Vidler notes that the nineteenth-century city “had been understood to harbour dangerous 

diseases, epidemics, and equally dangerous social movements; it was the breeding-ground of 

the all-levelling masses, of frightening crowds, the insanitary home of millions [...] driven by 

money and haunted by the fear of touching” (47). This image of towns and cities in constant 

motion, simultaneously constructing and transgressing boundaries, cities of squirming, 
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scrambling bodies touching but unwilling to touch for fear of contamination, disease, poverty: 

this is Dickens’ London.  

The focus of this mid-Victorian urbanism is consumption: the consumption of goods, 

of labour, of space and of new bodies entering the city to find work and opportunity. 

Urbanism (driven by capitalist industrialisation) depends on the bodies of its inhabitants for 

growth (labourers, retailers, merchants and capitalists): a city made of bodies, feeding on 

bodies. Viewed in this way, we can understand both the disgust and fascination with which 

many Victorians regarded the metropolis. If constructions of the city as body are by no means 

new (Peter Ackroyd discusses the historical prevalence of the metaphor dating back to the 

Romans), this chapter applies the trope specifically to three of Dickens’ novels from the 1850s. 

Ackroyd’s description of the city - as “fleshy and voracious, grown fat upon its appetite for 

people and for food, for goods and for drink; it consumes and it excretes, maintained within 

a continual state of greed and desire” - seems neatly situated within the context of mid-century 

topographical evolution fostered by the industrial boom (1). The urban settings of Dickensian 

fiction therefore seem particularly relevant to a decade in which roads and thoroughfares 

were unplanned, unauthorised and uninspected by Parliament or central authority, and in 

which urban growth therefore more readily resembled the instinctive outward growth of an 

organic substance than the slow, systematic, bureaucracy of planned urban expansion 

(Ackroyd 589).  

During the course of the decade much of the population of Britain relocated from rural 

cottages to urban tenements, searching for employment and an opportunity to capitalise on 

the ever-growing need for industrial labour. It is estimated that, in the 1850s, over 200,000 

people walked into the City of London each day, flooding the already crowded streets with 
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more bodies (Ackroyd 591); it is easy to imagine how one may have felt swallowed whole by 

the city. Between 1841 and 1851 1,800,000 people moved into British towns already 

accommodating 20,000 people or more, these numbers only increasing during the 1850s 

(Kitson Clark 8). In 1851 almost 3 million people occupied just 306,000 houses in London, 

fostering an environment of intense competition for housing and employment (Flanders 10). 

The creation of commuter train lines during the 1850s enabled the middle-classes to escape 

living in the dense development of the two to three mile radius around the city centre but, for 

those unable to afford the daily train fare, living in the industrial centre of the city was 

unavoidable (Venkateswaran).  

The mid-century development of railways and thoroughfares boisterously clashing 

their way through housing districts, contributed to a sense of uncertainty for London 

urbanites. Dickens’ characters suffer from the harsh realities of Victorian urban living which 

included poverty, starvation, disease and displacement due to urban regeneration. Especially 

vulnerable were those in the slums and workhouses, these institutions reducing individuals 

to inanimate objects. Karl Smith has coined the term “dead lives” to express both the futility 

of working-class lives, and the Hellish callousness of the city (16). Dickens’ Dombey and Son 

(1848) depicts the harshness of the urban environment for even the upper classes, while 

contrasting this with the “dens” in which the majority of the urban population were forced to 

live: 

... follow the good clergyman or doctor, who, with his life imperilled at every breath 

he draws, goes down into their dens, lying within the echoes of our carriage wheels 

and daily tread upon the pavement stones [...] Breathe the polluted air, foul with every 

impurity that is poisonous to health and life, and have every sense, conferred upon 
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our race for its delight and happiness, offended, sickened and disgusted, and make a 

channel by which misery and death alone can enter. Vainly attempt to think of any 

simple plant, or flower, or wholesome weed, that, set in this foetid bed, could have its 

natural growth, or put its little leaves forth to the sun as GOD designed it. And then, 

calling up some ghastly child, with stunted form and wicked face, hold forth on its 

unnatural sinfulness, and lament its being, so early, far away from heaven – but think 

a little of its having been conceived, and born, and bred, in Hell! (DS 737)  

Dickens’ slums foster the “unnatural growth” of their unlucky inhabitants, suggesting the 

inevitable immorality and sinfulness equated with slum-life. Murder, theft, prostitution, 

gambling, drinking and fighting were all daily occurrences for “an underclass which 

nourished an underworld”, as desperation often translated into criminal ends (Thomas 13).  

Social reformer Henry Mayhew documented and categorised the criminal behaviour 

of the London underclass, interviewing criminals – enabling their voices to be heard for the 

first time in The London Underworld in the Victorian Period: v. 1: Authentic First-person Accounts 

by Beggars, Thieves and Prostitutes (1861). The accounts humanised the criminals and moralised 

the crimes33, but did little to raise the slums, or the city, from their hellish reputations. The 

infamous Saffron Hill near Clerkenwell was known as ‘little Hell’34, the stench of rotting fruit 

and vegetables exuding decay in an area rife with prostitution, drunkenness, violence and 

crime, making it the ideal location for Fagin’s criminal dealings in Oliver Twist (1838) 35  (Baxter 

 
33  Mayhew’s interview with prostitute Ellen shows the desire to live morally and the necessity of living immorally: 

“My name is Ellen. I have no other. Yes, I sometimes call myself by various names, but rarely keep to one longer 

than a month or two. I was never baptized that I know of; I don’t know much about religion, though I think I know 

the difference between right and wrong. I certainly think it is wrong to live as I am now doing. I often think of it 

in secret, and cry over it, but what can I do?” The London Underworld p. 6 

34  There was also an area known as Devil’s Acre in Westminster. 

35  “Near to the spot on which Snow Hill and Holborn Hill meet, there opens: upon the right hand as you come 

out of the city: a narrow and dismal alley leading to Saffron Hill. In its filthy shops are exposed for sale, huge 

bunches of second-hand silk handkerchiefs, of all sizes and patterns; for here reside the traders who purchase them 



65 

 

9). Saffron Hill was eminently overpopulated, with one account estimating a population 

density of 230 persons per acre, and two bedroomed houses accommodating twenty five 

persons “being not uncommon” (Baxter 9). Imagining these conditions, it is easy to see how 

Saffron Hill earned its diabolical moniker. For Dickens, Hell was a visible, tangible 

community on his own doorstep, the visitations to which inspired his own social activism 

beginning in 1850. He published several articles on the question of sanitation in the poorer 

districts of London36, the visible poverty influencing his work in the depictions of Tom All-

Alone’s destitution in Bleak House (1853) (Carter).  

Dickens’ visitations to the slums are reminiscent of Dante’s journey into Hell in Inferno 

(1555). The inscription on the “summit of the door” leading into Hell could, with little effort, 

be imagined over the entrance to the Saffron Hill slum: “Through me you go to the grief-

wracked city./ Through me to everlasting pain you go./ Through me you go and pass among 

lost souls./ […] Surrender as you enter every hope you have” (Dante, III, 1-9, p.21). Dante’s 

canto goes on to narrate the woeful cries of those trapped within: 

Sighing, sobbing, moans and plaintive wailing 

all echoed here through air where no star shone, 

and I, as this began, began to weep. 

Discordant tongues, harsh accents of horror,/ tormented words, the twang of rage, strident 

 
from pickpockets. [...] It is a commercial colony of itself: the emporium of petty larceny: visited at early morning, 

and setting-in of dusk, by silent merchants, who traffic in dark back-parlours; and who go as strangely as they 

come.” Charles Dickens Oliver Twist p. 162. 
36  "Health by Act of Parliament”, "A Home Question," and "Commission and Omission," were all published in 

1850 editions of Household Words. Again in 1850, he made a speech to The Metropolitan Sanitary Association 

condemning slum landlords and local politicians. For more see Leighton Carter’s essay “The Slum of All Fears: 

Dickens’ Concerns with Urban Poverty and Sanitation” available online through Victorian Web.  
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voices, the sound, as well, of smacking hands, 

together these all stirred a storm that swirled 

for ever in the darkened air where no time was, 

as sand swept up in breathing spires of wind. (L. 22-30, p. 21-2) 

The horrors of eternal confinement, and the infinite souls trapped in physical and mental 

torment, are expressed by both Dante and Dickens; for Dante the sins of the dead are punished 

according to their severity, but for Dickens the living are often punished through no fault of 

their own. The urban landscape of mid-century London mirrors Dante’s careful construction 

of Hell: the walls, beaches and rivers which separate the circles of Hell comparable with 

London’s division by districts, some fashionable others “decidedly low”, which would later 

be categorised and divided further by Booth in his creation of his poverty maps (1886-1901)  

(Murray).        

 While Dickens’ reading of, and influence by, Dante can only be speculated37 

Dante/Dickensian discourse has focused on the relationship’s location of sin in physical 

spaces, most notably in Stephen Bertman’s essay ‘Dante’s Role in the Genesis of A Christmas 

Carol’ (2007) and Susan Colón’s ‘Dante’s Inferno and Dickens’ Hard Times’ (2010). The 

correlation between the Dantean circles and Dickensian slums has been little acknowledged, 

perhaps because much of the discourse surrounding the influence of Dante on Dickens is 

limited to single novels. This influence is however, arguably apparent not only in the sinful 

 
37 Although there is no direct evidence for Dickens’ reading of Dante, many critics have written on the 

parallels between the authors. See specifically Susan Jhirad Dickens’ Inferno The Moral World of Charles 

Dickens London: Leapyear Press, 2013 and Stephen J. Milner ‘Manufacturing the Renaissance: Merchant 

Princes and the Origins of the Manchester Dante Society’ in Culture in Manchester: Institutions and Urban 

Change Since 1850 Eds. Janet Wolff and Mike Savage. Manchester: University Press, 2013. pp. 61-94. 
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characters of single texts, but in Dickensian literature as a whole through Dickens’ portrayals 

of sorrowful and tortuous urbanism. In Dickens’ Inferno: The Moral World of Charles Dickens 

(2013) Susan Jhirad briefly acknowledges Dickens’ evocation of Dantean Hell in his portrayal 

of nineteenth-century London in his smoke and fire imagery, before continuing to explore the 

foundations of morality in both Dante and Dickens. This passing concession does not 

adequately express the extent to which, as David Spurr contests, “Dickens is able to revive an 

ancient sense of the demonic” (84). This is done, not only through the portrayal of human 

nature and its struggles with good and evil, but through mid-century London’s topographical 

paralleling with Dante’s Hell with its mazes of streets and deadly alleyways.   

 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiDqp-DwtPSAhVLFMAKHTPoBgQQjRwIBw&url=https://uk.pinterest.com/explore/dantes-inferno/&psig=AFQjCNGD4GeE2sVLkBRlvAVzgZITdzi2pg&ust=1489495681329156
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This chapter will consider the cannibalistic imagery present in Dickens’ portrayal of 

urban spaces from the manufacturing town on the rise in Hard Times (1854), to the crowded 

streets of London in Little Dorrit (1857) and finally to the chaotic streets of Paris in A Tale of 

Two Cities (1859). I suggest that the rapid industrial and topographical development of urban 

space during the 1850s fostered (in addition to a collective excitement and wonderment) a 

feeling of loss for the social significance of the individual. As examined in Chapter One, cities 

required labour (and therefore people), which was easily and quickly replaceable. During a 

period in which established ‘knowledge’ was being replaced - from medicine to science, from 

religion to manufacturing - the heart of Empire was seen as leading the way in terms of 

progress and modernity; constant redefinition of established practices, recycling of bodies and 

reimagining of both past and present cultivated an atmosphere of temporality and instability 

which was undeniably and uniquely urban.38   

Cannibalistic motifs are often interwoven with images of the labouring underclasses. 

Harry Stone in The Night Side of Dickens (1994) suggests that Dickens’ familiarity with the 

relationship between poverty, desperation and “the unpardonable sin” was due to the 

author’s own early experience of childhood employment (Stone 6): 

His parents had sold him into the slavery of the blacking warehouse for the sake of a 

few shillings, sold him so that they and the rest of the family could better eat and drink. 

In a real sense (so Dickens’ anguish and resentment told him at the time), it was his life 

 
38  “Mixed modernity [defined as complex accretions of multiple futures and multiple pasts] was at its most 

manifest in Britain’s urban environment, where unprecedented growth and development were inextricable from 

destruction, and continuities on forms of governance, religious beliefs, and traditional forms of leisure persisted 

alongside changes in modes of production, democratization, the application of modern technologies and 

rationalization.” Billie Melman “The Power of the Past: History and Modernity in the Victorian World” in Victorian 

World Ed. Martin Hewitt, pp. 466-83.  p.468 
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and being they were consuming; day after day, month after month, they were eating 

him alive (53).  

The ‘devoured childhood’ theme is a common one in Dickensian fiction: the exploitation of 

child labour by desperate parents, the capitulation of children to sickness or poverty all 

consumed the fleeting childhood years Dickens felt were made for innocence and play (Stone 

54). The exploitation of children at the hands of scheming adults, the social stigma placed on 

orphans and the fragility of family ties reappear in fiction which reflected reality. Many 

families depended upon the extra wages that children could bring in. Working between 

twelve and eighteen hours a day, childhoods were devoured by work, exhaustion, starvation 

and the realities of working lives for which they could not possibly be prepared.     

As mid-century cities grew, they became centres of not only production but also of 

consumption; the dual forces of materialism and capitalism ensured cheap and replaceable 

labour, while widening the gulf between rich and poor. The second half of the century saw 

increased purchasing power in the prosperous middle-classes which, in turn, produced shops 

“larger in size than they had ever been before, and utilising new technologies, such as plate 

glass for the windows, gas-lighting both inside and out, and more” (Flanders 85). Even the 

city’s topography urged its citizens to consume: streets were widened to accommodate areas 

specifically for shopping: London developed New Oxford Street in the 1840s, Victoria in the 

1850s and Shaftsbury Avenue and Charing Cross Road in the 1870s and 1880s, and 

innovations in technology bringing new, better quality goods to market quicker and cheaper 

than ever before (105). Placed within the context of an emergent consumer culture, the 

abundance or absence of food becomes an important indicator of both social and economic 

status in Dickens’ novels, arguably to a greater extent during this decade as they expressed 



70 

 

recurring polarities of starvation and gluttony. In short, the mid-century urban was the 

backdrop for both, to paraphrase Dickens, the best of times and the worst of times depending 

on the inhabitants’ role in the labour process – either that of consumer or consumed.  

 

  It was during this decade that Britain saw a real change in its manufacturing 

landscape in the form of mass industrialisation. The widespread ambivalence which 

accompanied Britain’s new role as the “workshop of the world” can be illustrated in the fact 

that the Ten Hours Movement of 1847 and the Great Exhibition were staged just four years 

apart; anxieties concerning the shameful working conditions of the labouring-classes 

countered a nation’s rising pride in its modern, world-leading manufacturing technologies. 

Dickens took a dislike to the Exhibition even before it had opened, calling in an article 

published in the January 1851 edition of Household Words for, a “great display of England’s 

sins and negligences” to compliment the “great assemblage of the peaceful glories of the 

world”(HW 338). Upon its opening on 1st May 1851, news and excitement concerning the 

Exhibition immediately spread across the city. In a letter to Count D’Orsay Dickens said 

“There is nothing – nothing at all – except the exhibition” (cited in Clemm 209). Dickens chose 

to prolong his summer residence in Broadstairs until October to avoid the London crowds, 

and left out any mention of the spectacle in Bleak House, his only novel of 1851, electing instead 

to set the novel in a version of the late 1840s/early 1850s removed from actual events. Sabine 

Clemm has suggested that this omission constituted a political statement on the part of 

Dickens, as “the title of Bleak House stood in stark opposition to the Crystal Palace, that 

glittering show-place of the utilitarian values which Dickens rejected” (209).  
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In addition to its literal consumption of space at Hyde Park (and the subsequent 

flooding of London’s streets with eager visitors), the Great Exhibition consumed the 

imaginations of its patrons facilitated by various forms of sensory consumption:  

In some cases, displays could be literally consumed: visitors could taste tobacco, snuff, 

and chocolate drops, smell perfumes, and touch textiles and materials . By variously 

appealing to all their senses, the Great Exhibition cemented its compelling claim to 

authenticity and seduced visitors into believing that they had indeed experienced the 

whole world (Clemm 214). 

Perhaps it was this focus on consumption rather than production (any and all allusions to the 

physical working-class labour which created the machinery were absent, the production 

process therefore appearing “sanitised and dehumanised”), which added to Dickens’ 

detachment from the overwhelming public enthusiasm for the Exhibition (Clemm 212). While 

Household Words published articles concerning events and circumstances surrounding the 

Exhibition, including the influx of tourists, London traffic and the future plans for the 

building, reporting of the event itself was noticeably absent (Wynne 231). Paul Schlicke 

concludes that “the sheer size of the Exhibition, it seems, offended [Dickens]”; I would argue 

that the event’s preoccupation with, and valorisation of, material consumption reflects a wider 

social concern with consumption in general, in all its forms (216). 

            Dickens’ uneasy response to consumption began in childhood, reading penny bloods 

such as The Terrific Register (1823-25) in the 1820s, and listening to the stories of cannibals told 

to him by his nursemaid (Stone 15). These stories mainly concerned the monstrous Captain 

Murderer who “married innocent young girls for the express purpose of cutting off their 

heads, chopping them up, baking them in giant meat pies, feasting on them, and picking their 
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bones” as detailed by Dickens  himself in “Nurse’s Stories” (published in an 1860 edition of 

All the Year Round 15). As Dickens matured his cannibalistic interests remained, as suggested 

by the articles he wrote refuting Sir John Franklin’s alleged cannibalism during his ill-fated 

Arctic expedition of 185439 (3).  

Anxieties concerning individual consumption reappear in Dickens’ essay ‘Gone Astray’ 

(1853). The essay is thought to be mainly autobiographical, as a young Dickens gets lost in the 

bustling London streets and is consumed by the city itself. The essay consistently employs 

imagery in which the urban and the predatory are placed side by side: “I verily believe that if 

I had found myself astray at the North Pole instead of the narrow, crowded, inconvenient street 

over which the lion in those days presided, I could not have been more horrified” (6) [Emphasis 

added]. The essay continues in this vein with references to the Giants of Guildhall, evocative 

of the cannibalistic giant of Jack and the Beanstalk which first appeared in 1809 (Stone 20). The 

young Dickens again associates the strange and sizeable city with the raging clamour of some 

hungry monster, confessing: “I thought the giants were roaring, but it was only the city” 

(Dickens 14). The city becomes bestial, predatory, hungry and carnivorous, simultaneously 

both fantastical, fairy-tale wonder and living, modern metropolis.  

 
39  The first article begins: “Dr. Rae may be considered to have established, by the mute but solemn testimony of 

the relics he has brought home, that Sir John Franklin and his party are no more. But, there is one passage in his 

melancholy report, some examination into the probabilities and improbabilities of which, we hope will tend to the 

consolation of those who take the nearest and dearest interest in the fate of that unfortunate expedition, by leading 

to the conclusion that there is no reason whatever to believe, that any of its members prolonged their existence by 

the dreadful expedient of eating the bodies of their dead companions. Quite apart from the very loose and 

unreliable nature of the Esquimaux representations (on which it would be necessary to receive with great caution, 

even the commonest and most natural occurrence), we believe we shall show, that close analogy and the mass of 

experience are decidedly against the reception of any such statement, and that it is in highest degree improbable 

that such men as the officers and crews of the two lost ships would or could, in any extremity of hunger, alleviate 

the pains of starvation by this horrible means.” H.W. November 1854.  

http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/dickens/arctic/esquimaux.html
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For Stone, ‘Gone Astray’ reveals Dickens’ return to the “wild ogre-beheading and 

dragon-slaying dreams” of his childhood, a romanticism reinforced when London streets are 

likened to an Arabian Nights bazaar (330): 

The City was to me a vast emporium of precious stones and metals, casks and bales, 

honour and generosity, foreign fruits and spices. Every merchant and banker was a 

compound of Mr Fitz-Warren and Sinbad the Sailor. [...] Rothschild had sat in the 

Bazaar at Bagdad with rich stuffs for sale; and a veiled lady from the Sultan’s harem, 

riding a donkey, had fallen in love with him (Dickens GA 30).  

This comparison, as well as seeking to ratify the narrative’s cannibal imagery with the parallel 

of the famously cannibalistic Arabian Nights, suggests the close relationship between the 

urban, the cannibal and capitalism. Charlotte Brontë’s impressions of the 1851 Great 

Exhibition echo this relationship, describing the Exhibition as: “Such a bazaar or fair as Eastern 

genii might have created. It seems as if only magic could have gathered this mass of wealth 

from all the ends of the earth – as if none but supernatural hands could have arranged it thus, 

with such a blaze and contrast of colours and marvelous power of effect” (Brontë, cited in 

Shorter 91). Economic consumption and the absorption of the consumer are the foundations 

of the Dickensian urban setting; as the mid-century middle-classes “developed the means of 

containing the threat of the poor [geographically, bureaucratically etc.], they reproduced the 

colonizing mission on the home front, so that the lower-classes became savages” (Brown 158).  

 This chapter suggests that consumption is at the heart of this industrial decade, and 

that this is foregrounded in the cannibalistic nature of Dickens’ urbanism. The consumption 

of space and bodies, both essential in the creation and preservation of urban spaces, can be 

subdivided into categories of poverty, society, economy and industrialization to emphasise 
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the extent to which the urban exerts consumptive control over its inhabitants. Dickens creates 

arteries from narrow, muddied alleyways and lung-like parks which bring fresh air to the 

smoke-filled city. In this way, the Dickensian urban space seems rather more than what critics 

traditionally describe as a “character in its own right”. The city might be read, instead, as a 

living breathing and autonomous entity, the interior of which grows and changes as 

characters are used and discarded (Jordan 5).    

Dickens’ Coketown as Cannibal 

Hard Times’ focus on industrialisation and the role of the working-class in its production 

foregrounds the growing mid-century significance of the urban, and the lack of regard for 

workers’ interests in the tireless forging of urban industrialism. Dickens’ realist exploration, 

critique and dissection of social change influenced many critics to designate Hard Times as a 

social problem novel:  

Hard Times is the Dickens novel that asks most clearly to be read not as a mere fictional 

world but as a commentary on a contemporary crisis. It is, after all, [...] dedicated to 

Thomas Carlyle, the social thinker whose vision of a society of human connections (one 

that transcended the mere “cash-nexus”...) influenced Dickens so profoundly in the 

1840s and 1850s (Schor 67). 

Schor’s assessment of Dickens’ social conscience goes on to explore “systems of reference that 

rely less on reported fact than on metaphor” (65). Interestingly, Coketown’s metaphorical 

significance is strikingly absent from her argument. It is after all the growth of the urban 

environment which acts as a catalyst for the “contemporary crisis” recognised by Schor (67); 

the simultaneous industrial growth and necessitation of cheap mass labour bespeaks a degree 

of consumption which becomes cannibalistic in view of Coketown being composed of bodies. 
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Indeed if, as Schor again suggests, for Dickens: “... society in general seems to hold little hope 

for individual renewal” surely this is a symptom of urbanisation, of the consumption of the 

individual by industrial processes and capitalist agendas (70). Schor’s analysis can also be 

read as an admission of the triumph of industrial progress at the expense of individual 

renewal/restoration/repair: the individual has little opportunity for renewal (moral, spiritual, 

physical) in a society which priorities productivity above all else. In Das Kapital (1867) Karl 

Marx theorised that capitalist systems valorise product over labour, alienating the labourer 

from his work and the society in which he feels expendable:   

If the product of labour is alienation, production itself must be active alienation. . . . The 

alienation of the object of labour merely summarizes the alienation in the work activity 

itself…This is the relationship of the worker to his own activity as something alien, not 

belonging to him, activity as suffering (passivity), strength as powerlessness, creation as 

emasculation, the personal physical and mental energy of the worker, his personal life . . . 

as an activity which is directed against himself, independent of him and not belonging to 

him (124-125). 

Marx’s theory of labour-force alienation relies on the committal of capitalist systems 

(literalised by the urban centre) to automation, low production costs and replaceable workers; 

it carries the assumption that feelings of powerlessness and isolation accompany the division 

of labour between worker and machine foregrounded by the easy replacement of workers, 

and facilitated by both population and facility of labour processes. Dickens’ cannibal city pre-

empts, of course, Marx’s theory of alienation, providing a vast area of social and architectural 

estrangement and the necessary compliance with industrial capitalism, both of which involve 

the consumption of the individual by a larger social structure.   
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Hard Times is a novel which foregrounds Dickens’ “Carlylean beliefs [...] in the 

importance of the individual rather than the mass [and] points to his conviction that 

understanding, not hatred, is needed between class and class” (Christian 17). Dickens 

dedicated the novel to Thomas Carlyle; Mr Gradgrind’s utilitarian education system, its focus 

solely concerned with statistics and facts, acknowledges Signs of the Times (1829) in which 

Carlyle criticised “machines for Education” and “religious machines”, which accused men of 

growing “mechanical in head and heart”, and losing their capacity for wonder (2,4). Carlyle 

argues that the mechanisation of industrial processes need not mechanise the workings of the 

individual, but Dickens’ transformation of individual workers into Hands, and Coketown into 

a Machiavellian production-line does just this, literalising the mechanics of production in the 

inhabitants and architecture of his urbanism.  

Coketown itself is said to closely resemble mid-Victorian Manchester or Preston,40 and 

is the only Dickensian novel not to feature London scenes. The following description of 

Manchester by Alexis de Tocqueville in 1835 could be a Dickensian portrait of Hard Times’ 

dystopia, the emphasis on industry and its effects mirroring  “monstrous serpents of smoke... 

clattering of clogs” and a “forest of looms” (HT 71): 

Raise your head, look all around this place; you will see huge palaces of industry. You 

will hear the noise of furnaces, the whistle of steam. These vast structures keep out both 

air and light from human habitations which they dominate. They envelop them in a 

perpetual fog; there is the slave, there the master; there is the wealth of some, here the 

poverty of most… A thick black smoke covers the city. The sun appears like a disc 

 
40  In Who Betrays Elizabeth Bennet? John Sutherland argues that Coketown is an amalgam of both Manchester and 

Preston. Tristram Hunt in Building Jerusalem suggests it is modelled only on Preston and James Sexton’s essay 

“Dickens’ Hard Times and Dystopia” recognises Coketown as a variation of Manchester, Preston, Oldham, 

Blackburn and Rochdale. 
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without any rays. In this semi-daylight 300,000 people work ceaselessly. A thousand 

noises rise amidst this unending damp and dark labyrinth, but they are not the ordinary 

sounds that emanate through the walls of large cities. The footsteps of a busy crowd, the 

crunching of wheels of machines, the shriek of steam from boilers, the regular beat of 

looms, the heavy rumble of carts, these are the only noises from which you can never 

escape in these dark, half-lit streets… Crowds are every in a hurry in the streets of 

Manchester, but their footsteps are brisk, their looks pre-occupied and their appearance 

sombre and harsh. It is in the middle of this vile cesspool that the greatest stream of 

human industry flows out to fertilise the entire universe. From this filthy cesspit flows 

pure gold. It is here that the human spirit attains complete development, and at the same 

time utter brutishness. Here civilisation produces its miracles and civilised man is turned 

back almost into a savage (cited in Makepeace). 

At the time of de Tocqueville’s writing, Manchester was still a large town (it was granted city 

status in 1853), but was already fostering the ideals of capitalism and mass-production which 

would help build an Empire, while simultaneously dehumanising its citizens.  

Coketown, “a town of red brick, or of brick that would have been red if the smoke and 

ashes had allowed it”, is representative of the mid-century industrial Northern town on the 

rise (Dickens HT 27). The smoke of the Coketown mills mars the red-brick architecture of the 

town and leaves it, as the opening epigraph states, an “unnatural red and black like the 

painted face of a savage” (27). Savage and cannibal were words which became 

interchangeable as far as imperial Britain was concerned; during the 1850s missionary 

expeditions to the Fijian archipelago were reporting graphic descriptions of savage, God-less 

tribes dwelling in the island jungles of the Southern hemisphere, almost all (apparently) 
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partial to daily feasts of ‘long pig’.41 The veracity of these accounts is a long-disputed matter42, 

but it is undeniable that the image of the war-painted savage took hold of the public 

imagination; Dickens’ use of the word in his opening description of Coketown invites cannibal 

imagery and foregrounds the exotic rhetoric used; Patrick Brantlinger has argued that this 

racially charged metaphor  is “echoed by the one that likens a steam engine’s piston to the 

head of ‘an elephant in a state of melancholy madness’ [...] Instead of a civilised British 

community, Coketown is an unnatural jungle.” [My italics] (193). This unnaturalness is 

evinced in the town’s unnatural components: its man-made steel, bricks and smoke as well as 

the unnaturalness of bodies used as fuel. 

 The town’s existence as one concerned solely with production, manufacture 

and practicality, is reflected in Mr Gradgrind’s assertion that “Facts alone are wanted in life 

[...] nothing else will ever be of any service” chronicling the “mid-nineteenth century passion 

for mustering, controlling and imparting knowledge” (Dickens HT 9, Flint xi). Gradgrind’s 

utilitarian education prepares children for their transition into workers: inter-changeable cogs 

in the mechanics of social production. Foregrounding the importance of facts and dismissing 

the use of imagination, workers are ideally constructed en masse for their consumption by the 

Bounderbys of the world – the “rich man, banker, merchant, manufacturer, and what not” 

(Dickens HT 20).  

The significance of the urban collective is illustrated in Louisa Gradgrind’s inability to 

distinguish the labour from the labourers:   

 
41  Scottish explorer Mungo Park’s Travels in the Interior of Africa has been in print since its initial release in 1799. 

His encounters with cannibal tribes, bandits and crocodiles proving popular throughout the Victorian period. See 

also Patrick Brantlinger’s Taming Cannibals: Race and the Victorians for examples of missionary accounts of 

cannibalism.  
42  William Arens’ The Man Eating Myth (1979) is famously critical of the veracity of cannibal practices.  
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For the first time in her life, she was face to face with anything like individuality in 

connexion with them. She knew of their existence by hundreds and by thousands. She 

knew what results in work a given number of them would produce, in a given space of 

time. She knew them in crowds passing to and from their nests, like ants or beetles. [...] 

She had scarcely thought more of separating them into units, than of separating the sea 

itself into its component drops (Dickens HT 155). 

It is only through their collective labour that any worth (signified by production) can be 

recognised. Coketown represents the commodification of the individual, the commodification 

of individual worth. The co-dependence manifest between workers and town is such that they 

become mirror-images of each other, effectively blurring the lines of producer and product, 

as well as consumer and consumed. The survival of both Coketown and its “down-trodden 

operatives” are so heavily entwined that the urban layout and bustling bodies become one 

and the same (239): “[Coketown] contained several large streets all very like one another, and 

many small streets still more like one another, inhabited by people equally like one another, 

who all went in and out at the same hours, with the same sound upon the same pavements, 

to do the same work...” (27-8). Dickens suggests that Coketown and its inhabitants cooperate 

in a dystopian society in which the inhabitants act as fuel for endless production. While 

Stephen J. Spector argues that Coketown assumes the “figure of the city as a machine” and 

which “seems to run without [the operatives]”, it could be argued that the city as body is a 

more accurate image, especially given Dickens’ appellation of workers as “hands” (376, 369). 

To return to Peter Ackroyd’s description of the city as body (in this chapter’s introduction) 

Coketown’s “hands” become the bodily appendages of a grotesque corporeal/architectural 

mutant greedily fleshing outwards.   



80 

 

 Coketown’s presence as a consumptive force is openly acknowledged by Dickens: the 

town is a “great exhausted receiver”, consuming the labour of its workers (Dickens HT 66). 

The novel’s protagonist, Stephen Blackpool, recognises the lure of paid employment in 

trapping individuals in the town from neighbouring rural spaces: ”...see the numbers o’ 

people as has been broughten into bein heer, fur to weave, an’ to card, an to piece out a livin’, 

aw the same one way, somehows, twixt their cradles and their graves” (147). But in its vital 

consumption of workers, Coketown also consumes and displaces the natural world in and 

around it: 

It was a town of machinery and tall chimneys, out of which interminable serpents of 

smoke trailed themselves for ever and ever, and never got uncoiled. It had a black canal 

in it, and a river that ran purple with ill-smelling dye, and vast piles and buildings full 

of windows where there was a rattling and a trembling all day long...” (27) 

The serpents, canals and rivers are made unnatural by industrial interference.   The novel’s 

prominent rhetoric of the adulteration of the natural by the industrial, is emphasised in the 

description of the countryside as a “green landscape [...] blotted here and there with heaps of 

coal” as signs of modernity encroach upon the rural space surrounding Coketown (256). Sissy 

and Rachael journey into the country “a few miles away by the railroad” (256); the trip 

literalises impending industrialisation, of what Raymond Williams has termed “the 

shadowed country”, into the aggressive noise and stature of the steam train, and its seemingly 

endless, penetrating tracks (182). By 1849 Parliament had agreed the building of 1,071 railway 

tracks and while nineteen were allocated to the capital, the rest were sent to dispatch industry, 

progress and modernity around the country (Ackroyd 592). London’s entire railway network 

was “imposed upon the capital within the space of twenty five years between 1852 and 1877”, 
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and so, at the time of Hard Times’ publication in 1854, Dickens’ urban space was wracked with 

the deafening roar of progress as thousands of houses were demolished to make way for the 

railways, and upwards of 100,000 people were displaced in the process (Ackroyd 591, 592)43. 

The intrusion of the railway into the country in Dickens’ novel is a menacing reminder of the 

lack of definite borders which define the growing urban space; the industrial concentration of 

Coketown, already in the business of bodies, can only expand and consume the surrounding 

countryside. 

  While the workers’ dependence on Coketown’s industry is obvious (Dickens 

acknowledges that the town’s smoke is transformed into “meat and drink”), it is also 

important to recognise that workers are emotionally and imaginatively starved by the town’s 

immersion in manufacturing (Dickens HT 125). Emotions, having been repressed, are released 

in such a way as to taint the purity of so-called ‘normal’ relationships, as seen in the sexually 

ambiguous bedroom scene between brother and sister, Tom and Louisa Gradgrind: 

“As you lie here alone, my dear, in the melancholy night, so you must lie somewhere 

one night, when even I, if I am living then, shall have left you. As I am here beside 

you, barefoot, unclothed, undistinguishable in darkness, so must I lie through all the 

night of my decay, until I am dust” (184). 

While Stone suggests that “Tom’s exploitive love and Louisa’s self-wounding love are both 

products of a perverted starvation of emotions”, this emotional deprivation is due to the value 

placed on useful, socially productive individuals by industrialism (Stone 398). While workers 

are fed physically by the town, they are emotionally starved, just as the town is fed in terms 

 
43  The first passenger railway line was the Liverpool-Manchester line, which opened in 1830. The success of this 

line, led to more investment and interest in railway building paving the way for the ‘Railway Mania’ of the 1840s. 
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of labour, but is aesthetically starved. Louisa, “in the energy of her love [...] took [Tom] to her 

bosom as if he were a child”, she “turned her ear to his lips” and they finally kiss goodnight 

(Dickens HT 184, 185). Dickens’ depiction of the meeting relies heavily on darkness, secrecy 

(Louisa suspects Tom of robbing a bank), and the physical closeness required to whisper to 

each other. Louisa’s invites sexual undertones in her state of undress, breaking conventional 

brother-sister taboos. I would argue that this display of excess parallels excesses displayed in 

practices of starvation cannibalism, in which participants stave off hunger for prolonged 

periods and are finally forced to sate their hunger in gluttonous transgressions of appropriate 

limits, as in the stories which had enthralled Dickens as a child. Surrendering to the 

gratification of sexual or gastronomic appetites displays the same lack of self-discipline and 

primitivism associated with the “painted savage” of Dickens’ urban metaphor; in situations 

of starvation and denial, the act of consumption becomes a rebellious act.  

 The novel’s subtitle For These Times emphasises the chronological import of the novel; 

its emphasis on the temporality of large towns and the likely potential for their sudden growth 

into large cities. Coketown’s insistence on production, a unified process between Hands and 

mills, creates a notion of intense industrialisation in which all else, including the needs or 

wants of the individual, is deemed irrelevant. The town’s growth “so much wrought up, so 

much fuel consumed, so many powers worn out, so much money made” is wholly concerned 

with consumption, the product and production processes are (as at the Great Exhibition) 

barely mentioned (Dickens HT 90). As such Coketown’s presence as a cannibalistic force, 

demanding bodies for quick production, drives the plot of the novel; all characters are 

consumed within their environment and the subsequent problems or benefits, depending on 

socioeconomic status, it produces. The cannibalisation of working-class labour, upper-
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middle-class capitalist agenda and rural space by the urban is at the crux of the novel, 

ultimately a tale of consumption and its heavy cost.  

Dickens’ London as Prison 

The cannibal motif takes an oppressive turn in Little Dorrit in the recurring image of the prison. 

In his introduction to the 1982 edition of the text, Harvey Peter Sucksmith asserts that the 

central symbolism of the prison “expands relentlessly to include actual jails like the 

Marshalsea and the one in Marseilles, analogous institutions like quarantine, London’s 

housing, or the Alpine Convent, and the many mental and moral prisons of the novel” (LD 

xi). This notion becomes inherently cannibalistic in acknowledging that a prison is, at its most 

basic level, an assimilation of the physical by the structural. The novel’s images of confinement 

and repression, from birds in cages to the residents of Bleeding Heart Yard, impress upon the 

reader a city in which bustling inhabitants struggle to survive in a bleak urban jungle of smog, 

debt and overcrowded streets, where “the dustiest of leaves hung their dismal heads and led 

a life of choking” (Dickens LD 249). 

  One cannot discuss the prison without acknowledging Jeremy Bentham’s vision of the 

panopticon. Discourse concerning Dickens and problematic panoptics is by no means new44, 

but its relevance to Little Dorrit as a novel in which metaphoric and literal confinement plays 

such a major role, has perhaps been underestimated. Jan Alber has rejected a panoptic reading 

 
44  See also Jeremy Tambling’s “Prison-bound: Dickens and Foucault” Essays in Criticism (1986) pp. 11-31, Terry 

Scarborough’s "“I Shall Be My Own Police”: Literary Reflections of Victorian Crime and Social Surveillance in 

Dickens and Doyle." Interdisciplinary Themes Journal 1.1 (2010) pp. 9-20 and Mani Ghadamkheir’s “A Study of 

Institutions in Dickens’ Bleak House as a Representation of Foucault’s Disciplinary Society” International Letters of 

Social and Humanistic Sciences Vol. 70 (2016) pp. 14-25. 
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of the text simply because “the Panopticon is nowhere present in the novel. The jails in 

Marsailles and Marshalsea are not similar to Bantham’s design. Rather, they are dark and 

filthy ‘old’ prisons in which surveillance does not play any role” (56). However a city of 

millions is ‘panoptic’ by definition, and Dickens’ reference to the “borrowing eyes” of 

strangers, and their “hungry, sharp, speculative” glares, suggest a surveillance turned wolfish 

and predatory (Dickens LD 75). Alber’s reluctance to understand the panopticon in terms 

other than physical or disciplinary, means she overlooks the subtle implication that London 

is itself a prison (Dickens 75): 

Black, all night, since the gate had clashed upon Little Dorrit, its iron stripes were 

turned by the early-glowing sun into stripes of gold. Far aslant across the city, over 

its jumbled roofs, and through the open tracery of its church towers, struck the long 

bright rays, bars of the prison of this lower world (LD 636-7). 

Dickens’ prison expands outwards from its structural boundaries into the “social fabric” of 

the city in an image ensuring, as Sebastian Groes suggests, “the same strategies of power 

operate in both loci, and the mechanisms of discipline that control the prisoner, also control 

the citizen” (115). In Dickens’ novel, characters are both literally and metaphorically detained 

by their social surroundings; in addition to the obvious example of bedridden Mrs Clennam, 

prisons, poverty and bureaucracy and the trappings of social expectation also suggest 

incarceration.  

In Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1975) the role of the panopticon as a social tool is 

explored, Bentham’s “cruel, ingenious cage” theorised into techniques for complete social 

coercion (Foucault 205):    
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...the disciplines have to bring into play the power relations, not above but inside the 

very texture of the multiplicity, as discreetly as possible, [...] to correspond 

anonymous instruments of power, coextensive with the multiplicity that thy 

regiment, such as hierarchical surveillance, continuous registration, perpetual 

assessment and classification. [...] a power that insidiously objectifies those on whom 

is it applied... (220).  

Read alongside Dickens’ Little Dorrit, the “hierarchical surveillance, continuous registration, 

perpetual assessment and classification” theorised by Foucault translates into strictly policed 

adherence to class boundaries and behaviours. The pressures of surveillance from social 

equals - or even worse, betters - sees Tip Dorrit descend into drink and gambling addictions, 

and Fanny become obsessed with social elevation, a socially advantageous marriage and 

material wealth. When Mr Dorrit commits the social blunder of publically succumbing to a 

mental breakdown, and addressing his fellow diners at a party as though he were still the 

‘Father’ at Marshalsea,45 their “exceeding mortification” and “withdrawal” from his company 

signals the beginning of the family’s personal and economic decline (Dickens LD 543).        

 The Dorrits’ London is the archetype of the cramped Victorian urban experience, as 

evidenced in the description of “a labyrinth near Park Lane” (Dickens LD 272): 

Wildernesses of corner-houses with barbarous old porticoes and appurtenances [...] 

Parasite little tenements with the cramp in their whole frame, from the dwarf hall-door 

on the giant model of His Grace’s in the Square, to the squeezed window of the boudoir 

 
45  “Ladies and gentlemen, the duty – ha – devolves upon me of – hum – welcoming you to the Marshalsea. 

Welcome to the Marshalsea! [...] It has become a – hum – not infrequent custom for my – ha – personal admirers – 

personal admirers solely – to be pleased to express their desire to acknowledge my semi-official position here, by 

offering – ha – little tributes, which usually take the form of – ha – Testimonials – pecuniary Testimonials. [...] I beg 

it to be understood that I do not consider myself compromised! Ha. Not compromised. Ha. Not a beggar. [...] At 

the same time far be it from me to – hum – to put upon the fine feelings by which my partial friends are actuated, 

the slight of scrupling to admit that those offerings are – hum – highly acceptable.” L.D. pp. 542-3 
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commanding the dunghills of the Mews [...] Rickety dwellings of undoubted fashion, 

but of a capacity to hold nothing comfortably except a dismal smell, looked like the last 

result of the great mansions’ breeding in-and-in [...] It was one of the parasite streets; 

long, regular, narrow, dull, and gloomy; like a brick and mortar funeral (273). 

This was the London which awaited Mr William Dorrit following thirty years of 

imprisonment at Marshalsea debtors’ prison. The prospective freedom offered by the city is 

however, merely an expansion of architectural consumption, from the four walls of the prison 

to the narrow lanes and rookeries46 of London. The sense of choking is used almost as a refrain 

to mark the city’s overcrowding and overbearing brickwork: “Miles of close wells and pits of 

houses, where the inhabitants gasped for air, stretched far away to every point of the 

compass” (23). Notions of overcrowding and the difficulties of breathing are closely linked, 

as illustrated when Clennam attempts to look for Amy Dorritt at her uncle’s lodgings: “There 

were so many lodgers in this house, that the door-post seemed to be as full of bell-handles as 

a cathedral organ is of stops. [...] The house was very close, and had an unwholesome smell” 

(76-7). Dickens also notes that there was “nothing to breathe but streets, streets, streets”, 

emphasising that the city is being physically consumed by its inhabitants in their breathing of 

the air filled with the smells of the streets, tapping into contemporary anxieties concerning the 

 
46  Rookeries were densely populated housing found within slum areas. These houses were often of very poor 

quality, offering little or no ventilation and poor hygiene. Many families lived in a single room, offering corrupt 

landlords the opportunity to gain high financial returns: “We speak of human masses pent up, crowded, thrust 

together, huddled close, crammed into courts and alleys, where, as by fatal attraction opposite houses grow 

together at the top, seem to nod against one another, conspiring to shut out the little air which would pierce 

through for the relief of those beneath. [...] We speak of stories piled on stories in the older parts of our town, - not 

each floor, but each room tenanted by a family, - in some cases the dormitory of several occupants thrown together 

in the chance scramble for the night’s lodging, each swelling the gains of some middle-man, whose heart is seared 

by the recollection of his own poverty, and who learns to grind as he was once ground by others.” Thomas Beames 

The Rookeries of London: Past, Present and Prospective (1850) pp. 5-6. 
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perils of miasma and (by means of the theory’s close association with dirt and decay) the 

lower-classes (23).   

 The city’s forced overcrowding of people, especially the under-classes, fostered 

another more individualised form of urban social consumption. The continual reuse 

(reconsumption) of clothes represents the interchangeable nature of working-class labour, the 

clothes sold or passed on to the next worker upon the death or desertion of the last: “All of 

them wore the cast-off clothes of other men and women; they were made up of patches and 

pieces of other people’s individuality, and had no sartorial existence of their own proper. 

Their walk was the walk of a race apart” (Dickens LD 75). Both the clothes and identities of 

the “nondescript messengers, go-betweens, and errand-bearers” are made up of patches and 

pieces of other people’s individuality, the shabbiness of both the clothes and the wearers combine 

to create a walking simulacra of the London poor (75). This portrait of London’s rag-tag lower-

classes is supported by Mayhew’s assertion in 1850 that “Everyone knows the value of an old 

coat now-a-days”, emphasising the competitive nature of lower-class urban living (200). The 

recycling and re-consumption of clothes serves as a reminder of the brutality of the city, the 

feeding of the living on the dead (their cast-off clothes traded or pawned) in order to survive. 

Harry Stone analyses this theme in Dickens’ The Mystery of Edwin Drood (1870), but his insights 

are just as relevant to the repurposing of clothes and identities exhibited in Little Dorrit: “One 

day the living will join those vast hosts of the dead and will become fodder for generations 

yet to be born. Then a new crop of men and women will occupy those houses, till those fields 

and supply the whirling mill” (238). Temporality is emphasised by Stone, as well as the eternal 

urban need for bodies; the re-use of clothes, re-assignment of jobs and re-distribution of 

housing contribute to a metaphor of cannibalism involving the economic feeding of the living 
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on the dead. Unable to free themselves from cycles of poverty, the underclasses became 

enmeshed in the mechanics of ‘urban underliving’ which necessitated the quick reprocessing 

and conversion of old and exhausted bodies into new.  

 The novel is a vehicle for the many other trappings of Victorian urban living, as 

illustrated by William Dorrit’s assertion that: 

We are quiet here [at the Marshalsea]; we don’t get badgered here; there’s no knocker 

here, sir, to be hammered at by creditors and bring a man’s heart into his mouth. 

Nobody comes here to ask if a man’s at home, and to say he’ll stand on the door mat til 

he is. Nobody writes threatening letters about money, to this place. It’s freedom, sir, it’s 

freedom!” [...] He was under lock and key; but the lock and key that kept him in, kept 

numbers of his troubles out (Dickens LD 53). 

Dorrit acknowledges what could be termed social consumption, a process by which the 

individual is consumed by social pressures, anxieties and expectations created by social 

majorities. As James E. Marlow suggests society itself is a circle of voracity: “Consume or be 

consumed, take in or be taken in” (CD: TUoT 175) Dorrit recognises the merits of his 

incarceration in terms of his enforced withdrawal from the economic system which caused his 

internment at the Marshalsea. Mr Clennam’s attempts to free him are magnificently stalled by 

the bureaucratic processes of the Circumlocution Office which, in the end, can only be 

overcome by Dorrit’s sudden rise to wealth and landed property:  

Social institutions contribute their share to [the] prison-like world of deception. The 

nation’s political life is stifled in the parliamentary pantomime which is a mere front for 

snobbery and jobbery. The economic sphere is sustained by idols with clay feet, while 

capital is either sucked upwards into a vicious and fruitless spiral of investment, or 
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drawn downwards through the heartless and wasteful vortex of insolvency and 

extortion. Administration is a crippling sham routine. Circumlocution’s agents, like 

their victims, are caught in an endless and insane paper-chase, entangling a nation’s 

best efforts in a fatal mesh of red tape (Sucksmith ed. LD xiii). 

This “fatal mesh of red tape” takes the form of the Circumlocution Office whose motto of 

“How not to do it” connects the influx of inmates to debtors prisons during the 1820s, and the 

“heightened anxiety about the metaphorical nature of political structures” of Dickens’ mid-

century society (Schor 71). If, as Edwin Barrett suggests, “the physical world in Little Dorrit is 

a world rendered motionless, oppressive and stale by the mere depth and congestion of 

modern life” then the Circumlocution Office is at the heart of this stagnation:   

Numbers of people were lost in the Circumlocution Office. Unfortunates with wrongs, 

or with projects for the general welfare [...] who in slow lapse of time and agony had 

passed safely through other public departments; who according to rule, had been 

bullied in this, over-reached by that, and evaded by the other; got referred at last to the 

Circumlocution Office, and never reappeared in the light of day. Boards sat upon them, 

secretaries minuted upon them, commissioners gabbled about them, clerks registered, 

entered, checked, and ticked them off, and they melted away (Dickens LD 89). 

 But while Barrett continues on to focus on Mrs Clennam’s “old, close house, little used,” and 

Mr Casby’s “silent, sober, airtight” abode as evidence of a “stifling infection” of a modernity 

“rendered motionless”, in reality there were a “million or so human beings [labouring] six 

days a week” in Amy Dorrit’s London (Barrett 201, Dickens LD 23). I would argue that the 

city and the Circumlocution Office are symptomatic not of a stagnant modernity, but of the 

populace’s consumption by its urbanism. The “melting away” of “unfortunates” who dared 

to brave the labyrinth of bureaucracy is an example of the strangulation of individual 
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invention (and the individual’s desire for self-sufficiency), and the self-perpetuation of a self-

serving governing class.    

The term social consumption encompasses the trappings of urban life spanning class 

divides. Victorian London was home to a Babylon of vices including prostitution, gambling, 

crime and addiction; indeed, the city’s role within Little Dorrit is very much that of a predatory 

Hydra, with many terrible heads and ravenous mouths to avoid. For the prosperous middle 

and upper-classes the pitfalls of social consumption included the pressures of meeting social 

expectations. Following the Dorrits’ social elevation, Fanny is consumed by an “insatiate 

mania for what she called ‘going into society’ ”, consumed by ideas of fashionable dress and 

socially acceptable, if not distinctly advantageous, acquaintances (Dickens LD 401). Mr. 

