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Abstract 
 

A cacophony of monstrous voices vied for the attentions of the nineteenth-century 

reader. Some of these monstrosities were understood to be wholly fictional; 

macabre characters who peopled works of literature, or short, serial stories 

published in periodicals. Figures such as Frankenstein’s creature, Bram Stoker’s 

Count Dracula, and Sweeney Todd the demon barber from ‘The String of Pearls’ – 

now known for their literary celebrity – existed alongside more anonymous and 

ephemeral characters, such as the multitudinous depictions of fairies in newspapers 

during the period. Beyond these overtly fictional characters lurked stereotypes 

which hovered awkwardly between the realms of tangible reality and horrific 

fantasy. Here, one finds the monstrous economy, a network of ideas and identities 

which underpinned middle-class caricatures of working people, drawing inspiration 

from Gothic fiction, fairy tales and pre-extant folklore narratives together. These 

became ghoulish vignettes of the working class in action, whether depicting 

arsonists as demons, comparing domestic servants to goblins, miners to the living 

dead, or sailors to cannibals. Analysis of this monstrous economy exposes a desire 

to deflect implications of middle-class guilt and culpability in the sufferings and 

grievances of the working class. Studies of literary monstrosity are prolific. This 

thesis diverges from these familiar paths in probing the diverse and underexplored 

pantheon of monstrosity found in newspaper and government reports, and in 

printed ephemera. It presents an innovative and original argument for the creation 

and exchange of such stories as a diffuse network of ‘othering’ increasingly drawn 

upon by authors throughout the century. This thesis uses five case studies in order 

to reveal the workings of the monstrous economy: monstrous environments; 

diabolical identities; fairy forms; mining monstrosities, and cannibal contagions. 

Exploration of these monstrous archetypes, as vehicles for the mitigation of guilt, 

advances understandings of the history of monstrosity, class, and space, and of the 

complex interplay between these identities during the nineteenth century.   
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Introduction 
 

In December of 1888, the Illustrated London News published a duo of engravings 

entitled, “[c]onscience does make cowards of us all” in reference to Shakespeare’s 

Hamlet.1 The cartoons portray a dog surprised in the act of snaring a duckling, by 

the frightening figure of a scarecrow looming over him dressed all in black. The dog 

drops his ill-gotten gains in terror, and rushes back over the garden wall as a gust of 

wind appears to send the scarecrow hurtling towards him. Captions beneath the 

scenes read: “…Before him stands a goblin creature, Half man, yet lacking form and 

feature ; his arms stick out, his garments wave, But he is silent as the grave”.2 These 

words and the images they accompany are the perfect metaphor for the monster-

making activities of the age. Guilt, as implied in this context, is often the impetus 

behind fear. It cautions that, when committing wrongdoings there lurks the fear of 

discovery and punishment. This thesis argues that the figure of the monster was an 

ideal receptacle for guilt; that it embodied a desire to deflect implications of 

middle-class guilt and culpability in the hardships of the working class, even when 

such desires were not overt. This speaks to the function of the monstrous as a 

revenant, outlined by Jessica Elbert Decker, who notes how monstrosity often 

represents, ‘the return of the repressed’; the moment when something ‘believed to 

be at rest has returned with new life’.3  

 

 
1 The line ‘conscience does make cowards of us all’ is a reference to Hamlet, Act III, Scene I. See: 
William Shakespeare, Hamlet. (New York: H. Holt, 1914), 68.  
See Figure 1 and 2:  "Does Make Cowards of Us All." The Illustrated London News, 3 December, 1888, 
21. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9VEzyX last accessed 9 August 2019.  
2 "Does Make Cowards of Us All." The Illustrated London News, 3 December, 1888, 21. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9VEzyX last accessed 9 August 2019. 
3 Jessica Elbert Decker, “Hail Hera, Mother of Monsters! Monstrosity as Emblem of Sexual 
Sovereignty,” Women’s Studies 45, no. 8 (2016): 748. 
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Figure 1: 
"Does Make Cowards of Us All." The Illustrated London News, December 3, 1888, 

21. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9VEzyX last accessed 9 August 2019. 
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Figure 2: 
"Does Make Cowards of Us All." The Illustrated London News, 3 December, 1888, 

21. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9VEzyX last accessed 9 August 2019. 
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The monstrous creations explored here imply a victimhood in the creator, placed in 

opposition to them, which allowed for blame to be transferred from the creator, to 

their own monstrous creations.4 This process was complex and spread out across a 

gamut of nineteenth-century written sources, factual and fictional in nature. This 

thesis conceptualises this discursive network of ‘othering’ as the ‘monstrous 

economy’. This economy was one which traded in monstrous symbols and 

identities, as writers amalgamated purportedly ‘traditional’ forms of folklore with 

more contemporary descriptions of monsters drawn from the annals of Gothic and 

sensation literature. The examples and case studies explored here reflect middle-

class ‘othering’ of the working class to displace implications of guilt for their 

hardships, and to mitigate their culpability in the struggles of the poor.  This thesis 

does not extend to depictions of elites, or the upper-class as monstrous, though 

these too were extant, and motivated by similarly complex emotions.5 

The monster from the Illustrated London News, mentioned above, is only a 

scarecrow, who when animated by his environment, springs into terrifying action.6 

This ‘goblin’ is however, entirely hollow; there is nothing to its monstrosity. In this 

respect, it echoes the constructed monstrous identities fashioned for the working 

class by authors during this period. Throughout the course of this thesis, the reader 

 
4 As Jeffrey Jerome Cohen states, ‘‘[m]onsters are our children…They ask us why we have created 
them’. See: Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, “Monster Culture (Seven Theses),” in Monster Theory: Reading 
Culture ed. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 20.  
5 Depictions of elites as ogres when read at face value could implicate greed, epitomising the nature 
of reach-outstripping-grasp in prominent political figures, including for example, Napoléon 
Bonaparte, Irish Nationalist Daniel O’Connell, former Spanish Premier Baldomero Espartero, and 
Prince Don Miguel of Portugal. See: "France," Daily News, April 16, 1850. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6QQEQ7 last accessed 24 April 2018; “Multiple News Items." 
Standard, December 22, 1835. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6QY2f1 last accessed 25 April 2018; "War with China.” Leicester 
Chronicle March 14, 1840. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6QYAV6 last accessed 25 April 2018; 
“Spirit of the Public Journals." North Wales Chronicle, February 13, 1838. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6QY7a8 last accessed 25 April 2018; "Continental Politics." 
Examiner, October 23, 1841. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6QYcM0 last accessed 25 April 
2018; "Chit-Chat." The Satirist; or Censor of the Times, September 7, 1834, 285. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5kmse7 last accessed 25 April 2018. 
6 "Does Make Cowards of Us All." The Illustrated London News, December 3, 1888, 21. 
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will encounter a variety of monstrous forms used as the currency of the monstrous 

economy, including diabolical incendiarists, goblin scullery-maids, ghostly miners 

and ferocious urban cannibals.7 As viscerally conjured as these monsters were in 

writing of the period, in reality, they operated as strawmen upon whom authors 

could project the guilty consciences of the affluent. As demonstrated by the 

Illustrated London News cartoon mentioned above, however, it was not only 

humans who were the targets for monstrous comparisons.8 Their spatial settings 

were similarly ‘othered’ as monstrous environments, and played a pivotal role in 

shaping human identities, as will be discussed. This thesis probes themes of 

nineteenth-century middle-class guilt and culpability through a set of monstrous 

archetypes. These archetypes are analysed individually within five source-based 

chapters, whose original contributions are outlined below.  

Evidence used in this thesis is gleaned from newspaper and periodical archives, 

government minutes and reports, literature, ballads and pamphlets. The inclusion 

of this diverse range of contemporary sources is designed not only to counter a 

previous predominance of focus on literary sources of monstrosity in nineteenth-

century studies, but also to show the extent to which the monstrous economy was 

a mutable, varied and pervasive language of ‘othering’ throughout the century.9 The 

 
7 See for example: "Extensive Destruction of Property by Incendiarism." Chelmsford Chronicle, August 
4, 1848, 3. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4LT8b0 last accessed 8 February 2017; M. A. S. "A Dream." 
The World of Fashion and Continental Feuilletons, September 1, 1838, 210. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5jPZv9 last accessed 9 June 2018; “Royal Commission on 
Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines and Collieries).” (1842), 206. 
(Image 1403). https://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/search/basic/hcppbasicsearch last 
accessed 9 August 2019; "Belfast Police-Court Saturday." Belfast News-Letter, February 7, 1870 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8GEa63 last accessed 2 February 2019. 
8 "Does Make Cowards of Us All." The Illustrated London News, December 3, 1888, 21. 
9 For literary studies of nineteenth-century monstrosity see for example: Stephen Bann (ed). 
Frankenstein, Creation and Monstrosity. (London: Reaktion Books, 1994); Jack Halberstam, Skin 
Shows: Horror and the Technology of Monsters (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995); Abigail Lee 
Six, and Hannah Thompson, “From Hideous to Hedonist: The Changing Face of the Nineteenth 
Century Monster,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to Monsters and the Monstrous eds. Asa 
Simon Mittman and Peter S. Dendle. (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012): 237-257; Chris Baldick, In 
Frankenstein's Shadow: Myth, Monstrosity, and Nineteenth-Century Writing. (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1987). 
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majority of material has been collected from newspaper and periodicals, which can 

be thought of as the stock exchange, or central hub of the monstrous economy.10 

They provided a broad forum for such ideas, as these monstrous stereotypes could 

be freshly generated by journalists, or could appear nested within printed fiction, 

poetry, or reviews for books which appeared within the press. Where applicable, 

the overt political editorial leanings of certain publications are pointed out, but with 

the caveat that these biases did not always ensure engagement with, or avoidance 

of the language of the monstrous economy. While Judith Knelman points to the 

Times as a paper which ‘readily criticised treatment of the poor’ from the 1840s 

onwards, for example, its authors did engage in monstrous stereotyping after this 

point.11  Press articles were also not the only source of the monstrous economy; but 

were informed by – and no doubt themselves informed - other avenues such as 

Gothic fiction, and even legal proceedings.12  

This thesis is primarily a qualitative study with a focus on drawing out, and analysing 

the overarching themes, and anxieties which resonated throughout the century. 

Where possible, it acknowledges the value of tools provided by online databases 

such as Gale Primary Sources, which allow search terms to be charted across 

 
10 For more on Victorian information exchange, and for the ways in which modern digital processes 
affect our understanding of this, see: Veronica Alfano and Andrew Stauffer (eds.) Virtual Victorians: 
Networks, Connections, Technologies. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015).  
11 See for example: their depictions of incendiarists as ‘diabolical’, miners as morbidly superstitious, 
and a sailor as a vicious cannibal: "Arson.-A Diabolical Attempt at Incendiarism." Times, December 
16, 1843, 7. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4JPmE3 last accessed 1 February 2017; "More 
Incendiarism at Rotherhithe." Times, November 26, 1834, 4. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/CS67265402/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=65cf95d1 last 
accessed 21 September 2019; "The Seaham Colliery Explosion.-There it." Times, 25 September, 1880, 
10. https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/CS168869689/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=58c1ccfe 
last accessed 21 September 2019; "Central Criminal Court, Oct. 30." Times, October 31, 1863, 
11.http://tinyurl.gale.com/tinyurl/BjNUw7 Judith Knelman, “Class and Gender Bias in Victorian 
Newspapers,” Victorian Periodicals Review 26, no. 1 (1993), 29.  
12 See for examples of the press reporting on elements of monstrous ‘othering’ from other mediums: 
“The Mines of Fahlun." The Ladies' Cabinet of Fashion, Music and Romance, June 1, 1847. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6h7cA1 last accessed 22 July 2018; “Jocularity and Justice.” The 
Satirist; or Censor of the Times, September 17, 1837, 715. "Belfast Police-Court Saturday." Belfast 
News-Letter, February 7, 1870. 
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decades.13 The wide range of sources used here are primarily included to show the 

pervasion of the monstrous economy, as mentioned. It is also reflects the research 

methods employed here which utilise searches for themes, or keywords within 

databases including those offered by Gale. This method allows for scrutiny not just 

of suites of articles within a particular publication, but also of the syndication of 

stories across the press nationally.14 Relying purely on metrics to argue for the 

popularity, or pervasion of certain ideas can be misleading, and as such, this study is 

focussed on teasing out nuances within themes as opposed to offering an in-depth 

scrutiny of metric data concerning trends within individual forms of writing. As Ivan 

Flis articulates, online databases - while a tremendous boon to the researcher - ‘are 

not ahistorical containers’ of scientific fact; inclusions, exclusions and biases may 

still haunt their processes.15 Algorithms, like the human eye, are not infallible, and 

the material presented for the reader, here, as in hard-copy sources, need to be 

considered within its wider context. Flis deftly summarises the reality of digital 

history when stating that such tools:  

‘elevate the problems of interpretation to a new level, but they do not solve 

them…there is no way of escaping the problem of historical causation, the 

minute interpretation of meaning, and the importance of the way the 

 
13  The Gale Primary Sources database provides tools such as ‘Topic Finder’ and ‘Term Frequency’ for 
example, which enable researchers to see diagrams pertaining to the use and frequency of certain 
words or phrases. See: https://www.gale.com/intl/primary-sources 
14 See for example a story which was circulated throughout the regional and national press: See for 
example: "Cannibalism on a Raft." Morning Post, September 15, 1899, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3210651750/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=9ede50
a9 accessed 31 July 2019; "Cannibalism on a Raft." North Devon Journal, September 21, 1899, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GR3224380596/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=09504
918 last accessed 31 July 2019; "Cannibalism on a Raft." Sheffield Evening Telegraph, September 15, 
1899, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3221894887/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=30da9
98c last accessed 31 July 2019; "Shipwrecked Sailors Driven to Cannibalism." Illustrated Police News, 
23 September, 1899. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BA3200821112/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=c5fc4f2a 
last accessed 18 September 2019. 
15 Ivan Flis, “Digital Humanities as the Historian’s Trojan Horse: Response to Commentary in the 
Special Section on Digital History.” History of Psychology 21, no. 4: 381-382. 
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historian chooses what to tell and what to skip over when building a 

particular historical narrative’.16  

Database search tools are certainly of immense value for the qualitative researcher 

seeking to uncover new paths to follow. They can reveal wider vistas than manual 

searches enable, but these vast swathes of information still require careful, and 

critical interpretation before their secrets can be uncovered.17  

Regarding the treatment of chronology throughout this thesis, due to the mercurial 

and diffuse nature of the monstrous economy, prevalence has been given to a 

thematic reading of the sources as opposed to a strictly chronological interrogation. 

That is not to say, however, that there were not discernible changes and 

continuities present, or that such monsters were unique to this period. Monsters 

could be found lurking in every corner of published works throughout the 

nineteenth century. It was largely within the last three decades of the century that 

contemporaries appeared fully conscious of, and keen to knowingly exploit 

monsters as a valuable allegorical commodity, however. This increased awareness 

and exploitation of monstrous forms was facilitated by factors such as increased 

literacy, and the proliferation of forms of imaginative media including fictional 

works and antiquarian folklore volumes, and discussions which provided authors 

with the inspiration for such archetypes.18 The four chapters which focus on human 

monstrous identities are arranged in broad order of chronological prevalence for 

the archetype in question, with the caveat that a great many anomalies and 

overlaps existed between these. The first source-based chapter, Chapter Two: 

 
16 Flis, “Digital Humanities,” 382. 
17 Flis, “Digital Humanities,” 381-382.  
18 For increased literacy and popular interest in Gothic and sensation fiction see: John Springhall, 
"'Disseminating Impure Literature': The 'Penny Dreadful' Publishing Business Since 1860," The 
Economic History Review, New Series 47, no. 3 (1994): 568. For more on the rise of late-century 
antiquarianism see: S. J. Speight, “A Gentlemanly Pastime: Antiquarianism, Adult Education and the 
Clergy in England, c.1750-1960.” History of Education 40, no. 2 (2011): 147-148; Alexandra Walsham, 
“Recording Superstition in Early Modern Britain: The Origins of Folklore,” Past and Present 199, no. 3 
(2008): 178-181. 
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Monstrous Environments, while placed before the other human-focused chapters 

defies this chronological progression in that it focuses primarily on the latter 

decades of the nineteenth century. This is necessary for methodological purposes. 

This chapter establishes and explains the importance of the intertwined human and 

spatial identities which are highlighted throughout this thesis. As an archetype in 

itself, the monstrous environment – imagined as a malevolent and even sentient 

presence in architecture and landscapes - was not overtly expressed until the end of 

the century. This non-human archetype is included as the first source chapter, 

however, to offer a spatial reading for the chapters to follow. The remaining source-

based chapters have been ordered according to the emergence and predominance 

of their archetypes. Demonic arsonists and domestic fairy identities were generally 

more popular earlier in the century than depictions of mine-workers as fiendish 

revenants, while depictions of British urban cannibals proliferated at the end of the 

century. The factors which influenced the rise and popularity of certain archetypes 

appear predicated on a variety of complex factors. Demonic depictions of protest 

crested a wave of popular upheaval in early nineteenth-century Britain, details of 

which are explored within the Chapter One.19 Overlapping with this, fairy 

archetypes surged earlier than others, possibly due to the boom in academic and 

journalistic discussions about fairy tales around the 1830s and 40s.20 Depictions of 

miners as monstrous beings rose partly in conjunction with concerns about union 

 
19 As demonstrated by the frequent use of the term ‘diabolical’ in relation to arson. See for example: 
"Wisbech, Nov. 28.-Thursday night Another Diabolical Outrage of Incendiarism Occurred in the 
Parish." Times, December 1, 1832, 5. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/CS84959105/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=93dd6f26 last 
accessed August 29, 2019; 4. "Arson.-A Diabolical Attempt at Incendiarism." Times, December 16, 
1843, 7; "Diabolical & Mysterious Attempt at Incendiarism." Manchester Courier and Lancashire 
General Advertiser, February 10, 1847, 93. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EN3216593814/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=e8997
097 last accessed 5 April 2019. 
20 Nicola Bown, Fairies in Nineteenth-Century Art and Literature. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001); 70; Jason Marc Harris, Folklore and the Fantastic in Nineteenth-Century British Fiction 
(London: Routledge, 2008), 37; Jack Zipes, (ed). Victorian Fairy Tales: The Revolt of the Fairies and 
the Elves. (London: Routledge, 1987), xix. 
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agitation from the middle of the century onwards.21 Cannibal archetypes which 

originated in earlier colonial expansion found their way into press reporting about 

the British working classes towards the end of the century.22  

With regards to the thematic content of the chapters which follow, a summary is 

offered here. The first chapter sets up the historiographical and methodological 

context for this thesis. Key literature is critiqued thematically according to the 

themes within each of the five source-based chapters. This chapter outlines its use 

of the ‘monstrous economy’ concept, its contributions to historiography, and shows 

how it integrates and expands upon approaches to the monstrous. Chapter Two 

proposes the concept of ‘monstrous environments’ as the embodiment of spatial 

scholars’ suggestions that spaces are not passive agents, but active participants 

shaping history.23 This chapter establishes the cultural entanglement of human and 

spatial monstrous identities which pervade this thesis. Chapter Three presents the 

first of the human monstrous identities this thesis explores. Here, the Devil, and his 

diabolical identities are analysed in relation to the ways in which popular protesters 

in the first half of the nineteenth century were literally ‘demonised’ in order to 

mitigate culpability in their grievances. This chapter argues for a more central, 

cultural importance for the demonic within secularised nineteenth-century 

reporting than has been discussed, and reveals how a variety of arson incidents, 

often simplified under ‘blocks’ of popular protest, were amalgamated under the 

banner of the ‘diabolical’.24 These demonic reports of arson blurred urban and rural 

reports together, as fires of protest gave way to urban incendiarism designed to 

 
21 Roger Burt, "Industrial Relations in the British Non-ferrous Industry in the Nineteenth Century," 
Labour History Review 71, no. 1: (2006): 58; Gaston V. Rimlinger, “International Differences in the 
Strike Propensity of Coal Miners: Experience in Four Countries,” ILR Review 12, no. 3 (1959): 403. 
22 For more on colonial encounters with purported cannibals see: Patrick Brantlinger, Taming 
Cannibals: Race and the Victorians. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2011).  
23 Thomas Rohkrämer, and Felix Robin Schulz, “Space, Place and Identities,” History Compass 7, no. 5 
(2009): 1345. 
24 See: Sarah Bartels, “‘A Terrific Ogre’: The Role of the Devil in Victorian Popular Belief.” Folklore 
128, no. 3 (2017): 271; Katrina Navickas discusses the tendency for scholars to fixate upon and thus 
homogenise ‘repertoires of protest’. Katrina Navickas, “What Happened to Class? New Histories of 
Labour and Collective Action in Britain,” Social History 36, no. 2 (2011): 197.  



17 
 

hide crimes. Chapter Four examines ‘fairy forms’. Where scholars have focused on 

the 1840s onwards in terms of the cultural influence of nineteenth-century fairy 

narratives, this chapter reveals earlier incarnations shaped this paradigm too.25 

While previous studies of fairies have tended to approach these from a literary 

perspective, or within plays or as more ‘traditional’ folklore narratives, this chapter 

reveals the impact these narratives had when used to imply the social illegitimacy of 

disadvantaged members of the working class.26 Chapter Five continues this 

examination into questions of social belonging, using a case study dedicated to 

perceptions of miners as monstrous. It addresses a gap in scholarship between 

analysis of mining myths as folklore, and more prosaic studies of mining life and 

labour during this century.  It does this by examining reports of miner’s folklore 

beliefs and how these became imbricated in reports of their collective strike action 

in the second half of the century.27 The final chapter of this thesis features a case 

study showing how reports of cannibalism in overseas colonies migrated into British 

discourse about the urban working-class. The ways in which newspaper headlines 

used both supernatural and secular cannibal motifs to describe incidents of drunken 

brawling and biting has previously been neglected by scholars, and are explored 

here.28 These cannibal narratives mitigated guilt, not only for injustices of 

 
25 For fairy scholarship which argues for this later emergence see for example: Zipes, The Revolt, xix; 
Harris, 37.  
26 See for example: Molly Clark Hillard, "Dangerous Exchange: Fairy Footsteps, Goblin Economies, 
and "The Old Curiosity Shop"." Dickens Studies Annual 35 (2005): 63-86; Jack Zipes,"The Meaning of 
Fairy Tale within the Evolution of Culture,” Marvels & Tales 25, no. 2 (2011): 221-243; Piotr Spyra, 
"Shakespeare and the Demonization of Fairies," Text Matters 7, no. 7 (2017): 194-213; Ronald F. 
Miller, “A Midsummer Night's Dream: The Fairies, Bottom, and the Mystery of Things,” Shakespeare 
Quarterly 26, no. 3 (1975): 254-268; Katharine M. Briggs, "The English Fairies," Folklore no. 1 (1957): 
270- 287; Simon Young, and Ceri Houlbrook,  Magical Folk: British and Irish Fairies - 500 AD to the 
Present. (London: Gibson Square, 2017). 
27 See: "Multiple News Items." Morning Post, September 22, 1874, 4. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/778io7 last accessed 24 September 2018; "Ancient Superstition 
among Miners." Sheffield Daily Telegraph, September 22, 1874, 7. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/778hi7 last accessed 24 September 2018.  
28 Much scholarship is instead focused on secular reports of survival cannibalism or indigenous 
cannibalism in the colonies. See for example: Patrick Brantlinger, “Missionaries and Cannibals in 
Nineteenth‐century Fiji.” History & Anthropology 17, no. 1 (2006): 21–38; Tracey Banivanua-Mar, 
“Cannibalism and Colonialism: Charting Colonies and Frontiers in Nineteenth-Century Fiji.” 
Comparative Studies in Society & History 52, no. 2 (2010): 255-281; Hans Hägerdal, “Cannibals and 
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imperialism abroad but also for domestic hardships at home. Overall, this thesis 

argues that implications of guilt, and a desire to mitigate culpability were the driving 

force behind the monstrous economy. Tanushree Ghosh has argued that Victorian 

authors pandered to their readers desires to feel a redeemable, ‘liberal guilt’ by 

offering up tales of working-class deprivation.29 Such guilt, when frustrated without 

recourse to solve such problems created a ‘moral impotence’.30 Ghosh does not 

propose what the outcome of this impotence was. This thesis answers that question 

by arguing that the monstrous economy increasingly functioned as the mitigation of 

this frustrated guilt. It compared suffering social ‘others’ to monsters in order to 

deflect middle-class culpability in their hardships, as will be shown.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Pedlars,” Indonesia & the Malay World 38 no. 111. (2010): 217-246. Survival cannibalism in cases of 
privation due to shipwrecks or exploration: Simon Mays, and Owen Beattie, “Evidence for End-Stage 
Cannibalism on Sir John Franklin’s Last Expedition to the Arctic, 1845.” International Journal of 
Osteoarchaeology 26, no. 5 (2016): 778–786; Janice Cavell, “Publishing Sir John Franklin’s Fate,” 
Book History (Johns Hopkins University Press) 16, no. 1 (2013): 155-184; Paul Cowdell, "Cannibal 
Ballads: Not Just a Question of Taste..." Folk Music Journal 9, no. 5 (2010): 723-747.  
29 Tanushree Ghosh, “Gifting Pain: The Pleasures of Liberal Guilt in London, a Pilgrimage and Street 
Life in London,” Victorian Literature and Culture 41, no. 1 (2013): 92.   
30 Ghosh, “Gifting Pain,” 95.  
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Chapter One: Historiography and Methodology 
 

Introduction 

 

The purpose, and structure, of this chapter is two-fold. It reveals its original 

approach to the concept of monstrosity and the scholarship which underpins this 

thesis, and provides an historiographical background to the case-studies explored. 

Overall, it discusses the ways in which different monstrous identities nudged into, 

and overlapped one another in nineteenth-century writing. These overlaps are 

important to note, as they act as connective tissues, showing how stereotypes of 

the working-class were not caricatures presented and ingested in isolation, but 

were all component parts of a much larger body – the monstrous economy. Taking 

this bird’s eye view of the century is important from this perspective. While longue 

durée studies of history have been criticised in recent years in favour of more 

tightly-focussed microhistories, there are some patterns in behaviour and thought 

which demand a longer, and more inclusive lens.31 Michel Vovelle has argued for 

the benefits of a ‘moderately long’ time frame in this regard, which encapsulates 

the essence of the century-long scope of this thesis.32  Vovelle beautifully describes 

such a history as one which charts ‘the rhythms, the breathing of the great 

masses…the forces which shaped their lives’.33  

The first section of this chapter is devoted to discussing the monstrous 

methodologies employed in the thesis. It outlines usage of Jeffrey Jerome Cohen’s 

monstrous ‘postulates’ in its defining rubric, before revealing connections between 

 
31 Dario Di Rosa discusses the longue durée approach espoused by the French Annales school, and of 
calls and criticisms of a return to this longer way of viewing histories. See: Dario Di Rosa, 
‘Microstoria, Pacific History, and the Question of Scale: Two or Three Things That We Should Know 
About Them,’ The Journal of Pacific History 53 no. 1, (2018): 27. 
32 Michel Vovelle, Ideologies and Mentalities, trans. Eamon O’Flaherty. (Cambridge: Polity, 1990), 
147. 
33 Vovelle, “Ideologies,” 134, 140. 
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monstrosity, guilt, and nineteenth-century myth-making.34 The following section 

provides context for the chapters to follow. It is grouped into themes according to 

the broader issues at the heart of each of the monstrous case studies this thesis 

explores. The first segment critiques scholarship concerning spatial identities and 

agency. It proposes the concept of ‘monstrous environments’ to more fully 

appreciate the ways in which spatial and human identities were conflated, and were 

even symbiotic in contemporary reports. The second segment on diabolical 

influences explores popular religion and radicalism. It argues for a greater 

appreciation of the cultural importance of the demonic in reports of popular 

protest, and sets up important contextual information about the nature of this 

breakdown in class relations during the early nineteenth-century. The third segment 

follows this demonic influence into the fairy realm. It analyses scholarly approaches 

to fairies from the early modern period into the nineteenth century, arguing that 

greater specificity is required when deciding the extent to which Christianity 

influenced both elite and popular perceptions of fairies. While contemporaries 

bemoaned the loss of fairies in the onset of rational modernity, these versatile 

monstrous forms flourished as allegories, becoming cultural pawns in struggles to 

define nationhood and heritage across Europe.35 Tales of darker fairy forms living 

under the ground clearly influenced perceptions of miners at work.36 The next 

segment addresses the ways in which mining communities were ‘othered’ through 

mining folklore, bringing in Jack Santino’s concept of an ‘occupational cosmology’ to 

describe this process.37 It argues that mining scholarship requires a more integrated 

approach to analysing miner’s identities and experiences, one which brings together 

 
34 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 3-26.  
35 Carole Silver, "On the Origin of Fairies: Victorians, Romantics, and Folk Belief," Browning Institute 
Studies 14, (1986): 142. 
36 See for example mining ‘knocker’ legends which describe gnome-like creatures said to toil in the 
mines alongside miners. See: A. W. Smith, and William Blake, "'And Did Those Feet...?': The 'Legend' 
of Christ's Visit to Britain," Folklore 1, no. 1 (1989): 78; Wirt Sikes, British Goblins: Welsh Folk-Lore, 
Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions. (London: William Clowes and Sons, 1888), 24-26. 
https://archive.org/details/britishgoblinswe00sikerich, last accessed 28 July 2019.    
37 Jack Santino “Occupational Ghostlore: Social Context and the Expression of Belief,” Journal of 
American Folklore 101 no. 400 (1988): 216.  
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mining folklore scholarship with more prosaic studies of mining life. Continuing in 

this occupational vein, the next segment examines sailors and their links to 

cannibalism in the nineteenth-century imagination. It charts a scholarly focus upon 

instances of survival cannibalism, comparing this to more philosophical analysis of 

the term. Ultimately, contemporaries discussed cannibalism both as a metaphor, 

and as a tangible threat during the nineteenth-century. This thesis offers a new 

perspective how such discourse affected the identities of purported working-class 

‘cannibals’.  

 

Monster Theories 

 

The following section focusses on the interdisciplinary themes and methodologies 

which shape the analysis within this thesis: studies of monstrosity, guilt, and myth-

making. The field of Monster Studies – loosely defined - appears open to all 

interpretations and yet lacking in rigorous debate between authors. This is perhaps 

because of the interdisciplinary nature of the field. Authors from extremely diverse 

areas have used the lens of monstrosity to interrogate their subject matter, but 

these studies rarely coalesce.38 A factor which seems to work against dialogues 

amongst scholars is the conceptual scope of the term ‘monster’ which appears 

something of a moveable feast. As David D. Gilmore states, ‘[p]eople everywhere 

use "monster" glibly to describe whatever they find loathsome, terrifying, or 

 
38 Studies of monstrosity span fields as diverse as Law, History, Gaming Media, and Waste 
Management. See: Andrew N. Sharpe, “Structured Like a Monster: Understanding Human Difference 
through a Legal Category.” Law & Critique 18, no. 2 (2007): 207; Ross Hagen, “A Warning to England: 
Monstrous Births, Teratology and Feminine Power in Elizabethan Broadside Ballads.” Horror Studies 
4, no. 1 (2013): 21–41; Carly A. Kocurek, “Who Hearkens to the Monster’s Scream? Death, Violence 
and the Veil of the Monstrous in Video Games,” Visual Studies 30, no. 1 (2015): 79-89; S. Ureta P. 
Flores, “Don’t Wake up the Dragon! Monstrous Geontologies in a Mining Waste Impoundment,” 
Environment & Planning D: Society & Space 36, no 6. (2018): 1063-1080.  
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dangerous'.39 One central debate which has engaged a variety of scholars is that of 

the reality of a ‘progressive’ evolution narrative of monsters. A tendency to assume 

a linear and progressive ‘rationalization and naturalization of monstrosity’ as 

charted from the early modern period towards a scientific pinnacle in the Victorian 

era is a problem which Laura Lunger Knoppers, and Joan B. Landes address.40 This 

progression narrative is certainly convenient in its explanation of changes to the 

perceived nature of monsters - one in which ‘the monster moves from portent to 

science’, but, as Knoppers and Landes argue, pre-nineteenth century monstrous 

bodies could convey more than just religious messages, but could be ‘political, 

polemical, and juridical’ too.41 Important to consider when defining how 

monstrosity was conceptualised historically, is the notion of a shift from 

perceptions of monstrosity as a physical, to a behavioural trait. Drawing upon the 

work of Michel Foucault, Alexa Wright approaches this historical shift, contending 

that monstrosity of character (essentially moral) predominates, and appears to 

have quashed older emphasis on the monstrous as a physical aberration, but that 

the ‘processes of representation and visualization do still play an important part in 

the attempt to come to terms with what is considered monstrous’.42  

To varying degrees, Knoppers, Landes and Wright all attest that while certain 

elements of the progression theory of monsters do ring true, continuities and 

overlaps existed which complicate this supposedly smooth transition in the 

 
39 David D. Gilmore, Monsters: Evil Beings, Mythical Beasts, and All Manner of Imaginary Terrors. 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 6.   
40 Laura Lunger Knoppers and Joan B. Landes, “Introduction,” in Monstrous Bodies/Political 
Monstrosities in Early Modern Europe ed. Laura Lunger Knoppers and Joan B. Landes (London: 
Cornell, 2004), 7.  
41 Knoppers and Landes, “Introduction,” 7-8.  
42 One compelling example used by Wright to exemplify this cathartic aspect of monstrous 
visualisation, is that of the public torture and execution of Robert Damiens for the attempted 
regicide of Louis XV. This episode reveals how ‘monstrous’ acts punished publicly to serve as a 
warning to society visually fulfil an historical (and etymological) function of the monstrous as a 
demonstration, or warning. See: Alexa Wright, Monstrosity: The Human Monster in Visual Culture. 
(London: I.B. Tauris, 2013), 3, 145. Foucault discusses this progression in his lectures on The 
Abnormal (1974-75) and The Dangerous Individual (1978) See: Wright, Monstrosity, 3. 
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characters of monsters from the early modern into the nineteenth century.43 An 

obsession with ‘monstrous’ bodies as externally deviant and abnormal was certainly 

not eradicated by modern interests in the biological as opposed to religious origins 

of monsters.44 Similarly, the use of religious monstrosity to depict social or political 

evils remained a contrivance not entirely dissolved by fin de siècle rationalism.45 

Instead, perceptions of monstrosity evolved alongside the natural sciences, taking 

on new meanings, but without necessarily shedding older incarnations. To suggest 

that monstrous forms were vanquished by elite, rationalising trends belies their 

ubiquitous attraction and usage, in spite of the popular perception of monster 

narratives as atavistic symbolism.46 Often cloaking present anxieties in the trappings 

of former threats, monsters appear representative of something other than 

themselves, ‘like a letter on the page’, as Jeffrey Jerome Cohen eloquently puts it.47  

Given the plethora of uses and interpretations of the monstrous, having a set rubric 

to work from is important in order to ensure analytical consistency and coherence. 

 
43 Knoppers and Landes, “Introduction,” 7-8; Wright, Monstrosity, 3. 
44 See for example: Allison Pingree, “America's "United Siamese Brothers": Chang and Eng and 
Nineteenth-Century Ideologies of Democracy and Domesticity,” in Monster Theory: Reading Culture 
ed. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 92-115. 
45 See for example demons tormenting Lord George Gordon (the leading figure in the anti-Catholic 
Gordon Riots) and other figures: “A Peep Below Stairs a Dream.” (J. Wallis No 16. Ludgate 
Street,1784). 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId
=1458719&partId=1 last accessed 22 August 2019.  
46 David D. Gilmore notes how monsters are frequently “connected to the distant past: atavistic, 
morally backward and physically primitive.” D. Felton also adds that to the Romans, monsters 
represented “the barbaric and uncivilised.” See: Gilmore, Monsters, 100; D. Felton, “Rejecting and 
Embracing the Monstrous in Ancient Greece and Rome,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to 
Monsters and the Monstrous ed. Asa Simon Mittman and Peter J. Dendle. (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 
106.  
47 Anne Rice’s elitist vampires being an example. Rice incorporates some modern trappings, but 
chooses for eighteenth-century aristocratic identities for her vampires, with relevant fashions and 
cultural tastes to match. Anachronisms of behaviour and appearance have been recently eschewed, 
however, in the “new vampire” trend, epitomised by the characters of Angel from Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer, and Edward Cullen from The Twilight Saga. See: Frank Grady, “Vampire Culture,” in Monster 
Theory: Reading Culture ed. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1996), 228-231; Collette Murphy, “Someday My Vampire Will Come? Society’s (and the Media’s) 
Lovesick Infatuation with Prince-Like Vampires,” in Theorizing Twilight: Critical Essays on What's at 
Stake in a Post-Vampire World ed. Maggie Park and Natalie Wilson 56-70 (Jefferson: McFarland, 
2011), 57; Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 4.  
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While primarily situated in historiography, this thesis utilises a multi-disciplinary 

approach to monstrosity which is grounded in Cohen’s methodological rubric, 

outlined in his landmark opus, Monster Theory: A Reading Culture.48  Here, Cohen 

incorporates a veritable smorgasbord of ideas gleaned from across the Humanities 

and Social Sciences, featuring concepts and case studies from English language and 

Literature, History, Criminology and Media Studies.49 In his introductory chapter, 

Cohen outlines traits which help to define the monstrous – termed  ‘Seven Theses’ - 

which are offered as ‘a method of reading cultures from the monsters they 

engender’.50 This approach is one which proposes that analysing the form and 

nature of monstrosity created by different cultures at different times helps the 

researcher to understand the contemporary fears or anxieties they were created in 

response to.51 Considering that a plethora of scholarly material exists which 

explores nineteenth-century literary monstrosity (frequently to be found in Gothic 

novels), less material is available, however, to the researcher who seeks out non-

literary depictions of the monster during this period.52 In light of this, Cohen’s 

 
48 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 3-26.  
49 See for example: David L. Clark, “Monstrosity, Illegibility, Denegation: De Man, bp Nichol, and the 
Resistance to Postmodernism,” in Monster Theory: Reading Culture ed. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen. 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 40-75; Grady, “Vampire Culture,” 225-242; 
Michael Uebel, “Unthinking the Monster: Twelfth-Century Responses to Saracen Alterity,” in 
Monster Theory: Reading Culture ed. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1996), 264-292; Mary Baine Campbell, “Anthropometamorphosis: John Bulwer's Monsters of 
Cosmetology and the Science of Culture,” in Monster Theory: Reading Culture ed. Jeffrey Jerome 
Cohen. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 202-225; John O’Neil, “Dinosaurs-R-Us: 
The (Un)Natural History of Jurassic Park,” in Monster Theory: Reading Culture ed. Jeffrey Jerome 
Cohen. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 292-309.  
50 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 3. 
51 Bram Stoker’s literary vampire, Count Dracula, for example, has been interpreted as 
representative of a variety of Victorian anxieties: fears concerning the spread of capitalism; the 
insidious nature of popular supernatural belief; racial fears concerning immigrants, and confusion 
concerning the complex boundaries of sexual identity. See: Grady, “Vampire Culture”, 225; Aspasia 
Stephanou, "A 'Ghastly Operation': Transfusing Blood, Science and the Supernatural in Vampire 
Texts," Gothic Studies 15, no. 2 (2013): 54, 58; Jules Zanger, "A Sympathetic Vibration: Dracula and 
the Jews," English Literature In Transition, 1880-1920 34, no. 1 (1991): 33; Talia Schaffer, "`A Wilde 
Desire Took Me': The Homoerotic History of Dracula," ELH 61, no. 2 (1994): 381, 398. For the original 
text see: Bram Stoker, Dracula (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1897). 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/345/345-h/345-h.htm last accessed 19 July 2019. 
52 See for example: Mario Ortiz-Robles, "Liminanimal," European Journal of English Studies 19, no. 1 
(2015): 10-23; Six, and Thompson, “Hideous,” 237-257; Baldick, Frankenstein's Shadow.  
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broad, interdisciplinary approaches offer a useful theoretical base from which to 

analyse monstrosity in unconventional places, such as in the official documents or 

press reports explored in this study.  

Cohen’s seven postulates which form his vision towards a theory of monsters have 

largely gone uncontested. This is perhaps unsurprising given their innovative 

quality, broad remit and Cohen’s suggestion that these postulates are designed to 

be ‘breakable’.53 When outlining the scope of work within Monster Theory, Cohen 

asserts that the book’s contents ‘are meant to instigate a chain of resonances rather 

than delimit singular meanings’.54 Authors drawing upon his work appear largely 

content to cherry pick from his array of maxims without questioning his logic.55 

Cohen’s ground-breaking research into monsters and the monstrous undoubtedly 

shapes much of the modern scholarship in this varied if disparate field. This study is 

similarly founded on his conceptual groundwork, but seeks to elucidate one area 

which Cohen’s otherwise expansive view of monstrosity has not touched. While 

Cohen’s scope extends to all manner of humanoid and animal forms, the collection 

neglects to consider the impact of monstrous depictions of non-humanoid, and 

non-sentient forms upon human identities.56  

It is worth noting that in spite of the obvious visionary and useful nature of Cohen’s 

project, the looseness of such a conceptual remit necessitates slightly messy 

repetitions and overlaps between all of Cohen’s seven theses.57 Such details hint 

 
53 Cohen, Monster Culture, 4. 
54 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, “Preface: In a Time of Monsters,” in Monster Theory: Reading Culture ed. 
Jeffrey Jerome Cohen. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), ix.  
55 Quotes from Cohen’s postulates in Monster Theory are sprinkled throughout scholarship from 
across disciplines. See for example: Catherine Alber, "Monster Bodies, Monster Space: Cormac 
McCarthy's Blood Meridian and the Demythologization of the American Frontier," Southwestern 
American Literature 40, no. 2: (2015): 9, 11, 14; Stephanie Green, "Dexter Morgan's Monstrous 
Origins," Critical Studies In Television 6, no. 1: (2011): 22, 32; Thomas Scott Carson, "Creature 
Features: Monstrosity and the Construction of Human Identity in the Testament of Solomon," 
Catholic Biblical Quarterly 77, no. 2 (2015): 266, 270, 275. 
56 Perceived monstrosities considered in Cohen’s chapter alone include vampires, giants, ogres, 
Saracens, Jews, Ronald Reagan, and the Irish, to name a few. See: Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 4, 8, 
and 11.  
57 Theses IV and V, for example, both cover aspects of the monster’s position in relation to society as 
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towards a hierarchy of conceptual attributes which Cohen omits to impose, for 

example. Thesis I, ‘The Monster's Body Is a Cultural Body’, seems to naturally hold 

supremacy over the other monstrous characteristics suggested, in that it serves as a 

reminder that every facet of a monster which might be considered or conjured, 

whether through fear, disgust or desire, is a constructed identity.58 Similarly, Thesis 

VII ‘The Monster Stands at the Threshold…of Becoming’ articulates the 

understanding that a society which creates monsters, creates them partly in its own 

(shadow) image, also subtly implying that such an act of creation comes loaded with 

responsibilities, given that: ‘[m]onsters are our children…They ask us why we have 

created them’.59 These somewhat grander maxims bookend Cohen’s seven 

postulates. While all of Cohen’s theses propose useful aspects of monstrosity visible 

within the sources analysed here, three stand out as most germane: ‘Thesis I: The 

Monster's Body Is a Cultural Body’; Thesis IV ‘The Monster Dwells at the Gates of 

Difference’, and Thesis V ‘The Monster Polices the Borders of the Possible’.60 

In Thesis I, Cohen makes several important, applicable points: that monsters are 

entirely constructs created by culture; that their primary usage is to be interpreted 

as a sign or warning, and, most pertinently, that the figure of the monster is 

displaced. It requires time to gestate; a gap which enables time for the creator of 

the monstrous identity to coalesce intangible fears into the form of a coherent, 

monstrous threat. As Cohen states, this period can be conceptualised as ‘the gap 

between the time of upheaval that created it and the moment into which it is 

received’.61 While accepting that monsters have appeared in myriad forms across 

time frames and cultures, each particular guise of the monster is, nonetheless, 

 
a fringe-dweller, while Cohen’s statements concerning the creation process of monsters through 
“fragmentation and recombination” are as applicable to his third thesis “The Monster Is the 
Harbinger of Category Crisis,” as they are within his discussion of monstrous difference in Thesis IV. 
See: Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 6-7, 11-12. 
58 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 4.  
59 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 20. 
60 Cohen, “Monster Culture,”4, 7, 12. 
61 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 4. 
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temporally bound.62  Monsters must be read within the context of the times in 

which they were conceived, as they are ‘an embodiment of a certain cultural 

moment— of a time, a feeling, and a place’.63 According to this maxim, there is no 

‘one size fits all’ mode of monstrosity, thus, while this thesis is concerned overall 

with monstrous identities as transactional pawns, it uses individual archetypal case 

studies in order to uncover the specific anxieties underpinning each. These smaller 

pieces, placed together, complete the larger puzzle of the monstrous economy this 

thesis proposes. Two of Cohen’s other postulates also inform definitions of 

monstrosity used here. Thesis IV ‘The Monster Dwells at the Gates of Difference’, 

and Thesis V ‘The Monster Polices the Borders of the Possible’, both examine the 

monster’s place as a being distinct from socially accepted communities.64 In these 

stipulates, Cohen notes how monsters are ‘an incorporation of the Outside, the 

Beyond,’ beings whose identities are imagined ‘at the limits of knowing’.65 The 

presence of the monster not only demarcates but also guards the ‘official 

geography’ of society from its fringes.66 This edge-dwelling status identifies 

monsters as those ‘rhetorically placed as distant and distinct but [that] originate 

Within’, occupying an area that is not entirely unknown but rather, ‘liminal and 

familiar’ as Robert Matuozzi states.67  

A recurring motif of monstrosity often alluded to by scholars, is the placement of 

the monster at borderlands, edges and fringes. Several note how the monsters of 

classical and medieval manuscripts were often exotic, humanoid creatures who 

 
62 Edited volumes such as Monster Theory, and others attest to this ubiquity of monstrous forms 
across times and civilizations. See: Ruth Waterhouse, “Beowulf as Palimpsest,” in Monster Theory: 
Reading Culture ed. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 26-
40; O’Neil, “Dinosaurs-R-Us,” 292-309; Six, and Thompson, “Hideous,” 237-257; Debra Higgs 
Strickland, “Monstrosity and Race in the Late Middle Ages,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to 
Monsters and the Monstrous eds. Asa Simon Mittman and Peter S. Dendle. (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2012), 365-387. For heterogeneity see: Robert Matuozzi “The Ashgate Research Companion to 
Monsters and the Monstrous,” Journal of Popular Culture 48, no. 6 (2015): 1394.  
63 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 4, 5.  
64 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 7, 12. 
65 Cohen, “Monster Culture” 7, 12.  
66 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 7, 12. 
67 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 7; Matuozzi “Monsters,” 1394. 
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dwelt at the ‘ends of the earth’.68 Chet Van Duzer notes that ‘monstrous races’ were 

often positioned in the North, whether Northern Asia, or Northern Europe.69 

Surekha Davies argues that by the early modern period ‘audiences were divided 

over the credibility of monstrous people in distant regions’, and that the reports of 

Pliny the Elder, and other classical authors who had written of monsters in far flung 

places, had come to be mistrusted.70 John Block Friedman also notes this change in 

attitudes towards the monstrous, and states that by the early modern period, 

monster narratives were becoming ‘home-grown rather than found primarily in 

India and Africa’.71 Van Duzer rightly caveats this assertion by arguing that monsters 

have always been local as well as exotic, that ‘in almost every society there are 

monsters, especially folkloric monsters, but also moral monsters, which are close to 

home–goblins, beasts of the forests, lake monsters, schismatics and so on’.72 Cohen 

is right, therefore, to perceive monstrosity’s marginality as related more to its social 

status than physical location; more of a ‘conceptual locus rather than a geographic 

one’.73 Central to this study’s exploration of the role played by monstrous identities 

is the understanding that such monsters are not inherently alien, but can find their 

origins within the communities which shun then, as Cohen attests.74 Monsters’ 

position as fringe entities means while they may be ‘othered’, and ostracized 

identities, still their role is one which operates inside society; haunting its edges in 

 
68Such as the cynocephali, men with dog’s heads. See: Chet Van Duzer, "A Northern Refuge of the 
Monstrous Races: Asia on Waldseemuller's 1516 Carta Marina," Imago Mundi 62, no. 2 (2010): 221-
222; Surekha Davies, “The Unlucky, the Bad and the Ugly: Categories of Monstrosity from the 
Renaissance to the Enlightenment,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to Monsters and the 
Monstrous ed. Asa Simon Mittman and Peter S. Dendle. (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 63; Jeffrey 
Jerome Cohen, Of Giants: Sex, Monsters, and the Middle Ages. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1999), xiv.  
69 Duzer, “Northern Refuge,” 222.  
70 Davies, “The Unlucky,” 65.  
71 John Block Friedman, “Foreword,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to Monsters and the 
Monstrous ed. Asa Simon Mittman and Peter S. Dendle. (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 63; Cohen, Of 
Giants, Xxxii.  
72 Chet Van Duzer, “Hic Sunt Dracones: The Geography and Cartography of Monsters,” in The 
Ashgate Research Companion to Monsters and the Monstrous ed. Asa Simon Mittman and Peter S. 
Dendle. (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 431. 
73 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 6.  
74 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 7, 20.  
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order to point out the plausibility of near threats.75 To this end, Michael Uebel 

points out that monsters reside ‘neither on the outside nor on the inside’, 

structuring ‘the boundaries of cultural space by marking a cultural break, reminding 

one of the limits of a culture's self-definition and of the consequences of 

transgression’.76 Asa Simon Mittman echoes this sentiment, as ‘inclusion and 

exclusion are vital, reoccurring themes. Location inside, at the heart of culture, is 

predicated on the banishment of others’.77 

These assertions about the liminal status of monsters within/without society can be 

applied to the position of members of the working class seen to break or offend 

social mores en masse. A point which monster theorists frequently overlook, is that 

monstrous identities are not always individual, but can be collective, and are ones 

within which local environments can become complicit.78 While not analysed in 

relation to monstrosity, Trixie Gadd describes a related scenario concerning 

Gloucestershire miners in the parish of St George from the mid-eighteenth to mid-

nineteenth century, which serves as an illustrative example. This community was 

deemed to be lawless and ungovernable by local authorities, but its miners, in 

particular, were singled out as ‘inherently unruly’.79 Gadd notes how the collier’s 

use of the local liminal, industrial-rural spaces of the mines to retreat from 

authorities during riots, and as spaces to imprison hostages, showed how their 

‘insider’ knowledge of the local geography enabled them to operate ‘outside’ the 

law.80 Carl Griffin and Katrina Navickas have recently shown how examining the role 

played by rural, and industrialised rural spaces within the context of radicalism - 

 
75 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 7, 12, Uebel, “Unthinking,” 281.  
76 Uebel, “Unthinking,” 281.  
77 Asa Simon Mittman, “Introduction: The Impact of Monsters and Monster Studies,” in The Ashgate 
Research Companion to Monsters and the Monstrous ed. Asa Simon Mittman and Peter S. Dendle. 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 9.  
78 This concept is only usually explored in this period through the concept of ‘the crowd’ as a kind of 
many-headed monster. See for example: Ian Munro, The Figure of the Crowd in Early Modern 
London: The City and Its Double (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 105-143.  
79 Trixie Gadd, “Conflict and Conciliation in the Parish of St George, Gloucestershire, 1750-1850,” 
Midland History 39, no. 1 (2014): 75. 
80 Gadd, “Conflict,” 74. 
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most notably the utilization of forests and moors as ‘task-scapes’ - reveals new 

connections and motivations not previously evident.81 It should also be noted that 

collective monstrous identities could be reportedly self-assumed. Swing Rioters in 

the South of England were said to collectively blacken their faces to disguise their 

identities during illicit acts, submerging their more respectable (and recognisable) 

societal personas beneath monstrous guises.82 That the rioters drew upon the 

practice of ‘blackface’, a tradition symbolic of ‘customary community justice’ 

further complicates these insider/outside social boundaries, and exemplifies 

Cohen’s statement that monsters gnaw at the edges of official geographies from 

within.83 This thesis considers both individual, and collective monstrous personas in 

concert with their environments for this very purpose.  

Cohen’s statements concerning the liminal, outsider position which heralds the 

presence of the monster point to an anxiety which runs throughout many of the 

different case studies explored within this thesis: the fear of strangers, and 

unknown influences.84 In many of these accounts, creations of a monstrous ‘other’ 

originate within discourse surrounding social outsiders and fears for their affect 

upon local communities. As Griffin and Navickas attest, strangers were often the 

focus of concerns voiced by local magistrates that vagrants were infiltrating their 

communities and were to blame for breaches in the peace.85 These fears were 

 
81 See for example: Carl J. Griffin, “More-than-Human Histories and the Failure of Grand State 
Schemes: Sylviculture in the New Forest, England,” Cultural Geographies 17, no. 4 (2010): 461-463; 
Katrina Navickas, “Luddism, Incendiarism, and the Defence of Rural ‘Task-Scapes’ in 1812,” Northern 
History 48, no. 1 (2011): 63.  
82 Traditional perceptions of conflations of dark skin and the demonic in English culture can be seen 
in medieval mystery plays, see: Robert Hornback, "The Folly of Racism: Enslaving Blackface and the 
"Natural" Fool Tradition," Medieval & Renaissance Drama in England 20, (2007): 47-48; Katrina 
Navickas, "Captain Swing in the North: the Carlisle Riots of 1830," History Workshop Journal 71, no. 1 
(2011): 13.  
83 Navickas, “Captain Swing,” 13. Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 12. 
84 Paul Langeslag has also discussed monsters as liminal beings. See: Paul Langeslag, “Monstrous 
Landscape in Beowulf,” English Studies 96, no. 2 (2015): 119-138; Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 4, 7, 12, 
17. 
85 Carl J. Griffin, The Rural War: Captain Swing and the Politics of Protest. (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2012), 200-201; Navickas, "Captain Swing,” 22, 24.  



31 
 

played upon in the press, creating an echo of anxiety which reverberated whenever 

sporadic violence, such as arson, occurred.86 In these situations, the disreputable 

stranger—usually perceived as an outcast itinerant worker—was mythologised as a 

‘general bogey-man available for magistrates who wanted to portray their own 

inhabitants as loyal’.87 As explored in this thesis, arsonists, ‘gypsy’ travellers, 

wayward miners and sailors were depicted in ways which utilised this ‘monstrous 

stranger’ archetype.88 By creating a monstrous identity for strangers, blame for 

disturbances could be transferred outside the community, when in fact, guilt for 

such disturbances may have originated from within.89  

 

Monstrosity, Guilt and Myth-Making  

 

The complex and entangled relationship between guilt and monstrosity is the 

theoretical focus of this study. Much has been said about the role of the monster in 

 
86 Navickas, “Captain Swing,” 22. 
87 Navickas, “Captain Swing,” 22, 24. 
88 See for example: author David Jones, and a contemporary news report in the Times discussing the 
fear of vagrants and outsiders in relation to incendiarism and agitation. See: David Jones, "Thomas 
Campbell Foster and the Rural Labourer; Incendiarism in East Anglia in the 1840s," Social History 1, 
no. 1 (1976): 24; "State of The Country." Times, December 25, 1830, 4. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4HYoP9 last accessed 30 January 2017. For gypsy travellers as occult 
child-snatchers, see: Jodie Matthews, " Back Where They Belong: Gypsies, Kidnapping and 
Assimilation in Victorian Children's Literature," Romani Studies 20, no. 2 (2010): 151; "Police." 
Morning Chronicle, September 26, 1822. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6dKvF3 last accessed 7 
June 2018. For vagabond miners see: "Local News." York Herald, October 2, 1869, 9. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3211111808/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=a375198a 
last accessed 18 July 2019; "Beverly." Hull Packet, February 19, 1847. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BB3205934068/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=4fd124a0 
last accessed 18 July 2019; "The Derbyshire Quarter Sessions." Derby Mercury, January 11, 1860. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BA3200024417/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=9f415c3d 
last accessed 18 July 2019. Non-English (and non-white) sailors were depicted as particularly 
dangerous; for reports of sailors in Britain as cannibals, for example, see: "A Cannibal at Shields." 
Sunderland Daily Echo and Shipping Gazette, April 30, 1887, 4. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8EBRX5 last accessed 1 November, 2018; "Central Criminal 
Court, Oct. 30." Times, October 31, 1863, 11; "Multiple News Items." Standard, October 23, 1854. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8GEiw8 last accessed 5 November 2018. 
89 As noted in a report concerning Swing incendiarism: "State of The Country." Times, December 25, 
1830, 4.  
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relation to emotions such as fear, terror, and disgust.90 This thesis probes the more 

insidious motivations of guilt and a desire to evade culpability which lurked beneath 

these more immediate, primal interpretations of monstrosity. While monsters may 

be the manifestation of the implication of guilt, such feelings were not always 

overtly expressed by authors. Woven throughout this thesis are reports of monsters 

whose narratives instead suggest the repression of, and desired redirection of such 

guilt. Such monsters, and the context which surrounded them, are here placed 

under autopsy in order to explore these complex processes, and emotions, ones 

voiced so evocatively by the creature in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein when he 

states, ‘[n]o guilt, no mischief, no malignity, no misery can be found comparable to 

mine’.91 The creature’s guilt, however, is largely the responsibility of Victor 

Frankenstein, his creator, and betrayer.92 In this sense, the inner narrative about 

monstrosity and guilt in Frankenstein is reflected in this thesis which questions the 

culpability of the creator in the construction of monstrosity.  

There is plenty of evidence to suggest that wealthy Victorians feared, and were 

disgusted by the poor.93 Tracing the manner in which monstrosity was used by 

 
90 See for example: Stephen T. Asma, On Monsters: An Unnatural History of Our Worst Fears (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), 183-203; Gilmore, Monsters, 6; Brandon R. Grafius “Text and Terror: 
Monster Theory and the Hebrew Bible,” Currents in Biblical Research 16, no. 1 (2017): 34. 
91 Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Frankenstein, or, the Modern Prometheus. (London: H. Colburn and 
R. Bentley, 1831), 200. https://archive.org/details/ghostseer01schiuoft/page/n1 last accessed 18 
September 2019. 
92 For more on interpretations of morality in the novel, and of the ethical implications of Victor 
Frankenstein’s choices, see: Melissa Bloom Bissonette, "Teaching the Monster: "Frankenstein" and 
Critical Thinking." College Literature 37, no. 3 (2010): 106-120. 
93 See for example: Alice Johnson, “Some Hidden Purpose’? Class Conflict and Co-operation in 
Belfast’s Working Men’s Institute and Temperance Hall, 1865–1900,” Social History 42, no. 3 (2017): 
399; Annie Skinner, and Nigel Thomas, “‘A Pest to Society’: The Charity Organisation Society’s 
Domiciliary Assessments into the Circumstances of Poor Families and Children,” Children & Society 
32, no. 2 (2018): 133 [133–144]. See also contemporary reports of miners as unhygienic and filthy: 
"News." Leeds Times, October 5, 1844, 6. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3217489512/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=146b6
8de last accessed 22 July 2019; “Report to Her Majesty's Principal Secretary of State for The Home 
Department, from the Poor Law Commissioners, on an Inquiry into the Sanitary Condition of the 
Labouring Population ff Great Britain; with Appendices.” (1842), 111. 
https://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/docview/t70.d75.1842-020691?accountid=13268 last 
accessed 22 July 2019. 
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authors to control, manipulate and re-direct guilt enables new understandings of 

the workings of the literate nineteenth-century psyche to creep to the surface. 

Tanushree Ghosh has argued that ‘reformist zeal to arouse guilt’ in their readership 

was a strategy used by authors to garner support for social reform.94 This was 

achieved through stories and images ‘of lower-class shanties and miserable, under-

fed people’ in texts such as London: A Pilgrimage, and London Labour and the 

London Poor.95 This production of guilt was more than a mechanism for pushing 

through reform, however. For those whose job it was to sell stories to the public, it 

also appealed to a much more complex set of motivations. As Ghosh describes it:  

‘[t]exts such as London, a Pilgrimage and Street Life in London produce the 

pleasures of liberal guilt; they not only gratify reformist desire to eradicate 

social injustice but also produce pleasure in finding more injustice to be 

eradicated. Furthermore, a rhetoric of social justice frames that search for 

newer sources of misery to be eradicated and thereby validates the curiosity 

of the social investigators and the reading public.96  

That nineteenth-century authors were increasingly aware of, and saw the value in 

harnessing the emotional power of such vignettes of poverty was a facet of 

increased visibility of social destitution and urbanisation, but it also owed much to 

eighteenth-century ideals of sensibility and ‘sentimental ethics’.97 As Karen 

Halttunen notes, these ideals were evoked through art forms depicting, ‘pitiful 

suffering-scenes of poverty, imprisonment, slavery…aimed at arousing readers' 

spectatorial sympathy and thus enhancing (and demonstrating) their virtue’.98 The 

discourse surrounding the pleasure of feeling sympathy in the wake of another’s 

pain became more complex, however. At the close of the century such sentiments 

 
94 Ghosh, “Gifting Pain,” 92.   
95 Ghosh, “Gifting Pain,” 91.  
96 Ghosh, “Gifting Pain,” 92.   
97 Karen Halttunen, "Humanitarianism and the Pornography of Pain in Anglo-American Culture," The 
American Historical Review 100, no. 2 (1995): 307. 
98 Halttunen, “Humanitarianism,” 307. 
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began to generate ‘serious doubts about the underlying virtue of its exercise,’ as 

readers of sentimental fiction ‘fell under suspicion of moral passivity and even 

hypocrisy’.99 Here, Halttunen touches upon the problematic relationship between 

pleasure and pain which underpinned nineteenth-century liberal guilt.100 Ghosh’s 

analysis suggests the remedy for this paradox was to view such pleasure as the 

anticipation of liberal action to remedy the plights of the poor. But where reform 

was slow to take place, or where the recipients of such charitable notions were 

resilient to outside influence, the pay-off for ‘liberal guilt’ became frustrated 

without an outlet; a form of ‘moral impotence’.101 Whether Ghosh’s ‘liberal guilt’ 

was genuine, or represented more of a pleasure in the mitigation of implied guilt, is 

debateable. It is impossible to trace the extent to which Victorian authors or 

readers felt true guilt when confronted with the sufferings of the poor. Implications 

of middle-class guilt in contemporary reports are, however, extant. In such cases, 

and as this thesis argues, the catharsis for mitigation of this guilt was the creation of 

monstrous identities.  

Creation of the monstrous identities outlined here became a rhetorical currency 

which authors used in order to place blame back onto the shoulders of the working 

class. Arguing or implying that the working class were monsters removed 

implications of culpability by suggesting that poorer sections of society were 

innately warped, deserving of their lot and were not doing enough to elevate 

themselves from penury.102 As Ghosh argues, it is otherwise difficult, ‘to explain the 

spurt of published material on the urban poor in late-nineteenth-century England 

by simply assuming that it made the upper and middle classes feel bad’.103 Reports 

on the down-trodden condition of the poor were, of course, not limited to the end 

 
99 Halttunen, “Humanitarianism,” 308. 
100 Halttunen, “Humanitarianism,” 309. 
101 Ghosh, “Gifting Pain,” 95.  
102 See for example: "Work in the Slums." Royal Cornwall Gazette, April 5, 1900, 6. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3212948697/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=71d952
28 last accessed 6 April 2019. 
103 Ghosh, “Gifting Pain,” 96.  
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of the century, but were the extension of strands of social commentary woven 

throughout earlier parts of the century.104 Similarly, while guilt as a ubiquitous 

human emotion is, of course, perennial, the market for the voyeuristic, 

philanthropic guilt which Ghosh mentions faced opposition in the emerging 

twentieth century. New psychoanalytical theories proposed by the likes of Sigmund 

Freud and Friedrich Nietzsche on the damaging nature, and lack of value, of societal 

guilt sought to undermine guilt-producing ‘prevailing social mores’.105 Freud argued 

instead that the curtailment of human desires and the neurotic tensions this 

produced were simply the cost of maintaining a state of civilization.106 Where 

psychology could explain away social evils and the guilt they induced as a facet of 

modernity, such monsters, as had prevailed in popular reporting, became less of a 

necessity.  

Focussing in on the period before this discursive shift, this thesis seeks to chart the 

ways in which myths about monstrosity were fashioned and functioned to launder 

guilt – whether felt or implied - in middle-class social discourse. When examining 

myth creation, Karl Bell’s work on the contemporary legend of ‘Spring-Heeled Jack’ 

is a pertinent text which uses this this category-hopping monster in order to show 

how myths were created and transmitted during the period.107  Especially pertinent 

to this research are Bell’s arguments concerning the ways in which Spring-Heeled 

Jack served to point out the boundaries and overlaps between elite and popular 

cultures.108 Acknowledging the existence of such boundaries is important, ‘not 

because they mark dividing walls’ but because they point out areas ‘where distinct 

cultures meet’.109 The realisation of this clash of cultures is the true wellspring of 

 
104 Knelman, “Class,” 29. 
105 Herant A. Katchadourian, Guilt: The Bite of Conscience. (Redwood City: Stanford University Press, 
2011), 117. 
106 Katchadourian, Guilt, 117. 
107 Karl Bell, The Legend of Spring-heeled Jack: Victorian Urban Folklore and Popular Cultures. 
(Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2012). 
108 Bell The Legend, 5.  
109 Bell, The Legend, 5. 
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middle-class guilt. Were such social boundaries impenetrable, and were readers not 

made keenly aware of the working-class, their lives and hardships, then there would 

be no need for the monsters created in order to mask such disparity.  

Chris Baldick’s formative monograph In Frankenstein’s Shadow is similarly a 

valuable resource when probing the relationship between social tensions and 

monstrous creation. Baldick links nineteenth-century politics to monstrosity and the 

pervasive power of myth-making; tracing these themes within Mary Shelley’s 

narrative and their permeation back into contemporary culture.110 Baldick’s close 

examination of the function of myth-creation echoes the explorations of monstrous 

identity within this thesis, in that he states the Frankenstein myth– as created by 

Shelley–primarily concerns distortions of ‘the relations between men and women, 

rulers and ruled, masters and servants, propertied and propertyless’.111 For Baldick 

the ‘mythic development’ of Frankenstein is one less focussed on grand Manichean 

dualisms of ‘good’ and ‘evil’ than on delving into the intricate nature of human 

relationships.112  Baldick’s approach to the mythic appeal of Frankenstein has 

influenced much scholarship since the publication of Frankenstein’s Shadow.113 

While a rich and nuanced study, In Frankenstein’s Shadow is not without its 

limitations.114 Most noticeably, the monograph is now thirty years old, and as such, 

 
110 Baldick, Frankenstein’s Shadow; Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Frankenstein, or, the Modern 
Prometheus. (London: H. Colburn and R. Bentley, 1831). 
https://archive.org/details/ghostseer01schiuoft/page/n1 last accessed 18 September 2019. 
111 Baldick, Frankenstein’s Shadow, 8.  
112 Baldick, Frankenstein’s Shadow, 6-8.  
113 See for example: Louis James, “Frankenstein’s Monster in Two Traditions,” in Frankenstein, 
Creation and Monstrosity ed. Stephen Bann (London: Reaktion Books, 1994), 77, 80; Michael J. Klein, 
"Modern Myths: Science Fiction in the Age of Technology." At The Interface / Probing The Boundaries 
85, (2012): 257; Mark Bennett, "Generic Gothic and Unsettling Genre Mary Elizabeth Braddon and 
the Penny Blood," Gothic Studies 13, no. 1 (2011): 44; Criscillia Benford, "Listen to my tale": 
Multilevel Structure, Narrative Sense Making, and the Inassimilable in Mary Shelley's Frankenstein," 
Narrative 18, no. 3 (2010): 324, 330, 338; Steven E. Jones, Against Technology: From the Luddites to 
Neo-Luddism. (New York: Routledge, 2006), 106. 
114 William Patrick Day has rightly pointed out a lack of consideration of the more religious tensions 
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definitions of myth’ obscures its broad appeal and meaning. See William Patrick Day, "Disruption and 
Delight in the Nineteenth--Century Novel/In Frankenstein's Shadow/The Novel and the Police 
(Book)," Victorian Studies 32, no. 4 (1989): 577-579. 



37 
 

Baldick’s innovative take on monstrosity and nineteenth-century society could 

benefit from a revised perspective. This thesis reaches beyond Baldick’s literary 

scope in order to consider non-literary texts such as news articles, satirical art and 

government reports.115 Baldick himself notes: ‘[a] literary text will usually…be fixed 

in its form but may be complex and multivocal in its meaning. A myth, on the other 

hand, is open to all kinds of adaption and elaboration’.116 An examination of 

modern myths, as flexible, permeable narratives thus arguably necessitate 

considerations of different forms of popular media. This more inclusive form of 

analysis, one which combines literary sources with a variety of other printed 

mediums, enables a broader vision of the evolving modern myths discussed in 

Frankenstein’s Shadow.117  

 

Historiography 

 

Monstrous Environments: Spatial Narratives  

 

In its exploration of the concept of ‘monstrous environments’ as accomplices to 

human monstrous identities in Chapter Two, this thesis expands upon, and provides 

evidence for more abstract theoretical discussions in spatial history that argue for 

environments as more than ‘simply a neutral box in which historical action takes 

 
115 See for example, "Frame Breaking." Caledonian Mercury, October 28, 1816. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4DhQd1 last accessed 14 January 2017; “The Leader of the Luddites.” 
(Messrs Walker & Knight, Sweetings Alley, Royal Exchange, 1812). 
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place’.118 Recent debates in Spatial Studies have questioned the extent to which 

certain terms such as ‘space’, ‘place’ and public and private ‘spheres’ are relevant or 

interchangeable.119 Martin Boisen, Kees Terlouw and Bouke van Gorp argue that 

‘[r]educing the diverse and multidimensional space into separate homogeneous 

objects like places, wrongfully reifies …space into spatial fetishes with magic powers 

over humans’.120 This argument is, however, similarly limiting in that it fails to 

acknowledge how humans may, in fact, see spaces in this 'reified' way, and how 

that might affect their interactions with it. This very stance is actually exemplified in 

a quote placed in their introduction concerning the Thomas Theorem: ‘[i]f men 

define situations as real, they are real in their consequences’.121 Leif Jerram has, 

perhaps, been most vocal in questioning whether space has become a ‘useless 

category for historical analysis’.122 This study chooses to concur with statements 

made by Beat Kümin and Cornelie Usborne which warn against being too 

prescriptive about such terms, suggesting that Jerram is ‘setting agendas rather 

than offering solutions’.123 As Kümin, and Usborne, iterate, it is important, ‘not to 

lose sight of areas where tangible progress appears possible’ whilst being side-

tracked by debates over rhetoric.124  

 
118 Rohkrämer, and Schulz, “Space, Place,” 1345. 
119 See: Katrina Navickas, Protest and the Politics of Space and Place, 1789–1848. (Manchester: 
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There is a lack of scholarly material focusing directly on historical perceptions of 

spatial identity as a specific concept, and of such identities within Britain.125 Instead, 

much of the research is orientated towards current case studies from outside of the 

U.K.126 Many of these studies are more focused on concerns of urban 

development.127 Authors tend to discuss spatial identities in relation to how people 

integrate a sense of belonging or unbelonging to a place into their own lives.128 In 

these cases the focus is on those who experience these feelings, not those who 

observe, or indeed create, such spatial identities from a position of external 

judgment, as explored here. Discussion of ‘spatial identities’ can use this term to 

mean that the space has an identity assigned to it by people. This study considers a 

more integrated approach than this one-way relationship, however, in which 

people's identities and spatial identities become conflated.129 Furthermore, spatial 

identities can be thought of as a layering affect, given that such identities ‘often 

overlap, contradict or complement each other, both in terms of the space these 
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127 See for example: Liu Bo, Shen Li, and Lu Wei. “Spatial Identities of Public Health Service Facilities 
in Metropolitan Suburban Communities: A Case Study of Shanghai Jinshan District,” China City 
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James H. Spencer, Petrice R. Flowers, and Jungmin Seo, “Post-1980s Multicultural Immigrant 
Neighbourhoods: Koreatowns, Spatial Identities and Host Regions in the Pacific Rim,” Journal of 
Ethnic and Migration Studies 38, no. 3 (2012): 437–461. 
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‘places’ occupy, and the context in which they are deemed relevant by their 

audiences’.130 For the purposes of this thesis, the terms ‘space’ and ‘environment’ 

are both concepts used to denote spatial dimensions and conditions which humans 

move within, shape, and are shaped by. ‘Space’ refers to the physical area, while 

‘environment’ is a broader term used to include not only physical geography, but 

also ambience. One example of this is the phenomenon of urban darkness, 

perceived to hide all manner of malicious and nefarious pursuits as exemplified by 

stories concerning the East End of London.131 

This thesis seeks to initiate investigations into what it terms ‘monstrous 

environments’, suggesting an affective relationship between monstrous perceptions 

of spaces and those who occupy them.132 It argues that monstrous identities cannot 

be fully understood without consideration of the environmental contexts which 

shaped perceptions of their actions and affect. In this regard, it draws inspiration 

from studies pertaining to affective landscapes, and the field of ecoGothic. It 

accepts Christine Berberich, Neil Campbell, and Robert Hudson’s assertions that 

affective environments are those which: ‘inspire us; that aggravate or irritate us. 

Landscapes that, in some way or another, affect us and that we, in turn affect’.133 It 

aligns with David Del Principe’s statement that environments can also be ‘othered’ 
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http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GW3217579993/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=b240
2e01 last accessed 23 July 2019; "Whitechapel." Northern Echo, September 11, 1889. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BA3200216409/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=05a82
4be last accessed 23 July 2019. See also a fictional narrative in which the streets of London are 
described as ‘dark, dreary [and] dismal’: "The Hand of Justice." Halfpenny Marvel Library, July 2, 
1898, 6. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/DX1901886009/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=28f8f8
cf last accessed 23 July 2019. 
132 Drawing upon a theoretical precedent provided by Jeffrey Jerome Cohen (explored later in this 
chapter) which partially defines monsters as purely cultural entities that can appear in any shape or 
form. See: Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 4.  Also taking inspiration from studies concerning affective 
landscapes. See: Christine Berberich, Neil Campbell, and Robert Hudson, “Introduction: Affective 
Landscapes”, in Affective Landscapes in Literature, Art, and Everyday Life: Memory, Place, and the 
Senses ed. Christine Berberich, Neil Campbell, and Robert Hudson. (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015), 1 
133 Berberich, Campbell, and Hudson, “Introduction,” 1.   
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just as humans are, noting; ‘[t]he Gothic body’ can be variously ‘unhuman, 

nonhuman, transhuman, posthuman, or hybrid’.134 Similarly to affective landscapes, 

the natural world conjured through an ecoGothic lens is able to provoke strong 

(negative) emotions. These are visions of nature ‘inflected with fear, horror, 

loathing, or disgust’ as Tom J. Hillard suggests.135 The fields noted above, are all 

heavily centred around literary analysis, however, and have not sought to align with 

studies of monstrosity in their explorations of ecocritical views of nature.136 

Consideration of Cohen’s postulates from Monster Theory, offer a more tangible 

way of exploring these Gothic landscapes, an approach which ventures beyond the 

confines of Literature into press and government reporting.137 In such sources – as 

will be shown – the monstrous identities afforded to environments enable and 

compound those of their human inhabitants.  