Edward (Tip no longer), is quickly assimilated into “dicing circles, or others of a kindred 

nature” as soon as supplementary funds become available, in the attempt to appear as 

fashionably indifferent to wealth, as possible (401). The limitations imposed on socially 

acceptable pastimes and behaviours for the Dorrits create a social prison, as illustrated by 

Amy’s reflections on the parallels between the society in which she now lives, and the inmates 

of Marshalsea: 

Numbers of people seemed to come abroad, pretty much as people had come into the 

prison; through debt, through idleness, relationship, curiosity, and general unfitness for 

getting on at home. [...] They prowled about the churches and picture-galleries, much 

in the old, dreary, prison-yard manner. They were usually going away again tomorrow 

or next week, and rarely knew their own minds, and seldom did what they said they 

would do, or went where they said they would go: in all this again, very like the prison 

debtors. [...] They were envied when they went away, by people left behind feigning 

not to want to go: and that again was the Marshalsea habit invariably (428). 
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While, on one level, the reading of the above passage can be interpreted as a scathing review 

of the upper-class moral character, it is also readily apparent that Dickens has linked the social 

elite with prison inmates (one group associated with freedom, the other with confinement), 

though metaphors of consumption. While wealth bought freedom of travel and leisure, 

(countering the possibilities of incarceration in debtors prisons such as the Marshalsea) it also 

came with behavioural restrictions which precipitated entry into the realms of social 

consumption.47  

 The novel examines social consumption/cannibalism across the class-spectrum, from 

the Dorrits’ social elevation to the unfortunates of Bleeding Hearts Yard. The “hunting of 

men” had become sport in the Yard where the likes of creditors and landlords roamed the 

narrow lanes in search of pockets to squeeze (Dickens LD 112). The economic desperation 

present in Bleeding Heart Yard is apparent in the constant activity of its inhabitants which 

appears to yield no benefit:     

There was the girls and their mothers a working at their sewing, or their shoe-binding, 

or their trimming, or their waistcoat making, day and night and night and day, and not 

more than able to keep body and soul together after all – often not so much. There was 

pretty well all sorts of trader you could name, all wanting to work, and yet not able to 

get it. There was old people, after working all their lives, going and being shut up in the 

Workhouse (119). 

 
47  Handbooks on up-to-date etiquette for teas, house-calls, behaviour at church, behaviour in the streets, suitable 

pastimes, polite conversation, the basic rules of dinner parties, decorating and dressing were popular throughout 

the nineteenth-century. These were aimed at a middle/upper-class readership, mostly women, for whom the 

fashions and fads changed frequently. See the wonderful The Handbook of Etiquette: Being a Complete Guide to the 

Usages of Polite Society Anonymous (1860).  
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The piecework mentioned by Dickens was a common trade for women in the slums, and could 

range from unskilled sewing and making flowers to “making matchboxes or covering 

umbrella frames” (Picard 304).  The pay however was pitifully low, and subject to fines and 

deductions for shoddy or unfinished work. The slum inhabitants, consumed by a cycle of 

poverty, have no option but to work by any means available which, if the wages could not 

provide enough to feed a family, could perhaps at least pay the rent. Meagre wages ensured 

that the inhabitants of Bleeding Heart Yard could not lift themselves out of poverty, and were 

therefore vulnerable to continued exploitation by creditors such as Mr Casby and his rent-

collector Mr Panks whose concern is not social welfare, but economic interest: “You’re not 

going to keep an open house for all the poor of London [...] You’re not going to lodge ‘em for 

nothing. You’re not going to open your gates wide and let ’em come free. Not if you know it, 

you an’t.” (Dickens LD 130). Slum areas such as Bleeding Heart Yard were notorious for their 

sub-standard accommodation and lofty rent prices; the working classes, with little option but 

to accept the squalid housing, found themselves prey to opportunistic, predatory rent-

collectors:   

‘There are courts and alleys innumerable called by the significant name of RENTS’ 

explained one sociologist, in all but name, of the 1840s ‘...they are not human 

habitations... They are merely so many man-traps to catch the paying animal in; they 

are machines for manufacturing rent.’ It was profoundly true. The urban landlord 

already appeared to have become a kind of dinosaur across the water who took his 

tribute in flesh and blood. [...] Between tenant and landlord often stretched a whole 

chain of shadowy intermediaries, held in their contracted order by a series of subleases 

which divided responsibilities for the upkeep of the property and inflated the rents paid 

for it (Dyos and Reeder 380). 
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The metaphorical parasitic cannibalism occurring in the working-classes will be analysed in 

Chapter Five, but in relation to Dickens’ urbanism, the rent traps used to catch the “paying 

animal” consume the inhabitants both architecturally and economically, devouring them 

through poverty and disease.    

 Maggy represents another form of social consumption in the lower classes: “Her old 

grandmother was not so kind to her as she should have been. [...] Gin [...] Broom-handles and 

pokers. [...] When Maggy was ten years old, [...] she had a bad fever, sir, and she has never 

grown any older ever since” (Dickens LD 86) Abused, presumably orphaned at a young age 

and left in a state of questionable sanity by her childhood illness, Maggy is now dependent 

upon Amy, her ‘Little Mother’, for direction and companionship. Just as Maggy’s 

grandmother represents the social consumption all too familiar in the urban underclasses (gin 

addiction, violence), Amy’s willingness to ‘adopt’ Maggy shows her own unwillingness to 

succumb to the trappings of urban consumption; Amy’s a-sexuality and role as producer and 

distributer rather than consumer, position her as the novel’s paradigm of selfless Victorian 

femininity which by proxy establishes the urban environment as selfish, and profligately male  

in terms of its industrial-capitalist drivers.  

Amy Dorrit’s self-denial and selflessness act as a beacon amidst London’s greed. “Little 

Dorrit, by and large, portrays a present that was intolerable to Dickens. It was a present that 

apotheosized hunger and ordained voracity” (Marlow 176). Amy’s insistence on restraint and 

moderation in terms of food, is contrasted with the city’s visible propensity for, and 

gratification of, overindulgence: 

They walked on with him until they came to a dirty shop-window in a dirty street, 

which was made almost opaque by the steam of hot meats, vegetables, and puddings. 
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But glimpses were to be caught of a roast leg of pork bursting into tears of sage and 

onion in a mental reservoir full of gravy, of an unctuous piece of roast beef and 

blisterous Yorkshire pudding bubbling hot in a similar receptacle, of a stuffed fillet of 

veal in rapid cut, of a ham in a perspiration with the pace it was going at, of a shallow 

tank of baked potatoes glued together by their own richness, of a truss or two of boiled 

greens, and other substantial delicacies (Dickens LD 199). 

The juxtaposition between the city’s gluttony and the individual’s gastronomic restraint is a 

trope used frequently by Dickens; his early novels Oliver Twist (1837-9) and Nicholas Nickleby 

(1838-9), make much of youthful starvation and the overindulgence of age: “The two are 

memorably juxtaposed in such famous scenes as Oliver Twist in the workhouse asking for 

more, or Nicholas Nickleby hungering at Dotheboys Hall: in each case, Dickens, by insisting 

on the choice fare on the tables of the elders, dramatises the naked intergenerational power 

play” (Watt 166). In Little Dorrit it is London, and all its urban trappings, which has 

overindulged (in terms of its overpopulation, and its valorisation of capitalism and 

consumerism) causing it to covetously spread out and consume its surroundings.  

 The city itself, as well as its inhabitants, is enamoured with notions of wealth. 

Capitalism, especially the new capitalism of the self-made merchant, manufacturer or banker 

stalks the novel and takes the form of Mr. Merdle. The rapidity and fervour with which he 

becomes an idol of the poor reflects the hope of all those not born into landed gentry, that they 

too could work themselves into fortune, creating a city obsessed with wealth and materialism: 

“All people knew (or thought they knew) was that he had made himself immensely rich; and, 

for that reason alone, prostrated themselves before him, more degradedly and less excusably 

than the darkest savage creeps out of his hole in the ground to propitiate, in some log or 
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reptile, the Deity of his benighted soul” (Dickens LD 464). While landed power was waning 

during the late 1840s and early 1850s, its social and political significance remained (Cain and 

Hopkins, 2). To ensure the survival of its influence, landed interest focussed on, even 

begrudgingly welcomed, the emerging gentlemanly capitalism which:  

... provided a crucial link between the older form of gentlemanly capitalism, based 

principally on agriculture, and the newer, springing from services and finance, which 

became dominant after 1850. The steady development of industry also helped to fill the 

vacuum left by the decline of landed wealth and influence (2). 

Merdle’s economic and social successes translate into the socially-motivated cannibalistic 

desire of the upper-classes to consume, assimilate and posses Merdle: “That illustrious man, 

and great national ornament, Mr. Merdle, continued his shining course. It began to be widely 

understood that one who had done society the admirable service of making so much money 

out of it, could not be suffered to remain a commoner. A baronetcy was spoken of with 

confidence; a peerage was frequently mentioned” (Dickens LD 578). The valorisation of 

capitalism which Merdle represents is however, with his corrupt “Forgery and Robbery” 

unveiled, quickly dismantled as well as his previously unquestionably well-earned position 

within the upper social echelons (593): 

As the whispers became louder [...] they became more threatening. He had sprung from 

nothing, by no natural growth or process that one could account for; he had been, after 

all, a low, ignorant fellow; he had been a down-looking man, and no one had ever been 

able to catch his eye; he had been taken up by all sorts of people, in quite an 

unaccountable manner; he never had any money of his own, his ventures had been 

utterly reckless, and his expenditure had been most enormous (593).  
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He is rejected by those who had previously desired to consume and possess him as one of their 

own, and posthumously regurgitated back into the realms of the economically unfit.  

 Merdle characterises the relationship between money, food and the city. His inquiry 

into whether “a man was to be called to account for his digestion?” implicates consumer 

dynamics and “indicates Dickens’ need to take account of the effects of a consumer society on 

the very bodily functions of its individual citizens” (Turley Houston 133). Even Merdle’s name 

closely aligns him with excretory practices48 – merde – firmly asserting his role as social, 

economic and gastronomic consumer. If the female economy is represented by Amy’s self-

restraint and moderation, then Mr Merdle’s capitalist appetites symbolise the masculine 

energies which came to define the era in terms of acquisition and ambition, in a novel which 

concerns itself with “defining the moral self in an amoral economic system that tolerates 

starvation in the midst of plenty.” (134).  

While Little Dorrit focuses on the corruption associated with materialism and the 

politics of economy, Dickens’ insistence on the “corporeality of consumption” pervades every 

aspect of the novel (Turley Houston 138). While traditional readings of the text have 

recognised the novel’s constant return to the image of the prison, its use as a consumptive 

force has been neglected. In all aspects of the novel characters are constrained by their urban 

environment; from the literalisation of prison incarceration to the trappings of poverty, the 

consumption of the individual by pressures of social mobility and the consumption of the 

imagination of the impoverished majority by the perceived autonomies of wealth - it is the city 

which controls and constructs these cannibalisations. The novel’s use of alimental vocabulary, 

 
48  Noted (among countless others) by Brian Murray in The Bedside, Bathtub and Armchair Companion to 

Dickens London and New York: Continuum. 2009. p. 129, and Barbara Weiss’ The Hell of the English: 

Bankruptcy and the Victorian Novel London and Toronto: Associated University Press, 1986. p. 152. 
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the constant “swallowing”, “sucking” or “starving” anchors the narrative in the visceral 

realities of urban life; it is not only a contemporary analysis of the consumer body politic, but 

of urban consumption and the volatile boundaries between devouring and devoured.  

Dickens’ Paris as Devouring and Devoured  

In 1857 Paul-Ernest de Rattier wrote of Paris: “The true Paris is by nature a dark, miry, 

malodorous city, confined within its narrow lanes [...] swarming with blind alleys, culs-de-sac, 

and mysterious passages, with labyrinths that lead you to the devil” (cited in Benjamin 523). 

At the beginning of the 1850s the city still favoured a medieval design: “The streets featured 

open gutters for carrying sewage that were breeding grounds for disease. The unplanned 

streets were narrow, often had confusing layouts and were not efficient for commerce and 

traffic” (MOTC). During the next decade the city would, like London, undergo radical 

modernization which included the widening of streets to accommodate the growing traffic, 

the aesthetic renewal of building facades, the division of Paris into arrondissements and the 

expansion of the city’s limits (MOTC).49 For de Rattier however, this regeneration of the city 

was aesthetic only, and the “true Paris” remained under the expansive architectural grandeur, 

hidden from view. The vast renovations created the problem of displacing and rehousing the 

working class, a problem which was now exacerbated by the wholesale demolition needed to 

remodel Paris, and the growth of the “shanty towns” of the lower-classes located on the city’s 

periphery (Shapiro 89). Mid-century Paris was a city of regeneration, redefinition, ambition 

and aspiration, but the development of the city centre left “a poor population” in a “territory 

 
49  Paris’ regeneration (1853-1870) was the work of Baron Georges-Eugène Haussmann. Napolèon III worked 

with Hausmann to create a Paris with open spaces, transportation links and a beautiful aesthetic. The Bois de 

Boulogne was inspired by London’s Hyde Park. For more on Paris’ transformation see David P. Jordan’s 

Transforming Paris: Life and Labours of Baron Haussmann New York and London: The Free Press (1995) and Walter 

Benjamin’s The Arcades Project (1924) and “Paris: Capital of the Nineteenth Century”(1935). 
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largely deprived of basic urban services”, such as sanitation (Shapiro xiv). Spiralling rents in 

these districts, together with landlords’ unethical practices, mirrored the English urban 

experience, motivating Dickens to dub the city, “a wicked and detestable place, though 

wonderfully attractive” (cited in Smith DCL).       

 In A Tale of Two Cities Paris is a city both devouring and devoured. It is the story of the 

neighbourhood of Saint Antoine and the revolution of its people from enduring “a terrible 

grinding and re-grinding in the mill” to their resurgence as a “living sea... wave on wave, 

depth on depth, and overflow[ing] the city” (Dickens ATTC 31, 239). The inhabitants’ 

starvation places the novel in the context of gastronomic desperation (the connotations of 

which Dickens had already explored, if also refuted, in his All the Year Round coverage of John 

Franklin), the “hunted” and “wild-beast” air of the people portraying the savagery which 

accompanies the “extraction of human nature” (ATTC 31-2, Marlow EC 656) 

Hunger. It was prevalent everywhere. Hunger was pushed out of the tall houses, in the 

wretched clothing that hung upon poles and lines; Hunger was patched into them with 

straw and rag and wood and paper; Hunger was repeated in every fragment of the small 

modicum of firewood that the man sawed off; Hunger stared down from the smokeless 

chimneys, and started up from the filthy street that had no offal, among its refuse, of 

anything to eat. Hunger was the inscription on the baker’s shelves, written in every small 

loaf of his scanty stock of bad bread; at the sausage-shop, in every dead-dog preparation 

that was offered for sale. Hunger rattled its dry bones among the roasting chestnuts in 

the turned cylinder; Hunger was shred into atomies in every farthing porringer of husky 

chips of potato, fried with some reluctant drops of oil” (Dickens ATTC 31).  
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Nothing was abundant “save tools and weapons; but the cutler’s knives and axes were sharp 

and bright, the smith’s hammers were heavy, and the gunmaker’s stock was murderous” (32). 

The latent violence of the glittering weapons and the shortage of food, portends to a 

population capable of savagery as “their suffering over the years [provoked] a slow grinding 

away of their natural human capacities” (Marlow DC 656). The city and its inhabitants, starved 

by aristocratic greed, are devoured until, in the machinations of Revolution, they finally 

“swallow up” the bourgeois, devouring aristocrats in a bloody feast characterised by the 

insatiate Guillotine (Dickens ATTC 383). 

Dickens opens his description of the Parisian streets as having “rough, irregular stones 

[...] pointing every way, and designed, one might have thought, expressly to lame all living 

creatures” (ATTC 29). The image is of a city preying on its inhabitants in its very cobbles, and 

this image of an inhospitable, hostile Paris is continued in the description of the clustered 

neighbourhood: 

Every little habitation within the great foul nest of one high building [...] left its own 

heap of refuse on its own landing, besides flinging other refuse from its own windows. 

The uncontrollable and hopeless mass of decomposition so engendered, would have 

polluted the air, even if poverty and deprivation had not loaded it with their intangible 

impurities [...] Through the rusted bars, tastes rather than glimpses, were caught of the 

jumbled neighbourhood (37-8). 

Experienced through “tastes rather than glimpses”, Dickens’ city is used as a means of 

connecting the physical with the architectural, suggesting the unnaturalness of the oral within 

the urban setting (116). In his essay “Oral Dickens” Ian Watt discusses the established 

relationship between sublimated violence and oral imagery in Dickens’ works, consider the 
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obsession with Carker’s “ever-bared teeth” in Dombey and Son (1848), or in Great Expectations 

(1861) when Magwitch threatens that “your heart and your liver shall be tore out, roasted and 

ate” (Dickens DS 178, Dickens GE 37). Dickens’ descriptions of a decaying Paris therefore 

foreshadow the bloody violence of social change, while the descriptive amalgamations of body 

and city portend to the savagely visceral desires of the mob, who characterise the destruction 

of both physical bodies and structural edifices. Writing in 1796, Edmund Burke denounced the 

Jocobins and their savagery during the Revolution: “By cannibalism I mean their devouring, 

as a nutriment of their ferocity, some part of the bodies of those they have murdered. [...] By 

cannibalism I mean also to signify all the nameless, unmanly and abominable insults on the 

bodies of those they slaughter” (cited in Malchow 63). The use of cannibal rhetoric reduced 

revolutionaries to savages and, in turn, reduced their dissentions to opportunistic gluts of 

violent delight.  

Dickens’ assertion that the late eighteenth century period in which A Tale of Two Cities 

is set “was so far like the present period”, draws a violent parallel between the chaos and fear 

of Revolutionary France and the mid-nineteenth century English industrial revolution (Jerry 

Cruncher’s presence implicates England from the first) (Dickens ATTC 1). Writing to a friend 

in 1855, Dickens suggested that the resentment of the English working classes was 

dangerously close to inspiring revolution: “I believe the discontent to be so much the worse 

for smouldering, instead of blazing openly, that it is extremely like the general mind of France 

before the breaking out of the first Revolution, and is in danger of being turned […] into such 

a devil of a conflagration as never has been beheld since” (cited in Glancy 13). Like the French 

aristocrats gathered nightly in Monseigneur’s salon, there hung around the English upper-

classes a “leprosy of unreality” in which the sufferings and hardships of the underclasses did 
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not exist (Dickens ATTC 116). In writing of eighteenth-century Paris, Dickens depicts the 

unrest of a nineteenth-century London burgeoning with social iniquity. In a very real way, the 

two can be linked through cities’ need to consume bodies. Dickens’ eighteenth-century Paris, 

and the dream of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité requires the blood and bodies of the ‘old’ order; a 

new, regenerative Paris can, and will, only be built upon the bodies of defunct aristocrats. In 

the same way, Dickens’ London, and the bourgeois dream of Modernity, Industry, Progress, 

requires the labour and bodies of the working/lower-classes.  

It is Englishman Jerry Cruncher, obvious cannibal appellation aside, and his nocturnal 

“fishing” (in fact graveyard body-snatching), which foregrounds the Revolutionary 

significance of subsisting on the deceased as well as connecting England with this metaphoric 

form of cannibalism (Dickens ATTC 174). It is this occupation that brings “a jinte of meat or 

two” to the family dining table, and his “suggestive habit of sucking the rust from his corpse-

contaminated fingers, ingesting on one occasion, as Dickens puts it ‘quite a lunch of rust’” 

which transforms bodies into a family meal (ATTC 175, Stone 68). Cruncher’s necro-

cannibalism is symbolic of the underclass desperation explored in the opening chapter of this 

study; the constraints of poverty which require him to exchange bodies for bread run parallel 

to the mob desperation of the revenge-seeking Parisian underclass, cannibalistic in its thirst 

for blood.       

Dickens’ Revolutionary Paris is truly horrifying in its violent mob mentality, “where 

even life itself is subject to its capricious whim” (Schwarzbach 177). A Tale of Two Cities 

anathematizes French Revolutionaries as “life-thirsting, cannibal-looking, bloody minded” 

savages in a city “dominated by the axe” (ATTC 354, 351). James Gillray’s eighteenth-century 

caricatures of the Revolution “joined the domestic Georgian image of the devouring mob with 



102 

 

that of the alien and depraved foreigner, the starving French worker” (Malchow 61). These 

were still widely available in Victorian culture, resurfacing following the demonization of the 

Revolutionary Left in both 1830 and 1848. 

 

Petit Souper, a la Parisienne – James Gilray (1792) 

Mayhew suggests that the “people of the streets” the potential mob, typically had features 

such as “high cheekbones and protruding jaws”, the same physiognomic analysis applied to 

contemporary criminals or the savage jungle tribes of Empire where cannibal practices were, 

if not an everyday occurrence, certainly expected (Mayhew cited in Giddings 87).    

The revolution of the socio-economically oppressed underclass was a very real anxiety 

during the previous decade, and while the immediate threat had been neutralised, the threat 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjB_rL9lubXAhUICMAKHfFvDAoQjRwIBw&url=http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-britain/exhibition/gothic-nightmares-fuseli-blake-and-romantic-imagination/gothic-5&psig=AOvVaw1A3CmFuesYp5aNBWfVm0jX&ust=1512127140524122
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of mob-rule was still a concern for the English middle and upper-classes of society a decade 

later50:  

In the previous three-quarters of a century the middle-class had become increasingly 

fearful of their social and economic inferiors, a situation brought about by the great 

political upheavals of the time. The Gordon Riots of 1780, the fall of the Bastille in 

1789, the Peterloo Massacre of 1819, the agitations that surrounded the Reform Act of 

1832 and the Chartist riots; the failed harvests of the ‘hungry forties’; and [...] the 

Europe-wide riots of 1848. All had merged to form a nebulous image of the great mass 

of workers biding their time, waiting to turn into ‘King Mob’ (Flanders CP 28). 

For British newspaper readers who had read the multitude of reports from Revolutionary 

Paris, such as that of “M. Guillyn [who had] been eaten by his fellow-creatures, who cut him 

in pieces, beginning with his feet”, the threat of an underclass rebellion was perilous to say the 

least (The Times 1791). This, in addition to contemporary portrayals of revolution in metaphors 

of incorporation “as a devouring”, encouraged a view of the mob as little more than an 

untamed animal, or ravenous monster (Malchow 61). The marriage of the cannibal and the 

mob was therefore an established union, and from the very opening of Dickens’ novel the mob 

is allied with cannibalistic desire following the breaking of a wine cask:  

Some men kneeled down, made scoops of their two hands joined, and sipped, or tried 

to help women who bent over their shoulders, to sip before the wine had all run out 

 
50  The working-classes were often discouraged from gathering en masse by dint of being ‘priced out’ of locations 

or activities. This was due to anxieties concerning their behaviour when grouped together. An example of this is 

the delay in cheaper entrance fees to the Great Exhibition, ‘shilling days’ did not take place until almost a month 

after the Exhibition’s opening. The Times stoked fear concerning the gathering of the working classes: “For a great 

many days before the ‘shilling people’ were admitted to the building, the great topic of conversation was the 

probable behaviour of the people. Would they come sober? Will they destroy things? Will they want to cut their 

initials, or scratch their names on the panes of glass light-houses?” For more on social policing of the working 

classes through leisure, see Judith Flanders’ Consuming Passions: Leisure and Pleasure in Victorian Britain London: 

Harper Perennial, 2006. 
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between their fingers. [...] Those who had been greedy with the staves of the cask, had 

acquired a tigerish smear about the mouth; and one tall joker so besmirched, [...] 

scrawled upon a wall with his finger dipped in muddy wine-lees – BLOOD (Dickens 

ATTC 29). 

The desperation apparent in the scene as some “devoted themselves to the sodden and lee-

dyed pieces of the cask, licking and even champing the moister wine-rotted fragments with 

eager relish” transforms the scene into a frenzy, with the chewing, licking and drinking 

creating what Stone describes as a “savage nightmare vision” (ATTC 29, Stone 165).   

In Dickens’ text, the capitalist structures of power against which the Revolution fought 

are initially still in place, maintaining an exploited and impoverished majority: “Expressive 

signs of what made them poor, were not wanting; the tax for the church, the tax for the lord, 

tax local and tax general, were to be paid here and to be paid there, according to solemn 

inscription in the little village, until the wonder was, that there was any village left 

unswallowed” (Dickens ATTC 124). The notion of geographical consumption is emphasised 

by Dickens’ earlier portrait of “one of the great lords in power at the Court” who “could 

swallow a great many things with ease, and was by few sullen minds supposed to be rather 

rapidly swallowing France” (Dickens ATTC 112). The image of the aristocracy swallowing, 

and the under-classes being swallowed is illustrative of the novel’s power-dynamic, and 

Sterrenbug argues that it is the presence of these body metaphors which ultimately 

differentiate social class in Dickensian fiction: 

Nineteenth-century literature employs a “reduction to the body” to symbolise class 

relationships. In literary iconography, different classes are imagined to experience their 

bodies in different ways. [...] The middle classes can distinguish their own relatively 
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repressed identities by portraying the rival classes above and below as more physical, 

animalistic, and appetite-ridden. The upper classes, who were associated with race, 

blood and conspicuous consumption of various kinds could logically be rendered in 

bodily terms, and so could the lower classes, whose bodies were prey to the deforming 

and brutalising experiences of poverty and [...] labour (247). 

Reduced to bodily terms, upper and working classes literalise the binaries of gluttony and 

famine representative of the semiotics of capitalism. The grotesque unnaturalness of expecting 

“one class to starve so that another class might gluttonise”, in a sense reduces the underclasses 

to food which the upperclasses then gorge upon (Turley Houston 13). Cannibal and capitalist 

discourse can always be linked through the use of this appetite-driven alimentary rhetoric; 

Dickens’ continual allusions to swallowing and gnawing hunger are encapsulated by an 

economically disjointed Paris. The inversion of the traditional trope of working-class 

cannibalism, the foregrounding of upper-class (not only gastronomic but economic) gluttony 

practiced not as a result of desperation but of greed, emphasises the novel’s continual 

preoccupation with, and return to, images of consumption.   

 Dickens utilises the metaphorical cannibalism of the mob’s consumption of space and 

property in addition to the desperate hunger experienced by the city’s poor, to create an entire 

city hungry for blood:  

In A Tale of Two Cities Dickens employs a symbolic reduction to bodily functions (eating 

and devouring) not only in order to differentiate between the classes, but also to depict 

the social origins of the French Revolution of 1789. Within Dickens’ iconography, 

eating, hunger and devouring serve as the signs of class oppression (Sterrenburg 247). 
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The hunger which drives the inhabitants of the city can only be satiated by blood, a 

cannibalistic image in itself; the reduction of the plot to consumptive terms, the overwhelming 

desire of one group to consume another, creates a climate of morbid repetition as Dickens 

grimly prophesies at the end of the novel: “Sow the same seed of rapacious licence and 

oppression over again, and it will surely yield the same fruit according to its kind” (ATTC 417). 

Cautioning that the cannibalistic propensities of working-class insurrection are not indigenous 

to France and the French but are the product of human suffering,51 the novel’s image of the 

“butcherly mob” is of a populace driven to extremes through want, hunger and neglect (267). 

The city has turned them into “rats ... sleeping close together in their dark holes”, their 

hopelessness and lack of control over their own lives reflected in their position as prey (122). 

Rats however, according to Harry Stone, had ferocious and loathsome cannibalistic attributes 

for Dickens who associated them with the monstrously sized rats of Gulliver’s Travels and the 

man-eating, ship-wrecking rats of his nurse-maid’s bedtime tales (Stone 17,166)52.  

  More than the cannibalistic references to the mob’s bloody desires, A Tale of Two Cities 

explores the extent to which a city is defined by its inhabitants. The mob’s bloodlust is 

paralleled in the city’s consumption by its under-class, Paris’ prisons literally “gorged with 

people who had committed no offence” and its rivers to the South “encumbered with the 

bodies of the violently drowned by night” (Dickens ATTC 305, 306). The city transformed by 

 
51  Dickens’ essay ‘On Strike’ published in February 1854 details the strike of Preston cotton workers, 

warning of the calamity of a “political economy [which] is a mere skeleton unless it has a little human 

covering and filling out, a little human bloom upon it, and a little human warmth in it” HW 11 February 

1854, p. 558. 
52  Edmund Saul Dixon’s “Rat Tales” was published in Household Words in August 1858: “Rats are eminently 

ratophagous, which is lucky for us, for, without ratophagy, rats would have devoured all the other living 

inhabitants of the globe. Not only do nearly-related species devour each other, but individuals of the same race 

also practise cannibalism. Fathers eat their babies in the nest, to spare them the pains of teething; children eat their 

declining parents, to relieve them of the burthen of life...” pp. 212-3.  
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its hungry inhabitants into a gaping, voracious, indiscriminating maw. The necessitation of 

blood to facilitate change is shared by both city and populace in the novel, and through 

Dickens’ accumulation of metaphors, connotations and associations we see the Parisian streets 

as the setting for both social depravity and social revenge. It is in this setting that Dickens’ 

urban cannibalism is at its most overt, bloody and violent; repeated images of starvation, 

gluttony, flesh, bones, blood and wine underpin the violent desperation of the Parisian 

underclasses in a cautionary tale of capitalist exploitation, and the renewal of a city through 

the consumption of blood.  

In The Country and the City, Raymond Williams asserts that: “The physical world is 

never, in Dickens, unconnected with man”, and the continuous motion, clamour and 

restlessness of the 1850s offers no better setting for the physical body and the structural to 

collide (161). Dickens’ London has long been referred to as ‘a character in its own right’, a 

significant element of his writing, the descriptions of which are easily recognisable. While for 

some of his characters, the miles of streets offer hopes of economic stability, emotional 

autonomy or social mobility, for  Dickens’ the urban, not just London, is always inherently 

cannibalistic; the bodies drawn into towns and cities must invariably sacrifice themselves in 

terms of labour, social and material pressures or economic hardship. Reversions to barbarism 

or the primitive are suggestive of a “by-product of the capitalist and industrial order [...] 

cannibal creatures [...] tend to be ‘manufactured’ or otherwise conditioned by the society from 

which they emerge” (Sterrenburg 257). While the savagery of the underclasses is deplored, the 

real barbarism concerns the disregard for human life under a capitalist, imperialist, urban 

agenda. 

 



108 

 

3 

Gendered Disease as Self-Consumption  

in Fictions of the 1860s   

“No woman ever passed through life without being ill. She suffers from ‘the custom of women’, or she 

does not. In either case she is normally or abnormally ill. Thus every woman is, according to 

temperament and other circumstances, always more or less an invalid.” J McGrigor Allen ‘On the Real 

Differences in the Minds of Men and Women’ (1869) 

 

“Arraign the uterus, and you fix in the woman the arrow of 

 hypochondria, it may be for ever.” T.C. Allbutt (1884) 

The industrial revolution progressed and sacrifices of blood, sweat and bodies were offered 

up to the gods of smoke and iron. The most deadly effect of this industrial (r)evolution was 

the spread of disease, which ran rampant through the close-packed houses and narrow streets 

of industrial urban centres. Cholera and smallpox decimated the British workforce during the 

course of the Victorian era, child mortality rates were high and the average factory worker 

could expect to live just thirty years (O’Connor 3).  

 As countless commentators have noted, cramped living conditions, thriving 

populations and poor sanitation provided ideal breeding grounds for disease. The Victorian 

urban space encouraged frequent and congested contact between the classes, as mapped by 

Dickens and Gissing whose novels often carefully navigate the class-collisions of their 

characters. Pamela Gilbert asserts that this physical blurring of classes, and the shrinking of 
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“previously inviolable spaces heightens – as conflict always does – awareness of boundaries: 

contact becomes associated with contagion” (3). Water-borne diseases such as cholera, typhoid 

and dysentery were associated with the lower-classes, but the ‘The Great Stink’ of 1859, in 

which “a more than normal proportion of the contents of the Thames consisted of sewage”, 

encouraged diseases to flourish throughout London regardless of class boundaries (Halliday 

204). The thousands dying in unsanitary conditions, in addition to the century’s biggest killer 

– tuberculosis, now drew attention to the body’s vulnerability to disease. In the context of a 

Britain which controlled and colonised between a third and a quarter of the globe, the notion 

of diseased bodies became particularly troubling. Kathryn Byrne argues that: 

The health of a nation is necessarily dependent upon the health of its citizens; disease 

disrupts social functioning by negatively intervening in the lives of the people. It also 

fractures society’s view of itself as a robust, operational, organic whole, causing a 

separation between healthy sections of ‘Self’ and diseased bodies of ‘Other’ (1) . 

The 1830s and 1840s saw two waves of contagious disease in Britain: “the first, from 1831 to 

1833, included two influenza epidemics and the initial appearance of cholera [52,000 lives lost]; 

the second, from 1836 to 1842, encompassed major epidemics of influenza, typhus, typhoid, 

and cholera” (Haley 52). Typhus spread via fleas common in every Victorian home, and 

influenza when not fatal left its victims weakened in their defences against other diseases. 

Unlike cholera, which was water-borne and spread through the contaminated water-sources 

mainly affecting poorer neighbourhoods, fevers were unrestricted by geographical, or social, 

boundaries:   

In the 1830s the "new fever," typhus, was isolated. During its worst outbreak, in 1837-

38, most of the deaths from fever in London were attributed to typhus, and new cases 
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averaged about sixteen thousand in England in each of the next four years. This 

happened to coincide with one of the worst smallpox contagions, which killed tens of 

thousands, mainly infants and children. Scarlet fever, or scarlatina as it was then called, 

was responsible for nearly twenty thousand deaths in 1840 alone (53). 

By the 1860s the importance placed upon physical health, and physical illness, had advanced 

to the forefront of public consciousness. Technological advancements in medicine such as the 

refinement of the microscope in 1850 (and further refinements to the glass in the 1880s), and 

Louis Pasteur’s groundbreaking work on bacteria and germ theory (1857-65), brought with 

them a greater understanding of, and a rise in the number of theories concerning, disease.53 

These were widely circulated: initially in medical publications such as The Lancet, then 

disseminating to the wider public through public lectures and newspaper articles, as Athena 

Vrettos comments: 

The proliferation of medical writings in the nineteenth century - which included 

lectures, textbooks, journals, essays, advice manuals, case studies, photographic 

comparisons and analyses - and their role in establishing physiological, behavioural 

and cultural norms served to highlight the body and its potential for disease (5). 

One of the consequences of this attention to the body was the re-affirmation of gender roles, 

the need for which could now be medically, physiologically and scientifically verified. By the 

turn of the eighteenth century, there existed in medical literature “a stereotype of woman as a 

medically unique but inferior being, whose health was determined by her femininity”, and in 

which menstruation was the central feature (Digby 193). The image of the female as being 

 
53  For an in depth study of late-Victorian microscopy, science and disease, see Martin Willis’ Vision, 

Science and Literature 1870-1920: Ocular Horizons London: Pickering and Chatto, 2011.    
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biologically predisposed to hysteria and other diseases such as tuberculosis and syphilis found 

currency in Victorian medical literature, whose authors were men of reputation who 

frequently held teaching positions in leading medical schools, this ensured the dissemination 

of medical opinions which pathologised the weakness and instability of the female body.  

Katherine Byrne observes that this medicalisation of femininity rendered female bodies “sites 

of social anxiety”, suggesting that female pathologies tapped into contemporary fears 

regarding the unchecked female body, its inherent volatility and propensity for sexual 

transgression54 (1). 

Theories of sexual differences outlined by Darwinian science “were incorporated into 

a highly prescriptive late-Victorian psychology of women” (Showalter TFM 122). Carolyn 

Burdett has commented that: “The shorthand term ‘Darwinian’ appeared very quickly after 

1859 and was used in loose ways to refer to many different accounts of social development 

and progress. Some of these had little in common with Darwin’s theory, other than the belief 

that biological concepts could be applied to human communities”. Darwin’s Origin could 

therefore be used to justify social patriarchy and traditional gender roles in its affirmation of 

superior male physical strength. Evolving in the 1860s, and then widely accepted a decade 

later by eminent physicians such as Henry Maudsley55 and T.S. Clouston56, Darwinian 

 
54  Certain diseases such as mania, hysteria, tuberculosis, syphilis, brain-fever and melancholia were specifically 

equated with weaknesses inherent in the female body, thereby designating them ‘female-centric’ illnesses. 
55  Henry Maudsley’s (1835-1918) position as one of Victorian Britain’s eminent psychiatrists was forged by his 

acquaintance with Charles Darwin and other leading contemporary intellectuals. An advocate of degeneration 

theory, he believed that physical or mental ‘taints’ could be inherited, and were exaggerated, through generations. 

His most notable works The Physiology and Pathology of Mind (1867), Body and Mind (1870) and Mental Responsibility 

in Health and Disease (1874) influenced mental health diagnoses and treatment into the twentieth century.    

56  Thomas Smith Clouston (1840-1915), a Scottish psychiatrist, was a celebrated lecturer and eminent physician 

specialising in the causes and treatments of insanity. In 1863 he was appointed superintendent of the Cumberland 

and Westmoreland Asylum in Carlisle; and in 1873, Superintendent of the new Royal Edinburgh Asylum. In 1879, 

Clouston was appointed Lecturer on Mental Diseases in the University of Edinburgh, a post which he held in 

conjunction with his position at the Royal Edinburgh Asylum. Clouston gained an international reputation for his 
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psychiatrists insisted that the differences between the sexes transcended the purely physical, 

with Maudsley asserting that “there is sex in mind as distinctly as there is sex in body” (466). 

This assumption marked women out as being biologically designed to lead the passive (yet 

always cheerfully encouraging) lives which would be complementary to the active, 

competitive lives of men. Their biological function, it was argued, ruled women’s lives: being 

both physically and mentally designed to give birth and bring up children. According to 

Victorian medicine, the main difference between the sexes was to be found in the nervous 

system. The female nervous system was “irritable”, prone to overstimulation and exhaustion 

and “far more sensitive and susceptible than the male, and extremely liable to those distressing 

affections which for want of some better term, have been denominated nervous, and which 

consist chiefly in painful affections of the head, heart, side, and indeed, of almost every part 

of the system” (Hall 27). The gendering of medical knowledge therefore sought to define 

sexual difference in “the most basic structure of the human anatomy” (Vrettos 6). The 

prevailing view was that the male body was dominated by the brain (foregrounding logic, 

intellect), and the female by the nervous system (emotion, sensibility); this medicalisation of 

womanhood consequently rendered specific diseases more inclined to affect female bodies, 

those which could upset the delicate and “irritable” female nervous system.  

 The role of the reproductive system and its close relationship with the nervous system 

regulated women’s moods, responses to stimuli and emotional sensibility, the inter-

connectivity of body and mind rendering each the more susceptible to illness:   

 
exposition of the psychiatric disorders of adolescence. He published extensively, beginning with his remarkable 

Clinical Lectures on Mental Diseases (1883), followed, much later, by his more popular work Unsoundness of Mind 

(1911). In 1888, Clouston served as President of the Medico-Psychological Association. He retired in 1908 and was 

knighted in 1911. 
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The uterus, it was assumed, was connected to the central nervous system; shocks to the 

nervous system might alter the reproductive cycle-might even mark the gestating foetus 

- while changes in the reproductive cycle shaped emotional states. This intimate and 

hypothetical link between ovaries, uterus, and nervous system was the logical basis for 

the "reflex irritation" model of disease causation so popular in middle and late 

nineteenth-century medical texts and monographs on psychiatry and gynaecology. Any 

imbalance, exhaustion, infection, or other disorders of the reproductive organs could 

cause pathological reactions in parts of the body seemingly remote. Doctors connected 

not only the paralyses and headaches of the hysteric to uterine disease but also ailments 

in virtually every part of the body (Smith-Rosenburg and Rosenburg 335). 

Illnesses in the female body, another physician explained "will be found, on due investigation, 

to be in reality, no disease at all, but merely the sympathetic reaction or the symptoms of one 

disease, namely, a disease of the womb" (cited in Smith-Rosenburg and Rosenburg). The effect 

of disease on the infected body was therefore deemed to depend on its sex; women’s weaker, 

more susceptible physiologies revolved around the recalcitrant womb which could become 

dislodged and wander around the body as a result of excessive physical activity.57 The close 

relationship between women’s reproductive and nervous systems cultivated the medical 

theorisation of female emotions as physical symptoms: diseases such as hysteria could be 

diagnosed as catalysed by emotional trauma. The Victorian medical fascination with the 

female reproductive system, and the continued belief in its central role in medical pathology, 

caused female-centric illnesses to be linked to sexual desire: hysteria was associated with 

 
57  The theory of the “wandering uterus” dates back to Ancient Greece and Hippocrates’ teachings that female 

illness was due to the uterus roaming the body, interfering with other organs, like a “wild beast”. For more on the 

incorrect medicalisation of the female body see Lana Thompson’s The Wandering Womb: A Cultural History of 

Outrageous Beliefs About Women London: Prometheus, 1999. 
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sexual repression, insanity with the illicit expression of sexual feeling, consumption with both 

moral purity and feverish sexual desire and brain fever with sexual unfulfillment.  

             In Mad, Bad and Sad (2008) Lisa Appignanesi illustrates this theorisation of emotional 

expression as physical symptoms in her analysis of a table composed by physician William 

Black in 1810 detailing the causes of insanity in patients admitted to Bethlam Hospital:  

 

              

Cited in Appignanesi 201  

 While this table details the causes for admission for both male and female patients, the 

medical belief in the connection between emotional and physical catalysts for mental illness 

is clear; Appignanesi goes on to cite childbirth and nursing as catalysing insanity as well as 

acknowledging the medical legitimisation of puerperal insanity, all of which leant medical 

validation to the physical and mental hazards of the female experience.  

 “Illness is metaphor” asserts Paula Treichler, and in relation to Victorian female-

centric illnesses consumption is the metaphor (265). Tuberculosis was a disease which fit into 

the pathologised weakness, mutability and latent sexuality of the female body. In Illness as 
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Metaphor (1978) Susan Sontag contends that it is “understood as a disease of extreme contrasts: 

white pallor and red flush, hyperactivity alternating with languidness” (11). She asserts that: 

“In TB, the person is ‘consumed’, burned up”, the fever affirming for Victorian medical 

professionals, “a sign of an inward burning: the tubercular was someone ‘consumed’ by 

ardour, that ardour leading to a dissolution of the body” (14, 20). If we accept this however, 

with the symptoms of TB so closely linked with those of other female-centric diseases such as 

brain fever and nervous exhaustion (where the only differing symptom is the flu/cough 

associated with TB), it may also be reasoned that diseases to which Victorian women were 

particularly vulnerable were merely differing versions of ‘consumption’, thus constituting a 

‘cannibalisation’ of the self. The chapter will contend that atrophy, brain fever and overt 

sexuality are as ‘wasting’ as the famous wasting disease itself, thereby making such conditions 

consumptive and self-cannibalistic.    

This chapter focuses on the tubercular symptoms of female illness. The codification of 

consumptive symptoms, the consumptive aesthetic as well as stereotypes of the typical 

consumptive patient were culturally ingrained following the disease’s popularity in 

eighteenth-century poetry and prose.58 Lord Byron the early-nineteenth century’s enfant 

terrible, was famous for his charismatic magnetism, no small part of which was formed by his 

pale complexion, unusual eating habits and restricted diet. Upon seeing his reflection in an 

Athens looking-glass, Lord Byron remarked to Lord Sligo in 1810: “How pale I look! I should 

like, I think, to die of consumption, because then the women would all say ‘See that Byron – 

how interesting he looks in dying!’” (cited in MacCarthy 129). Indeed, the disease’s cultural 

 
58  Clark Lawlor in Consumption and Literature: The Making of the Romantic Disease, follows the eighteenth-century’s 

love-affair with consumption from its Romantic associations with genius, to Keats as the “primary symbolic figure 

of the consumptive poet.” (9). 
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prominence and its associations with swoon-worthy poets such as Keats, Byron and Shelley, 

continued into the nineteenth century as the Victorian era’s most common cause of death.59 In 

literature, sufferers of the disease “may be represented as passionate but are, [...] deficient in 

vitality, in life force”(Sontag 25). This dichotomy corresponded with contemporary theories 

concerning the duality of women’s nature as being both the spiritual and moral guardian of 

hearth, home and nation and innately, imperiously sexual or in Mary Poovey’s words: “The 

contradiction between a sexless, moralized angel and an aggressive, carnal magdalen” (11).  

The hybridity of these fantasies, someone both fiercely passionate and morally repressed, is 

realised in both the TB-prone characters of literature and in the  ‘typical’ Victorian woman; the 

overlapping symptoms of tuberculosis, brain fever, hysteria, and mania were all understood 

to “be [...] a failure of will or an overintensity” synonymous with the weaknesses of the female 

condition (Sontag 63). Tuberculosis could therefore provide a metaphor of contradictory 

applications: “It described the death of someone (like a child) thought to be too ‘good’ to be 

sexual: the assertion of angelic psychology. It was also a way of describing sexual feelings [...] 

promoting the claims of passion, a way of describing repression and advertising the claims of 

sublimation” (Sontag 25-6). The homologous pathology of female-centric diseases create 

parallels between physical and mental diseases; Susan Sontag notes that contemporary 

depictions of insanity and tuberculosis: “ha[d] many parallels... notion[s] of the sufferer as a 

hectic, reckless creature of passionate extremes, someone too sensitive to bear the horrors of 

the vulgar, everyday world” (35-6). The fragility of both body and mind implied in Sontag’s 

 
59  By the mid-19th century, tuberculosis accounted for as many as 60,000 children’s deaths per year. For more on 

tuberculosis mortality rates, see Joan Lane’s A Social History of Medicine: Health, Healing and Disease in England 1750 

– 1950 London: Routledge, 2001. 



117 

 

pathology, intimates the susceptibility of women, or effeminate men60 (another social threat), 

to these diseases. The over-arching symptoms of female-centric diseases, and the perceived 

duality of the Victorian woman, ensured that most, if not all, women could be diagnosed 

during her lifetime. 

 This chapter constructs disease as a self-cannibalisation of the body in fictions of the 

1860s. Given an academic discourse heavily focussed on the female tubercular aesthetic,61 this 

chapter will address tubercular symptoms in those other diseases which helped to define the 

Victorian female experience and its inherent limitations. The term ‘consumption’, first used in 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and continuing into the nineteenth, denoted the 

disease’s consumption of the body as a result of weight loss and the gradual wasting-away of 

the patient (Frith). It traditionally presented as flu-like symptoms followed by a persistent 

cough, breathlessness, weight loss and pains in the chest and sides. The prolonged nature of 

the disease was romanticised in literature as allowing the sufferer time to consider the 

Afterlife, to make atonement for any sins, and to ameliorate their relationship with God 

thereby purifying and spiritualising their death. The heroines of George MacDonald’s Adela 

Cathcart (1864), Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cousin Phillis (1864) and Rhoda Broughton’s Not Wisely But 

Too Well (1867) each manifest the secondary symptoms traditionally associated with 

consumption: erratic behaviour, headaches, restlessness, weight loss, agitation, sparkling eyes, 

fever, watchfulness and flushed countenances62 (Copeland 210). These heroines are consumed 

 
60  Ralph Touchett in Henry James’ Portrait of a Lady (1880-1) characterises the consumptive male-eccentric. See 

Chapter Six of Katherine Byrne’s Tuberculosis and the Victorian Literary Imagination for more on consumption and 

the masculine identity in James’ novel.  

61  Katherine Byrne Tuberculosis and the Victorian Literary Imagination (2011), Deborah Gorham The Victorian Girl and 

the Feminine Ideal (1982), Anna Krugovoy Silver Victorian Literature and the Anorexic Body (2002), Clark Lawlor 

Consumption and Literature: The Making of the Romantic Disease (2006).   
62  In her Reminiscences (1871), Ellen Nussey recalls Anne Brontë looking “sweetly pretty and flushed” on a visit to 

Haworth just prior to Anne’s diagnosis with consumption. Even divorced from its place in fict ion as aesthetically 
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by their illnesses, with marked differences in their external appearances and behaviours in 

their transformation from healthy to diseased, from woman to invalid. 

Both Kate Chester in Not Wisely and Phyllis Holman in Cousin Phillis display bursts of 

varied, restless and rapid activity followed by periods of apathetic languor, while Adela  

Cathcart’s illness sees her in a state of constant torpor, resulting in “not fever enough” 

(MacDonald 98). Mental depression or decline was hailed to be a common prelude to 

consumption63, and is recognised as such by Adela’s physician who believes that many women 

of his patient’s age “go into a consumption just from discontent” (41). While Phillis and Kate 

exhibit the burning restlessness of failed romances, Adela’s admission that her illness is not 

occasioned by Percy (her father’s matrimonial hope for her) negates any opportunity for 

feverish, burning desire, leaving only the wasting and weakening effects of her illness; in fact 

her recovery from moral atrophy is, in part, the result of her falling in love (and more 

importantly having this love returned) with her doctor, Harry Armstrong.   

Reading disease as an embodied form of self-cannibalism requires the recognition of “the 

otherness of disease and its capacity to reconfigure conceptions of the self” (Vrettos 3). Its 

diagnosis involves the “measuring of an individual’s physical or mental state against some 

standard of health or normality”, the onset of disease therefore constituting the breakdown of 

the normal ‘self’, and its replacement by something ‘other’ (Pedlar 4). According to Julia 

Kristeva in Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (1982), the abject acknowledges this 

deterioration of self and other, as the “human reaction (horror, vomit) to a threatened 

 
romanticised, Ellen’s description of Anne evidences the popularity of the tubercular female aesthetic. Cited in Juliet 

Barker’s The Brontës: A Life in Letters 2nd Ed. London: Little Brown, p. 222.  
63  “Mental depression holds a very conspicuous place among these circumstances which diminish the powers of 

the system generally, and often proves one of the most effectual determining causes of phthisis.” James Clark The 

Cyclopaedia of Practical Medicine (1832) p. 321.  
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breakdown in meaning caused by the loss of the distinction between subject and object or 

between self and other” (Felluga). This potential convergence between self and other (in this 

case between patient and disease) is a prominent trope in the Victorian fictionalising of women 

and illness, as the diseases often become personified: mental instability becomes the 

madwoman, tuberculosis transforms into the ethereal, angelic consumptive.64 This loss of 

distinction between patient and disease (the dissolution of boundaries) aligns with metaphors 

of self-cannibalism in which the body, its wellbeing and identity, is consumed by elements 

within itself. While Kristeva asserts that: “It is [...] not lack of cleanliness or health that causes 

abjection”, her insistence that abjection is anything which “disturbs identity, system, order” is 

precisely what takes place in Victorian depictions of female-centric disease (4). The “lack of 

[...] health”, or the state of otherness as opposed to a healthy natural state, disturbs the sufferer’s 

identity in its elicitation of unusual symptoms and behaviour.  

In this diseased state, the body takes on an uncanniness in which the abnormality of 

pathological symptoms, whether physical or mental, destabilises the boundaries of the self: 

The primary concept drawn upon by the philosopher Svenaeus are those of the 

‘unhomelike’ body and the ‘body uncanny’; the latter is the phenomenologist Zaner’s 

term, and refers to the fact that ‘if there is a sense in which my own body is intimately 

mine, there is an equally decisive sense in which I belong to it – in which I am at its 

disposal or mercy, if you will.’ Encountering the body in the latter mode e.g. when it is 

 

64  While Bertha Mason is perhaps the Victorian era’s most famous madwoman, Charlotte Brontë’s Jane 

Eyre (1847)  also personifies tuberculosis in Helen Burns whose religious piety and moral goodness are 

immortalised by her quiet death. George DuMaurier’s eponymous heroine Trilby transforms into the 

epitome of fragile, erotic, femininity as a consumptive invalid and Lucy Audley in Mary Elizabeth 

Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret (1864) degenerates into an insane murderess.    
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ill and has needs and demands of its own, is not unlike encountering the body as an 

alien creature with its own will (Morris 601). 