 

Religious Belief, and Popular Protest 

 

This thesis is heavily indebted to the research of Owen Davies and Karl Bell in their 

investigations into popular supernatural and magical mentalities during the 

nineteenth-century.138 Particularly influential are Davies’ and Bell’s assertions that 

the purported disenchantment of the nineteenth-century was a trend hemmed in 

 
134 Del Principe, "Introduction,” 1. 
135 Del Principe, "Introduction,” 1; Tom J. Hillard, “Deep Into That Darkness Peering”: An Essay on 
Gothic Nature,” ISLE: Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment 16 no. 4 (2009): 688. 
136 It should be noted that Paul Langeslag has previously discussed connections between the concept 
of monstrosity and landscape in relation to Beowulf, while Derek Gladwin has explored bogs as 
sentient actors through the lens of the ecoGothic, if not from a Monster Theory perspective. See: 
Langeslag, “Monstrous,” 119-138; Derek Gladwin, "The Bog Gothic: Bram Stoker's 'Carpet of Death' 
and Ireland's Horrible Beauty." Gothic Studies 16, no. 1 (2014): 39-54. 
137 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 3-26.  
138 See: Owen Davies, "Urbanization and the decline of witchcraft: An examination of London," 
Journal Of Social History 30, no. 3 (1997): 597-617; Owen Davies, "Newspapers and the Popular 
Belief in Witchcraft and Magic in the Modern Period," Journal of British Studies 37, no. 2 (1998): 139-
165; Karl Bell, The Magical Imagination: Magic and Modernity in Urban England, 1780-1914 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 



42 
 

by caveats.139 That, while elites argued for the rationalising power of modernity, 

even in urban centres magical thinking suffused the nineteenth-century 

imagination.140 This thesis is concerned with the creation and propagation of 

monsters within this zeitgeist. This is an appropriate term when thinking about 

monsters: ‘[z]eitgeist: Time Ghost, the bodiless spirit’ of popular culture that haunts 

itself; one which ‘intersects everyplace; all roads lead back to the monster’ as 

Cohen states, highlighting here rather elegantly how the ubiquity of the monster 

has possessed popular cultures throughout time.141 In articulating the workings of 

the monstrous economy, this thesis resonates, in particular, with Bell’s concept of a 

‘magical imagination’ permeating Victorian consciousness.142 Bell describes this 

pervasive mindset as akin to a mental fabric comprised of a multitude of strands of 

magical beliefs, whether concerning witchcraft, astrology, or folklore more 

generally.143 The monstrous economy, detailed in this thesis, can be thought of as a 

discursive marketplace which manipulated this shared understanding of the 

fantastical.144 This engagement with the magical imagination did not necessitate 

whole-hearted credulity in its readership; rather, it cashed-in on its familiarity with 

a diverse range of religious, supernatural, magical and monstrous symbolism. Such 

symbols were the currency of the monstrous economy of the middle class, a group 

 
139 Davies, "Urbanization,” 597-617; Davies, "Newspapers,” 139-165; Owen Davies, The Haunted: A 
Social History of Ghosts (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007); Owen Davies, “Talk of the Devil: 
Crime and Satanic Inspiration in Eighteenth-Century England,” University of Hertfordshire, self-
published open access paper (© Owen Davies 2007): 1-26; Owen Davies, Witchcraft, Magic and 
Culture, 1736-1951 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999); Bell, Magical Imagination; 
Bell, The Legend. 
140 Owen Davies notes, for example: that ‘[p]ractically all the astrological advertisements placed in 
the regional press were from astrologers resident in cities’ and that from these urban bases, 
advertised via the medium of the press, astrologers could now advertise to ‘hundreds of client 
nationwide’ through the post. See: Davies, “Newspapers” 155.  
141 Cohen, ‘Monster Culture’ 21.  
142 Bell, Magical Imagination, 1-32.  
143 Bell, Magical Imagination, 1-2.  
144 In the creation of this concept of the ‘monstrous economy’, this thesis also draws upon Molly 
Clark Hillard’s notions of ‘goblin economies’. Hillard discusses how fairies, ‘with their ties to 
commerce and transaction, in part informed the language of Victorian commerce’ using Charles 
Dickens's writings on fairies as ‘a guide a powerful critique of England's economic identity’. See: 
Hillard, "Dangerous Exchange,” [quote from abstract] 63-86. 
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who, far from being remote and disconnected from engagement with the 

fantastical instead employed ‘new semantic terms and pseudo-scientific modes 

through which previously supernatural ideas could be approached and 

accommodated’.145 Like Bell’s magical imagination, one strand of monstrous 

identity – such as the diabolical - might appear ‘thin and brittle’, but when 

considered together as a body of monstrous stereotypes, the purpose of these 

projected prejudices in undermining working class voices, and seeking to exonerate 

more affluent society from their sorrows, becomes apparent.  

The second case-study chapter in this thesis is concerned with demonic identities. 

What follows here is an exploration of the key contextual understandings of this 

figure within historiography. Revolutionary upheaval in Europe from 1789 to 1848, 

combined with the supersession of traditional, aristocratic roles by an increasingly 

secularised capitalist elite appeared to weaken the influence of Christianity and the 

power of the church.146 This secularisation in actuality was neither total nor uniform 

across classes and communities, and originated as much within religious quarters as 

in sceptical corners, as Jeremy Morris argues.147 Morris, while thorough in his 

analysis of historiography concerning orthodox Christian experience, does not 

engage with other supernatural or magical forms of belief which merged, borrowed 

from and competed with these more traditional religious approaches during the 

century, as Davies and Bell have done.148 In reality, these competing spiritual and 

secular perspectives impacted belief in two forms. While prominent members of 

society were still seen to engage with Christian values, this engagement ‘tended to 

become more nominal and superficial,’ while intellectual elites appeared ‘more 

 
145 Bell, Magical Imagination, 156. 
146 Jeremy Morris, “Secularization and Religious Experience: Arguments in the Historiography of 
Modern British Religion,” Historical Journal 55, no. 1 (2012): 195. Joshua Bennett has also discussed 
the impact of ‘rationalism’ as a term and concept in the nineteenth-century and its effect on 
religious thought. See: Joshua Bennett, “A History of ‘Rationalism’ in Victorian Britain,” Modern 
Intellectual History 15, no. 1 (2018): 90-91.  
147 Morris, “Secularization,” 218. 
148 See: Davies, Witchcraft; Bell, Magical Imagination.   
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openly sceptical of religious values’ as Jeffrey Burton Russell argues.149 Changes to 

the nature of religious belief were also apparent in wider society, as an influx of 

rural migrants into cities during the nineteenth century led to the formation and 

spread of new beliefs and ideologies. Russell cites the development of Marxist 

notions of an industrial proletariat in this instance.150 While most working people 

may not have been as aware of their role within such an ideology as Russell implies, 

he is right to point out that impoverished living and working conditions, coupled 

with dislocation from ‘access to traditional values’ promoted a sense of cultural 

isolation and despondency which may have led workers to seek out alternative 

belief structures.151 Religious belief was thus not supplanted by the industrial 

experience but instead, enabled monstrous narratives concerning the Devil, or 

diabolical evil to evolve to fit these new conditions.152  

Historians delving into the realm of demonic belief have had a tendency to fixate 

upon the figure of the Devil as something of a singular celebrity entity, or as Sarah 

Bartels argues, as a part of a larger occult tradition such as witchcraft.153 While 

Bartels suggests that the Devil has largely not been studied ‘in his own right’, the 

wealth of biographies of the Devil, or Satan, available in print suggest otherwise.154 

Works by Robert Muchembled and Jeffrey Burton Russell have convincingly traced 

Satan more diffusely as the perceived influence of maleficent evil throughout 

 
149  Jeffrey Burton Russell, Mephistopheles. (Ithaca; Cornell University Press, 1986), 168.  
150 Russell, Mephistopheles, 168.  
151 Russell, Mephistopheles, 168.  
152 Owen Davies has previously explored the impact of nineteenth-century urbanisation upon 
religious and magical beliefs, noting that not all such beliefs were negatively affected by an ostensive 
urban rationality. Where witchcraft suffered in urban centres, practices such as fortune-telling 
survived through new avenues of commerce possible in cities. Karl Bell similarly notes that from the 
1850s, spiritualism revived belief in the existence of spirits. See: Davies, "Urbanization,” 612; Davies, 
"Newspapers,” 155; Bell, Magical Imagination, 58.  
153 Bartels, “‘Terrific Ogre’,” 271.  
154 See for example: Philip C. Almond, The Devil: A New Biography. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2014); Henry Angsar Kelly, Satan: A Biography. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Peter 
Standford, The Devil: A Biography. (London: Arrow, 1996); Bartels, “’Terrific Ogre’,” 271.  
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Western history.155 Works on nineteenth-century incarnations of the Devil are 

slightly less prolific than works which feature his earlier counterparts. Exceptions 

include Bartels’ recently published research on the Devil as a figure within British 

Victorian folklore narratives, and the latter chapters of Russell’s opus, 

Mephistopheles: The Devil in the Modern World.156 Where this thesis deviates from 

previous published work, is in its focus on the demonic as a superimposed 

monstrous identity for the working class during this purportedly fallow nineteenth-

century period. In Chapter Three, this thesis reveals that reports of protestors and 

criminals, particularly arsonists, served to invigorate the Satanic legend. That the 

guilt of incendiarists was understood in terms of religious evil is a sentiment 

expressed in contemporary sources describing such acts as diabolical. 157  

Prejudicial links between protestors and the Devil have their roots in problematic 

British ‘blackface’ stage traditions.158 As noted in Chapter Three, the practice of 

blackening faces, or wearing a dark mask was one adopted by protestors who 

 
155 See Robert Muchembled, A History of the Devil: from the Middle Ages to the Present. (Cambridge: 
Polity, 2003). See also Russell’s suite of works: Jeffrey Burton Russell, Lucifer: The Devil in the Middle 
Ages (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986); Satan: The Early Christian Tradition. (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1987); The Devil: Perceptions of Evil from Antiquity to Primitive Christianity (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1987); Russell, Mephistopheles.  
156 Russell, Mephistopheles, 151-250.  
157 Freeman’s Journal referred to incendiarists as ‘guilty wretches who glut their demonic vengeance 
by a sight of the devouring conflagrations they occasioned’:  "Progress of the English Baal Fires." 
Freeman's Journal, December 16, 1843. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BC3204545084/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=456a259a 
last accessed 23 July 2019. For other reports of arson as evil and diabolical see: "The Hired 
Incendiary." Bucks Herald, September 14, 1850, 4. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/IG3220254494/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=15e7d9c1 
last accessed 23 July 2019; "Incendiarism in Suffolk and Norfolk." Morning Post, November 1, 1849, 
7. https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3210417301/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=41443416 
last accessed 23 July 2019. 
158 For more on the racist implications of ‘blackface’ traditions, see:  
Robert Hornback,"The Folly of Racism: Enslaving Blackface and the "Natural" Fool Tradition," 
Medieval & Renaissance Drama in England 20, (2007): 46-47; Dympna Callaghan, Shakespeare 
Without Women: Representing Gender and 
Race on the Renaissance Stage (New York: Routledge, 2000), 93; Anthony Gerard Barthelemy, Black 
Face. Maligned Race: The Representation of Blacks in English Drama from Shakespeare to Southerne 
(Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1987); Virginia Mason Vaughan, Performing Blackness on English 
Stages. 1500-1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 24. 
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wished to disguise their identities or indicate active dissent. Robert Hornback 

argues that modern scholars are misled in claiming that the practice of blackface 

was a liberating one, however. Instead, he suggests that blackface was ‘symbolically 

and stereotypically limiting’; a tradition which evoked ignorance and tomfoolery, 

linking the performer to the role of the outlaw only in so much as the fool was 

assumed to be commenting from a position beyond society because he was 

incapable of functioning adequately within it.159  In contradiction to Hornback’s 

devil-as-fool argument, John D. Cox instead insists that the comedy the devils 

provide is not humour but schadenfreude, a delight in the misery of plays’ 

tormented human subjects.160 Cox points out that scholars ‘more sympathetic to 

the plays’ religious subjects’ have argued for these antagonistic figures as 

deliberately subversive elements which only served to reaffirm the religious and 

moral messages of the Church.161 Cox argues instead for a generalised social 

ambivalence towards the subversive elements of plays, stating that, ‘[d]evils need 

not be understood either as exuberant subverters of a hegemonic social order on 

one hand or as risible examples of failed attempts to challenge cosmic order on the 

other’.162 While there is evidence to suggest that self-assumed demonic identities 

‘point to considerable social resistance’ ultimately the Devil was always understood 

to be a force of evil in the plays, just as he was understood to be the author of all 

worldly suffering.163  

Preceding the nineteenth-century, traditional notions of the what the Devil, or 

demons represented in popular culture appeared hinged upon two contradictory 

notions. On the one hand, and as Cox argues, the Devil was an unlikely symbol for 

social protesters to rally around. Instead the portrayal of Lucifer and his ungodly 

 
159 Hornback, "The Folly,”70.  
160 John D. Cox, “The Devil and Society in the English Mystery Plays,” Comparative Drama 28, no. 4 
(1994): 414, 426.  
161 Cox, “The Devil,” 407.  
162 Cox, “The Devil,” 407.  
163 Cox, “The Devil,” 434.  
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community of demons provided a foil defining ‘true community’ by default, ‘for 

here, as elsewhere, the social function of devils is to clarify what community is 

not’.164 On the other, the prideful folly of the Devil might represent a dangerous 

madness as well as one inviting ridicule, as Hornback argues.165 The contextual 

background of the role played by devils in popular plays is one which suggests only 

a kind of neutered, cathartic resistance, one which did more to uphold the status 

quo as opposed to incite a revolt against it. The plays’ devils, whether seen through 

Hornback’s lens, as a deficient mockery, different and foolish, or through Cox’s, as 

not so foolish, are always emblematic of the misery of sin. In the plays, devils serve 

to demarcate the boundaries between what is considered inside and what should 

remain outside the realms of permissible society. Blackface, in particular, as a part 

of the ‘fool’ tradition was associated not just with mental deficiency but with 

physical deformity.166 These interpretations of the cultural baggage of blackface in 

British tradition, highlight how the use of such associations did not just imply a 

transgressive evil, but could also point to an innate incompetence, or folly which 

served to undermine the power of plebeian protest. In spite of these powerful 

cultural resonances, studies of popular radicalism during this period have largely 

neglected to probe the more folkloric influences implicit within depictions of radical 

cultures. There are some exceptions to this. Katrina Navickas uses the mythic 

character of General Ludd to explore the notion of a broad Luddite ‘mythology’, for 

example, and has also examined ‘the symbol and ritual of protest’ in relation to 

rural landscapes.167 Peter Jones has discussed the ritual nature of blackface within 

protest, but not from a demonic perspective.168 

 
164 Cox, “The Devil,” 419.  
165 Hornback, “The Folly,” 50, 51.  
166 Hornback, “The Folly,” 46.  
167 Katrina Navickas, "The Search for ‘General Ludd’: the Mythology of Luddism," Social History 30, 
no. 3 (2005): 281-295; Katrina Navickas, “Moors, Fields, and Popular Protest in South Lancashire and 
the West Riding of Yorkshire, 1800–1848.” Northern History 46, no. 1 (2009): (quote from abstract): 
93–111. 
168 Peter Jones, “Finding Captain Swing: Protest, Parish Relations, and the State of the Public Mind in 
1830,” International Review of Social History 54, no. 3 (2009): 435 (429-458). 
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When probing accounts of incendiarism as diabolical, the wider historiography and 

context of contemporary radicalism is an important backdrop to such prejudicial 

stereotypes. Totemic histories of British popular politics and culture such as E.P 

Thomson’s The Making of the English Working Class (1963), and Eric Hobsbawm and 

George Rudé’s Captain Swing (1968), have - amongst other goals - sought to 

uncover the desires and character of the working-class radical.169 John E. Archer 

evinces the ways in which these authors have become known according to concepts 

or phrases exemplifying their contributions; ‘Rudé has been credited with 

identifying the ‘faces in the crowd’, as has Hobsbawm for…‘bargaining by riot’, 

whilst Thompson is remembered…for the influential ‘moral economy’ concept’.170 

Such works are also well-known for having probed the extent to which radical 

moments such as Luddism and Chartism constituted a progressive politicised 

working-class consciousness, a goal referred to by D. G. Wright as ‘a fundamental 

historical controversy,’.171 Thompson, for example, dedicates a section of The 

Making to this study of class consciousness, firmly stating that after 1830 ‘a more 

clearly defined class consciousness, in the customary Marxist sense, was maturing, 

in which working people were aware of continuing both old and new battles on 

their own’.172 Thompson’s detailed foray into the ‘experiences’ of the British 

working class came to be hailed as the inaugural text in the movement of 

historiography towards ‘history-from-below’, as essentially history from non-elite 

and potentially marginalised perspectives.173 This study takes inspiration from 

Thompson’s landmark work, ‘The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the 

 
169 John E. Archer, Social Unrest and Popular Protest in England 1780-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 1 
170 Archer, Social Unrest, 1.  
171 Navickas, "The Search,” 197. David Gordon Wright, Popular Radicalism (New York: Routledge, 
2013), 2.  
172 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Hammondsworth: Penguin, 1980), 782. 
173 David Featherstone and Paul Griffin, "Spatial Relations, Histories from Below and the Makings of 
Agency," Progress in Human Geography 40, no. 3: (2016): 375, 379. 
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Eighteenth Century’ in that it positions its own eponymous ‘monstrous economy’ as 

a middle-class manipulation of perceptions of the working-class en masse.174  

Thompson, Hobsbawm and Rudé – though recognised as eminent voices in British 

labour history - have, however, been variously criticised. In the case of Captain 

Swing, Hobsbawm and Rudé have been accused of underestimating the timescale 

and geographical scope of the disturbances, while Thompson and Hobsbawm are 

critiqued for allowing a preoccupation with Marxist interpretations of class 

struggles to dominate their portrayals of British society.175 As Rohan McWilliam 

argues, in The Making, Thompson overlooks evidence of a more conservative 

conformity amongst the working class.176 Such treatments painted workers as 

potentially more reactionary then they really were, thus continuing the work of 

elite authors in ‘othering’ working-class people as incendiary. Unlike the rest of 

Europe which experienced a rash of revolutions during the middle of the nineteenth 

century, a popular desire for ‘respectability, not radicalism’, in Britain meant that 

the established social order was never sufficiently overturned.177 While recognising 

the debt owed to Thompson, Hobsbawm, Rudé and others, historiographies of 

radicalism and labour have thus progressed to consider new ways of thinking about 

nineteenth-century British society. Katrina Navickas outlines several developments 

after the ‘heyday of labour history’ in the 1960s and 1970s, which have since 

endeavoured to deepen perspectives of social and class identities to include a 

consideration of elements such as the roles played by language, gender, and 

cultural rituals and symbols.178  

While previous histories of British labour and culture are useful and prolific, there is 

 
174 E.P Thompson, "The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century." Past & 
Present, no. 50 (1971): 76-136. 
175 Jones, “Finding,” 429; Rohan McWilliam, "Back to the Future: E. P. Thompson, Eric Hobsbawm and 
the Remaking of Nineteenth-Century British History," Social History 39, no. 2 (2014): 150-152. 
176 McWilliam, "Back to the Future,” 152. 
177 McWilliam, “Back to the Future,” 152.  
178 Navickas, “What Happened,” 194, 195. Regarding “the invisibility of women” in Thompson’s The 
Making, see also: Featherstone, and Griffin, "Spatial relations," 377.  



50 
 

now more to be gleaned from studies of radicalism than reiterative investigations 

into the birth of a working-class consciousness in Britain.179 This thesis does 

however, resonate with a statement made by Bryan. D. Palmer in regards to this 

quest for class awareness. Palmer notes how E. P. Thompson’s The Making 

fundamentally affected historiographical notions of the formation of class, in its 

suggestion that collective, politicised working-class awareness, ‘could no longer 

simply be posed…as a mechanical reflection of economic change’.180 With relation 

to the demonic identities of protest explored in Chapter Three, what that implies is 

an understanding that popular revolt, whether on a local or regional level, did not 

have to be read at face value as an inevitable aspect of ‘progress’. Rather, that 

investigating specific acts of radicalism - as opposed to viewing them as chunky, 

regionalised blocks of motivations and activity characterised by labels such as 

Luddism - helps to add detail to our understanding of radical actions, and the stories 

and culture which grew up around them. Navickas states that political and social 

historians tend to ‘gravitate towards protests and events that can easily be 

identified and categorized’.181 Such set-pieces, or rather ‘repertoires of protest’, 

such as subsumed under the terms, ‘Luddism’ or ‘Swing’ are unsatisfactory in that 

they separate out radical actions which might have been more interlinked or 

unconnected, while also ‘unfairly denigrat[ing] ‘pre-industrial’ collective action as 

disorganized and unsophisticated’.182 

In light of the above, difficulties facing historians in their attempts to pin down 

quintessential hallmarks of political radicalism are numerous. First, there is the fact 

that the disruption caused during purported radical incidents, such as the 

destruction of property riots and the setting of fires were not unique to either 

 
179 Navickas provides a comprehensive overview of new developments in labour history seen to 
transcend previous focus on class consciousness. See: Navickas, “What Happened,” 192-204. 
180 Bryan D. Palmer, E.P. Thompson: Objections and Oppositions. (London: Verso, 1994), 94.  
181 Navickas, “What Happened,” 197. 
182 Navickas, “What Happened,” 197. 



51 
 

Luddism or the Swing Riots.183 Attacks on property were commonplace, and arson 

and attacks on machinery were also ‘featured within the varied repertoire’ of 

protest in the eighteenth century.184 Peter Jones also points out the ubiquity of 

eighteenth and nineteenth-century food riots, while Griffin notes the destruction of 

fences in response to eighteenth-century enclosures.185 Related to this, is the 

difficulty in discerning which acts constitute coherent, group-motivated and 

potentially organised radicalism, such as implied in the term ‘Luddism’, as opposed 

to assorted collections of long standing grievances over food or land located with 

specific local contexts. As Navickas, Jones, and Thompson acknowledge, there are 

inherent problems in identifying and pinning down acts as specifically ‘Swing’ in 

primary sources, as incidents of incendiarism might be ‘mimicry’ by lone arsonists, 

inspired by nearby acts of incendiarism, just as threats received by local authorities 

might well be simply the work of a ‘crank’ copy-cat as that of a politically active 

radical agent.186 Regardless of their true intent, such incidents risked being lumped 

together, not only by historians but by contemporary observers themselves. In the 

case of nineteenth-century authors, however, details concerning which radical 

faction the instigators might belong to were of ancillary importance to, and were 

used to point towards their social class.187 These repeated early waves of upheaval 

swelling into the rise of the labour unions arguably gave birth to a new era of 

monstrous working-class identities in print which were founded on, and relied upon 

 
183 Griffin, “More-than-Human,” 461-463; Navickas, “Luddism, Incendiarism,” 64-65; Navickas, "The 
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185 Jones, “Finding,” 431; Griffin, “More-than-Human,” 462.  
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mentioning any wider, radical context, arguing that the unrest is caused by embittered labourers 
who harbour grudges against their landlords. See: "Incendiarism in the Country." Bell's Life in London 
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these earlier understandings of workers as agitants.188 

 

Demons, Fairy Tales and British Identities 

 

Where links made between arsonists and demons stoking hellfire were overt, other, 

subtler demonic influences permeated nineteenth-century depictions of fairies. 

Such resonances were not new, but were continuations from the early modern 

period. A key debate amongst scholars revolves around these perceived 

connections with the devil, and how closely linked fairy agency was to the demonic 

in witchcraft trials.  Charlotte-Rose Millar and Diane Purkiss both argue that during 

this period that fairies and familiars were not directly linked in the minds of 

contemporaries, but were instead imagined as separate beings, only ‘occasionally 

confused’.189 Millar notes, for example, that familiars nearly always took on the 

shape of animals, were said to feed upon witch’s teats, and took orders from 

humans.190 Fairies, though attributed shape-shifting abilities, were not recognisable 

by these other traits which are inherently ‘familiar’ in nature.191 Purkiss is adamant 

about fairies’ connections to the diabolical, however, noting that ‘for godly 

Protestants, fairies were demons’, suggesting this conflation of fairies with 

witchcraft and demons is directly connected to the spectrum of Protestant faith 

during the Reformation.192 Darren Oldridge speaks to this issue when he states that 

 
188 For scholarship on early trade unionism see: Mary Davis, Comrade or Brother?: A History of the 
British Labour Movement. (New York: Pluto Press, 2009); G. D. H. Cole, “A Study in British Trade 
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‘[a] strictly biblical model of the cosmos could not accommodate the activity of 

saints, ghosts, and “doubtful spirits”’ and yet needed to explain repeated sightings 

of such.193 As a result, fairies during this period were largely explained by one of 

two interpretations, either they were ‘dismissed as delusions or idle tales, or 

reinterpreted as demons’ as Oldridge attests.194 

 

Disagreements over chronology also plague fairy scholarship, but part of this clash 

may stem from scholars not specifying whether their focus is elite or popular. Piotr 

Spyra takes issue with Wendy Wall’s statements that by the sixteenth century 

fairies had become disconnected from the Devil, ‘as they mutated in popular 

tradition into child-sized country pranksters who wore coarse clothing and busied 

themselves with fooling travellers and tinkering with household order’.195 Spyra 

argues such claims are unsubstantiated, citing Lizanne Henderson, and Edward J. 

Cowan’s statements that, as a function of Scottish witchcraft trials, ‘between c. 

1560 and c. 1700…fairies came to be presented as agents of the Devil and all those 

who had traffic with them as co-conspirators in his grand plan to wreak havoc on 

good and godly citizens’.196 As Hutton points out, however, during this early modern 

period, ‘those who classed fairies as demons pure and simple were rare enough 

almost to count as radical’.197 Where Wall is speaking to more popular belief – 

informed by Kathryn Briggs - Spyra, Henderson, Cowan and Hutton appear more 

focused on fairies in relation to witchcraft trials and elite magic.198 When making his 

arguments about the radical nature of fairy belief, Hutton notes, for example that 
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198 Wall, ‘Fairylore,’ 73-74; Katharine Briggs, The Anatomy of Puck: An Examination of Fairy Beliefs 
among Shakespeares Contemporaries and Successors (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1959), 12-
24.  



54 
 

‘individual magicians such as Simon Forman and John Dee also suggest a novel 

excitement about the specific potential of working with fairies as magical 

servitors’.199 When addressing more plebeian belief in fairies, a wide spectrum of 

moral alignment appears evident. Fear of fairies, quite uncoupled from Christianity, 

could be a continuation of the ‘ancient fear of elves, as inflicting malicious harm on 

humans’.200 They could also ‘bestow magical abilities on favoured or canny humans’ 

and function as the perceived power behind cunning folk, as Hutton and Davies 

attest.201 

  

While fairies were certainly not universally described as harmless creatures, or 

innocent ‘playful pranksters’, what needs to be addressed more clearly in 

arguments on the subject, are issues concerning moral alignment in terms of geo-

cultural remit.202 Spyra, to a certain extent, conflates Scottish and English witchcraft 

experiences, whereas Hutton differentiates more accurately between a fear of 

fairies and a fear of witchcraft in terms of demonic magic regionally.203 As Hutton 

attests, folklore from across Britain and Ireland describes fairy-like entities being 

blamed specifically for ‘uncanny misfortune’.204 Hutton makes the distinction here 

that this was more so the case in Gaelic regions such as Ireland or the Scottish 

Highlands than in other parts of Britain where such misfortunes were more often 

attributed to witches.205 Fear of fairies apparently dwindled ‘the further south and 

east from the Highlands a person went’.206 Records from the Isle of Man, however - 

itself a bastion of Gaelic culture - reveal that the early-modern Manx, ‘dreaded the 

 
199 Hutton, Making, 1148-1149.  
200 Hutton, Making, 1148.  
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203 Ronald Hutton, "Witch-Hunting in Celtic Societies," Past & Present no. 212 (2011): 43. 
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while Scotland’s northern-most islands shared a similar fear of fairy-like folk as the Gaelic areas, by 
contrast, they experienced severe levels of witchcraft persecution relative to their population size. 
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malignancy of fairies more than that of human beings, and had little sense of 

witchcraft as a demonic power’.207 Understandings of Gaelic fairies - and fairies of 

the Celtic regions more generally - as more wild and mischievous than their English 

counterparts certainly appear in Victorian reporting of fairy folklore, as exemplified 

by contemporary descriptions of Scottish ‘brownies’.208 Chapter Four probes these 

regional distinctions, utilising a case study on depictions of the Irish as fairy 

fraudsters.209  

 

More broadly, a review of the array of fairy scholarship reveals a split between 

those texts which choose a folklore, or historically-centred approach to the study of 

fairies which are frequently delineated by regional analysis, and those which are 

primarily focused on fairies within literary tales, or theatrical works.210  Ronald 

Hutton has provided a characteristically robust study covering fairy culture in Britain 

from the twelfth until the seventeenth century.211 Works by Carole G. Silver, Diane 

Purkiss, and Caroline Sumpter delve in between a variety of fairy mediums in order 

 
207 Hutton, “Witch-Hunting,” 61.  
208 Welsh, and Cornish ‘knocker’ and ‘pisky’ tales being a prime example of Celtic fairy culture within 
Britain being seen as wild, coarse and untameable. See for example: Sikes, British Goblins, 24-27; 
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to explore their cultural resonances.212 Wendy Wall, in her exploration of Puck’s 

domestic activities at the end of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, brings in elements of 

folklore analysis to augment her literary understandings.213 Of the scholarship not 

primarily occupied with identifying and differentiating between fairy forms and 

their regional variations - epitomised by Katharine Brigg’s folklore scholarship - a 

vast scope of research has been dedicated to the study of the allegorical potential 

of the fairies in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream.214 The nineteenth 

century saw fairly anodyne versions of woodland fairies take to the stage in 

pantomime and burlesque forms, which were clearly the progeny of Shakespeare’s 

courtly crew.215  

 

Despite constant lament from the press that modernity, both in industrial and 

intellectual terms, was driving fairy belief to extinction, such reports kept fairy 

folklore alive, as Caroline Sumpter has argued.216 For Molly Clark Hillard, 

nineteenth-century fairy tales were largely entertainment, as well as a form of 

‘cultural preservation’, exploited for their ability to provoke nostalgia for a largely 

illusory bucolic national past.217 As Sumpter attests, however, these tales were not 

merely false reminiscences, but were, in fact, functional allegories, or in the very 

 
212 Carole G. Silver, Strange and Secret Peoples: Fairies and Victorian Consciousness (Oxford: Oxford 
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least, simplistic euphemisms.218 Even in their reportedly beleaguered state, fairy 

stories provided a means for contemporaries to explore a variety of current issues. 

Authors and their readership ‘used the fairy tale to grapple with a surprisingly wide 

range of controversies, from the impact of industrialism, socialism and evolution, to 

debates over race and nationalism, masculinity and women’s rights’.219  Endeavours 

to categorise fairies have to be considered for their allegorical cachet, therefore, as 

much as they are presented at face-value as items of scholarly interest. As Jennifer 

Schacker suggests, today’s fairy scholarship has ‘inherited a set of ideologically 

charged textual practices and interpretive frameworks that reveals as much about 

Victorian literary culture as they do about oral folk cultures’.220 This statement can 

be understood in terms of fairy tales and lore acting as a kind of cultural calling 

card; a suite of narratives communicating and championing national heritage.221  

 

Fin de siècle antiquarians appear to have been motivated by more than merely a 

desire to boost the profile of local fairy myths, but were actively promoting the 

existence of a particularly English breed of fairy lore, one that was at least partially 

distinct from other European variants.222 Citing ‘political and nationalist impulses’ 

Silver notes that, given how the tales of Perrault and D’Aulnoy had dominated the 

field of fairy lore in Britain during the period, a rich corpus of British fairy lore ‘was 

needed to compete with that of France and Germany’.223  A desire to seek out 

quintessentially English fairies may also have been fuelled by a nostalgia for what 

was perceived as a ‘fading British past’. Literary notables such as Charlotte Brontë 

suggested that England was now become overly urban and industrialised. As such, 
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fairy beings incompatible with these innovations were purportedly vanishing from 

British culture irrevocably.224 Schacker, in concert with Jacqueline Simpson and 

Stephen Roud, stress, however, that British readers’ interest in fairy lore and 

folklore in general has never been a device with which the British sought to ‘assert 

their patriotic identity’ as it was in Germany and across Europe more generally 

during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.225 The desire to reveal an 

homogenous folklore corpus fashioned from whole cloth might not have been as 

overt, or required in England at the time as elsewhere, but folklore still played a 

key, affective role in shaping English - and by relation, British - national identities 

against ‘other’ nations.  

 

An important aspect of fairy-tale narrative culture highlighted by historians is its 

frequently transactional nature, a facet that made the fairy archetype an ideal 

candidate for use within the monstrous economy.226 This transactional nature of 

fairy narratives is clearly evidenced within contemporary folklore and literature. 

Molly Clark Hillard attests to Victorian understandings of the procedural and 

underhanded basis of human and fairy interactions in many of these tales, such as 

those of fairy-led midwifery and marriage, noting how fairies appear ‘inexplicable 

from a mercantile sensibility.’227  This transactional nature is also extent in 

contemporary poetry; Christina Rossetti’s Goblin Market (1862) being a prime 

example that has garnered reams of scholarship examining the many social and 

economic metaphors present in the text.228 In such critical scholarship, Rossetti’s 

goblin men have been interpreted as allegories for a gamut of contemporary 

anxieties, including concerns over womens’ place in economic, interclass and sexual 
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transactions.229 Ashley Millar reads the goblins in the poem as not unhuman, but 

rather ‘explicitly quasihuman’, based in part on their position as ‘peddlars, not 

consumers’.230 Similarly, Helen Pilinovsky defines the goblins as ‘sinister supra-

natural merchants whose wares carry temptation and, potentially, damnation’ 

which recognise the demonic overtures in such depictions.231 What these readings 

suggest overall, is that the act of humanising the goblins in the poem - by having 

them undertake commercial interactions with humans – serves conversely to de-

humanise actual human sellers in the market place. Hillard directly addresses this 

use of Victorian goblins as ‘others’ in relation to consent, commerce and 

consumption in the construction of her concept of ‘goblin economies’.232 This thesis 

draws inspiration from her proposal of this term which speaks to the ways in which 

modernity was seen to warp traditional interclass interactions, or at least 

perceptions of them, as famously outlined in Thompson’s ‘moral economy’ 

discussed above.233 Hillard’s ‘goblin economies’ is a concept which reads the figure 

of the goblin in Victorian literature as representing, ‘the effects of the market 

economy upon real men and women’.234  This interpretation hints at the guilt 

underpinning Victorian goblin identities; one that authors of the monstrous 

economy sought to mitigate against or to conceal. It overturns the notion that the 

working class were monstrous goblins, fuelled by licentious greed, by revealing that 

 
229 Victor Roman Mendoza discusses this problem of overly mining the poem for allegory, to the 
extent that it becomes almost fetishised. See: Victor Roman Mendoza, "'Come Buy': The Crossing of 
Sexual and Consumer Desire in Christina Rossetti's Goblin Market." Elh 73, no. 4 (2006): 916, 919. 
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Victorian Culture 17, no. 1 (2012): 24-45.  
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the real monsters are those who require the poor to work themselves to death, 

extending their own profits at their workers’ expense.235  

 

The Working Dead: Occupational Folklore  

 

Many of the narratives explored here rely on the propagation, and possibly creation 

of occupational folklore by elite authors about working class groups. As will be 

shown in the case-study chapters to follow, these tropes varied according to the 

occupational context but some key overlaps remain. Jack Santino has written about 

the concept of a shared ‘occupational cosmology’ between workers, a term with 

resonances in this research.236 Santino employs this concept with respect to 

workers’ own constructed mythologies of fatalism in relation to dangerous work, 

namely in the mining, sailing and airline industries.237 Those who ‘work on the edge 

of the uncontrollable seem to find supernatural interpretations of experience 

meaningful’ as Santino asserts.238 Occupational cosmologies for Santino represent a 

collected corpus of fantastic understandings, as ‘symbolically interpreted and 

expressed codifications of experience’.239 Taking a different perspective, this study 

considers the term in relation to external folklore constructions about this work, 

and workers. In this thesis, the term is most clearly applicable to reports concerning 

nineteenth-century miners, as groups who were extensively ‘othered’ for their 

folklore rituals and non-orthodox supernatural beliefs. This concerted focus on 

belittling miners for their ‘superstitions’ appears a discursive mechanism designed 
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to weaken the impact of calls for reform by miners’ unions, as explored in Chapter 

Five.240  

 

Historiography concerning mining during this period has tended to focus on two 

particular aspects: mining health and safety, and hazards; and mining communities 

as socially, and culturally isolated groups. Much mining scholarship concerns itself 

primarily with issues of health and safety within the sector, and with the effect new 

technologies had on fatality and efficiency rates, as John E. Murray and Javier 

Silvestre have noted.241 Authors such as John Rule, Roger Burt and Sandra Kippen 

have explored whether miners’ decisions to choose higher wages but a shorter life 

span was one entered into cynically, or to what extent cultural factors and family 

obligations left them without an alternative.242 Related to this, authors such as John 

Benson have discussed miners’ membership of local Friendly Societies and 

insurance schemes and the extent to which miners and their families used such 

incentives to mitigate against the potential for devastating accidents or 

bereavements.243 Catherine Mills and Ben Curtis and Stephen Thompson have also 

written extensively on mining health and safety, including miners’ attitudes towards 

the hazards of their work, and of the impact of health reforms on mining.244  The 

 
240 One particular example used in Chapter Five is that of the ‘Seven Whistlers’ strikes – work 
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International Review of Social History 46 (2001): 45-75. 
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244 See: Catherine Mills, "A Hazardous Bargain: Occupational Risk in Cornish Mining 1875–1914," 



62 
 

operations and impact of mining unions and work stoppages during the late 

eighteenth to late nineteenth centuries has similarly been fairly well-documented, 

particularly in the Labour History Review.245 Roy Church and Quentin Outram have 

written about the ways in which the activities of mining unions led to perceptions of 

miners as unduly ‘militant’.246 These studies do not, however, take into 

consideration how hazardous mining conditions affected the way miners were 

perceived as monstrous ‘others’, as this chapter will explore.  

Scholarly debates have also centred on the extent to which mining communities 

were unduly isolated groups. J. H. M. Laslett in his review of historiography on this 

topic notes that previous ‘presumed social isolation, or rural separateness’ of 

mining towns has been heavily criticised.247 Laslett uses the examples of South 

Yorkshire pits, which from the middle of the nineteenth century ‘were almost never 

sunk in communities devoid of an already existing industrial base’.248 Yet, this 

perception of period mining communities as insular is still cited in current 

research.249 Of research on this subject, most compelling is that of Simon Sandall, 

 
Labour History Review 70, no. 1 (2005): 53-71; Catherine Mills, Regulating Health and Safety in the 
British Mining Industries, 1800–1914. (London: Routledge, 2010); Catherine Mills, "The Emergence of 
Statutory Hygiene Precautions in the British Mining Industries, 1890-1914," Historical Journal 51, no. 
1: 145-168. Ben Curtis and Steven Thompson, “‘This Is the Country of Premature Old Men’ Ageing 
and Aged Miners in the South Wales Coalfield, c.1880–1947,” Cultural and Social History, no. 4 
(2015): 587-606; Ben Curtis, and Steven Thompson, “‘A Plentiful Crop of Cripples Made by All This 
Progress’: Disability, Artificial Limbs and Working-Class Mutualism in the South Wales Coalfield, 
1890-1948,” Social History of Medicine 27, no. 4: 708–727.  
245 Peter Kirby, "Attendance and work effort in the Great Northern Coalfield, 1775-18641." Economic 
History Review 65, no. 3 (2012): 961-983. See also: Burt, "Industrial,” 57-79; Roy Church, "Chartism 
and the Miners: A Reinterpretation," Labour History Review 56, no. 3 (1991): 23-36; Valeri Gordon 
Hall, "The Anatomy of a Changing Consciousness: the Miners of Northumberland, 1898-1914," 
Labour History Review 66, no. 2 (2001): 165-186. 
246 Roy Church, and Quentin Outram. Strikes and Solidarity: Coalfield Conflict in Britain, 1889–1966. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 260-268.  
247 J. H. M. Laslett, "The Independent Collier: Some Recent Studies of Nineteenth Century Coalmining 
Communities in Britain and the United States," International Labor & Working-Class History 21, no. 1 
(1982): 21. 
248 Laslett, “Independent Collier,” 21.  
249 Rhiannon Thompson also argues that this tradition within scholarship of viewing mining 
communities as culturally isolated is inaccurate. See: Rhiannon Thompson, “A Breed Apart? Class and 
Community in a Somerset Coal-Mining Parish, c.1750–1850.” Rural History 16, no. 2 (2005): 140, 141, 
147. See also: Catherine Burton, "Risking Life and Wing: Victorian and Edwardian Conceptions of 



63 
 

who argues for a degree of occupational and regional separateness combined with 

some porous interactions for economic purposes by miners in the Forest of Dean.250  

Given the prolific nature of scholarship seeking to probe the true extent to which 

mining communities were ‘a law unto themselves’ this study instead is concerned 

with middle-class perceptions of such ‘othering’. Exploring mining from a primarily 

monstrous perspective, this study adds more depth to popular understandings of 

miner’s identities as purportedly estranged in this way.  

When mining life has been directly analysed in connection to the supernatural or 

magical, it has usually been related to mining ‘superstitions’. Such studies detail 

interesting aspects of these beliefs, but lack a deeper consideration of how this 

folklore affected wider perceptions of mining identities. As a result, the subject of 

miners-as-monstrous has largely been neglected.  William B. Thesing’s edited 

collection, Caverns of Night while containing several insightful chapters about public 

interest in mining, approaches this subject of mining monstrosity obliquely.251 In 

particular, Thesing’s own chapter on the illustrations of Sidney H. Sime touches 

upon the concept of mines as spaces which inspire thoughts of demons, and of 

colonial subjects as monstrous, but demonic identities of miners are not analysed in 

any depth.252 Articles which focus primarily on mining folklore are also few and far 

between, and lack a consideration of how this folklore impacted upon perceptions 

of miners as members of wider society. Lynn Davies’ study on Welsh mining 
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folklore, though not recent, provides a broad, informative survey of miner’s 

supernatural and magical beliefs.253 This study is more of an overview, however, 

and in keeping with previous methods of folklore collection which eschew 

theorizing in favour of retaining something of an authentic vignette of ‘folk-life’ and 

narratives.254 Some interesting studies have been conducted on mining folklore in 

the United States and Europe, such as those by James C. Baker, Gabriela Dumbrava, 

and most notably, Ronald M. James.255  More locally, Marina Sassenberg, Brendan 

McMahon and A. W. Smith have discussed ‘knocker’ legends in Cornwall.256 Largely, 

the scholarship cited above includes mining folklore alongside other examinations 

of mining life without having a specific focus on analysing these beliefs in depth. 

There is, particularly, a distinct lack of writing which approaches perceptions of 

mining life and lore through interdisciplinary, theoretical lenses. This thesis 

addresses this lack, and aims to show how more imaginative understandings of 

mining can reveal anxieties affluent society held about mining conditions, and 

communities, and about their role and responsibilities toward both.  

 

 

 

 
253 Lynn Davies, "Aspects of Mining Folklore in Wales." Folk Life: A Journal of Ethnological Studies 9, 
(1971): 79-107. 
254 Davies, "Aspects," 79-107.  
255 Ronald M. James has written detailed and extensive accounts of mining folklore in both Cornwall 
and America, focusing on ‘knockers’ myths. See: Ronald M. James, The Folklore of Cornwall. The Oral 
Tradition of a Celtic Nation. (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2019), 136-163; Ronald M. James, 
“Knockers, Knackers, and Ghosts: Immigrant Folklore in the Western Mines,” Western Folklore 51 
(1992), 153-177. 
Baker’s article, while not recent, is pertinent as it touches upon the Cornish origins of ‘Tommy 
Knocker’ myths in the mines of Oregon. See: James C. Baker, "Echoes of Tommy Knockers in 
Bohemia, Oregon, Mines," Western Folklore 30, no. 2 (1971): 119-22; Gabriela Dumbrava, "Mining 
Folklore: Beliefs, Superstitions and Taboos Related to Vâlva Băii - the Fairy of Transylvanian Mines." 
Revista Minelor / Mining Revue 16, no. 3 (2010): 29-31.  
256 Marina Sassenberg. "The Jews of Cornwall Revisited," European Judaism: A Journal For The New 
Europe no. 2 (2012): 139-146; Brendan McMahon, "Tradition and Cultural Resistance in Cornwall," 
Tradition Today no. 6 (2017): 32-44; Smith, and William Blake, "'Those Feet,’” 63-83.  
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Cannibalism: Imperial Contagions 

 

As noted above by Santino, the concept of occupational cosmologies applied 

similarly to sailors.257 Maritime folklore, whether concerning sea monsters, lucky 

rituals or signs of foul weather, operated as a means by which sailors of different 

experience levels bonded on ship, and by which they could, through story-telling, 

‘reconnect with land-based communities after a period of absence’ as Bell 

argues.258 As with mining mythology, maritime folklore circulated by elite authors 

and press articles took on a life of its own, possibly beyond its original narrative 

intent and form. By the end of the nineteenth-century, studies of maritime folklore 

had mythologised maritime life into a series of omens and symbols.259 One of the 

most famous hazards of nautical life which sparked the anxieties of nineteenth-

century authors was survival cannibalism, an act assumed so ubiquitous among 

shipwreck survivors that it was known under the umbrella phrase of ‘the custom of 

the sea’.260  Tales of survival cannibalism reverberated through the nineteenth-

 
257 Santino, ‘Occupational Ghostlore,” 209-210, 216.  
258 For folklore as maritime bonding ritual, see: Brian Rouleau, "Dead Men Do Tell Tales: Folklore, 
Fraternity, and the Forecastle," Early American Studies 5, no. 1 (2007): 35-37; Karl Bell, "Civic Spirits? 
Ghost Lore and Civic Narratives in Nineteenth-Century Portsmouth," Cultural & Social History 11, no. 
1 (2014): 55-56. 
259 Taylor Benjamin, Storyology: Essays in Folk-Lore, Sea-Lore, and Plant-Lore. (London: E. Stock, 
1900). https://archive.org/details/storyologyessays00tayluoft last accessed 26 July 2019; Fletcher S. 
Bassett, Sea Phantoms: or, Legends and Superstitions of the Sea and of Sailors in All Lands and at All 
Times (Chicago: Morrill, Higgins, 1892). https://archive.org/details/SeaPhantomsOr last accessed 26 
July 2019. Extracts from Bassetts book were published in the Manchester Times, see: "Folk-Lore of 
the Sea." Manchester Times, April 17, 1886. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BA3206469248/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=819f1
a0f last accessed 26 July 2019. 
260  Andrea Hibbard, “Cannibalism and the Late-Victorian Adventure Novel: The Queen v. Dudley and 
Stephens,” English Literature in Transition, 1880-1920 62, no. 3 (2019): 308. 
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century press.261 By the end of the century the folklore of cannibalism had become 

a corpus which amalgamated perceptions of foreign cannibals abroad, with fears 

about their affects upon the native British. Sailors were a key link in this chain, as 

explored in Chapter Six.  

Scholarship of cannibalism during this period has focussed primarily on colonial 

encounters with so-called ‘cannibal races’ abroad, or on prominent incidents of 

‘survival cannibalism’, such as Franklin’s ill-fated North West Passage expedition in 

1845.262  Franklin and his party vanished, and their fate remained a mystery until 

evidence ‘alluded to the disturbing possibility of cannibalism’ after mutilated 

corpses and human remains in kettles were linked to the expedition.263 Authors 

have discussed the importance of Franklin’s mission to the British imperial psyche, 

and the ways in which the subsequent cannibal narratives haunted the expedition’s 

legacy.264 A similar incident which prompted a furore in the press was that of the 

wreck of the Mignonette, in which the Captain Dudley and two crewmates killed 

and ate their cabin boy.265 Andrea Hibbard makes a good case for examining The 

Queen v. Dudley and Stephens alongside the Victorian vogue for sensational 

adventure novels. Hibbard states that the trial ‘functioned ritually to impose and 

 
261 See for example:  "Sucking Human Blood," Dundee Courier, September 20, 1899, 6. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/83k9c3 last accessed 26 July 2019; "Horrible Shipwreck, Loss of 
Life, Dreadful Sufferings, And Cannibalism of Survivors." Hull Packet, February 24, 1854. 
Http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/83zv95 last accessed 26 July 2019; “Adrift on a Raft." 
Sunderland Daily Echo and Shipping Gazette, June 12, 1901, 6. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/842sC7 last accessed 26 July 2019.  
262 For colonial encounters see: Brantlinger, “Missionaries,” 57; Banivanua-Mar, “Cannibalism,” 255-
281; Hägerdal, “Cannibals and Pedlars,” 217-246. Survival cannibalism usually refers to incidents 
when shipwrecked or otherwise starving crews are forced to resort to eating one of their members 
and/or drinking their blood in an effort to survive. See: Mays, and Beattie, “Evidence,” 778–786; 
Cavell, “Franklin’s Fate,” 155-184; Cowdell, "Cannibal Ballads,” 723-747.  
263 H. L. Malchow, Gothic Images of Race in Nineteenth-Century Britain. (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1996), 105-106.  
264 See: Malchow, Gothic Images, 105-109; Cavell, “Franklin’s Fate,” 155-184; Shane McCorristine, 
“The Supernatural Arctic: An Exploration,” Nordic Journal of English Studies 9, no. 1 (2010): 56-64. 
265 See: Hibbard, “Cannibalism” 305-327; A. W. Brian Simpson, Cannibalism and the Common Law: 
The Story of the Tragic Last Voyage of the Mignonette and the Strange Legal Proceedings to which it 
Gave Rise. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985); Roger Davis,“Food for Thoughts: Thinking 
through Cannibals and Plagiarists,” University of Toronto Quarterly: A Canadian Journal of the 
Humanities 87, no. 1 (2018): 176–195. 
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affirm a community conscience in which the rule of law itself became a kind of 

cultural fiction for condemning the necessity defense as unmanly and unEnglish’.266 

Yet, even after the guilty verdict, plenty of reporters still sought to exonerate sailors 

who had resorted to cannibalism on the basis of necessity.267 Hibbard’s analysis 

takes into consideration the Franklin expedition, and other fictional cannibals such 

as Sweeney Todd, but is lacking consideration of newspaper reporting of petty 

instances of urban cannibalism covered in Chapter Six.268 This is similarly an absence 

felt in the Patrick Brantlinger’s otherwise extensive research on the Victorian 

preoccupation with cannibalism and its applications for domestic and foreign, both 

in terms of class and race.269 Most closely related to this study, is H. L. Malchow’s 

extensive chapter within Gothic Images of Race in Nineteenth-Century Britain, 

which examines Gothicised depictions of cannibalism in relation to the working-

class in Britain, sailors, and survival cannibalism during the nineteenth century.270 

While Malchow’s work does include some newspaper sources, these are not 

explored in-depth. Malchow’s study of Gothic representations is also lacking full 

consideration of the supernatural angle of such depictions, explored in this thesis. 

Cannibalism studies, overall, are fairly wide-ranging, encompassing a gamut of time 

periods, locations and approaches as Shirley Lindenbaum highlights.271 

 
266 Hibbard, “Cannibalism,” 306-307. 
267 For use of necessity as a defence for shipwreck cannibalism after the Mignonette incident, see: 
"Occasional Notes." Pall Mall Gazette, September 4, 1899. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Y3200492552/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=1cd6b5
71 last accessed 31 July 2019; "The Man About Town." The Sporting Gazette, September 13, 1884. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8A5nZ1 last accessed 27 Oct. 2018; "Literary and Miscellaneous 
Extracts.” Leicester Chronicle, December 14, 1895. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/84CBk2 last 
accessed 31 July 2019. 
268 Hibbard, “Cannibalism,” 305-327. 
269 See: Brantlinger,“Missionaries,” 21–38; Brantlinger, Taming Cannibals.  
270 Malchow, Gothic Images, 41-124. 
271 Shirely Lindenbaum, “Thinking about Cannibalism,” Annual Review of Anthropology 33, no. 1 
(2004): 475–498. Other broad-ranging studies of cannibalism include: Brantlinger, Taming Cannibals; 
Priscilla L. Walton, Our Cannibals, Ourselves. (Baltimore: University of Illinois Press, 2010); Cătălin 
Avramescu, An Intellectual History of Cannibalism. Trans. Alistair Ian Blyth. (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2009); Maggie Kilgour, From Communion to Cannibalism: an Anatomy of Metaphors 
of Incorporation. (Princeton University Press: Princeton, 1990). Marina Warner covers cannibalism in 
relation to the transcultural bogeyman myth and stories of devouring in folklore, see: Marina 
Warner, No Go the Bogeyman: Scaring Lulling and Making Mock (London: Vintage, 2000).  
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Lindenbaum’s article reviewing scholarship on cannibalism is something of a tour de 

force in that it highlights all the key theoretical discussion points and contextual 

examples. Nineteenth century perceptions and experiences are somewhat 

underexplored here, however.272 

British cannibal narratives appear to deflect guilt over colonisation of supposedly 

inferior nations at a time when the rhetoric of new imperialism was drumming up 

support for empire in Britain.273 Brady DeSanto has pointed out that myths about 

cannibals among indigenous peoples in Canada and North America, such as stories 

about the werewolf-like ‘windigo’ can be read ‘as a metaphor to critique the West 

for its legacy of imperial conquests and colonial endeavours’. 274 The windigo is 

described by Nathan D. Carlson as, on occasion, resembling ‘an owl-eyed monster 

with large clawed hands, matted hair, a naked emaciated body, and a heart made of 

solid ice. The witiko’s hunger instinct is believed to be so insatiable that it has 

consumed its own lips’.275 There is a compelling case for arguing that the windigo 

story was co-opted by Europeans in order to mitigate guilt and uncertainty about 

their presence in foreign territories. Much of the earlier scholarship concerning the 

 
272 Lindenbaum, “Cannibalism,” 475–498. 
273 On the rise of popular imperialism, see: Brad Beaven, Visions of Empire: Patriotism, Popular 
Culture and the City, 1870-1939. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2012); Thomas Richards, 
The Imperial Archive: Knowledge and the Fantasy of Empire. (London: Verso, 1993); Robert H. 
MacDonald, The Language of Empire: Myths and Metaphors of Popular Imperialism. (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1994), 204-232; John L. Hennessey, “Imperial Ardor or Apathy? A 
Comparative International Historiography of Popular Imperialism,” History Compass 17, no. 5 (2019): 
1-11; John L. Hennessey, “By Jingo! Methods for Researching Popular Imperialism,” History Compass 
17, no. 5 (2019): 1-10.  
274 There are several variations of this name, for example, Wendigo, Witiko, Wetiko, or Windigo. See: 
Shawn Smallman, “Spirit Beings, Mental Illness, and Murder: Fur Traders and the Windigo in 
Canada’s Boreal Forest, 1774 to 1935,” Ethnohistory 57, no. 4 (2010):  571. For an in-depth look at 
this myth from the perspective of the Athabasca Cree/Métis peoples in Northern Alberta, see: 
Nathan D. Carlson, “Reviving Witiko (Windigo): An Ethnohistory of “Cannibal Monsters” in the 
Athabasca District of Northern Alberta, 1878–1910,” Ethnohistory 56, no. 3 (2009): 355-394. For 
articles relating to the Windigo in indigenous Anishinaabe law, see: John Borrows, “Heroes, 
Tricksters, Monsters, and Caretakers: Indigenous Law and Legal Education.” McGill Law Journal 61, 
no. 4 (2016): 795–846; Brady De Santi, “The Cannibal Talking Head: The Portrayal of the Windigo 
‘Monster’ in Popular Culture and Ojibwe Traditions,” Journal of Religion and Popular Culture 27, no. 
3 (2015): 195.  
275 Carlson, “Reviving Witiko,” 359. 
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windigo focusses on ways to diagnose this transformation in order to get it to 

conform with Western ideas about mental psychosis.276 John Borrows, and Hadley 

Friendland alternatively avoid such theorising in favour of exploring the meaning 

behind the term within local, legal contexts.277 Within the framework of Cree law, 

the windigo condition is encapsulated by Borrows and Freidland as a means of 

conceptualising and dealing with ‘characters who harm themselves or others 

through violently consumptive behaviours’.278 Nathan D. Carlson, however, stresses 

the need to view such accounts, not through a retrospective Western 

understanding but within the context of an indigenous cosmological world view.279  

With regards to more conceptual perspectives on cannibalism and monstrosity, 

Simon Estok writes that ‘the cannibal is the perfect monster’.280 The assertion is 

well made, for Estok links the abjected figure of the eater of human flesh - through 

the eyes of those who ‘other’ them – to an array of scholarly positions on the 

monstrous.281 Monsters are ‘the embodiment of the broken boundaries, confusion, 

and chaos that defines fearful conceptions of [n]ature’, but what merits more 

clearly iterating here, is that cannibals appear to so snugly fit the category of the 

monster because of their liminality, particularly in the way in which they 

convincingly connect the world of the human to that of the supernatural.282 

Cannibals, by definition, eat their own kind, thus those who prey on human beings 

 
276 Carolyn Podruchny, “Werewolves and Windigos: Narratives of Cannibal Monsters in French-
Canadian Voyageur Oral Tradition,” Ethnohistory 51, no. 4 (2004): 682-683. See also: DeSanti, 
“Cannibal Talking,” 188. 
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Future Uses, with a Focus on Contemporary Violence and Child Victimization Concerns (LLM Thesis, 
University of Alberta Faculty of Law, 2009) [unpublished]. 
278 Borrows, “Heroes,” 818.  
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Windigo psychosis see: John M. Cooper, “The Cree Witiko Psychosis,” Primitive Man, no. 1 (1933): 
20-24.  
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281 Estok draws upon key scholars such as Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, Keith Thomas, and Julia Kristeva, for 
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must be human beings themselves, and yet the very act of cannibalism appears to 

place them in a state of categorical confusion, halfway inside, and outside of what it 

means to be human. As Gerald Porter articulates, cannibalism, ‘is a contemporary 

popular narrative of alienation within [society]’.283 The application of the identity of 

the cannibal enables that which resides within society, and within humanity, to be 

placed metaphorically without it. Roger Davis has cautioned against a discursive 

shift in scholarship which has turned the legend of the cannibal into a philosophical 

category.284 In this mode, the cannibal becomes merely a monstrous analogy, 

representing ‘something other than itself’.285 Indeed the cannibal-as-concept has 

been used to discuss modern concerns about the rampant nature of capitalism as 

an analogy for society consuming itself.286 While the cannibal metaphor for 

rapacious consumption is certainly an apt analogy, what this thesis desires in its 

exploration of nineteenth-century cannibalism is to chart the point at which these 

two understandings meet. It analyses the moment at which fears about the reality 

of cannibalism in colonial lands became viewed as a contagious infection spreading 

through the British working-class population. It also explores the rhetorical spread 

of this more philosophical use of cannibalism as a metaphor for rapacious 

consumption.  

 

Conclusion 

 

As outlined above, this thesis constructs its original perspective on nineteenth-

century monster-making using a wide variety of sources and approaches. The 
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America (Hoboken: Wiley, 2011); Elspeth Probyn, Carnal Appetites. (London: Routledge, 2003): 81–
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appearance of vast online repositories of government documents, pamphlets, 

newspaper, and periodical sources in the last decade and more, have enabled 

scholars to explore these new vistas. Such is the impact of these new avenues of 

research that the methodology now has its own field of study, under the umbrella 

of the - ‘digital humanities’ - examining the benefits and pitfalls of such an 

approach.287  As noted by Davies, newspapers, in particular, allow for a 

consideration not only of the relevant material, but also for an opportunity to grasp 

the wider context surrounding it.288  It is perhaps pertinent to return, here, to 

discussions of the usefulness of longer timeframes in historical study which the 

digital humanities appear to have played a key part reviving. As Dario Di Rosa notes, 

‘[t]he historiographical option of the longue durée rests…on the availability of an 

unprecedented amount of information and of new technological tools enabling its 

analysis’.289 Di Rosa cautions against the pitfalls of such a methodology as one 

which valorises sweeping conceptual approaches, excludes those without adequate 

technological resources, and threatens a return to dreams of an holistic 

historiographical positivism.290 Microhistories, however, risk offering tantalising 

jigsaw-puzzle pieces without providing a sense of the wider picture such pieces 

create.291 As such, Vovelle’s ‘moderately long’ timeframe, employed here, enables 

the capture of important and specific moments, whilst also taking in the broader 

sweep of the middle-class monstrous economy as it evolved across the century.292  

The case studies examined in this thesis concern individual monstrous identities, 

but these were not hermetically-sealed, and thus require an aerial perspective in 

order to fully view their overlaps and scope. Some bleeding at the edges occurred 

 
287 See for example: Bob Nicholson, “The Digital Turn,” Media History 19, no. 1 (2013): 59–73; Claire 
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between these archetypes which served to compound their ‘othering’ potential. 

Demonic understandings informed depictions of the meaner races of fairies. These 

dark elves were long imagined dwelling in the gloomy caverns of the mines of 

Europe before their characteristics found their way into Victorian reporting of 

miners as similarly goblin-like. The purported working-class cannibals of Britain 

shared much in common with perceptions of the hypermasculine identities of 

miners above ground, and some were miners themselves.293 All these studies were 

borrowed from and influenced by previous racial ‘othering’ which equated dark skin 

with monstrous actions and appetites.294 Descriptions of environments as 

monstrous both affected, and were affected by these monstrous working-class 

identities, as the following chapter reveals. 

Overall, the wide range of archetypes and identities examined in this thesis 

illustrate the value of using hitherto unconventional sources and approaches when 

researching broad cultural trends. Scholars have long been probing nineteenth-

century texts for Gothic and supernatural inflections.295 Similarly, the wealth of 

antiquarian volumes which proliferated towards the end of the century has offered 

researchers a rich vein from which to deduce contemporary beliefs, whether elite 

inventions or genuinely plebeian.296 Where such studies have previously analysed 

supernatural and macabre inferences in nineteenth-century writing through the 

lens of the Gothic, or through written and oral traditions of folklore and fairytale, 

this thesis blends these approaches by honing in on their shared link through 

 
293 See for example: "Mold." Cheshire Observer, February 14, 1885, 7. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8FDi83 last accessed 27 July 2019; "Knickknacks." Fun, 
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295 See for example: Thomas Waters, “‘They Seem to Have All Died out’: Witches and Witchcraft in 
Lark Rise to Candleford and the English Countryside, c.1830-1930.” Historical Research 87, no. 235 
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monstrosity. This new focus also allows for an innovative approach to studies of the 

monstrous by thinking outside of previous parameters, such as those set by 

Cohen.297 It argues for greater consideration of less visceral emotions, such as guilt, 

in the creation of monstrous identities, and also for recognition of the role played 

by perceptions of villainous sentience in ‘monstrous environments’. 
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Chapter Two: Monstrous Environments 
 

Introduction 

 

An author writing for the Graphic fervently described a railway journey through the 

Midlands at the end of the nineteenth-century as ‘one never to be forgotten’.298 

The eye of the author was ‘continually caught by columns of smoke or masses of 

vapour, lighted up by flames from furnaces innumerable’.299 The countryside, ‘filled 

with swirling smoke and flame’ was one accepted without critique as ‘a striking 

feature of our modern English landscape’.300 The travelogue brims with an ardour 

for this muscular command of the land, noting that ‘[n]othing is impossible 

nowadays to industrial England’.301 There is a cadence, here, however, which speaks 

to an underlying guilt that plagued middle-class commentators from the latter half 

of the nineteenth century. Such anxieties concern the negative effects of 

industrialisation upon the country, and how these new environments, in turn, 

adversely affected its people. The author muses:  

 ‘Perhaps - though one hardly wishes the opportunity may come – when the 

wheel of the colliers cage will rise over many a coal pit in fair Kent, and 

cheap fuel brings the iron manufacturers there, the South will learn to 

appreciate how much has been done for the greatness of England by those 

grimed, hard-featured men of Staffordshire and Warwickshire.302 

 
298 "In a Birmingham Ironworks," Graphic, January 19, 1895. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BA3201459875/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=97ff9b
b8 last accessed 8 August 2019. 
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300 "In a Birmingham Ironworks," Graphic, January 19, 1895. 
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The author’s calls for recognition of industrial workers in the Midlands by the 

Graphic’s upper-middle-class, metropolitan readership was not a ubiquitous 

sentiment.303 This positive view of such workers, and of the ways in which industrial 

modernity had impacted the national landscape appear designed to counter a 

contemporary prevalence of much harsher views of both.304 That the author of the 

Graphic piece evades these more negative depictions of industrialisation highlights 

the regional nature of environmental anxieties of the period.305 While London 

papers such as the Pall Mall Gazette were rivetted to investigations of crime and 

degeneration in the metropolis, provincial authors fretted over increased 

industrialisation, particularly of formerly rural regions such as the Black Country 

amidst widespread labour unrest.306  

This chapter argues that dark descriptions of cities and industrialised-rural areas as 

‘monstrous environments’ enabled a diffusion of middle-class guilt for the poverty 

and criminality of the working classes. It furthers previous spatial scholarship calling 

for an advancement of theories of space as merely backdrops to historical action.307 

Monstrous environments exemplify ideas proposed by authors of spatial histories 
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who argue for spaces as affective zones of action.308 In order to demonstrate how 

monstrous environments operated, this chapter is split into two sections covering 

urban, and industrialised rural environments in Britain. Both sections begin by 

exploring the wider spatial understandings of these environments before honing in 

on case studies. The first section explores supernatural urban environments, using a 

case study on the ways in which monstrous cities were thought to spawn monstrous 

criminals, diverting blame away from civic authorities. It challenges L.P. Curtis’ 

statements that sensational reporting of the Whitechapel murders used 

supernatural depictions of the crimes purely to fill column inches due to a lack of 

clues.309 Instead, it argues that monstrous descriptions of Whitechapel in the press 

mitigated blame in respect to the police’s failing to catch the killer, while re-

directing social responsibility for the poverty of the East End away from middle-class 

readers. The second section expands beyond this view of the metropolis, exploring 

the more religious themes which empowered monstrous environments as channels 

of contemporary guilt within more rural settings. Through a case study on ‘acts of 

God’, contemporary understanding of natural spaces and phenomena as divine 

tools of retribution for sin are explored. The final case-study of this chapter 

combines these industrial and rural anxieties outlined above in its analysis of 

depictions of the industrialised ‘Black Country’ in the British Midlands as a hellish 

environment with demonic workers.  Overall, this chapter demonstrates how 

human and spatial identities were not separate factors but were, in fact, entangled 

pieces of the monstrous economy.  

 

 

 
308 Berberich, Campbell, and Hudson, “Introduction,” 1; Rohkrämer, and Schulz, “Space, Place,” 
1338-1349. 
309 L. Perry Curtis, Jack the Ripper and the London Press. (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 
2001), 106-107.  
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Dreadful Cities of Night 

 

In the nineteenth-century, urban centres were frequently written about as 

monstrous environments which appeared to possess a kind of malign sentience.310 

When viewed externally they were ogre-like consumers of smaller boroughs in their 

paths.311 Once on the inside, all manner of strange and overwhelming sights and 

sounds assailed the urban traveller.312 It was imagined that a panoply of hidden 

threats and vices were fostered within the womb-like environment of the 

corrupting city-space’s darker folds.313 An author for the Leicestershire Chronicle 

wrote in 1886 that cities were built by forces of ‘misfortune and guilt’.314 James 

 
310 See for example London as a monster: "Society in the Nineteenth Century." Pall Mall Gazette, 
January 7, 1882, 5. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BB3200372820/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=906c1
321 last accessed 30 April 2019; "London Correspondence." Birmingham Daily Post, September 10, 
1888. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BC3201315678/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=5a0ca
965 last accessed 30 April 2019; "Yesterday A Meeting Took Place in the City at The Mansion-house 
on the Subject of the Present Distresses." Times, February 23, 1830, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/CS51010135/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=d684fd0
d last accessed 30 April 2019; Jamieson Ridenhour, In Darkest London: The Gothic Cityscape in 
Victorian Literature. (Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2013), 27. 
311 See for example: "Lady Darville." Essex Newsman, May 27, 1871, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EN3224498178/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=27f7d
332 last accessed 3 April 2019; “A Tory View of Modern Birmingham.” July 3, 1884. Birmingham Daily 
Post. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BC3201037107/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=95d5d
623 last accessed 1 April 2019; "The Census." Sunderland Daily Echo and Shipping Gazette, July 7, 
1881, 2. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GR3224403911/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=2b4d3
578 last accessed 30 April 2019. 
312 Bell, Magical Imagination, 46.  
313 See for example: "Terrors of London Streets." Dundee Courier, August 17, 1898, 6. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3208307637/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=987610
55 last accessed 1 April 2019. For historiography on London as a hub of vice, see for example: Judith 
R. Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); Simon Joyce, Capital offenses: geographies of class and 
crime in Victorian London. (London: Eurospan, 2003); Gregory J. Durston, Burglars and Bobbies: 
Crime and Policing in Victorian London. (Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publisher, 2012). 
314 "Suburban Improving on Nature." Leicester Chronicle, October 30, 1886, 8. 
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Thomson’s poem ‘City of Dreadful Night’ – evocative of Dante Alighieri’s journey 

into hell in the Inferno - encapsulates this sense of  life in the modern city as a dark, 

hellish and hopeless punishment.315 Of these new burgeoning cities, London stands 

out as the epicentre of the nation’s fears about how urbanisation was affecting 

British citizens in writing of the period.  Indeed, much has been written about 

London as a hub of the macabre during the nineteenth century.316 Serials such as G. 

W. M. Reynold’s The Mysteries of London did much to solidify the impression of 

London as a den of iniquity during the century.317 Contemporaries were concerned 

about overcrowding in the city caused by increasing urbanisation, as the creation of 

urban slums in the wake of this influx came to be seen as cesspits of vice.318 While 

cities were perceived as being suffused with human guilt, as monstrous 

environments they were also imagined as being an active malevolent influence. An 

author for the Birmingham Daily Post wrote in 1888, ‘London is a monster which 

 
f last accessed 15 April 2019. 
315 James Thomson, The City of Dreadful Night and Other Poems. (London: Reeves and Turner, 1880). 
https://archive.org/details/cityofdreadfulni00thomrich/page/n13 last accessed 8 May 2019; Chu-
chueh Cheng, “The Importance of Being London: Looking for Signs of the Metropolis in James 
Thomson’s City of Dreadful Night,” Literary London: Interdisciplinary Studies in the Representation of 
London 3, no. 1 (2005) online n.p.;  Kevin Mills, “‘The Truth of Midnight’: Apocalyptic Insomnia in 
James Thomson’s The City of Dreadful Night,” Victorian Literature and Culture 35, no. 1 (2007): 121–
134; Amy Kahrmann Huseby, “James Thomson’s The City of Dreadful Night and the Forms of 
Secularist Congregation,” Victorian Periodicals Review, 49, no. 2 (2016): 228-248; Ridenhour, Darkest 
London, 105-108. On Inferno, see: Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri. Trans. 
Charles Eliot Norton. (London: William Benton, 1952). 
https://archive.org/stream/divinecomedyofda030159mbp/divinecomedyofda030159mbp_djvu.txt 
last accessed 24 August 2019.  
316 See for example: Ridenhour, Darkest London; Drew D. Gray. London’s Shadows: The Dark Side of 
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City of the Dead. (Stroud: The History Press, 2008). 
317 For more on Mysteries and other Penny Bloods and Dreadfuls, see: George W. M. Reynolds, The 
Mysteries of London (Keele: Keele University Press, 1996); Anne Humpherys, “The Geometry of the 
Modern City: G. W. M. Reynolds and The Mysteries of London,” Browning Institute Studies 11 (1983): 
69-80; Peter Haining, The Penny Dreadful, or, Strange, Horrid & Sensational Tales! (London: Gollancz, 
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Springhall, “The ‘Penny Dreadful,’” Historian, no. 103 (2009): 14-21. 
318 "The Slums and Slaves of Great Cities." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, January 25, 1884, 3.  
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swallows up its victims without pity or remorse’.319 In a review of the new Post 

Office Directory for London published in 1851 by the Morning Post, the author 

expressed amazement at the city’s accelerated growth.320 This review encapsulates 

the sense that London had taken on a life of its own; that its growth was organic 

and that the city possessed an engrossing agency over its inhabitants. The reviewer 

proclaims, ‘London is a wide labyrinth’ and one in which the uninitiated could 

become ‘hopelessly bewildered’.321 With each passing year ‘thousands and tens of 

thousands’ were seen to be added to its population. The author proposed that it 

was ‘impossible to calculate the breadth of area which its encroaching wings 

threaten eventually to overshadow with their vastness’.322 This image is one which 

evokes sentience in the urban space, that of London as a devouring entity in 

motion, perpetually casting a dark pall over the land within its path. Its human 

occupants in this scenario are reduced to ‘teeming numbers…in this human hive’.323 

This view is similarly expressed in a chapter of serialised fiction published by the 

Essex Newsman, in which a character exclaims, ‘[w]here London begins and London 

ends, who can say?...It was too great, too wide-spreading to be a city…the stranger 

may well ask “When shall I escape from this endless labyrinth of bricks and 

mortar?”.’324 As Jamieson Ridenhour notes in relation to London, labyrinths ‘are the 

home of monsters’.325 Such descriptions of London as labyrinthine directed 

discussion away from human responsibility in the creation of its sprawling maze of 

streets by insinuating that the city was a self-made monster.  