Uncanniness as outlined by Freud in his 1919 essay entitled “The Uncanny”, encompasses: 

“nothing new or foreign, but something familiar and old-established in the mind that has been 

estranged only [in] the process of repression” (47). The heimlich-ness of the body, homeliness 

if you will, depends on its familiarity, its completeness, its boundaries, its containment and its 

predictability. The un of Freud’s unheimlich represents an estrangement or, as Freud has 

termed, “a token of repression” (51). While previous academic discourse has linked the 

physical uncanny with Freud’s analysis of physical deformity and disability, disease also 

conforms to notions of physical estrangement; in terms of the diseased body’s deviation from 

the normal standard of health, Lennard J. Davis notes that “the terror or repulsion of the 

uncanny is found precisely in its ambivalent relation to the familiar and yet its deviance from 

that standard” (62).   

Deviance from social norms is perhaps best characterised by the Victorian madwoman, 

who occupied a central place in contemporary popular culture65. Murderous women such as 

Martha Bacon who in 1856, having spent time in an asylum due to her erratic and violent 

behaviour was later released and killed her two children, and Mary Ann Cotton who, during 

a twenty year period from the 1850s to the 1870s, poisoned as many as 15 people (including 

her husband and children), dominated the headlines. These women were often from poor 

 
65  Charles Dickens documented his visits to St Luke’s Hospital for the Insane in the January 1852 edition of 

Household Words, noting that: “Female servants are, as is well known, more frequently afflicted with lunacy than 

any other class of persons.” (Household Words 17 Jan. 1852.) Reporters were present at the Bedlam Ball of 1859, and 

the public could pay their pennies to wander around their local asylum and view the patients free from the physical 

restraints which had been common practice in the preceding century. In literature Charlotte Brontë’s Bertha Mason 

as well as the criminally insane women of 1860s sensation fiction (Lucy Audley, Lydia Gwilt, Charlotte Norris) 

ensured the continued cultural currency of the madwoman.  
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backgrounds, contributing to the medical theory that insanity among women belonging to the 

lower classes was commonplace. In this vein, Elaine Showalter has commented that social class 

and income were “major determinants of the individual’s psychiatric career” (VWI 161). The 

number of pauper lunatics in asylums in England and Wales quadrupled between 1844 and 

1890 potentially, as Andrew Scull has argued, as a result of “how much laxer were the 

standards for judging a poor person to be insane, and on how much readier both local poor 

law authorities and lower class families were to commit decrepit and troublesome people to 

the asylum” (cited in Showalter VMI 161). Diseases caused by conditions of poverty also 

contributed to women being labelled insane; lactational insanity in which mothers experienced 

delirium after nursing their babies for prolonged periods (in order to save money and prevent 

conception), could lead to madness (Showalter TFM 54). For the middle and upper-classes, 

sensitivity, nerves and emotional strain also had their place within Victorian diagnoses of 

mental illness. Women, with their emotional nature, were again deemed most likely to be 

affected by mental illness deriving from shock, overwork, mental exertion or the trials and 

tribulations of love.  

Up until the end of the nineteenth century, the idea that madness was imprinted on the 

body, manifest in “physiognomy or posture” was widely accepted (Pedlar 4); this theory 

argued that internal disease could consume the body to the point of its displaying external 

physical traits. Just as physical disease produced symptoms, the outward appearance of a 

patient could indicate their internal processes; the theory satisfied the Victorian desire to read 

the body, advancing the legitimacy of marginal sciences such as criminal phrenology which 

compelled Victorian writers and physicians: 



122 

 

... to define the terms of human physicality, to locate in the body the source of sexual 

and social divisions, to create a physiological blueprint that would explain the meaning 

of racial difference and restore a sense of social and material order, and provided a 

means of controlling potentially disturbing cultural issues by relocating them into 

questions of physiology (Vrettos 3).     

Phrenology lent validation to the “perception of the body as a sign, an indicator” not only of 

the inner psychological workings of the mind, but of an individual’s “conformity to, or 

deviance from, dominant social and moral codes”(Wood 31). The female body could, 

pathologically speaking, articulate signs of either healthy or unhealthy femininity, which 

could then be read, diagnosed and ‘cured’ by male professionals.   

 In an attempt to contain diseases catalysed by expressions of this unhealthy femininity, 

the Contagious Diseases Acts were established in 1864, 1866 and 1869 after alarming numbers 

of the armed forces, as well as missionaries, returned home from distant corners of the Empire 

with venereal diseases. The new legislation allowed the police to arrest suspected prostitutes 

and confine them in Lock Hospitals until recovered (Shaw). Against this background of sexual 

anxiety, works such as Rhoda Broughton’s Not Wisely But Too Well (1867) conceive overt female 

sexuality as diseased. The dangers of unchecked female sexuality were already well-

documented in contemporary newspapers,66and these anxieties, following the institution of 

the Contagious Diseases Acts, were supported by medical science, which confirmed the link 

between sex and ill-health.  

 
66 “Newspaper advertisements hawked dubious nostrums promising relief [from syphilis]; a Blackpool wax 

museum incorporated figures showing the ravages of the disease in an effort to persuade patrons into habits of 

decency. By 1894, the twenty-third edition of Dr Henry Allbutt’s popular marriage manual The Wife’s Handbook 

(originally published in 1886) advised prospective brides to ask for a medical report before accepting a proposal...” 

Claudia Nelson Family Ties in Victorian England London: Praeger, 2007. p. 38. 
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 This notion of problematic, dangerous women is outlined in an 1862 essay published 

in The National Review entitled “Why are Women Redundant?” The essay, written by liberal 

manufacturer William Rathbone Greg67, identifies unmarried, working women as a social 

problem, produced by evils including female economic independence and prostitution. Greg’s 

plans to criminalise “the propagation of syphillis” would, he argues, solve the problems 

“attendant upon expressions of sexuality that exceeded monogamous marriage” (cited in 

Poovey 5). These excessive expressions of sexuality are, according to Greg, the sole 

burden/responsibility/problem of men, as respectable women have little or no sexual desire:  

For... the desire scarcely exists in a definite and conscious form, till they have fallen. In 

this point there is a radical and essential difference between the sexes [...] In men, in 

general, the sexual desire is inherent and spontaneous, and belongs to the condition of 

puberty. In the other sex, the desire is dormant, if not non-existent, till excited; always 

till excited by undue familiarities; almost always till excited by actual intercourse (Greg 

cited in Poovey 5). 

According to Greg then, only the bodies of fallen women acted as sites of sexual desire and 

therefore danger. A large proportion of the medical profession endorsed this view68, and so 

any outward sign of sexual arousal, including a propensity for blushing, or sexual desire were 

 

67  William Rathbone Greg (1809-1881) a Manchester mill-owner and political essay writer. His essay entitled 

‘Agriculture and the Corn Laws’ received the prize offered by the Anti-Corn Law League for the best essay in 1842.  

He gave up his manufacturing business in 1850 to devote himself to economical, theological and political writings. 

His Creed of Christendom was published in 1851, and in 1852 he contributed no less than twelve articles to four 

leading quarterlies. Praised by then Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli, he was awarded a Commissionership of 

Customs by Sir George Cornewall Lewis in 1856, and was made Comptroller of the Her Majesty's Stationery Office 

in 1864. Greg was also a member of the Metaphysical Society, and subscribed to a stringent Christian morality. 

68  One such physician was Jean Étienne Esquirol, who first theorised monomania in 1819. He describes erotomania, 

a variant of the disorder, as a state “in which the amorous sentiments are fixed and dominant.” It is an “excessive 

sexual passion; now, for a known object; now, for one unknown” and characterised by an “insane tenderness”. The 

medical theory surrounding erotomania was broadened by the chief physician at the Salpêtrière, Jean-Martin 

Charcot in 1882 to encompass homosexual desire as well as erotic desires for inanimate objects.  
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met with a swift medical diagnosis and treatment. Sexuality in socially respectable women 

was a disease. 

At the opposite end of the social and sexual scale, the decade also saw the death of 

Prince Albert at the end of 1861. Queen Victoria’s chief mourning period lasted two decades, 

in which she was reported as being “unstable”, enshrining the Prince Consort’s rooms at 

Windsor “by preserving them exactly as they had been on the day he died” (R.C. Abrams 

1223). The matriarch of both nation and Empire fell into a deep and melancholic depression 

which would last the rest of her life, Victoria believing “she was in danger of losing her mind 

from the grief” (R.C. Abrams 1222, Rico 28). She was subject to very vocal public 

admonishment which followed her refusal to follow the prescribed social rhetoric of grief69, 

and was further subject to the added pressures of her monarchical duties; in 1862, Fraser’s 

published an article which reminded both the Queen and her subjects that public life was to 

come before private life, declaring: “But the nation is a hard taskmaster, and the sovereign’s 

holidays are brief and broken. Business will not leave her... Nor can she even now like 

‘unvalued persons’, indulge in the luxury of grief. Her place pursues her; her daily duties must 

be faced and done” (Fraser’s cited in Rico 32). The Queen’s inability, and tacit unwillingness, 

to rejoin public life as well as the fierce intensity of her grief implied a mental state which 

“came to seem bizarre” (R.C. Abrams). Victoria’s grief therefore not only exemplified her 

 
69  In The Victorian House, Judith Flanders outlines the ‘proper’ dress code for mourning. In Queen Victoria’s case, 

a First Mourning (lasting one year and one month) of bombazine covered with crape, a widow’s cap, lawn cuffs 

and collars should be observed. Following that, a Second Mourning of 6 months wearing less crape, an Ordinary 

Mourning of 6 months wearing no crape and silk or wool replacing the bombazine and finally a Half Mourning of 

6 months in which muted colours such as grey or lavender can be gradually introduced back in to the widow’s 

wardrobe. (378-9)  
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womanly devotion to her husband and his memory, but also the emotional vulnerability and 

mental fragility of her sex. 

The social atmosphere of the 1860s was infected by female illness, from the very highest 

monarchical melancholy to the lowest syphilitic prostitutes, making disease during the decade 

undoubtedly female. The decade’s medical texts attempted to “define medicine as a 

philosophical, as well as scientific, endeavour” which was determined to provide answers 

concerning the “material, social and spiritual nature of human relations” (Vrettos 1). Literary 

representations of female illnesses functioned as symbols of moral, social or sexual 

transgression due to the scientific acceptance of theories concerning the medicalisation of 

gender. Futhermore, this medicalisation advocated the continuation of gender-centric social 

roles in its pathology of gender-centric illness and, in so doing, instituted the female body as 

inherently vulnerable to contagion. This chapter will explore the notion that female-centric 

diseases, specifically those of atrophy, brain fever and erotomania, share both the symptoms 

and causes of tuberculosis and are, in this sense, consumptive. The ‘otherness’ of these diseases 

consumes the normal healthy body and mind, and causes a breakdown in the boundaries 

between self and other in which the patient loses individual identity and becomes a 

manifestation of disease.  
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Atrophy, or the Perils of Femaleness 

"Adela, my dear, what is the matter?"  

"I don't know, uncle."  

She had called me uncle, since ever she had begun to speak, which must have been nearly twenty years 

ago.  

I stood and looked at her. Her face was pale and thin, and her eyes were large, and yet sleepy. I may 

say at once that she had dark eyes and a sweet face; and that is all the description I mean to give of her. 

I had been accustomed to see that face, if not rosy, yet plump and healthy; and those eyes with plenty 

of light for themselves, and some to spare for other people. But it was neither her wan look nor her 

dull eyes that distressed me: it was the expression of her face. It was very sad to look at; but it was not 

so much sadness as utter and careless hopelessness that it expressed. 

"Have you any pain, Adela?" I asked. 

"No," she answered. 

"But you feel ill?" 

"Yes." 

"How?" 

"I don't know."       

                                                                                                                 (MacDonald 11) 

John Smith, the narrator of George MacDonald’s Adela Cathcart (1864), reads Adela’s body and 

finds it wanting. In the novel Adela has been consumed by morbid and oppressive thoughts 

leading not only to her physical weariness, weakness and decline, but also away from notions 

of conventional femininity in which women should exhibit an “...ardent and unceasing flow 

of spirits, extreme activity and diligence, [...] punctuality, uprightness and [..] a firm reliance 

on God...” (The General Baptist Repository and Missionary Observer, 1840 cited in L. Abrams). 

Adela is examined by a host of male professionals (only one a doctor), who then attempt to 

restore her to her “proper functioning within the domestic economy” through narrating 

fairytales, reciting poetry and singing (Wood 41). In short, amusement and diversion appear 

to be both Adela’s deficiency and her cure; her deviation from the ideal self-effacing female 

body to one which exhibits “its own physical and emotional needs through visible symptoms” 

marks her out as sick, and in need of restoration (Wood 31). Dr Henry Armstrong’s early 

assertion that he has seen many cases such as Adela’s, “a good many of them amongst her 

age”, not only confirms the female body’s propensity for weakness, but the prevalence of 
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illnesses specific to the female body (MacDonald 39). MacDonald’s text is an excellent example 

of the female body as a site for the construction, negotiation and valorisation of Victorian 

masculinity70. It is not Adela’s illness, or lack of it, which is important to the narrative but the 

cure. Henry Armstrong’s potential to read Adela’s body, his ability to prescribe an effective 

cure, and the capacity of the story-telling club (all male members apart from Adela’s aunt, Mrs 

Cathcart, who serves as a hostile observer of the treatment) to cure Adela of her illness 

establishes the need for the medicalisation of the female body and, furthermore, for the 

ongoing presence of hegemonic masculinity in the maintenance of female health.   

Adela’s sighs (“as if her very heart were weary of everything”) corroborate her 

admissions of tiredness, and a weariness bordering on indifference (MacDonald 11). Her own 

description of her symptoms and mental state could conform to contemporary definitions of 

melancholia71, her depression, insomnia and morbid thoughts evinced by the admission that 

she “would rather die than not” (21).  

“What is the matter with you my child?” I said, and drew a chair near hers. She was 

half reclining, with a book lying upside down on her knee. 

“I would tell you at once, uncle, if I knew,” She answered very sweetly, but as sadly, “I 

believe I am dying; but of what I have not the smallest idea.” [...] 

“Don’t you sleep at night?” 

 
70  Reviews of Adela Cathcart were quick to recognise the narrative’s weak plot, and reviews were unfavourable 

upon publication. The Athenaeum called it “nothing more than a collection of scraps, woven together by the 

pretense of a connected narrative.” (“Review of Adela Cathcart” 1864) 
71  T. S. Clouston defines melancholia as: “A paralysis of the sense of well-being and the enjoyment of life, a 

difficulty in coming to decisions, a loss of mental energy, an intolerance of the usual work, if not an actual 

incapacity to do it well, a tendency to make slight mistakes in small things, a loss of memory, and a subacute 

mental pain [...] The question of the patient being suicidal should never in any case of melancholia be left 

unconsidered.” Clinical Lectures on Mental Diseases (1884). 
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“Not well. I will tell you all I know about it. – Some six weeks ago, I woke suddenly one 

morning, very early – I think about three o’clock – with an overpowering sense of 

blackness and misery. Everything I thought of seemed to have a core of wretchedness 

in it. I fought with the feelings as well as I could, and got to sleep again. But the effect 

of it did not leave me next day. I said to myself: ‘They say “morning thoughts are true.” 

What if this should be the true way of looking at things?’ And everything became grey 

and dismal about me. Next morning it was just the same. It was as if I had walked in 

the middle of some chaos over which God had never said: ‘Let there be light.’ And the 

next day was worse. I began to see the bad in everything – wrong motives – and self-

love – and pretence, and everything mean and low. And so it has gone on ever since. I 

wake wretched every morning. I am crowded with wretched, if not wicked thoughts, 

all day. Nothing seems worth anything. I don’t care for anything (20-1). 

Adela goes on to confess her indifference to the church sermon that morning, prompting John 

Smith’s correlating ill-health with lack of religious fervour: “Disease couldn’t make a sun in 

the heavens. But it could make a man blind, that he could not see it. [...] When you see light 

again, you will believe in it. For light compels faith”(21). Doctor Henry Armstrong affirms this 

line of thought, finally concluding the cause of her illness to be “a spiritual one. She has 

evidently a strong mental constitution; and this strong frame, so to speak, has been fed upon 

slops; and an atrophy72 is the consequence” (41). According to Victorian medicine, the wasting 

nature of moral atrophy pertains to a deficiency of spiritual nourishment, a spiritual want 

which manifests as physical decline. 

 
72  Sir Robert Carswell’s Pathological Anatomy: Illustrations of the Elementary Forms of Disease (1838), described by 

Lawrence McHenry in a 1969 edition of the New England Medical Journal as a “milestone in neuropathology”, 

defines atrophy as “a diminution in the quantity of the solid materials which enter into the healthy composition of 

organs and tissues...” Moral atrophy, Dr Armstrong’s later diagnosis, is the degeneration or wasting away of 

spiritual or moral principles.  
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Adela’s ‘moral atrophy’ has caused her to diverge from social constructions of apposite 

femininity. Instead of concentrating on her potentially suicidal thoughts, the doctor identifies 

Adela’s moral disinterest as the cause of her illness: 

I watched everything about her; and interpreted it by what I know about women. I 

believe that many of them go into a consumption just from discontent – the righteous 

discontent of a soul which is meant to sit at the Father’s table, and so cannot content 

itself with the husks which the swine eat. The theological nourishment which is offered 

them is generally no better than husks. They cannot live upon it, and so die and go 

home to their Father. And without good spiritual food to keep the spiritual senses good 

and true, they cannot see the things about them as they really are. They cannot find 

interest in them, because they cannot find their own place amongst them. There was 

one thing though that confirmed me in this idea about Miss Cathcart. I looked over her 

music on purpose, and I did not find one song that rose to the level of the drawing-

room, or one piece of music that had any deep feeling or any thought in it (41). 

Dr Armstrong’s observation of Adela’s disappointing pieces of music, lacking in both the 

difficulty and sentiment expected of women of her upper-middle-class standing confirms for 

him a deviance symptomatic of a diseased body. Phyllis Weliver has noted the social 

significance of musical accomplishments in Victorian women: “Music, an accomplishment 

regularly taught to middle- and upper-class ladies, was considered ‘safer’ than other 

performance arts, such as acting. Possessing a piano was a mark of respectability in Victorian 

England, and semi-public musical performances [in family drawing rooms] helped to display 

the refinement of women and their families” (1). Adela’s father’s earlier assertion that she used 

to be fond of music, but that “of late [he had] not heard her touch the piano” emphasises the 

remoteness from feminine ideals that her sickness has produced (MacDonald 39).  
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On the basis of Armstrong’s diagnosis, John Smith, Colonel Cathcart and Armstrong 

devise a ‘treatment’ of storytelling which will encourage “the tide of life [to] begin to flow 

again” (MacDonald 40). Adela’s illness is treated as systemic, rather than localised, and as 

“having to do with [her] body’s relations to the whole environment” which corresponded with 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries’ “increasing association of illness with issues of 

identity and relationship... This ‘holism’ also dictated treatments that required comprehensive 

‘regimens’ which sought to regulate all aspects of one’s way of life...” (Bailin 9). Throughout 

the novel, John Smith, advocates sensitivity to human nature and a preference for the 

moralistic over the medical and scientific; the story-telling club regimen which seeks to 

immerse Adela in a microcosm of light-hearted, unthinking entertainment is intended only to 

return her to Henry Maudsley’s model of a passive, cheerful “helpmate”,73 reflecting a 

rejection of an oppressive and increasingly materialistic medical science. The story-telling 

club’s treatment of Adela follows this Victorian notion of stringent medical/moral regimens of 

regulation, but Dr Armstrong’s “avoidance of physiological investigation” runs counter to 

“current medical or scientific developments, and [...] makes an extreme claim for the power of 

the imagination in an era of scientific development” (Sparks 52, 49). In contrast, Dr Wade’s 

approach to illness (the family doctor originally sent for by Colonel Cathcart), advocates the 

importance of the dispensation of medicine for the body over a patient’s emotional state. But 

whereas Dr. Wade sought to cure Adela’s depression 74, Dr Armstrong’s diagnosis and 

 
73  “The female qualities of mind... adapt her... to be the helpmate and companion of man.” Henry Maudsley “Sex 

in Mind and in Education” Fortnightly Review (1874) pp. 466-83, p. 480. 
74  Dr Wade’s prescription of “steel wine, and quinine and all that sort of thing” was medically recognised in the 

treatment of brain diseases (MacDonald 34). The Medico-chirurgical Review and Journal of Practical Medicine, Volume 

46 (1844-5) reports the following medicinal directions in the case of ‘Insidious Diseases of the Brain in Children’: 

“I next advise five, seven, or ten drops of steel wine to be given thrice a day, in a table -spoonful of water, in the 

midst of meals, for one month; then half, two-thirds, and one grain of the sulphate quinine, in the form of a pill, 

thrice a-day at meals, for another month, omitting the steel wine; then both these medicines for a third month...” 

p.388. 
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treatment establishes Adela not as an individual patient, but as part of a collective whose 

behaviour is defective. This commitment to the restoration of function rather than health, 

reveals how far Dr Armstrong’s professional understanding of women is underpinned by his 

confidence in “the true womanhood that is in them”; his treatment adheres to the social 

constructions of women’s nature, rather than Adela’s physiological symptoms (MacDonald 

41).  

 While it is important to recognise that the Victorian medicalisation of the female body 

meant that physiology and psyche were conflated in a single image of the ideal healthy 

woman75, it is also important to recognise that Henry Armstrong is only treating Adela’s 

feminine shortfalls. The physical and mental symptoms of moral atrophy are accorded less 

cause for concern than the constitutional effects of the disease. John Smith mourns the 

temporary loss of Adela’s female nature, and the “disappointment of [her] face”:   

... there was a want in her face, a certain flatness of expression which I did not like. [...] 

the common-place in a woman troubles me, annoys me, makes me miserable. [...] Her 

face looked as if it were made of something too thick for the inward light to shine 

through – wax, and not living muscle and skin. [...] Her soul was asleep. She was 

dreaming a child’s dreams, instead of seeing a woman’s realities [...] She did not see 

what I saw, feel what I felt, seek what I sought. Occasionally even, the delicate young 

girl, pure and bright as the snow that hung on the boughs around me, would shock the 

wizened old bachelor with her worldliness – a worldliness that lay only in the use of 

current worldly phrases of selfish contentment, or selfish care (MacDonald 220).    

 
75  Henry Maudsley in 1874 wrote that: “The female qualities of mind which correlate her sexual character adapt 

her, as her sex does, to be the helpmate and companion of man...” hereby asserting that female biology fostered 

dispositions which would facilitate women in their passive lives as compassionate companions. 
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Adela’s initial confessions of depression and suicidal apathy are forgotten, and the emphasis 

lies instead on Adela’s “flatness of expression” or her inability, not only to empathise with her 

male companions but to attune herself entirely to their sensory perceptions as the perfect 

complementary woman.      

 Adela eventually returns to health following the completion of the story-telling-club’s 

tales. Her recovery is attributed by Smith to the equal effects of diverting stories, songs, the 

curate’s sermons, Adela’s falling in love with Dr Henry Armstrong (of course) and the doctor 

returning her love. The story’s romantic resolution reaffirms the necessity of the male body in 

safeguarding female health. The patient’s consumption by the disease manifests as both her 

physical wasting and defective femininity, becoming something other than her consummately 

feminine norm. In her transformation into a fragile invalid, Adela is not only consumed by her 

disease, but by the men who attempt to cure her as they feed their notions of superior 

masculinity with an open and complaisant female body.   

Brain Fever, or the Perils of Disappointment 

An understanding of Phillis Holman’s illness in Elizabeth Gaskell’s 1864 novella Cousin Phillis, 

can, in many ways, be reduced to a single word – openness. Indeed, its synonyms drive the 

plot: the Holmans’ unquestioning acceptance of Edward Holdsworth (the source of contagion), 

Phyllis’ susceptibility to Holdsworth’s charms and her vulnerability following his desertion of 

Hope Farm for Canada. Phillis’ brain fever stems from Holdsworth’s sudden departure 

following his own recovery from illness; the suddenness with which he left, and the 

disappointment of Phillis’ romantic hopes, catalyste the disease. The term ‘brain fever’ evolved 

from the classical “phrensy”, and was usually defined as an inflammation of the brain caused 
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by a severe shock to the nervous system76 (Peterson 446). ‘Fever’ denoted a diseased state - not 

merely an elevation of body temperature - and while the implication of brain fever was that of 

a diseased brain, a distinction was made between this and madness: “According to the 

ancients, a Phrenitis [brain fever] may degenerate into a Mania, there is yet a great difference 

between them; for in a Phrenitis there is always a Fever, accompanied with a quick, hard and 

small Pulse. There is also a delirium ... But a Mania is a Chronical Disorder without an acute 

Fever” (Robert James cited in Peterson 447).  

‘Disappointment in love’ was medically accepted to trigger brain fever, along with 

disorders like melancholia and mania, and was pathologised as female: 

Physical and literary sensibility were of a piece: a romantic novel or a beautiful melody 

could ‘exercise’ the nerves so much that the overwrought system might deteriorate into 

a ‘consumption’. ‘Melting’ love stories literally melted the flesh – particularly of 

women, who were supposedly more susceptible than men to the power of emotions, 

and love especially (Lawlor 158). 

Published in 1858, James Copeland’s A Dictionary of Practical Medicine lists the symptoms of 

brain fever as: “acute pain in the head, with an intolerance of light and sound; watchfulness, 

delirium, flushed countenance, and redness of the conjunctiva or a heavy suffused state of the 

eyes; quick pulse, frequently spasmodic twitching or convulsions passing into somnolency, 

coma and complete relaxation of the limbs” (447). Symptoms of brain fever could, however 

also include behaviours which appear to be the complete opposite of those listed above, such 

 
76  The female body’s heavy reliance on a healthy nervous system for overall health, therefore left it highly 

vulnerable to attacks of brain fever. Physician Alexander Tweedie’s discussion of the topic in 1833 is characteristic 

of mid-century medical views on the disease: “The various kinds of mental emotion – fear, anxiety, 

disappointments, long continued watching on a sick bed, intense study, want of sleep may individually be ranked 

among the predisposing causes of fever.” 
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as restlessness, noisy voiciferation or screaming, erratic behaviour and irritability (447). With 

tuberculosis defined by Victorian medicine as the illness of extremes – passion and purity, pale 

skin and rosy cheeks, restless activity and passive languor – the medical similarities between 

consumption and brain fever are made visible through Phillis’ self-effacing body. Phillis’ 

“discordant” voice, “restless eyes” which had “no quietness in them” and her colour which 

“came and went without a cause” markedly by contrast her passive and gentle character 

(Gaskell 124). Paul’s observation (when Phillis loses patience with her sewing work) that she 

had never “shown so much temper before” suggests her display of emotion as symptomatic 

of a dis-eased state encompassing both the passion of tuberculosis and the irritability of brain 

fever (125).      

The novel’s introduction of Phillis establishes her as a paradigm of beauty and 

innocence. Her anachronistic style of dress figures her simple and provincial virtue to 

Gaskell’s readership. Paul’s description of his cousin is romanticised by the “westering sun” 

shining “full upon her”, and Phillis’ innocence emphasised by his infantalisation of her as he 

found it “odd, so full-grown as she was, she should wear a pinafore over her gown” (Gaskell 

12-3): 

She was dressed in dark blue cotton of some kind; up to her throat, down to her wrists, 

with a little frill of the same wherever it touched her white skin. And such a white skin 

it was! I have never seen the like. She had white hair,  nearer yellow than any other 

colour. She looked me steadily in the face, with large, quiet eyes, wondering, but 

untroubled by the sight of a stranger (12). 

Phillis’ “untroubled” discovery of a stranger at her door reaffirms the innocence suggested by 

her dress, and characterises her as an ‘open body’. In his useful essay, “Illness as Language” 
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(2010), Francesco Marroni notes that the narrative voice indirectly anticipates the “troubles” 

caused by Phillis’ openness (108). While Marroni argues that the novella’s production of illness 

symbolises anxieties concerning modernity, I would suggest that this depiction of trusting 

innocence acts as a metaphor for the vulnerable, healthy body; Phillis’ “untroubled” 

acceptance of strangers leads to the invasion of the domestic sphere by a diseased body, and 

her eventual physical decline caused by Holdsworth’s leaving her for marriage to another 

woman in Canada.  

 Phillis displays her innate openness in various ways throughout the text. Her love of 

learning (fostered by her father) would have resonated with contemporary Victorian readers 

as warning of trouble ahead. Audrey Peterson opines that “the studious, and those whose 

nervous system is weak, are very liable to [brain fever] [as both] emotional shock or intellectual 

activity could produce a severe and prolonged fever” (446). Phillis’ dual failings being both 

female (and therefore biologically predispositioned with a weak nervous system and 

susceptible to emotional shocks) and desiring to learn subjects deemed unusual for women 

(“Virgil, Caesar, [...] Greek grammar – oh, dear! ah, me!”) leaves her vulnerable to brain fever 

triggered by mental overexertion77 (Gaskell 27). Phillis’ learning advances under Holdsworth’s 

tutelage, but her openness to learning also increases her physical and mental susceptibility to 

the possibility of contagion by Holdsworth’s worldly charms: “He directed her studies into 

new paths, he patiently drew out the expression of many of her thoughts, and perplexities, 

 
77  During the second half of the century, evolutionary scientists were asserting the subservience of the “so-called 

female properties of ‘nature’ and ‘feeling’ to the male ones of ‘culture’ and ‘reason’. Believing this hierarchy to be 

established in natural law, evolutionists accepted the idea of women’s inferior mental capacity as fundamental. 

Many doctors and social commentators extended Darwinian theories into adjacent areas of research. [...] Once the 

theories of female inferiority, finite energy, and nervous degeneration were considered together, it was not a huge 

step to the virtually unchallenged prognosis of mental and physical debility that attended those women who, 

increasingly in the last decades of the century, sought educational and economic equality with men.” Jane Wood 

Passion and Pathology in Victorian Fiction p. 166 
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and unformed theories” (86). Medical writers78 consistently warned women against excessive 

study “or overuse of the mind as a dangerous prelude to brain fever” (Peterson 454). Women, 

as the physically and mentally weaker sex, were highlighted as being particularly at risk, 

damagingly for the movements for the education of women at the end of the century. The 

veracity of medical authority on the subject was perceived to be so complete that even the 

founder of the first Ladies College in the University of London, eventually “became doubtful 

about the wisdom of higher education for girls – hard work and examinations might bring on 

attacks of brain fever” (cited in Peterson 455).   

While excessive study was medically recognised to catalyste brain fever, it is the 

disappointment of Holdsworth’s sudden departure for Canada which initiates Phillis’ disease. 

The shock of abandonment leaves her “as pale as could be, like one who has received some 

shock [...] and with a sort of aching tone (if I may call it so) in her voice” (Gaskell 97). Phillis’ 

quiet yet intense reaction to Holdsworth’s leaving conforms to established stereotypes 

concerning the melancholy symptomatic of ‘female disappointment in love’, the cultural 

tradition of which had been established as early as the eighteenth century, as Helen Small 

asserts:  

Between about 1770 and 1810, stories about bereaved or deserted women fallen into 

insanity were the subject of an extraordinary vogue in sentimental prose, poetry, drama 

and painting. For a culture which placed great emphasis on the visible expression of 

sentiment and on the dramatic staging of ‘feeling’, the established iconography of love-

madness was attractive material (12).   

 
78  Most notably the The Cyclopædia of Practical Medicine (1832) Eds. Sir John Forbes, Alexander Tweedie and John 

Conolly, which remained influential until the end of the century. 
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While ‘love madness’ had all but “disappeared as a serious subject for alienists” by the 1860s, 

only the term ‘love madness’ itself was rejected. The term was replaced by ‘shocks to the 

nervous system’ the causes of which still included the traumas of romantic disappointment 

and rejection. In an article published in the Phrenological Journal, and Magazine of Moral Science, 

for the Year 1845 (1845) Sir James Clark documents the association between the disappointment 

of female hopes, and the wasting symptoms of consumptive diseases:  

Mental depression holds a very conspicuous place among those circumstances which 

diminish the powers of the system generally, and often proves one of the most effectual 

determining causes of phthisis. Disappointed hopes which have long been cherished, 

slighted affections, loss of friends, and reverse of fortune, exert a powerful influence in 

inducing phthisis in persons predisposed to the disease (355). 

Ideas such as Clark’s contributed to the medical construction of the female body as dominated 

by emotion, with mental illness producing physical disease; chronic headaches, brain fever, 

consumption, anorexia and hysteria “were all attributed (at least in part) to the emotional and 

mental state of the patient, particularly the female patient, thereby reinforcing the idea that 

women’s emotions were more somatic, and their diseases more complicated by emotions, than 

men’s.” (Vrettos 23).  

Following temporary return to health and a “state of vivid happiness” caused by Paul 

telling Phillis that Holdsworth was in love with her, Phillis again declines into ill-health upon 

Holdsworth’s final abandonment, and displays behaviour symptomatic of both brain fever 

and consumption (Gaskell 116). Her forgetfulness, restlessness, the alternation of her 

complexion between pale and rosy and her “glittering eyes” externalise Phillis’ disease, while 

simultaneously consuming her original appearance (122, 124, 133). In Telling Complexions 
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(1997) Mary Ann O’Farrell analyses Gaskell’s use of corporeal legibility, but striking absence 

of the blush, in North and South (1855): “Gaskell’s attempts to find a fit substitute for the blush 

[…] a reliable somatic sign that will suit and reflect character leads Gaskell to experiments 

involving other potential indices of character and virtue (the blunder, the swoon and even the 

suitable death” (9). In Cousin Phillis the blush of romance is again substituted for the rosy flush 

of ill health, while her virtue is further confirmed in her swooning, fever and close proximity 

to death.    

The climax of these symptoms comes in Phillis’ fainting fit, described by Marroni as 

the marking of “the beginning of what we can define as Phillis’ voyage in the dark. From now 

onward it will be her diseased body that speaks for the girl” (118). From this point, Phillis 

ceases to be merely unwell, but becomes the personification of her own disease. She ceases to 

speak for the remainder of her illness, speaking the final lines of the narrative only after her 

convalescence (if indeed a convalescence it can be called). During this phase it is Phillis’ body 

which communicates her illness, with her family and friends forced to read and interpret. This 

loss of voice further emphasises the loss of distinction between self and other, as the ‘diseased 

brain’ consumes Phillis’ individuality and transforms her into a silent patient. 

It is during these “silent days” Phillis’ aesthetic reverts to that of the consumptive 

(Gaskell 155):  

Once I saw Phillis through the open door; her pretty golden hair had been cut off long 

before; her head was covered with wet cloths, and she was moving it backwards and 

forwards on the pillow, with weary, never-ending motion, her poor eye shut, trying in 

the old accustomed way to croon out a hymn tune, but perpetually breaking it up into 

moans of pain (148-9).    
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The hair cutting and use of wet cloths evidence Phillis’ inner burning and the attempts of those 

around her to reduce either her temperature or desire for Holdsworth (or both), while her 

enfeebled attempts to sing hymns symbolise the purity and piety which characterise Victorian 

depictions of consumption. Phillis’ illness finally abates but has, nevertheless, consumed her; 

Paul notes that “I sometimes grew desponding, and feared that she would never be what she 

had been before; no more she has, in some ways” (155). This sense of Phillis’ altered state is 

reiterated by the final words of the novella: “We will go back to the peace of the old days. I 

know we shall; I can, and I will!” communicating Phillis’ hope of returning to her past life 

(157). The words however, indicate that “illness and physical distress will have negative effects 

on her mind [...] her depression will last beyond the confines of the page itself” (Marroni 118-

9). The heroine is no longer the same; Paul admits that “her energy did not return with her 

bodily strength” and she was always “gentle, quiet and sad” (Gaskell 156). Phillis’ bout of 

brain fever has transformed her emotionally and mentally, with all the physical frailties of a 

consumptive. Gaskell’s portrayal of Phillis’ suffering asserts, to re-quote Vrettos, “the 

otherness of disease and its capacity to reconfigure conceptions of the self” (3).  

 The interiority of disease becomes externalised in Phyllis’ consumptive symptoms and 

melancholic demeanour, consuming the body in its muteness and enervation; her energy does 

not return with physical recovery. Her identity consumed, we are left with the image of Phillis 

“quite silent on the great sofa, drawn up under the windows of the house-place”, the image of 

the frail invalid she has now become (Gaskell 156).    

Erotomania, or the Perils of Female Sexuality 

Phillis’ meek, enervated shell could not be further from the outrageous depiction of 

unchecked, contagious female sexuality, and a passion which leads to the brink of adultery, in 
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Rhoda Broughton’s Not Wisely But Too Well (1867). Following the serialised publication of Not 

Wisely in the Dublin University Magazine in 1864 by Broughton’s uncle Joseph Sheridan Le 

Fanu, the manuscript was sent to the London publishing firm, Bentley’s where it was swiftly 

rejected and branded by the publishing house’s reader, Geraldine Jewsbury as “the most 

thoroughly sensual tale I have read in English for a long time” (cited in Heller 87). It was only 

following the success of Broughton’s second novel, Cometh Up as a Flower (1867), that Not 

Wisely was re-published in novel-form to a sensation-hungry public. 

 The novel, as Tamar Heller succinctly suggests, “challenges Victorian discourses that 

deny female appetite” (88). Heller’s discourse focusses on physical gratification and starvation, 

but this analysis foregrounds Kate Chester’s all-consuming sexuality in relation to 

Broughton’s images of starvation and gratification. Kate’s desire for Dare Stamer (her lover 

and social superior who she eventually discovers is already married but continues to pursue) 

is diseased, contaminating both her morality and sense of identity as she struggles to contain 

her sexual desires. Kate’s sexuality is contagious, and both Kate’s cousin George and local 

clergyman James Stanley fall victim to her sensuality; against a background of a deadly fever 

sweeping through the Queenstown slums, Kate’s sexual awakening, initiated by Dare, infects 

those around her, as her body becomes a metaphor for the open, desiring body which, once 

consumed, continues to consume those around it.  

 Alexander Morison’s definition of erotomania remained largely unchallenged until the 

end of the nineteenth century (Small 39). The study into mental illnesses from which the 

following definition is taken, entitled The Physiognomy of Mental Diseases (1840), was influenced 

by the research of renowned French physician Jean-Étienne Dominique, and became one of 
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the most influential79 medical texts of the period. Morison’s recognised expertise on the subject 

marked him out, with the likes of Henry Maudsley and John Conolly, as one of the century’s 

leading authorities on mental illnesses: 

In Erotomania there is an insane passion for an object, which object may be real or 

imaginary, of probable attainment, or far beyond reasonable hope; and it has even been 

an inanimate body, as a fine statue. This insane passion controuls [sic] the words and 

actions of the patient, in consequence of which, he says and does things which the sane 

lover has self-controul sufficient to enable him to refrain from. When reason is thus 

controuled by the passion of love, the character of the insane state is modified by the 

predominance of the sentiment, or of the animal propensity; when the sentiment 

predominates, which it is said in some cases to do entirely [...] the patient is disposed to 

silence and melancholy, to lose his appetite and sleep, to become thin and to have febrile 

symptoms; the sight of the beloved object is observed to excite the pulse and to give 

colour and animation to the countenance, which at other timers is pale and depressed. 

This takes place in some who are deeply in love, without delirium, and to the fulfilment 

of whose wishes insurmountable obstacles seem to be opposed; but in those in whom 

reason is overturned, and in consequence the power of self-controul weakened, the 

animal propensity is, I believe, more or less developed; at the same time there is in 

females a struggle between the modesty, natural to the sex, and the lasciviousness, 

which, when wholly unrestrained, constitutes Nymphomania; upon other subjects the 

patient may be able to talk rationally (75-6).  

 
79   “Morison’s highly influential work on the physiognomy of the insane has been seen as strong evidence of 

Victorian medicine’s attachment to literary models of female insanity and to a coercively normative concept of 

femininity.” Helen Small Love’s Madness p. 39. 
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The disease’s perceived ability to overcome social codes of etiquette, to say and do things from 

which the “sane lover” is capable of restraining themselves, is troubling in terms of asylums 

and medical diagnoses being used as a form of social policing80. Kate Chester’s disease is 

undiagnosed, but the above definition of erotomania seems a persuasive account of her 

‘symptoms’ of obsession and determination. A subsidiary of monomania (the obsessive 

fascination with one particular object or event), erotomania transformed the modest maid into 

a sexual predator. Dare’s marriage to another woman, as well as his elevated social status, 

make him “far beyond reasonable hope” as Kate’s lover, but her passionate obsession 

consumes her both physically and mentally, eliciting traditionally consumptive symptoms 

such as restlessness, flushed cheeks and a loss of appetite.   

 Kate’s gender plays an important role in the narrative, as her medically defined weak 

and wayward physicality leaves her in danger of what Margret Oliphant termed, women’s 

“fleshy inclinations” (cited in Marino 171). Rhoda Broughton acknowledges the power of these 

inclinations in the text, holding that, once in love, a woman is consumed with passion and 

intense desire: 

A woman’s soul is such a small room, that it only has space for one idea at a time: 

consequently, if a passion, a desire, an impulse lays hold of her, it possesses her with 

infinitely more force and concentration that it would a man in like case. A woman in 

love thinks of nothing but love [...] one feeling so strong that it seemed to have driven 

all other feelings out of their places in her soul [...] this mad, uncurbed passion. [...] She 

could see nothing but the lurid devil’s light of two flashing wicked eyes, that had seen 

 
80  Women of the Asylum: Voices from Behind the Walls (Eds. Jeffrey L. Geller and Maxine Harris) is a compilation of 

the letters and diary entries from women imprisoned in asylums between 1840-1945. Financial difficulties, marital 

struggles, unfeminine behaviour such as the desire for economic autonomy and allegations of domestic abuse are 

all cited by the inmates as reasons for their wrongful incarceration.   
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much evil and had smiled upon it; eyes that from their deep dwelling-places under 

shaggy brows had sent forth poisoned arrows of lambent splendour, and had smitten 

her so sorely that hope of healing seemed gone forever” (Broughton 45-6). 

To succumb to the temptation of flirtation - the physical materialisation of sexual desire - was 

regarded as both coarse and shocking: “Female coquetry [...] is but once removed from that 

position to which society gives no character at all and flirtation in a woman is equivalent to 

libertinism in a man; it is the manifestation of the same loose principles” (Ellis 184). Kate’s 

propensity for flirtation contaminates her feminine purity, the maintenance of which was, 

again according to Oliphant, “of invaluable importance to her country and her race which 

cannot be over-estimated”81 (cited in Marino 171). The Victorian idea of purity accommodated 

notions of morality as well as the socially codified behaviours to which women were expected 

to conform. Purity, innocence and propriety were all euphemisms for sexual ignorance and 

kept women, as R. Egan and Gail Hawkes have argued, in a state of childhood: “Innocence, 

within social purity discourses, was assumed to be a quality of childhood as well as a virtue 

that must be taught. It was, in effect, there and not there – present and absent. A chameleon‐

like figure, […] shift[ing] between a sentimental figure in need of protection to an object of 

suspicion and sexual prurience in need of control” (443). Parallel to this view of the Angels in 

the House, was the notion of women as vessels of aggressive and visceral sexuality. These 

paradoxical pathologies of femininity can be reduced to the success or failure of female self-

 
81  “Nasty thoughts, ugly suggestions, an imagination which prefers the unclean, is almost more appalling than the 

facts of actual depravity, because it has no excuse of sudden passion or temptation, and no visible boundary. It is 

a shame to women so to write; and it is a shame to the women who read and accept as a true representation of 

themselves and their ways the equivocal talk and fleshly inclination herein attributed to them [...] A woman has 

one duty of invaluable importance to her country and her race which cannot be overestimated – and that is the 

duty of being pure. There is perhaps nothing as such vital consequences to a nation [..] there can be no possible 

doubt that the wickedness of man is less ruinous, less disastrous to the world in general, than the wickedness of a 

woman. That is the climax of all misfortunes to the race.” (1868) Margaret Oliphant on sensation fiction and the 

importance of purity. 
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control, American physician Elizabeth Blackwell advising in 1884 that “…at an early age self‐

control can be taught. It is a principle which grows by exercise. The more the brain asserts its 

power of Will over the automatic actions of the body, the stronger may become the control of 

reason over sensations and instincts” (cited in Egan and Hawkes 449). The mercurial female 

body (simultaneously sexless and sensual, domestic and public, saintly and sinful) 

precipitated the belief that women were in need of patriarchal authority in matters of both 

medicine and morality to control their inherent physical volatility.    

 Broughton’s initial descriptions of Kate depict “a girl that men were apt to look twice 

at: not seldom three or even four times: whom some looked at once too often for their peace of 

mind” (Broughton 9). While “not a beauty”, her lips betray “an immensity of latent, 

undeveloped passion” a physical attribute coding sensuality to Victorian readers (9,10). Kate’s 

body, her voluptuousness, her unconventional corporeality likewise suggest a quiescent 

sexuality: 

I do not think it was exactly of the cut of the Venus de Medici, but, for all that, it always 

seemed to me rather ensnaring to the fancy, in its partridge-like plumpness, soft 

undulating contours, and pretty roundnesses [...] the light did seem to fall lovingly [...] 

on the bounteous wave of such a breast as never pencil drew, and on the waist – no 

marvel of waspish tenuity, but naturally healthily firm and shapely (10).  

Her contravention of the Victorian corporeal aesthetic, characterised by Kate’s “17-inch wasp 

waist[ed]” sister Margaret, implies Kate’s rejection of both the physical discipline symbolised 

by restrictive dress, and the patriarchal agencies which enforced it (15). One fashion journal, 

La Mode Illustreé, observed in 1876 that “Fashion is inflexible on one point, ladies must be 

slender”, depicting illustrations of the desired wasp-waist, in hopes of creating of what 
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Foucault has termed “subjected and practiced bodies, ‘docile’ bodies”(cited in Krugovoy Silver 

34, Foucault 138). In rejecting body regulation, Kate represents excess; a transgression of the 

physical boundaries which constitute the ideal.  

 Pamela Gilbert has suggested that Kate’s body represents “self-construction, self-

betrayal”, and the site of self-perpetuating disease: “Her body [...] becomes the primary focus 

of interest in the story as, supposedly in order to gain control of her illicit desires, she places 

herself in situation and locations where she is increasingly out of control; in order to become 

pure, she seeks corruption. Kate’s body is literally uncontainable, and becomes a ‘bodying 

forth’ of disease, foreign invasion and class blending” (117). As Broughton consistently “uses 

the rhetoric of disease and contagion to underline her treatment of sexuality”, Kate’s 

unrestricted physicality, embodies both the dangers of contaminated female purity 

individually, as well as the potential for social contagion (177). Gilbert goes on to argue that 

Kate: “As a desiring body, [...] remains forever open, continuous with her surroundings. Her 

unhealthy appetite draws her to disease, and, true to her nature, she quickly becomes one with 

that contamination, infecting any who, desiring her, become themselves guilty of an 

injudicious openness” (127). The transgression of  boundaries inherent in Kate’s contamination 

is used by Broughton to expose the limitless nature of a sexual world which, while only too 

visible on the urban streets, was an unthinkable abomination to most Victorians. Her invasion 

of domesticity (Dare’s marriage), religion (James Stanley) and charitable philanthropy 

(Queenstown), characterise her sexual appetite as an evil, preying upon the very pillars of 

Victorian society.     

 The novel’s pathologising of Kate’s sexuality is evidenced in the outbreak of her 

physical symptoms, which enable her physical ‘openness’ to be read by others. Kate’s 
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propensity for blushing, for example, was a Victorian signifier for sexual arousal82. Mary Ann 

O’Farrell describes the Victorian blush as “an invitation to narrative”, suggesting that 

“blushing assists at the conversion of legibility into a sense of identity and centrality” (4,5). 

O’Farrell’s readings of the Victorian blush contend that it is an indication of character to be 

read and interpreted by others, acknowledging the pleasures, or what O’Farrell terms 

“fantasies”, of corporeal legibility (7): “… in offering itself for reading and interpretation [the 

body] also offers to itself the experience of being read as its own pleasure” (7). The satisfaction 

inherent in being able to translate physical indices into private and intimate emotions is also 

the acknowledgment of the body as a public display, open to reading and interpretation. 

 As with Adela and Phillis, the symptoms associated with Kate’s passion parallel those 

of tubercular consumption: Broughton’s heroine’s face is “flushed and hot”, she experiences 

“restless fit[s]” and is “always so intensely, painfully wide awake.” (32, 48). Kate exhibits fits 

of rage and frustration in which she wants nothing more than “to tug the great yellowy white 

creamy rose, [...] by main force out of her head, tear it to pieces viciously, and scatter its petals 

to the four winds of heaven, or else to lay down her head on the tablecloth and burst out 

crying”, all of which leave her “looking not a bit well” (31, 32). Dare also notes her ashen 

complexion:  

“You say you’re not sick or ailing”, said Dare; and then he led her to a mirror that hung 

on the wall in a corner of the court. “Look there,” he said, “do you see how changed 

 
82  “For Darwin, the blush is the ‘purest’ physiological response, an involuntary, reflex action of the 

nervous and circulatory systems whereby increased blood flow brings a red tinge to the cheek and 

elsewhere. Darwin was interested in the animal origins of facial gestures and he describes blushing as 

a uniquely human, but relatively late evolutionary development, firmly aligned with sexual desire and 

sexual selection – hence its prevalence in the (amorous) young.” Andrew Youngston “Modeling the 

Blush” (2015) at www.blogs.bbk.ac.uk/events/2015/07/20/modelling/the/blush/ 
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you are? I never saw a person so much altered in the whole course of my life; you were 

always a pale little lily, but you are almost as white as snow now; and see what dark 

marks you have got under those great melancholy eyes of yours; you used to be such a 

cheery, laughing little thing, and now you have got the saddest face I ever saw ...” (248). 

Dare reads Kate’s body as being altered, and implies that this physical decline is due to having  

been without him. Kate admits that she resembles a “scarecrow” (intimating weight-loss) 

suggesting her own sense of reliance upon Dare for sustenance (249). This imagery is 

compounded by the unspoken rhetoric of tubercular disease; the notion that tubercular 

patients were consumed by passion, unable to control their sexual desires and consumed by 

them is literalised in Kate’s reckless behaviour forming the crux of the novel.   

 This notion is introduced early on in Broughton’s novel when Kate first acknowledges 

her attraction to Dare Stamer: 

O dear, O dear! what should she do, if she should be left at home to-night in these dull, 

close lodgings, with nothing to do but to picture to herself Margaret sitting listening [...] 

to a certain deep man’s voice, in whose tones she, poor fool, was beginning to find an 

odd sort of magic, of power to chase away all pain, and to evoke such great, such utter 

bliss as she had not begun to taste till now – such as she began now thirstily to long to 

take deep satisfying draughts of? [...] a certain dark strong face, which had begun of late 

to look into the still, private places of her soul as never man’s face had looked before! 

[...] it made her hot and cold in a minute to think of it; and she pushed away her plate... 

(Broughton 20).  

The account evokes the chills, fever and loss of appetite associated with tuberculosis. Her 

realisation that she is attracted to Dare, and that he is able to penetrate what Broughton 
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suggestively terms the “private places” of her soul, represents the beginning of the 

contamination of Kate’s purity by sexual passion. Her loss of appetite recurs frequently in the 

novel, as her appetites turn from the alimentary to sexual; her “diseased palate” can now only 

be satisfied by her sexual consumption of Dare (67). This eroto-cannibalism83 is mutual;  in one 

scene, Dare inspects Kate’s voluptuous body as if she were a “Circassian84 slave”, “his eyes 

feasted […] royally” upon her (46). The roles of predator and prey are frequently 

interchangeable; while Dare occupies a more obvious predatory role in terms of his social 

position, gender and often violent love-rhetoric, Kate’s fierce persuit of him and her contagious 

sexuality, with which she infects George and James, establishes her role as what could be 

termed, an unconscious, or passive, predator.  

 In the early days of Kate’s love for Dare, the intensity of her feelings “revealed to her, 

within her soul, a bottomless depth, a wild, mad, reckless fervour of passion, which [...] had 

begun its blasting work already, withering up all her little innocent joys with the furnace-

breath of its fiery flame” (Broughton 27-8). The consumption of Kate’s morality, her girlhood, 

her innocence by her “frantic passion, utterly uncurbed” made her “blasphemous – this girl, 

 
83 A physical/metaphorical cannibalism with erotic undertones, often implying sexual intercourse or sexual 

pleasure in the exchange of flesh/blood. A predator/prey relationship is often in play between the participants, 

although these roles are fluid and interchangeable. Dracula’s vampirism is perhaps the most obvious example of 

eroto-cannibalism.   
84  Following the Russian conquest of their region of the Caucasus in the early 1860s, almost half a million 

Circassians migrated to Turkey, where many women, prized for their beauty, were sold into slavery. “They are 

here as slave dealers, charged with the disposal of the numerous parcels of Circassian girls that have been for some 

time pouring into this market. Perceiving that when the Russians shall have reoccupied the coast of the Caucasus 

this traffic in white slaves will be over, the Circassian dealers have redoubled their efforts ever since the 

commencement of the peace conferences to introduce into Turkey the greatest possible number of women while 

the opportunity of doing so lasted. They have been so successful, notwithstanding the prohibition of the trade by 

the Porte, and the presence of so many of Her Majesty’s ships in the Black Sea, that never, perhaps, at any former 

period, was white human flesh so cheap as it is at this moment. There is an absolute glut in the market, and dealers 

are obliged to throw away their goods, owing to the extent of the supply, which in many instances has been brought 

by steam under the British flag. In former times a “good middling” Circassian girl was thought very cheap at 100 

pounds, but at the present moment the same description of goods may be had for 5 pounds!” New York Daily Times 

Aug. 6 (1856). Dare’s reference of Circassian slaves in relation to Kate’s body, connotes his own associations 

between the female body and unrestrained sexuality.  
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who, if she could have had her own wild will, would have been altogether wrecked for time 

and for eternity” (51). This distance from God which originated with Kate’s unrestrained 

passion only increases as her relationship with Dare disintegrates, motivating attacks of brain 

fever. As her religious beliefs wane, hope and salvation seem impossible:  

‘His mercy is nothing to me,’ answered Kate, with impatient anguish in her tone, ‘I’m 

outside the pale of it.’ ‘Child,’ cried James, and a look of almost terror flashed over his 

face at her words, ‘what makes you utter such insane blasphemy? Who has been putting 

such wretched pagan ideas into your head? They used not to be there. O Kate, Kate! 

Drive them out – do not entertain them for a second’ (267).   

James’ rhetoric here, and also where he later describes Kate’s melancholic hopelessness as 

“devils that have got possession of you”, implies the presence of an external force which has 

consumed Kate’s spirit (270); her “possession” signifies her consumption not only physically, 

but also spiritually. If we accept Kate’s sexuality as a consumptive disease, her hopelessness 

might be read as what Katherine Byrne calls “tubercular melancholy”: “another form of the 

responsibility theory: the consumptive becomes ill because their psychological instability and 

over-indulgence in grief makes them vulnerable to [...] disease” (29). In the context of fragile 

female physiology, the “instability” and “over-indulgence” noted by Byrne is symptomatic of 

the weaker nervous-systems of the female sex, inferring the likelihood of the prevalence of 

tubercular melancholy in female patients.  

 The second attack of brain fever contracted after her attempt to run away with Dare is 

thwarted by James Stanley, bears striking resemblance to Catherine’s decline in Wuthering 

Heights. While Brontë only intimates the reasons for Catherine’s illness, Broughton states that: 

“People cannot indulge in such frantic emotions [...] without paying for them – paying a good 
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price too” (110). Kate is described as “hovering on the ill-defined borders of life and death, in 

a sort of debatable land that hardly belonged to either. Again, in delirious frenzies, she raved 

about her forever lost Dare [...] flung herself about, and fought violently, wildly, with her 

attendants to get to him”(277). Broughton argues that Kate’s attacks of brain-fever are the 

result of indulging her unchecked passions and so, in true Victorian fashion, religious 

capitulation is required; Kate admits that: “No reins [...] could be too strait and tight to curb 

and check so untamed a soul, no manacles too heavy and close to fetter it” (279). Kate then 

proceeds to “put away [...] those gay garments with which she had been wont to heighten her 

beauty”, and commits herself to acts of charity by volunteering to dispense religious tracts to 

the “poor wretched people” of Queenstown (Broughton 279, 178). The district eventually 

sickens with a deadly fever, and Kate becomes “a sort of matron, or head-nurse” (308):       

Fed by the fog, and the river mist, and the warm drizzle, the fever shot up like a tropical 

plant, from an infant to a full-grown giant. Scorching, livid-faced, it stalked and ramped 

stealthily among the reeking crowded courts and alleys. In and out of the red-roofed 

old house went Death, laying a finger upon such as he chose for himself, as a woodman 

walks though the forest, marking the trees that must fall beneath his axe (286). 

The personification of a conscious, autonomous disease echoes the cannibalistic tropes of 

Kate’s diseased sexuality; the fever acts as metaphor for Kate’s own progression through 

Queenstown where she, without Dare acting as terminus to her desires, is free to infect society 

at large. 

 It is in an attempt to self-medicate that Kate turns to religious philanthropy. Releasing 

her body into a wider social sphere, she ensures that her individual crisis now threatens a mass 

contagion:  
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The first crisis of this particular infection is precipitated by the news that Dare is 

married. Kate refuses to run off with him, and immediately succumbs to brain fever. 

Although Kate recovers from this particular attack, the fever is not eliminated from the 

text, but transformed from an individual to a community concerns, escaping its 

containment within the individual to prey on society at large (Gilbert 117). 

During this period in Queenstown, Kate occupies a liminal position, somewhere on the border 

of health and disease signified by the presence of her “sexually chaste middle-class 

womanhood” in the suburban slums (121). When Kate initially tells her cousins of her desire 

to visit Queenstown, they remonstrate: “‘You’ll only be catching some of those horrid diseases 

that those kind of people are always having. […] You’ll be getting something nasty said to you 

[...] it is not right at all for such a pretty girl as you to be walking about’” (Broughton 155). 

Disease and sex are discursively personified in “those kind of people”, “those horrid nasty 

diseases” intimating the dangers of both poverty and prostitution; Gilbert notes that perhaps 

Kate’s awakened sexuality “even draws such men as customarily patronized the diseased 

prostitutes whom the Contagious Diseases Acts legislated against in port towns” (119).   

 Disease, sex and class are consolidated in one public location - the slums; the physically and 

morally corrupted bodies of prostitutes mirroring the diseased environment. Building on 

Elizabeth Grosz’ theories in Space, Time and Perversion (2002), Sophie Watson suggests the 

feminist significance of “spatiality, space and the design professions of architecture and 

planning, and their relationship to subjectivity, corporeality and thought” (294). Watson 

argues that: 

... an understanding of the ways in which women occupy space is predicated on an 

exploration of the appropriation and disenfranchisement of femininity within 
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dominant knowledge systems. New ways of dwelling must acknowledge the invaded 

nature of bodies and spaces as we know them. [Grosz] sees bodies as formed by the city 

spaces they inhabit. The model is based on a productive notion of bodies and cities 

defining each other (296). 

With this co-definition comes a co-visibility connoting a loss of control in the way female 

bodies are perceived; the visible poverty of the slums, and the visibility of unrestrained female 

sexuality, disrupts the patriarchally-constructed respectability of the bourgeois public realm, 

and ushers the socially peripheral into the spotlight of a central spectacle.   

  The intimation is that, even with her pure intentions, Kate has no control over her body 

nor over how her body is perceived, or consumed, by others. The control she wishes to restore 

to her life by overcoming her temptations, to conquer her “passionate fever”, leads to a 

religious conversion which feeds on the very fever it tries to cure (Broughton 121); James 

Stanley finally contracts the fever and dies, the crisis transforming Kate into Margaret’s loving 

sister and a Sister of Mercy. Having lost both Dare and James, Kate’s life appears to her “a 

barren slope [...] no flowers grew by the wayside, no green grass upsprang thereon” (326). The 

infertility associated with Kate’s loss of passion is obvious in the imagery, and free from 

thoughts of sexual reproduction, and sex in general, Kate is able to focus her attentions on 

doing “some little good before [she] dies” (329).  

 Kate’s unchecked, and socially unacceptable, sexual passion transforms her body into 

“a foreign invader in the healthy body of Victorian society”, threatening the hegemony of 

established patriarchy (Gaskell 124). Her body’s openness, its desire to consume, leaves it open 

contamination and, more importantly, contagion. The Contagious Diseases Acts of the 1860s 
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specifically highlighted the female body as dangerous, and Kate’s contagious sexuality mirrors 

contemporary anxieties alerted by the rise in venereal (and social) disease. 

 The diseased body is both victim and perpetrator, passive and aggressive, agent and 

result of suffering. Shaped by the mourning of Queen Victoria’s widowhood, and legislative 

Acts expounding the risks of unchecked sexuality, the climate of social disease was markedly 

female. The female body represented a chink in the armour of the Empire through which its 

heroic fathers, sons, brothers and husbands could be infected with physical and moral disease. 

 Miriam Bailin’s proposal that the advantages of illness have “a particular status as the 

terminal rather than the transitional stage in Victorian transformations of self” exposes the 

ideals of sustained order and stability, not necessarily synonymous with physical health (6). 

Victorian medicine’s desire to construct a pathology which could explain mental, physical and 

emotional illness in-turn constructed a gendered normalcy to which disease could be 

compared; this gave the body both natural and unnatural states, codifying disease as ‘other’. In 

the texts examined, all three heroines undergo treatment for illnesses which inhibit their 

femininity: Adela is listless, apathetic and cheerless, Phillis ranges from quiet to restless (both 

unfeminine extremes of behaviour), and Kate is undisciplined, selfish and sexually aggressive. 

All three are treated and restored to acceptability by male characters.  

 In this way, we can see that Kristeva’s theories of abjection, the dissolution of self and 

other, can be applied to consumptive diseases, rendering the diseased body unheimlich. For 

this to occur however, we must accept disease as ‘other’ and acknowledge its capacity (in terms 

of producing emotions, physical and emotional symptoms and abnormal behaviour) to 

consume the patient’s identity, or sense of self. Disease therefore becomes self-cannibalising, 
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consumptive, testifying to a medicalization of gender which insisted on grotesquely 

unattainable female notions of perfection. Enough to make you sick, isn’t it?    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



155 

 

4 

Marriages of Consumption in George Eliot’s Middlemarch  

and George Meredith’s The Egoist 

 

In the midst of [Sir Willoughby’s] deliberations, a report of the hot pursuit of Miss Durham […] drew 

an immediate proposal from [him]. She accepted him, and they were engaged. She had been nibbled 

at, all but eaten up… 

George Meredith The Egoist 

 

The previous chapter analysed the medicalised construction of ‘healthy’ femininity. The 

emergence of biological theories to legitimise social inequalities in the Victorian era “is a 

crucial fact which helps us understand the apparent contradiction between a family structure 

based on the subordination of women and children, and the bourgeois ethos of equality and 

opportunity for all” (Stolcke 165). The hereditary transmission of certain biological 

characteristics helped to ensure that social relations were constructed as scientific facts, and 

naturalised women’s position as domestic gatekeepers and social auxiliaries:    

That those who were physically weaker should have been made legally inferior, is quite 

conformable to the mode in which the world has been governed. Until very lately, the 

rule of physical strength was the general law, of human affairs. Throughout history, the 

nations, races, classes, which found themselves the strongest, either in muscles, in 

riches, or in military discipline, have conquered and held in subjection the rest. [...] 

When a prejudice which has any hold on the feelings finds itself reduced to the 

unpleasant necessity of assigning reasons, it thinks it has done enough when it has re-

asserted the very point in dispute in phrases which appeal to the pre-existing feeling. 

Thus many persons think they have sufficiently justified the restrictions on women's 
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field of action, when they say that the pursuits from which women are excluded are 

unfeminine; and that the proper sphere of women is not politics or publicity, but private 

and domestic life  (Taylor Mill). 

Harriet Taylor Mill’s words remind however, that the medicalised endorsement of women’s 

innate propensity for domesticity was queried and challenged by women demanding social 

and economic equality. The Woman Question, perhaps most famously debated by Mary 

Wollstonecraft in her pamphlet A Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792), had since its 

inception been debated by female writers. Ellen Moers’ Literary Women (1976) details George 

Sand’s marital ambivalence which found expression in her novels Indiana (1832) and Valentine 

(1832), in which “issues of women’s education and men’s careers permeate the ‘marriage 

question’” and “class barriers, aspirations and curiosities […] complicate the course of true 

female love” (32). In the 1850s Harriet Martineau “vigorously continued the Woman Question 

debate in her polemical writings. She urged upper-class women to obtain a proper education 

and profession in order to make themselves financially independent” (Diniejko). Barbara 

Caine suggests that the mid-century Victorian world was not only marked by social, political, 

scientific and religious discussions, but also:  

... an intense concern about marriage and family life, about child-bearing and rearing, 

and about the physical and mental nature of women. The apparent demographic 

imbalance between men and women, the disinclination of either sex to marry, [...] the 

inequities of the marriage laws, the moral consequences of patriarchal marriages and 

families [...] were all subjects of extensive discussion before a women’s movement 

emerged... (15). 
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This framework of ideas composing the beginnings of gender equality, conditioned new 

perceptions of female worth which transcended Patmore’s ‘Angel in the House’ (1854-62). 

Susan Brown’s essay on the social significance of the Victorian female poet - her attitude, her 

perseverance and her social acceptance - explores the ways in which women refused their 

medically-legitimised passivity, and strode into the male-dominated public sphere of poetry 

and publishing85, fostering a network of public86 female creativity. By the 1870s the 

undercurrent of desire for female autonomy was, in part, made into law enabling women to 

retain some independence and control in the spheres of both marriage and education:   

In 1857, the Divorce and Matrimonial Causes Act permitted women limited divorce, 

and [...] The Married Women’s Property Acts of 1870 allowed married women to retain 

and control their earned income [...] In 1878, the University of London began to grant 

B.A. to women and in the next two years the first women colleges were established at 

Oxford: Lady Margaret Hall and Somerville. In the 1880s and 1890s, the Woman 

Question became a vital issue in British newspapers and periodicals. Militant female 

activists (suffragists), writers, artists and educators expressed their polemical views on 

the condition of women (Diniejko). 

 
85  “The language and precepts of domestic ideology have to some degree distracted historians from 

remarking the extent to which women’s participation in public life broadened from the early decades 

of the nineteenth century on. [...] Quite apart from the important earning power that the annuals 

afforded to women poets, the fact that women edited as well as published in them fostered a network 

of women’s writing that rippled down through the entire Victorian period. [...] The annuals also helped 

clear the path for challenges to separate spheres of ideology beyond literature. One thinks of the 

publication of Victoria Regia (1861), the showpiece of an explicitly feminist publishing venture, the 

Victoria Press. In fact, the Langham Place circle stood behind this all-women publishing and printing 

company, which aimed to train its employees in every stage of book production. [...] It upheld the 

principle of equal pay for work equal value, regardless of sex.” Susan Brown “The Victorian Poetess” 

The Cambridge Companion to Victorian Poetry Ed. Joseph Bristow pp. 180-202, p. 189 and 191. 
86  Despite the promising endeavours of women in public employment, “public women” was still used 

as a euphemism for prostitute until the end of the nineteenth century, prolonging the view that 

respectable women were private and domestic.    
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This change in the social climate however, seemed to present more woman-questions than 

woman-answers, as traditional notions of femininity and ‘female’ were displaced by 

opportunities outside the home which were outside patriarchal control. The liminal state of 

the 1870s, which would culminate in the journalistic and fictional creation of the New Woman 

in the 1890s, is the focus of this chapter.  

 This chapter examines social consumption in the marriage markets of George Eliot’s 

Middlemarch (1871-2) and George Meredith’s The Egoist (1879). In both texts marriage appears 

not as a narrative trajectory as in the novels of Jane Austen, or as a heroine’s reward as in 

Charlotte Brontё’s Jane Eyre, but as a consumptive process which raises questions of social 

inequity, incompatibility, unrealised expectations and marital disintegration. The term social 

consumption is used to characterise the notion that value is accorded to individuals based on 

gender, family connections, economic status, class and appearance. Thorstein Veblen’s Theory 

of the Leisure Class (1899) explores the relation of women to consumer culture and is shaped by 

Darwinian theory. Mary Louise Roberts suggests that Veblen’s work centralises the 

contradictory place of women in consumer culture:   

The earliest form of property in ancient cultures, he believed, was the "ownership of the 

women by the able-bodied men of the community." In archaic cultures, women served 

as "trophies," the spoils of war that proved the prowess of young warriors. Like all 

wealth for Veblen, the aim of this earliest form of property was to confer "invidious 

distinction." "While in modern society, women are no longer seen straightforwardly as 

slaves of men, according to Veblen, their status in marriage still bears a trace of their 

former servitude. In a modern consumer society, the wife "has become the ceremonial 

consumer of goods which he produces. But she still quite unmistakably remains his 

chattel in theory; for the habitual rendering of vicarious leisure and consumption is the 
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abiding mark of the unfree servant.” Rather than pursue her own interests or career, the 

wife of a wealthy man must consume "conspicuously," that is, purchase valuable goods 

for herself, her husband, and his household-goods that provide evidence of his wealth 

and dominance in a social hierarchy of invidious distinction. But by this very act of 

consumption, the wife also demonstrates her status as property. For although, unlike a 

slave, she is allowed to consume, that consumption is always vicarious-for another, not 

her. It marks her as a commodity herself, no less than the big house or fancy car. She 

provides tangible proof of her husband's wealth through her self-ornamentation and 

vicarious leisure (Roberts 819). 

While Vebler’s work concentrates on the upper-classes, it can be argued that the social 

cannibalism implicit in marriage occurs to some degree across the class divide. Potentially 

valuable partners are sought out by others, often in hopes of the transference of this perceived 

value. As previously outlined in the introduction, while physical consumption (cannibalism) 

is a short-lived assimilation requiring frequent repetition to satisfy alimentary urges, 

metaphorical manifestations render the incorporated body a source of continuous 

psychological /emotional gratification; it can be argued that marriage characterises a 

prolonged emotional feeding, resulting in long-lasting psychological self-affirmation. 

Furthermore, social consumption resides in the realm of the public body and its appetites; 

appetites for tradition, convention, structure and social evolution all of which rely on processes 

of eradication and reconstruction.  

 Jane Austen’s fiction is perhaps most famous in its foregrounding of money in the 

marriage market, as Ellen Moers argues “marriage makes money a serious business” (67). 

Austen goes to great lengths in describing her characters’ economic standing, their annual 

income, property and inheritance. The opening sentence of Pride and Prejudice (1813), “It is a 
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truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in 

want of a wife”, denotes society’s recognition of the interrelationship between money and 

marriage. Moers continues to suggest that Austen’s main subject for her fiction is 

“marriageship”, defined as:  

… the cautious investigation of a field of eligible males, the subtle circumventing of 

parental power (his and hers), and the careful management, at the end of the story, which 

turns idle flirtation into a firm offer of marriage with a good settlement for life. All this 

must be carried on in such a way that the heroine maintains her self-respect, her moral 

dignity, her character as a daughter, sister, friend, and neighbour, and her youth; it must 

be done swiftly, in a year or two, before her bloom fades (71).    

Moers’ definition places women as marriageship predators, manipulators and schemers, but 

admittedly it is not until the single man is “in want of a wife”, placing the ultimate decision 

in male hands, that romance can begin.   

 Following the trials of marriageship and romance, a marriage founded on mutual love 

and respect was hoped for. Considered the ideal (and believed by some to be the only) 

foundations for marriage, this marital paragon was personified by the iconic royal couple 

Victoria and Albert who provided a guiding “beacon of companionate domesticity and a 

model for the nation” (Phegley 3). Indeed, the Victorian marriage should amount to, what 

Coventry Patmore termed, “the arithmetic of life”, a true union of souls (cited in Phegley 15). 

The preservation of the sanctity of marriage was the apogee of Victorian morality, a marriage 

based upon anything other than love was often predicted to be disastrous. In 1866 John 

Maynard observed that: “In such cases, the beauty of marriage is destroyed, the fountain of 
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life embittered, the pathway across time strewed with thorns, and overcast with clouds of 

gloom” (cited in Phegley 2). 

  But while marriage was promoted as the ultimate spiritual and emotional happiness87, 

marriage for both sexes was also an important affirmation of gender identities. A woman’s 

marriage symbolised the realisation of her social and genetic purpose, while for men the 

marital state offered the opportunity to dominate, lead, designate and control: “To form a 

household, to exercise authority over dependents, and to shoulder the responsibility of 

maintaining and protecting them—these things set the seal on a man’s gender identity.  Those 

household responsibilities—protecting, providing—are traditional and reinforce homosocial 

recognition and economic success” (Ranum 242-3). An article in Punch from 1859, satirises the 

benefits of marriage for men, simultaneously compounding gender roles and commodifying 

the lucky bride: 

The very best Sewing-Machine a man can have is a wife. It is one that requires but a 

kind word to set it in motion, rarely gets out of repair, makes but little noise, is seldom 

the cause of dust, and, once in motion, will go on uninterruptedly for hours, without 

the slightest trimming, or the smallest personal supervision being necessary [...] If it 

does get out of order a little, from being overworked, it mends itself by being left alone 

for a short time, after which it returns to its sewing with greater vigour than ever [...] 

[T]he Sewing Machine may be pronounced perfect of its kind; so much so, that there is 

no make-shift in the world that can possibly replace it, either for love or money. In short, 

 
87  Not only was marriage the key to personal happiness and spiritual fulfilment, it was also regarded as spiritually 

transformative: “Love is the softener and polisher of the human mind; it transforms barbarians into men; its 

pleasures are refined and delicate; and even its pain and anxieties have something in them soothing and 

pleasuring.” Samuel Stone Hall Bliss of Marriage, or How to Get a Rich Wife London, 1858.    
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no gentleman’s establishment is complete without one of these Sewing Machines in the 

house! (cited in Flanders 195). 

In this instance a wife is a substitute for domestic labour88. Her commodification as domestic 

machine foregrounds the concept of value in the marriage transaction – is it 

cheaper/easier/more time effective to marry than to buy, learn to use and mend a sewing 

machine? Her transformation into a purchasable commodity, confirms that in order to be 

useful, or of value, women attain validation through their consumption by a man.89      

 The consumerism of the contemporary Victorian marriage market is successfully 

articulated in Christina Rossetti’s ‘Goblin Market’ (1862). The tempting exotic selection of fruit 

sold by goblins is bought by sisters Laura and Lizzie with “golden curl” (an exchange of goods 

and body), perfectly captures the naivety with which young Victorian women entered the 

marriage market (Rossetti 4). While Rossetti’s cannibalising metaphor reconciles sexual and 

physical appetites, appetite can be defined in terms of socially constructed desires which 

become accepted as standardised marital ideals; women could often only become socially 

mobile through marriage, and marriage proved men to be financially and socially viable. The 

marital ideal of constant synchronised harmony was one with which many couples 

 
88  “It has been suggested that capital benefits from using women as a ‘reserve army’ of labour [...] The unpaid 

labour within the home [...] raises the standard of living of the working class above that provided by wage alone, 

and provides the services of care and socialisation of children, that is, the future labour force.” Maureen 

Mackintosh “Gender and Economics” Of Marriage and the Market Ed. Kate Young, Carol Wolkowitz and Roslyn 

McCullagh. pp. 3 – 17, p. 7. 
89  In ‘Victorian Women Expected to be Idle and Ignorant’ (2000) Charles Petrie outlines the expectations of the 

Victorian middle/upper class male when looking for in a wife: “Innocence was what he demanded from the girls 

of his class. They must not only be innocent but also give the outward impression of being innocent. The White 

muslin that was typical of virginal purity, clothes many a heroine, with slight shades of blue and pink next in 

popularity. The masculine approval stamp was placed upon ignorance of the world, humbleness, lack of opinions, 

general defencelessness and weakness. In short, there was recognition of female inferiority to the male.” p. 184. 

Petrie goes on to argue that Victorian women wanted a husband who could support them financially, had achieved 

a level of commercial success in the wider world, was honourable and was respected by his peers. “Victorian 

Women Expected to Be Idle and Ignorant.”  Victorian England.  Ed.  Clarice Swisher.  2000.  pp. 178-87.  
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undoubtedly struggled, the demanding expectations of constant consonance, stability and 

parenthood being at best difficult, at worst unattainable.  

 The pressures of a demanding society based on a rigid social hierarchy often 

problematised the romantic ideal; Stephanie Coontz notes that many nineteenth-century 

women developed “marriage trauma”90, worrying about “what would happen if a spouse did 

not live up to their high ideals” (179). The catchphrase “Better single than miserably married” 

became popular as, as the century wore on, rates of lifelong singlehood rose in both Britain 

and America (179). Numerous women, however were forced into loveless marriages as a 

means of survival, forcing parallels between marriage and prostitution to be drawn. In an 

article in an 1850 edition of the Westminster Review liberal manufacturer W.R. Greg 

scandalously proposed that for every woman who sold herself to a client, ten sold themselves 

to a husband: “The barter is naked and as cold in the one case as the other; the thing bartered 

is the same; the difference between the two transactions lies in the price that is paid down” 

(cited in Coontz 180). Greg’s reference to the business of marriage as a “transaction” 

emphasises the role of capitalist economy in marital affairs; the importance placed upon social 

status of both partners (in middle and upper class marriages) meant that marriage dowries, 

aesthetics, accomplishments, employment prospects and financial stability all became matters 

of transaction and exchange91, rendering the term ‘marriage market’ an accurate description 

of Victorian pre-nuptials.  

 
90 Coontz argues that: “The exultation of romantic love also made some people, especially women, more hesitant 

to marry. Many nineteenth-century women went through a ‘marriage trauma’, worrying about what would 

happen if a spouse did not live up to their high ideals. Such disparate characters as Catharine Sedgwick, the great 

defender of domesticity, and Susan B. Anthony, the future leader of the woman suffrage movement, had recurrent 

nightmares about marrying unworthy men. In the end neither married.” p. 179. 
91  Elizabeth Gaskell’s Wives and Daughters (1866) follows the tensions of expectation inherent in the 

marriage of convenience between Dr. Gibson and Hyacinth Kirkpatrick. Dr Gibson is anxious for 
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 In both Middlemarch and The Egoist the consumption of women by men is defined by 

their objectification, commodification and reproductive potential in the marriage market. 

Reduced to the desire to assimilate and possess, the cannibalistic urge parallels traditions 

within the Victorian marriage economy, this form of social consumption reducing women to 

domestic commodities accorded cultural capital and assimilated.92  Literary constructions of 

courtship as a chase, the man an aggressive hunter and his potential bride (as well as her 

money and property) the prey, were readily available and proved a popular tradition with 

sensation-hungry readers. The image of women as economic prey forms the central motif in 

Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa (1748), which sees its heroine pressured into a loveless marriage 

with a wealthy suitor by her family who then lock her up when she refuses. Clarissa is rescued 

by another gentleman, but when she refuses his sexual advances he drugs and rapes her. Jane 

Eyre (1847) and Wuthering Heights (1847) also rely on tropes of the male pursuant, as does 

Wilkie Collins’ The Woman in White (1860) in which Laura Fairlie is ‘hunted’ by Sir Percival 

Glyde for her fortune. Glyde and his accomplice Count Fosco fake Laura’s death, and  lock her 

away in an asylum leaving her inheritance in the hands of the dastardly Glyde.   

 If the marriage market tended to commodify love, it nevertheless was largely 

successful in ensuring that which the morally upright Victorian society sought to safeguard at 

all costs: the purity, innocence and sexual ignorance of women. The possibility that sexual 

knowledge could occasion sexual power in women, a threat to civilisation as the Victorians 

 
management of his domestic affairs and a suitable mother-figure for his daughter Molly, and Mrs 

Kirkpatrick desires to give up teaching, close her school and become a lady of leisure. A second 

marriage for both, they enter into it hoping that it will improve, or ease, their current situations as 

singletons.  
92  This is not to say that women do not also assimilate the cultural capital of their husbands, but the 

freedom of men to peruse the market at leisure, the expectations placed upon women to remain passive 

and wait to be ‘chosen’ by a partner renders them objects of the marriage market.   
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knew it, was characterised earlier in the century by Segnora Neroni in Anthony Trollope’s 

Barchester Towers (1857). Mr Slope, the segnora’s latest flirtatious amusement (and clergyman 

no less), is described as “the finest fly that Barchester had hitherto afforded to her web; and 

the signora was a powerful spider that made wondrous webs, and could in no way live 

without catching flies”(Trollope 233). It can be argued that this sexualised power-dynamic acts 

a cannibalistic trope of predator and prey, the segnora’s sexuality linked with the hunger of 

the ultimate taboo. Trollope connects these ideas in the metaphor of the spider and the fly : 

“Her taste in this respect was abominable, for she had no use for the victims when caught. She 

could not eat them matrimonially, as young lady-flies do whose webs are most frequently of 

their mothers’ weaving. Nor could she devour them by any escapade of a less legitimate 

description” (234). While Segnora Neroni occupies the role of consumer during the flirtation, 

she realises, as does Mr Slope, that she has “nothing to offer” a husband due to her additional  

role as invalid (234). The notion of objective value, as well as subjective worth, is therefore 

reinforced by Trollope as an inherent element in courtship. While the segnora has no desire to 

marry Slope and therefore occupies the position of power, her lack of matrimonial ‘fitness’ is 

externalised by her physical impairment, making her unsuitable indeed impractical, as a wife, 

thereby establishing Slope as the healthy, matrimonially ‘fit’ and socially- “powerful spider”.     

 George Meredith’s The Egoist astutely reduces the marriage market to the primitive 

instincts of capture and possession, inherently and primally linked with food as well as sex. 

Sir Willoughby Patterne, calculates his genetic and social superiority (much like Slope and 

Neroni), concluding that he deserves, and is entitled to, any beautiful young bride of his 

choosing. In the post-Darwinian landscape of the 1870s social competition stressed the 

absolute necessity of finding a healthy, and attractive, mate to create healthy and attractive 
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progeny. Darwin’s The Descent of Man (1871) made explicit the connection between the 

biological and social status of women, and analysed the psychosexual differences between the 

sexes93. It is within this cultural landscape that the Woman Question gathered momentum, a 

strange cultural phenomenon which, like evolutionary theory, required serious debate. 

Contemporary journals from this period often placed articles debating evolutionary and 

‘Woman’ theory side-by-side, in an effort to categorise The Woman Question as potentially 

scientific, evolutionary and/or degenerative: 

In the January 1872 issue of the Westminster Review adjacent articles discuss “The 

Geographical Distribution of Animals and Plants, Geologically Considered” and “The 

Political Disabilities of Women”. In the July 1874 issue articles entitled “The 

Emancipation of Women” and “Lamarck” appear side by side. Indeed, it is difficult to 

glance through the contents of any major mid-Victorian periodical without finding an 

article about, or at least some reference to, the controversial topics of evolutionary 

theory and the rights of women (Smith 51). 

The Descent of Man suggests that sexual competition is a distinctly monosexual sport - the 

most attractive female being the prize. However, contemporary female biologists used 

Darwin’s early theories to explore an alternative sexual order:  ,  

In her 1869 publication, Sexes Throughout Nature, Darwin’s correspondent Antoinette 

Brown Blackwell applied her intellectual mentor’s careful methodology and his vision 

of a single animal, plant and human kingdom in order to highlight the unnatural 

 
93  Darwin’s Descent argues that evolutionary processes had generated “the present inequality of the sexes” since 

“it is the male which has been chiefly modified”. While females remained childlike, differing from men in their 

“greater tenderness and less selfishness”, “sweet voices” and “powers of imitation”, men demonstrated the greater 

size, strength, courage, pugnacity and energy” as well as “greater intellectual vigour and power of invention” (p. 

631, 625, 629, 674). 
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character of existing gender ideology and sexual order. Drawing attention to male fish 

who helped their females partners build nests and gestate eggs and to female insect 

rulers who took charge over the organisation of their communities, Blackwell offered 

authoritative proof direct from the natural world that female inferiority was neither 

inevitable nor natural (Hardman). 

Brown Blackwell’s contributions to the mid/late-Victorian gender debate indicates the 

Victorian marriage market as a system in flux, where the traditional notions of gender roles 

necessary to maintain it being questioned by both science and society. The marriage market of 

the 1870s, while influenced by new questions of gender, remained however at the centre of 

social consumption in terms of female subjugation to male desire, reminiscent of theories of 

sexual selection proffered by Darwin. 

 The essence of the cannibalistic trope lies in subversive consumptive metaphors, in this 

instance socially consumptive images, employed by Meredith and Eliot. Early in Middlemarch, 

Mrs Cadwallader introduces the image of chickens cannibalising their young: 

‘Well, Mrs Fitchett, how are your fowls laying now?’ said the high-coloured, dark-eyed 

lady, with the clearest chiselled utterance. 

‘Pretty well for laying, madam, but they’ve ta’en to eating their eggs: I’ve  no peace ‘o’ 

mind with ‘em at all.’ 

‘Oh the cannibals! Better sell them cheap at once [...] for the Rector’s chicken-broth on a 

Sunday. He has consumed all ours that I can spare’ (Eliot 48). 

Traditional readings of Middlemarch as a “landmark” realist novel would perhaps regard this 

as a typical rural conversation, but in taking Eliot’s work as a translation rather than a 
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transcription of daily life it is tempting to read the exchange as troping socio-cultural 

cannibalism (Chase 22). The image of chickens is revisited in Chapter 52 by Mr Farebrother 

whose response to his sister’s insistence on his marrying, establishes the significance of the 

earlier reference by Mrs Cadwalladr: “You talk as if young women were tied up to be chosen, 

like poultry at market; as if I had only to ask and everybody would have me.” (Eliot 479).  The 

image of women as commodities for domestication and/or consumption is a powerful 

metaphor for a market in which value is conferred by the consumer in relation to one’s own.      

 Interestingly, George Meredith’s The Egoist (written almost a decade later) also uses the 

same metaphor of chickens to characterise women. In Meredith’s text the protagonist, 

Willoughby, expresses his desire for a wife whose naivety and innocence of the world was 

akin to a newly hatched chick:  

He wished for her to have come to him out of an egg-shell, somewhat more astonished 

at things than a chicken, but as completely enclosed before he tapped the shell, and 

seeing him with her sex’s eyes first of all men (Meredith 51). 

In contrast to Eliot, Meredith’s narratorial purpose is clear; the metaphor exposes both 

Willoughby’s desire for God-like adoration, and insecurity around other men. The metaphor 

plays on the Victorian idealising of women’s childlike unworldliness, and the ideal marriage 

partner’s role as husband, teacher and father. This desire for the preservation of female 

ignorance is manifest earlier in the century (suggesting the long-held belief in its moral value) 

in Anne Brontë’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848). Arthur Huntingdon’s possessiveness of his 

wife Helen, causes their honeymoon tour of Europe to be cut short by his obsession to “install” 

her in his country mansion as a newly acquired piece of property:  
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As for Paris, we only just touched at that, and he would not give me time to see one 

tenth of the beauties and interesting objects of Rome. He wanted to get me home, he 

said, to have me all to himself, and to see me safely installed as the mistress of Grass-

dale Manor, just as single-minded, as naive, and piquant as I was; and, as if I had been 

some frail butterfly, he expressed himself fearful of rubbing the silver off my wings by 

bringing me into contact with society...” (216). 

Helen’s marriage, made against the advice of her sage aunt, descends into scandalous 

debauchery and adultery as Arthur struggles with alcoholism. As her brutish husband’s 

property, both in his eyes and the view of the law, escape (especially with her child) is 

impossible. Helen’s naivety in marrying a man of whose character she knew very little, is 

punished by Brontë: Helen is forced to spend many unhappy years with her husband trying, 

and failing, to improve his moral character (as was expected of the Victorian wife). The naivety 

of young brides is depicted in Middlemarch by Dorothea and her ready acceptance of the older 

and wiser Mr Casaubon; although Dorothea is “bright, intelligent, eager to learn, [she] can 

only look forward to being taught” (Bonaparte ix). Clara Middleton in Meredith’s The Egoist 

also dreams of a companionate soul who was “a living and frank exchange” of ideas and 

knowledge, but must instead expect to play the role of mute, submissive and dutiful wife and 

mother (Meredith 92).  

 If the chickens cannot be relied upon to produce eggs, they must be sold for 

consumption. In Meredith’s novel, the egg must produce a healthy, youthful and, above all, 

completely innocent creature. Willoughby’s role as parent, guardian and teacher of the chick 

confers on him the authority required to produce a subservient, manageable and compliant 

wife. In Middlemarch this early metaphor comes to encompass the novel as a whole, reducing 
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the intertwined marriage plot into a single image of domesticated commodification. The 

chicken/egg metaphor in The Egoist satirises the obsessive patriarchal preoccupation with the 

feminine ideal and its exchange of value from female to male. Meredith’s use of the 

domesticated chicken, an animal kept for its reproductive and comestible properties, connotes 

an acknowledgement of the similarities of chick and bride. The metaphor also recognises the 

desired domestication of wives, and the commodification of the processes involved in the 

journey to the altar. 

 George Eliot’s Middlemarch was one of the most successful novels of the 1870s, selling 

over 33,000 copies by the end of the decade (Bonaparte ii). During its initial serialisation in 

Blackwood’s each of its eight parts routinely sold between 5000-6000 copies. One Blackwood’s 

manager remarked: “They are selling copies over the counter in George Street [Blackwood’s 

Edinburgh office] to people who never think of buying an ordinary novel.” (cited in Gray 193) 

In comparing themes of social cannibalism in this novel with those in Meredith’s The Egoist, 

published late in the decade (a novel which was not Meredith’s most popular work and only 

attained critical acclaim in the half-century following the author’s death), I hope to establish 

how (while the marriage market was still at the heart of a social consumption which pervaded 

the Victorian era) both Middlemarch and The Egoist explore the troubling notion of female 

commodification, and its cannibalistic connotations in terms of male-driven consumption 

(Hudson 165). The twinned notions of an ideal partner and perfect marriage were 

problematised by the potential autonomy implicit in the Woman Question, highlighting 

notions of commodification and power dynamics inherent in the running of a successful 

marketplace. 
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Consumptive Ideals and the Market in Middlemarch 

If we accept Mrs Cadwallader’s reference to the cannibal chickens as a metaphor for the 

Victorian marriage market, then Eliot’s readers are invited to consider all marriages in 

Middlemarch (and perhaps beyond the novel), as processes of transaction and consumption. 

Mrs Cadwallader’s proposal to sell the cannibal chickens (and offering them up) for the 

Rector’s consumption indicates the complications inherent in matrimonial politics.   

 In The Philosophy of Money (1900), Georg Simmel argues that “exchange is the source of 

economic values, because exchange is the representative of the distance between subject and 

object which transforms subjective feelings into objective valuation” (90). Abstract value , then, 

organises meaning and “disconnects immediate and individual private desire from an 

apparently consensual and reasonable public value” (Freedgood 128). Middlemarch explores 

the middle-class construction of value and the ensuing consequences for, what Freedgood 

terms, “object relations” (119). The Victorian marriage market epitomises Simmel’s theory 

concerning the distance between subjective feeling and objective valuation, in its acceptance 

of reducing emotional connections to the individual’s prospects as favourable wife/mother or 

husband/father. In Eliot’s text various connotations of value are consistently linked with class 

aspiration and economic prosperity. If the marital achetype was based solely on a loving and 

respectful foundation, social pressures for a ‘good match’ adulterate this concept with 

externally-enforced ideals of maintaining or improving a certain lifestyle.  

 Women in Middlemarch bend to what Gilbert and Gubar term Eliot’s “feminine anti-

feminism”, which while emphasising women’s “emotions, needs and frustrations, also 

contains [...] disconcerting generalisations” (166, Flint 160). Dinah Morris’ renunciation of her 

preaching career on her marriage to the rugged protagonist in Eliot’s Adam Bede (1859) is 
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perhaps the most obvious instance of the author’s “anti-feminism”. Generalisations of the 

female experience include an “appetite for submission” characterised in Middlemarch by 

Dorothea’s marriage to Casaubon, the notion of female ‘wholeness’ inherent in the marriage 

state and the “calm wisdom” of motherhood (Eliot 67, 460). In addition to Dorothea’s 

misguided motivations for marriage (her “complete devotion to Mr Casaubon’s aims” and 

abrogation of the “world’s misery”), Rosamond Vincy’s marriage to local doctor Tertius 

Lydgate imprudently relies on her desire for social advancement and escape “from the 

disagreeables of her father’s house” (72, 621).  

 The novel’s proposal that a woman has an “appetite for submission” after her marriage 

is dependent upon her freedom to make domestic choices (furnishings, servants, home décor) 

before the marriage occurs (67); the reasoning behind this being that any potential trouble (or 

nagging) could be alleviated by allowing her control over domestic trifles. Ken Thompson has 

suggested that had Dorothea ‘dictated’ to Mr Casaubon, their marriage may have been more 

conducive to equality:  

 Had Dorothea had a mother's advice, she might have made some changes to Mr. 

Casaubon's Lowick Manor, her future home, to accomplish two things minimally: first, 

she would have made her feminine mark on her own environment which would have 

psychologically sent a message to her husband that life is to be shared; and secondly, 

by altering the drapes, for instance, to allow more light into her world and his, she could 

have made her world more conducive to her own preferences — those of 

enlightenment. 

But Thompson’s view of dictation goes only as far as choosing curtain fabric or adding a vase 

of flowers to Casaubon’s desk, the same incursions inflicted by Rosamond on Lydgate. In 
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truth, the Victorian marriage market left little room for women to dictate; they could refuse on 

the grounds of insufficient feeling, money or connections, but the necessity of marriage for 

women, for both economic and social reasons, rendered their negotiating powers tenuous at 

best. Contemporary marriage theory held that women would find wholeness through 

marriage, implying their incompleteness (and social redundancy) without it.  

 As such, this desire for wholeness is often at odds with the popular idea of 

companionate souls. Women were simultaneously taught to feed the capitalist-consumer 

desires presented by magazines and journals, and prioritise the “inner-life” of moral rectitude 

and self-effacement (Caine 16). In Eliot’s novel, ‘wholeness’ is characterised by desires such as 

male-imparted knowledge, financial stability or social prominence, whereas the notion of 

companionate souls focuses on the emotional desires of companionship and understanding. 

Rosamond’s dedication to the social benefits of marriage disconnects her from Lydgate’s 

“inward life”: “each lived in a world of which the other knew nothing” (156, 155): 

In Rosamond’s romance it was not necessary to imagine much about the inward life of 

a hero, or of his serious business in the world; of course he had a profession and was 

clever, as well as sufficiently handsome; but the piquant fact about Lydgate was his 

good birth, which distinguished him from all Middlemarch admirers, and presented 

marriage as a prospect of rising in rank and getting a little nearer to that celestial 

condition on earth in which she would have nothing to do with vulgar people, and 

perhaps at last associate with relatives quite equal to the country people who looked 

down on the Middlemarchers (156). 

Rosamond’s desire for social respectability and mobility (which Lydgate was expected to 

fulfil) are grounded in her education at Mrs Lemon’s school, “the chief in the country, where 
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the teachings included all that was demanded in the accomplished female”(Eliot 89). This was 

an education in the delicate femininity used to attract and bait a certain caste of potential 

husband, emphasising “propriety of speech” and preparing young ladies for lives of passivity 

and grace by implementing the proper etiquette of “getting in and out of a carriage” (89). The 

narrator’s later admission that Rosamond “acted her own character, and so well, that she did 

not know it to be precisely her own” (seemingly in contrast to the socially ambitious, 

opportunistic, materialistic woman her marriage reveals), emphasises the tension between her 

social obligatation as tabula rasa, for moulding to the domestic and emotional needs of her 

future husband, and her instinct as social-climber (109).   

 Victorian etiquette guides, magazine articles and novels offered advice on courtship 

and marriage to young women while simultaneously promoting gender stereotypes94. Women 

were advised to actively use their “power[s] of attraction, encouragement, and acceptance” 

while remaining outwardly passive and allowing themselves to be “wooed and won” (Swan 

cited in Phegley 34). The social demand for, and creation of, women produced purely for the 

marriage market, was problematic and generated unrealistic expectations on both sides: on his 

of quiet wifely submission, and on hers of the economic comfort grounded in her husband’s 

status as gentleman. Edward John Hardy in his cheerily titled publication How to be Happy 

Though Married from 1885 warns against the dangers of superficial attraction: 

 
94 Florence Hartley’s The Ladies’ Book of Etiquette, and Manual of Politeness (1860) advocates a sensible approach to 

choosing a husband, relying on the skills which will serve the bride-to-be well as a companionate wife: “Let her 

act with candour, with consideration, with good sense, and all this web which her folly would weave around her 

will not embarrass her .Let her not madly and obstinately resist the advice of those on whose affection to her, and 

on whose good judgement, experience has taught her to rely. Let her be a child in nothing except humility; let her 

listen to counsel; yet her own heart must decide for her – none can know so well as herself its secret throbs, or the 

impression of dislike or of regard which has been made upon it.” p. 250. 
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Some young men marry dimples, some ears; the mouth, too, is occasionally married, 

the chin not so often. Only the Other day, a young fellow fell head over heels with a 

braid... he was so far gone that he became engaged to this braid;... What do young men 

marry? Why, they marry these, and many other bits and scraps of a wife, instead of the 

true thing; and then, after the wedding, they are surprised to find that, although 

married, they have no wives (cited in Phegley 13). 

While marriages based on superficial attraction were discouraged, the acknowledged 

importance of external beauty helped ventures such as Madame Rachel’s cosmetics boutiques 

in Mayfair, and later Bond Street, to flourish with high-society customers. With Madame 

Rachel’s assurances of the strictest confidence concerning their patronage, men and women of 

the upper classes paid extortionate sums for Rachel’s beautifying ‘Jordan Water’, Arabian face 

creams imported from the exotic East, and face enamelling treatments, hair dye and white and 

red cosmetics all of which, as the cosmetician proudly affirmed, would make her clients 

‘beautiful forever’.95By the 1880s, the secrecy and shame of beauty products had abated 

somewhat, with advice manuals quick to impart advice to young women on how to dress, 

style their hair and beautify themselves in order to “enhance” their natural beauty. The Ward 

& Lock’s Home Book: A Domestic Encyclopaedia (1880) was published as a companion volume to 

Mrs Beeton’s Household Management and “devoted no fewer than seventy-five pages to ‘The 

Toilet’, that is, the care of the female features and figure, with many suggestion on what a 

woman must do to enhance her beauty” (Draznin 36). The importance placed upon reaching 

the lofty ideals of aesthetic femininity in relation to attracting the ‘right sort’ of husband cannot 

be underestimated. Female beauty was conditioned by the socio-economic environment, 

 
95  For Madame Rachel’s extraordinary history, see Helen Rappaport’s Beautiful Forever: Madame Rachel 

of Bond Street – Cosmetician, Con-Artist and Blackmailer London: Vintage, 2012. 
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influenced by art, poetry, literature and fashion; the male ability to first designate then identify 

the aesthetic qualities of a desirable female culminate in the desired ownership (in the form of 

marriage), or consumption, of these qualities. Rosamond’s coquettish seduction of Lydgate 

ascribes to the success of these guides, as does her seduction and securing of a second husband 

following Lydgate’s death at the end of the novel: “Rosamond afterwards married an elderly 

and wealthy physician, who took kindly to her four children. She made a very pretty show 

with her daughters, driving out in her carriage, and often spoke of her happiness as ‘a reward’” 

(Eliot 782). While contemporary guides appear to educate women in their innate power to bait, 

capture and consume a mate, the adherence of women to the patriarchal ideals of feminine 

physical and emotional delicacy, passivity and domesticity espoused by these guides ensured 

that any sense of real power remained securely in the hands of the husband.     

 In accepting this reliance upon preordained codes of conduct and expectation in the 

marriage market, the ‘consumption’ of the wife by the husband is required in order for a 

Victorian marriage to be successful. The Young Husbands’ Book (1837), described by its author 

A. Mentor as a “manual of domestic duties”, contains advice for young men on everything 

from choosing a wife to the ingredients needed for wedded bliss (1). The emphasis is on the 

responsibilities undertaken by young men on entering into marriage, the expectations placed 

upon them and what they can expect in return:  

As to matters of little comparative moment – as to what shall be for dinner – as to how 

the house shall be furnished – as to the management of the house and of menial servants 

– as to those matters, and many others, the wife may have her way without any danger; 

but when the questions are, what is to be the calling to be pursued – what is to be the 

place of residence – what is to be the style of living and scale of expense – what is to be 
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done with property – what is to be the manner and place of educating children – what 

is to be their calling or state of life – who are to be employed or entrusted by the husband 

– what are the principles that he is to adopt as to public matters – whom he is to have 

for coadjutors or friends – all these must be left solely to the husband; in all these he 

must have his will, or there never can be any harmony in the family. […] During the 

last few years, and since the rights of women have been so much insisted upon, and 

practically carried out by the strongest-minded of the sex, numerous husbands have 

complained to me of the hardships under which they suffer by being married to women 

who regard themselves as martyrs when called upon to fulfill the duties of wives (35-

6). 

Domestic harmony, both in terms of household management and martial relations, was 

reasoned to be achieved by both husband and wife assuming their respective predetermined, 

biological roles; the husband as an active leader, and the wife to love honour and obey him.   

 This form of assimilation (the marital coverture) appears beneficial for Middlemarch 

women; Dorothea seeks, in marrying Casaubon, the fulfilment of her life’s purpose, Rosamond 

seeks a house and social standing of her own - “new indulgence, more exactly to her taste” 

and Celia finds endless joy in motherhood all of which are tropes of female behaviour 

traditionally ascribed to the happy, contented wife (Eliot 558). Effectively, Eliot’s marriage 

market trades in the ideal marriage and the symbolic meanings attached to that product i.e. 

patriarchal hegemony, economic stability, social mobility and children.  Social conditioning 

had, by the 1870s, taught both men and women to expect marital accord and mutual 

understanding; Eliot’s reference to a Walter Scott novel on Mary Garth’s work table 
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emphasises the popularity of literary Romances in contemporary culture96, the pressures and 

expectations of which conform to wider notions of social consumption which accord consumer 

value to prospective marital partners (292). The marital ideal however is constantly 

problematised, as Caleb Garth states: “a woman, let her be as good as she may, has got to put 

up with the life her husband makes for her” (242). The success of a marriage in terms of its 

external factors, such as economic and social prosperity, is dependent upon the husband. The 

social consumption inherent in the preservation of socially-contrived displays of success and 

the recognition of this value in the initial choosing of a partner, ensure that consumption is an 

innate element of the marriage market.      