 
319 "London Correspondence," Birmingham Daily Post, (10 September, 1888).  
320 The review originally featured in Britannia but was reprinted in the Morning Post: “For the 
Indigent Blind." Morning Post, November 13, 1851, 1. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9dc5A0 
last accessed 31 March 2019. 
321“For the Indigent Blind." Morning Post, November 13, 1851, 1. 
322 “For the Indigent Blind." Morning Post, November 13, 1851, 1. 
323 “For the Indigent Blind." Morning Post, November 13, 1851, 1. 
324 "Lady Darville." Essex Newsman, (27 May 1871), 3.  
325 Ridenhour, Darkest London, 94.  
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London’s spatial monstrosity was not always described as overtly aggressive, but 

one which appeared to aid and abet criminals in their nefarious pursuits.326  To 

outsiders, London could appear deliberately misleading. According to a piece 

published in the American press, London was an enigma, its ‘[s]treets so crooked 

and abruptly coming to an end, courts, alleys, and lanes without number, force you 

into a labyrinth’.327 In a piece of fiction sent in to the Hampshire Telegraph’s ‘prize 

stories’ competition, the author describes a thief vanishing after his crime ‘into the 

obscurity which the labyrinth of mighty London affords to the habitual criminal’.328 

A combination of darkness, fog and over-stretched policing of London’s 

confounding alleyways cemented its reputation as a hub of almost uncontrollable 

vice.329 The almost fetishized propensity of reporters to view London’s streets as 

deliberately obfuscating and labyrinthine may have been caused by a sense of 

clashing architectural identities. As Karl Bell notes, with the construction of new, 

straighter streets, the older areas of the city, crowded with its poorest inhabitants 

became Gothicised as ‘concealed netherworlds’ embodying middle-class concerns 

about the corrupting horrors of urbanisation.330 The vogue for describing London’s 

topographical intricacies as labyrinthine reached a zenith towards fin de siècle, 

when fears about urban degeneration were at their peak.331 The Sheffield Daily 

 
326 Robert Mighall has discussed London’s Gothicised geographies in a more passive sense, for 
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dbf last accessed 3 April 2019. 
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7bc last accessed 1 April 2019. 
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Telegraph noted in 1872 that it had ‘long been the custom to disparage and abuse 

London as a bewildering labyrinth of dingy streets and a vast over-grown mass of 

houses’.332 W. T Stead’s notorious undercover exposé of London’s child prostitution 

rackets in 1885 made full use of this analogy; depicting Victorian children as the 

sacrificial ‘maiden tribute’ falling prey to the child-molester as  a modern ‘minotaur’ 

who stalked the labyrinth of London.333 Seeing London as a vast, engrossing and 

maze-like nest of passages bolstered claims that trying to police such a space 

effectively was impossible.334 That a supposed ‘criminal underclass’ lurked beneath 

respectable society and preyed upon it, was a contemporary fear discussed by 

scholars.335 What is useful to consider to add depth to this understanding, are the 
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ways in which contemporaries conceptualised such criminal geographies as magical 

dimensions of space. In this vein, an author for the Pall Mall Gazette noted in 1882: 

‘[i]n this huge wilderness of bricks and mortar called London friends live apart, 

separated by invisible barriers, which only exceptional movements of health and 

energy enable us to traverse’.336 

Discussions of London’s streets as magical spaces seemingly explained criminals’ 

ability to penetrate through parts of the city quickly and anonymously so as to avoid 

capture. When a suspect in the murder of a man at Colchester was thought to have 

fled to Stratford, the Essex Standard was not optimistic about the chances of his 

discovery: ‘[i]n that labyrinth of streets and slums he may still be hiding. The search 

for him in such a crowded district is like the proverbial search for a needle in a 

haystack’.337 Employing the popular labyrinth metaphor to describe London’s 

mysterious ability to harbour criminals, the French Chief of Detectives was quoted, 

in both the Pall Mall Gazette and the Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough,  ‘that, after 

having visited the labyrinthian localities of Whitechapel, he could account for the 

inability of the English police to capture the murderer’.338 The inspector further 

noted that ‘at night the torturous streets, alleys, and courts – although lighted here 
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and there- seemed utterly uninhabited, save by the semi-drunken and bedraggled 

victims of “Jack the Ripper”.’339 The human limitations of the local police force are 

acknowledged: ‘[t]he policemen could not be everywhere’.340 That the police 

sought to counter negative reports of their progress through contact with 

journalists is evident in a brief published by the Western Times in October of 

1888.341 The report stated that the Press Association had been ‘informed by a 

prominent member of the Criminal Investigation Department [CID] at Scotland-

Yard’ that while the police had no information with which to charge ‘any particular 

person’ with the murders, ‘the efforts of the police, so far from being relaxed, are 

being continued with the utmost vigour and vigilance’.342 

Depicting the space of Whitechapel as complicit in the Ripper’s crimes, as a 

monstrous environment with ‘torturous streets’ and dark, deserted passageways 

enabled a mitigation of guilt on the part of the police in their failure to catch the 

killer. Reporting on the murder meant that victims’ backgrounds, and the 

deprivation of the area quickly became public knowledge.343 By jointly implicating 

the East End environment and its impoverished inhabitants’ immorality in the 

murders, reporters appeared to ease pressure on the CID. This misdirection also 

mitigated respectable society’s culpability in such matters. These are important 

considerations given Stead’s infamous Maiden Tribute exposé several years earlier 

which implicated ‘gentlemen’ of means in the sale and violation of children within 
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the city.344 Stead’s reports also accused the police force of immorality, noting that: 

[m]any of the police are unmarried men…and are no more fit to be invested with 

absolute control of the streets…Sometimes there is a thoroughly bad sheep in the 

flock, and his presence corrupts the rest’.345 Reports of the Whitechapel murders 

were not only of concern to Londoners; wide coverage of the atrocities and the lack 

of progress in catching a culprit called civic safety into question in other cities. 

When the body of a young woman was found near Gateshead, Durham, bearing 

similar marks of mutilation to those of the Whitechapel victims, suspicions that the 

killer was the ‘Ripper’ or an imitator rippled through the national and regional 

press.346 Employing similar supernatural language to describe the crime, the 

Sunderland Daily Echo noted:  

‘[i]t was at first thought the woman’s body had been grossly mutilated after 

the fashion of the Whitechapel murders, and it was feared that the maniac 

or fiend, or whatever he may be, who perpetrated the horrible outrages in 
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London had travelled down to the North of England and had commenced 

here his diabolical vocation’.347 

As with the Whitechapel murders, the author for the Daily Echo seems to have used 

these supernatural inferences to explain lack of progress by local authorities in the 

case. The author notes, ‘[t]here is not the slightest clue to the murderer. The police 

are completely baffled. Whoever he is, the perpetrator of the deed has left no trace 

that has yet been discovered’.348  

The sensational nature of the Whitechapel murders also meant that reporters were 

caught between the newsworthy appeal of writing about the worst aspects of the 

crime and its environs and not wishing to offend their readership’s sensibilities.349 

The Guernsey Star lambasted reporting on the Whitechapel murders as the ghoulish 

product of the sensational trend for ‘new journalism’ perceived to have been 

inaugurated by Stead’s Maiden Tribute investigations.350 The author noted 

‘this…glut of crime, with its squalid terrors and its psychological mysteries, has 

coincided with a new kind of journalistic enterprise. Some may think…that the crime 

is more or less a product of the enterprise’.351  The sensational nature of some 

reporting of the case caused contemporaries to ponder how the wider world would 
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view lack of progress in the case.352 While most reports focused on the brutal 

details of the crime and the mystery surrounding the murderer, the Pall Mall 

Gazette took a more critical stance, placing blame for the murders at the feet of 

local authorities, and even modern civilization. The author wrote:    

‘[t]he eyes of the world are upon London…when the sun wakes up people in 

the morning, one of the first things they ask is whether or not the police 

have caught the London murderer. All kinds of explanations, excuses, 

apologies, are made for this failure – a failure which seems to some extent 

to reflect upon civilization itself, of the London police to discover the 

mysterious murderer, who seems to come and go and murder as he 

passes…London is the greatest city in the world. Yet her detectives are at 

fault, utterly and apparently, hopelessly, at fault’.353 

By projecting a monstrous identity onto both the killer and their environment – the 

labyrinthine streets of the East End – less cynical reports insinuated that the task 

required of detectives was somewhat Herculean; that of catching a superhuman 

killer ensconced in a supernatural space.354 The Morning Post made attempts to 

mitigate accusations of failure against the police by blaming the area’s dark and 

maze-like geography, linking one of the murders to a passing storm of heavy rain 

and gusts of wind thought to have enabled the crime to take place.355 As a journalist 

for the East London Advertiser wrote:  

 
352 "The Police and the Criminals of London -I." Pall Mall Gazette, October 8, 1888, 2. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BA3200413340/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=7e109
d8d last accessed 4 April 2019. 
353 "The Police and the Criminals of London -I." Pall Mall Gazette, October 8, 1888, 2. 
354 "London Has Again Been Startled by A Murder..." Morning Post, February 14, 1891, 5. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GS3214933634/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=a8436
438 last accessed 4 April 2019; "Multiple News Items." Morning Post, July 18, 1889, 5. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3213789653/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=b1b0d0
8c last accessed 4 April 2019. 
355 "London Has Again Been Startled by A Murder..." Morning Post, February 14, 1891, 5. "Multiple 
News Items." Morning Post, July 18, 1889, 5. 
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‘what can be more appalling than the thought that there is a being in human 

shape stealthily moving about a great city, burning with the thirst for human 

blood, and endowed with such diabolical astuteness, as to enable him to 

gratify his fiendish lust with absolute impunity?’.356 

L. Perry Curtis suggests that reporters who added Gothic details to Victorian 

murders ‘did so simply to heighten the melodrama, not because they saw anything 

mysterious or supernatural’ in the criminal’s motivations.357 Curtis suggests that 

Gothic narratives in crime reporting of this period became secularised, employed 

merely for dramatic flair.358  This position perhaps over-simplifies the issue. Seeing 

reporter’s use of more supernatural inferences strips such reporting of its ability to 

evoke supernatural agency in a more insidious way; one which did not assume 

belief or incredulity in the reader but sought to appeal to both. As a result, this 

suggestion of secularisation underplays reporters’ ability to mitigate a sense of 

inaction and incompetency on the part of the police and the press.359 Curtis asserts 

that this Gothic touch was embedded in Ripper reports because journalists were 

merely ‘baffled’ by the crime and essentially needed to fill a gap of knowledge.360 

Considering journalists’ employment of the East End streets as a monstrous 

accomplice reveals that these authors were not simply filling column inches, but 

were actively siphoning off responsibility for the on-going investigation away from 

themselves and the authorities, and onto the city-space itself.  

 
356 “A Thirst for Blood.” East London Advertiser, 6 October, 1888. Quoted in Jamieson Ridenhour, In 
Darkest London: The Gothic Cityscape in Victorian Literature. (Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2013), 45. 
357 Curtis, Jack the Ripper, 106. 
358 Curtis notes: “Karen Halttunen argued that ‘‘the dominant narrative expressing and shaping the 
popular response to the crime of murder underwent a major transformation,’’ from a spiritual 
interpretation of the deed in the form of a ‘‘sacred narrative’’ based on the moral failings of the 
sinner prevalent before the 1780s, to a ‘‘secular’’ accounting after the Revolution that focused on 
the crime and relied on the ‘‘new’’ framing device of Gothic horror and mystery.” See Perry, Jack the 
Ripper, 106. Karen Halttunen, Murder Most Foul: The Killer and the American Gothic Imagination 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), 2-4.  
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In sources concerning elusive crime in London, slum environments acted as spatial 

accomplices. Hooligan gangs relocated from Birmingham and feared to exist in 

South London were reportedly difficult to hunt down due to their ability to conceal 

themselves within the city’s slum areas.361 The Pall Mall Gazette conflated the 

identities of criminals and the slums in their investigative piece, the ‘Haunts of 

Hooligan’ in 1898.362 A policeman questioned about hooligans in the area noted 

that ‘[i]t was a very difficult matter…to hunt them to their lairs’.363 The author 

states that the archetypal ‘hooligan’ is ‘a very mysterious, shifty kind of person, very 

difficult to find, and is supposed to conceal himself in the labyrinth of the slums in 

this part of the city’.364 When describing a brawl in the area the author emphasises 

the almost magical qualities of the people, and the space: ‘[a]fter this singular 

instance, two policemen came up, and the crowd melted away as if by magic’.365 

The author noted that policemen tried to ‘minimise the alarming reports’ about the 

area, but that it was admitted that extra police had been called in to the South 

London slums.366 These statements imply that officers felt the need to down-play 

their inability to control violence within the area. The piece is also used as a vehicle 

to sensationalise the local inhabitants, who appear unhinged and threatening. The 

author describes the scene of ‘a large rough crowd [who] had gathered round two 

Amazons, who were making a fearful din, and one of who was bleeding from the 

face’.367 In this source, the identity of the ‘hooligans’ and their neighbourhood are 

entangled. The South London streets act as more than merely an appropriate spatial 

 
361 "Fourth Edition." Pall Mall Gazette, August 15, 1898. 
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Dundee Courier, (17 August. 1898), 6. 
363 "Fourth Edition." Pall Mall Gazette, August 15, 1898. 
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context for the criminal, they actively enable and enhance his activities like an 

accomplice.368  As a result both are ‘othered’ as liminal, monstrous identities.369 

While many descriptions of criminals who evaded capture were merely listed as 

‘mysterious’, in some cases, outright supernatural inferences were made.370 These 

accounts insinuated equal and corresponding supernatural identities for criminals 

and the magical dimensions of space they were thought to utilise. Criminals, for 

example, were seen as almost ghostly figures for the ways in which they could 

permeate, and effectively ‘haunt’ the city. The Daily mail described the notorious 

‘Old Nichol’ area of London as a ‘criminal-haunted labyrinth of slums’.371 Concerning 

the Whitechapel murders, the Pall Mall Gazette alluded to the sense of the 

supernatural which seemed to pervade reports of the crimes, in another critical 

piece mocking the nominal Head of the CID for being ‘only there in spirit’.372 The 

author wrote: 

 ‘[a]t a time when all the world is ringing with outcries against the officials 

who allow murder to stalk unchecked through the most densely crowded 

quarter of the metropolis, the chief official who is responsible for the 

 
368 Seth Koven has conducted an in-depth social study of Victorian slums in London, see: Seth Koven,   
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Prison under “mysterious” circumstances: "Extraordinary Escape from the Pentonville Prison." 
Lloyd's Illustrated Newspaper, December 8, 1850. 
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detection of the murderer is as invisible to Londoners as the murderer 

himself’.373  

The Sheffield Independent took a simultaneously rational and magical approach to 

reporting on a suspected ‘Ripper’ killing. The author for the Independent repeatedly 

referred to the crimes as ‘fiendish’.374 While appearing to downplay any 

supernatural factors, the author nonetheless noted that the inability of the police to 

capture the culprit was extraordinary.375 The author stated that they appreciated 

‘the difficulties under which the police are working, for the murders have been so 

skilfully accomplished that two centuries ago they would certainly have been 

ascribed to some witches endowed with a supernatural power of rendering 

themselves invisible’.376 This dual approach, one which insinuated a superhuman 

assailant while explicitly stating the opposite, allowed them to present multiple 

scenarios attractive to a range of readers while also not being seen to criticise 

authorities too harshly.  

Just as the crimes of ‘Jack the Ripper’ were reported on as fiendish deeds, so too 

were other crimes reported on in diabolical terms in order to ‘other’ their 

perpetrators as sinners.377 Diabolical identities for humans are explored in more 

depth in Chapter Three, and later in this chapter, in relation to rural-industrial 

spaces. These diabolical identities did not occur in isolation, therefore, but were 
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viewed, and generated, through the lens of monstrous environmental identities. A 

street in Somers Town in London, for example, was so notorious for its slums that it 

was nicknamed ‘Little Hell’.378 The notion of the slums of London as so diabolical 

that they might be unreformable mitigated middle-class guilt over their existence. 

Responding to the highly influential housing reform pamphlet – ‘The Bitter Cry of 

Outcast London’ – the Gazette noted that attempts made to combat overcrowding 

in ‘pestilential rookeries’ had only ‘intensified the evil’.379 Referencing the Inferno, 

from Dante Alighieri's epic poem Divine Comedy they continued, ‘the grim 

Florentine might have added to the horrors of his vision of hell by a sojourn in a 

London slum’.380 The review’s author ended the article with a plea that reform of 

the slums was at least worth attempting. The language of much of the piece seems 

to suggest, however, that such reform was an uphill battle against the inherently 

evil nature of the space itself. They state: ‘[i]f…we come to the conclusion that 

nothing can be done, and that it is the inevitable and inexorable destiny of 

thousands of Englishmen to be brutalized into worse than beasts by the conditions 

of their environment : so be it’.381 This statement lays the blame for the conditions 

of the poor in slums at the feet of the slum environment, and that such 
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environments are to blame for any warped morality which results from such 

conditions. 

London, as a densely populated city and the nation’s capital naturally attracted vast 

swathes of media attention, but it was not the only city in Britain to be imagined as 

monstrous.382 Other towns were similarly ‘animated’ as a result of their 

uncontrollable growth in the imaginations of authors. In 1849 an author wrote of 

concerns that Birmingham, and Manchester, as towns ‘sunk in squalor and want’ 

were being fed at the expense of the prosperity of the nation as a whole: ‘the 

country has been sacrificed that they might apparently flourish’.383 Towards the end 

of the century narratives surfaced about this apparent rapacious hunger of new 

municipalities, to whom swathes of the surrounding countryside were sacrificed. 

Birmingham was described in this manner by the St. James’s Gazette as a city that 

made ‘more than its due share of noise in the country’.384 Like London, Birmingham 

was depicted as an entity gobbling up its neighbouring boroughs, although the 

author noted ‘the boon of being swallowed is not generally appreciated’.385 The 

sense that Birmingham was an inferior city to be consumed by, is apparent here. 

When compared with Manchester ‘Birmingham seems as nothing…it would scarcely 

be missed if taken away in the night’ a city whose ‘chief characteristics…were dirt 
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and squalor’.386 The article conveys a feeling of Birmingham as a city whose very 

architecture is underhand and malevolent: ‘the wretched and unwholesome 

dwellings which still remain standing are over-crowded to a fearful extent. This evil 

will one day make itself felt unpleasantly’.387 As the local Birmingham Owl journal 

attested, much ‘has been said and written about the slums of Birmingham’, behind 

whose ‘glittering shop fronts there lurk a hoarde of evil-visaged men, and unsexed 

women’.388 Such people are imagined to be haunted by the monstrous space of the 

local prison, ‘whose shadow overhangs their every moment’ as if their 

imprisonment within is a foregone conclusion.389 This derogatory spatial identity for 

the city is one which affected its citizens. As noted by the author for the St James’s 

Gazette, ‘the dress of the people you meet in town tallies with the architecture of 

the new street…which in cosmopolitan London would quickly raise a mob’.390 Even 

praise for the ‘fine Town Hall’ is turned into an exception which undermines its 

inhabitants ‘it belonged to a day when the population was of a sturdier and more 

genuine breed’.391 While the intent of the piece by the conservative author is to 

lambast the city’s Radical municipal officers, direct blame for its squalid state is 

largely oblique. What is left is a sense that Birmingham, in spite of recent civic 

improvements, is a sentient, corrupted, and corrupting space.  

Concerns about the corrupting nature of slums were widespread. These reached a 

peak at the end of the century, as increasing pressure was placed on municipal 

authorities and their wealthier citizens to reform such spaces.392 The prominent 

 
386 “A Tory View of Modern Birmingham.” July 3, 1884. Birmingham Daily Post. 
387 “A Tory View of Modern Birmingham.” July 3, 1884. Birmingham Daily Post. 
388 "Strayed Birmingham." The Owl: A Journal of Wit and Wisdom, August 20, 1884, 7. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/DX1901262816/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=99ed2
21c last accessed 1 April 2019. 
389 "Strayed Birmingham." The Owl: A Journal of Wit and Wisdom, August 20, 1884, 7. 
390 “A Tory View of Modern Birmingham.” July 3, 1884. Birmingham Daily Post. 
391 “A Tory View of Modern Birmingham.” July 3, 1884. Birmingham Daily Post. 
392 See for example: "The Slums of Leeds." Leeds Mercury, March 20, 1895. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BC3201908983/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=d5df2
aa5 last accessed 6 April 2019; "The Squalor of Hull Slums." Hull Daily Mail, December 9, 1898, 4. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EN3225628209/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=2eea3
04f last accessed 6 April 2019; "The Slums." Sunderland Daily Echo and Shipping Gazette, September 



94 
 

town planner T. C. Horsfall remarked in 1900 that without slum reform ‘our country 

must inevitably fall’.393 Horsfall recounted that in 1878, ‘Mr Ruskin told [Horsfall] he 

regarded Manchester as representing a large amount of national guilt…The city 

represented neglect by the leading classes, the educated classes, of the most 

obvious duties of the rich towards the poor’.394 Indeed, contemporary social 

commentators viewed Manchester ‘as having the worst quality of housing in British 

cities, along with Glasgow and London’, as Michael Nevelle attests.395 Other voices 

condemning the nation’s slums were more oblique in their apportion of blame. 

When Reverend W. Cuff of Shoreditch Tabernacle addressed his flock in 1884 on 

‘The Slums and Slaves of Great Cities’ his focus lay primarily on the corrupted 

nature of the space, and of the humanity within it. Cuff noted that: ‘[a]ll great cities, 

and every large town, had their “slums” – the hotbeds of vice, and the home of 

poverty and wretchedness’ urging his congregation to aid in ‘elevating their less 

fortunate fellow creatures to a better state’.396 According to the York Herald, a 

‘crusade’ against the slums of the city had been launched by 1899, with working 

people of the town exhibiting ‘a series of limelight views…on a screen at night on 

Woodhouse Moor’ to raise awareness of the issue.397 In spite of this creative civic 

protest, the article’s author focussed entirely on the ‘evil effects’ of the town’s 
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architecture, noting that the City Council was intent on ‘getting the slums 

themselves razed to the ground’.398 The article makes no mention of the inhabitants 

of these areas or how they might be re-housed; instead the suggestion is that 

destroying the monstrous slums will somehow solve the problems they pose. This 

type of vague rhetoric was deployed in newspaper reports across the country which 

suggested that the ‘jerry-building’ of shoddy housing was to blame, without 

mention being made of the economic conditions which drove their inhabitants to 

these areas.399 Other views were apparent, however. Liberal papers, such as the 

Sheffield Independent, often spoke out against landlords who profited from housing 

which was not fit-for-purpose, and some sources did call out jerry-builders 

specifically for their part in designing dangerous dwellings.400 Placing the blame for 

the purported corruption of the poor upon monstrous housing, however, enabled 

poverty to become a moral issue, as opposed to an economic one. In this narrative, 

the affluent were free to become the future saviours and benefactors of the 

impoverished as opposed to past oppressors of the poor.401  
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Dark, Satanic Mills 

 

The city-space was not unique in its ability to encourage monstrous perceptions to 

offset middle-class guilt. Much was written by contemporaries about the ways in 

which urban expansion was harming the natural world, which was frequently 

depicted as beautiful and wholesome by contrast.402 This perception has since been 

encapsulated in readings of the ‘dark Satanic Mills’ in William Blake’s Milton, as a 

metaphor for the corrupting influence of the Industrial Revolution.403 This next 

section explores the ways in which guilt concerning the environmental cost of man’s 

industrial encroachment into the countryside was re-packaged by contemporary 

authors. In these narratives natural weather phenomena became monstrous agents 

seen to punish the guilty. What they may actually represent, conversely, were 

authors complicity in the construction of a modernity which not only stripped the 

landscape of its beauty, but created hazardous and demoralising conditions for the 

labouring poor in industrialised rural areas. This is perhaps best exemplified in 
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Journal 35, no. 3 (2017): 286; Stephen J. Pallas, “‘The Hell That Bigots Frame’: Queen Mab, Luddism, 
and the Rhetoric of Working-Class Revolution,” Journal for the Study of Radicalism 12, no. 2 (2018): 
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discussions of the workers in the Black Country, as shown in this chapter’s final case 

study. 

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, press reports concerning various 

pollution bills fostered a growing awareness of the environmental damage caused 

by industrial waste.404 This perception, that mankind was despoiling nature 

encouraged British authors to re-frame rural spaces as hostile or uncontrollable to 

mitigate guilt over their destruction. In Victorian examples of ecophobia – a term 

proposed by Simon Estok to denote ‘an irrational and groundless hatred of the 

natural world’ - nature becomes a monstrous force, one which mankind is 

frequently pitted against, and destroyed by.405 In modern studies on ecophobia and 

ecocriticism, consideration of environments as specifically monstrous entities seems 

to have passed scholars by.406 There are plenty of rich narratives to draw on here, 

however. A review of Robert Burford’s Arctic exhibition exemplifies this re-framed 

 
404 See for example: "Rivers Pollution." Western Mail, May 7, 1879. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BB3205082781/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=7d0e2
738 last accessed 17 April 2019; "Mersey and Irwell (Prevention of Pollution) Bill." Manchester 
Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, March 1, 1892, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GR3221582231/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=64646
3c7 last accessed 17 April 2019; "Manchester and Salford Sanitary Association." Manchester Courier 
and Lancashire General Advertiser, February 4, 1880, 6. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3221264053/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=51e28
73d last accessed 17 April 2019. 
405 Estok refines this definition slightly in a later work to “what we perceive as environmental threats 
and as a menacing alienness”. See: Simon C. Estok, “Painful Material Realities, Tragedy, Ecophobia,” 
in Material Ecocriticism, ed. Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann, (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2014), 131.  
See also: Simon C. Estok, Theorizing in a Space of Ambivalent Openness: Ecocriticism 
and Ecophobia,” Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment 16.2 (2009): 208:  
See for nineteenth-century examples: "Mr Mill on Nature." Northern Echo, October 27, 1874, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BA3200140114/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=f7b91
24a last accessed 15 April 2019; "The West Indian Disaster." Western Times, June 4, 1902, 6. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EN3220664051/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=3207c
df9 Last accessed 15 April 2019; "Thunder Storm." Preston Chronicle, July 7, 1838. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Y3207416405/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=dbf4f8a
6 last accessed 17 April 2019. 
406 Perhaps closest to this approach is that of ecoGothic, which considers Gothic, dystopian 
narratives representations of nature in literature, see: Andrew Smith and William Hughes, 
"Introduction: Defining the EcoGothic,” in EcoGothic, ed. Andrew Smith and William Hughes. 
(Manchester, Manchester University Press, 2013), 1-14. See also: Hillard, “Deep,” 685–695; Del 
Principe, "Introduction,” 1-8.  
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perception of nature as an adversary.407 In Burford’s panorama, expeditionary ships, 

Enterprise and Investigator are depicted alongside giant Greenland glaciers; the 

reviewer notes: ‘[t]he ships…the strange aspect of the solitary region, bring 

together nature and art in curious and interesting contrast. They seem to be trying 

their power against each other; each showing the more potent for the power of the 

adversary that cannot quite conquer it’.408 While this implies that human and 

environmental powers are matched in battle, the review’s closing remarks suggest 

otherwise, recalling how the Franklin expedition vanished during their search for 

the Northwest Passage: ‘[t]he scene reminds us of Franklin and his companions, still 

lost in that drear desert’.409 The spectre of the lost Franklin expedition loomed large 

in Victorian press discourse, offering a stark reminder than even courage and 

experience were no match for the inhospitable Artic wastes.410 

Discussions of natural phenomena as a judgement or punishment from God served 

to offset guilt. They transformed the forces of nature into the enforcers of divine 

justice, in doing so, restoring a sense of order and fatalism amongst Christian 

authors. Where God had been deemed to act, man was absolved from 

responsibility. As an author for the Morpeth Herald wrote regarding the global 

phenomena of violent storms: ‘how puny is man when pitted against…”the great 

 
407 "Panorama of the Artic Expedition." John Bull, February 18, 1850, 107. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/DX1900617486/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=96ab8
d65 last accessed 17 April 2019. 
408 “Panorama of the Artic Expedition." John Bull, February 18, 1850, 107. 
409 "Panorama of the Artic Expedition." John Bull, February 18, 1850, 107. See also: Laurie Garrison, 
“Virtual Reality and Subjective Responses: Narrating the Search for the Franklin Expedition through 
Robert Burford’s panorama,” Early Popular Visual Culture 10, no. 1, (2012): 7-22. For more on the 
Franklin expedition, see: Russell A. Potter, Finding Franklin: The Untold Story of a 165-Year Search 
(Chicago: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2016); Mays, and Beattie, “Evidence,” 778–786; Cavell, 
“Franklin’s Fate,” 155-184. 
410 See for example: "The Fate of the Franklin Expedition." Cheshire Observer, September 24, 1859, 7. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3211650502/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=0311d5
ea last accessed 19 April 2019; "Another Trace of the Franklin Expedition." Lancaster Gazetter, 
October 10, 1868, 8. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3209109842/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=d875ae
90 last accessed 19 April 2019; "Last Tidings of Franklin." Bradford Observer, January 17, 1856, 7. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3207960228/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=464653
0a last accessed 19 April 2019. 
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tyranny of natural forces”. Every now and then, Nature, by some mighty convulsion 

of this kind, asserts herself, and teaches a lesson to the atom that calls himself the 

lord of creation’.411 These final words hint at a spiritual condemnation of human 

hubris; that only divine forces can forecast and control how the natural world 

reacts, and that such storms are the hand of God in motion. In a similar vein, Lord 

Henry Brougham was lambasted in The Age periodical for his treatise on ‘natural 

theology’ which sought to reconcile scientific understandings of the world with 

biblical revelation. The author for The Age vehemently objected to Brougham’s 

empirical perspective, likening him to a spokesperson for the ‘Satanic School…who 

pretend they can regulate nature’.412 Speaking in London in 1855, Cardinal Wiseman 

expressed a more orthodox Christian belief, that ultimate knowledge of the natural 

world was the preserve of God alone. Wiseman stated that thunder was interpreted 

in Scripture as ‘the voice of God’, and that while humans might glimpse the wonder 

of the Almighty through the natural world, it was impossible to truly comprehend 

nature: ‘we are told that God alone keeps it and can communicate it’.413 As Dr 

Henry MacCormac noted in Belfast in 1874, ‘[t]he revealings of Nature are also 

revealings of God’, with the caveat that nature was not in and of itself divine: ‘[t]o 

identify God with nature, in the sense of superseding the Divine Being, I look upon 

as an error parallel with the assumed identification of man’s soul with his animal 

frame’.414 Thus, scientific innovation was often forced to contend with religious 

criticism, which saw human progress as dangerously encroaching upon the duties 

 
411 "Great Gales." Morpeth Herald, August 25, 1900, 2. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GW3224169145/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=b421
c820 last accessed 15 April 2019. 
412 "Brougham’s ‘Natural Theology’." The Age, September 27, 1835, 311. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/DX1900044616/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=62d43
c3f last accessed 15 April 2019. 
413 "Cardinal Wiseman on the Perception of Natural Beauties." Reading Mercury, December 15, 1855, 
8. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GW3220490986/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=f30ef
5a0 last accessed 15 April 2019. 
414 "The Revelation of Nature." Belfast News-Letter, May 13, 1874. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BB3202071050/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=e48f3
ae5 last accessed 15 April 2019. 
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only reserved for the divine. Such transgressions were likely to be met with Godly 

wrath, expressed through nature. These views reflect nineteenth-century 

evangelical perceptions of divine providence as nature acting under the auspices of 

God’s moral dictates.415 This interpretation of the hand of God ‘found observable 

expression in the distribution of rewards and punishments both to individuals and 

to nations’ as Brian Stanley attests.416 

Perhaps the most literal manifestation of this concept of divine retribution through 

nature is use of the term ‘an act of God’ as a legal defence, in which the defendant 

claims no liability due to circumstances beyond human control.417 This term first 

appears in English law in the sixteenth century but rose to prominence in the courts 

in the second half of the nineteenth-century.418 In 1895, when seven sheep were 

killed after walking up a snow drift onto train tracks, their owner sued the railway 

company.419 In their defence, the company cited the snowfall as an ‘act of God’ for 

which they were not liable.420 Such use of the ‘act of God’ defence was, in some 

cases seen as a convenient escape route for authorities keen to avoid negligence 

charges.421 To this effect, the Leeds Times noted in 1900:  

 
415 Brian Stanley, “‘Commerce and Christianity’: Providence Theory, The Missionary Movement, and 
the Imperialism of Free Trade, 1842–1860,” The Historical Journal 26, no. 1 (1983): 72-73. [71–94] 
416 Stanley, “Commerce,” 72.  
417 For scholarship on the basis of the ‘act of God’ defence, see: Graham G. Dodds, “‘This Was No Act 
of God:’ Disaster, Causality, and Politics.” Risk, Hazards & Crisis in Public Policy 6, no. 1 (2015): 44-68; 
Frank Oberholzner, “From an Act of God to an Insurable Risk: The Change in the Perception of 
Hailstorms and Thunderstorms since the Early Modern Period.” Environment & History 17, no. 1 
(2011): 133–152; C. G. Hall, "An Unsearchable Providence: The Lawyer's Concept of Act of God," 
Oxford Journal of Legal Studies 13, no. 2 (1993): 227-248. 
418 Dodds, “’Act of God’,” 54. 
419 For more on contemporary railway litigation in case of accidents see: Rande Kostal, Law and 
English Railway Capitalism, 1825-1875. (Oxford: Clarendon, 2004), 254-321. 
420 The Judge, however, decided in favour of the plaintiff on the basis that adequate time had passed 
since the snowfall for the company to have removed the drift. See: "A Railway Company's Liability 
for Fencing." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, December 11, 1895, 8. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3221720607/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=8f8d9c
52 last accessed 13 May 2019. 
421 See for example: "Marine Disasters." Standard, April 8, 1871, 2. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3213927421/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=6ab93f
3d last accessed 13 May 2019; "Multiple News Items." Standard, January 22, 1866, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GS3215016771/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=99b85
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‘[t]he Sewerage Committee…have disclaimed any responsibility for damages 

by flooding caused by the recent storm, or, to use the legal phraseology, it 

was ‘attributable to an act of God.’ I doubt whether this will be accepted as 

satisfactory by the sufferers, many of whom do not hesitate to say that 

previous experiences have been disregarded by the authorities’.422 

Similarly, an ‘old sailor’ writing to the Standard in 1866 complained: ‘we are sent to 

sea and drowned by thousands annually in rotten tubes and iron coffins, and then 

are told most unrighteously that it is the “act of God”.’423 More traditional 

understandings of this term were occasionally present in reports, though their rarity 

in the press showed how religious interpretations of natural disasters as literal acts 

of God were fast falling out of favour.424 Of the wreck of the steam ship Royal 

Charter, an author for the Devon Journal noted ‘it had been by the act of God …the 

gallant ship had perished after a fearful encounter with the furious elements which 

may be considered her natural enemy’.425 This statement presents nature and man 

as adversaries, but implies that nature is ultimately a power wielded by a higher 

authority over which humans have no control. The author of a religious fable 

published by the Essex Newsman in 1879 used the scenario of a shipwreck with the 

sea as arbiter of divine justice to demonstrate the danger of sin: ‘[l]ike the 

shipwrecked mariners, the unpardoned sinner stands upon narrow and precarious 

 
029 last accessed 13 May 2019; Charles Marvin, “The Moloch of Paraffin: (the Petroleum Question).” 
(1886), 13. http://www.jstor.org/stable/60218845 last accessed 18 April 2019.  
422 "The Man in the Street." Leeds Times, July 28, 1900, 6. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GW3217630998/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=b225
56f2 last accessed 18 April 2019. 
423 "Multiple News Items." Standard, January 22, 1866, 3.  
424 For more on the history of ‘acts of God’ see: Hermann Loimer, and Michael Guarnieri. “Accidents 
and Acts of God: A History of the Terms,” American Journal of Public Health 86, no. 1 (1996): 101-
107.  
425 "News." North Devon Journal, April 10, 1873, 6. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GR3224428210/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=79042
978 last accessed 18 April 2019. For details about the wreck of the Royal Charter, see: "Wreck of the 
Royal Charter." Caledonian Mercury, October 29, 1859. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BB3205500514/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=fafcdd
1f last accessed 18 April 2019. 
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ground, while the waves of divine justice threaten on every side’.426 While merely 

an analogy here, this statement nevertheless implies that the misfortunes which 

assail mankind are the fault of the victim; in religious narratives they imply sin as 

the root cause. More prosaic use of the term ‘act of God’ in litigation represents 

something monstrous in itself, in that it is a liminal, legal category based in 

Christian, providential interpretations of natural phenomena but one which had 

become sufficiently secularised during the century to insinuate an arbitrary act 

without an actor. This interpretation corresponds with Jeffrey Jerome Cohen’s 

assurance that monsters are as much an enigmatic absence as a presence.427 

In some cases, an uneasy retention of religious agency was partially visible. In 1874, 

a review of John Stuart Mill’s essay ‘On Nature’ by the Northern Echo critiqued the 

philosopher’s interpretation of the natural world as a dark, Manichean force as too 

ambiguous to properly address the problem of evil.428  Such a premise, the Echo 

mused was one which attempted to explain the existence of earthly suffering and 

wickedness by portraying the natural world ‘as a monstrous murderer’.429 The 

author criticised Mill for merely updating beliefs that Earth was ‘a fallen world’ 

designed for redemption by Christ, and questioned how his doctrine would sit with 

those who saw nature as a reflection of God’s divine beauty.430 This reading of Mill’s 

essay was one which sought to mock the interpretation that nature was inherently 

and actively evil, but neither did it heartily endorse the notion that the Devil was 

behind evil in the world. As such, it revealed a crossroads in nineteenth-century 

elite interpretations of the environment as either animated by a spiritual force, or 

sentient but secularised. Transferring this agency, from God onto the natural world 

itself not only aligned with more secularised reporting as the century progressed, it 

 
426 "Religious Readings." Essex Newsman, February 22, 1879, 2. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EN3224507006/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=e58cf
237 last accessed 18 April 2019. 
427 Cohen, “Preface,” ix.  
428 "Mr Mill on Nature," Northern Echo, October 27, 1874, 3.  
429 "Mr Mill on Nature," Northern Echo, October 27, 1874, 3.  
430 "Mr Mill on Nature," Northern Echo, October 27, 1874, 3.  
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also allowed for a greater mitigation of guilt at the destruction and re-development 

of natural spaces. Instead of an indication of God’s displeasure at human 

transgression, these newly conceptualised monstrous environments became 

enemies, or at least, an amoral nemesis whose subjugation was necessary, and 

desirable to progress.  