 Notions of wifely consumption are expanded on by Rosamond: “I cannot give up my 

only prospect of happiness, papa. Mr Lydgate is a gentleman. I could never love anyone who 

was not a perfect gentleman. You would not like me to go into a consumption, as Arabella 

Hawley did” [emphasis added] (332). Arabella Hawley literalises the contemporary fear that 

women who did not make a good marriage, and were therefore unable fulfil their social 

obligation (or biological destiny), submitted themselves to a long-suffering and agonising 

existence which, in itself, was an existence ‘wasted’. For Rosamond, the acceptance of a suitor 

failing to adhere to notions of “a perfect gentleman” would be a travesty and a mockery of the 

ideas of marital perfection which, for her, were dependent upon the social and economic 

prosperity of her husband.   

 
96  Lise Sanders’ Consuming Fantasies: Labor, Leisure, and the London Shopgirl, 1880-1920 (2006) examines the cultural 

significance of the late-Victorian shopgirl as a figure of both public and consumerist fantasy. Sanders’ comments 

on the escapist literature available to shopgirls of the period, emphasise the significance of the relationship between 

romance and leisure/wealth which women were encouraged to fantasise about: “The content of fiction romance 

narratives that formed the basic structure of the novelette [reflected] a luxurious atmosphere of consumer pleasure 

not unlike that which the shopgirl was being taught or encouraged to desire. The world of wealth and leisure 

depicted in penny novelettes emerges primarily through the author’s use of setting to convey the sense of 

aristocratic luxury and leisure which was the perceived locus for the shop girl’s consuming desires.” p. 148. 
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 Dorothea’s “wild illusion” of an ideal marriage based on love, mutual sacrifice, 

companionship, devotion and respect, cannot be realised as long as the ideal remains an 

“illusion” (Eliot 197). Her fantasy of taking an active charitable role in the community which 

would “give her the freedom of voluntary submission to a guide who would take her along 

the grandest path”, dissolves with her uneasy absorption into her husband’s unproductive 

lifestyle (27): 

The duties of her married life, contemplated as so great beforehand, seemed to be 

shrinking with the furniture and the white vapour-walled landscape. The clear heights 

where she expected to walk in full communion had become difficult to see even in her 

imagination; the delicious repose of the soul on a complete superior had been shaken 

into uneasy effort and alarmed with dim presentiment. When would the days begin of 

that active wifely devotion which was to strengthen her husband’s life and exalt her 

own? (257). 

What Dorothea mourns as the “stifling oppression of the gentle-woman’s world”, is actually 

a mourning of the loss of her own individual wants and needs to the inactive wife Casaubon 

desires – her activity must give way to passivity (257). Like most young women of the age, 

Dorothea has been conditioned to assume the role of carer, sacrificing her own desires to 

nurture those of her husband and children: “...it always seemed to me that the use I should 

like to make of my life would be to help someone who did great works, so that his burthen 

might be lighter. [...] I should have no happiness if I did not help him in his work” (342). In 

seeking out a paternalistic marriage in her union with the Reverend Casaubon, Dorothea 

submits herself to an anachronistic theology (symbolised by the outdated Key to All 

Mythologies) and is therefore doomed to unhappiness:  
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How was it that in the weeks since her marriage, Dorothea had not distinctly observed 

but felt with a stifling depression, that the large vistas and wide fresh air which she had 

dreamed of finding in her husband’s mind were replaced by anterooms and winding 

passages which seemed to lead nowhither? (183).  

Dorothea’s desires for knowledge, purpose and stimulation were instead characterised by 

Casuabon’s “lifeless embalmment of knowledge”, leaving her in a miserably bitter solitude 

(184). 

 It is Casaubon’s “intellectual ambition which seemed to others to have absorbed and 

dried him” which prevents his assimilation of Dorothea97 (391). Lisa Baltazar’s 2001 essay 

explores the unoriginality98 of Casaubon’s work which she terms “anachronistic futility”, 

highlighting his ignorance of previous research (57). For Baltazar Casaubon’s research exposes 

only his conservative Anglican prejudices in his insistence that classical mythologies are in fact 

corruptions of the Mosaic account in Genesis. She notes that his:  

... scheme to organise all mythologies according to a preconceived plan of subordination 

to biblical accounts is an effort that can only produce an outcome even more ‘fruitless’. 

This certainly is what Dorothea feels when she likens the continued effort spent on her 

husband’s Key to All Mythologies to working ‘a treadmill fruitlessly’. A fruitful outcome 

can be reached only by studying myths on a case by case basis, without trying to impose 

a grid supplied by a speculative presupposition (51).   

 
97  Casaubon’s immersion in his work leaves little room for thoughts of marriage. Indeed, he admits he entered 

into the institution only through following social convention. As his work as consumed him, he is unable to 

assimilate Dorothea. Instead of assimilating his wife’s cultural capital, Casaubon instead assimilates the value of 

his work, which is worthless.   
98  “Will [Ladislaw] informs Dorothea that his cousin’s effort is really just ‘crawling a little way after men of the 

last century – men like Bryant’. Since Casaubon doesn’t claim originality of conception [...] we know that his project 

is substantially the same as [Jacob] Bryant’s.” p. 41. 
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Casaubon’s marriage and work are founded on the expectation that his wife becomes “really 

such a helpmate to him as would enable him to dispense with a hired secretary” (Eliot 262).  

Eliot’s repetition of the “fruitlessness” of Casaubon’s Key suggests the fruitlessness of his 

marriage to Dorothea. The notion of Casaubon’s Key as a progenitive act is characterised by 

his hopes of eventually ‘birthing’ of his project into the world:   

He should receive family pleasures and leave behind him that copy of himself which 

seemed so urgently required of a man – to the sonneteers of the sixteenth century. Times 

had altered since then, and no sonneteer had insisted on Mr Casaubon’s leaving a copy 

of himself; moreover he had not yet succeeded in issuing copies of his mythological key 

(261). 

The worthlessness of his life-long research however, suggests an academic impotency which 

reflects physical impotency in his marriage; when Casuabon takes Dorothea as a “hired 

secretary” for his “fruitless” work, he ensures the sexual fruitlessness of their marriage. 

 Children were often advocated as the antidote to an unhappy marriage, an avenue 

Dorothea and Casaubon did not (perhaps could not) explore (Coite 56). Bonaporte conjectures 

that this could be due to Casaubon’s impotence, and notes that when “Dorothea is found 

‘sobbing bitterly’ on her honeymoon […] it may not simply be his deficiencies as a scholar that 

account for her disappointment” (xiii). Casaubon is not only older than Dorothea, but he is 

also habitually depicted in the imagery of death, appearing as a “mummy” to Sir James and 

causing Celia to “grieve” his engagement to her sister (Eliot 54, 45). Casaubon even courts and 

marries Dorothea during the autumn and winter months, contrasting with Dorothea’s “early 

bloom of youth” (63). Eliot’s imagery suggests a vampyric relationship in which Casaubon 

feeds upon Dorothea’s youth and enthusiasm, as well as sating his spiritual “a-hunger” with 
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Dorothea’s passionate theological ardour (261). The relationship evokes that between the 

virginal Rose Velderkaust and the monstrous Minheer Vanderhausen in Joseph Sheridan Le 

Fanu’s Schelken the Painter (1839). Vanderhausen’s sinister appearance blurs the lines between 

elderly and undead, his “repulsive” figure resembling an animated corpse (38):  

There was something indescribably odd, even horrible, about all his motions ... it was as 

if the limbs were guided and directed by a spirit unused to the management of bodily 

machinery ... During the stay, his eyelids did not once close, or, indeed, move in the 

slightest degree; and farther, there was a deathlike stillness in his whole person, owing to 

the absence of the heaving motion of the chest, caused by the process of respiration (38-9). 

After their marriage, Le Fanu’s sinister villain seemingly holds his new bride against her will 

until she is able to escape and return home to her uncle in a state of terror and semi-madness, 

repeating “the dead and the living cannot be one: God has forbidden it” (46). Casaubon is 

likewise depicted as a fiendish abductor by Will Ladislaw, who compares his marriage to 

Dorothea to a sacrificial death: 

Casaubon had done wrong to Dorothea in marrying her. A man was bound to know 

himself better than that, and he chose to grow grey crunching bones in a cavern, he had 

no business to be luring a girl into his companionship. ‘It is the most horrible of virgin-

sacrifices’ said Will; and he painted to himself what were Dorothea’s inward sorrows 

as if he had been writing a chronic wail (338-9). 

Ladislaw’s depiction of the marriage as a “virgin sacrifice” implies Dorothea’s unwillingness 

to play, or perhaps recognise, her role; the inference that she was “an angel beguiled” and had 

“made some original romance for herself in this marriage” emphasises her consumption and 

integration of the martial ideals espoused by women’s magazines and/or romance literature 
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(195). Dorothea’s expectations and desires for marriage include self-sacrifice, endurance and 

nurture, but in exchange for a profound spiritual emotional connection. Her marital ideals 

express an innocence of the world which would corroborate Bonaparte’s notions concerning 

her distress on her honeymoon, although a Victorian novel cannot be too explicit on such 

matters:  

What was typical was the ignorance and inexperience that made the Victorian wedding 

night a ‘barbaric trial’ for at least the woman, and sometimes the man as well. That 

experience was all the worse because sexual relations, having been utterly forbidden 

before marriage, became an absolute requirement after marriage – a certain prescription 

for impotence and frigidity (Himmelfarb 8). 

Dorothea’s ignorance of the complexities of marriage, and both the physical and emotional 

intimacies it entails, confirm the purity and innocence interpreted as high-value commodities 

by the marriage market. Consequently, the absence of such intimacies could account for the 

“confused thought and passion” Dorothea is unable to “state even to herself” (Eliot 180).  

 While marriage was the “ideological bone” thrown to women, men did not have the 

pressures of ever-diminishing youth, beauty and fertility. Men were influenced by their own 

states of affairs including career and economic standing; for men, the decisions of who and 

when to marry could often made individually (within reason), not socially as in the case of 

women (Rose 7). Lydgate, for example, is able to examine his feelings for Rosamond in light 

of his own circumstances untroubled by social pressures: “He could not marry yet; he wished 

not to marry for several years; and therefore he was not ready to entertain the notion of being 

in love with a girl whom he happened to admire” (Eliot 153). That is not to say however that 

marriage was entirely optional for men. The moral rectitude signified by marriage was 
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commended as “the highest treasure this earth affords”, but in the marriage market men were 

afforded the freedom to choose when to marry, and identify a set of appropriate qualities in a 

wife, as Rev. Casaubon does (Ellis, cited in Phegley 7):  

[Casaubon] had done nothing exceptional in marrying – nothing but what society 

sanctions, and considers an occasion for wreaths and bouquets. It had occurred to him 

that he must not any longer defer his intention of matrimony, and he had reflected that 

in taking a wife, a man of good position should expect and carefully choose a blooming 

young lady – the younger the better, because more educable and submissive – of a rank 

equal to his own, of religious principles, virtuous disposition, and good understanding. 

[...] Society never made the preposterous demand that a man should think as much 

about his own qualifications for making a charming girl happy as he thinks of hers of 

making himself happy. As if a man could choose not only his wife but his wife’s 

husband! (Eliot 261-2). 

Casaubon’s reflections on the normality and social decorum of marriage are echoed later by 

Mr Farebrother, when his sister demands he “set an example” and take a wife: “You talk as if 

young women were tied up to be chosen, like poultry at market; as if I had only to ask and 

everybody would have me” (479). In all instances, men in Middlemarch consider their own 

position in life before entering the marriage market; their finances, social position, education 

and employment are tools with which to secure a young, beautiful and companionate wife. 

Phegley asserts that middle-class men: “were not expected to marry until they had sufficient 

means to support a wife and family; indeed men were expected to have a year’s income one 

hand, half of which was to be spent on furnishing a new home” (14). While women typically 

married between the ages of 23-26, men married between 25-30 (these ages rising with class 
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and status as finances became less of a concern), allowing men more time in which to establish 

and improve their own value within the marketplace (14).  

 It is in this light that Casaubon, Farebrother and Lydgate actively enter the marriage 

market. The riddle “How must you spell honey to make it catch lady-birds? Answer – money.” 

read by Mr Trumbull at the auction directly confronts the uncomfortable importance of 

financial stability, preferably demonstrable welath, in securing a desirable wife. Indeed Nancy 

Armstrong contends that marriage is “the exchange is one between gendered parties – a 

wedding of her moral authority to his particular economic practices and social place” (Eliot 

569, Armstrong 130). Mr Trumbull’s riddle exposes marriage as an economic exchange while 

simultaneously acknowledging the element of capture involved by the grooms-to-be; the 

image is that of the free-flying ladybird caught in the sticky and sickly-sweet honeypot of cold 

hard cash. Just as Mr Farebrother’s metaphor of poultry “tied up to be chosen”, the image of 

eligible women as confined or captured troublingly exposes social conformity as potentially 

deadly (Eliot 479). 

 Money pervades the novel. Each of the marriage plots is fraught with economic 

imbalance, as Elaine Freedgood has argued: 

Lydgate knows he isn’t rich, but has never felt poor; Rosamond refuses the necessity of 

selling things even after too many have been bought; Fred Vincy is always optimistic 

that somehow his debts will be paid. Caleb Garth’s moral worth as a businessman is 

based on the fact that he ‘could not manage finance’ [...] Each is squeamish about 

looking too closely at actual money (Freedgood 119-20).     
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The relationship between money and value is therefore closely tied to the marriage plots in 

Eliot’s text, where the middle-class ideology of ‘marriage conquers all’ is disturbed by the 

financial pressures of both marriage and marital eligibility.  

 Beauty in the marriage market acquired cultural capital, adding to the 

commodification and commercialisation of wifehood, as Kirby-Jane Hallum has noted, “being 

beautiful was an attribute that was perpetually valued in a potential wife” (2). The uneasy 

relationship between economic consumption and aesthetics is epitomised by the marriage of 

Lydgate and Rosamond. Drawn to the latter’s delicate qualities as a paradigm of contemporary 

femininity, Lydgate soon discovers that his attraction comes at a high price as he becomes 

embroiled in marital debt in the attempt to satisfy Rosamond’s ambitions of luxury. Coit 

suggests that this represents “the display of cultural capital and the exercise of the aesthetic 

disposition as [a way] of maintaining social and economic hierarchies” (216). Lydgate’s choice 

of Rosamond as the ideal wife, a woman who is: “grace itself [...] perfectly lovely and 

accomplished. That is what a woman ought to be: she ought to produce the effect of exquisite 

music”, evidences his assimilation into the world of social cannibalism (Eliot 87).   

 If we accept that Eliot’s novel “encourages us to understand consumption as an act 

with political and social consequences”, then the production of children was arguably one of 

the most important consequences of marital consumption (Coit 220). Children, as well as 

marriage, were symbolic of womanly success and want of either was deemed a failure not only 

personally but as the unrealised destiny of her sex. While Rosamond’s marriage is shadowed 

by the sufferings of debt and miscarriage, and Dorothea’s by emotional distance and 

loneliness, Celia marks the contemporary ideal of domestic bliss:  
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Every morning [Dorothea] sat with Celia in the prettiest of up-stairs sitting-rooms, 

opening into a small conservatory – Celia all in white and lavender like a bunch of 

mixed violets, watching the remarkable acts of the baby, which were so dubious to her 

inexperienced mind that all conversation was interrupted by appeals for their 

interpretation made to the oracular nurse (Eliot 457-8). 

Celia’s seat in the “prettiest” sitting-room, surrounded by flowers and dressed in the white of 

marriage and innocence (mixed with lavender symbolising harmony with nature), externalises 

her success as both wife and woman. As the younger of the sisters, Celia’s position has been 

elevated by the birth of her child (a son no less) and the implicit success of her own marriage: 

“Since Celia’s baby was born, she had had a new sense of her mental solidity and calm 

wisdom. It seemed clear that where there was a baby, things were right enough, and that error, 

in general, was a mere lack of central poising force” (460). With birth rates falling, and a child 

mortality rate of 15%, by the 1870s reproduction was a question not only of marital stability 

and joy, but of social necessity (Newell and Gazeley 2). Grant Allen writing for Popular Science 

Monthly in 1889 asserted that: 

 ...the vast majority of the women must become wives and mothers, and must bear at 

least four children apiece. If some women shirk their natural duties, then a heavier task 

must be laid upon the remainder. But in any case almost all must become wives and 

mother, and almost all must bear four or five children. In our existing state six are the 

very fewest that our country can do with (171).  

Allen’s calculations that women must produce between four and six children to ensure the 

survival of mankind leave little time for individual desires, and perpetuate the need for 

gender-specific roles. Allen advocates women marrying at a young age, their surrender of any 
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and all financial responsibilities and the forfeiture of any individual desires in favour of 

social/biological prosperity. To conceive of doing otherwise would be, as Allen comments, “a 

social aberration” (175).  

 Eliot’s marriage market is one in which marital ideals are consumed by harsh realities. 

Notions of social consumption characterised by marriage are expounded by feminine 

accomplishments, male status, economics and social ambition which, while acting in 

opposition to the advice manual-ideals of companionate companionship, expose the marriage 

market as just that – a market exchanging in cultural capital. The commodification-for-

consumption ethos of Eliot’s Middlemarch is signalled early-on by Mrs Fitchett’s cannibal 

chickens, the solution to which, lest we forget, was the Rector’s table. 

“The Winning Prize” in The Egoist 

While Middlemarch focuses on an archetypal marriage model, George Meredith’s The Egoist, 

written at the end of the 1870s, depicts courtship and marriage as aesthetically-motivated 

consumption. In Meredith’s text, the “determination of who does the selecting is crucial” 

(Smith 62). Darwin argues that while females “in most or all the orders [...] have the power of 

rejecting any particular male”, the rejection of all males and the adoption of spinsterhood, 

presented many social and economic hurdles (and stigmas) which would take a strong woman 

to overcome99, and which most women strove to avoid (Darwin 341).  

 
99  Deborah Anna Logan suggests that: “Victorian society depends on women keeping their proper place and upon 

‘naturalising monogamous marriage’; thus, there is no place for the unmarried woman.” Fallenness in Victorian 

Women’s Writing: Marry, Stitch, Die, or Do Worse (1998) p. 55. 
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 While much of the academic discussion surrounding Meredith’s text has focussed on 

its relationship with Darwinian theory100, I will examine Sir Willoughby Patterne’s courtship 

and marital ideals in terms of social consumption. The novel follows the trials of Sir 

Willoughby Patterne and his quest for a bride: after being jilted by Constantia Durham, he 

then flits between the beautiful, strong-willed Clara Middleton and the more pliable, yet less 

beautiful, Laetitia Dale who is already in love with him. The narrative concerns Clara’s 

unwillingness to marry Willoughby, his determined pursuit (and domestication) of her, and 

Willoughby’s attempts to simultaneously satisfy his social circle, his personal happiness and 

his own vanity. The novel’s absorption in aesthetics – Willoughby’s acknowledgment of 

himself as an aesthetic prize, but also as, what Kirby-Jane Hallum has termed, “an agent of 

aesthetic commodification” – grounds the marriage market in transferable culture-capital, in 

which marriage to a highly desirable partner adds to the social value of the individual (55). 

Willoughby’s admission that “the breath of the world, the world’s view of him, was partly his 

vital breath, his view of himself” connotes an identity bound to social constructions of worth 

which could easily fluctuate with either a judicious or imprudent marriage (Meredith 312). 

Constantia Durham, Willoughby’s first choice of wife, “had money, and she had health and 

beauty: three mighty qualifications for a Patterne bride”, her beauty moreover “was of a kind 

to send away beholders aching”, connoting a communally valued beauty which would 

increase her value if successfully pursued (48, 51). This notion of commodification is 

underpinned by the circuit of exchange within Meredith’s marriage market: Willoughby 

exchanges Constantia for Clara, Clara exchanges “a father for a husband”, Willoughby then 

 
100  Specifically Anna Maria Jones’ ‘Eugenics by Way of Aesthetics: Sexual Selection, Cultural Consumption and 

the Cultivated Reader in The Egoist’ Literature Interpretation Theory 16, 2005. pp. 101-128 and Carolyn Williams’ 

‘Natural Selection and Narrative Form in The Egoist’ Victorian Studies 27:1, Autumn 1983. pp. 53-79. 
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exchanges Clara for Laetitia and Clara finally exchanges Willoughby for Vernon (89). The 

novel’s insistent aesthetic rhetoric conforms to the decade’s relationship with commodity 

culture101 and the artistic trends which questioned traditional notions of value; this is reflected 

in Willoughby’s desire for Clara - a bride who conforms to his notions of traditional beauty, 

but who is not conventional in her thinking in that marriage is not her ultimate aim.   

 George Meredith’s manoeuvres between the Pre-Raphaelite and aestheticism 

movements, offer not only a “critique of Victorian culture and aesthetics” as Hallum has 

argued, but also deploy aestheticism to trope the socially cannibalistic nature of the marriage 

market (55): 

In chronological terms Meredith’s novel is positioned near to the beginning of the 

aesthetic movement – about the time that aestheticism was becoming known to a wider 

public. The novel appeared two years after the well-known Grosvenor Gallery opening. 

It also uses imagery associated with Pre-Raphaelitism in its portrayal of female beauty. 

Meredith was in fact associated with the Pre-Raphaelite group. [...] He included in his 

circle of friends Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Charles Algernon Swinburne and William 

Michael Rossetti, the younger brother of the poet and painter. The four men shared a 

house together in Chelsea in the 1860s and it is recorded that each of them also shared 

a mutual regard for each other’s work (Hallum 55).  

The conventions of artistic experimentation, sensuality and naturalism associated with the 

Pre-Raphaelite movement, contrast with Sir Willoughby’s domesticated conservatism; he 

“embodies what, in 1879, was fast becoming a set of anachronistic presumptions about the 

 
101  “The interest in material refinement nurtured by the aesthetic movement was reinforced by the development 

of department stores in the 1870s, those temples of commodity culture in which shopping as a matter of utilitarian 

need blurred with ever-more varied appeals to fantasy and the pleasures of ‘just looking’, a pursuit that middle-

class women increasingly could indulge unchaperoned.” James Eli Adams A History of the Victorian Novel p. 249. 
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entitlements associated with aristocratic position” (Stevenson 9). A distinguished bloodline, 

“beauty and wit” and economic affluence should, he perceives, afford him any number of 

beautiful women but in his position as market consumer, Willoughby is able to designate value 

to each prospective bride, based on aesthetic and moral merit (Meredith 43). His control of the 

market becomes the narrative’s fundamental motif (Willoughby’s chasing Clara); his insistent 

pursuit of her suggests the hunting of a wild animal, the threatening aspect of which Clara 

astutely recognises. Not only does Willoughby stalk and manipulate Clara, he encourages her 

father to aid him in weakening his daughter’s resolve: “Willoughby has entangled papa. He 

schemes incessantly to keep me entangled. I fly from his cunning as much as from anything. I 

dread it” (331). Willoughby’s outdated notions of romantic love and aristocratic entitlements, 

are used to satirise the contemporary nineteenth-century marriage market, in which the 

importance placed upon aesthetics, titles and economics often supersedes the significance 

given to matches based upon mutual respect.    

 Willoughby’s desire for a wife “to have come to him out of an egg-shell [...] seeing him 

with her sex’s eyes first of all men”, indicates that Willoughby wishes to occupy not just the 

paternal role, as the Reverend Casaubon did with Dorothea, but a deified one (Meredith 51) . 

Meredith states that Willoughby’s “enemy was the world, the mass [...] which has breathed on 

her whom we have selected, whom we cannot, can never rub quite clear of her contact with 

the abominated crowd” (52). The implication is that woman’s innate and natural purity is 

contaminated by contact with society, knowledge and social influence and that imperfections 

(in women at any rate) are made not born. Sir Willoughby’s ideal is steeped in Biblical 

significance, in which his wife attain Eve-like innocence and purity through her sole 

relationship with Willoughby the ‘Creator’. Wiloughby’s desire for purity and innocence 
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therefore transfers into an impulse to evaluate and nominate value; his estimation of women 

is based on this ability to visibly discern purity, as a collector detects faults in pottery:    

Women of mixed essences shading off the divine to the considerably lower were outside 

his vision of woman. His mind could little admit an angel in pottery as a rogue in 

porcelain. For him they were when fashioned at the beginning; many cracked, many 

stained, here and there a perfect specimen designed for the elect of men (150). 

Notions of visible moral perfection102 can be identified through dress, posture, behaviour, 

refinement; she must “never do, dare never say, must not think. She must be cloisteral” (151). 

Willoughby’s desire betokens a coveted commodity, paralleling Victorian tropes of the female 

model:   

In The Egoist the emphasis on female purity is at odds with the idea of a commodity that 

acquires its value on the market, a notion which comes out of the Victorian social 

context whereby women were valued for their virginity and its associated implications 

of genetic integrity (Hallum 66). 

For Willoughby, it was a woman’s duty to remain pure and ‘undiscovered’ that is, to deny the 

public-value placed on her body. His chivalrous demeanour adopts a sinister and possessive 

aspect in his pursuit of Clara, as Willoughby seizes the responsibility to preserve his chick in 

the egg-shell paradigm. Anna Maria Jones suggests: 

The deciding factor in the rise or decline of civilisation – the missing link, if you will, 

between aesthetic production/consumption and social evolution -  is the public body 

 
102  The connection between aesthetics and morality in the nineteenth century, is grounded in phrenology. Coombe’s 

Popular Phrenology (1844) advises that “One of the first requisites in a good wife is to ascertain that she has a good 

head.” Coombe goes on the stress the importance of Philoprogenitiveness (which was located centrally at the back 

of the head), which produced affection for children, and ensured excellent maternal skills.  
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and its appetites, a body which left to its own devices represents destructive 

(consumptive) potential almost without limit, but bred up properly has the potential to 

achieve an evolved state of perfection. Within this paradigm, the few who understand 

and revere culture are responsible for the husbandry of the masses, responsible for a 

kind of cultural selective breeding and management to promote sweetness and light 

among the raw and unkindled masses (106-7). 

As Patricia O’Hara has suggested Willoughby openly displays “the erotic appetite for female 

purity that turns women into objects for consumption” but, to take this further, the “devouring 

male Egoist” acquires the value bestowed on this purity through marriage, in an act of social 

consumption (O’Hara 10, Meredith 146).  

 Willoughby adopts this responsibility as a member of the aristocratic and genetic elite; 

the continuance of his bloodline is a duty of genetic significance, and his “duty to his House 

was a foremost thought with him” (49). Hallum has commented on the link between aesthetic 

attraction and genetic suitability: “Woman’s beauty in literature became charged with new 

meaning after the publication of Descent because it also came to signify health and 

reproductive ability. Meredith shows his awareness of this current of thinking when 

Willoughby deems Clara: ‘… young, healthy, handsome; she was therefore fitted to be his 

wife, the mother of his children’” (74).  

 Critic W.J. Dawson theorises that it was the duty of women in traditional marriage-

plot narratives to submit to the objectifying male gaze in return for the “old commonplaces of 

pursuing love and ultimate marriage bells” (120). Undoubtedly Willoughby’s gaze reduces a 

potential bride to a mirrored surface in which he sees only himself; he muses that “once gained, 

they are your mirrors for life, and far more constant than the glass” (Meredith 208). The text 
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also reverses the male gaze: jilted at the altar by Constantia Durham for the gallant Captain 

Oxford, Willoughby’s pursuit of Clara displays the urgency and desperation of one 

determined not to let his next target escape (72): 

A successful pursuit and a wresting of her from a body of competitors, tell you that you 

are the best man. What is more, it tells the world so. Willoughby aired his amiable 

superlatives in the eye of Miss Middleton [...] He was the heir of successful competitors. 

He had a style, a tone, an artist tailor, an authority of manner; he had in the hopeful 

ardour of the chase among a multitude a freshness that gave him advantage; and 

together with his undeviating energy when there was a prize to be won and possessed, 

these were scarce resistible. He spared no pains, for he was adust and athirst for the 

winning post. He courted her father, aware that men likewise, and parents pre-

eminently, have their preference for the larger offer, the deeper pocket, the broader 

lands, the respectfuller consideration (72).  

In addition to his gentlemanly manners and courting the potential-bride’s father with 

demonstrable wealth, Willoughby’s appearance is also on display; the Darwinist mating-

display means he must “spread a handsomer tail” than his competitors, as a woman might 

strive to attract a potential husband (71). His new role as marriage-market object encourages 

his appetite for admiration and acceptance, and Willoughby feeds upon Laetitia Dale’s 

attentions. He notes that “her eyes gave him the food he enjoyed” (183).  

 Despite his aristocratic distinction, Willoughby embodies the primal desires of 

consumption and appetite which are translated into the marital contract of possession. When 

Clara asks Willoughby to release her from their engagement because she does not love him, 

Willoughby responds with images of bondage and capture:  
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‘Seriously, plighted faith signifies plighted faith, as much as an iron-cable is iron to hold 

by. [...] But, my Clara, when I say to you that bride is bride, and you are mine, mine! [...] 

Bride is bride, and wife is wife, and affianced is, in honour, wedded. You cannot be 

released. We are united. Recognise it; united. There is no possibility of releasing a wife!’ 

(Meredith 194).  

Faced with the possibility of losing Clara, Sir Willoughby descends into cannibal rhetoric after 

flirting with Laetitia to reassure himself of his sexual prowess: “Of his power upon one woman 

he was now perfectly sure: - Clara had agonised him with a doubt of his personal mastery of 

any. One was a poor feast, but the pangs of his flesh during the last few days and the latest 

hours caused him to snatch at it, hungrily if contemptuously.” (384). Clara recognises this trait 

in Willoughby, warning Laetitia that “Egoists have good women for their victims; women on 

whose devoted constancy they feed; they drink it like blood.” (206). The text’s convergences 

of social-consumption (through marriage) and cannibalism are connected through notions of 

male power – in terms of the inheritance of female property and aesthetic/social value through 

marriage, and physical nourishment – achieved at the expense of the female body. Beneath the 

veneer of the civilised marriage market are what O’Hara has termed the “primitive and violent 

customs of wife-capture” prevalent in “love [or hunting] season”(O’Hara 9, Meredith 150). 

 Willoughby’s initial desire is to find a wife who would “burn the world for him [...] 

reduce herself to ashes, or incense, or essence in honour of him, and so, by love’s 

transmutation, literally be the man she was to marry” is finally thwarted as he is forced to 

marry Laetitia Dale, “a bloodless creature” (Meredith 81-2, 203). Having been heard first 

professing his love for, and then proposing to, Laetitia by Crossjay, Willoughby is confronted 

by Clara who is then able to free herself from their engagement. Since Willoughby’s marital 
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ideals are based on consumption, his proposed brides must act as the sacrifices to this 

assimilation; in fact the text’s narrator suggests that women’s coquettish performances address 

“the pacification of a voracious aesthetic gluttony, craving them insatiably”, suggesting that 

the construction of female coquetry functions as an agent in the social civility of men (151). His 

marriage to Laetitia at the end of the novel (who openly agrees to marry him for money not 

love), acknowledges his failure to preserve and promote the Patterne line. Laetitia’s diagnosis 

as “anaemic” with “not much life”, confirms her status as “patiently starving” rather than a 

vivacious, healthy woman, and reinforces Darwinian theories of the correlation between 

aesthetics and genetics, and Willoughby’s failure to adhere to them (203, 56).  

 The Egoist presents the marriage market as inherently value-driven, and more 

specifically highlights the role of women as cultural currency to be accumulated through 

marriage. While this value should afford a certain empowerment, it only reinforces a 

commodification which is exploited by Willoughby in initially “giving” Laetitia Dale to his 

cousin Vernon, and exchanging Constantia for Clara (Meredith 67). The passion and 

determination with which Willoughby struggles to preserve his engagement to Clara is 

precipitated not by love, despite his protestations, but by the cultural value of her attributes, 

and the potential future value of the wifely duties which Willoughby expects to “reflect his 

aesthetic pretensions” (Hallum 53).     

 These patterns of female objectification and consumption pervade literature from 

classical mythology to contemporary fiction, but the social context of the mid/late nineteenth 

century, and its ambivalence concerning the future of the traditional gender-centric society, 

allows us to read this commodification as socially consumptive. As noted in this chapter’s 

introduction, for Barbara Caine the mid-nineteenth century was characterised by: “An intense 
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concern about marriage and family life, about child-bearing and rearing, and about the 

physical and mental nature of women.” The Victorian appetite for literature culminating in 

the traditional marriage resolution provided a vehicle for the discussion, and suspicious 

scrutiny, of the contemporary analysis of women’s rights. Articles stressing the importance 

and sanctity of marriage were qualified by pressures and anxieties foretelling the end of 

civilisation if women refused their biological duties and sought economic or individual 

autonomy. The separate spheres which brought order and structure to Victorian society were 

rooted in a state of harmonious and biologically-endorsed matrimony which both men and 

women were conditioned to expect, idealise and desire. 

 Cannibalistic tropes apparent in the novels of both George Eliot and George Meredith 

espouse the consumption and commodification of the marriage market, in which women were 

products for a discriminating male consumer. Women were products (in a very real sense) of 

their social conditioning which taught them to aspire to master the wifely qualities of 

submission, motherhood, passivity and domesticity; not only were these qualities to be learnt 

as part of the education of the middle-classes (with additional florid accomplishments for 

women of the upper-classes), but they were desired and held up as the duty and aspiration of 

their sex. To be ‘eaten matrimonally’, to paraphrase Trollope, is not only a reinforcement of 

patriarchal hegemony, but also succinctly articulates the process of complete assimilation 

which occurs through marriage. The cannibalistic metaphors in both Middlemarch and The 

Egoist suggest a hesitancy in the unquestioning acceptance of traditional marital ideals and, 

perhaps more worryingly for the Victorians, a growing female reluctance to be consumed.    
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5 

The Cannibal Underclass in George Gissing’s The Nether World 

 

Will the winter be a hard one? It is the question that concerns this world before all others, that occupies 

alike the patient work-folk who have yet their home unbroken, the strugglers foredoomed to loss of 

such scant needments as the summer gifted them withal, the hopeless and the self-abandoned and the 

lurking creatures of prey. 

George Gissing The Nether World 

 

The autumn months of 1888 saw the unfolding of the horrific Ripper murders in London’s 

East End. The Ripper’s targeting of prostitutes gave rise to contemporary theories of an 

atavistic sexual predator, a beast. On 8th September 1888 the body of Annie Chapman was 

discovered in Hanbury Street Spitalfields with her throat deeply slashed, almost to the point 

of decapitation. The Star reported that “London lies today under the spell of great terror. A 

nameless reprobate – half beast, half man – is at large… The ghoul-like creature who stalks 

through the streets of London, stalking down his victims like a Pawnee Indian, is simply 

drunk with blood, and he will have more” (1). Later that month, Punch published John 

Tenniel’s notorious ‘Nemesis of Neglect’ cartoon, suggesting that the Ripper was a slum-

dweller himself, conforming to contemporary notions of a dangerous, subhuman urban 

underclass. 
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The caption reads: “There floats a phantom on the slum’s foul air/ Shaping, to eyes which 

have the gift of seeing,/ Into the spectre of that loathly lair./ Face it – for vain is fleeing./Red-

handed, ruthless, furtive, un-erect,/ ‘Tis murderous crime, the nemesis of neglect.” The fearful 

Nemesis of Neglect forced Londoners to confront the possibility that the bloody murders had 

been committed by one of their own, a member of the slum underclass. The “loathly lair” 

connecting the East End with spatial degeneracy, “unerect” with the shared atavism of 

temporal degeneration proffered by Darwinian theory. In this way notions of both spatial and 

temporal degeneration are confined to the East End, consolidating the notion of a primitive 

and criminal underclass. The Ripper’s ‘From Hell’ letter, postmarked 15 October 1888, sent to 
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Scotland Yard did little to allay public fears concerning an atavistic predator. The letter, 

supposedly written by Jack, claimed that he had eaten “half [a] kidne [sic]” taken from latest 

victim Catherine Eddows, which he “fried and ate it was very nise [sic]”. Police were now 

tracking a potential cannibal, a prospect not at all incompatible with the degenerate savagery 

attributed to the murderer.  

Stereotypes of the bestial and primitive were invoked in national coverage of the East 

End murders, the Pall Mall Gazette asserting that: “We should have to go to the wilds of 

Hungary or search the records of French lower peasant life before a more sickening and 

revolting tragedy could be told” (8 September 1888). The emphasis of the reports was 

therefore on a killer who embodied a racial degeneracy characterised by sexual deviancy and 

a ‘phantom’-like otherness103. The manner in which victims were carefully selected and 

hunted, the violence of the murders themselves and the butcher-like display of the victims 

present the Ripper perhaps as the first urban cannibal, stalking the dark and narrow 

Whitechapel alleyways for prey.  

Gissing’s depiction of a run-down Clerkenwell in his novel The Nether World - 

published a year later in 1889 - feeds on the darkness, mistrust and uncertainty of Jack’s East 

End. Misery stalks the novel’s characters. There are no episodes of good fortune, no happy 

escapes, no happy marriages and no happy endings in Gissing’s world. While other 

contemporary urban fiction portrayed problematic class relations, depicting the worlds of 

both the upper and lower classes104, Gissing’s Nether World unrelentingly limns 

 
103   Mary Hughes, living in Kensington, West London at the time of the Ripper murders, is frightened by the 

‘otherness’ of the Ripper as the murders themselves: “Horrible though the murders themselves were, I think it was 

more the mysterious disappearances that affected people’s minds, giving a quality of the supernatural to the work 

– declared, of course, by some to be a judgement on vice.” A London Girl of the 1880s Oxford: University Press, 1946. 

p. 219. 
104  Mark Twain’s The Prince and the Pauper (1881) offers a stark comparison of the lives of very rich and very poor, 

whereas Anthony Trollope’s Ayala’s Angel (1881) sees characters struggling for economic stability, and Thomas 
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impoverished horror. Disraeli’s famous image of Victorian England as “two nations” in 1845 

is epitomised by Gissing, the existence of the upper, civilising classes marked most keenly in 

its absence. Disraeli deplores a nation divided not only by class, but by understanding: 

Two nations; between whom there is no intercourse and no sympathy; who are as 

ignorant of each other’s habits, thoughts, and feelings, as if they were dwellers in 

different zones or inhabitants of different planets; who are formed by a different 

breeding, are fed by a different food, are ordered by different manners, and are not 

governed by the same laws (Disraeli 96). 

What Kristen Guest terms “the spectre of class division” is clearly evoked by Disraeli in this 

passage (110); Disraeli’s assertion that these two nations “are fed by a different food” appears 

dark acknowledgement of the legendary transgressions of the urban lower-class masses.105  As 

discussed in Chapter One, the revolution of the lower-classes was considered a very real 

possibility throughout the nineteenth century, credence given to the possibility of Irish 

cannibalism reaffirming middle-class beliefs regarding lower-class primitivism – a 

biological/evolutionary lag which explained poverty, supposed cannibalism and crime. Here 

I use ‘primitivism’ to suggest a shift in cannibal rhetoric from spatial terms (geographically 

other), to that of temporal determination. 

Anxieties concerning the potential for degeneration (or de-evolution) developed 

during the fin de siècle. Zoologist Edwin Ray Lankaster’s Degeneration: A Chapter on Darwinism 

 
Hardy’s The Woodlanders (1887) portrays the ambition for class mobility and wealth as corrupting influences on the 

virtues of rustic life. 
105  The terrifying morlocks in H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine (1895) characterise the morphing of social distinctions 

into biological ones. In the fascinating H.G. Wells and the Culminating Ape, Peter Kemp explains: “The property class 

and the proletariat have split further and further apart; the wealthy have taken over the surface of the earth, the 

working classes have been pushed beneath it; modified by vastly differing habitats and habits, these two sections 

of humanity have then evolved into separate species.” Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1982, p.13. 
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(1880) introduced the idea that if Darwin’s theories of evolution were correct, then biological 

degeneration could also be possible:  

Degeneration may be defined as a gradual change of the structure in which the organism 

becomes adapted to less varied and less complex conditions of life […] Any new set of 

conditions occurring to an animal which render its food and safety very easily attained, 

seem to lead as a rule to Degeneration; just as an active healthy man sometimes 

degenerates when he becomes suddenly possessed of a fortune; or as Rome degenerated 

when possessed of the riches of the ancient world (32-3).    

Modernity and its advancements was identified as the catalyst for cultural apocalypse. Max 

Nordau’s Degeneration (1895) summed up the end-of-century mood as one of:  

… imminent perdition and extinction. Fin-de-siècle is at once a confession and a complaint. 

[…] In our days there have arisen in more highly-developed minds vague qualms of a 

Dusk of the Nations, in which all suns and all stars are gradually waning, and mankind 

with all its institutions and creations is perishing in the midst of a dying world (1).  

New theories of human development posited that a return to evolutionary primitivism was 

an inherent biological possibility, contrasting with an imperialist culture which had long 

associated atavism with pagan/savage (distant) lands. The shift from notions of spatial 

(geographically confined) primitivism to that of temporal determination naturally incited 

further scientific debate into the prospect of biological regression, and the possibility for 

civilisation to degenerate to a state of committing the most reprehensible of atavistic acts: 

cannibalism.  
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The Nether World returns London to primitivism during a time of social modernity and 

transformation.106 The vast chasm of difference between classes is documented in George R. 

Sims’ exploration of the London slums in How the Poor Live (1889): “It is the increased 

civilization of this marvellous age which has made life a victory only for the strong, the gifted, 

and the specially blest, and left the weak, the poor and the ignorant to work out in their proper 

persons the theory of the survival of the fittest to its bitter end” (10). The transcendence of 

Darwinist principles beyond the animal world marks the urban out as competitive, ruthless 

and immune to compassion for, or even awareness of, the misery wrought by human 

weakness. Sims describes How The Poor Live as a “book of travel” which delves into “a perfect 

human warren” of houses without doors, windows without glass and multiple families 

cramped into single rooms (11). As Judith Walkowitz has noted, the literature of urban 

exploration “emulated the privileged gaze of anthropology in constituting the poor as a race 

apart” (412-13). Dickensian cityscapes were reproduced by contemporary illustrators,107 

crowded with “disorganised clusters of urban villages, each with its own peculiar flavour and 

eccentricity” (413); Charles Booth’s Poverty Map of 1889 illustrated this distinction in glorious 

technicolour, the map’s black and dark blue areas signifying entries to the city’s dark 

underbelly.   

 
106  From the University of London offering its first degrees to women (1880), the opening of the Natural History 

Museum (1881), the establishment of the Married Women’s Property Act (1882), the opening of the first electric 

railway (1883), the Berlin Conference (1885), and the Ripper murders (1888) to the rise in socialism, workers’ strikes 

and increased rioting on British streets, the decade oversaw rapid steps towards modernity and social change.  
107  Perhaps one of the most famous of these urban illustrators was French artist Gustave Doré who, in 1869, 

accompanied journalist Blanchard Jerrold to depict the “shadows and sunlight” of London. Over four years, Doré 

captured the extremes of mid-Victorian urban life, from the opium dens and squalid slums, to fashionable social 

events and the Derby. For more see: London: A Pilgrimage Blanchard Jerrold and Gustave Doré (1872).   
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          A detailed close-up of the Lincoln’s Inn Fields area of London from Charles Booth’s map (1889) 

 Written in the context of what has been termed New Imperialism (a period of what 

John Darwin has termed Britain’s “gargantuan appetite” for overseas territorial acquisitions 

during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) The Nether World’s colonial nuances 

cannot be overlooked (631). The Berlin Conference of 1884-5 which regulated European trade 

and colonization in Africa, also ties the novel to a time of national wealth and prosperity 

specifically connected with imperial gains. The novel’s recurring colonial rhetoric includes 

references to slavery, and topographical descriptions of the “pest-stricken regions of East 

London”108 which evoke images of far-off African jungles or Indian villages (Gissing 164). 

 
108  William Westall’s Back to Africa (1891) links the cannibals of the African jungle with London Society 

as physician George Herbert (long-considered dead by friends and family) returns from Africa after 

being held captive as a “wizard” (physician) by a cannibal tribe. Herbert refuses to speak of his 

experiences, even to his new wife, but following his nocturnal sojourns to the East End (on which he is 

followed by his suspicious wife) he admits to killing four people since his return to England as a result 

of the murderous impulses he cannot control. These impulses arose as a result of contamination with 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj7sYj3mIHWAhUsBMAKHYjZBAMQjRwIBw&url=http://www.kingscollections.org/exhibitions/archives/beginning/site/poor&psig=AFQjCNGV7H6reRMldfIIf14yB-UuxEAoCA&ust=1504259307067047
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Gissing’s “Dark Continent” is “sweltering in sunshine”, revealing “a city of the damned”, but 

just as Africa is plagued by both stifling sunshine and jungle  darkness, the impenetrable 

alleyways, industrial smog and moral darkness of the urban poor, foster an atmosphere of 

mystery and danger in the slums of late-Victorian London (Sims 9, Gissing 164).  

Great Britain’s widely-publicised colonial successes fostered an adventurous and 

philanthropic spirit in her middle classes. London's East End became a popular destination 

for slumming, a new phenomenon which emerged in the 1880s on an unprecedented scale: 

“The economic, social and cultural deprivation of slum dwellers attracted in the second half 

of the nineteenth century the attention of various groups of the middle- and upper-classes, 

which included philanthropists, religious missionaries, charity workers, social investigators, 

writers, and also rich people seeking disrespectable amusements” (Diniejko). In 1884 The New 

York Times published an article concerning the new craze for slumming, emphasising the 

“two-nation divide” of late-Victorian England (Diniejko): 

Slumming commenced in London […] with a curiosity to see the sights, and when 

it became fashionable to go 'slumming' ladies and gentlemen were induced to don 

common clothes and go out in the highways and byways to see people of whom 

they had heard, but of whom they were as ignorant as if they were inhabitants of a 

strange country (cited in Diniejko). 

And to much of ‘civilised London’ that is exactly what they were. Slumming offered an 

exciting taste of the curiosities associated with imperial exploration to would-be urban 

investigators; middle-class fears of pauperism, disease and degeneration were made flesh 

 
the Mousa tribe, where as the King’s “wizard” he was forced to perform countless tortures and 

executions (which he grew to enjoy), eventually rising to become King himself. 
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within walking (or omnibus-riding) distance from the front doors of the voyeurs, lured by 

what Koven calls the “attraction of repulsion” (4). 

 This chapter will contend that Gissing’s Nether World consists of two types of 

inhabitants: predator and prey. The chapter will suggest a distinction between two groups of 

Nether World inhabitants, those dependent upon selling their own labour and those who 

enter the capitalist market for themselves by means of trade, retail or property; the latter group 

characterise the predators of the urban jungle - landlords, inn-keepers, pawn brokers - who 

extract money from their prey, thereby parasitically feeding upon tenants or customers.  

This theory builds upon Karl Marx’s concrete/abstract labour theory - that concrete labour 

requires a specific process of physical labour to create a specific commodity (bread, for 

example), and abstract labour is the conversion of this labour into value of purely monetary 

terms (the selling of the bread by a third-party bakery) (Marx 992). Gissing’s novel socialises 

this theory and transports it to the London slums, where inhabitants are pitted against each 

other for survival.109 In the context of fiercely competitive imperialism and urban 

overpopulation caused by rapid industrialisation, Marx’s theory becomes grotesquely 

Darwinist. In fact, the parallel between Darwinism and Marxism is acknowledged by Marx 

himself. The 1857 draft introduction to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859) 

describes bourgeois society as a superior form of social organisation compared with those 

which preceded it - “out of whose ruins and elements it built itself up” (cited in Gerratana 62). 

 
109  The 1880s and 90s saw the emergence of Darwinist poetry written by female poets . Mathilde Blind’s 

‘The Leading of Sorrow’ decries the Darwinist principles at work in the struggle for survival in the 

working classes: ‘Better than this masquerade of culture/ Hiding strange hyena appetites,/The frank 

ravening of the raw-necked vulture/As its beak the senseless carrion smites.’ While Darwinist 

principles explicitly benefit other animals, social competition has distorted its predators into insidious 

industrial capitalists.   
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Darwin also acknowledged parallels between zoological biology and sociology: his 

introduction to The Origin of Species (1862) refers to Thomas Malthus’ doctrine110 as directly 

applicable to his own work: “In the next chapter The Struggle for Existence among all organic 

beings throughout the world, which inevitably follows from the high geometrical ratio of their 

increase, will be treated of. This is the doctrine of Malthus, applied to the whole animal and 

vegetable kingdom” (9). While Gerratana argues that this application of the social to the 

biological “empties that doctrine of everything that defines it”, the connections between 

Darwin (survival of the fittest), Marx (the prosperity of capitalist society based on the 

exploitation of the working class) and Malthus (the eventual inability of a population to feed 

itself) are, in the context of the late-nineteenth century, not only grounded in the principles 

socio-economics, but in competitive economic consumption (66). This economic consumption 

is, argues Simon James, “not merely an image of evolutionary competition, but evidence of it, 

the struggle for pounds shillings and pence modernity’s version of the struggle for existence” 

(129). Gissing’s Nether World brutally draws attention to the social reality of Darwinist, Marxist 

and Malthusian theories; the competition for employment, the exploitation of the lower classes 

and the daily crisis of providing food for one’s family forced the urban-poor to revert to animal 

instincts in an urban jungle where only the strongest survive.  

 
110  Thomas Malthus’ essay Essay on the Principle of Population (1805) rests on the ‘discovery’ of divergence. That the 

population, when left unchecked, grew in geometric ratio, but that its subsistence could not grow at more than 

arithmetical proportion: “Assuming then my postulata as granted, I say, that the power of population is indefinitely 

greater than the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man. Population, when unchecked, increases in a 

geometrical ratio. Subsistence increases only in an arithmetical ratio. A slight acquaintance with numbers will shew 

the immensity of the first power in comparison of the second. By that law of our nature which makes food 

necessary to the life of man, the effects of these two unequal powers must be kept equal. This implies a strong and 

constantly operating check on population from the difficulty of subsistence. This difficulty must fall somewhere 

and must necessarily be severely felt by a large portion of mankind. [...]Among plants and animals its effects are 

waste of seed, sickness, and premature death. Among mankind, misery and vice. The former, misery, is an 

absolutely necessary consequence of it. Vice is a highly probable consequence, and we therefore see it abundantly 

prevail, but it ought not, perhaps, to be called an absolutely necessary consequence. pp. 4-5 
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In the introduction to the 1999 Oxford World’s Classics edition of The Nether World, 

Stephen Gill underlines the way in which “creatures of prey” in the Netherworld are exploited 

by predatory opportunists (Gissing 247):  

Mrs Candy is paying four shillings and sixpence a week for a room in Shooter’s 

Gardens. [...] Mrs Candy and the twenty-six other people living in the seven-roomed 

house are victims of the ‘house-knacker’, men who bought up properties whose leases 

were nearing an end and for a year or two sublet at outrageous rents to the sort of 

undesirable tenants who had to take what they could get (x).   

While the underworld of London’s underclass can be separated into consumers and 

consumed, it is important to note that both are victims of Victorian capitalism; but while 

predators found ways of including themselves, however marginally, in the capitalist process, 

prey are only victims of it. For ‘prey’ “money has to be earned laboriously, at a jewellery 

workshop, an artificial-flower maker’s, a dye-sinkers, or a cabinet maker’s”, they are 

disposable, replaceable, concrete labour (Gill xiv). Predatory inhabitants have escaped the 

satanic cotton mills, workshops and factories, and are admitted into the free-market capitalist 

system which takes money (at best given warily and at worst extorted violently) from 

neighbours, friends and family on the verge of economic collapse. During the 1880s, with 

industrialisation, capitalism and imperialisation in full effect, emphasis was placed on 

consumption, as Anthony Wohl has contended: “Commerce, not culture, capitalism, not 

artistic creativity, were to be England's distinctive contributions to the world.” (276). Gissing’s 

novel epitomises this prioritisation of capitalism over culture. It is a world in which a young 

actress’ dreams are violently destroyed with a jealous rival’s acid attack, in which an artistic 

talent for metal working descends into criminal activity, a city turned jungle.     
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The Urban Jungle 

How the Poor Live describes late-Victorian London as “a dark continent that is within easy 

walking distance of the General Post Office”, characterising the urban jungle as 

simultaneously modern and atavistic (6). This contrast between a metropolis poised for 

greatness in the new century and on the brink of degenerative catastrophe is perhaps best 

articulated in James ‘B.V.’ Thomson’s epic poem ‘The City of Dreadful Night’ (1874). 

Thomson’s London brings together the sophistication of the metropolis and the silent malice 

of an oppressively empty city: 

The mansion stood apart in its own ground; 

In front thereof a fragrant garden-lawn, 

High trees about it, and the whole walled round: 

The massy iron gates were both withdrawn; 

And every window of its front shed light, 

Portentous in that City of the Night. 

 

But though thus lighted it was deadly still 

As all the countless bulks of solid gloom; 

Perchance a congregation to fulfil 

Solemnities of silence in this doom, 

Mysterious rites of dolour and despair 
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Permitting not a breath or chant of prayer? 

(X, 1-12) 

Thomson’s “solid gloom”, “dolour and despair” evoke images of a ruined city “deadly still”. 

Contrasted with the previous stanza’s “mansion[…] in its own ground” and “fragrant garden 

lawn”, Thomson elicits the loss of civilisation, wealth and prosperity which defined late-

Victorian London. Gissing’s text similarly depicts London as a dearth of civilisation, 

meticulously tracking his characters through the winding streets of Clerkenwell and its 

environs. Not only does this emphasise the claustrophobic nature of poverty and the 

characters’ bondage “by bricks and cobble stones”; this fastidious mapping connotes a distinct 

ownership of the topography by this savage underclass of men, women and children, subject 

to its own laws, conventions and culture (xiii). 

George Sims’ articles, initially published serially in The Pictorial World (1874-92) and 

later in 1889 as a book, sought to draw the attention of those in power to the plight of the urban 

poor; the lack of food, clothing, sanitation and adequate shelter were issues the author felt 

should be addressed immediately. Upon discovery of the true state of degradation in which 

some families were living, Sims’ investigatory journalistic style adopts all the moral outrage 

of a brave-hearted missionary stationed in the darkest corners of Empire on learning the 

special ingredient in ‘long-pig surprise’. He introduces the inhabitants of the slums as the 

“wild races” within this dark continent, in hopes that they will “gain public sympathy as easily 

as those savage tribes for whose benefit the Missionary Service never cease to appeal for 

funds”(6). Sims’ articles illuminate the unemployment, marriages, childbirths and alcoholism 

of the urban poor, all of which contributed to a distinctly ‘other’ impression of a London 

worlds away from the modern, civilised metropolis at the heart of the British Empire.   
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The neighbourhood of Clerkenwell emerges “murky”, dusty and dirty from the 

“colourless gloom” of the slums: “And on every side was the rumble of traffic, the voiceful 

evidence of toil and of poverty; hawkers were crying their goods; the inevitable organ was 

clanging before a public-house hard by; the crumpet-man was hastening along, with 

monotonous ringing of his bell and hoarse rhythmic wail” (Gissing 2, 32, 2). Peter Ackroyd 

has observed that Clerkenwell “persists in London’s history as a kind of shadowland, 

therefore complete with its own recognisable if ambiguous identity”, its identity having, in the 

nineteenth century, shifted from the wealth and prosperity of the metal-work trade, to a 

shabby imitation of its former glory (474). As Michelle Allen has noted, this was caused by the 

area experiencing “a dramatic shift in its special and social topography during the second half 

of the nineteenth century”, largely due to urban development schemes in which working-class 

houses were demolished to make way for warehouses, office blocks, railways and street 

improvements, the displaced residents migrating to neighbouring areas to be close to their 

places of work (148-9). In ‘George Gissing: The Nether World’ (2013), Andrew Whitehead notes 

that Clerkenwell had, for a century or more, been “associated with highly skilled artisan 

trades, watchmaking in particular, but also jewellery and precious metal work, and specialist 

printing, bookbinding and furniture trades. [...] By the 1880s, standardisation and 

mechanisation were making crafting skills redundant, forcing many who had once enjoyed 

high wages and status to take on any work they could find” (7). The influx of population to 

areas such as Clerkenwell (due to the razing of working-class houses in neighbouring areas), 

meant that “houses were carved out into tenements that often housed as many families as 

there were rooms” (149). The result of the demolition of nearby slums resulted in areas such 

as Clerkenwell becoming a breeding-ground for class-contamination. Richard Dennis observes 

in Cities in Modernity (2008) that the district ranged “from the artisanal respectability of Sidney 
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Kirkwood’s home in Tysoe Street [...] to the poverty of the Hewett’s transiency through slum 

tenancies, lodgings and the Farringdon Road model dwellings”(97). Gissing’s depiction of 

bustling streets animated with employment is undermined by their “toil-infested” 

appearance, the emphasis on “toil” intensifying the drudgery and exertion of Clerkenwell life, 

and the “infestation” a grim affirmation of the deluge of scurrying, bestial inhabitants (Gissing 

51).  

The slum of Shooter’s Gardens is a mysterious winding alley of which, from the 

outside, “only a glimpse of the Gardens was obtainable” (Gissing 74). It is closely-built and 

penetratable only by steps descending to a low archway, “cut off from public intercourse” 

(Allen 158); its topographical inaccessibility and architectural density making it an ideal lair 

for both physical and moral filth and disease. In Clerkenwell itself, the emphasis is on the 

degeneration of workshops, the decline of employment, visible in “poverty-eaten houses and 

grimy workshops” (Gissing 32). In both late-Victorian fiction and social research, the urban 

environment is represented as hostile to human life, an image literalised by Gissing when Bob 

Hewett dies from injuries sustained following his collision with a cart. The debtors prisons, 

workhouses and slums however, act as additional architectural proof of man’s failure to 

prosper in the harsh urban surroundings.  

It is the Gardens however which come to symbolise the reality of poverty in the 

neglected houses and their violent inhabitants:  

The slum was like any other slum; filth, rottenness, evil odours, possessed these dens 

of superfluous mankind and made them gruesome to the peering imagination. The 

inhabitants of course felt nothing of the sort; a room in Shooter’s Gardens was the only 
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kind of home that most of them knew or desired. [...] here was independence, that is to 

say, the liberty to be as vile as they pleased (74).    

The squalor notwithstanding, children are raised here, “swarming” in the dark recesses 

between the houses (129): “On all doorsteps sat little girls, themselves only just out of infancy, 

nursing or neglecting bald, red-eyed, doughy-limbed abortions in every stage of babyhood” 

(129-30). Michelle Allen suggests that Gissing’s phrase “doughy-limbed abortions” indicates 

that the children “have not and never will achieve full humanity”, connoting the 

dehumanizing effects of life in Shooter’s Gardens (160). I would argue however, that it is the 

narrative function of the Gardens to reflect distortions of civilised life; the discarded children 

on doorsteps and volatile marital relationships indoors characterise the corruption of 

humanity, a humanity which Darwin termed the “pinnacle” of evolutionary development 

(Darwin 489).  

Shooters Gardens frame the tragic consequences of life in urban poverty, with Pennyloaf 

Candy and her family enduring most of the misery: 

Pennyloaf ran into the jaws of this black horror with the indifference of habit; [...] Did 

it happen that she awoke from her first sleep with the ring of ghastly shrieking in her 

ears, that was an incident of too common occurrence to cause her more than a brief 

curiosity; she could wait until the morning to hear who had half-killed whom. Four 

days ago it was her own mother’s turn to be pounded into insensibility; her father (a 

journeyman baker, often working nineteen hours out of the twenty-four, which 

probably did not improve his temper), maddened by his wife’s persistent drunkenness, 

was stopped just on the safe side of murder (Gissing 74). 
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Pennyloaf appears a true native of what David Trotter terms “slumland” (249). Her 

indifference to the architectural and physical horrors of the Gardens is evidence of her 

acclimatisation to her surroundings, her adaptation and perhaps, we might even say her 

evolution. William Greenslade has suggested that if “social behaviour obeyed the laws of 

natural selection, ‘useful’ social characteristics would survive as would ‘useful’ psychological 

characteristics” (17). Pennyloaf’s capacity to withstand numerous displays of physical violence 

between her parents, to live in a drafty, damp room with her family, and to successfully 

transact business with the local pawnbroker all certainly appear to be ‘useful’ attributes for 

life in Shooter’s Gardens. Her nonchalance towards her surroundings, her mother’s 

alcoholism, her meagre existence suggests her resignation to the unjust economic forces which 

control her life. Described by Gissing as constantly displaying “meaningless surprise”, and 

devoid of critical thinking, Pennyloaf characterises the thousands of working-class women 

living ambitionless lives, concerned merely with survival and harassed by shillings and pence 

(72). Her later marriage to the abusive, carousing Bob Hewett, her employment as a seamstress 

(or “needle slave”) and her role as a struggling mother mark Pennyloaf out as the typical 

“creature of prey” when at the end of the novel she sets up a second-hand children’s shop with 

a fellow widow, gaining some financial control, she transforms from prey into predator, 

exposing the fragile boundary between consumer and consumed (72, 247).  

Creatures of Prey 

In London Labour and the London Poor Henry Mayhew terms the London streetfolk “wandering 

tribes” (105). He divides “the population of the entire globe” into two “distinct and broadly 

marked races, viz., the wanderers and the settlers – the vagabond and the citizen – the nomadic 

and civilised tribes” (3). For Mayhew the “wandering”, nomadic nature of London’s lower-
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classes explains their animalistic behaviour, the inhabitants of the slums perhaps resembling 

scavenging hyenas in their seemingly endless pursuit of work. His distinctions between 

“races” are based on economics and employment: the entire working class conform to “the 

wanderers”, “the vagabond[s]” and the nomads; however, within this hierarchy of the haves 

and the have-nots, there are sub-hierarchies which again are differentiated by secondary 

economic characteristics or employment. It is this sub-hierarchy within Gissing’s working-

class which designates the status of predators and prey.  

Charles Booth’s 1889 research into poverty in London found that thirty percent of the 

city’s inhabitants were living either on or below the poverty line (Booth cited in Haggard 48). 

The desperate poverty caused by the employment crisis of the mid-1880s111 vilified the East 

End of London as an “unalloyed centre of degeneration” with a population “who would sack 

the West End and overturn civilization” given the opportunity (Steadman-Jones 319-20)112. 

Pauline Mazumdar has argued that the view of Britain’s casual labour force changed from one 

emphasising demoralisation to one threatening degeneration, and that this was fostered by 

the growth of social Darwinism: “Paupers were not only morally weak, they were also visibly 

physically degenerate, as a result of the conditions of town life. It was a group of small, thin, 

sickly-looking men and women, the unfit, who bred the most freely, and would gradually 

 
111  By the 1880s, advances in machine technology meant that fewer workers were needed. This led to large-scale 

redundancies across many areas of employment including textiles, agriculture and manufacturing . Many workers 

also went on strike to protest poor working conditions, long hours and low wages, these strikes were not always 

successful and many workers were laid-off after participating in these strikes. 
112  “Clubs and shops in the West End of London were attacked on 8 February 1886, by unemployed workers who 

had earlier gathered at a protest meeting in Trafalgar Square. Frederich Engels characterised those involved in the 

attacks as ‘the poor devils of the East End who vegetate in the border between working class and 

lumpenproletariat’ mixed with some ‘roughs and Arrys’. The Daily News said the rioters were ‘loafers from the 

docks, and habitual criminals from the East-End’. Most of those involved, noted the Daily Telegraph, were ‘not 

genuine industrious working men, but members of the ‘rough’ class, largely recruited from the East-end.’ The 

looming threat to the respectable and wealthy in the West from the ‘other’ in the East of the city had never been 

more demonstrated. Near panic briefly overtook areas of London...” Marc Brodie ‘Artisans and Dossers: The 1886 

West End Riots and the East End Casual Poor’, The London Journal 24:2, 1999. pp 34-50, p. 34. 
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outbreed the fit members of society who supported them” (14). The social residuum was 

therefore left to battle amongst themselves for scarce employment. Gissing’s world mirrors 

contemporary theories regarding the callousness of desperate “barbarians” in their Darwinian 

struggle, as is characterised in John Hewett’s struggle to find employment (Steadman-Jones 

319): 

‘Mrs Peckover brought up a paper an’ showed me an advertisement. Gorbutt in 

Goswell Road wanted a man to clean windows an’ sweep up, an’ so on; - offered 

fifteen bob a week. Well I went. Didn’t I, mother? Didn’t I go after that job? I got 

there at half-past eight; an’ what do you think I found? If there was one man standin’ 

at Gorbutt’s door, there was five hundred!113 [...] Why the p’lice had to come an’ keep 

the road clear. Fifteen bob! [...] Such a lot o’ poor starvin’ devils you never saw 

brought together in all your life. There they was, lookin’ ready to fight with one 

another for the fifteen bob a week. [...] If any man had said as much as a rough word 

to me, I’d a gone at him like a bulldog. I felt like a beast. I wanted to fight, I tell you 

– to fight till the life was kicked an’ throttled out of me!’ (Gissing 22). 

Mr Hewett even resorts to dying his hair as employers “won’t have old men nowadays at no 

price. [...] The old ‘uns have to give way, of course. Let ‘em beg; let ‘em starve! What use are 

they?” (20). In a world which not only seems to encourage, but demand the survival of the 

fittest, ‘fitness’ becomes an ideological construct, moving away from the adaptation inherent 

 
113  Hewett’s despair concerning the competition for employment is grounded in the influx of Jewish workers to 

London during the 1880s. Thousands of impoverished and persecuted Russo-Polish Jews fled pogroms in Eastern 

Europe for the safety and squalor of East London. This increased competition for both housing and employment, 

as the Jewish immigrants were willing to work longer hours for lower wagers, and accept worse living conditions 

than their local competitors. For more see: Seth Koven’s ‘The Social Question and the Jewish Question in Late 

Victorian London: The Fictions and Investigative Journalism of Margaret Harkness’ Imagination and Commitment 

Ed. Ilja van den Broek, Christianne Smit and Dirk Jan Wolffram. Groeningen: University Press, 2010. pp 37-58 and 

Todd Endelman’s The Jews of Britain 1656-2000 Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2002. 

 



218 

 

in biological Darwinism, to the value-laden connotations of social Darwinism. Greenslade 

suggests that “’fitness’ [becomes] purposive; it [has] an end complete with strategies to direct 

the conduct of individuals, groups, populations, races” (36). Greenslade goes on to argue that 

“such degraded fitness is robustly exemplified by Clem Peckover”, who is a brash and cruel 

product of her environment114 (39). Her survival depends upon parasitic economic feeding (a 

behaviour she has learned is beneficial), whereas the Hewetts, who have not adapted socially-

advantageous capacities for unconditional self-interest, must rely on the constant exchange of 

labour to survive.      

 The primitivism of the Nether World, whether of its predators or its prey, is 

characterised by “that vituperative vernacular [...] which has never yet been exhibited by 

typography, and presumably never will be” (Gissing 158). The bestial language of the 

underclass is used alongside violent behaviour, further aligning the Clerkenwell populace 

with notions of the colonial savage: 

His [Mr Hope’s] forte was the use of language so peculiarly violent that even in 

Shooter’s Gardens it gained him a proud reputation. On the slightest excuse he would 

threaten to brain one of his children, to disembowel another, to gouge out the eyes of a 

third. [...] Not a child in the Gardens but was constantly threatened by its parents with 

a violent death; this was so familiar that it had lost its effect; where the nurse or mother 

in the upper world cries, ‘I shall scold you!’ in the nether the phrase is ‘I’ll knock yer ‘ed 

off!’ To ‘I shall be very angry with you’ in the one sphere, corresponds in the other, ‘I’ll 

murder you!’ (249). 

 
114  Pennyloaf Candy also characterises Greenslade’s “purposive” fitness. At the end of the novel she finds work as 

a seamstress in a second-hand clothes shop, saving herself and her son from destitution. Her adaptations to slum-

life mean that she cannot achieve ‘fitness’ in the sense of upper-world social competency, but her skills as a 

seamstress enable her to survive in her hostile environment. 
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While their vernacular threats identify the Clerkenwell inhabitants with imperial savages, 

Gissing’s earlier description of the London poor as the “least original and least articulate 

beings within the confines of civilisation” position them on a lower evolutionary scale than 

any colonised tribe (41). Their boorish inarticulacy is affirmed in F. Max Müller’s 1887 article 

“The Savage” which documents the richness of ‘savage’ vocabulary, while simultaneously 

decrying that of the English underclass: “Consider how small [...] the number of words and 

ideas in the ordinary vocabulary of an English peasant [...] one dialect of the Fuegians, the 

Tagan, consists of about 30,000 words...” (Müller, cited in Ferguson 33). The Tagan dialect 

included the “treasure of conceptual [and religious] thought” (accounting for much of the 

30,000 words), which the London poor presumably lacked (33). For Alfred Russel Wallace the 

savage “provided the closest example one could find to a human being whose capacities had 

been wholly adapted to the exigencies of a hostile environment” (27). While the Tagan had 

found the ability to express pious reverence and awe (as well as conceptual thought), the 

dialect of the inhabitants of Shooter’s Gardens has been stunted, and directed, by the violent 

struggle to survive. Gissing’s linguistic references intimate a hierarchy of savagery, within 

which the London underclass operates on the basest level. 

 The novel’s persistent references to the sub-hierarchy of the Nether World require 

careful examination. One of the first references to this hierarchy is Bob Hewett’s wearing a 

collar to work: 

In the die-sinking establishment which employed him there were, it is true, two men 

who belonged to the collarless; but their business was down in the basement of the 

building, where they kept up a furnace, worked huge stamping-machines and so on. 
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Bob’s workshop was upstairs, and the companions with whom he sat, without 

exception, had something white and stiff round their necks... (Gissing 69). 

Bob  considers himself “raised for ever above the rank of those who depend merely upon their 

muscles”, the upper-floored location of his workshop confirming this elevation (70). David 

Trotter notes that the collar “answers the raggedness of the ragged classes” and that it “gives 

definition to the human form”, citing Clara Hewett’s depressive mother, who is “wrapped up 

rather than dressed”, and Mad Jack “hung over with the filthiest rags”, as the antitheses of the 

working man’s collar in their shapelessness (Trotter 254, Gissing 15-16, 43). Although Bob 

considers himself socially superior to those without collars, his position is still that of a 

“creature of prey”, dependent as he is on his own labour and an employer to earn a wage 

(Gissing 247). This notion of a sub-hierarchy is continued by Pennyloaf who “herself had never 

been a servant – never: she had never sunk below working with the needle for sixteen hours a 

day for a payment of ninepence. The work-girl regards a domestic slave as very distinctly her 

inferior” (213). Beth Harries’ history of the mid-Victorian seamstress argues that class-politics 

play a key role in Pennyloaf’s sense of social superiority: 

In the early 1840s, lower middle-class, middle-class, and even upper-class women 

("distressed gentlewomen") were increasingly put in the position of having to support 

themselves. Mrs. Jameson noted that if one considers the widows or daughters of 

"attorneys and apothecaries, tradesmen and shopkeepers, banker's clerks &c, in this 

class more than two-thirds of the women are now obliged to earn their own bread" 

("Condition of the Women and the Female Children," The Athenaeum, 16 (March 18, 

1843), 258). Unlike painting or writing, which some middle-class women were taking 

up as professions, needlework and teaching were seen as "natural" professions for 
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women, and so would have been appropriate for those from the middle- and upper-

classes (Harries). 

The domestic servant, whom Pennyloaf disdains, is also reliant upon an employer for both 

food and shelter. The work of a servant was also considered by many to be largely unskilled, 

a small victory for Pennyloaf as a ‘professional’ seamstress. Compared with the relative 

freedom a room in the slums afforded (as well as there being no requirement for constant 

decorum and deference), the domestic servant was often viewed as a lowly figure by the 

working classes; a servant working long hours for meagre wages without the pleasure of the 

gin shop, was a pitiable figure indeed.  The life of a working-class seamstress however, was 

equally hard and thankless. Brought to life by Thomas Hood in his 1843 poem ‘The Song of 

the Shirt’, the poet highlights the suffering stitched into every article of clothing: 

With fingers weary and worn, 

With eyelids heavy and red, 

A woman sat, in unwomanly rags, 

Plying her needle and thread —  

Stitch! stitch! stitch! 

In poverty, hunger, and dirt, 

And still with a voice of dolorous pitch 

She sang the "Song of the Shirt." 

[…]                                  

"Oh, Men, with Sisters dear! 

Oh, men, with Mothers and Wives! 

 It is not linen you're wearing out,  
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 But human creatures' lives! 

 Stitch — stitch — stitch, 

 In poverty, hunger and dirt,                          

 Sewing at once, with a double thread, 

 A Shroud as well as a Shirt. 

"But why do I talk of Death? 

That Phantom of grisly bone, 

hardly fear its terrible shape, 

It seems so like my own —  

It seems so like my own,  

Because of the fasts I keep; 

Oh, God! that bread should be so dear 

And flesh and blood so cheap!  

                                             Thomas Hood (lines 1-8, 24-40) 

Among the most celebrated of all socially critical Victorian poems, Hood’s work was reprinted 

many times in many publications: “One of the poem’s many popular illustrations, an 1848 

Punch cartoon, exposes a pretty child’s smock as inscribed by skulls and the price ‘2 1/2d’ – the 

price identified as the scandalous going rate for ten hours sewing” (Lootens 151).  
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With cramped working conditions, eye strain, little time for food or respite, the life of 

seamstresses was exceptionally difficult. Even at one of the finest dressmaking establishments 

in the West End of London, conditions were dire. On June 17 1863 The Times published a letter 

from “A Tired Seamstress” detailing the life and death of twenty year old Mary Ann Walkley, 

which read in part: “Sir,—I am a dressmaker, living in a large West-end house of business. I 

work in a crowded room with twenty-eight others. This morning one of my companions was 

found dead in her bed, and we all of us think that long hours and close confinement have had 

a great deal to do with her end.” In order to meet the exacting demands of London society, 

seamstresses worked from six in the morning to eleven at night, and were required to work 

through the night with no rest if a major society event required garments to be finished 

quickly. While needlework remained ‘respectable’ employment for women, the conditions 

and physical exertions were no less severe than disreputable occupations; the struggle for 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiAvO_a5I3WAhUsCcAKHYRBCagQjRwIBw&url=https://www.slideshare.net/MorganShaw/shirtmaking-and-its-discontents&psig=AFQjCNGt3Ia6nz2UB6SABgFcEXziB61hKQ&ust=1504692014302502
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stability and safety as well as survival tempted many into less than honest or lawful 

employments. 

Bob Hewett’s descent into forgery begins with ambition, as it is “suggested to him all 

at once that there is a very easy way of improving his circumstances” (Gissing 217). While his 

methods are criminal, Bob convinces himself that he is above those “of a certain kind” who 

would be “severely punished” for such behaviour, as he is “an exceptional being; he is head 

and shoulders above the men with whom he mixes; he is clever, he is remarkably good-

looking” (218).  Once betrayed however, Bob adopts the panicked, scurrying flight of a hunted 

animal in attempting to avoid police capture: 

With a bound forward like a stricken animal he started in blind flight. He came to a 

crossing, and rushed upon it regardless of the traffic. Before he could gain the farther 

pavement the shaft of a cart struck him on the breast and threw him down. [...] To the 

surprise of those who had witnessed the accident, he walked quickly on scarcely feeling 

any pain. [...] Where could he find a hiding-place? The hunters were after him [...] |But 

in what house could he take refuge? [...] By this time the police would have visited 

Merlin Place; they would be waiting there to trap him (335-6). 

Bob reaffirms his place as a creature of prey, as his attempts at social mobilisation are crushed 

by pervasive social authority. Bob arrives at the room of Pennyloaf’s mother and brother in 

Shooter’s Gardens where he cowers after being hit by a cart, until the police arrive and remove 

his unconscious body. Bob later dies in police custody: hunted, trapped and consumed by 

social predators.  
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The Urban Cannibal 

During the late 1880s, on a tour of London with Charles Booth who was mapping centres of 

poverty in the city, explorer H.M. Stanley described the urban poor as: “A population sodden 

with drink, steeped in every vice, eaten up by every social and physical malady...”  (cited in 

Greenslade 38). The pawnbrokers, landlords, shop owners, innkeepers, opium den proprietors 

and manufacturers (those with a stake in the capitalist agenda of Victorian industrialism), 

inflicted these physical and social maladies upon their prey in practices of survival akin to 

parasitic cannibalism. Pennyloaf’s mother, Maria, exemplifies the urban predator’s hold on its 

prey, slowly (yet consistently) exacting money:   

Yes, five times had Maria Candy promised, with the help of God, to abstain’, &c. &c.; 

each time she was in earnest. But it appeared that the help of God availed little against 

the views of one Mrs Green, who kept the beer-shop in Rosoman Street, once Mrs 

Peckover’s, and who could on no account afford to lose so good a customer. For many 

years that house, licensed for the sale of non-spiritous liquors, had been working Mrs 

Candy’s ruin; not a particle of her frame but was vitiated by the drugs retailed there 

under the approving smile of civilisation. Spirits would have been harmless in 

comparison. The advantage of Mrs Green’s ale was that the very first half-pint gave 

conscience its bemuddling sop; for a penny you forgot all the cares of existence; for 

threepence you became a yelling maniac (Gissing 76). 

Gissing draws attention to the fact that Mrs Green “could on no account afford to lose so good 

a customer”. Mrs Green’s steady cannibalistic feeding upon Maria, as well as her other 

patrons, increases her own wealth, while their addiction ensures a steady flow of easy prey.  
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Maria’s attempts at abstinence fail, and the cycle of drink and violence recommences in 

easy-hearing of her family and neighbours on her daughter’s wedding night:  

An hour later noises of a familiar kind sounded beneath the window. A Woman’s voice 

was raised in the fury of mad drunkenness, and a man answered her with threats and 

blows. [...] Mrs Candy had taken the pledge when her husband consented to return to 

live with her. Unfortunately she did not at the same time transfer herself to a country 

where there are no beer-shops and no Bank-holidays. Short of such decisive change, 

what hope for her? (113). 

Women such as Maria Candy are easy prey for the urban cannibal; the misery which 

encouraged alcoholism, and the violence which resulted, was a familiar cycle in the Victorian 

slums. In How the Poor Live, Sims comments that:  

The gin palace is heaven to them compared to the hell of their pestilent homes. A copper 

or two, often obtained by pawning the last rag that covers the shivering children on the 

bare floor at home, will buy enough vitriol-madness to send a woman home so besotted 

that the wretchedness, the anguish, the degradation that await her there have lost their 

grip. To be drunk with these people means to be happy. Sober – God help them! (19-

20). 

Alcohol, readily available in the slums, was perceived by the middle-classes to be an urgent 

health issue115. As well as publishing sensationally gory and debauched tales, George W. M. 

 

115  "In 1870 the Rev. Henry Ellison, a temperance reformer, citing a report by 1200 officials, alienists, and clergymen, 

claimed that ‘three-fourths if not nine-tenths’ of Britain’s insanity was caused by intemperance. There was nothing 

unusual in this statement. Victorian temperance reformers regularly blamed alcohol for most of the nation’s 

insanity, not to mention its crime, poverty and physical diseases.” (49) Peter McCandless ‘Curses of Civilisation: 

Insdanity and Drunkenness in Victorian Britain’ British Journal of Addiction 79, 1984. pp. 49-58.  
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Reynolds’ The Mysteries of London (1844-1879) sought to uncover and highlight social inequity 

and push for change. The publication was aimed at the upper half of the lower classes, as well 

as a middle class readership with the stories decrying social and political injustices. The 

alcoholism and vice of the lower classes is treated not as a condemnable vice, but as a pitfall 

of poverty by the author:  

For Gin is the deity, and Intemperance is the hand-maiden, of both sexes and nearly all 

ages in that district of London. What crimes, what follies have been perpetrated for Gin! 

A river of alcohol rolls through the land, sweeping away health, honour, and happiness 

with its remorseless tide. The creaking gibbet, and the prison ward—the gloomy hulk, 

and the far-off penal isle—the debtors' gaol, and the silent penitentiary—the tomb-like 

workhouse, and the loathsome hospital—the galling chain, and the spirit-breaking 

tread-wheel—the frightful mad-cell, and the public dissecting-room—the death-bed of 

despair, and the grave of the suicide, are indebted for many, many victims to thee, most 

potent Gin! O Gin! the Genius of Accidents and the Bad Angel of Offences worship thee! 

Thou art the Juggernaut beneath whose wheels millions throw themselves in blind 

adoration. The pawnbroker points to thee and says, "Whilst thy dominion lasts, I am 

sure to thrive." The medical man smiles as he marks thy progress, for he knows that 

thou leadest a ghastly train,—apoplexy, palsy, dropsy, delirium tremens, consumption, 

madness. The undertaker chuckles when he remembers thine influence, for he says 

within himself, "Thou art the Angel of Death."And Satan rejoices in his kingdom, well-

knowing how thickly it can be populated by thee! (Vol 2, p. 5). 

Reynolds’ emphasises the roles of those who profit from addiction within the slums; the 

doctors, pawnbrokers, undertaker (not to mention the landlords and gin palace owners), all 

complicit in the economic cannibalism practised by urban predators.   
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For the middle and upper classes, the reprehensible vice of drunkenness was 

characterised by a fundamental distinction between public and private, as Zieger has 

suggested:  

Drunkenness was only visible when it took place in public; and only certain classes of 

people drank in pubs or went about drunk. Drunkenness itself was not a crime, but 

public drunkenness could become a petty crime or nuisance when supplemented by 

bad behavior: working people and the poor were often jailed for "drunkenness and 

disorderliness" or "drunkenness and riotousness." Since the middle class tended to 

drink privately, it developed the idea that drunkenness was visible only in social 

celebration - hence the poor seemed to be having too much fun (Zieger).  

For many then, the drink-shops were places to obtain a few hours escape from life; with many 

low-class workers paid by the day, the temptation to buy alcohol instead of food or clothing, 

which would soon have to be pawned to make ends meet, must have been overwhelming.  

The close relationship between pawnshop and alcohol suggests the futile desperation of 

a populace struggling to survive, and those willing to exploit this struggle116. The pawnbroker 

“did not benefit greatly when people could not afford to redeem their pledges. Their profit 

was made from the interest charged when regular customers pledged and redeemed their 

belongings”, and so the broker’s best customers were those who were living, not in complete 

destitution who could not buy back their belongings, but those in a state of constant economic 

 
116 “Below the regular pawnbrokers [...] were the unlicensed ‘dollyshops’. To these squalid back-street dens the 

very poor brought their trumpery (but perhaps essential) tools. The security was chancy, the transaction technically 

illegal, and to secure a tiny loan one might have to pay twopence or threepence for a week’s use of a shilling. The 

dollyshop keeper was a creature of the social depths and there can be no question that stolen goods often passed 

through his hands. His den was a natural resort of beggars and sneak thieves with something to dispose of.” Kellow 

Chesney The Victorian Underworld London: Penguin, 1970. pp. 224-5.   
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instability (Higgs). The repeated process of possession and loss is evidence of material and 

economic vulnerability: 

The pawnshop [...] is a frequent medium of transmission between the home and the 

market in Gissing’s fiction. This exchange allows visible possession and currency to 

become the other: a French writer on London in 1888 observed that the pawnshop is 

‘the alpha and omega of Wapping existence – the place where you can obtain money, 

and the place where you can spend it’ (James 32).  

Just as the architecture of Shooter’s Gardens acknowledges the ‘failure’ of its inhabitants to 

thrive, the manifold items of the pawn-shop are a public exhibition of individual failure, both 

physical and metaphorical; as the pawn-shop owner’s survival is dependent upon the 

continuous losses of his customers, the image is one of parasitism in which the host (customer) 

diminishes as the dependent increases in (economic) strength.  

The admission of economic hardship often necessitated side or back-door entrances to 

minimise social embarrassment. Charles Dickens’ Sketches by Boz (1836) depicts the secrecy and 

gloom of a mid-Victorian pawnbrokers on London’s Drury Lane:  

In the last box, which is situated in the darkest and most obscure corner of the shop, 

considerably removed from either of the gas-lights, are a young delicate girl of about 

twenty, and an elderly female, evidently her mother from the resemblance between 

them, who stand at some distance back, as if to avoid the observation even of the 

shopman (151). 

The entrance to Dickens’ pawnshop is via an alleyway which leads into separate 

compartments, or “boxes”, to avoid the shame felt by some customers, Pennyloaf Candy 

describes the same “side-doorway [...] inner door [and] a series of compartments constructed 
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before the pawnbroker’s counter” (Gissing 73). In both Dickens’ and Gissing’s texts, it is 

women who negotiate with the local pawnbroker to balance domestic finances. The exchange 

of property for credit characterises the interdependency of the urban underclasses, and 

bespeaks the food chain sustaining the urban jungle. 

Mrs Peckover’s surname not only emphasises her, and her daughter’s, dominance of a 

social pecking order (or food chain), as noted by critic, Scott McCracken,117 but the very 

existence of a pecking order itself. Her comfortable economic position is maintained through 

the overtaxation of space, exploiting the overpopulation of the slums; Gissing notes that she 

had “the reputation of being wealthy; she was always inheriting, always accumulating what 

her friends called ‘interess’, never expending as other people needs must. The lodgings she let 

enabled her to live rent-free and rate-free.” (Gissing 42). George Sims describes his meeting 

with the owner of a tenement building in How the Poor Live: 

Outside we see a portly gentleman, with a big gold chain across his capacious form, and 

an air of wealth and good living all over him. He is the owner of a whole block of 

property such as this, and he waxes rich on his rents. Strange as it may seem these one-

roomed outcasts are the best paying tenants in London. They pay so much for so little, 

and almost fight to get it (13).   

The owner’s ‘portliness’ and gold chain evidence his consumption of rents. This corporeality 

(of the economic turned physical) is visible in Gissing’s text, in which Mrs Peckover is 

described as “a tall, big-boned woman” (Gissing 39). The corporality of both landlords, 

 
117  Scott McCracken “ ‘Just a Morsel to Stay Your Appetite’: Gissing and the Cultural Politics of Food” George 

Gissing: Voices of the Unclassed p. 51 
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juxtaposed with the economic emaciation of the tenants, makes visible the theory of urban 

cannibalism.  

Clem Peckover also personifies the urban cannibal, the cunning predator whose cruel 

dominance, revealed in the novels’ opening scenes, roots it in an imperial context: “Miss 

Clementina Peckover [...] would exercise sole authority over the domestic slave, Jane 

Snowdon – that is to say, would indulge to the uttermost her instincts of cruelty in tormenting 

a defenceless creature” (Gissing 5). Imperial metaphor surrounds Clem. She is an animal, “a 

wild-beast tiger”, a “noble savage”, a Red Indian, “a rank, evilly-fostered growth” (63, 6, 7, 8). 

Her violent temper, propensity for cruelty and cunning and “coarse” charms, align her with 

contemporary theories concerning ‘lower’ races, especially the African race which the 

biologist Georges Cuvier identified in Leçons d’Anatomie Comparée (1800-05) as “the most 

degraded human race whose form approaches that of the beast.” (Gissing 8, Cuvier cited in 

Greenslade 22). Gissing’s meticulous compilation of Clem’s head and facial features intimate 

facial and cranial measurements used by anthropologists to denote racial intelligence, her 

beauty is therefore often preceded by Othering, atavistic adverbs such as “ferocious” or 

“fierce” (Gissing 120, 144).  

Clem’s vitality attracts the attention, and eventually ensures the affiancing of, Joseph 

Snowden, allowing her access to a potential fortune, while her ambiguously romantic 

relationship with Bob Hewett gives her dominance over his wife’s domestic life. Bob describes 

how he found, in Clem’s eyes, “a horrible fascination, a devilish allurement to that which his 

soul shrank from” (322). He admits later that he had been “infected by the savagery of the 

woman who had taken possession of him” and that her “lust for cruelty crept upon him like 

a disease” (Gissing 322-3). Clem’s vitality is not only alluring, sensual and erotic but 
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contagious and morally corrupting: “a living hybrid […] she is both diseased and fit, repellent 

and attractive, an ambivalent and transgressive figure” (Greenslade 76). Her disturbing 

presence figures middle-class concerns surrounding both the working-classes and female 

sexuality, tapping into fears about the biological health of the nation at risk from her coarse 

vitality and aggressive survival instincts.   

While Gissing recognises Clem’s determinedly predatory tendencies, he clarifies that 

her behaviour as urban cannibal is not motivated by aspirations of upward social mobility: 

... an impure atmosphere, surroundings more or less squalid, constant bickering with 

the landlady, coarse usage of the servant – these things Clem understood as necessaries 

of the independent life, and it would have cost her much discomfort had she been 

required to live in a more civilised manner. Her ambitions were essentially gross. In the 

way of social advancement she appreciated nothing but an increased power of spending 

money, and consequently asserting herself over others. She had no desire whatever to 

enter a higher class than that in which she was born; to be of importance in her familiar 

circle was the most she aimed at (Gissing 259-60). 

Anthony Patterson has suggested that Clem is “alien to culture and refinement” (114), a 

disinterestedness that Trotter has argued is a disinclination to occupy a higher social standing, 

an attitude indicative of self-respect (114). For me, Clem’s disinterestedness in entering a world 

so different to her own is more characteristic of a predator’s natural instinct to become the apex 

predator within their own specific territory. Clem is fully aware of her strengths; her 

appearance has an exotic and dangerous (implicitly erotic) quality with which she is able to 

manipulate the men around her, and her indifference to violence means that she is able to 

mentally or physically torture those around her for either for pleasure or in pursuit of her own 
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ends. These Nether World ‘advantages’ would not amass social currency in the middle or 

upper classes, but rather weaken her position. Clem desires to “astonish her neighbours [...] 

by a lavish style of costume”, by freely spending money and flaunting her wealth by means of 

“something expensive to eat or drink” (Gissing 260). Gissing’s return to the use of money and 

food to display social dominance (the most powerful symbols of success at this social level), 

emphasise the social Darwinism at work, with Clem feeding on the envy of her own hungry 

neighbours.     

Commodity Culture, Capital and Competition 

Clem Peckover’s desire to display and flaunt her success is symptomatic of late-nineteenth 

century commodity culture.  Andrew Smith’s term ‘Gothic Marxism’ refers to the notion of 

commodities as “the culmination of subjective endeavour” (11). Smith goes on to suggest that: 

“Marx develops his theory of ‘The Fetishism of Commodities’ in Capital (1867), where he 

argues that an object, in the example, of a table, contains the labour (life) which produced it 

[...] Objects become ‘alive’ with ‘grotesque ideas’ because within them exist traces of the 

exploited labour that produced them” (11). The Gothicism of Marx is also explored by Terry 

Eagleton who argues that: “Capital is a phantasmal body, a monstrous Doppelgänger [...] 

mechanically consuming the pleasures [its master] austerely forgoes”(200). Notions of 

consumption are inherently tied to those of labour-capitalism not only in the processes of 

purchase, but in the metaphorical consumption of physical labour which Gothicises the retail 

process into a darkly cannibalistic act118. 

 
118  See also Tricia Lootens’ essay “Fear of Furniture: Commodity Gothicism and the Teaching of Victorian 

Literature”. Full source reference in Bibliogrpahy. 



234 

 

For the ‘prey’ families in Gissing’s Nether World it is not money itself which features as 

the main topic of discussion, but the shortage of commodities which lack of money represents 

(such as food, shelter and clothing, the opportunities to gain better employment or to escape 

the slums). If, as David Punter has suggested, “aspiration and fall are the abstract topics of 

Gothic fiction”, then Gissing’s text, and its treatment of economics, becomes inherently Gothic 

(cited in Smith 12). The commodity culture of the late-Victorian period fostered an aspirational 

environment of imperial imports, luxury fabrics and department store browsing.         

Joseph McLaughlin has noted that the “expansion of commodity culture was daily 

deconstructing the distance between the imperial and domestic spheres” (26). In Gissing’s text 

Mrs Tubbs’ Imperial Restaurant and Luncheon Bar is the slum’s only direct connection 

between imperialism and wealth, and the importance of food being the crux of this metaphor 

cannot be underestimated. The establishment is described as “a kind of Crystal Palace of 

food”, a grotesque display of gastronomic excess situated within walking distance of 

“poverty-eaten houses” and “children playing at midnight between slum and gaol” 

(McCracken 48, Gissing 32):   

Till recently it had been an ordinary eating-house or coffee shop; but having succeeded 

in obtaining a license to sell strong liquors, Mrs Tubbs had converted the establishment 

into one of a more pretentious kind. She called it ‘Imperial Restaurant and Luncheon 

Bar’. The front shone with vermillion paint; the interior was aflare with many gas -jets; 

in the window was disposed a tempting exhibition of ‘snacks’, of fish, cold roast fowls, 

ham-sandwiches, and the like; whilst farther back stood a cooking-stove, whereon 

frizzled and vapoured a savoury mess of sausages and onions (30-1).  
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As important as the excess on display, is the exhibition of prosperity. McCracken has noted 

that Mrs Tubbs signifies a “figure of plenty or female John Bull”119, and that the establishment’s 

name indicates “a patriotic pride in its origin” (48). If the inhabitants of the slums are the 

starving savages of Gissing’s narrative, then Mrs Tubbs embodies the prosperous British 

Empire. This is accentuated later, when Mrs Tubbs is revealed to “belong to the order of 

women who are by nature slave-drivers; [...] she began by exacting from [Clara Hewett] as 

much labour as could possibly be included in their agreement” (Gissing 84). Clara is left “so 

outworn that with difficulty she remained standing” complaining that “the unchanging 

odours of the place sickened her, made her head ache and robbed her of all appetite” (84). In 

short, Clara’s employment is self-consuming; ironically, the copious food at Mrs Tubbs’ leaves 

Clara without appetite and her work, rather than physically strengthening her, leaves her 

weak and vulnerable as her labour is consumed by the parasitic Mrs Tubbs. 

 In Gissing’s Nether World food consistently equates to power. The effects of rapid 

industrialisation upon the landscape, labour and inhabitants of Britain foregrounded money 

in the socio-cultural ideology of the country in only a few decades, especially in its urban 

 

119  John Bull- a national personification of Britain, and England in particular. “In 1712, John Arbuthnot, satirist and 

Tory partisan, published five pamphlets, later reissued as The History of John Bull. He used Bull as a political 

weapon against the Whigs and their conduct of the War of the Spanish Succession, the court intrigues of the 

Marlboroughs, the religious squabbles of the Church of England and the Dissenting Sects and burdensome, unjust 

taxes. Arbuthnot described Bull vividly: [He was] [. . .] an honest plain-dealing Fellow, Cholerick, Bold and of a 

very inconstant Temper [. . .] ruddy and plump with a pair of cheeks like a Trumpeter [. . .] John was quick and 

understood his business very well, but no man was more careless, in looking into his Accounts or more cheated by 

Partners, Apprentices or Servants: This was occasioned by his being a boon companion, loving his Bottle and his 

Diversions; for to say Truth, No Man kept a better house than John, nor spent his money more generously.” By the 

mid-nineteenth century, Bull had evolved and “always possessed all the proper and prosperous attributes of a 

stout upper middle-class Victorian, even when moved to anger or harassed by others. What mattered to Tenniel 

and to Punch's audience was dignity and discretion, not impudence.” Peter Mellini ‘John Bull as a Symbol’, 

BritishEmpire.co.uk. 

 

http://www.dpbolvw.net/click-2244208-5435709?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.abebooks.co.uk%2Fservlet%2FSearchResults%3Fan%3DArbuthnot%26bi%3D0%26bx%3Doff%26ds%3D30%26sortby%3D1%26tn%3DThe%2BHistory%2Bof%2BJohn%2BBull&cm_mmc=CJ-_-1074909-_-885608-_-Abebooks-Book%20Redirection%20Allowed
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centres. Grahame Smith suggests that the nineteenth century is constantly perturbed by the 

notion that:  

... greed for money lies at the very heart of almost all personal and social evil, that other 

forms of wrongdoing are superstructures erected upon this one essential foundation, 

and that it is diffused throughout the whole of society (64-5). 

The struggle for survival sees the inhabitants of Clerkenwell resort to bestial behaviour, and 

at times a brutal logic when faced with the consequences of pauperism; the Hewetts’ “only 

piece of good fortune” over the course of two years “was the death of the youngest child”, 

and Bob Hewett expresses similar relief on the discovery that Pennyloaf had birthed and 

subsequently lost their own baby120 (Gissing 141): 

‘Is your wife upstairs, Mr. Hewett?’ Jane asked, when he had nodded sullenly in reply 

to her greeting. 

‘Yes; and somebody else too as could have been dispensed with. There’s another mouth 

to feed.’ 

‘No, there ain’t,’ cried a woman’s voice just behind him. 

Jane recognised the speaker, a Mrs Griffin, who lived in the house and was neighbourly 

to Pennyloaf. 

‘There ain’t?’ inquired Bob, gruffly. 

‘The child’s dead.’ 

 
120 Mrs Beeton’s Household Management (1861) refers to a suckling infant as a “baby vampire”, “dragging [from its 

mother] her health and strength” p. 489. The relief expressed by Mr Hewett encompasses not only the assurance 

that he will not have “another mouth to feed”, but the assumption that his wife will soon regain her strength, 

having ceased being ‘consumed’ by the infant.   



237 

 

‘Thank goodness for that anyway!’ (313-4) 

 The burden of keeping mouths fed and the relief expressed when there is one less to fill, 

emphasises the central role of money in the novel. It is “the text beneath the text” (James 7). 

Money - the lack of it, the search for it, the necessity of it, the commodification of it - forms the 

crux of misery in both the Netherworld and the world beyond; its absence visible in the 

tenements of Shooters Gardens, its presence marked by the grease of Clem’s sausages. With 

the absence of ‘enough’ money, i.e. enough food and shelter, comes the fierce competition of 

urban life; the search for work takes priority over education, leisure and family and becomes 

a battle for survival. As Gissing states, when people possess nothing and have no education 

then they will “reduce the principle of society to its naked formula” (217).  

Bestial Behaviour 

An article from the Pall Mall Gazette dated September 8th 1888 described the now infamous 

Ripper murderer as demonstrating “Red Indian savagery” in the post-mortem display of the 

viscera of his latest victim, later revealed as Annie Chapman. The article continues: “The 

Savage of Civilisation whom we are raising by the hundred thousand in our slums is quite as 

capable of bathing his hands in blood as any Sioux who ever scalped a foe” (Pall Mall Gazette). 

On page ten of the same edition of the newspaper is a small piece entitled “How the Poor 

Live”: 

An inquest on the body of a baby named Mecklenburgh was held at Spitalfields 

yesterday. In the course of the evidence it transpired that the parents and seven children 

lived together in one room, about 12 ft. square, for which they paid 4s. 6d. a week rent. 

The doctor said the child had been suffocated, most probably by overlaying. The jury 

returned a verdict of accidental death; adding that they thought the sanitary authorities 
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were most lax in their duties to allow a family of nine persons to live and sleep in so 

small a room (Pall Mall Gazette). 

Whether the infant’s death was indeed caused by “overlaying”, or was a desperate attempt by 

the parents to extricate themselves from the burden of another mouth to feed and body to 

clothe, the consequences of overcrowding and poverty were tragic. Articles such as the one 

above were by no means uncommon, and this view of the urban poor as little more than 

animals to be pitied, was corroborated by public figures such as the Revered Rogers of Balliol 

College Chapel in 1883, who described the urban working classes as: “people [in] wretched 

houses in which they are huddled together like beasts that perish, [...] you will find them 

grossly ignorant, semi-paupers” (cited in Koven 9-10). 

 Gissing’s text brings to the fore the ways in which the metropolitan slums of London 

“and distant outposts of empire were linked in the British imperial imagination”, violence and 

bestiality equating the savages of urban London with those in distant corners of Empire 

(Koven 21). The chapter, ‘Io Saturnalia’ has often been cited by critics as evidence of Gissing’s 

disgust with, as well as his attempt to distance himself from, behaviour of the Bank Holiday 

crowds121 at the Great Exhibition. Its symbolism in terms of imperial contextuality (and in 

terms of unifying images of domestic and imperial savagery), is however far more significant 

to this study.   

 Bob and Pennyloaf’s wedding day excursion to the Crystal Palace is a spectacle of 

savagery; the antisocial brawling and practical joking of the group (which includes Clem 

 
121  Samuel Vogt Gapp “Influence of the Classics on Gissing’s Novels of Modern Life” in Pierre Coustillas (Ed.) 

Collected Articles on George Gissing London: Frank and Cass, 1967. pp. 83-98. p. 88. Also David Trotter Cooking with 

Mud p. 250. 
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Peckover) offers a brash, brutish stereotype of the urban poor122. The Palace’s display of the 

world’s greatest inventions, modernisations, imperial acquisitions and curios valorise the 

benefits of colonialism, while the group’s uncontrolled, animalistic conduct reaffirms the need 

for the civilising influence of the English upper middle-class.  

 The boisterous noise inside the clanging train which takes the group to the Palace is soon 

accompanied by the melody of a concertina, song, smoke and a “bottle of muddy ale, passed 

round in genial fellowship from mouth to mouth!” (Gissing 106). Richard Dennis describes the 

music, dancing and alcohol fuelled amusements of the day at the Crystal Palace as “one long 

shriek” (170). Once inside, the group’s “hee-hawing laughter” and “coarse jokes” added to the 

cacophony of the “trampled boards”, before engaging in the funfair-type games (Gissing 108):    

The philosophic mind would have noted with interest how ingeniously these games 

were made to appeal to the patriotism of the throng. Did you choose to ‘shy’ sticks in 

the contest for cocoa-nuts, behold your object was a wooden model of the treacherous 

Afghan or the base African. If you took up the mallet to smite upon a spring and make 

proof of how far you could send a ball flying upwards, your blow descended upon the 

head of some other recent foeman (Gissing 107). 

The physically competitive games depend upon the strength and skill of the (white) player in 

order to win against the cocoa-nut hoarders, “the treacherous Afghan” or “base African”; 

under the glass canopy of the Exhibition (and in the socio-political context of imperial 

exploration/exploitation), the significance of racial placement cannot be overlooked. Racial 

 
122  It was not until almost a full month after the opening of the Great Exhibition that ‘shilling days’ came into force, 

and the working classes were admitted into the Crystal Palace. “For many days before the ‘shilling people’ were 

admitted to the building, the great topic of conversation was the probable behaviour of the people. Would they 

come sober? Will they destroy things? Will they want to cut their initials, or scratch their names on the panes of 

the glass lighthouses?” The Times cited in Judith Flanders Consuming Passions pp. 28-9. 
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discourse is continued in the following description of the Bank Holiday crowd, an 

anthropological-esque study of the working-classes which incorporate “animal repulsive” 

traits of the exotic savage (109): 

It is a great review of the People. On the whole how respectable they are, how sober, 

how deadly dull! See how worn-out the poor girls are becoming, how they gape, what 

listless eyes most of them have! The stoop in the shoulders so universal among them 

merely means over-toil in the workroom. Not one in a thousand shows the elements of 

taste in dress; vulgarity and worse glares in all but every costume. Observe the middle-

aged women; it would be small surprise that their good looks had vanished but whence 

comes it they are animal, repulsive, absolutely vicious in ugliness? Mark the men in 

their turn: four in every six have visages so deformed by ill-health that they excite 

disgust; their hair is cut down to within half an inch of the scalp; their legs are twisted 

out of shape by evil conditions of life from birth upwards (109). 