Another factor which complicates notions of a steady secularisation of monstrous 

environmental narratives is that of the underlying imagery which gave them 

affective power. Depictions of monstrous environments which appeared sentient 

but secularised, may have been merely sublimating their religious origins, as 

opposed to dispensing with them altogether. In this final section, environmental 

and occupational settings are discussed which reveal how the monstrous identities 

of these spaces – and by extension those of their entangled human occupants – 

were partially constructed from older ideas about hell as an earthly epicentre of 

guilt and punishment. The sublimation of these religious concepts implied that 

workers commonly associated with such environments were like demons, or sinners 

toiling in hell, without having to condemn them as such outright. The implicit 

signalling of this relationship between working people and their difficult, or 

dangerous environments shifted guilt away from members of middle-class who 

were otherwise partially responsible for such conditions.431 Such narratives also 

raised concerns that man was despoiling the natural world as industrialisation of 

the country progressed throughout the century.432  

During the nineteenth century, interpretations of hell as a literal realm of torture 

declined significantly in elite discourse, particularly towards the final decades.433 As 

 
431 As will be discussed in the following source-based chapters which analyse protestors, domestic 
workers, miners and working-class ‘cannibals’.  
432 For more on the human and environmental impacts of the Industrial Revolution in Britain, see: 
Jeffrey G. Williamson, Coping with City Growth during the British Industrial Revolution. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990). 

433 An author in 1901 noted that most “of our great thinkers” agreed that while some guiding force 
was felt to be operational in the universe, “fire and brimstone hell theories have been cast 
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an author to the Dundee Courier wrote in 1879, ‘[t]hat God should condemn sinners 

to an eternity of unmitigated torture is a proposition so horrible that I cannot 

understand how men who realise its meaning can believe it’.434 A year earlier, 

reports circulated in the press detailing the resignation of Methodist preacher 

Reverend William Impey, who felt he could no longer teach the Wesleyan version of 

hell as ‘a dark and bottomless pit, full of fire and brimstone, in which the wicked will 

be punished for ever and ever, by having their bodies tormented by the fire, and 

their souls by a sense of the wrath of God’.435 Five years earlier, several papers had 

reported with concern the appearance of a Sunday School book for children which 

outlined the torments of hell in horrifying detail.436 The Sheffield Daily Telegraph 

deemed some of the extracts too graphic to print in full.437 This book, entitled The 

Sight of Hell by Father John Furniss, reimagined extracts from the Bible as a kind of 
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pictorial tour of hell.438 As with the Wesleyan version cited above, Furniss’s visions 

of hell contained certain key tropes: of hell as a pit beneath the ground, and 

containing soot or smoke; darkness and fire.439 To reach Hell, Furniss bids the 

reader to journey ‘through the deep dark places under the Earth’.440 Hell is a realm 

accessible only through ‘hundreds and hundreds of miles of darkness’.441 In 

Furniss’s vision, the nearer one approaches ‘the dwelling place of Satan’, the darker 

hell becomes. There, one sees ‘a great number of devils moving about in the thick 

darkness’.442 Hell was also depicted as a space perpetually wreathed in flames.443 

Furniss likened it variously to a ‘red hot oven’ and a ‘house made of fire’.444 The 

corridors of Hell were also thought to be wreathed in smoke and sulphur like a 

‘thick fog of fire’.445 Furniss describes the origins of this sooty environment as 

coming from Satan himself, whose many horns, ‘like chimneys, sent out fire and 

smoke’.446 All of these elements combined to create a popular vision of Hell which 

mirrored the environments many workers toiled within. Blacksmith’s forges were a 

prime example, as their atmosphere of smoke, fire and darkness gave forges a 

hellish aura. In a story from The World of Fashion periodical a man describes a night 

spent in a forge, where he is assailed by ‘evil spirits’ and a ‘malevolent power’ which 
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assumes the form of his father.447 In another instalment of the story, a mace within 

the forge is described as a ‘hellish instrument’.448  

These hellish depictions of working environments extended beyond individual 

occupations to encompass regions which were heavily industrialised. The ‘Black 

Country’ epitomised elite fears that corruption of the land would lead to corruption 

of its inhabitants.449 Several factors influenced journalists’ desire to fixate upon the 

hellish qualities of this area. Firstly, such diabolical depictions were influenced by 

the region’s industrial-rural status.450 Areas which had once been agricultural were 

becoming increasingly industrialised, their hills and valleys ripped open by 

ironworks, mines and railways.  The term ‘Black Country’ started to proliferate in 

press reporting in the 1850s, and was most popular in the 1860s-1890s when 

reports of labour strikes were at a peak.451 The Black Country, as a broad region 

situated in the British West Midlands, has occupied something of a liminal identity 
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the end of the century. A ‘basic’ search for the term returned much higher numbers with the same 
pattern, e.g the 1860s saw over 3,000 uses of the term. See:  
http://go.galegroup.com/ps/dispBasicSearch.do?userGroupName=uniportsmouth&prodId=GDCS 
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in British history, as Stefan Lawrence states.452 As ‘neither a place of the North nor 

the South, the area is, at best, often perceived as geographically and culturally 

ambiguous, an area caught in between two more ‘stable’ forms of Englishness’.453 

As Lawrence rightly points out, in spite of the area’s unique identity, 

historiographical studies of the Black Country’s environmental and human identities 

have been neglected by scholars.454 Urszula Clark and Esther Asprey also recognise 

the nebulous nature of the Black Country’s cultural identity, finding that 

occupational zones appear to mark its boundaries: ‘the most commonly cited ways 

of defining the area have been to use the limits of the various industries carried out 

in the region’.455 This was certainly true for Victorian authors who conceptualised 

the region as a monstrous inferno of industry, known for its contributions to the 

iron and coal mining trades.456 The name, ‘Black Country’ may thus refer to the coal 

dust which pervaded the region.457  

The desire to ‘other’ this region appears to have been motivated, not only by 

concerns about the pollution or destruction of the environment, but also by 

heightened periods of labour unrest. Miners’ and ironworkers’ strikes were 

regularly reported on, and frequently related to a reduction in wages.458 Economic 

depression had been influenced by various local factors, precipitating the General 

Strike of 1893 which affected industrial workers across the country.459 Termed the 

 
452 Stefan Lawrence “‘We Are the Boys from the Black Country’! (Re)Imagining Local, Regional and 
Spectator Identities through Fandom at Walsall Football Club,” Social & Cultural Geography 17, no. 2 
(2016): 283. 
453 Lawrence, “’Black Country’,” 283. 
454 Lawrence, “’Black Country’,” 284. 
455 Clark and Asprey, West Midlands, 5.  
456 Clark and Asprey, West Midlands, 5.  
457 Clark and Asprey, West Midlands, 5. 
458 See for example: "Great Strike in the Black Country." Standard, September 7, 1880, 6. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3214004954/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=205685
6a last accessed 7 August 2019; "The Strike in the Black Country." Dundee Courier, April 21,1868. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3211944726/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=a58bba
a3 last accessed 7 August 2019. 
459 See: Robert G. Neville, "The Yorkshire Miners and the 1893 Lockout: The Featherstone 
‘Massacre’," International Review of Social History, 21, no. 3 (1976): 337-357; Benson, “Accident 
Funds,” 411. 
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‘English Coal War’ by the Western Mail in 1893, the second half of the nineteenth 

century saw rising prices for raw materials, with works ‘unable to supply customer’s 

requirements’ due to ‘excessive heat, want of fuel, and pig iron famine’.460 

Unemployment and deprivation were rife from the 1850s to the end of the century, 

as the midland coalfield was ‘wastefully worked’ and eventually exhausted.461 

Terrible stories of want and unrest among the workers of the Midlands proliferated, 

prompting journalists from regional presses across the country to ‘other’ Black 

Country communities as the ‘superstitious’ and demonic occupants of an earthly 

region of Hell.462 Such stories appeared designed to mitigate guilt in the reading 

public. It undermined support for starving workers and their families during the 

downturn by ‘demonising’ the Black Country and its inhabitants.463 This tactic is 

apparent in a news report from 1869 concerning a woman from the West Midlands 

duped by a local collier’s wife into believing that her sick, and possibly mentally ill, 

husband was bewitched.464 The story appears to have originated in the supplement 

of the Manchester Courier in July of that year, and then been subsequently 

published by the London papers, before being recirculated back out into the 

 
460 "The English Coal War." Western Mail, August 19, 1893. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BC3205218979/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=ce035
d7blast accessed 7 August 2019. 
461 See: George J. Barnsby, “The Standard of Living in the Black Country during the Nineteenth 
Century,” Economic History Review 24, no. 2 (1971): 220-221.  
462 See for example: "Rev. Arthur Mursell's Sunday Lectures." Leicestershire Mercury, November 14, 
1857, 2; "Superstition in the Black Country." Portsmouth Evening News, February 20, 1885, 4. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3218483268/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=dc744f
6a last accessed 7 August 2019; "Ghosts in the Black Country." Manchester Courier and Lancashire 
General Advertiser, April 12, 1902, 9. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GR3217332623/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=a4197
91flast accessed 7 August 2019; "A Black Country 'Ghost." Western Times, April 21, 1902, 6. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EN3220659912/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=9b422
67b last accessed 7 August 2019. 
463 Concerning hardship encountered during the strikes, see: "The Strike in the Black Country." 
Dundee Courier, April 21, 1868. 
464 The defendant eventually remarked in court that she could not be expected to cure the collier 
‘when he is mad’, other suggestions of the man’s ill mental health are outlined in the report. 
Perceptions of miners a mentally deranged are covered in Chapter Six.  See: "Superstition in the 
‘Black Country’." Standard, 20 August 1869, 7. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3213912043/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=c33057c0. 
Accessed 19 September 2019. 
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regional presses.465 It reveals the conservative stance of papers such as the 

Manchester Courier and Morning Post, in that, far from showing sympathy for the 

struggling wife, the woman was publicly lambasted as ‘the most foolish woman that 

could be found in the whole country’.466 The article outlined in detail the many 

lengths to which the woman had gone to in order to try to save her husband, 

including paying the defendant money borrowed from her children’s savings, 

keeping watch over a jar of toads, and sticking a pin inside her husband’s shirt 

because she believed the defendant was the daughter of ‘the real old wizard’.467 

The entire piece and its title were framed within the context of the perceived 

 
465 This is based on an advert which appeared in the daily Manchester Courier advertising the 
Manchester Weekly Courier, and featuring an article titled ‘Strange Superstition in the Black Country’ 
to be printed the following day on 24 July. While I could not get access to this article, the report 
appears in full form in both the Morning Post and the Standard on 20 August before being 
syndicated in the regional papers, including the Manchester Courier, in the days afterwards. See: 
"Advertisement and Notices." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, 23 July 1869, 
4. https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/IG3221168299/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=1adf7b75 
last accessed 19 September 2019; "Superstition in the ‘Black Country’." Standard, 20 August 1869, 7; 
"Superstition in the ‘Black’ Country." Morning Post, August 20, 1869, 3. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3212085537/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=7b6aac10 
last accessed 19 September 2019; "Superstition in the ' Black' Country." Bucks Herald, August 21, 
1869, 7. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3220289885/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=34f34f
45 last accessed 7 August 2019; "Superstition in the ' Black' Country." Derby Mercury, August 25, 
1869. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BA3200044636/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=5042e937 
last accessed 19 September 201; "Superstition in the 'Black Country." Manchester Courier and 
Lancashire General Advertiser, 21 Aug. 1869, 7. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/IG3221169620/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=fe479e87 
last accessed 19 September 2019. 
466 Regarding the conservative leanings of the Manchester Courier and Morning Post, see: 
“Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser.” British Newspaper Archive. 
https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/titles/manchester-courier-and-lancashire-general-
advertiser last accessed 19 September 2019; Ryan Vieira, “Rethinking the History of the Risk Society: 
Accident Reporting, the Social Order and the London Daily Press during the Early Nineteenth 
Century,” in Governing Risks in Modern Britain. Danger, Safety and Accidents, c.1800-2000, eds. Tom 
Crook and Mike Esbester. (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 58-59; "Superstition in the ‘Black 
Country’." Standard, 20 August 1869, 7. 
467 "Superstition in the ‘Black Country’." Standard, 20 August 1869, 7. 
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‘otherness’ and ‘superstitious’ nature of the Black Country region.468 The author 

noted that the case revealed, ‘a state of ignorance and superstition it could hardly 

be believed existed, even in the worst parts of the “Black Country”.’469 

Hellish depictions of the Black Country became a vehicle for visitors to the region to 

express their dismay at the industrialisation of these formally rural areas. In a 

Sunday lecture delivered by the Reverend Arthur Mursell in Manchester in 1857, 

the Reverend used a variety of macabre and hellish metaphors to describe the Black 

Country’s landscape.470 These images were in turn, re-purposed by an author for 

the Birmingham Daily Post a year later.471 In the  accounts, fire ‘comes roaring up’ 

around the train Mursell is travelling on, and he notes with disapproval the sight of 

“great iron throated funnels” belching black smoke, ‘as if a brood of demons were 

sleeping…with their mouths wide open, and gasping out their black and loathsome 

breath’.472 Workers in this scene are likened to imps; there is even a sly reference to 

the devil: ‘[s]cores upon scores of half-naked men, grim as a certain personage 

himself…hurrying to and fro…like imps attendant on the slumbering demons’.473 A 

report from the Daily Telegraph in 1864 was even more damning, describing the 

Black Country as a ‘burning, boiling, belching place’ whose workers were monsters: 

‘Mulcibers of the anvil and the furnace, Cyclopses in a modern Vesuvius’.474 These 

 
468 Also evident in its title which was replicated by several newspapers. See: "Superstition in the ' 
Black' Country." Bucks Herald, August 21, 1869, 7; "Superstition in the ' Black' Country." Derby 
Mercury, August 25, 1869; "Superstition in the ‘Black Country’." Western Mail, August 21, 1869. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/Y3205019543/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=b20f4022 
last accessed 19 September 2019. 
469 "Superstition in the ‘Black Country’." Standard, 20 August 1869, 7. 
470 "Rev. Arthur Mursell's Sunday Lectures." Leicestershire Mercury, November 14, 1857, 2.  
471 While the bulk of the account is largely the same, there are some notable differences. The Post’s 
account is heavily abridged to only include the more dramatic and diabolical references. Any 
reference to Mursell as the author of the work, and the public context of the lecture are omitted. 
See: The Provinces." Birmingham Daily Post, February 5, 1858. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BA3201056526/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=bbd9a
756 last accessed 20 April 2019. 
472 “The Provinces." Birmingham Daily Post, February 5, 1858. 
473 “The Provinces." Birmingham Daily Post, February 5, 1858. 
474 Mulciber was the architect of Pandemonium, capital city of hell in Milton’s Paradise Lost, see: 
John Milton, Milton's Paradise Lost. (New York: Collier, circa 1860s), 20. 
https://archive.org/details/miltonsparadisel00miltuoft/page/20 last accessed 13 May 2019; Jeffrey 
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statements are diabolical scene-setting for the piece’s exposé on a recent crime in 

the region in which a pregnant women was set upon by several young men who 

mistreated her and broke one of her legs. The men were referred to in the article as 

‘five demons’ and ‘monsters’ and the working population of the Black Country were 

characterised as ‘worse than savages’.475 The author implies that the atmosphere of 

the landscape is to blame for the crime, and even the lenient sentence received by 

the men at trial: ‘[i]s there anything in the air of the Black Country which has 

dimmed the usually lucid perception of Mr. Justice Byles?’.476 Stressing the region as 

one infused with mob violence and immorality served to counter empathy for 

workers’ protests.477 

Authors who lambasted the Black Country and its inhabitants as diabolical were also 

attempting to mitigate guilt for environmental damage. It was not only the physical 

presence of fire and soot which made the Black Country a target for diabolical 

comparisons, but also the broader sense that industrialisation which ravaged the 

 
S. Theis, “Milton’s Principles of Architecture,” English Literary Renaissance 35, no. 1 (2005): 113; 
"The Telegraph on the Black Country," Birmingham Daily Post, (13 December, 1864). 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BA3201101349/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=c7504
7c7 last accessed 20 April 2019. 
475 "The Telegraph on the Black Country." Birmingham Daily Post, December 13, 1864. 
476 The men were each sentenced to eighteen months imprisonment. See: "The Telegraph on the 
Black Country." Birmingham Daily Post, December 13, 1864. For more on crime in the Black Country 
see: David Philips, Crime and authority in Victorian England: the Black Country, 1835-1860 (London: 
Croon Helm, 1977).  
477 See for example reports of thousands of colliers striking for higher wages in the Birmingham 
region in 1872, which were followed by defamatory reports of mob violence and superstition in the 
region. See: "The Colliers' Strike In The Black Country.-Concession of the Demands of the Pikemen." 
Leeds Mercury, February 3, 1872. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BB3201659004/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=6cbf3
4e5 last accessed 8 August 2019; "The Eight Hours Movement in The Coal Trade Of The Black 
Country." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, June 21, 1872, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3211373259/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=2f63c5
33 last accessed 8 August 2019; "Lawlessness in The Black Country." Blackburn Standard, June 19, 
1872; "Ruffianism In the Black Country." Blackburn Standard, October 23, 1872. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3207868761/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=8645d9
16 last accessed 8 August 2019; "Wife Torturing in The Black Country." Sheffield Independent, May 
10, 1872, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3210740880/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=8fcdd4
6f last accessed 8 August 2019. 
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rural space was creating a man-made hell where there had once been a paradise. 

Melissa Joyce notes this demonisation of the Black Country, and author’s concerns 

that here particularly, it seemed as if nature was being pushed aside while 

‘technology took centre stage’.478  Depicting workers as demonic enabled a shift in 

discourse. It moved attention away from overseers’ roles in industrialisation onto 

the workers themselves. Authors implied that such workers were complicit in the 

destruction of the natural world and that it was their lot in life to suffer, as 

inherently flawed and sinful beings.479 This projection of blame onto workers by 

virtue of their perceived connection to hell was particularly apparent in mining 

narratives.480 Explored in more depth in Chapter Five, mining regions and miners 

were persistently likened to hell and its minions. The mining space was vividly 

described in the Victorian press as an ‘abyss of darkness and toil’, frequently 

imagined as the abode of demons.481 A special correspondent for the Daily News 

wrote in 1900 that descending into a coal pit was akin to ‘[t]obogganing into the 

mouth of hell’.482 Here, a direct comparison is made between mines, and the 

 
478 Joyce, “Industrialisation,” 27.  
479 See for example John Ruskin’s suggestion that criminals be put to work in mines to save the 
“innocent” population for having to experience such dangerous work: "A Night in Great Laxey Mine." 
Isle of Man Times, May 15, 1875, 5. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75udU4 last accessed 26 
April 2019. 
480 For the demonization of mining regions see: "The Risca Colliery Explosion." Manchester Times, 
December 8, 1860. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6mY2d1 last accessed 20 April 2018; "The 
Demon of the Mine." The World of Fashion and Continental Feuilletons, March 1, 1843, 60+. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/DX1901677179/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=c06c2
cb4 last accessed 20 April 2019; "Lundy Island." Bristol Mercury, April 3, 1883. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Y3206789900/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=aa281c
68 accessed 20 April 2019; "Legends of the Hartz Mountains." Boys of England: A Magazine of Sport, 
Sensation, Fun, and Instruction, June 20, 1874, 4+. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/DX1901126104/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=cd01e
d56 last accessed 20 April 2019. 
481  "The Risca Colliery Explosion." Manchester Times, December 8, 1860. See for examples of 
demons and spirits in mines: "The Demon of the Mine." The World of Fashion and Continental 
Feuilletons, March 1, 1843, 60+; "Lundy Island." Bristol Mercury, April 3, 1883; "Legends of the Hartz 
Mountains." Boys of England: A Magazine of Sport, Sensation, Fun, and Instruction, June 20, 1874, 
4+. 
482 "The Cry of the Children." Daily News, January 11, 1900. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BA3203410446/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=9daa1
766 last accessed 21 April 2019. 
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biblical prophet Isaiah’s descriptions of hell as ‘the pit’.483 Of these scriptural 

comparisons the authors concurs: ‘there would seem to be certain evidence of 

some of these very texts being based upon the sight of a coal mine’.484 In the wake 

of investigatory journalism and government commissions into conditions in coal 

mines, an author for the Satirist wrote in 1842 that the ‘columns of journals for 

some time past, have teamed with accounts of the deplorable doings which take 

place in the “infernal regions” of the collieries’.485 Another direct correlation 

between mining pits and hell was used in an anecdote by Cleave’s London Satirist 

concerning a Cornish clergyman and a London lawyer, the latter described as ‘as 

great a scoundrel as ever lived’.486 When the lawyer was descending into a deep 

shaft by rope, he called out to the preacher, requesting to know ‘from the surface 

to the centre, pray how far is it to the pit in the infernal regions?’.487 The clergyman 

offered a sardonic response: ‘let go your hold, and you will be there in a minute’.488 

What the narrative of the monstrous mine most offered affluent society, however, 

was an ability to redeem itself for any misconduct; philanthropists could provide 

aid, spiritual and practical education to mining communities while blaming the 

mining space as the true villain. As the Satirist wrote of growing public interest in 

the experiences of miners: ‘[l]et us first congratulate the busy crew of 

philanthropists and missionary humbugs, on the new field of action which is opened 

up to them’.489 The author stipulates the duty of such people will be to lift miners 

out of the environment which is corrupting them:  

 
483 "The Cry of the Children." Daily News, January 11, 1900. 
484 "The Cry of the Children." Daily News, January 11, 1900. 
485 "Black Doings in the Collieries." The Satirist; or Censor of the Times, May 29, 1842, 174. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/DX1900399125/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=67cb6
15d last accessed 26 April 2019. 
486 "A Cornish clergyman…” Cleave's London Satirist and Gazette of Variety, May 5, 1838, 1. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/DX1900497130/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=4c7b6
724 last accessed 26 April 2019. 
487 "A Cornish clergyman…” Cleave's London Satirist and Gazette of Variety, May 5, 1838, 1. 
488 "A Cornish clergyman…” Cleave's London Satirist and Gazette of Variety, May 5, 1838, 1. 
489 "Black Doings in the Collieries." The Satirist; or Censor of the Times, May 29, 1842, 174. 
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‘the pit of a colliery bears as close a resemblance to another sort of “pit” 

mentioned in Holy Writ…its denizens, too, come as close to the ‘demon’ 

order as can be fairly anticipated…the employment itself seems no bad 

preparation for the sort of occupation which may be expected in regions 

situated still lower. The great problem, then, is too effect an entire 

change…and place the little imps and gnomes of the mines under proper 

protection’.490 

Even if tongue-in-cheek, this rhetoric is one which uses the dichotomies of good and 

evil in concert with notions of white and dark to render working-class miners as 

demonic, and middle-class, white philanthropists as angelic saviours.491 These 

descriptions manoeuvred the middle-class out of a position of direct culpability and 

into one of compassionate philanthropy. The chapter to follow explores this 

relationship between hell, guilt and salvation in accounts of working-class 

communities and individuals described as diabolical. 

 

Conclusion 

 

At the heart of this chapter’s exploration of nineteenth-century monstrous 

environments is the relationship between human ‘monsters’ and the spaces they 

inhabited. Far from being inert backdrops, environments instead were seen to 

actively shape and enable these human identities to form and function. This analysis 

pushes spatial history forward by recognising that the degree of sentience and 

agency afforded to monstrous environments is integral in determining how they 

work to mitigate guilt. In this regards, issues of spatial agency are key. If spaces are 

 
490 "Black Doings in the Collieries." The Satirist; or Censor of the Times, May 29, 1842, 174. 
491 The author makes sly remarks about the reason for this new attention being as a result of miners 
having darkened skin from working in the mine, relating this to previous parties “lavishing their 
energy and cash on Negroes”. See: "Black Doings in the Collieries." The Satirist; or Censor of the 
Times, May 29, 1842, 174. 
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to be seen as ‘not simply a neutral box in which historical action takes place’ as 

Rohkrämer, and Schulz suggest, then it is important to question where their power 

to affect arises from.492 These two key elements: sentience and agency, are 

addressed here. A degree of sentience, manifested as intelligence, or a will to act, is 

apparent in all monstrous environments explored in this chapter. Monstrous cities, 

taken as whole entities, are described as voracious eaters of smaller towns and 

environs. They possess a kind of mindless malice, but they are also mothers of 

monsters. Zooming in upon their dark alleyways and slums reveals their offspring. 

These spaces within the city are monstrous too, as magical dimensions which 

allowed criminals to lurk undetected. In this regard, monstrous cities can be 

thought of like nesting dolls; monstrous in and of themselves, but fostering 

monstrous architecture within them, and within these, monstrous human beings. 

These human monsters, as such as Jack the Ripper, were perceived to be created by 

the monstrous city-space, which acted out its malevolence.  

 

The city was thus more than a space through which the human ‘monsters’ moved 

and were sustained. These exponential, interlocking relationships between humans 

and their environments instead explain why urban centres, particularly London, 

were so frequently the subject of monstrous depictions. Appearing as they do in a 

variety of print media during the century, they form the layers of a complex human-

spatial system; a monstrous organism with moving, thinking parts that should be 

considered holistically in order to be understood fully. Finally, the question of 

agency is important, particularly from a religious perspective. While urban areas 

were still compared to Hell, in most cases, their monstrosity appeared sentient, but 

not religiously motivated. The surface-level secularisation of elite discourse affected 

the power of suggestions of divine or demonic agency in monstrous environments, 

as seen in the increasingly prosaic use of the term ‘act of God’.493 Ascribing a 

 
492 Rohkrämer, and Schulz, “Space, Place,” 1345. 
493 See: Dodds, “’Act of God’,” 44-68; Oberholzner, “Act of God,” 133–152; Hall, "Unsearchable 
Providence,” 227-248. 
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blanket secularisation of discourse about monstrosity during the century would be 

misleading, however. Depictions of industrialised rural areas such as the Black 

Country as hellish spaces suggested a spiritual agency was present. Religious 

imagery was still heavily employed here, which, though stripped of most of its literal 

power did have the potential to demonise workers within these spaces as sinners.  

 

Considering agency is helpful, therefore, when examining the extent to which 

environments were afforded sentience to mitigate blame. When God, or the Devil 

were suggested to act through the environment, moral guilt in the victim was 

heavily implicated. Workers who suffered in harsh conditions were deemed 

responsible for their own misfortunes. Where religious agency was not implied, the 

level of sentience and villainy ascribed to the environment increased, in order to fill 

this void. Nature was elevated from a supernatural tool to man’s worthy adversary. 

This represented a bifurcation in thinking about monstrous environments from 

moral or immoral agents in religious narratives to more of an amoral opponent in 

more secular accounts. These narratives, for most of the century, ran concurrently, 

although religious metaphors for non-urban environments increased towards the 

end of the century. This occurred even as, and perhaps because of, a decreasing 

belief in the literal existence of Hell and its minions. Whether agency was implied as 

religious or secular, the net effect was still an alleviation of guilt and mitigation of 

culpability on the part of the middle classes. This enabled them to act as 

philanthropists in service of those perceived to be entrapped in the snare of the 

monstrous environment. A final point to consider is the fact that authors who 

created secular narratives about monstrous environments in order to fill a void left 

by God, appeared to re-fashion the environment in a manner which, nevertheless, 

emulated older traditions which regarded deities as powerful adversaries, 
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manifested-within-nature, who were vengeful and unknowable.494 This newly 

secularised adversary was, therefore, still firmly rooted in, and drawing its affective 

power from human culture’s earliest understandings of deities as mercurial 

forces.495 In the next chapter, the focus shifts from the environment-as-monstrosity 

onto human beings as diabolical agents to further explore the religious messages 

underpinning monstrous ‘othering’ during this period. It is important to remember, 

however, that monstrous environments are entangled with, and permeate all of the 

following human-focused narratives this thesis explores. It was precisely this 

entangled relationship between sentience and agency, humans and their 

environments which enabled the creation of monstrous identities capable of 

diffusing blame for social evils. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
494 That Victorian authors were interested in exploring such ideas is evidenced in the fin de siècle 
elite folklore renaissance which spawned works such as James George Frazer’s The Golden Bough. 
See: James George Frazer, The Golden Bough: a Study in Comparative Religion. (London: Macmillan, 
1894). https://archive.org/details/goldenboughstudy01fraz/page/n10 last accessed 15 May 2019.  
495 William Hughes discusses a similar situation in his critique of the cult 1973 film, The Wicker Man. 
Of representations of Christianity and Paganism in the film, Hughes notes, “[t]he two cosmologies, 
are, in essence, functionally the same in the film – they are mechanisms that underpin repressive 
social management through superficial (if not misleading) statements about cause and effect, the 
natural world, and the balances that are enacted between pleasure and guilt, license and restraint.” 
Hughes even notes how the Paganism on the island is, in fact, a Victorian invention. See: William 
Hughes, "ʹA Strange Kind of Evilʹ: Superficial Paganism and False Ecology in The Wicker Man,” in 
EcoGothic, ed. William Hughes and Andrew Smith (Manchester University Press, 2013), 63. 
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Chapter Three: Diabolical Identities 
 

Introduction 

 

When examining the sense of guilt and culpability which underpinned monstrous 

depictions of the working-class during the nineteenth century, the Devil is a 

powerful archetype. The Devil’s identity was one forged from many cultural 

fragments. Satan was a ‘multifaceted figure’ who carried heavy cultural baggage 

during this period, dragging as he did the weight of centuries of interpretations and 

re-imaginings.496 One property is, however, central to contemporary 

understandings of the Devil, and that is his fall from the grace of God through 

hubris, as exemplified by Milton in his epic Paradise Lost.497 In spite of his lauded 

anti-hero status in Romantic interpretations, Satan in the nineteenth century was 

still symbolic of sin, guilt and transgression.498 Belief in the Devil as a tangible 

individual who stalked mortals and stoked sinful behaviour had waned across 

classes since the early modern period.499 Authors have also pointed out, however, 

the prevalence of interest in the Devil in spite of changing attitudes towards his 

influence.500 What appears to have cemented the Devil’s perennial appeal in 

popular culture during this period was this newly diffused nature, enabling a variety 

of evolutions and mutations in form and function. Sarah Bartels has recently 

discussed how the Devil maintained a dual identity of fear and fun.501 Bartels argues 

 
496 Bartels, “‘Terrific Ogre’,” 271. For more scholarship on Satan’s many identities across time 
periods, see for example: Nancy Rosenfeld, The Human Satan in Seventeenth-Century English 
Literature: From Milton to Rochester. (Aldershot: Routledge, 2008); John D. Cox, The Devil and the 
Sacred in English Drama, 1350–1642, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Muchembled, 
A History.  
497 Gary A. Anderson, “The Exaltation of Adam and the Fall of Satan,” Journal of Jewish Thought & 
Philosophy 6, no. 1 (1997): 105. 
498 Russell, Mephistopheles, 235.  
499 Muchembled, “A History,” 148. 
500 See for example: Duncan Henderson, “The Devil’s Law Cases.” Ecclesiastical Law Journal 15, no. 1 
(2013): 29; Bartels, “Terrific Ogre’” 271-291; Russell, Mephistopheles, 235.  
501 Bartels, “‘Terrific Ogre’”, 276. 
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that the Devil ‘could not claim any kind of cultural centrality’ but instead occupied a 

place amongst a pantheon of other competing supernatural forms.502 This chapter 

reveals that while not entirely culturally dominant, as Bartels suggests, the Devil did 

play a prominent role in the implication of working-class guilt for radicalism and 

criminal incendiarism during the first half of the century. ‘diabolical incendiarism’, in 

particular, was a concept most heavily employed during these waves of early 

radicalism such as Swing and Chartism, with use of the term featuring most 

prominently during the 1830s and 1840s.503 A steady decline in connections 

between the demonic and incendiarism can be seen from the 1840s onwards in 

newspaper reporting.504 As much as this aligns with broader secularising trends, this 

decline in usage was just as likely occasioned by the end of this early-century rash of 

protest fires the concept was predominantly linked to. 

Demonic tropes such as blackened clothing and skin, and associations with hell and 

hellfire, worked alongside more overt Satanic imagery of horns and hooves in order 

to conjure monstrous identities for working people and the spaces they 

inhabited.505 Such cultural symbols demonstrate how the Devil and the demonic 

were still deemed a valuable currency within the burgeoning nineteenth-century 

monstrous economy. As such, this chapter stresses the need to consider how elite 

folklore concerning a ‘demonic’ working-class blurred important boundaries: 

between urban and rural society; individuals and communities, and between radical 

protest and more prosaic instances of crime. When individual culprits for crimes 

were difficult to discern, demonic identities which appeared somewhat intangible, 

 
502 Bartels, “‘Terrific Ogre’”, 271. 
503 Referencing Swing: "State of the Country." Newcastle Courant, February 5, 1831. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/Y3206573208/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=d5cff5c7 last 
accessed 23 July 2019; "The Hired Incendiary." Bucks Herald. September 14, 1850, 4.. Regarding 
Chartism: "Incendiarism." Morning Chronicle, February 15, 1840. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4JLwX4. last accessed 23 July 2019. 
504 This is according to the extensive Gale Primary Sources database. ‘Entire document’ searches for 
‘incendiarism’ (total: 26,025) and within this ‘diabolical’ (total: 1,598) show a steady decline from the 
1850s. The 1830s returned 566 hits, 1840s = 557 hits, and the 1850s = 196, for example.  
505 Charlotte Rose Millar has discussed depictions of the Devil as black, and of his appearance more 
generally in Early modern English writing. See: Millar, Witchcraft, 67.  
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multitudinous and mysterious enabled blame to be foisted onto working-class 

groups more generally. The Chapter addresses these issues through three sections. 

The first deals with the perceived character of the Devil during this period in order 

to introduce the demonic characteristics which influenced and underpinned 

diabolical depictions of the working class. The second section takes these 

understandings of the Devil, probing the ways in which the ‘Satanic uniform’ 

deployed in such descriptions served to demonise the quality of blackness in 

particular.506 It explores how such entrenched ideas impacted worker’s identities as 

a matter of course, whether through the colour of their skin, their lowly social 

stature, or through the ‘dirty’ work that they did. Such associations of dark hues 

with the Devil were constantly evoked and further reinforced in people’s minds by 

depictions in the press of the use of blackface in criminal activities. The final section 

analyses the impact of ‘diabolical’ insinuations of criminality upon working-class 

identities. Incidents of arson in particular brought to mind the fiery environs of hell, 

a crime thus epitomised in print as ‘diabolical’.507  Many scholars have focused on 

radical incendiarism as part of protest waves such as within the Luddite and Swing 

Riot periods.508 What is missing from historiography of these accounts is a detailed, 

cultural focus which specifically analyses how press-created folklore employed the 

term ‘diabolical’ to merge a variety of crimes together. Such an approach helps to 

break down the tendency for scholars to think, and write about radical protest 

during this period in terms of ‘movements’ or coherent ‘blocks’.509 The common 

denominator in these more monstrous reports, whether rural or urban, radical or 

purely criminal, is ultimately the sense that they are specifically evil crimes by 

 
506 “The Devil and the Divines." The Penny Satirist, 25 November, 1843, 2. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4aLdvX last accessed 13 July 2017. 
507 See for example: "Wisbech, Nov. 28.-Thursday night Another Diabolical Outrage of Incendiarism 
Occurred in the Parish." Times, December 1, 1832, 5.  
508 See for example: Griffin, Rural War; Eric Hobsbawm and George Rudé, Captain Swing. (New York: 
Norton, 1975); Navickas, "The Search,” 281-295. 
509 Katrina Navickas has pointed out that scholars have a tendency to gravitate towards “repertoires 
of protest,” but that these are unsatisfactory in that they separate out radical actions which might 
have been more interlinked. See Navickas, “What Happened,” 197.  
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working-class people. This invocation of the Devil as a signifier of inherent evil 

worked to indicate the presence of a breakdown in acceptable order while locating 

this breakdown in the heart of working-class communities. Such diabolical 

inferences served to simultaneously obscure and devalue any suggestions of social 

hardship underpinning working-class crimes of protest.  

 

The Devil in Fragments  

 

While narratives concerning the Devil were still popular across Europe, the power of 

Satan as a potent religious symbol in Christian belief waned significantly from the 

mid-seventeenth century onwards.510 This has been linked to a decline in the 

polemical culture of warring churches in which the Devil had played a significant 

role.511 As endogenous religious divisions were overshadowed in national 

importance by competition with other nation states, and belief was threatened by 

new rationalising discourses in science, the role played by the Devil in representing 

to the public the need to be vigilant against celestial evils became diminished. 