The parallel between working-class slovenliness and aesthetic atavism is then brought to a 

climax at the end of the chapter, as Bob and Pennyloaf’s wedding day descends into violence: 

Near St James’s Church Jack Bartley made a stand, and defied his enemy to come on. 

Bob responded with furious eagerness; amid a press of delighted spectators, swelled by 

people just turned out of the public-houses, the two lads fought like wild animals. Nor 

were they the only combatants. Exasperated by the certainty that her hat and dolman 

were ruined, Pennyloaf flew with erected nails at Clem Peckover. It was just what the 

latter desired. In an instant she had rent half Pennyloaf’s garments off her back, and 

was tearing her face till the blood streamed (112). 

The public display of violence not only reintroduces Darwinian theories of survival 

dominance but also, considering Clem’s ambiguous relationship with Bob Hewett, ritualistic 
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mating displays. The public enjoyment of, and unrestrained desire for, this violence suggests 

the innate pleasure in suffering consistent with notions of savagery which are at home under 

the Exhibition’s glass dome of colonial justification.  

Microcolonialism  

Gissing’s urban jungle, complete with its parasitic cannibals and economically vulnerable 

prey, attracts the philanthropic enterprises of the middle-class in the figure of Miss Lant. Just 

as colonial territories attracted missionaries - explorers and colonists all hoping to educate, 

discover and transform the uncharted landscape and heathen peoples - the slumlands of 

London drew middle-class crowds of well-meaning philanthropists and curious tourists to its 

dark alleys.  

 In Gissing’s Nether World this hybrid of curiosity, disgust and charity is represented by 

Miss Lant, her appearance effecting what I will term ‘microcolonialism’. I define 

microcolonialism as the re-enactment of colonial processes on a small scale, an  operation 

which is catalysed by Miss Lant’s presence in the slums as a foreign body. Darkest corners of 

Empire translate into the winding alleys of Shooters Gardens, wherein Miss Lant and her 

urban missionaries bring about the improvement and assistance of the savage tribes (the urban 

poor). Her presence transforms the urban jungle of Shooter’s Gardens into a site of colonial 

potential; the acquisition of the soup-kitchen from native hands by “two or three philanthropic 

ladies” re-enacts the re-appropriation of native industry to ‘responsible’, colonial authority 

(Gissing 251): 

The kitchen had been doing successful work for some years; the society which 

established it entrusted its practical conduct to very practical people, a man and wife 



242 

 

who were themselves of the nether world, and knew the ways thereof. [...] But the 

present year saw a change in the constitution of the committee: [...] and they soon found 

reason to be altogether dissatisfied with Mr and Mrs Batterby. No, no; these managers 

were of too coarse a type; they spoke grossly; what possibility of their exerting a 

humanising influence on the people to whom they dispensed soup? Soup and 

refinement must be dispensed at one and the same time, over the same counter (250-1). 

Without a “humanising influence”, what good is food alone? Why encourage the existence of 

an animalistic people in need of “humanising”, if there is no possibility of their moral 

improvement? Guest has noted that middle-class attitudes towards the poor often attempted 

to “convert the lower classes to their own standards of respectability”, and that this served the 

dual purpose of defusing the threat that the poor represented, as well as “rearticulate[ing] the 

existing hierarchy” (110-1). The philanthropic desires123 expounded by Miss Lant are therefore 

not purely altruistic, but based upon the colonial model of self-advantageous assimilation. 

 With the philanthropic appropriation of the soup kitchen, came the “practical 

economy” of food distribution (Gissing 251); the soup-kitchen is commodified under the 

authority of the ladies - a business. Under Mr and Mrs Batterby the soup had been 

“wholesome” and the peas of “excellent quality”, Miss Lant’s ladies however (251):  

 
123  David Trotter has noted that: “In the 1880s, diet became a philanthropic focus. School managers hoped that, by 

encouraging children to enjoy a cheap and nutritious diet of oatmeal, rice and macaroni they could educate the 

Foolish Artisan’s Wife out of her taste for [...] a lump, half-gristle, half-bone, of questionable meat.” (245). The 

nutrition of both body and soul was therefore of primary importance both in combating social poverty, and in 

neutralising the threat of the urban poor through middle-class influence. The “humanising influence” exacted by 

the middle-classes is interchangeable with notions of ‘Englishness’, a construction of civilised codes of 

respectability (the key components of which being moral and physical order, piety, self-control and cleanliness) 

which the inhabitants of Clerkenwell have not, and cannot, attain alone. For more on Englishness as colonial 

construct and performance, see Angelia Poon’s Enacting Englishness in the Victorian Period: Colonialism and the Politics 

of Performance Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008.  
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... engaged a cook after their own hearts, and acting upon the advice of competent 

psychologists, they proceeded to make a ‘stock’ out of sheep’s and bullocks’ heads; 

moreover, they ordered their peas from the City, thus getting them at two shillings a 

sack less than the price formerly paid by the Batterbys to a dealer in Clerkenwell (251).    

In accordance with contemporary colonial processes, an elevated position (in this case social, 

in wider colonial processes racial) implies the authority, and indeed the responsibility, to 

intervene and improve upon native ideas and practices. Patrick Brantlinger has noted that: 

“For middle- and upper-class Victorians, dominant over a vast working-class majority at home 

and over increasing millions of "uncivilized" peoples of "inferior" races abroad, power was 

self-validating” (166). Just as the British Empire constructed one ‘true’ notion of civilisation, 

Miss Lant’s efforts to reorganise, improve and institutionalise the soup kitchen replicate 

colonial processes, but also propagate middle-class values; in so doing, Miss Lant’s efforts 

emphasise the complete lack of these values in the Netherworld denoting the Otherness of the 

inhabitants. 

 On the discovery of the inferior quality of the new soup, the inhabitants of Shooter’s 

Gardens and the vicinity, reject the new management and “brought back their quarts of soup 

to the kitchen, and [...] demanded to have their money returned” (Gissing 252). When met with 

refusal from Miss Lant, they “emptied the soup on to the floor, and went away with heads 

exalted.” (252). The Nether World’s rejection of improvement is met with incredulity by Miss 

Lant and the other ladies, but Gissing retrieves stereotypes of the colonial Other to suggest 

that the philanthropists are lucky to be leaving Shooter’s Gardens in one piece: “And can you 

not perceive that these people of Shooter’s Gardens are poor, besotted, disease-struck creatures 

of whom – in the mass – scarcely a human quality is to be expected? [...] Nay, do you be grateful 
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that these hapless, half-starved women do not turn and rend you.” (252). The cannibalistic 

reference reasserts the link between colonial and domestic savagery. Travel and missionary 

writings confirm contemporary anthropological theories connecting the primitive races with 

an unthinking response to base instincts124; what could be more base, more primal, than the 

desire for food? The soup kitchen is eventually returned to native management, where any 

grumblings from the inhabitants are met with rebukes “in their own tongue” (253).  

Microcolonialism in The Nether World acts as a way of connecting imperial and 

domestic constructions of both civilisation and Other. Koven has suggested that slums were 

“anarchic, distant outposts of empire peopled by violent and primitive races”, races which 

required anything from careful management, to a “humanising influence” (4). The role of food 

at the heart of the microcolonialist process, reaffirms its place at the very crux of the text: 

microcolonialism foregrounds the Darwinian image of evolutionary development against a 

backdrop of colonial metaphor.  

 While Amy Hewett drinks vinegar “as a toper does spirits” to pacify her hunger, Clem 

Peckover tracks the scent of money “as a jackal [does] carrion” (Gissing 241, 192).  It is these 

images (of social prey and predator respectively), which epitomise the sub-hierarchy of the 

late-Victorian urban underclass; the notion of urban cannibalism can only be realised with the 

acknowledgement of the existence of economic parasitism, its agents and its hosts. While 

Gissing’s “creatures of prey” fiercely compete for work or crudely squabble at the soup kitchen 

amongst themselves, they are slowly being consumed by their tenement landlords, pawn-

brokers, drink shop owners and, if they are ‘lucky’ enough to have one, employers (247). In 

 
124  For a thorough discussion of the development of the Victorian image of the racial Other, see Christine Bolt’s 

Victorian Attitudes to Race London: Routledge, 2010.  
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the Netherworld physical and economic emaciation are commensurable, both signifying 

failure. The colonial context of the novel foregrounds Darwinian and contemporary 

anthropological theory, but the tribes of Clerkenwell, in their own urban jungle, have 

recognised that it is only with a stake in the capitalist system that individuals can live, rather 

than survive.   
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6 

Mesmerism, Cannibalism and Reverse-Colonialism in Richard 

Marsh’s The Beetle and Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Parasite 

 

… in the individual it is the function of will in the highest moral sphere – the region of moral feeling 

which, representing the highest reach of evolution, is the consummate inflorescence of human culture 

– that will be the first to exhibit signs of impairment: the latest and highest product of social evolution, 

that which, latest organised, is least stable, will be the first to undergo dissolution. 

Henry Maudsley Body and Will (1883)  

 

That Agatha, who of all women of my acquaintance has the best balanced mind, had been reduced to 

a condition of automatism appeared to be certain. A person at a distance had worked her as an engineer 

on the shore might guide a Brennan torpedo. A second soul had stepped in, as it were, had pushed her 

own aside, and had seized her  nervous mechanism, saying: "I will work this for half an hour." 

Arthur Conan Doyle The Parasite (1894) 

The fin de siècle years exposed a Britain which, as Patrick Brantlinger theorises, “found it 

increasingly difficult to think of [itself] as inevitably progressive”, instead worrying about 

“the degeneration of institutions, culture, racial ‘stock’” (230). London was at the heart of this 

anxiety, becoming an international city of strangers and foreigners from around the world: 

“There were more Scotsmen in London than in Aberdeen, more Irishmen than in Dublin, more 

Jews than in Palestine, and more Roman Catholics than in Rome” (Baedecker cited in Freeman 
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CTC 12). The presence of such numbers of foreign bodies gave rise to suspicions of “secret 

conspiracies [and] foreign revolutionaries ready to strike at the heart of the nation” 

culminating in the Aliens Act125 of 1905 (Wallace cited in Freeman 12). The Great Depression 

which set in during the 1870s catalysed widespread awareness of approaching social crisis, 

this anxiety manifesting in the emergence of various social movements “from socialism 

through feminism, vegetarianism, anti-vivisectionism, Theosophy126, ‘Back to the Land’127 and 

New Lifeism128, [...] accompanied by uncertainty and apprehension about imminent social 

changes” (Dentith 124). These changes manifested as anxieties concerning the present order, 

that which must be cleared away in order for the new to flourish. Social change on a national 

level and imperial expansion abroad (both geographical and economic), created a sense of 

trepidation (specifically concerning change) which permeated late-Victorian Britain.   

During the final years of the century, this cultural sense of unease led literature back 

to the Gothic. Moving away from castles, abbeys and oppressive or ruinous architecture, later 

Gothic fiction found monstrosity in the human body so that, as Robert Mighall argues: “the 

body [becomes] the locus of Gothic horror in the last decades of the century” (cited in 

Karschay 56). The relocation of horror from external bricks and mortar to internal physicality 

was facilitated by scientific and medical theories concerning degeneration, fantasies 

 
125  This Act of Parliament introduced immigration controls and registration and was ostensibly 

designed to prevent paupers and criminals from entering the country. One of its main objectives was 

to control the tens of thousands of unskilled Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe settling in 

London’s East End. 
126 A collection of occultist philosophies seeking knowledge of the mysteries of life and nature, especially the 

origin/purpose of the universe. The Theosophical Society was founded in 1875 by Helena Blavatsky in the United 

States, and has since spread across the world.  
127  An anti-industrial movement advocating the return to the land, “the revival of handicrafts and the 

simplification of daily life”. Cited in Raphael Samuel Island Stories: Unravelling Britain London: Verso, 1998 p. 151.  
128 A form of religious Puritanism which advocated “the cultivation of a perfect character in each and all” and “the 

subordination of material to spiritual things” cited in Raphael Samuel Island Stories: Unravelling Britain p. 299. 
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concerning the possibilities of which were given scientific credence by leading 

professionals,129 which Edward Said relates to the nineteenth century’s obsessional interest 

with the Orient in Orientalism (1978). Late-Victorian race theory provided not only the 

justification for international colonisation, but the necessity of accepting ‘the white man’s 

burden’: 

Race theory, ideas about primitive origins and primitive classifications, modern 

decadence, the progress of civilisation, the destiny of the white (or Aryan) races, the 

need for colonial territories – all these were elements in the peculiar amalgamation 

of science, politics and culture whose drift, almost without exception, was always 

to raise Europe, or a European race to dominion over non-European portions of 

mankind (Said 232-3). 

Degeneration of race and culture is, according to Said, inexorably bound to colonial ambitions; 

knowledge (itself a problematic term) of the Other increased anxieties of contamination and 

encouraged questions concerning the permeation of boundaries, the penetration of foreign 

space and the scientific veracity of racial hierarchy.  

The infiltration of borders – spatial, temporal, physical, supernatural – is at the heart 

of the late-Victorian Gothic; the intrusion of Otherness into the hegemony of British 

 
129  The scientist Lord Kelvin’s second law of thermodynamics called into question the infinite life of the sun and 

accordingly (so it was felt) of an ever-improving humanity. Social campaigners and reformers such as W. T. Stead 

and William Booth suggested that rapid industrialisation and urbanisation were not only giving rise to a stunted, 

feeble-minded town population but were swelling the ranks of ‘the unfit’. Darwin’s follower, the formidable 

scientific campaigner Thomas Huxley, spoke at various times of inevitable progress and of likely degeneration, 

whilst also warning about the contemporary tendency mistakenly to confuse evolution and ethics. The zoologist 

Edwin Ray Lankester (1847-1929) wondered whether “the white races of Europe” might be parasitically “tending 

to the condition of intellectual barnacles.” Degeneration: A Chapter in Darwinism London: Macmillan, 1880, pp. 59, 

60. 
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civilisation130 in the narratives of fin de siècle fiction often exposes a cultural anxiety concerning 

the permeability of geographical boundaries. These divisions are explored in metaphors of 

the physical body, foreshadowing Kristeva’s theories on abjection which articulate the human 

reaction to a “threatened breakdown in meaning caused by the loss of the distinction between 

subject and object” (Felluga). According to Kristeva the reaction to the violation of distinctive 

divisions engenders physical, corporeal rejection (horror, vomit), causing identity and order 

to be thrown into disarray; the abject body (most notably the corpse, but also the diseased 

body) acts as the Gothic’s violation of boundaries in its blatant disruption of social order. 

Kristeva’s theories on abjection also extend to the foreigner, she observes:  “Confronting the 

foreigner whom I reject and with whom at the same time I identify, I lose my boundaries. I no 

longer have a container, [...] I lose my composure. I feel ‘lost’, ‘indistinct’, ‘hazy’” (cited in 

Oliver 286). The unheimlich inferred through contact with the Other (a recognition of the Other 

as human and therefore as ‘same’, but also as a stranger and therefore distinctly Other) 

manifests as xenophobic anxiety in fiction of the fin de siècle, working with fantasies of racial 

and cultural degeneration to create bodies of flesh and nation permeable to foreign invasion. 

Stephen D. Arata’s essay, ‘The Occidental Tourist: Dracula and the Anxiety of Reverse 

Colonization’ (1990), argues that texts throughout the last decades of the nineteenth century 

often express both fear and guilt about Empire in the permeability of both physical and 

geographical boundaries: “The fear is that what has been represented as the ‘civilised’ world 

is on the point of being colonised by ‘primitive’ forces” (623). The fantasy of reverse-

 
130  For fin de siècle novelists, Otherness connoted anything other than the traditional behavioural and social codes. 

This included constructions of masculinity/femininity ‘Othered’ by the New Woman and the Effeminate Man. The 

Victorian invasion of Otherness is perhaps most often explored through images of race: Bram Stoker’s Dracula 

perhaps being the most obvious use of this trope.  
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colonialsim gained momentum131 during the final years of the nineteenth century due to the 

perceived national decline outlined at the beginning of the chapter. This racial, spiritual and 

moral decline potentially leaves the nation vulnerable to attack (or penetration) from the 

violence associated with “more vigorous ‘primitive’” peoples (Arata 623). Arata has argued 

that, more than a product of geopolitics, the anxiety concerning reverse-colonialism is also a 

“response to cultural guilt” in which the invasive Other mirrors British imperial practices in 

monstrous forms. Arata continues: “H.G. Wells located the germ of his War of the Worlds in a 

discussion with his brother Frank over the extermination of the indigenous Tasmanian 

population under British rule” (623). The perceived threat to civilisation relies on the 

penetration of Britain by Otherness, and the nation’s vulnerability and weakness in the face 

of invasion.   

The cultural insecurity characteristic of the fin de siècle, manifesting in fears of 

degeneration, contamination and degeneration, foster, Elaine Showalter observes, the desire 

for stringent borders, boundaries and definition in all areas of society: 

If the different races can be kept in their places, if the various classes can be held in their 

proper districts of the city, and if men and women can be fixed in their separate spheres, 

many hope, apocalypse can be prevented and we can preserve a comforting sense of 

identity and permanence in the face of that relentless spectre of millennial change (SA 4).   

Anxieties concerning the sexual and racial future of the nation were specifically 

threatening as the emergence of the New Woman and the male aesthete coincided with 

colonial rebellions and racial mixing. Anxieties that the corruption and contamination 

 
131  Novels including Rider Haggard’s She (1886-7), Rudyard Kipling’s The Light that Failed (1891), Conan Doyle’s 

The Sign of Four (1890) and H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine (1895) and The War of the Worlds (1897) presented narratives 

concerned with reverse-colonialism. 
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of civilised hegemony would result in cultural apocalypse found expression in 

contemporary literature, with cannibal rhetoric used to expound the dangers of racial 

transgression, matriarchal society and non-Christian religion.132 

Narratives in which reverse-colonialism takes centre stage, see British culture 

threatened by colonial practices which are perceived as degenerative – racially, morally, 

religiously – and can be linked to the atavistic and the primitive. The Amahaggar in Haggard’s 

She (1886) and Wells’ cannibal Morlocks in The Time Machine (1895) serve both as 

simultaneously captivating and repellent spectacles for the middle-class British explorer. The 

primal instincts and energies utilised by the primitive tribes externalise European-held beliefs 

in the unconscious resources, supernatural abilities and powers associated with savagery 

which lay beyond the rational mind of the white explorer. Patrick Brantlinger links  fin de siècle 

primitivism with late-Victorian fascination with the paranormal: “Impelled by scientific 

materialism, the search for new sources of faith led many late Victorians to telepathy, séances, 

and psychic research. It also led to the far reaches of the Empire, where strange gods and 

‘unspeakable rites’ still had their millions of devotees” (228). With imperial anxieties emerges 

a “powerful critique of imperialist ideologies” which forces ‘civilisation’ to question what 

distinguishes it from the Other (Arata 623). 

 1889 marked a resurgence of interest surrounding the supernatural/scientific nature 

of mesmerism restarted in earnest thanks, in part, to the publication of Sir Charles Lloyd 

Tuckey’s Psycho-therapeutics (1889) which claimed that, other than research completed by the 

 
132  See H. Rider Haggard’s She (1888) as a prime example of cannibal rhetoric used to discredit racial 

mixing, matriarchy and Other religions. 
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Psychical Society, “there is in English no literature on the subject”133 of the potential medicinal 

benefits of trance states (cited in Luckhurst 154). Roger Luckhurst observes that: 

After a demonstration [by Tuckey] at the annual British Medical Association meeting in 

September 1889, […] the medical and general press moved from virtual silence to 

saturation within a year. This shift was promoted, no doubt, by the First international 

Congress on Hypnotism held in Paris in August 18989, and , through 1890, a sensational 

murder case which came to court in December, at which Gabrielle Bompard claimed she 

had been hypnotically compelled into complicity with murder by her lover (154). 

Reinvestigation into mesmeric practices by the medical profession appeared in The Lancet, 

once again peppered with cynicism and accusations of charlatanism. Its popular resurgence 

however spoke to anxieties of a burgeoning population of (international) strangers, incubating 

who knows what kind of magical, mysterious and dangerous abilities with which to 

contaminate, criminalise and cripple the British populace.    

The final years of the nineteenth century experienced a surge in mesmeric fiction 

which articulated anxieties concerning reverse-colonialism by means of the occupation of the 

middle-class British body. As Robbie McLaughlin has noted, the Victorian reading public 

discovered “in the fin de siècle best-seller a fascinated anxiety about issues of cultural 

translation, multi-lingualism, mongrel or mixed utterances, as well as an obsession with 

ideologies of exile, fragmentation and displacement” (189). The public demand for, and 

subsequent popularity of, this literature, evidenced a fascination with the fantasy that “the 

 
133  Psycho-therapeutics was among the first to describe the potential therapeutic effects of hypnotic 

suggestion on a wide range of diseases. It remained influential throughout Europe into the early 

twentieth century. For more see The Invention of Telepathy 1870-1901 Roger Luckhurst. Oxford: 

University Press, 2002.  
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entire nation – as a race of people, as a political and imperial force, as a social and cultural 

power – was in irretrievable decline” (Arata 622). Mesmerism, especially when performed by 

colonial Others (as is the case in both Richard Marsh’s The Beetle (1897) and Arthur Conan 

Doyle’s The Parasite (1894)) recognises the vulnerability of nationhood caused in part, by the 

public acknowledgement of “the decay of British global influence, the loss of overseas markets 

for British goods, the economic and political rise of Germany and the United States, the 

increasing unrest in British colonies and possessions, [and] the growing domestic uneasiness 

over the morality of imperialism” (622). The result is an surge of best-selling mesmeric 

narratives in which reversals of power take centre stage, and the coloniser becomes colonised.   

In works of late-nineteenth century mesmeric fiction, this physical invasion is 

presented as a sinister assault on society and civilisation, as the range, but also the 

interconnectedness, of contemporary cultural anxieties is explored. Willis and Wynne in 

Victorian Literary Mesmerism (2006) argue that recent scholarly interest “considers mesmerism 

as an important form of cultural self-expression; one that interrogates the most influential 

constructions of society, from gender to class and through economics and law” (7). Through 

mesmerism, constructions of Britishness can be displaced; mesmerists, usually foreign Others 

with disturbing deeds in mind, are able to invade the minds and bodies of their British 

subjects, compelling them to reveal the most intimate of secrets, commit crimes or debase 

themselves by committing acts of sexual and/or moral depravity. In this process, the 

‘Britishness’ (or Englishness) of mesmeric subjects (their civility, logic, cerebral advancement) 

is deconstructed and revealed to be a fallible veneer, a social construction rather than an 

evolutionary truth. Mesmerism also contradicts Cartesian Dualism (the assumption that there 

are two distinct, mutually exclusive and mutually exhaustive substances, mind and body, 
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each of which inhabits its own self-contained sphere) in the corporeal response to psychic 

intrusion. In rejecting dualism, mesmerism aligns itself with monoism, explored in 

conjunction with Darwinism by German science writer Wilhelm Bölsche in Love-Life (1898):  

Bölsche focused, above all, on sex. Sexual love was the unifying principle of the 

universe, the engine of evolution. In [his] hands, Darwinism was changed from a 

tale of bitter struggle to an erotic monism or paneroticism, a lyrical celebration of 

love. […] Every person has deeply buried within himself, in the hoary wisdom of 

the body, a primeval memory of the whole drama of eons of evolution (Kelly 42). 

Gilroy’s supine pleasure under Penelosa’s caress and Lessingham’s potential role as sex slave 

in the lair of the Woman of Songs, adhere to the ultimate harmony of mind and body accepted 

by monoistic belief, exposed here under mesmeric influence. These sexual tropes go 

unrecognised in respectable Victorian fiction,134 but the latent presence of animalistic lust is 

suggestive of the primal sexuality driving “the engine of evolution”.    

 In exploring Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Parasite and Richard Marsh’s The Beetle both 

much eclipsed by Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897), this chapter will discuss notions of reverse-

colonialism through the lens of literary mesmerism. I will contend that mesmerism is a 

cannibalistic process in which the mesmerist ‘feeds’ upon the subject, gaining both strength 

and power through the physical weakening of their prey. In Volatile Bodies (1994) Elizabeth 

Grosz reads flesh as “a body shell capable of being overtaken by other’s messages (for example 

in shamanism…)” (119). In mesmeric practices, the “body shell” is not merely “inscribed” 

 
134  My Secret Life (1888) details the sexual awakening, development and experiences of middle-class 

gentleman, Walter. Described as “a memoir” the book  details visits to both male and female prostitutes, 

group sex, masturbation and other sexual practices practically unheard of in Victorian literature. The 

book is set out over 11 volumes, and was subject to fevered censorship and banns. Its authenticity as a 

memoir and authorship remain a mystery. 
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with messages as suggested by Grosz, but is filled by the Other a process in which the 

mesmerist is simultaneously corporeally empty and full, desiring and sated (119).  The 

mesmeric process can be read as consumptive in that the subject’s freewill, body and thoughts 

are consumed by the mesmerist. From Professor Austin Gilroy, the protagonist in Doyle’s The 

Parasite, looking “wretchedly ill” to Robert Holt’s skeletal appearance following weeks in a 

state of mesmeric trance induced by the Beetle in Richard Marsh’s text, physical deterioration 

resulting from mesmerism connects both texts as visible proof of the body’s physical 

vulnerability to invasion (Doyle 30): 

I doubt if there was an ounce of flesh on the whole of his body. His cheeks and the 

sockets of his eyes were hollow. The skin was drawn tightly over his cheek bones – the 

bones themselves were staring through. Even his nose was wasted, so that nothing but 

a ridge of cartilage remained (Marsh 258).  

The physical deterioration of Professor Gilroy and Robert Holt strengthens the mesmerist 

while weakening the subject, often both morally as well as physically with the mesmerist able 

to control the actions of the helpless subject. George du Maurier’s Trilby (1894) also conforms 

to this pattern of physical deterioration as La Svengali transforms the independent, sensual 

and free-living Trilby into an invalid: the epitome of the passive feminine ideal:  

And week by week the friends noticed a gradual and subtle change in Trilby [...] she 

grew thinner, especially in the face, where the bones of her cheeks and jaws began to 

show themselves and these bones were constructed on such right principles [...] that 

the improvement was astonishing, almost inexplicable. Also, she lost her freckles as the 

summer waned and she herself went less into the open air [...] And a new soft 

brightness came into her eyes that no-one had ever seen there before. They were stars, 
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just twin grey stars – or rather planets just thrown off by some new sun, for the steady 

mellow light they gave out was not entirely their own (91). 

Trilby exhibits all the outward signs of consumption (the symptoms of which I have outlined 

in Chapter Three), but du Maurier’s assertion that Trilby’s eyes  exhibited a light “not entirely 

their own” intimates the influence (if not the presence) of La Svengali’s invasion of her body. 

 Mesmerism not only inspired Victorian authors, but was also a continual source of 

curiosity for the scientific community. Alfred Russel Wallace, co-founder of evolutionary 

theory wrote in Miracles and Modern Spiritualism (1875): “It may be asked if I have myself seen 

any of the wonders narrated in the following pages. I answer that I have witnessed facts of a 

similar nature to some of them, and have satisfied myself of their genuineness; and therefore 

feel that I have no right to reject the evidence of still more marvellous facts witnessed by 

others” (31). The book, which defends the supernatural as fact, later quotes Nassau William 

Senior, late Master in Chancery and twice Professor of Political Economy at the University of 

Oxford, on the absolute scientific veracity of mesmerism: “We have no doubt that, before the 

end of this century, the wonders which now perplex almost equally those who accept and 

those who reject modern Mesmerism will be distributed into defined classes, and found 

subject to ascertained laws—in other words, will become the subjects of a science” (Wallace 

95). Wallace continued to study the effects of mesmerism throughout his scientific career and 

regularly attended séances135. In 1893 he asserted:  

I thus learnt my first great lesson in the inquiry into these obscure fields of knowledge, 

never to accept the disbelief of great men or their accusations of imposture or of 

imbecility, as of any weight when opposed to the repeated observation of facts by 

 
135  See The Heretic in Darwin’s Court: The Life of Alfred Russel Wallace Ross A. Slotten New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2004. 
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other men, admittedly sane and honest. The whole history of science shows us that 

whenever the educated and scientific men of any age have denied the facts of other 

investigators on a priori grounds of absurdity or impossibility, the deniers have 

always been wrong (Wallace Notes). 

Wallace’s belief in spiritualism (in which mesmerism, animal magnetism, trances, 

phrenology, clairvoyance and somnambulism are all interwoven), demonstrates the scientific 

credence given to these practices, and the desire to scientifically unravel the mysterious, 

magical and inexplicable. While it is true that mesmerism had been “medically marginalised” 

by the end of the nineteenth century, continued scientific attraction to mesmerism is evidence 

of the late Victorians’ ongoing interest in the mysteries which lay somewhere between 

scientific study and charlatanistic ritual (Willis 3). 

 From its development in 1777136 and the initial use of magnets, to the séance-like 

atmospheres used to induce mesmeric trances in the living rooms of wealthy urbanites, 

mesmerism was under constant scrutiny from cynics. Its liminal position somewhere between 

science and spectacle, originated both from scientific theories concerning the effect of 

electricity on the brain, and the seemingly supernatural effects this had on the subject. On the 

dual roles occupied by mesmerism, Betsy van Schlun has observed: “From the beginning there 

are two strands inherent in mesmerism, a physical-scientific and spiritual mystic one”(8). 

 
136  “[Mesmerism] was based on modern science but also integrated Renaissance knowledge and even traces of 

ancient magic and occult tendencies could be detected. [...] According to [Anton] Mesmer’s theory there existed a 

cosmic or universal fluidum which permeated all things as well as human beings. [...] Any disease, he believed, had 

its caused in an obstruction of this fluidum. If this congestion was removed then the fluidum could flow smoothly 

again and the disease had been cured.” Mesmer theorised that the fluidum was magnetic and could therefore be 

manipulated by the use of magnets. After finding success in these magnetic experiments, Mesmer also discovered 

that there must be cooperation between doctor and patient: “He combined this mental rapport with passes of the 

hand, for he believed that by touching the patient the magnetic fluid in his body would flow into the patient’s and 

thereby improve their health. Later, Mesmer realised that he did not need to touch the patient to transmit his 

magnetic fluid, but that speaking with quiet insistence also worked. Science and the Imagination: Mesmerism, Media 

and the Mind in Nineteenth-Century English and American Literature Betsy van Schlun, Berlin: Galda & Wilch Verlag, 

2007. pp. 30-35.  
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While the practice appealed to a number of “self-consciously ‘progressive’, politically liberal 

and radical doctors, natural philosophers and men of letters (largely because it promised to 

address many of their questions about the relationship of physical forces to life”), it was 

initially dismissed outright by centres of medical excellence (Winter 33). The “fairground and 

music hall charlatans” who did the rounds from the 1850s onwards, damaged mesmerism’s 

potential to become a credible branch of science in the opinion of many professionals, but its 

continued use in hospitals to treat hysteria by such recognised scholars as Baron Charles 

Dupotet, ensured that mesmeric practices remained engrained in the public consciousness 

(McLaughlin 187).  

 Although mesmerism had been widely discredited as charlatanism by mid-century, 

mainly due to its links with other spiritualist practices.137 The merits of hypnotism however, 

were reintroduced to the scientific community during the early 1880s by Jean-Martin Charcot, 

whose studies on the symptoms and causes of hysteria138 suggested that “the ability to be 

hypnotized [was] a clinical feature of hysteria”(Bogousslavsky, Walusinski, Veyrunes 195). 

While medical men such as Charcot fought to distinguish hypnotism - a science - from 

mesmerism - a fraud - detractors of the practice continually re-forged the links between the 

two disciplines until, by the end of the century “mesmerism became known as hypnotism” 

(Dingwall vii). The rebranding of mesmerism as “a rigorous scientific discipline” was also 

hampered by “mainstream entertainers who exploited it to humiliate and coerce gullible 

volunteers into carrying out ignominious acts. It was just too sensational a ‘spectacle’ to be 

 
137  Communication with departed souls was the primary focus of Spiritualism. The necessity for the medium to 

enter a mesmeric trance in order to contact the spirits was an accepted part of the séance, and mediums were 

believe to be endowed with supernatural gifts which could include thought-reading, telekinesis and crystal-gazing 

as well as mesmerism and clairvoyance. See Andrzej Diniejko’s “Victorian Spiritualism” The Victorian Web.  
138  
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appreciated as a coherent mode of medical therapy” (McLaughlin 167) Nevertheless the 

mystery of mesmeric practices, attributed mostly as McLaughlin argues to the “lack of 

codified rules or standardised techniques” (as well as the continual re-examination of the 

practice by medical men), implied possible future scientific proof of the existence of psychic 

abilities and ensured the continued coverage of mesmeric experiments in contemporary 

periodicals (167).  

Publications such as The Zoist (1843-1856), Borderlands (1893-1897) and Light (1881-

present) set out to educate the British public on the veracities and developments of psychic 

phenomena. In 1882 the Society for Psychical Research was founded in Cambridge with the 

purpose of scientifically investigating mesmeric, psychical and spiritualist phenomena. 

Arthur Conan Doyle joined the Society in 1893, along with fellow-members “future Prime 

Minister Arthur Balfour, philosopher William James, naturalist Alfred Russell Wallace, 

scientists Williams Crookes and Oliver Lodge, and philosopher and economist Henry 

Sidgwick and poet and philologist F. W. H. Meyers” (Diniejko). Articles published by the 

Society included case studies of mesmeric analgesia, the mesmeric influence upon different 

areas of the brain and cerebral physiology. 

By the 1890s a DIY approach to mesmerism had been adopted which encouraged 

would-be mesmerists to learn, practice and medically treat others themselves by way of 

mesmerism. James Coates’ Human Magnetism or How to Hypnotise: A Practical Handbook for 

Students of Mesmerism (1897) and John Barter’s How to Hypnotise: Including the Whole Art of 

Mesmerism (1890)139 are evidence of the late-Victorian desire to unmask the charlatan and 

 
139  Hypnotism and mesmerism have, by this point, become synonymous. Barter claims there is a clear difference 

between the two practices, while Coates does not. Barter however seems unable to maintain these clearly defined 

differences in his text, and frequently uses ‘mesmerism’ and ‘hypnotism’ interchangeably.   
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demystify and control the inexplicable. Many journal articles and manuals however, veered 

from their tangibly scientific courses to “credit both mesmerism and hypnotism for achieving 

phenomena outside of the normal range of human powers [...] such as the transference of taste 

and smell from the operator to the subject, as well as thought-reading and telepathy” (Grimes 

68).  Clairvoyance was associated with the requirement that the medium enter a mesmeric 

trance in order to communicate with the departed, and so the ties between mesmerism, the 

supernatural and the occult could never quite be severed despite the desire to submit 

mesmerism to serious scientific study. 

 By the closing decades of the nineteenth century, most journalistic attention regarding 

mesmerism was dedicated to the potential dangers of hypnotism. On February 11th 1893 The 

British Medical Journal published an article cautioning against the “mischiefs” of “hypnotic 

phenomena” (Hart 301). Dr Luys tells the journal that:  

The individual in these novel conditions no longer belongs to himself; he is 

surrendered, an inert being, to the enterprise of those who surround him. At one 

moment in the passive stage in this condition of lethargy or of catalepsy, he is 

absolutely defenceless, and exposed to any criminal attempt on the part of those who 

surround him. He can be poisoned and mutilated. Where a woman is concerned she 

may be violated and even infected with syphilis, of which I have recently observed a 

painful example in my practice (302). 

The medical hypnotist’s apparent ability to elicit criminal or sexual behaviour from his 

subjects was a notion pounced upon by authors of contemporary fiction; popular imagination 

constructed the mesmerist as a devious criminal, money-grabbing fraud or villainous puppet-

master preying upon the respectable middle-classes. Novels from the period, including Esme 
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Stuart’s In His Grasp (1887), emphasise that the greatest anxieties surrounding mesmerism lay 

in the mesmerist’s possession of ultimate power over the subject. French psychologists Alfred 

Binet and Charles Fèrè’s Animal Magnetism (1889), a published study of the effects of 

mesmerism on patients at the Salpêtrière hospital, explicitly warns of the subject’s potential 

to commit criminal acts while under the effects of mesmerism: 

It is possible to suggest to a subject in a state of somnambulism fixed ideas, irresistible 

impulses, which he will obey on awaking with mathematical precision. [...] The 

hypnotic subject may become the instrument of a terrible crime, the more terrible since, 

immediately after the acts is accomplished, all may be forgotten – the crime, the 

impulse, and its instigator (372).140 

Binet and Fèrè considered that those acting under mesmeric influence should be treated “like 

insane criminals” in terms of the subject’s decreased moral responsibility (375). The decline of 

the subject’s mental health (or its implicit decline in the corruption of ‘normal’ morality), and 

descent into insanity through mesmerism could be medically attested by the fragility of the 

nervous system which “ministered” the brain itself (Maudsley 191). Eminent physician Henry 

Maudsley suggested that insanity could, in theory, last a lifetime, resulting in a complete 

“derangement of thought, feeling and action”; in short, a complete degeneration of the 

individual (191).    

 Binet and Fèrè’s beliefs that mesmerism could destabilise, demoralise and depose the 

personal autonomy of the subject, align with notions of degeneracy traditionally associated 

with both the colonial Other. It is only in the reading of anxieties concerning reverse-

 
140  This committal of, and subsequent failure to remember, criminal or immoral deeds is the crux of Doyle’s The 

Parasite.  
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colonialism through the lens of mesmerism that the consumption of the ‘civilised’ body by the 

‘uncivilised’ Other, can be fully realised. The literal consumption of one (white) body by 

another (black/Other) has obvious colonial implications, the connotations of which have not 

yet been explored through the reading of mesmeric fiction.      

Mesmeric literature read through the lens of reverse-colonialism depends upon its 

contextualisation within the boundaries of the fin de siècle. The anxieties and uncertainties of 

the period are perhaps best articulated by Max Nordau: “What shall be considered good 

tomorrow? – what shall be beautiful? What shall we know to-morrow – what believe in? What 

shall inspire us? How shall we enjoy?” (cited in Ledger and Luckhurst 13). From the 1880s the 

“end-of-century experience” generated scientific and cultural debate concerning the future of 

civilisation itself (Ledger 1). Opposing theories viewed the coming century as either the 

dawning of a new evolutionary era which would allow, as Ledger has suggested, the 

continued “upward curve of humanity’s progress”, or usher in a cultural apocalypse in what 

a panicked Nordau termed a “Dusk of Nations in which all suns and all stars are gradually 

waning, and mankind with all its institutions and creations is persisting in the midst of a dying 

world.” (Nordau cited in Ledger 1).    

Catherine Wynne has suggested that “mesmerism and the occult largely emanate from 

the margins of the imperial centre”, where they are perceived capable of exerting forces 

effecting reverse colonialism (44). Wynne continues to argue that “by threatening the 

preservation of the mind’s autonomy and by exposing the limitations of conventional science, 

mesmerism penetrated the Victorian self” (44). But it was not only the conflict between 

mesmerism and science which shaped Victorian anxieties. It was also the complexities raised 

by mesmerism itself in terms of racial invasion, gender inversion and reverse colonialism all 
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leading to the apocalypse of Western civilisation. Mesmeric literature exposes contemporary 

fears concerning reverse colonisation, and allows them to be played out, undermining the 

integrity of the poles definitive of British hegemony: civilised and primitive, coloniser and 

colonised. It does this through the metaphorical cannibalism of the English middle-classes, by 

acknowledging cannibalism as the nexus of primitivism and feeding the fantasies of cultural 

degeneration. 

Domestic Disturbances 

“Regarded as the most remarkable of the remarkable profession”, Daniel Dunglas Home 

practised mesmerism and mediumship from the 1850s until his death in 1886 (Lamont 5). His 

career was marked by public accusations of fraud, accusations which were made public in-

line with his growing celebrity status, but it was not until after his death that even a few of his 

‘parlour tricks’ could be unravelled.  Home brought witnesses such as Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning141, William Thackeray, Mark Twain and Napoleon III to states of awe and disbelief 

in their own homes. In Home’s Lights and Shadows of Spiritualism (1878) the author stresses the 

fact that mesmerism was practised by ancient civilisations, arguing that this evinced, 

(specifically Egyptian) cultural advancement: “Mesmerism and clairvoyance were familiar 

things with the magicians of Egypt [...] The mesmeric treatment of the sick practised in Roman 

temples was but an apish reflex of that deep knowledge of magnetic and spiritual phenomena 

possessed by Egyptian priests” (10, 42). Home draws on the culturally acknowledged 

 
141 Robert and Elizabeth Barrett Browning differed on their opinions of Home. While Elizabeth was open to 

spiritualist phenomena, and convinced of Home’s supernatural abilities, her husband considered him a “cheat and 

imposture”. He developed “quite a hated” of Daniel Home, and his name was not to be spoken in the Browning 

household for fear of arguments. Robert Browning later published the poem ‘Mr Sludge, The Medium’(1864), 

deriding the practices of spiritualism and mediumship. On publication, the poem was  widely assumed to be about 

Daniel Dunglas Home. For more on the relationship between Home and the Brownings, see An Introduction to 

Parapsychology Harvey J. Irwin and Caroline A. Watt. 5th Ed. London: McFarland & Co., 2007. pp. 16-17. 
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relationship between mesmerism, magic and medicine established through Victorian 

anthropological studies142 of African tribes, in recounting the presence of mesmeric practices 

in contemporary Africa and its use by “magicians” and “sorcerers” (247). On interviewing a 

“newly affiliated” member of the Theological Society lately returned from Africa, Home is 

told that:  

One of these African sorcerers will, for a small fee, show you images of the dead, and 

enable you to converse with them in audible voice. They will walk, self-levitated in 

mid-air; climb poles which rest upon nothing, until they positively go out of sight [...] 

and dismember themselves even to decapitation without injury143 (247).  

Such “sorcerers” were often village witchdoctors or shamanic priests, offering services 

ranging from the medical, to the agricultural and religious. Magic and religion were often 

practised together, the use of trances believed to bring the mesmerist to a spiritual plane 

where they would be able to converse with ancestors and spirits in order to gain valuable 

advice or ‘hidden’ knowledge (Rouget 24). Home’s text however, exposes the true power of 

the mesmerist; not only, the “newly affiliated” member confesses, does he/she display the 

ability to control their entranced subjects, but rather than being controlled by the spirits “it is 

she who seems to control them to do her bidding”144 (Home 271).  

 
142 Influential to contemporary ethnocentric theories are works including Herbert Spencer’s The Principles of 

Sociology (1862), C.S. Wake’s The Evolution of Morality: being a History of the Development of Moral Culture (1878), E.B. 

Taylor’s numerous books and articles on primitivism (1861-1900) and Darwin’s The Origin of Species (1859) and The 

Descent of Man (1871).  
143  This appears to be a variation of the Indian Rope Trick which gained notoriety during the latter half of the 

century. For more see Peter Lamont’s fascinating The Rise of the Indian Rope Trick: Rise of a Legend London: Little 

Brown, 2004. 
144  Home’s interviewee describes his time with a female mesmerist, a powerful fin de siècle trope expounding the 

dangers of female power and sexuality.   
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It is this power to control physical bodies as well as summoning, controlling and 

conversing with spirits – a notoriously mysterious element of mesmerism - which binds both 

The Beetle and The Parasite to outposts of colonial power: the protagonist145 in The Beetle is of 

ancient Egyptian origin, and Doyle’s Penelosa hails from Trinidad.146 McLaughlin argues that 

an “unsettling primitivism long associated with mesmeric techniques was rehabilitated by a 

lingering perception of the epistemological darkness synonymous with Central Africa”, but  

the expansion of empire extended the potential for “epistemological darkness” from Africa to 

India, Egypt, the Middle East and beyond (188). The association between colonial mysticism 

and danger takes centre-stage in both Doyle and Marsh’s texts as The Parasite’s Miss Penelosa 

and the eponymous villainess in The Beetle both occupy the safety of middle-class domesticity. 

Miss Penelosa takes up residence with Professor Wilson and his wife (the professor’s wife, a 

fellow Trinidadian, having “known her for many years”), while the Beetle’s lair is “one of 

those so-called villas which are springing up in multitudes all round London” (Doyle 3, Marsh 

9). Julian Wolfreys has suggested that this Other occupation of domestic space presents itself 

as a haunting, represented by supernatural fluidity in Marsh’s text: “... something such as the 

Beetle which is so undeniably archaic, and capable of shape-shifting is able to move with 

apparent ease, not only throughout the streets of London, but to enter its houses and homes” 

(20). This is equally true of Miss Penelosa in Doyle’s text who haunts Gilroy when he is alone 

by consuming his thoughts, can control the domestic spaces in which she practices 

 
145  Marsh’s protagonist goes by various names in the text. She is referred to as The Beetle, The Scarab, the Woman 

of Songs, The Arab, The Oriental and Mohamed el Kheir. Both ‘he’, ‘she’ and ‘it’ are also used in reference to the 

mesmerist. 
146  British colonialism was formalised in Trinidad in 1802. British rule led to an influx of settlers from both the 

United Kingdom and other British colonies, especially India. In the 1840s Indian labourers were recruited by the 

British government to work Trinidad’s sugar plantations and cocoa estates. For more on the socio -cultural 

consequences of colonially-enforced cosmopolitanism in Trinidad, see Bridget Brereton’s Race Relations in Colonial 

Trinidad 1870-1900 Cambridge: University Press, 1979.  
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mesmerism. Their passing through walls connotes the invasion of boundaries, from the 

exterior stranger to the interior threat. Minna Vuohelainen argues that The Beetle stands as a 

representative of “invasion gothic”, defined as: 

a mixture of urban gothic and fashionable invasion narrative, articulated in an essentially 

xenophobic discourse. Invasion gothic sees British identity, security, and superiority 

placed under threat from a foreign, often supernatural, monster, which reveals 

insecurities, anxieties, and phobic responses already latent within the British nation; these 

pre-existing weaknesses, which arguably amount to a disease, predispose Britain to a 

foreign invasion (6-7) 

Conan Doyle’s The Parasite also conforms to Vuohelainen’s proposal of an ‘invasion gothic’, 

in which foreign power and invasion is met by native weakness articulated by hostile gothic 

rhetoric.  

The invasion of domesticity by the colonial Other is troubling in part because the 

domestic is, by way of its social import and socio-cultural influence, an extension of society 

itself. The domestic space and its function as the seat of formative morality, familial harmony, 

patriarchal deference and female obedience (codes and behaviours which were mirrored 

externally in society), shaped and moulded the children of Empire thus domestic invasion 

was, by extension, an invasion of the nation at large. London, as the site of invasion in The 

Beetle, and the un-named urban space of Doyle’s text (which we may infer to be London) also 

brings with it the disturbing resonance of reverse-colonisation, in its position as the beating 

industrial heart of the British Empire.  
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Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) perhaps best expresses the fears of reverse-colonialism, 

with the novel’s eponymous villain stating: “I long to go through the crowded streets of your 

mighty London, to be in the midst of the whirl and rush of humanity, to share its life, its 

change, its death and all that make it what it is” (31). Dracula’s desire to be undetectable, to 

hide his Otherness in the “crowded streets”, is a dangerous image in which Western morality, 

ethics and culture, are sabotaged from the inside. The Other’s cultural associations with 

‘less’147 (less advanced, less logical, less cerebral) infer their contaminatory influence upon the 

more advanced British society. Mesmeric fiction introduces the concept that simply 

recognising this ‘deficiency’, by means of skin-colour, heritage or clothing is not enough to 

remain culturally ‘uncontaminated’. The mesmerists’ ability to disguise themselves, to hide 

in domestic safety and to physically invade the bodies and minds of upstanding British 

citizens against their will, characterises the most anxiety-laden aspect of reverse-colonialism: 

that of national powerlessness, in the face of cultural reversion. 

 Both mesmerists in The Beetle and The Parasite physically present as Other. In The 

Parasite, Professor Gilroy’s description of Miss Penelosa conforms to established readings of 

the Other: 

She was a small frail creature, well over forty, I should say, with a pale, peaky face, and 

hair of a very light shade of chestnut. [...] Her eyes were perhaps her most remarkable, 

and also, I am compelled to say, her least pleasant feature. They were grey in colour – 

grey with a shade of green – and their expression struck me as being decidedly furtive. 

I wonder if furtive is the word, or should I have said fierce? [...] A crutch leaning against 

 
147  This has been noted by Robbie McLaughlin who argues that: “Western democratic institutions founded upon 

the spoils of empire characterised non-Western cultures in terms of grievous lack; of history, art, language and 
literature. In the fin de siècle, primitivism undoubtedly tapped into and connected with concepts of regression and 

degeneration.” Reimagining the ‘Dark Continent’ in Fin de Siècle Literature p. 188.  
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the wall told me what was painfully evident when she rose: that one of her legs was 

crippled (Doyle 3).  

Gilroy’s ambivalence in deciding between the furtiveness/fierceness of Penelosa’s eyes, 

exposes the depiction of Otherness as defined by dishonesty, deceitfulness and violence. For 

Gilroy, this fierceness (the word he finally decides upon) is specifically akin to the primitivism 

associated with black women. Parallels between primitivism, sexuality and mesmerism have 

been explored by Alex Owen in The Darkened Room: Women, Power and Spiritualism in Late 

Victorian England (1989), in which she observes that: “the vocabulary of trance mediumship 

oozed sexuality. Mediums surrendered and were then entered, seized, possessed by another. 

In this sense mediumship was a re-enactment of prescriptive notions of the female sexual role” 

(218). In Miss Penelosa’s case however, it is she who penetrates the minds and bodies of her 

subjects, inverting traditionally passive female sexuality. Her dominance contrasts with the 

dutiful and “innocent” Agatha (Gilroy’s fiancee), a contrast which becomes terrifying when 

Agatha gives permission for Miss Penelosa to hypnotise her (Doyle 31): 

Miss Penelosa rose from her seat and stood over [Agatha], leaning upon her crutch. 

And there was a change in the woman. She no longer seemed small or insignificant. 

Twenty years were gone from her age. Her eyes were shining, a tinge of colour had 

come into her sallow cheeks, her whole figure had expanded. [...] She looked down at 

Agatha with an expression which I resented from the bottom of my soul – the 

expression with which a Roman empress might have looked at her kneeling slave (4).  

Agatha’s physical (white) superiority is reduced to this gesture of subservience: the reference 

to a once vast, dominating Empire and its complicity in slavery offers an insight into the 

contemporaneous ambivalence with which Victorian colonialism is potentially regarded. The 
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reversal of imperial roles is also troubling in its reduction of civilised, white virginity to the 

captivity and subjugation of the Other. Penelosa grows, even appears to feed upon, Agatha’s 

slow physical decline into a trance-state; Gilroy describes this descent into the trance as a soul 

slipping “from beyond our ken. Wither had it gone? What power had dispossessed it?” (5). 

Rather than the “dispossession” that Gilroy describes, I would argue that Agatha’s body has 

been usurped by Penelosa. The slight etymological alteration emphasises that Agatha’s body 

is not something she has lost, but is something Penelosa has taken.  This usurpation signifies a 

transference of power from white middle-class woman to the colonial Other, as Penelosa 

appears to consume not only Agatha’s body but her very soul (as Gilroy suggests), reaffirming 

traditional links between ancient colonial mesmeric trances and occult practices including 

primitive magic and witchcraft.  

In Marsh’s text, Marjorie’s Lindon’s experience with the Beetle takes place in her 

bedroom, the most secret of domestic spaces. In this scene, Marjorie is accosted by the Beetle 

in insect form148:  

As I cowered beneath the bedclothes I heard the buzzing sound above my head – the 

sudden silence of the darkness had rendered it more audible than it had been before. 

The thing, whatever it was, was hovering above the bed. It came nearer and nearer; it 

grew clearer and clearer. I felt it alight upon the coverlet [...] It weighed upon me like 

a ton of lead. [...] For a time it was still [...] Then I felt it begin to move, in wobbling 

fashion, with awkward, ungainly gait, stopping every now and then, as if for rest. I was 

conscious that it was progressing, slowly, yet surely, towards the head of the bed. [...] 

My heart, as the Psalmist has it, melted like wax within me, I was incapable of 

 
148  The Beetle is not initially recognised as female, although this is later revealed to be the case, and as such I will 

refer to the Beetle as female. 
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movement – dominated by something as hideous as, and infinitely more powerful 

than, the fascination of the serpent. When it reached the head of the bed, what I feared 

– with what a fear! – would happen, did happen. It began to find its way inside – to 

creep between the sheets; the wonder is I did not die! I felt it coming nearer and nearer, 

inch by inch; I knew that it was upon me, that escape there was none; I felt something 

touch my hair. And then oblivion did come to my aid. For the first time in my life I 

swooned (Marsh 163).  

The sexual undertones of the scene suggested by Marjorie’s nakedness, indicate the Beetle’s 

presence as symbolic of the “monstrous feminine” a term which has been defined as a 

“feminine excess [that] exorcises fears regarding female sexuality and women’s ability to 

procreate” (Gamble 253). Barbara Creed argues that the “monstrous feminine” is a simple 

reversal of the traditional male monster, but that “as with all other stereotypes of the feminine 

[the female monster] is defined in terms of her sexuality” (Creed 3). The highly sexualised 

Orient represented by the Beetle, in close proximity to Marjorie’s vulnerable naked body, infer 

the Beetle’s homoerotic desire, desires consistent with her perceived sexual perversions as an 

Oriental.149 Victorian perceptions of a hypersexual Other can be succinctly surmised by Kelly 

Hurley150 in relation to the Orient:  

 
149  Mid-Victorian explorer, traveller, anthropologist, writer, linguist and translator Richard Burton “was 

preoccupied with non-Western sexual practices as well as ethnic or racial transvestism. His travels through the 

Orient bred in him an obsession with cataloguing supposedly Arab sexual practices: bestiality, sodomy, 

cunuchism, clitoridectomy and miscegenation. His unexpurgated version of The Arabian Nights [1885] was 

condemned as obscene and produced the first public debate about pornographic literature in Britain. He followed 

this with translations of other Arabic erotica, producing a translation of the sixteenth-century The Perfumed Garden 

of the Sheik Nefzaoui or, The Arab Art of Love (1886). In his hands, these works became misogynistic sex manuals 

luxuriating in alternative sexual practices that were labelled deviant in British society...” Hsu-Ming Teo ‘Eroticising 

the Orient’ Rethinking the Racial Moment: Essays on the Colonial Encounter Eds. Barbara Brookes and Alison Holland. 

Cambridge: University Press, 2011. pp. 21-48, p. 38 
150  Kelly Hurley further developed her ideas at greater length in The Gothic Body: Sexuality, Materialism, 

and Degeneration at the Fin de Siècle Cambridge: University Press, 1996. 
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The Orient is synonymous with sexuality in the same way that woman is synonymous 

with sexuality: to each is attributed the sort of gross physicality, both in terms of 

generated power and a sexualised identity, that masculinised Western culture 

disclaims in itself (198). 

Contemporary notions of Oriental sexuality as a devouring or “engulfing” force are 

manifested in the aggressive sexuality with which the Beetle overpowers, emasculates and 

consumes the male object of her desire (Hurley 198). Marjorie’s terror, her suspicions of her 

own derangement and supplications to God compel her not to leave the room (as perhaps one 

would expect), but hide under the bedclothes. Her swoon at the culmination of the encounter 

leaves the event open to any number of horrifying endings but, as William A. Cohen has 

suggested, literary silence about sexuality “composes a strategic form, not an absence, a 

representation” (2). Marjorie’s swooned silence is therefore laden with significance, especially 

since she occupies the role of the New Woman. Her defiance of her father, political interests, 

bold speeches and her attraction of three men simultaneously allies her with tropes of one of 

the fin de siècle’s most popular and terrifying sexual models.151 The bedroom scene between 

Marjorie and the woman-beetle-monster Gothicises the traditional hypersexuality and sexual 

perversion associated with both the New Woman and the Oriental, establishing female 

sexuality as a dangerous and nightmarish act:  

One popular theory held that by abnormally stimulating her properly sexless physical 

being [through masturbation/lesbianism], woman tended to grow more and more 

masculine, tended to take on ever more virile characteristics, thereby destroying the 

 
151  For a detailed insight into the role of the New Woman in fin de siècle society and literature, her multiple identities 

and social agency, see Sally Ledger’s The New Woman: Fiction and Feminism at the Fin de Siècle Manchester: University 

Press, 1997. 
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delicate balance created by nature between the active male and the passive female 

(Dijkstra 157). 

With the absence of an “active male”, (his substitution for an overly-active, overly-sexualised) 

female, the inference is that of tentative, experimental lesbianism. The Beetle maintains the 

role of sexual predator (Marjorie the prey), and what Kelly Hurley has termed as the Beetle’s 

“phallic powers of [mesmeric] penetration” go unused (194). Unpenetrated, Marjory is left to 

swoon and the reader to imagine the terrible climax of the Beetle’s domestic invasion.  

   The house which the Scarab takes as her lair in The Beetle is close to Hammersmith in 

suburban West London, a locality described by struggling clerk, Robert Holt as “unfinished”:  

I appeared to be leaving civilisation behind me. The path was unpaved; the road rough 

and uneven, as if it had never been properly made. Houses were few and far between. 

Those which I did encounter seemed, in the imperfect light, amid the general 

desolation, to be cottages which were crumbling to decay. [...] It was as if I was in a land 

of desolation (Marsh 8). 

This area of London gives the impression of being in the process of colonisation, somewhere 

between civilisation and wilderness. It is in a state of transformation, the industrialised city 

encroaching remorselessly on its greener suburbs. Holt bemoans the city’s ever-advancing 

modernity as manifesting the danger, darkness and decay characteristic of apocalyptic fin de 

siècle fantasies. The transformation of the city into an alien landscape is remarked upon by a 

reporter driven through the capital in 1873, who declared that “old London [...] the London of 

our youth [...] is becoming obliterated by another city which seems rising up through it” (cited 

in Ackroyd 586). This other city constituted the ensuing chaos of a “gigantic London”, a city 

of wider streets, new thoroughfares, museums and monuments, met by a disconcerted 
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population (586). With slums being demolished to make way for middle-class housing, and 

the building of the Victoria Embankment (entire areas demolished into building sites) those 

fortunate enough to remain in their own homes, saw their neighbourhoods transform before 

their eyes. It can be argued that in a very real sense, the city was undergoing a period of 

homelessness. A city, argues Anthony Vidler in The Architectural Uncanny (1996), might be 

recognised as ‘home’ when recognised “as something not foreign, and as constituting a (more 

or less) moral and protected environment for actual daily life” (177). London’s flexing urban 

landscape, the destruction followed by the recreation of homes and the breaking-down of the 

recognisable, connotes the antithesis of Vidler’s city ‘home’. Kevin Mills suggests that: “Recent 

ruins become monuments to monumentality itself, echoing the loss of memory and petrifying 

narrative into unreadable signs of an irrecoverable order” (85). Without the memories created 

by permanence (and the safety implicit in stability) late-Victorian London stands as a 

monument to homelessness. Vidler goes on to describe the concept of psychological 

‘homelessness’ in the period following the First World War, but which could equally be 

ascribed to the final decades of the nineteenth century: 

Themes of anxiety and dread, provoked by a real or imaginary sense of ‘unhomeliness’, 

seemed particularly appropriate to a moment when [...] the entire ‘homeland’ of 

Europe, cradle and apparently secure house of western-civilization, was in the process 

of barbaric regression; when the territorial security that had fostered the notion of a 

unified culture was broken... (7). 

With late-Victorian medicine, science and anthropology theorising imminent cultural 

degeneration, and the possibility of ‘barbaric’ contamination resulting from imperial 

expansion, anxieties concerning the future of Vidler’s “secure house of Western-civilisation” 
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could theoretically, transpose into feelings of national insecurity and disillusionment. 

Disillusionment was in part fostered by the sheer size of the late-Victorian city, as the 

reconstruction of the City of London necessitated the development of the suburbs. In Marsh’s 

text, clerks like Robert Holt represented around “a tenth of London’s working population” 152 

(Heller 256). Robert Holt’s journey through this city in flux, searching first for work then for 

shelter, leaves him exhausted and desperate; Ackroyd remarks that the Londoner during this 

period was characteristically “exhausted, spiritless, dead to the world. So London wears out 

its citizens; it drains them like a succubus” (588). It is in this state that Holt finds one of the 

newly-built “so-called villas” (Marsh 9); nothing extraordinary or sinister externally, but a 

house without family history or nostalgia and therefore without the traditional ‘homeliness’ 

of domesticity – a “dead house” (Vidler 19).  

 Problematising the already “unstable nature of house and home”, the Beetle’s 

colonisation of place transforms the unremarkable suburban villa into a haunted house of 

horrors (Vidler ix). Holt’s first steps inside the occupied house are immediately observed by 

the unseen presence in the darkness: 

When I had taken three or four such steps, without encountering an obstacle, or, indeed, 

anything at all, I began, all at once, to wish I had not seen the house; that I had passed 

it by; that I had not come through the window; that I were safely out of it again. I 

became, on a sudden, aware, that something was with me in the room. [...] What was 

 
152  By 1900, there were an estimated 126,000 male clerks living in London out of an occupied male working 

population of 1,404,262. In other words, nearly one in ten Londoners were clerks, constituting the largest single 

working group in the capital. See Michael Heller’s “Work, Income and Stability: The Late-Victorian and Edwardian 

Male Clerk Revisited” Business History 50:3, 2008. pp. 253-71. 
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more, I had a horrible persuasion that, though unseeing, I was seen; that my every 

movement was being watched (Marsh 12). 

Anthony Vidler characterises this fear of the unseen as typical of the Victorian uncanny: 

“sinister, disturbing, suspect, strange; it would be characterized better as ‘dread’ than terror, 

deriving its force from its very inexplicability; its sense of lurking unease [...] an uncomfortable 

sense of haunting...” (23). The alien presence, which we discover to be the Beetle first invades, 

then colonises, foreign space later enslaving its native inhabitants and bending them to her 

will. Holt’s “sudden paralysis” by the Beetle quickly immobilises him, forcing him to 

experience the Beetle’s slow investigation of his body in a scene worth quoting at length 

(Marsh 12): 

And, at last, [the eyes] reached my feet. They never paused. On a sudden I felt 

something on my boot, and, with a sense of shrinking, horror, nausea, rendering me 

momentarily more helpless, I realised that the creature was beginning to ascend my 

legs, to climb my body. Even then what it was I could not tell – it mounted me, 

apparently, with as much ease as if I had been horizontal instead of perpendicular. It 

was as though it were some gigantic spider – a spider of nightmares; a monstrous 

conception of some dreadful vision. It pressed lightly against my clothing with what 

might, for all the world, have been spider’s legs. There was an amazing host of them – 

I felt the pressure of each separate one. They embraced me softly, stickily, as if the 

creature had glued and unglued them, each time it moved.  

 Higher and higher! It had gained my loins. It was moving towards the pit of my 

stomach. The helplessness with which I suffered its invasion was not the least part of 

my agony – it was that helplessness which we know in dreadful dreams. I understood, 
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quite well, that if I did but give myself a hearty shake, the creature would fall off; but I 

had not a muscle at my command (14). 

This unsolicited transgression of physical boundaries is described by Holt as an 

“invasion”(Marsh 14). His position as an urban white male is undermined by the Beetle’s 

invasion of his personal boundaries and her success in rendering him powerless. The Scarab’s 

initial appearance as a “monstrous” beetle is quickly succeeded by that of an old man of 

Eastern origins, and finally as a woman (Marsh 14). In each of these manifestations - animal, 

Eastern Other, Eastern Woman – the text’s metaphor of reverse-colonialism gains momentum.  

Holt’s long and detailed physical description of the mesmerist scrutinises the Beetle’s 

age, sex, nationality and species in an imitation of contemporary ethnocentrism: 

I saw someone in front of me lying in a bed. I could not at once decide if it was a man 

or a woman. Indeed at first I doubted if it was anything human. But, afterwards, I knew 

it to be a man – for this reason, if for no other, that it was impossible such a creature 

could be feminine. [...] He lay on his left side, his head resting on his left hand; 

motionless, eyeing me as if he sought to read my innermost soul. And, in very truth, I 

believe he read it. His age I could not guess; [...] Had he asserted that he had been living 

through the ages, I should have been forced to admit that, at least, he looked it. [...] It 

might have been that he had been afflicted by some terrible disease, and it was that 

which had made him so supernaturally ugly. There was not a hair upon his face or 

head, but to make up for it, the skin, which was a saffron yellow, was an amazing mass 

of wrinkles. The cranium [...] was so small as to be disagreeably suggestive of 

something animal. The nose, on the other hand, was abnormally large; so extravagant 

were its dimensions, and so peculiar its shape, it resembled the beak of some bird of 
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prey. [...] the absence of chin amounted to that – it was which gave to the face the 

appearance of something not human (16). 

Marsh adopts similar tropes of colonial Otherness to those of Doyle’s animalisation of 

Penelosa in order to alienate the Beetle from Holt; references to inhumanism, physical 

weaknesses and ugliness at once valorise Englishness while simultaneously confirming racial 

stereotypes rendering the colonial Other a primitive savage. 

Perhaps the most worrying aspect of the Beetle is her “protean 

transformability”(Wolfreys 16). The East was regarded by Western Orientalist discourse as 

“static, fixed eternally”; the Beetle’s ability to physically transform at will implies the threat of 

Oriental development divorced from colonial control/approval (Said 206). Unsanctioned 

colonial (or would-be colonial) development, knowledge and movement is central to anxieties 

concerning a reversal of colonial power; the (geographical, psychic,) advancement of what the 

West perceived as primitive Others undermines accepted theories of racial development and 

anthropological notions of inherent white superiority. Robert Mighall has argued that the 

“major organising figure of the Gothic” is the “imputation of anachronism as a source of 

disorder” (48-9). The Other, without the control of the civilised West, links notions of 

anachronism with anxieties concerning degeneration of both the human race and ‘civilised’ 

society ie the chaos of the Western world. Both The Beetle and The Parasite adopt tropes of 

anachronism with which to catalyse social chaos: the Beetle’s ancient Egyptian heritage 

betokens the temporality of Empires, and Miss Penelosa’s usurpation of Gilroy’s body reduces 

him to atavistic behaviour, in what William Greenslade calls “a biological image of 

degeneracy” (19).  
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In Marsh’s text, disorder materialises in the form of a human-beetle hybrid, a natural 

abomination possessed of supernatural mesmeric powers racially and cultural opposed to the 

Western modernity of London. The Beetle is an Oriental in London, a woman disguised as a 

man, a human being capable of transforming into an insect: her fragmented identity creates 

the instability commonly attributed to the fin de siècle. Her foreignness haunts, contaminates 

and consumes those who represent the urban heart of Empire itself, its typical upper and 

middle class types. The predatory nature of the Beetle, her stalking of Paul Lessingham and 

trapping/kidnapping of Marjorie Lindon manifest as anxieties connected to colonial culture, 

her procession throughout London symbolically disseminating decay in a reminder of the 

temporal nature of imperial power. Disturbing of English hegemony, both Penelosa and the 

Beetle align with late-Victorian anxieties concerning the invasion implicit in processes of 

reverse-colonialism.    

Corporeal Invasion 

If we consider the body a site of cultural identity, then invasion becomes an inherently political 

act. While Alison Winter has noted that mesmerism “recalled the trances of traditional Indian 

healers”, it also evokes stereotypes of the African witchdoctor (as referred to earlier in Daniel 

Homes’ interviewing of member of the Theological Society) or Haitian cannibal voodoo 

rituals153 explored further by Doyle in a later Sherlock Holmes tale The Adventure of Wisteria 

 
153  In February 1864, eight Haitian voodoo devotees were found guilty of the murder and cannibalism of a twelve 

year old child. “The killing had taken place in the village of Bizoton, just outside the gates of Port-au-Prince, and—

at least according to the newspaper stories that fizzed over the world’s telegraph wires that spring—it was the 

work of a wastrel by the name of Congo Pelé, who had sacrificed his own niece in the hope of winning favor from 

the vodou gods. [...] The most detailed account of the murder came from the pen of Sir Spenser St John, who was 

the British charge d’affaires in Port-au-Prince at the time—and St John’s account helped define Haiti as a place 

where ritual murder and cannibalism were commonplace, and usually went unpunished...” Due to British colonial 

presence in Haiti (although Haiti was under French rule until 1804, there had been a British presence there since 

the eighteenth century), British newspapers were quick to publish and sensationalise the story, turning Haiti into 

http://middleton-stjohns.com/wiki/Spenser_Buckingham_St.John
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Lodge154 (1908) (188). The Beetle’s Sydney Atherton perceives that the protagonist to be “a 

regular devil-doctor” who possessed her mesmeric powers “to an unusual degree”, the use of 

“doctor” tying the Beetle to African superstition, black magic and violent religious practices 

which potentially included cannibalism (66). These links between mesmerism and primitive 

and sadistic ritualism are forged by Paul Lessingham’s recollections of his imprisonment 

under The Woman of Songs twenty years earlier: 

What I judge to have been religious services took place; in which the altar, the 

bronze image, and the beetle on its brow, figure largely. [...] they were orgies of 

nameless horrors. I seem to have seen things take place at them at the mere thought 

of which the brain reels and trembles. [...] they offered human sacrifices [...] in each 

case the sacrificial object was a woman, stripped to the skin, as white as you or I – 

and before they burned her they subjected her to every variety of outrage of which 

even the minds of demons could conceive. [...] The business was concluded. The 

ashes of the victim were consumed by the participants (Marsh 199-200). 

Necrophilic cannibalism harnesses the Woman of Songs to a primitive, uncivilised culture of 

aggression, oppositional in every way to the enlightenment of both Western civilisation and 

Christianity. The consumption of the victim’s ashes acts as a religious practice which 

 
an island of cannibals. See Mike Dash’s article “The Trial That Gave Voudou a Bad Name” at SmithsonianMag.com 

and the sensational reports of the London Illustrated News from this period. Grant Allen’s The Beckoning Hand (1887) 

also capitalises on the sensationalism surrounding the voodoo religion in its depictions of human sacrifice and 

altars made from human bones.   

154  The failed attempt to murder The Tiger of San Pedro was preceded by voodoo sacrifice. Sherlock Holmes states 

that: "I spent a morning in the British Museum reading up on that and other points.  Here is a quotation from 

Eckermann's Voodooism and the Negroid Religions: "'The true voodoo-worshipper attempts nothing of 

importance without certain sacrifices which are intended to propitiate his unclean gods. In extreme cases these 

rites take the form of human sacrifices followed by cannibalism.  The more usual victims are a white cock, which 

is plucked in pieces alive, or a black goat, whose throat is cut and body burned.” Arthur Conan Doyle The Adventure 

of Wisteria Lodge 1908; London: Able Books, 1995, p. 19. 
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assumedly strengthens the consumers acting as a transformative practice revealing the 

savagery beneath the feminine exterior: the Woman of Songs appearing “rather a devil than a 

human being, drunk with an insensate frenzy, delirious with inhuman longings” (Marsh 200). 

Central to the notion of mesmeric cannibalism is the invasion of one body by another and the 

subject’s weakened physical and mental state as a result of mesmerism; both Miss Penelosa 

and the Scarab act as parasitic forces weakening their subjects while feeding their own dark 

desires. Ritual cannibalism feeds and empowers its consumers, just as Miss Penelosa’s 

mesmeric practices enable her to “no longer [seem] small or insignificant [...] her whole figure 

had expanded” (Doyle 4). The physical growth of Penelosa suggests the perceived threat of 

the empowered women as she towers over the submissive Agatha; both mesmerists appear in 

states of physical excess, “drunk” or “expanded”, in their consumption of submissive bodies.    

The significance of gender, whilst secondary to this particular examination of the texts, 

is too closely related to fin de siècle’s constructions, and anxieties about race to ignore. The 

inversion of the ‘Angel in the House’ paradigm characterised by the emergence of the New 

Woman during the final decades of the century, is notably derided by Viennese theorist Otto 

Weiniger. His 1903 publication Sex and Character “took a large group of existing [even 

commonplace] notions and organised them into a system which seemed scientific” (Dijkstra 

218). Weiniger claimed that women’s bodies were biologically linked to those of the 

degenerative races of “Jews, blacks and orientals” through an inherent effeminacy hindering 

to human progress (306). He also claimed that women were inherently parasitic in nature, as 

“matter, which can assume any shape” and lacking “character nor will” of their own, their 

relationships with men were predicated upon parasitism. Only by means of this could women 

overcome their own inherently regressive, and apparently exclusively sexual, desires (207, 
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293). Victorian theories concerning the Orient shared much in common with Weiniger’s 

theories on gender. Said’s Orientalism describes European perceptions of the East as in need 

of Western influence, and that Britain in particular saw itself “on a Christian mission to revive 

a dead world, to quicken in it a sense of its own potential, one which only a European can 

discern underneath a lifeless and degenerate surface” (172). The West’s creation and 

representation of a dominating framework with which to explain the mysteries of the East can 

perhaps best be characterised by Gustave Flaubert’s encounter with Egyptian courtesan, 

Kuchuk Hanem:  

... she never spoke of herself, she never represented her emotions, presence, or history. 

He spoke for and represented her. He was foreign, comparatively wealthy, male, and 

these were historical facts of domination that allowed him not only to possess Kuchuk 

Hanem physically, but to speak for her and tell his readers in what way she was 

‘typically Oriental’ (6).    

The parasitism central to Weiniger’s gender theory is also prevalent in the Orientalist 

presentation of the East, this parasitism albeit enforced by European colonialism; just as 

Weiniger’s parasite women qualify the need for standardised patriarchy, the West’s 

presentation of an effeminate, illogical, barbarous East was used to qualify Western 

superiority and colonisation.    

 The context of late-Victorian gender theory, its anxieties concerning a female sexuality 

made visible, and the theories surrounding female parasitism frame the female mesmerist’s 

invasion of the male subject’s mind and body within an inherently political discourse. In 

Doyle’s The Parasite Miss Penelosa makes light work of enslaving Professor Gilroy: 
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I, running eagerly forward, seized [her hand] [...] and pressed it passionately to my 

lips. Then [...] I talked of my love for her, of my grief over her illness, of my joy at her 

recovery, of the misery it was to me to be absent a single evening from her side. She lay 

quietly looking down at me with imperious eyes and her provocative smile. Once I 

remember that she passed her hand over my hair as one caresses a dog; and it gave me 

pleasure – the caress. I thrilled under it. I was her slave, body and soul, and for the 

moment I rejoiced in my slavery (Doyle 19).  

Penelosa’s psychic influence disrupts Gilroy’s conventional masculinity, displaying an 

alternative which is sexually and emotionally dependent. His admission to being “thrilled” 

under her caress “as one caresses a dog”, emphasises both his connection to and enjoyment of 

base, animalistic pleasures; his physical subjection and sexual dependency upon Miss 

Penelosa infer Gilroy’s masochistic pleasure, as his middle-class masculinity is overthrown by 

Penelosa’s psychic powers. She emasculates him not only in terms of gender and race, but also 

the traditional ideas of maleness he represents.  

 Robbie McLaughlan has contended that Conan Doyle’s novel presents mesmerism “as 

a form of social contagion”, since Penelosa is “evoked in terms of an airborne parasitic virus 

that infiltrates and then exerts complete control over the erudite Gilroy, whose life of cosy 

academic seclusion is overturned” (177). It is crucial to remember however, that it is Gilroy 

who seeks out Penelosa in an attempt to gain scientific notoriety in the field of mesmerism: “I 

believe that I am on the threshold of an epoch-making investigation. To have the power of 

examining these phenomena from inside – to have an organism which will respond, and at 

the same time a brain which will appreciate and criticise – that is surely a unique advantage” 

(Doyle 10). Metaphors of reverse-colonialism must act symbiotically, in that the colonial 
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cannot be perceived as reversionist without the coloniser’s initial assessment and subsequent 

reaction. This symbiosis is made apparent in both texts as Penelosa’s enslavement of Gilroy is 

initiated by his scientific interest, and the Beetle’s by her obsession with Paul Lessingham 

provoked by his escape from her Cairo lair twenty years before. The transgression of 

geographically Other space by the West (Gilroy’s invasion of Penelosa’s mesmeric mysteries 

and Lessingham’s tourism of Egypt155) produces a process by which traditional roles of 

coloniser/colonised are reversed; the invasion of the colonial precipitates the invasion of the 

Western domestic, both spatially and physically. 

 This transgression of spatial boundaries has physical consequences for both 

Lessingham and Gilroy. Gilroy’s enslavement diminishes his masculinity and leaves him in a 

state of nervous exhaustion, and Paul Lessingham experiences ambiguous sexual torment at 

the hands of the Woman of Songs. Kelly Hurley has observed that while Marsh’s text refuses 

to specify the precise nature of the Beetle’s atrocities, the text “clearly points to some 

Gothicized version of rape, inflicted upon male and female bodies alike” (193). Evidenced by 

Lessingham’s hazy yet erotically charged memories of his detention by the children of Isis, 

Marsh’s text exhibits the “indirection” and namelessness associated with fin de siècle 

descriptions of sexual encounters156 (193): 

 
155  Julian Wolfreys has contended that The Beetle embodies “the injustice of the barbaric English defilement of 

ancient Egypt’s sacred location, where tomb and temple have been defaced as a result of colonial and imperial 

intrusion” and tourism (35). This counter-reading of the text would, by proxy, defend The Beetle’s actions and 

constitute an attack on British imperialism to which Marsh’s text does not comply. 
156  Michel Foucault, in The History of Sexuality (1976), suggested that any Victorian sex not exclusively for 

reproductive purposes “would be driven out, denied, and reduced to silence. Not only did it not exist, it had no 

right to exist and would be made to disappear upon its least manifestation-whether in acts or in words. Everyone 

knew, for example, that children had no sex, which was why they were forbidden to talk about it, why one closed 

one's eyes and stopped one's ears whenever they came to show evidence to the contrary, and why a general and 

studied silence was imposed. These are the characteristic features attributed to repression, which serve to 

distinguish it from the prohibitions maintained by penal law: repression operated as a sentence to disappear, but 

also as an injunction to silence, an affirmation of nonexistence, and, by implication, an admission that there was 

nothing to say about such things, nothing to see, and nothing to know.” p. 4.    
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[The Woman of Songs] wooed my mouth with kisses. I cannot describe to you the sense 

of horror and of loathing with which the contact of her lips oppressed me. There was 

about her something so unnatural, so inhuman, that I believe even then I could have 

destroyed her with as little sense of moral turpitude as if she had been some noxious 

insect. [...] The most dreadful part of it was that I was wholly incapable of offering even 

the faintest resistance to her caresses. I lay there like a log. She did with me as she 

would, and in dumb agony I endured. [...] I seem to have seen all that happened as in 

a glass darkly – with about it all an element of unreality. As I have already remarked, 

the things which revealed themselves, dimly, to my perception, seemed too bizarre, too 

hideous, to be true (Marsh 197-8).  

The ambiguous events which take place during Lessingham’s detention carry erotic meaning 

precisely because they are discursive; Victorian sexuality became, as Cohen suggests “the 

subject routinely and paradoxically signalled by its ineffability” (1). Upon his escape from 

weeks of incarceration, Lessingham suffers a long period of “aphasia” and “semi-imbecility” 

until he is able to censor the memories of his torture (Marsh 202). The euphemisms, omissions 

and misdirection in relation to both Marjorie and Paul’s encounters with the Woman of Songs 

suggest that these encounters are sexually predatory in nature. This is made more troubling 

by the Beetle’s fluctuating gender. Seemingly simultaneously male, female and animal, her 

preturnaturality is confirmed when, at the end of the novel, her remains are expertly analysed 

and found to contain “a deposit of some sort of viscid matter, probably the excretion of some 

variety of lizard” (273). The potential for homosexual encounters, rape and aggressive female 

desire is made possible through the oriental body as the locus of chaos and perversion; it is 

the Other body which exposes the weakness of white bodies (their consumption) when faced 
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with Other sexual desire, a notion seemingly too monstrous to explicitly articulate through 

text.  

 If the sexual conquest of men is made possible through mesmerism we can read 

anxieties of reverse-colonialism in conditions of extreme masculine vulnerability, weakness 

and passivity.157 The sexual subordination of male characters in the texts is also subject to the 

sexual aggression and depravity of the female mesmerists. Both Madame Penelosa and The 

Beetle present as sexual deviants: Penelosa as a result of her age and “crippled leg” and the 

Beetle’s position as gender nonconformist (Doyle 3). This aggressive female sexuality 

associated with colonial savagery presents as a menacing contagion “emanating from obscure 

Far Eastern outposts and shrouded African hinterlands”, which could, given the 

opportunities now afforded by mesmerism, signify Western socio-cultural apocalypse 

(McLaughlin 177). 

Kelly Hurley has suggested that: “The Beetle’s crimes [...] are represented as sexually 

executed but racially motivated, as if her Egyptian hatred of a white skin only masked a 

frustrated longing to ‘possess’ a white body in any sense of the word” (195). In both texts, the 

overwhelming desire of the mesmerists is possession, whether the consumption itself results 

from mesmerism (mental enslavement), fear, illness, insanity or death.  The corruption of the 

subjects’ morality, their inducement to commit crimes otherwise unthinkable to their civilised 

Christian minds, grounds the novels in mesmeric history, and the scientific findings of Alfred 

Binet and Charles Fèrè’s Animal Magnetism (1888). Hurley’s argument for racial motivation 

could be taken further however, in that the Beetle/Woman of Songs and Paul Lessingham act 

 
157  Potential links between fin de siècle anxieties concerning reverse colonialism and male effeminacy occurring 

simultaneously, as co-catalysts of each other, perhaps deserve further academic attention. 
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as direct personifications of East and West in Marsh’s text. The perceived threat to civilised 

hegemony presented by the Beetle’s Eastern mysticism, eroticism and violence is linked to 

contemporary anxieties concerning reverse-colonialism., and her desire to possess white 

bodies through mesmerism codifies these notions of cultural cannibalism into a simple tale of 

East meets West. It is the Beetle’s transformability, defying Western desires to categorise 

gender, sexuality and race and resisting mastery, however which defines fin de siècle unease 

concerning imperial conquest. 

The corporeal invasion by the mesmerist in both The Parasite and The Beetle involves the 

humiliation of the mesmeric subject to the detriment of “the crown and glory of life”, the 

Englishman’s character (Smiles 251). Contaminated morality forces actions of violence and 

dishonour deemed ‘un-English’ and therefore uncivilised; Western civility comes under 

attack when exposed to colonial influence, revealing the ease with which civilised men of 

Empire are reduced to degenerative states.158 Professor Gilroy expresses concern before 

visiting Miss Penelosa in Doyle’s text but his scepticism towards mesmeric influence, in 

addition to his curiosity and desire for academic renown in a hitherto unresearched field, 

compels him to undergo the mesmerist’s trances despite Penelosa’s warnings of the 

consequences:   

‘It is possible for an operator to gain complete command over his subject – presuming 

that the latter is a good one. Without any previous suggestion he may make him do 

whatever he likes.’ 

 
158  ‘Going native’ as a result of contact with ‘primitive’ races was cause for concern. Newspapers carried stories of 

missionaries ‘going native’ such as Charles Stokes who, in 1882, abandoned the Church Missionary Society, took 

an African mistress and earned a living through slavery and gunrunning.   
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‘Without the subject’s knowledge?’ 

‘That depends. If the force were strongly exerted, he would know no more about it than 

Miss Marden did when she came round and frightened you so. Or, if the influence was 

less powerful, he might be conscious of what he was doing, but be quite unable to 

prevent himself from doing it.’ 

‘Would he have lost his own will power then?’ 

‘It would be over-ridden by another stronger one.’ 

[...] 

‘Practically, you send your souls into another person’s body.’ (Doyle 9-10) 

Gilroy’s cynicism, empirical temperament and intellectual ego blind him to the possible 

dangers of undergoing mesmerism, rendering him vulnerable to the parasite Penelosa:    

Last night, as I awoke from the mesmeric sleep, I came fully to myself, I put out my 

hand, unconsciously, involuntarily, and clasped hers. When I came fully to myself we 

were sitting with them locked, she looking up at me with an expectant smile. And the 

horrible thing was that I felt impelled to say what she expected me to say. What a false 

wretch I should have been! [...] in a moment of reasonless passion I nearly professed 

love for this woman whom I hardly know. She is far older than myself and a cripple. It 

is monstrous, odious; and yet the impulse was so strong that, had I stayed another 

minute in her presence, I should have committed myself (13). 

Gilroy then wonders, his loyalty to Agatha having been compromised, whether this shameful 

debasement is somehow a product of subconscious bestiality:  “Was it the sudden uncropping 

of some lower stratum in my nature – a brutal primitive instinct suddenly asserting itself? I 
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could almost believe the tales of obsession by evil spirits, so overmastering was the feeling” 

(13). Postmodern theorists have thus read Doyle’s text as “a psychological displacement 

mechanism, which brings to the fore what is already there”, but Doyle’s anxieties  concerning 

the specific ability of mesmerism to contaminate and alter man’s nature, free will and choice 

becoming entangled in the web of hypnotic suggestion are given voice in his unpublished 

essay on mesmerism from 1888 (Zwierlein 171):     

A man is impelled to do some act by the irresistible action of a hypnotic suggestion 

which may have been made some months before. Yet to him the action appears to 

emanate from himself and however outré it may be he will always invent some 

plausible reason why he has done it. [...] How can we tell that all our actions are not of 

this nature? What appears to us to be our own choice may prove really to have been as 

unalterable and inexorable as fate – the unavoidable result of the sum total of 

suggestions which are acting upon us (cited in Wynne ACDDD 226-7). 

Foreshadowing Gilroy’s concerns of his own bestial nature, the essay exposes Doyle’s unease 

concerning the invasion of external suggestion upon his physical and mental autonomy and 

the corruption of his morality.159 This notion of autonomy is entwined with constructions of 

Victorian masculinity: freedom to make the honourable choice, to take righteous action, 

appears as vulnerable to mesmeric penetration as the physical body, a concept with the 

potential to plunge Western civilisation into degeneracy.  

 

 

 
159  Doyle returns to mesmerism in the Sherlock Holmes story, The Adventure of the Illustrious Client (1924). 
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“The great Paul Lessingham, god of my political idolatry”  

Imperial politics, gender politics and racial politics infuse both Doyle and Marsh’s mesmerist 

texts. In The Beetle more so than The Parasite, the idea of masculinity as nationhood (in that, 

ideals of masculinity and nationhood are celebrated as one and the same) is explored. Paul 

Lessingham’s “unruffled coolness”, reserve, discipline and political adroitness conform to 

both Victorian masculine archetypes and the self-styled identity of Great Britain (Marsh 38). 

When Lessingham’s self-control and heroism are compromised by the Beetle however, his 

prostration and fear connote a nation debilitated by Eastern mysticism promoted by a 

‘primitive’ woman.  

The Beetle, an “unbaptised Mohammedian”160, and Paul Lessingham’s designation as 

“the Apostle” establish religious conflict, reducing the narrative to one in which the Light 

Brigade of Christian masculinity must seek to rescue the virginal Englishwoman from the 

clutches of the sadistic, cannibalistic, cult-member (Marsh 68, 85). Lessingham’s personal 

qualities, as described by Sydney Atherton161 below, are synonymous with Victorian ideas of 

Englishness just as the Beetle’s image are connected with racial stereotypes of Eastern 

Otherness: 

[Lessingham] possesses physical qualities which please my eye – speaking as a mere 

biologist [...] He has the reputation, both in the House and out of it, of being a man of 

iron nerve – and with some reason. [...] He was a man of position [...] a man of parts – 

 
160  Edward Said’s Orientalism details the imperial agency of orientalist discourse regarding ‘Mohammedans’. 

Observed, studied and analysed by European orientalists, Muslims were deemed violent, stubborn, intolerant, 

fanatical and brutish, the very antithesis of the white (Christian) European. 
161  Much academic discourse has followed Sydney Atherton and the poison gas weapon in his laboratory in 

reference to colonial practices. See AnnaMaria Jones’ ‘Conservation of Energy, Individual Agency and Gothic 

Terror in Richard Marsh’s The Beetle or, What’s Scarier than an Ancient, Evil, Shape-Shifting Bug?’ Victorian 

Literature and Culture 39, 2011. 65-85. 
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with capacity to make the most of them; not ill-looking; with agreeable manners [...] 

the lady’s definition of a gentleman...” (68-9) 

I confess that my feeling rapidly became one of admiration. I love the fighter. I quickly 

recognised that here we had him in perfection. There was no seeming about him then 

– the man was to the manner born. To his fingertips a fighting man. [...] He was coolness 

itself. He had all his faculties under complete command. While never, for a moment, 

really exposing himself, he would be swift in perceiving the slightest weakness in his 

opponents’ defence, and, so soon as he saw it, like lightning, he would slip in a telling 

blow. Though defeated, he would hardly be disgraced; and one might easily believe 

that their very victories would be so expensive to his assailants, that, in the end, they 

would actually conduce to his own triumph (85-6). 

Sydney’s appreciation of Lessingham advances from a purely biological (racial) level - Paul 

possessing the physical strength and agility befitting archetypal Victorian masculinity - to  

admiration for his self-control, his stance as a man of action, his good judgement and his logic 

(68). Andrew Dowling contends: “The hegemonic truth about manliness in the nineteenth 

century was established through metaphors of control, reserve and discipline that were placed 

in opposition to images of chaos, excess and disorder” (13). In Marsh’s text, the locus of chaos 

is both female and Other, against which the dual forces of Lessingham’s masculinity and 

Englishness are presented.  

Samuel Smiles’ Self Help162 (1859) expounds the contemporary values of the English 

citizen: “Truthfulness, integrity and goodness [...] form the essence of manly character. [...] He 

 
162  Labelled ‘the Bible of mid-Victorian liberalism’, and its author the ‘Spirit of the Age’, Smiles’ work introduced 

many ideas now esteemed typically Victorian such as traditional constructions of masculinity, Britishness and 

civilised behaviour.  
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is strong to do good, strong to resist evil and strong to bear up under difficulty and 

misfortune” (253). Smiles describes the ideal Englishman as “sturdy-minded”, possessed of 

the logic and reason so admired by Sydney Atherton (148). If the ideal character of the 

individual establishes the ideal character of a nation,163 Smiles’ masculine ideals of charity, 

morality, courage, patriotism, politeness, industriousness and forbearance (all demonstrated 

by Lessingham throughout the novel), present the nation as it saw itself – a self-made 

stereotype. Paul Lessingham’s position as a politician (strategies of national security and 

prosperity at the core of the role), legitimises the novel’s concern with reverse-colonial 

anxieties. The initial failure to detect the Beetle, the ease with which she enters the city and 

takes a house and her rapid escape all problematise the “general condition of the English 

experience of the foreign other” in which the Other requires immediate classification, 

domination and containment (Wolfreys 48). And so, when Paul Lessingham is reduced to a 

“gibbering” wreck on the floor of Sydney’s laboratory, “shrieking, trembling as with palsy” 

at a “photogravure of the beetle”, the supposed culturally superior approaches near insanity 

by the mere symbol of the inferior, literalising an exchange of power which seemed very real 

at the turn of the century (Marsh 139, 75). 

The loss of control resulting in visible fear is likened to insanity by Atherton, so far is it 

from notions of respectable, controlled, masculinity. Various characters doubt their own 

sanity in the face of the Beetle’s mesmeric abilities, which leave both Lessingham and Marjorie 

on the verge of lucidity at the novel’s end. Marjorie’s “restoration [...] was a matter of years 

[...] she was something like three years under medical supervision as a lunatic” and cannot 

 
163  For more on selfhood/nationhood theory see Jüri Allik, René Mõttus, Anu Realo’s article “Does National 

Character Reflect Mean Personality Traits when Both are Measured by the Same  Instrument?” Journal of Research 

in Personality 44, 2010.pp. 62 – 69. 
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bear to speak of her experiences, while Lessingham “continues to have what seems to be a 

constitutional disrelish for the subject of beetles, nor can he himself be induced to speak of 

them” (273, 275, 274). Medical understanding of mental diseases including insanity could be 

explained, as William Greenslade has suggested: 

... as the failure of the controlling ‘higher’ over the lower’ levels of the nervous system, 

but its prevalence could be understood as an ‘adaptive pathology’ which became fixed 

in the organism as an inheritable trait. The weakened capacity for resistance made the 

individual progressively vulnerable to disease or a degraded environment whose 

moral effects expressed themselves as a pathology of the will, an inability to resist the 

lure and temptations of easy sensualism or crime (20). 

Insanity then, even its traces, can be read as a contagion brought on by contact with the Other. 

The degenerative effects of this contact serve to prophesise the potential degeneration of 

civilisation in the wider sense; the exchange of measured English logic for wild irrationality 

which mesmerism in both texts illicits, harbours reverse-colonial anxieties concerning the 

contaminating influence of primitive societies and practices.     

 In Doyle’s text, Professor Gilroy considers himself “mad” following multiple 

mesmeric sessions with Miss Penelosa (Doyle 27). His mental state is also shown to deteriorate 

through a loss of self-control, as Penelosa’s mesmeric trances enable her to call the professor 

to her at her will: 

Why, when I was at the Mardens’ whist-table, I was dragged away as if the noose of a 

rope had been cast round me. [...] I am for the moment at the beck and call of this 

creature with the crutch. I must come when she wills it. I must do as she wills. Worst 

of all, I must feel as she wills (15).  
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The extent to which Gilroy is removed from apposite notions of Victorian masculinity is 

further emphasised by his acknowledgement of Penelosa’s penetration of his physical being, 

he continues: “This woman, by her own explanation, can dominate my nervous organism. She 

can project herself into my body and take command of it. She has a parasite soul; yes, she is a 

parasite, a monstrous parasite. She creeps into my frame as the hermit crab does into the 

whelk’s shell” (15). Notions of the reversal of sexual dominance from male to female are 

emphasised over and over in Doyle’s text; the interplay between sex and science comes to a 

head when Gilroy loses his academic reputation at the hands of Penelosa’s mesmeric tricks, 

forcing him into the “depths of buffoonery and imbecility” (25). The loss suggests the failure 

of scientific authority to effectively understand and/or manage Penelosa’s mesmerism, that is 

the failure of England in response to the Other; in Doyle’s text the scientifically-minded nation 

which Gilroy represents is overpowered and emasculated by a recalcitrant and sexually-

aggressive East.  As mesmerism was hitherto unexplained by Western science, this mysterious 

art could only be perceived as a threat to Western knowledge and progress. Female 

mesmerists were particularly troubling to Victorian desires for scientific explanation, as such 

“female mesmeric knowledge was often perceived as emasculatory” a hurdle in the quest for 

logic and science (both controlled by the white male) (Willis and Wynne 9). Willis and Wynne 

have noted that misogyny “permeates much of the mesmeric literature” in authorial efforts to 

emphasise the primitivism of the mesmerist contrasting with the respectably rational middle-

class male scientist (9).  

 Under Penelosa’s mesmeric trances, Gilroy attempts to rob a branch of the Bank of 

England and violently assaults his friend Charles Sadler (26, 28). Assaults upon Gilroy’s 

character and moral standing, in addition to his academic disgrace, undermine constructions 
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of apposite civilised behaviours while strengthening the perceived threat of the racial Other. 

Professor Gilroy represents the Englishness of logic and academic study, of cerebral 

knowledge and hard-work. Like Paul Lessingham he is undermined by powers beyond his 

understanding, and reduced to his base instincts and emotions, publically exhibiting outbursts 

of fear and lust at odds with the self-control and restraint perceived as biologically inherent 

in civilised Englishmen. Not content with forcing her subject into declarations of love, 

Penelosa then seeks to, at best disfigure and at worst murder, Gilroy’s fiancée Agatha: 

I was in Agatha’s boudoir. But how came I there, and what did I want? A horrible 

sinking came to my heart. Had I been sent here on some devilish errand? Had that 

errand already been done? [...] Oh, the agony of that moment! What had I done? I 

sprang to my feet in my despair, and as I did so a small glass bottle fell from my knees 

onto the carpet. [...] Outside was written ‘Sulphuric Acid. Fort.’ [...] Was it not this thick, 

reeking liquid with which jealous women had been known to mar the beauty of their 

rivals? (30).   

Just as the Beetle sought the destruction of the virginal Marjorie Lindon, here the mesmerist 

again threatens to usurp English femininity, and instead establish an ungovernable, 

emasculatory alternative. 

 The disruption of Western hegemony in both texts is, in fact, a disruption of masculine 

identity. The degenerative behaviour of Lessingham and Gilroy, likened to animals and 

madmen, reveals anxieties concerning the decent into atavism catalysed by contact with the 

Other. Pamela Gilbert has argued that nineteenth-century “Britain saw itself as a scientific 

nation, and the Empire consciously styled itself as a ruler through archival knowledge”(3). 

Associative traits such as logic, reason and self-control help construct Western civilisation in 
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direct contrast to characteristics of the uncivilised, the savage, the primitive. It is through the 

figure of the mesmerist (especially the female mesmerist), that these constructions become 

vulnerable, permeable and open to contamination. The psychic consumption of white bodies 

by Other female bodies (and the subsequent consumption of domestic space and civilised 

morality) connotes consumption which disseminates socio-cultural disease. The enslavement 

of the body characterised by mesmerism takes on imperial connotations in the colonial origins 

of the mesmerists; reverse-colonial anxieties are embedded in the fin de siècle guilt and 

apprehension concerning imperial atrocities, imperial manipulation, imperial theft and 

imperial exploitation. We may read Doyle and Marsh’s texts as indirect commentaries on 

these anxieties, all rooted in the consumption of a body.   
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Conclusion 

In a letter to Maria Lewis dated 16th March 1839, George Eliot wrote:  

In trying to guess as to the experience of reading works of fiction I put out of the 

question all books of persons of perceptions so quick, memories so eclectic and 

retentive, and minds so comprehensive, that nothing less than omnivorous reading as 

Southey calls it can satisfy their intellectual maw. (cited in Haight 21) 

Eliot writes of the physicality of reading, which Karin Littau recognises as the “relation a 

reader has to a book is also a relation between two bodies: one made of paper and ink, the 

other of flesh and blood” (2). The cannibal metaphor can be taken further, by leaving a reader 

satisfied (or not), hungry for works by the same author or eager to devour the next book on 

the list. Reading is also is, as Littau explores, capable of affecting physical reaction, the 

anxieties concerning which are perhaps no more extreme than during the explosion in appetite 

for Sensation fiction during the 1860s. In 1863, Punch parodied the characteristic features of 

these novels in a mock advertisement for The Sensation Times, and Chronicle of Excitement, 

informing prospective readers that “this Journal will be devoted chiefly to the following 

objects; namely, Harrowing the Mind, Making the Flesh Creep, Causing the Hair to Stand on 

End, Giving Shocks to the Nervous System, Destroying Conventional Moralities, and 

generally Unfitting the Public for the Prosaic Avocations of Life” (cited in Hughes 3). 

  Underlying Punch’s satire is the notion that that which brings the prospect of comfort 

and pleasure can be harmful to, and even destroy, us. The simple consumption of words has 

the potential to threaten our moral perspectives, to cause illnesses such as brain fever and is 

linked to primal fears of invisible danger, the unanticipated threat which reduces us to hunted 
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prey. This is a prevalent trope of classic children’s fairy tales such as Little Red Riding Hood in 

which the pleasure of a visit to Grandma’s house is violently suspended when a wolf first eats 

dear old Grandma, and then sets his sights upon the child. As top of the cultural and 

civilisationary food-chain, the Victorians believed themselves to be the consumers, not the 

consumed of the world; colonialism had shown them to be highly competent in reducing lands 

and peoples to economic opportunities for trade and labour. Both medicine and anthropology 

had proved that the Victorian male was the pinnacle of physical and mental evolution and 

technological advancements ensured the reliability of reputation of Britain as ‘the workshop 

of the world’ throughout the nineteenth century. 

 Arguably, this very veneer of self-assuredness masks nineteenth-century anxieties of 

reversal and revision: reverse colonialism, racial (physical) degeneration and the reversals of 

gender/class hierarchies. Even the holy state of marriage, held up as the consummate ideal of 

happiness for both men and women can be reduced to anxieties concerning the assimilation 

of individual desires in favour of a socially desirable match. Exposed Flesh reveals the extent to 

which these assimilatory anxieties pervade an era marked by rapid and continuous change in 

ways unrecognised by previous research. In building upon previous discourse concerning  

colonialism’s use of cannibal fantasies, and analyses of literary cannibals such as Dracula this 

study translates the cannibal from the physical to the metaphorical where he is, arguably, even 

more fiendishly horrifying in his skulking latency. Exposed Flesh’s analysis of an evolving 

cannibal metaphor introduces new ways of thinking about Victorian literary cannibalism, 

moving away from the stringent ties of colonial texts. The inherent ability of this metaphor to 

gothicise texts also opens the possibility of new discussions surrounding the Gothic, its tropes 

and what constitutes a Gothic text. 
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 One could argue that the cannibal metaphor has its role in contributing towards the 

sensational imperial disillusionment of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899). Justin 

Edwards and Rune Graulund theorise Conrad’s novel as providing “early reflections on the 

power dynamics of imperialism [which] foreshadow his ultimate description of the deformed 

Kurtz, a grotesque figure who opens his mouth voraciously as if to devour all the earth, and 

with it mankind…” (89). At the end of the century Kurtz acts as an embodiment of 

consumption, colonialism and cannibalism in a discursive logic wherein the entire globe, all 

humanity is devoured in an all—consuming force that will never be satisfied. The road to this 

terrible image, a manifestation of late-century acceptance of the inner-beast prevalent from 

Conrad to Wells, Stoker to Stevenson, arguably begins with metaphor: the mob, the city, the 

diseased body, the marriage market, the proletariat, the mysterious Other. 

From mastication to mesmerism, metaphors of consumption pervaded Victorian 

literature as the crux of a host of social anxieties regarding the assimilation, or loss, of the 

individual. This metaphor of primitivism actually presents as a highly sophisticated method 

with which to challenge boundaries between inside and outside, society and savagery and 

man and meat.  
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