Collapsing under these pressures, previous popular perceptions of the identity of 

the Devil ‘shattered into innumerable fragments’.512 Such fragments did not 

become entirely obsolete, however, but continued to influence and merge with 

later depictions of the satanic in literature.513 By the mid-nineteenth century even 

nonconformists, who previously ‘took for granted the existence of witches and evil 

spirits’ had begun to adhere to mainstream religious notions of a more diffuse 

 
510 For example, the German legend of Faust’s pact with the devil was translated into several 
languages and widely disseminated in elite and popular culture, appearing in plays by Christopher 
Marlowe and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. See, Owen Davies, Grimoires: A HIstory of Magic Books. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 50.  Muchembled, A HIstory, 148.  
511 Muchembled, A HIstory, 148. 
512 Muchembled, A HIstory, 148.  
513 See for example a discussion of the popularity and incarnations of the Faust myth and Milton’s 
multi-faceted Satan in Russell, Mephistopheles, 33, 95.  
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persona for the Devil, one which exerted evil influence without presenting as an 

anthropomorphic presence in people’s lives.514 The Reverend William Peacefull, a 

Primitive Methodist perceived ‘the Providential Hand of God’ in mundane events, 

and that the ‘Evil One’ and his servants still represented a spiritual threat in the 

world, and yet Peacefull recorded in his memoirs that he prayed for his parishioners 

and ‘besought the Lord to deliver them from the fear of witches, ghosts and 

apparitions, and all such superstitious bondage’.515 This dilution of the Devil’s 

earthly identity thus prompted changes in perceptions of his form and agency 

during the period. While bodily incarnations of Satan were superseded by 

perceptions of his influence through more remote methods such as through spirit 

possession, in popular ballads, the Devil was still a clear corporeal threat.516  

Karl Bell reveals discrepancies between depictions of Satan when examining his role 

in local folklore cultures compared with his appearances in street ballads and other 

printed ephemera.517 In folklore narratives, the Devil cut a more menacing figure, 

depicted as possessing the immense strength and might of will required to forcibly 

shape and mould features within the local landscape.518 In ballads, by contrast, the 

Devil took on a more playful and comedic role as an artful trickster, reminiscent of 

earlier comedic incarnations from early-modern English stage plays, as Russell 

notes.519 In early nineteenth-century ballads Bell shows how the Devil’s dark 

authority was diluted, particularly when appearing ‘as a comic figure being brutally 

beaten by gruff working-class folk’.520 In some cases, the comedy derived from the 

 
514 Thomas Waters, "Magic and the British Middle Classes, 1750-1900," Journal of British Studies 54, 
no. 3 (2015): 644. 
515 Isaac Dorricott, Memorials of an Earnest Life; Or, Records of the Rev. William Peacefull (London, 
ca. 1878), 40, 49. Quoted in Thomas Waters, "Magic and the British Middle Classes, 1750-1900," 
Journal of British Studies 54, no. 3 (2015): 644. 
516 Bell, The Legend, 59.   
517 Bell, The Legend, 59.   
518 Bell, The Legend, 59.   
519 The extent to which the devil was intended as a figure of mockery in medieval mystery plays is 
contested in historiography, however. See Cox, “The Devil,” 407-438; Hornback, "The Folly,” 46-84.  
Russell, Mephistopheles, 66. 
520 Bell, The Legend, 59. 
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appearance of the devil is also inverted, as working-class characters turn out instead 

to be the Devil in disguise. This narrative is apparent in the ballad, The Devil in 

Yorkshire, in which a hapless widow from a village near Wakefield is persuaded to 

part with ‘[a] hundred bright sov’reigns’ when a devil drops down her chimney and 

demands the sum.521 Upon enlisting the help of a local banker, however, the so-

called devil is caught and revealed to be a butcher. Such a narrative suggests a 

bedrock of mistrust underlying the bucolic image of this working-class Yorkshire 

community. Considering that English ballads played a cultural role in establishing a 

‘sense of place’ and Englishness through inferences to local topologies, connecting 

the Devil to a site, as well as individuals – in this case the widow from Yorkshire – 

serves to place a supernatural ‘otherness’ over both site and community.522 Here, 

belief in the evil agency of the Devil is supplanted, however, by these suggestions 

that earthly greed or perhaps necessity, propel sinfulness.  

 In the mid-century ballad, The Devil Disguised Himself for Fun, the Devil character is 

depicted as a series of befuddling contradictions including lines such as: ‘the devil’s 

rich, the devil’s poor. The devil can kill, the devil can cure’.523 Such contrasting 

characteristics appear designed to aid the meter and rhyme of the ballad, but also 

succeed in conjuring the contrary and mercurial aspect of the Devil from a 

nineteenth-century perspective, characteristics which align with the use of the 

moniker, ‘Mephistopheles’ in the final line.524 This version of the Devil (as 

Mephistopheles) is one which, to Russell, evokes particular qualities, being 

‘mocking, ironic, supercilious, and world-weary’, qualities which he argues were 

 
521 “The Devil in Yorkshire.” Roud Number: V4808, Bod19310. (Liverpool: Thompson, 1789-1820). 
http://ballads.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/static/images/sheets/15000/13833.gif last accessed 2 June 2017.  
522 David Atkinson has discussed the extent to which ballads evoked a sense of Englishness through 
spatial references, see: David Atkinson, “‘This Is England’? Sense of Place in English Narrative 
Ballads,” Victoriographies 3, no. 1 (2013): 1-22. 
523 “The Devil Disguised Himself for Fun.” Roud Number: V3586, Bod15436. (Preston: Harkness, 
1840-1866). http://ballads.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/static/images/sheets/10000/08631.gif last accessed 2 
June 2017.   
524 “The Devil Disguised Himself for Fun.” (Preston: Harkness, 1840-1866).  
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especially prominent in French depictions of the devil from this period.525 When 

evoked in press articles, the Devil is similarly most often displayed as a figure of 

wicked fun; employed for the purposes of satire, or used in amusing anecdotes. One 

example is that of a court case related in The Satirist; or Censor of the Times 

published in 1837. The author remarked on the wit exhibited by a magistrate when 

dealing with a man charged with ‘walking off with a chest of tea on his back, 

alleging that he was told to do so by a ‘gentleman in black’.’526 The jocular 

magistrate ‘dealt out so mercilessly his jokes at the expense of the devil and the 

poor thief, that we have no doubt Satan, the ‘gentleman in black’ to whom his 

lordship alluded, was heartily ashamed of himself’.527 When Satan appeared in this 

Mephistophelian guise, there was a suggestion that his sartorial poise and savoir 

faire appear in relation to his gentlemanly, upper-class status.528 In this case, the 

thief was effectively blaming a spiritual authority figure for his misdemeanours. In 

doing so, however, he implied his own guilt to the incredulous court. 

The Devil operated as an indication of guilt and culpability across the social 

spectrum. When employed to point out elite guilt, such depictions of the Devil 

tended to be direct and unsubtle. Such usage is evident in court proceedings from 

the Old Bailey in 1834 which tell of the trial of radical pamphleteer, Richard Carlile, 

who displayed an effigy of the Devil in his shop window in order to criticise the 

Church.529 Carlile, a resident of Fleet Street, was ‘indicted for a nuisance’ after three 

 
525 Russell, Mephistopheles, 196. 
526 “Jocularity and Justice.” The Satirist; or Censor of the Times, September 17, 1837, 715.  
527 “Jocularity and Justice.” The Satirist; or Censor of the Times, September 17, 1837, 715. 
528 There are numerous contemporary depictions of authority figures as the Devil, or devils. For 
example, see: Napoleon Bonaparte as a son of the Devil: “The Devil’s Own Darling.” Roud Number: 
V4816, Bod5299 (Birmingham: Taylor S, 1815). 
http://ballads.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/static/images/sheets/25000/23132.gif last accessed 3 June 2019; 
Ernest Augustus, the King of Hanover as “his Satanic Majesty”: "Multiple News Items." The Satirist; or 
Censor of the Times, January 31, 1847, 37. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4aLxQ1 last accessed 3 June 
2019; Lord Palmerston depicted in Satanic terms, originally by The Times: "The Ministerial Crisis." 
Leicestershire Mercury, December 31, 1853, 3. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4aguy0 last accessed 3 
June 2019. 
529 For more on Carlile’s activities, see: Andrew Doub, “Out-Printing the Crown: Richard Carlile’s 
‘Leaking’ of The Age of Reason during the Regency Period,” Journal of the Utah Academy of Sciences, 
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effigies which appeared in his windows caused crowds to congregate, obstructing 

the pavement and forcing passers-by to walk in the road. Witnesses complained of 

restricted access to other businesses in the street, and of mob behaviour such as 

pick-pocketing. A city policeman gave testimony regarding the display:  

‘I observed a figure in front of the house, at the first-floor window...there 

was an inscription of "Church-rates" between the two windows—there was 

a man dressed in blue, described as a broker, in one window, and under that 

were the words, "Temporal broker:" at the other window was a figure 

dressed in the form of a bishop…and under that figure was written, 

"Spiritual broker”...there was a third figure put up on Sunday, the 9th of 

November—the words, "The props of the Church," were inscribed between 

the two windows’.530  

The third effigy later added to the display was described as a figure in black with ‘a 

pitchfork in its hand, and horns on its head’ and that its addition ‘increased the 

crowd considerably’.531 Two witnesses clearly identified the figure as representing 

‘the Devil’ or ‘his Satanic Majesty’.532  Despite the testimony of a street-keeper 

stating he was ‘at a loss’ to know what the black, horned figure with the pitchfork 

represented, such descriptions of the Devil had been present in print since at least 

the seventeenth century.533 In 1800, the Morning Herald reported on a masquerade 

ball in which a guest disguised as the Devil dressed in black silk with a horned 

 
Arts & Letters 93 (2016): 259–-267; Pallas, “‘The Hell,” 60; Philip Lockley, “The Friends and Following 
of Richard Carlile: A Study of Infidel Republicanism in Early Nineteenth-Century Britain,” Social 
History 41, no. 4 (2016): 473-475. Christina Parolin notes Carlile’s use of Satanic imagery and rhetoric 
in his theatrical ‘services’ at the Rotunda. See: Christina Parolin, Radical Spaces: Venues of Popular 
Politics in London, 1790-c. 1845. (Canberra: ANU E Press, 2010), 6-8. “Trial of Richard Carlile.” 
t18341124-155. November 24, 1834. www.oldbaileyonline.org last accessed 19 June 2017. 
530 “Trial of Richard Carlile.” t18341124-155. November 24, 1834 
531 “Trial of Richard Carlile.” t18341124-155. November 24, 1834 
532 “Trial of Richard Carlile.” t18341124-155. November 24, 1834 
533 See for example associations of the Devil with a soot-black soul, horns and cloven hooves from a 
1649 periodical: “Arts & Entertainment.” Mercurius Pragmaticus (for King Charles II). June 5 - 12, 
1649. http://find.galegroup.com/bncn/ last accessed 29 June 2017.  
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headdress, cloven hooves, a ‘tremendous tail’, and a pair of wings.534 The Devil is 

also clearly illustrated as a black figure playing a fiddle, complete with horns, tail 

and hooves in a satirical cartoon concerning the deportation of criminals to 

Australia published in Bell’s Life in London from 1830.535 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
534 “News.” Morning Herald. June 23, 1800. http://find.galegroup.com/bncn/ last accessed 29 June 
2017.  
535 Alexander Kulik notes how depictions of the devil as an anthropomorphic entity with horns, 
hooves and a tail resemble the ‘satyr’, epitomised in portrayals of the Greek God Pan. Kulik argues 
this conceptualisation appears to emerge from an amalgamation of religious entities whereby 
horned deities from Celtic and Scandinavian mythologies melded with Greco-Roman visions of Pan, 
and the Jewish seirim. Alexander Kulik, "How the Devil Got His Hooves and Horns: The Origin of the 
Motif and the Implied Demonology of 3 Baruch." Numen: International Review for The History of 
Religions 60, no. 2/3 (2013): 197, 199. For Devil as black fiddler, see Figure 3: "Gallery of 
Comicalities." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, November 28, 1830. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4ybJL1 last accessed 29 June 2017. See also: "Self-Conviction. A Tail." 
Bristol Mercury, September 29, 1832. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4ybGt3 last accessed 29 June 
2017. 
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Figure 3: 
"Gallery of Comicalities." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, (28 November, 

1830) 19th Century UK Periodicals. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4ybJL1 last 

accessed 29 June 2017 
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While Carlile initially intended to use the figures to draw attention to elite guilt, in 

trial transcripts it was the plebeian crowd who became the monsters.536 Carlile’s 

activities, both with the hoisting of the effigies, and the dissemination of radical 

pamphlets earned him the attention of the Lord Mayor, and a force of twenty police 

officers were dispatched to disperse the gathering ‘mob’ on the first day the effigies 

were displayed.537 When asked to describe the crowd, a city Alderman noted ‘from 

the conversation I heard from the persons outside, I should call them loose, idle, 

and disorderly’. The policeman interviewed noted that the crowds were an 

anomaly:  

‘I have lived in London all my life—I never saw a crowd of people congregate 

together at a shop window in that way in my life…I have seen many in 

London—I cannot mention any particular sight at which I have seen 

crowds’.538 

The basic facts of the case appear largely undisputed by witnesses in the trial 

record, but regarding the impact of the effigies upon local community and 

government, the trial transcript is a muddled cacophony of voices.539 Some 

witnesses were clearly annoyed; by the volume and ‘mob’ like atmosphere created 

by the crowds gathering to look at the effigies, and by the effect such a crowd had 

on potential customers. Such annoyances appear restricted to the creation of the 

crowd; witnesses did not express displeasure at the political message implied. Nor, 

 
536 Further interrogation revealed that Carlile was angered at having some of his belongings seized in 
lieu of payment of church rates. The figures were clearly intended to imply a collusion between 
government agents, the Church, and the Devil, indicated by the placement of the figure of the bishop 
and that of the Devil ‘together, arm-in-arm’.  “Trial of Richard Carlile.” t18341124-155. November 24, 
1834. 
537 Further displaying his dissatisfaction over the conduct of the Church, Carlile sold editions of his 
pamphlet, A Scourge, at his shop, extracts of which were read in court. One extract boasts of how 
seven hundred copies of the pamphlet had been sold. “Trial of Richard Carlile.” t18341124-155. 
November 24, 1834. 
538 “Trial of Richard Carlile.” t18341124-155. November 24, 1834. 
539 When the Lord Mayor requested the effigies be taken down, charges were based around the 
legality of Carlile’s right to display the figures, which he asserted when previously brought before an 
Alderman. Carlile was neither fined or charged on that occasion, but was found guilty on the charges 
of creating a public nuisance. 
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did they appear to object to the use of the Devil in this context. Practical 

considerations were foremost, as one witness complained: ‘they have rendered my 

house inconvenient, by standing over my grating, so that my servants could not see 

to do their business in my kitchen below, and are obliged to burn candles’.540  

These reports are in themselves an interesting glimpse into aspects of ‘mob fear’ 

provoked largely by the Terror in Revolutionary France, which fuelled anxieties in 

Britain that similar gatherings of radicalised citizens might result in revolt. As Mark 

Willis points out, the anti-Catholic Gordon Riots of 1780 set an early precedent for 

this establishment concern over crowd behaviour, while the growth of Chartist 

gatherings during the 1830s, and the deportation of Tolpuddle labourers for trade 

unionism in 1834 were directly contemporary to the incidents involving the Fleet 

Street effigies discussed here.541  In this case then, the Devil is not the figure who 

poses the most immediate threat, instead his presence signals a breakdown in 

order. The real monster on the scene is the crowd itself, a reality echoed in 

contemporary author Thomas Carlyle’s depiction of French Revolutionary crowd 

fervour as a diabolic drive towards anarchic change. In appropriately demonic 

terms, Carlyle states ‘the whole daemonic nature of man will remain,—hurled forth 

to rage blindly without rule or rein...Chaos swallows the whole again, and there is 

left nothing but a smell of brimstone’.542 Street protests, as Willis attests, ‘take on 

the site of revelry usually associated with theatre and dance: the crowd is a 

celebration of spontaneous human energies, yet it is diabolic’ a vision which 

exemplifies perceptions of the crowd in the Carlile trial.543 This amorphous mass is 

presented in the transcript as a hive of lawless danger, acting as a nuisance, 

disrupting every-day, respectable activities. This focus, one which diverts attention 

 
540 “Trial of Richard Carlile.” t18341124-155. November 24, 1834. 
541 Mark Willis, "Charles Dickens and the Fictions of the Crowd," Dickens Quarterly 23, no. 2: (2006): 
85-87. 
542 Thomas Carlyle, The French Revolution: A History. (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1989), 16-17. Quoted in 
Mark Willis, "Charles Dickens and the Fictions of the Crowd," Dickens Quarterly 23, no. 2: (2006): 88.  
543 Willis, "Charles Dickens," 88. 
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from Carlile’s calls for reform shifts villainous monstrosity from the state onto the 

crowd, with insinuations of Satan as the demonic overseer of the mischief. A similar 

technique was employed in a report from 1918, printed in several papers, including 

The Times, and the Salisbury and Winchester Journal.544 These reports stated that 

miners in Wales had refused to go to work on the basis that they frequently saw the 

Devil in the mines below.545 This incident was used to allege miners’ tendency 

towards superstition, and idleness, while avoiding deeper discussions of why these 

miners might be invoking the supernatural to communicate more complex fears 

about their working environments.546 

 

Demonic Blackness  

 

Depictions of the working-class people as demonic reveal far less monolithic 

attributes than those which appeared to mock or condemn elite figures. More 

apparent in these plebeian personas is the sense of breakdown of the Devil from an 

individual entity into a confused melange of Satanic tropes involving blackness and 

associations with fire. Such a dissolution diffused Satan’s power without mitigating 

the sense of threat. The first trope discussed here is that of the colours associated 

with the demonic during this period, primarily black and red. The Devil as a being 

clothed in black is a popular perception evoked time and again in the British press. 

 
544 See: “Anecdote of Abbas Mirza, Crown Prince of Persia.-Abbas Mirza, Crown Prince of Persia, is 
one of the most." Times, 12 April, 1819, 3. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/CS51266700/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=aa2d2892; 
"Sunday's Post." Hereford Journal, April 14, 1819, 2. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/EN3222234643/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=84289423 
last accessed 18 September 2019; "London." Salisbury and Winchester Journal, April 12, 1819, 4. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/EN3219053617/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=4e659aaf 
last accessed 18 September 2019.  
545 "London." Salisbury and Winchester Journal, April 12, 1819, 4. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/EN3219053617/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=4e659aaf 
last accessed 18 September 2019.  
546 These themes are discussed in more depth in Chapter 5.  
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In 1843, the Penny Satirist published an anecdote involving belief in the Devil as 

man in a ‘full suit of black’, described as the ‘regular Satanic uniform’ among a 

congregation of Quakers in Scotland.547 A news report published in The Times in 

1851 and re-printed in several other regional newspapers similarly relates an 

incident concerning a man disguised as the Devil in Pisa, Italy containing all the key 

characteristics.548 The narrative reads like the plot of a Gothic novel, featuring a 

religious setting, rattling chains, rogues, satanic visitations and a tragic case of 

mistaken identity.549 The entrance of the so-called Devil is described thus:  

‘the rattling of chains was heard, and the watcher, to his horror saw a figure 

enter, dressed according to the most approved recipe for fitting up a devil 

with tremendous horns, a long tail, a chain girt round his body and draped in 

red and black, as his Satanic Majesty should be’.550  

Often coupled with descriptions of the devil appearing in black, are references to 

the colour red, presumably used to evoke hellfire or infer the presence of blood, 

both with satanic associations.551  The colour red also carried revolutionary 

connotations.552 For British Conservatives at the start of the nineteenth century, red 

became synonymous with the French Cap of Liberty and its anti-establishment 

values.553 It also had connections to Luddism. In Luddite writings, blood imagery 

 
547 “The Devil and the Divines." The Penny Satirist, 25 November, 1843, 2. 
548 "The Devil at Pisa." The Times, July 26, 1851, 8. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4xhct5 last accessed 
23 June 2017; "Fatal Freak of the Devil at Pisa." Southampton Herald, August 2, 1851, 7. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4xhds0 last accessed 23 June 2017; "The Devil at Pisa." Belfast News-
Letter, July 30, 1851. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4xhdB1 last accessed 23 June 2017. 
549  Diane Long Hoeveler, "Gothic Chapbooks and the Urban Reader." Wordsworth Circle 41, no. 3 
(2010): 155; Fred Botting, Gothic. (London: Routledge, 1996), 1-11.  
550 The ‘Devil’ in this case, turns out to be the bellman of the adjoining convent, disguised in order to 
strike fear into the heart of the a man who had shunned “the consolation of the Church”. "The Devil 
at Pisa." The Times, July 26, 1851, 8. 
551 There is an historical precedent for this. A case highlighted by Owen Davies from 1645 tells of 
how a Norfolk woman ‘confessed that the devil in the guise of a tall black man...cut her hand with a 
penknife; she wrote her name in his book with the blood’. Davies also mentions how a woman 
accused during the Salem witchcraft trials stated that the Devil came to her disguised in black, and 
made her write in a book with a stick dipped in red ink. See: Davies, Grimoires, 83. 
552 Parolin, Radical Spaces, 119. 
553 Parolin, Radical Spaces, 127. 
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was a frequent rhetorical reference which ‘almost exclusively relie[d] on a rhetoric 

of revenge’ as Stephen J. Pallas attests.554 When considering demonic tropes, 

therefore, – particularly during this early, post-revolutionary period - it is important 

to consider other radical connotations such attributes may have simultaneously 

implied. Even when members of the working-class were not engaged in crime or 

protest, but were demonised, such Satanic depictions could suggest a deviance 

which was therefore not only morally, but politically radical.555 

Associations of darkness, specifically blackness with diabolical evil have deep roots 

within English culture.556 Actors in medieval mystery plays would paint themselves 

black or wear black masks in order to emulate ‘Lucifer and other devils’.557 Negative 

racial connotations became entangled within descriptions of the Devil as black in 

British stage tradition, with implications that blackness of skin reflected those of a 

lowly stature, inferring Lucifer’s fall from the favour of God into the smoke and soot 

of Hell.558 This sense of a moral descent as well as a physical one, is important, 

because it speaks to the connotations of guilt which underpinned Satanic 

comparisons, whether blatant or oblique.559 Wherever the Devil appeared, he 

brought with him associations of guilt, fear, corruption and failure. That blackness 

carried diabolical connotations was a fact that impacted upon the identities of 

workers whose toils involved contact with blackness, in the form of soot, or dirt. A 

revealing letter written to the editor of the Oracle by a London blacksmith shows 

 
554 Pallas, “The Hell,” 72-73.  
555 Parolin discusses the concept of the ‘Satanic radical’ in light of the French Revolution. See: 
Parolin, Radical Spaces, 127. 
556 Hornback, "The Folly,” 47.  
557 Hornback, "The Folly,” 47, 50.   
558 Hornback, "The Folly,” 48. 
559 Satanic guilt, personal and literal, is clearly present in John Milton’s Paradise Lost, a highly 
influential, if elite, text. See: Rosenfeld, The Human Satan, Chapter One, n.p.[ebook]. Per Faxneld 
discusses Milton’s Romantic Satan as the inspiration for late nineteenth-century socialism’s adoption 
of Satan as an anti-establishment hero figure. See: Per Faxneld “The Devil Is Red: Socialist Satanism 
in the Nineteenth Century,” Numen, no. 5 (2013): 529. Philip G. Ziegler expounds more generally 
upon the topic of human guilt in relation to the concept of original sin, and the Devil in hamartiology. 
See: Philip G. Ziegler, ““Bound Over to Satan’s Tyranny”: Sin and Satan in Contemporary Reformed 
Hamartiology,” Theology Today 75, no. 1 (2018): 95-96. 
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how heated debate over what colour best represented the Devil threatened to 

impact upon his worker’s identities.560 Under the mythologically appropriate nome 

de plume, ‘Vulcan’, the author tells of a locally regarded carving above a church gate 

opposite his business premises representing the Resurrection and Last 

Judgement.561 In this carving, the figure of the Devil was a prominent feature, and 

each churchwarden upon taking office ‘vie[d] with his predecessors in ornamenting 

it’.562 Over the years the Devil had been painted a variety of colours, ‘[o]ne year we 

behold him attired in Green -- the next in Dark Brown. Sometimes he wears Muddy 

White, and other times he is clad in Copper’.563 Upon the appointment of a ‘very 

Orthodox Officer’, however, the devil was painted black. This action was met with 

the ‘very great mortification’ of the local blacksmiths who deemed Satan’s new 

black coat as an insult to their sooty profession. After much debate, and threats to 

‘break the Devil into a thousand pieces’ it was agreed that the workmen should be 

the ones to decide what colour the figure should be. They offered a variety of 

answers and rationales in response:  

‘some were inclined to think his colour was that of red hot iron ; some said 

they heard their grandmothers, who saw the devil, say his colour was a 

Garter Blue ; others rejected these opinions, and insisted it was purple, 

because the Whore of Babylon is said in the Bible to be that Colour’.564  

 
560 "News." Oracle, September 2, 1799. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4aMLw8 last accessed 14 June 
2017. 
561  Vulcan was the blacksmith of the Roman gods who forged thunderbolts, as noted in a letter from 
a blacksmith to Scottish church elders, see: "Art. IX. A Letter from a Blacksmith to the Ministers and 
Elders of the Church of Scotland." English Review, Or, an Abstract of English and Foreign Literature, 
1783-1795 no. 17, (November, 1791): 358. 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/6328416?accountid=13268 last accessed 15 June 2017.  
562 "News." Oracle, September 2, 1799. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4aMLw8 last accessed 14 June 
2017. 
563 "News." Oracle, September 2, 1799. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4aMLw8 last accessed 14 June 
2017. 
564 Anu Mänd suggests that the thirteenth-century trend for blue devils came about after wealthy 
traders in red dyes “demanded that artists paint the devils blue in order to discredit this new fashion 
and to fight off the competition. See: Anu Mänd, "Devils of Baltic Towns in the Context of Late-
Medieval German Tradition,” Medieval English Theatre, (2001): 17-33.25; "News." Oracle, 
September 2, 1799. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4aMLw8 last accessed 14 June 2017. 
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When no consensus could be reached, the local Parson was consulted who stated 

that ‘the learned in every country were of opinion [sic], that the Prince of Darkness 

was that of bronze’.565 The Devil was then painted a ‘light yellow’ and the matter 

was resolved. The source thus suggests that local blacksmiths felt threatened by 

associations linking the Devil to their line of work, and that such threats were thus 

not inconsequential to them.566 Even if such a tale lacks credence, still it reveals 

contemporary cultural connections between blacksmiths and the Devil by virtue of 

their connection to soot, darkness and infernal forges. Blacksmiths’ Satanic 

associations did not stop short at their darkened skin, there were also suggestions 

that their trade gave them links to the dark arts more generally. Blacksmiths were 

linked to sorcery in an article featured in Fraser’s Magazine in 1839 which stated 

that a man accused of witchcraft ‘had certainly some connection with the black art 

for he was a blacksmith’.567 No explanation is offered other than his profession, but 

the use of italics implies that the word ‘black’ provides the occult connection. 

Blackness was further complicated by supernatural or magical connotations through 

its connection to so-called ‘black books’ in Europe. As Davies notes, in Denmark and 

Sweden grimoires were knows as black books or ‘black work books’.568  

Like blacksmiths, domestic servants were also demonised, tainted by association 

with dirty work.569 A letter published in Notes and Queries (1853) provides 

interesting context surrounding the monstrous elements of the term ‘blackguard’, a 

word implying a scoundrel, or contemptible person.570 The author notes that the 

 
565 "News." Oracle, September 2, 1799. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4aMLw8 last accessed 14 June 
2017. 
566 The blacksmith’s story also shows that associations between the Devil and blackness were not 
universal but that other colours were also historically linked with Satan. Mänd notes that medieval 
devils could appear as a variety of colours within art and local folklore across Europe. Mänd, “Devils”, 
25. 
567 Emphasis in original source. "A Chapter on Sorcercers, Loups-Garoux, and other Mauvais Sujets." 
Fraser's Magazine for Town and Country, 1830-1869 20, no. 115 (July, 1839): 35. 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/2665693?accountid=13268 last accessed 15 June 2017.  
568 Davies, Grimoires, 124.  
569 This is discussed in more depth in Chapter Four with regards to fairy and goblin identities.  
570 "Blackguard," Collins English Dictionary (2014) 
http://search.credoreference.com/content/entry/hcengdict/blackguard/0?institutionId=129 last 
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term was thought to refer ‘to a popular superstition, during an age when the belief 

in creatures of fancy were assigned as Black Guards to his Satanic majesty’.571 

Servants who worked in dirty conditions were known as ‘blackguards’ due to the 

nature of their work. Such associations appeared to equally besmirch their 

character. The author of the letter to Notes and Queries refers to such workers as a 

‘smutty regiment...most forlorn wretches...mean, dirty dependents’ who carried 

out filthy tasks carrying coals and attending sculleries in great houses. Who ‘rode in 

the carts with the pots and kettles, the people, in derision, gave the name of black 

guards’.572 Thus, as with blacksmiths, those who undertook work which involved 

soiling their skin or clothes were prey to demonic comparisons. Colliers were 

frequently depicted by contemporary authors as demonic entities due to their work 

within the dark, earthy confines of mines.573  

Any analysis concerning the conflation of the colour black with the sins of the Devil 

would be remiss not to consider its racial impact.574 Early Christian depictions of 

devils as dark-skinned Ethiopians led to negative racial stereotypes which operated 

as a faulty moral basis for the enslavement of Africans, as Ann Schmiesing 

iterates.575 A newspaper report from 1838 directly illustrates this merging of black 

skin and the demonic in people’s imaginations. The report concerns the death of a 

railway worker of colour, known as Black Shag; described as being ‘gigantic’ in life, 

and after his death on the railway his spirit is given even more exaggerated 

 
accessed 1 July 2017.  
571 Emphasis in original source. See: J. Emerson Tennent (from Notes and Queries) "Blackguard," Cork 
Examiner, January 26, 1853, 4. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4aNTG3 last accessed 24 March 2017. 
572 Emphasis in original source See: J. Emerson Tennent (from Notes and Queries) "Blackguard," Cork 
Examiner, January 26, 1853, 4. 
573 Colliers are explored in more depth in Chapter Five. See for example: David Gilbert, "Imagined 
Communities and Mining Communities," Labour History Review 60, no. 2 (1995): 48.  
574 Hornback discusses Dympna Callaghan’s work on damaging associations between black skin and 
Satan as a foundation for slavery, and of the research conducted by Anthony Gerard Barthelemy, 
and Virginia Mason Vaughan into how blackness was presented as evil in English stage plays. See:  
Hornback, “The Folly,” 46-47; Callaghan, Shakespeare, 93; Barthelemy, Black Face; Vaughan, 
Performing, 24. 
575 Ann Schmiesing, "Blackness in the Grimms' Fairy Tales," Marvels & Tales 30, no. 2 (2016): 211. 
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proportions.576 Black Shag is said to have travelled the line ‘at more than railroad 

velocity, enveloped in a cloud of white smoke instead of steam’.577 The ghost had 

apparently frightened railway excavators by appearing to them ‘with a huge pair of 

horns on his head, and as black as soot’.578 Such monstrous depictions clearly show 

two competing anxieties at work in this narrative. One is decidedly modern, in that 

it identifies the ghost of Black Shag with his earthly occupation, merging his body 

with that of the attributes of steam trains, which, in the earlier days of rail travels 

were similarly conceptualised as supernatural and demonic.579 The other harks back 

to older, entrenched perceptions of black skin as akin to darkness and the sooty 

appearance of the Devil.580  A court case at the Westminster sessions in 1832 

further reveals this popular connection of black skin with dark deeds and the Devil. 

A man was charged with assaulting a dark-skinned woman when she tried to stop 

him beating his wife and child while the man was intoxicated. The man attacked 

her, and ‘never ceased from calling her a “black devil”’.581 At this statement, ‘the 

whole court shook with laughter’, causing the woman to remark that ‘[i]f her face 

was black, her heart was white’ and that she was ‘not black-natured’.582 This case 

 
576 "A Black Ghost on the London and Birmingham Railway." John Bull, November 4, 1838, 526. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4yiG43 last accessed 30 June 2017. 
577 "A Black Ghost on the London and Birmingham Railway." John Bull, November 4, 1838, 526. 
578 "A Black Ghost on the London and Birmingham Railway." John Bull, November 4, 1838, 526. 
579 Mathew Wilson Smith has discussed depictions of steam trains as Satanic, for example. See: 
Matthew Wilson Smith “Victorian Railway Accident and the Melodramatic Imagination,” Modern 
Drama 55 no. 4 (2012): 512-514. See also: Michael Freeman, Railways and the Victorian Imagination. 
(London: Yale University Press, 1999).  
580 For more on elite perceptions of people of colour in nineteenth-century Britain, see: Malchow, 
Gothic Images, 9-17. Mukti Barton has examined European prejudices against black skin from a 
biblical context, showing that misinterpretations of biblical texts compounded Caucasian 
dichotomies of white as pure and good, and black as a colour synonymous with Satan and spiritual 
darkness. See: Mukti Barton, “I Am Black and Beautiful,” Black Theology: An International Journal 2, 
no. 2 (2004): 167–187. Edward J. Blum has conversely examined how the horrific lived experience of 
slavery moved some contemporary writers of colour to describe slavery and slaveholders in terms of 
demonic evil; as the absence of God and true faith. See: Edward J. Blum, “‘It Is True in More Senses 
Than One, That Slavery Rests upon Hell!’ Embodiment, Experience, and Evil in African American 
Discussions of Slavery and Slaveholders,” Journal of Religion 97, no. 3 (2017): 301-322. 
581 "A Black Devil." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, September 2, 1832. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/DX1900106514/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=25cc9
a1d last accessed 6 June 2019. 
582 "A Black Devil." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, September 2, 1832. 
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reveals not only an association of black with the Devil, but also the interwoven 

sense that blackness is an inherently wicked quality, and that whiteness is its 

antithesis.583 

As indicated, the vilification of blackness has long roots which extend around and 

through racial slurs, emerging in other aspects of popular culture. The tradition of 

blackface is thus problematic, embedding a variety of complex meanings beneath 

its carnivalesque aspect, but on the other side of this presentation of blackness for 

folly or play comes another usage as a guise for nefarious actions. In these settings, 

blackness is a monstrous visage adopted in order to change the wearer’s everyday 

identity. Fears concerning such a ruse are evident in a letter written to The Tatler 

published in 1797. The author writes that while on his way to Southgate, he 

encountered a strange fellow wearing a mask. When challenged as to why he made 

his way about the roads incognito the man would not answer, leading the author to 

describe him as ‘a harmless bull-beggar, who delights to fright innocent people, and 

set them a galloping’.584 The author’s suspicions are qualified in a footnote which 

reads:  

‘In the proceeds of a few succeeding years, so much injury was done in 

various ways, by disorderly persons disguised with masks, crapes, and 

blackened faces, that it was thought necessary to pass the law which is 

called The Black Act’.585 

 
583 From an American perspective, Teresa Zackodnik discusses how U.S periodicals taught readers to 
view colonial Africans as demonic, using the familiar dichotomy of whiteness versus blackness. See: 
Teresa Zackodnik, “Memory, Illustration, and Black Periodicals: Recasting the Disappearing Act of the 
Fugitive Slave in the ‘New Negro’ Woman,” American Periodicals 25, no. 2 (2015): 141. 
584 “Mr Bickerstaff.” The Tatler 4, no. 212 (London: Bye and Law, 1797), 141-142. 
http://historicaltexts.jisc.ac.uk/home last accessed 30 June 2017.  
585The act cited here, is the 1723 Waltham Black Act (Stat. 9 Geo. I. c. 22) enforced against armed 
parties who sought to do harm to others with their faces blackened or whilst in some other disguise. 
The Act was passed after gangs of men from Hampshire began instigated a series of crime sprees in 
the early 1720s, including poaching raids and extortion while sporting masks or blackened faces. See: 
Pat Rogers,"The Waltham Blacks and the Black Act," The Historical Journal 17, no. 3 (1974): 465-485; 
“Mr Bickerstaff.” The Tatler 4, no. 212 (London: Bye and Law, 1797), 141-142. 
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 In this case, the disguise alone was enough to frighten, without any criminal action, 

due to the symbolic associations maintained by the author of the conflation of 

masks and blackface with evil-doing.586  

While the Waltham Black Act set an historical precedent for the link between 

blackface and criminality, more contemporary accounts were also evident in the 

press.  A report from the Morning Post in 1828 describes a ‘daring’ highway robbery 

near Cheltenham:  

‘Sunday evening, about seven o’clock, a man dressed in a smock frock, with 

the upper part of his face blackened, made a snatch at the bridle of one of 

the horses, which being startled, eluded the attack’.587 

A similar report in the Leicestershire Chronicle over ten years later also notes the 

use of blackface in order to disguise the identity of a robber later captured by the 

Marquis of Waterford. The robber, ‘a man with his face blackened’ broke into a 

house in Rockwell and pointed a gun at a maidservant who he eventually seized by 

the hair and forced into a closet when she would not produce the goods he 

requested.588 After managing to escape, the servant was pursued by the robber, 

catching the attention of the Marquis who finally apprehended him, allegedly 

remarking, ‘[c]ome along old chap, you should have washed your face a little 

better’.589 Another decidedly violent account from 1845 featured in The Standard 

recounts an incident in which a man ‘tall, with his face blackened, and wearing a 

smock-frock, and a boatman’s cap’ broke into a house in Nottingham.590 The man 

 
586 The author’s fears concerning the intentions of the disguised man are eventually discovered to be 
false. A letter written in response to the author published below his missive state that the man in 
question ‘frighted you out of fear of frighting you ; for he is just come out of the small-pox’. “Mr 
Bickerstaff.” The Tatler 4, no. 212 (London: Bye and Law, 1797), 141-142. 
587 "Cheltenham, Oct. 22." Morning Post, October 24, 1828. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4v7KU2 
last accessed 2 July 2017. 
588 "News." Leicestershire Mercury, April 10, 1841, 3. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4v7PJ3 last 
accessed 2 July 2017. 
589 News." Leicestershire Mercury, April 10, 1841, 3. 
590 "Multiple News Items." Standard, January, 11, 1845. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4v6sC2 last 
accessed 2 July 2017. 
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fought with the ‘gallant’ lady of the house, who managed to fend off the intruder - 

despite them both falling into a table and smashing a selection of earthenware in 

the struggle - until an accomplice of the burglar arrived, threw her baby into the 

road, ‘and struck her a violent blew on the head with a piece of wood’ before 

ransacking the house.591 These depictions of blackface, while appearing somewhat 

emancipatory for those who undertook these disguises, only compounded 

contemporary perceptions of the colour black with sin and guilt.  

Guilt could also be deliberately inferred through the application of blackening as a 

demonstrative punishment inflicted for taboo behaviour. In this regard, it is fully 

illustrative of the monster’s function as a model of transgression and a warning to 

others.592 A London periodical, The Age, reported in 1838 on the activities of a 

‘sponge’, a man who frustrated ‘some half dozen eating-house and beer-shop 

keepers in King street, Long-acre’ by enjoying their food and hospitality before 

leaving without paying.593 The man was subsequently caught by people from the 

neighbourhood, and in a method reminiscent to the traditional practice of ‘tarring 

and feathering’ they bundled him into a sack, ‘blackened his face...and carried him 

in triumph up and down the street, hooted at and pelted by all the ragged little 

urchins of the vicinity’.594 The criminal in this case escapes the traditional 

punishment of being covered in boiling pitch and having feathers from a pillow 

shaken onto him; but the imposition of blackface is still designed to humiliate and 

ostracize the perpetrator from the community, an act instigated by the community 

itself in a posse.595 William Sayers, Derek Irwin, Paul Quinn, Colin Jones and John 

Lippiett reveal that the practice of tarring and feathering existed as early as the 

twelfth century, evident in a naval ordinance from 1189 ‘as a punishment for theft 

 
591 "Multiple News Items." Standard, January, 11, 1845. 
592 Cohen, "Monster Culture,” 4.  
593 "One of ‘the Sponges’ in Disgrace." The Age, December 30, 1838, 414. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4v7te8 last accessed 2 July 2017. 
594 "One of ‘the Sponges’ in Disgrace." The Age, December 30, 1838, 414. 
595  William Sayers, Derek Irwin, Paul Quinn, Colin Jones and John Lippiett, “Notes,” The Mariner's 
Mirror 96, no 3, (2010): 317-318.  
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on board ships sailing to the holy land’.596 These authors highlight the punishment’s 

diabolical associations, as sinners in Dante’s Divine Comedy are tormented in pools 

of pitch, and in twelfth-century Anglo-Norman sermons sinners were depicted as 

being ‘impaled on spits and roasted with sulphur and pitch’.597 Literally coated in 

darkness, such transgressors are thus made physically monstrous after being 

deemed guilty of morally unacceptable acts.  

A report from the Select Committee on Warwick Borough in 1833, details the use of 

blackface by a local Quaker accused in a case of bribery and election fraud. In the 

report, the Quaker is implicated at the time of the election ‘blacking his face’, and 

wearing ‘a smock frock’ in disguise.598 The innkeeper questioned confirmed that a 

man with a black face had led out a ‘large tribe’ of one hundred people from his inn, 

before the election.599 Later testimony from a ‘jobbing smith and bell-hanger’ 

confirms that the man wearing blackface was the Quaker and that he was joined by 

another member of the accused, also wearing a disguise including a frock smock 

and ‘mustachios put on his lips’.600 The Quaker is then accused of aiding in mob 

violence against rival voter gangs, allegedly encouraging men to break the windows 

of local ale houses while he ‘ran away and hid himself’.601  Reports from the Select 

 
596 Sayers et al. “Notes,” 317.  
597 Sayers et al. “Notes,” 318.  
598 Sir Ronald Craufurd Ferguson, “Report from the Select Committee on Warwick Borough: with the 
Minutes of Evidence.” (1833): 47. 
http://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/docview/t70.d75.1833-014166?accountid=13268 last 
accessed 2 July 2017. 
599 Sir Ronald Craufurd Ferguson, “Report from the Select Committee on Warwick Borough: with the 
Minutes of Evidence.” (1833): 47. 
600 Sir Ronald Craufurd Ferguson, “Report from the Select Committee on Warwick Borough: with the 
Minutes of Evidence.” (1833): 58, 63.  
601 Nancy Lopatin-Lummis has revealed that at the heart of voter fraud in Warwick was a transaction 
of £3,000 which the Earl of Warwickshire, the brother of the winning candidate Sir Charles Greville, 
had paid to the town clerk to distribute in order to secure a favourable result for Greville. The report 
investigating the election discovered at least thirty cases of bribery connected with the funds in 
question and the election result was overturned, though Greville himself was cleared of involvement 
in the bribery.See: Nancy Lopatin-Lummis, "'With All My Oldest and Native Friends'. Joseph Parkes: 
Warwickshire Solicitor and Electoral Agent in the Age of Reform," Parliamentary History 27, no. 1 
(2008): 102-104; Sir Ronald Craufurd Ferguson, “Report from the Select Committee on Warwick 
Borough: with the Minutes of Evidence.” (1833): 83.  
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Committees on Stafford and Liverpool Boroughs in the same year (1833) tell a 

similar story of blackface in incidents of voter fraud. In the Stafford report, a local 

boot and shoe maker is described as having blackened his face and dressed in a 

smock frock in order to solicit money for his vote. A witness questioned noted that 

the man had advertised his services in a local drinking establishment by saying: 

‘Here I stand like a bullock in Smithfield...That man that gives the most shall have 

me’.602 In this account, blackface is a mask of guilt, used to draw attention to the 

moral pliability of the wearer.  

Witness testimony concerning the Warwick Quaker and perhaps the vote-seller in 

Stafford, suggests use of blackface was also designed to obscure the wearer’s 

everyday features, but this may not have been entirely for the purpose of trying to 

hide their real identity. In small communities it would be difficult to so completely 

erase a familiar identity; attributes such as tone of voice, mannerisms, or physical 

build might give the wearer away.603 In this case, such disguises indicate more a 

desire to create a new persona through which new actions not usually sanctioned 

were possible. The disguise of blackface could here be interpreted as a manifested 

desire to hide from oneself, and an outward recognition of guilt serving as an 

acknowledgement, release or catharsis. As Alun Howkins and Linda Merricks argue: 

‘behind the mask actions become possible which would not be conceivable in the 

 
602 In the report from Liverpool, a man accused of trying to sell his vote is described as not merely 
adopting blackface but as being a person of colour, or a “very-dark complexioned man.” In this case, 
the man was determined to have been dark skinned, and this fact signals him out in the testimony as 
being somehow unnatural, or  ‘out of place’; as the witness notes: “I think I recollect a mulatto man 
offering a vote, and being surprised at his having a right to vote. ”See: Alexander Bannerman, 
“Liverpool Borough. Supplement to Report from the Select Committee Appointed to Inquire into the 
Petition on Liverpool Borough.” House of Commons Papers. (1833): 159. 
http://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/docview/t70.d75.1833-014160?accountid=13268 last 
accessed 2 July 2017; Sir Thomas Freemantle, “Report from the Select Committee on Stafford 
Borough: with the Minutes of Evidence, and Appendix.” (1833): 139. 
http://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/docview/t70.d75.1833-014164?accountid=13268 last 
accessed 2 July 2017.  
603Alun Howkins, and Linda Merricks. "Wee be black as Hell’: Ritual Disguise and Rebellion," Rural 
History 4, no. 1, (1993): 49. 
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ordinary persona of the individual’.604 While not always effective as a true disguise, 

when adopted, the use of blackface could also indicate a desire to obscure 

individual identities in favour of new collective personas.605 On this subject, 

Howkins and Merricks make the valid point that disguises such as masks allowed an 

individual to become transformed:  

‘[n]ot only into the generalised anonymity of the mask but into a particular 

mask which had a recognisable function...within common 'phantasy'...The 

mask enabled the player to overcome his own mere individuality. The mask 

suppressed the ego thus releasing the possibilities of transposing into 

something else, something larger, in this case, acting God or the Devil’.606  

This ritual supplanting of an individual identity in favour of a larger, more powerful 

collective demonic persona is discernible in historical instances of blackface used to 

protest the imposition of turnpikes.  Radicalism and the demonic were frequent 

bedfellows during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as Christina Parolin 

attests.607 Caricaturists ‘attempted to demonise and blacken the individuals 

espousing reform’ by depicting them as demonic, or in league with dark forces in 

contemporary prints.608 A Select Committee on Criminal Laws from 1819 noted that 

when a toll extracting turnpike system was first imposed in Britain, they were 

strongly opposed, with protestors using disguises in order to protest en masse:   

‘in Herefordshire a great number of persons had got together, masked and 

disguised, and were opposed by the magistrates on the road, and were 

apprehended ; it came out in evidence that their object was to have pulled 

down the turnpike gate’.609  

 
604 Howkins, and Merricks, "Ritual Disguise," 49 
605 Howkins, and Merricks, "Ritual Disguise," 49. 
606 Howkins, and Merricks, "Ritual Disguise," 45.  
607 Parolin, Radical Spaces, 117. 
608 Parolin, Radical Spaces, 117. 
609 Sir James Mackintosh, “Select Committee on Criminal Laws relating to Capital Punishment in 
Felonies. Report, Minutes of Evidence, Appendix.” House of Commons Papers (1819): 49. 
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The report states that the persons involved were tried on the basis that they had 

violated the Black Act by appearing on the road with black face and/or disguised.610 

Such protests would famously manifest again as the Rebecca Riots of 1839-1843 in 

which mobs attacked toll gates in Wales. Protesters included men with blackened 

faces and some dressed in women’s clothing.611 Some members of the mob were 

masked, and that they appointed a leader figure known as ‘Becca’.612 An episode 

during the riots is captured in the Manchester Courier from November of 1843. It 

describes events from the previous night in which a party of two hundred ‘with 

their faces blackened, and their persons disguised, and armed with guns’ marched 

down from the hill into the town of Rhayader in Radnorshire, and taunted police 

who had taken up positions at a local inn.613  

Some reported instances involving Rebecca Rioters carried further suggestions of 

Satanic leanings. Thomas Waters notes statements from a government report in 

which ‘Rebecca’ rioters were said to have ‘burned ricks and maimed animals’, 

swearing ‘supernatural oaths in blood’.614 One such instance related by one of the 

men involved allegedly entailed rioters shooting another man’s horse, before 

stabbing it with a knife: ‘the blood flowed -- and Tom Morris held his hand under 

the blood and called upon the persons to come forward and dip their fingers in it, 

and take it as a sacrifice instead of Christ; and the parties did so’.615 The report 

 
http://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/docview/t70.d75.1819-005967?accountid=13268 last 
accessed 3 July 2017. 
610 Sir James Mackintosh, “Select Committee on Criminal Laws relating to Capital Punishment in 
Felonies. Report, Minutes of Evidence, Appendix.” House of Commons Papers (1819): 49.  
611 For an analysis of cross-dressing during the Rebecca Riots, see: Rhian E. Jones, Petticoat Heroes: 
Gender, Culture and Popular Protest in the Rebecca Riots (Cardiff: University of Wales, 2015).  
612 Howkins, and Merricks, "Ritual Disguise," 47, 48.  
613The police declined to confront with the party, which then marched off to the Cwmtrither toll 
gates, ‘both of which, together with the toll-house, they raised to the ground’. See: "The Riots in 
Wales." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, November 11, 1843, 2. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4JPRm2 last accessed 3 July 2017. 
614 Waters, "Magic,” 648. 
615 “Reports of the Commissioners of Inquiry into the State of Education in Wales. Part 1: 
Carmarthen, Glamorgan and Pembroke.” Llyfrgell Genedlaethol Cymru – The National Library of 
Wales. (London: William Clowes and Sons, 1847): 6. https://www.llgc.org.uk/index.php?id=774 last 
accessed 3 July 2017.  
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positions these instances of sacrilegious ‘wild fanaticism’ as symptoms of ‘minds 

isolated from nearly all sources, direct or indirect, of secular information’.616 It 

similarly blames ‘ignorance’ of the English language and an affection instead for 

Welsh for ‘manifold evils’, implying that the Welsh national character was somehow 

ultimately responsible for the incident involving the blood sacrifice.617 On this point 

the report states that the testimony was ‘illustrative of the vividly descriptive and 

imaginative powers of the Welsh, and of the peculiar forms under which popular 

excitement among them would be sure to exhibit itself’.618 These combined 

instances concerning Rebecca rioters show how diabolical identities were complex, 

and not necessarily entirely the product of elite perceptions. Rather, the ways in 

which rioters used blackface as a mask of guilty intent and norm-subversion, fed 

into depictions of such activity as taboo and demonic. This resulted in a state of 

perpetuation in which both of these ‘othering’ activities appeared to fuel the other.  

 

Diabolical Incendiarism 

 

The qualities explored above commonly associated with the Devil such as blackness, 

and blood rituals, were not the only diabolical signifiers with regards to popular 

protest. Arson attacks peppered contemporary news reports with descriptions of 

fires and those who set them in terms very much reminiscent of language used to 

traditionally depict demons amid the ‘fire and brimstone’ atmosphere of Hell.619 

 
616 “Reports of the Commissioners of Inquiry into the State of Education in Wales. Part 1: 
Carmarthen, Glamorgan and Pembroke.” Llyfrgell Genedlaethol Cymru – The National Library of 
Wales. (London: William Clowes and Sons, 1847): 6. 
617 “Reports of the Commissioners of Inquiry into the State of Education in Wales. Part 1: 
Carmarthen, Glamorgan and Pembroke.” Llyfrgell Genedlaethol Cymru – The National Library of 
Wales. (London: William Clowes and Sons, 1847): 6. 
618“Reports of the Commissioners of Inquiry into the State of Education in Wales. Part 1: Carmarthen, 
Glamorgan and Pembroke.” Llyfrgell Genedlaethol Cymru – The National Library of Wales. (London: 
William Clowes and Sons, 1847): 6. 
619 Kristen Poole, "When Hell Freezes Over: Mount Hecla and Hamlet's Infernal Geography," 
Shakespeare Studies, 39, (2011): 154. 
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These depictions of arson fires as akin to hellfire impacted the reputations of 

incendiarists, who were tainted by association with their ‘diabolical act[s]’, and 

conjured in mysterious, demonic terms.620 Such was the case concerning a potential 

arsonist apprehended in Clavering, Essex, known as locally as ‘Hot Cake’. The man 

was later acquitted, and the Chelmsford Chronicle related that the ‘diabolical 

miscreant’ ultimately responsible for the ‘fiendish work’ had caused upwards of 

£2,000 worth of damage to a local farm.621  When reporting incidents of suspected 

incendiarism, many newspapers opened their articles with stock phrases in which 

the diabolical element of the crime was a key factor.622 In 1842 John Bull thus 

lamented: ‘[w]e regret to find by the provincial papers that the diabolical spirit of 

incendiarism is developing itself to an alarming extent’.623 Two years later, in 

February of 1844, the Essex Standard similarly complained: ‘[t]he diabolical spirit of 

incendiarism which has manifested itself in various parts of the country has, we 

regret to state, during the past week broken out in our own neighbourhood’.624 The 

crime of incendiarism was variously described in the papers with emotive conviction 

as: ‘wicked and malignant’, as a ‘fiendish project’, a ‘diabolical outrage’, ‘vile and 

abominable’ and as a ‘monstrous crime’.625 An equal amount of vitriol was reserved 

for the criminals themselves, described as ‘the demon’, ‘evil-disposed, malignant 

minds, who felt a wicked pleasure in injuring those above them’, and as ‘the 

cowardly villain who seeks the dead of night for exercising his diabolical and 

 
620 "Lynn, March 21." Norfolk Chronicle, March 23, 1833, 3. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4Hsqx4 
last accessed 5 July 2017; "Diabolical & Mysterious Attempt at Incendiarism." Manchester Courier 
and Lancashire General Advertiser, February 10, 1847, 93. 
621 “Extensive Destruction of Property by Incendiarism." Chelmsford Chronicle, August 4, 1848, 3. 
622 See for example: "Incendiarism in the Country." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, 
November 18, 1832; "Arson.-A Diabolical Attempt at Incendiarism." Times, 16 December. 1843, 7; 
"Lynn, March 21." Norfolk Chronicle, March 23, 1833, 3. 
623 “Incendiarism.” John Bull, November 19, 1842, 555. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4JNE71 last 
accessed 4 July 2017. 
624 "Incendiary Fires." Essex Standard, February 2, 1844. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4Ju7KX last 
accessed 4 July 2017. 
625 "Diabolical & Mysterious Attempt at Incendiarism." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General 
Advertiser, February 10, 1847, 93; "More Incendiarism at Rotherhithe." Times, November 26, 1834, 
4; “Incendiarism.” John Bull, November 19, 1842, 555. 
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malevolent spirit’.626 This use of monstrous language to describe instances of 

incendiarism was not isolated to Britain, but was also adopted by American 

newspapers, particularly towards the latter half of the nineteenth-century.627  

Use of the term ‘diabolical’ to describe cases of arson was common throughout the 

nineteenth century.628 It saw a natural peak in usage in the 1830s and 1840s as a 

result of increased incendiarism during periods of widespread popular radicalism 

such as the Swing Riots and the more militant elements of Chartism.629 The press 

were actively discouraged by the County Fire office from reporting arson incidents 

for fear of copycat activity during protests in 1822, but this measure was 

abandoned in the wake of the Swing protests in the 1830s, with local papers ‘so 

desperate for the latest reports that unsubstantiated stories were reported as hard 

facts’.630 Some instances of incendiarism reported in the press acknowledged 

radical motivations. A fire in a saw-mill in Bolton in 1840 was reported in the 

Morning Chronicle as part of a ‘diabolical plot’ to set several fires in the city after 

the town mayor and the superintendent of the Little Bolton fire-police received 

threatening letters. The letter to the superintendent firmly stated its political 

leanings: ‘I am ordered by a Chartist committee to inform you that if you take your 

engine to a fire that will occur next week, you and all your firemen will all be 

 
626 "Incendiarism." Essex Standard, October 27, 1837. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4HG8HX last 
accessed 28 January, 2017; "Incendiarism." Morning Post, November 1, 1834. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4HtdY6 last accessed 5 July 2017. 
627 See for example: "Diabolical Incendiarism." Daily Evening Bulletin, December 2, 1871. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4zXuw9 last accessed 6 July 2017; "One of the Most Diabolical 
Attempts at Incendiarism..." Daily Inter Ocean, July 28, 1874, 4. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4zXwh7 last accessed 6 July 2017; "Calendar of Crime." Galveston 
Daily News, January 2, 1889, 2. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4zY2S5 last accessed 6 July 2017. 
628 Not all arson/incendiarism incidents were discussed as diabolical, and other crimes were also 
discussed in diabolical terms too. See for example: ‘Diabolical’ assassination attempt by pistol in 
Belfast: "Varieties." Liverpool Mercury, November 14, 1828. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BC3203938977/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=ed73d
3a1 last accessed 19 June 2019. 
629 See for example regarding Swing: "News." Bucks Herald, December 10, 1842, 4. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4JPDv1 last accessed 6 July 2017. Regarding Chartism: "Incendiarism." 
Morning Chronicle, February 15, 1840. 
630 Carl J. Griffin, "Knowable Geographies? The Reporting of Incendiarism in the Eighteenth- and Early 
Nineteenth-Century English Provincial Press," Journal of Historical Geography 32 (2006): 50, 52. 
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burked, as it will be a Chartist fire’.631 In Sheffield the previous year, a ‘diabolical 

attempt’ to set fire to a church implied a similar radical motivation as the incendiary 

device was found to have been ‘wrapped in pieces of the Northern Star 

newspaper’.632 The Northern Star was a pivotal mouth-piece for the Chartist 

movement, and the ‘most important agency for the integration and transformation 

of disparate local radical agitation and organisation’.633 The story appeared in The 

Charter, a Chartist newspaper owned by Chartist figurehead, William Lovett, a 

known advocate of the use of ‘moral’ arguments as opposed to physical force by 

Chartists.634 That the Northern Star was, by contrast, owned by Feargus O’Connor, a 

principal proponent for the use of physical coercion by Chartists explains why a 

Chartist paper such as the Charter would deign to print a story which cast a dark 

shadow on its member’s activities.635 It reveals the divisions inherent within the 

movement, in this case, showing how those who opposed the use of force in 

promoting the Chartist cause were keen to show a possible link between a heinous 

crime and the readership of the Northern Star.636  

As stated, the 1830s saw a rash of incendiarism reports as a result of ‘Swing’ rioter’s 

demands for better economic conditions, such as improved wages and Poor Law 

 
631 While this may have been a misprint on the part of the newspaper for the word “burned”, 
“burked” would otherwise reference the murderous intentions of the infamous body-snatchers, 
Burke and Hare. See: Geoffrey Gill, Sean Burrell, and Jody Brown, "Fear and Frustration--the 
Liverpool Cholera Riots of 1832." Lancet 358, no. 9277 (2001): 235; "Incendiarism." Morning 
Chronicle, February 15, 1840. 
632 "Incendiarism." Charter, December 8, 1839. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4JLee1 last accessed 5 
July 2017. 
633 J. A. Epstein, "Feargus O’Connor, and the 'Northern Star.'," International Review of Social History 
21, no. 1 (1976): 51. 
634 Rob Breton, "Crime Reporting in Chartist Newspapers," Media History 19, no. 3 (2013): 255; 1.
 Klaus, H. Gustav, "Moral Force" and "Physical Force" in the Poetry of Chartism: John 
Mitchell and David Wright of Aberdeen." Philological Quarterly 92, no. 2 (2013): 158.  
635 Epstein, “Feargus O’Connor,” 51; Thomas Milton Kemnitz, "Approaches to the Chartist 
Movement: Feargus O'Connor and Chartist Strategy," Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with 
British Studies 5, no. 1 (1973): 69.  
636 Such in-fighting between factions was unlikely to have harmed drives to obtain goals for Chartist 
reform, however. As Rob Breton points out, Chartist newspapers would report on both working class 
crimes and those of a more middle-class variety. This served to show that “money or property in 
themselves do not make for good citizenship and the right to vote.”See: Breton, “Crime Reporting,” 
243.  
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relief, and an end to use of labour-replacing threshing machines.637 While cases 

relating to the Swing period of protest were thought to have reached their 

conclusion by the end of 1830, as Carl Griffin points out, the history of incendiarism 

in the South of England was far more complex in terms of geographical scope, and 

motivation, and has defied attempts to solidify an ‘official’ termination point.638 An 

arson report featured in the Bucks Herald illustrates the way in which the Swing 

myth outlived the court cases spawned by the original spate of protests.639 Noting 

the ‘deep pain’ felt due to the recurrence of the fires in the county, as a result of 

the ‘diabolical act of an incendiary’ the author adds, ‘[w]e had hoped that the spirit 

of ‘Swing’ had been wholly rooted out, and that we might at least find Agricultural 

Stock safe from all damage but that which accident might bring upon it’.640 

Incendiarism, however, was not only a weapon deployed in the wake of Swing 

agitation, but had been a traditional form of protest over ‘low wages, high prices, 

and unpopular aspects of the Poor Law’, for decades.641  

Where newspapers were keen to extol the virtues of lenient employers, guilt for 

incendiarism was frequently blamed upon ‘outside elements’: those who were not 

native to the community, or those members from within who defied social mores. 

As David Jones argues, ‘Chartist agitators, seditious newspapers and the Anti-Corn 

Law League’, were lambasted for their corrupting influence, while ‘idle drunkards, 

malicious vagrants and impressionable children’, were also blamed as unpredictable 

agents of disruption.642 At the time of the Swing riots, the Cheshire Courant - 

featured in the Times - reported on fires in Cheshire and Shropshire, attempting to 

dispel rumours which blamed outsiders, instead pointing the finger at the 

‘dissatisfied and wicked monsters, living among the peaceable comparatively happy 

 
637 Griffin, "Violent,” 149. 
638 Griffin, "Swing Redivivus," 460-461. 
639 "News." Bucks Herald, December 10, 1842, 4; Griffin, “Swing Redivivus,” 460-461. 
640 "News." Bucks Herald, December 10, 1842, 4. 
641 David Jones, "Thomas Campbell Foster and the Rural Labourer; Incendiarism in East Anglia in the 
1840s," Social History 1, no. 1 (1976): 5.  
642 Jones, “Campbell Foster,” 24.  
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inhabitants of this and the adjoining counties’.643 Published on Christmas Day, 1830, 

the news report described rumours that a ‘strange man’ had been seen in the 

vicinity before the fires occurred. Apparently, the man had ‘inquired of some 

children where any machines used’ implying that the stranger was interested in 

whether the villagers used the threshing machines which had been a major source 

of contention, and a target of destruction, during the Swing riots and earlier 

protests.644 The author of the article took pains to state that such allegations were 

most likely unfounded, reporting that previous Swing trials had shown the culprits 

were more often local inhabitants as opposed to outsiders:  

‘[t]here are dangerous and reckless characters in almost every parish, whose 

dispositions are prone to do evil ; and as the late trials and convictions have 

already shown, it is far more probably that the incendiary resides in the 

neighbourhood of the fire, than that it should have been occasioned by 

strange or foreign hands.’645  

Again, in this source a monstrous identity is consigned to the incendiarists. Thus, 

even while the Cheshire Courant acknowledges that the perpetrator is most likely a 

member of the community, they are sufficiently ‘othered’ so as to be cast out 

socially. Casting the incendiarists as ‘dissatisfied and wicked monsters’ positions 

them as an anomaly within the neighbourhood, not as a symptom of problems 

within it. Here, the incendiarists-as-monsters perform as Michael Uebel’s ‘discursive 

demarcations of unthought’, symbolic beings serving to illustrate both what 

happens when social boundaries are transgressed, and also, as markers delineating 

where those boundaries lie.646 The monsters themselves appear to lie neither inside 

nor outside of these communities, however, but appear instead somehow 

suspended in their own dimension of monstrosity, not completely alien, but no 

 
643 "State of The Country." Times, December 25, 1830, 4. 
644 Griffin, "Violent," 149; Paul Newton Taylor, "'Very Active in the Riot': A Disturbance on Romney 
Marsh In 1821," Family & Community History 7, no. 2: (2004): 102.  
645 "State of The Country." Times, December 25, 1830, 4. 
646 Uebel, “Unthinking,” 266. 
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longer desired within the spaces they are supposed to inhabit. This is even more 

apparent in cases where no culprit is identified, a monstrous identity is therefore 

useful and required in order to fill the vacuum existing where the true creator of the 

fire should be. In this respect, the monster (here conjured as a person with demonic 

characteristics) serves to fill the void left by a lack of knowledge, and an uncertainty 

brought about through a sense of helplessness at having no criminal to persecute. 

This sense of frustration is apparent in a report of arson from Bedfordshire in 1842, 

in which a large barn was ‘totally destroyed’ with John Bull commenting that it was 

‘a curious fact that all these fires have taken place about the same hour of the 

night, and not the least discovery of the diabolical fiend has yet been made’.647  

In demonic arson accounts, the function of environments as mediums through 

which human monstrosity is communicated is clearly visible. In many reports, the 

fires became the focus themselves when human culprits were nowhere to be found. 

As noted in the previous chapter, when environments become monstrous, they 

enable elusive qualities in their human accomplices, qualities which mitigated 

blame when suspects could not be identified.648 Some reports describe an almost a 

sublime, awe-inspiring quality to the destruction caused by the fires.649 When a 

windmill in Soham, Cambridge was set alight, the reporter noted how:  ‘[a]fter 

burning some time the sails got a-going, and the effect they produced was most 

peculiar and beautiful — they had the appearance of a gigantic firework’.650 Usually, 

 
647 "Accidents, Offences &c." John Bull, November 5, 1842, 531. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4JMXx8 last accessed 7 July 2017. 
648 See for example: “Incendiarism.” John Bull, November 19, 1842, 555; "Maldon." Chelmsford 
Chronicle, November 27, 1840, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3217969503/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=4fde85
14 last accessed 12 June 2019. 
649 See for example: "News." Leeds Intelligencer, July 11, 1846, 6. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4Juh98 last accessed 8 July 2017; "Maldon." Chelmsford Chronicle, 
November 27, 1840, 3; "Incendiarism at Radbrook, Gloucestershire." Morning Chronicle, November 
10, 1841. 
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921 last accessed 12 June 2019. 
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destruction to farm buildings in Tiddington, noting how the ruins continued to smoke for several 



151 
 

descriptions of fire were far more demonic, however, and some even 

communicated an impression of sentience in the flames. When incendiarism was 

reported in Beerham-fields near Reading in 1842, a reporter described how the fire 

‘continued to rage with an unabated fury through the night, and despite the 

exertions of the immense concourse of persons, the flames could in no way be 

suppressed’.651 Another report noted that during a fire in Nottingham, ‘flames 

appeared in several places at once, and a strong sulphurous smell pervaded the 

atmosphere’.652 This description is used to implicate the agency of a human 

incendiary, but the demonic signifiers employed here – sulphurous smoke and 

mysterious flames – aid in conjuring the image of a demonic arsonist with almost 

supernatural abilities.  

A religious pamphlet from 1835 clearly identifies incendiarists as monsters and 

compatriots of Satan, suggesting that such men who might escape earthly 

punishment cannot expect to similarly evade the wrath of God. The author warns 

that arsonists will have their sleep disturbed by visions of their victims, and that 

they will be confronted about their misdeeds in Heaven.653 Once there:  

‘our heavenly master will say to him or her who has thus offended Him, — 

“Depart from me, you vile incendiary, there is a place prepared for you, 

which your conduct on earth merited, with the devil and his angels. You 

kindled a flame at your neighbour’s stack...you prepared fire and brimstone 

in so doing, for your own self, which never can be quenched’.654 

 
days after the fire. See: "Stratford-upon-Avon." York Herald, January 24, 1829. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3211044304/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=fdcf7f6
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652 "Arson.-A Diabolical Attempt at Incendiarism." Times, December 16, 1843, 7. 
653  J. Godfery. The Poor Man's Friend; Or, A Few Plain Words from a Plain Man, Who Desires to See 
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In the pamphlet, the incendiary, and the ‘midnight assassin’ are ‘a set of monsters’ 

apparently made up of the working class: ‘tradesmen, labourers, publicans or 

sinners’.655 Instead of protesting about their hardships, the author suggests that 

would-be incendiarists should endeavour to find a way to be happy with their lot, 

stating: ‘happy are we if we suffer for righteousness’ sake’.656 Use of the word 

‘diabolical’ in this religious context naturally infers a connection to the Devil, and 

implications of inherent sinfulness. Instead of exploring the complex political or 

social motivations underpinning incendiary acts, it suggests that God is the only 

acceptable arbitrator for such misdeeds.  

 

What makes ‘diabolical’ incendiarism reporting seem more like a generalised fear of 

the working class than of any one radical movement, are the ways in which the 

term was applied to a proliferation of cases of arson, both radical and criminal. In 

1844, the Southampton Herald, published a piece reflecting upon a potential profile 

of a typical incendiarist. The Herald’s author blamed the Anti-Corn Law League for 

knowing the identity of the perpetrators of arson and for defending them in their 

own pamphlets.657 The Herald primarily appears to lay the blame at the feet of 

agricultural labourers at large, as dupes taken in by the claims of the League and 

others.658 Several reports discuss incendiarism as the work of organised groups of 

diabolical conspiracists. The Bolton Chronicle (in the Liverpool Mercury) published a 

warning to the public in 1831 concerning the ‘diabolical crime’ of incendiarism, 

stressing: ‘Let the people be aware. Spies and incendiarists are abroad, and 

attempts are now making to produce an impression that overt acts of treasons have 

 
655 Godfery. The Poor Man's Friend, 18, 19.   
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657 For more on the politics of the Anti-Corn Law League see: Simon Morgan, "The Anti-Corn Law 
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no. 1 (2009): 90; "Southampton, Saturday, Nov. 2, 1844." Southampton Herald, November 2, 1844, 4. 
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been committed by the people’.659 John Bull expressed similar sentiments in 1843, 

suggesting a plebeian conspiracy but without seeming probably cause:  

 ‘…there can scarcely exist a doubt that the diabolical system is the result of 

an organised conspiracy. In no one instance have we seen it stated that the 

party whose property has been destroyed was unpopular in his 

neighbourhood, or regarded as an oppressive master. Besides, in nine cases 

out of ten, the loss sustained falls upon the insurance offices, and not upon 

the owner of the property. In whatever light the crime is viewed, it is one of 

such unmixed villainy that we grieve to think even the infamous instigations 

of the League can have so brutalised our countrymen as to make them its 

instruments’.660 

Despite claims that harsh treatment by masters was not an incentive for 

incendiarism, some cases revealed otherwise. In 1842, John Bull reported on several 

incidents concerning ‘the diabolic spirit of incendiarism’ which highlighted worker 

dissatisfaction as a motivation for arson.661 In one account, a barn near Reading was 

set on fire resulting in the destruction of the building and the death of ‘five fat 

hogs’. It was stated that the occupier of the farm was ‘very generally respected in 

the neighbourhood’ but that the fire was most likely the work of an incendiary, due 

to the fact that the gentleman had decreased his labourer’s wages a fortnight 

before the incident.662 In another report featured in the same article, [h]undreds of 

persons from the surrounding neighbourhood’ rushed to a fire near Bideford but 

found the property almost completely destroyed, again resulting in the loss of 

valuable livestock.663 The day after the fire a servant girl confessed to have 

committed the crime ‘out of spite’ stating that her master ‘had ill-used her for 

 
659 "Varieties." Liverpool Mercury, November 14, 1828. 
660 "Latest Edition.-Saturday Night." John Bull, December 30,  1843, 832. 
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breaking down a fence and letting the pigs into the orchard’.664 Another seemingly 

trivial motive was reported in Jackson's Oxford Journal in 1833, when a man was 

executed by the state for starting a fire on account of the ‘bad quality of the cider 

supplied him by his master’.665  Of course, what might seem trivial, almost comical 

when interpreted via the wording of a news report might in fact have carried more 

weight at the time. The report in Jackson’s, for example, does not reveal why the 

labourer was receiving cider from his master, and if this was a regular arrangement 

in lieu of monetary payment.666 In the case of the servant girl, John Bull reported 

that her master ‘ill-used her’ but it does not state exactly how, or how serious this 

admonishment was.667 Such cases appear to represent E.P Thompson’s ‘moral 

economy’ in microcosm.668 Politically radical motivations may have been 

downplayed by the press in light of local government requests, as mentioned 

earlier.669 As Steve Poole has rightly stressed, however, lumping rural incendiarism 

under the banner of radicalism more broadly risks oversimplifying the issue. 

Incendiarism needs instead to be understood within ‘what may be diverse and 

locally specific factors’.670 Rural arson, as a longstanding practice, appears to have 

functioned as both warning shot and catharsis for struggling rural communities; as 

Poole terms it ‘an indicator of social tension in rural affairs’.671 Regardless of 

motivation, the label of ‘diabolical’ when applied to incendiarism became to close 

down conversation, implicating that unacceptable behaviour and guilt were beyond 

doubt.  

 
664 “Incendiarism.” John Bull, November 19, 1842, 555. 
665 “Oxford, Saturday, Sept. 14.” Jackson's Oxford Journal, September 14,  1833.  
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4HU4vX last accessed 4 July 2017. 
666 Neither does it explain what was bad about the cider for that matter. 
667 “Incendiarism.” John Bull, November 19, 1842, 555. 
668The concept of traditional societies existing on a system of social fairness and quid pro quo 
famously explored in his 1971 essay: Thompson, “Moral Economy,” 76-136. 
669 Griffin, “Knowable Geographies,” 50. 
670 Steve Poole, “‘A Lasting and Salutary Warning’: Incendiarism, Rural Order and England’s Last 
Scene of Crime 
Execution,” Rural History 19, no. 2 (2008): 163. 
671 Poole, “Incendiarism,” 163; Navickas, “Luddism, Incendiarism,” 59. 
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The way in which the media viewed the working class, particularly rural labourers, 

as intellectually stunted, should be considered, however, as it may have meant that 

reporters missed nuances in stories on account of class-based prejudices concerning 

the competency of labourers to have more politically sophisticated motives than 

simply revenge for a slight.  Bell’s Life espouses such a view in an article from 1832 

reporting on ‘the diabolical work of incendiarism’.672  Essentially an opinion piece 

commenting on social divisions, the author makes the perplexing statement: 

‘agricultural labourers, who scarcely or never read newspapers and are not, 

therefore, perverted by the press, are as discontented as they are poor and 

oppressed’.673 This remark seems at once to both insinuate that labourers are not 

widely read, and therefore out of touch and downtrodden as a result, whilst also 

appearing to suggest that reading newspapers would in fact ‘pervert’ them. Several 

other complex statements are issued; labourers are the perpetrators of ‘diabolical’ 

arson, ‘embittered against their employers’ who ‘dread’ them. They are also, 

however, oppressed peasants in need of ‘kindly feelings’ from their landlords and 

employers, whose living conditions are a ‘rooted disease in our land’.674 The author 

makes the argument that in order to put a stop to incendiarism, the ‘deadly hatred 

and enmity’ between the social classes must be eliminated. The solution is 

presented in such perfunctory terms as to be slightly sinister: ‘[t]he classes must be 

reconciled, or one must be exterminated’. Presumably the author is referring to the 

need for the eradication of poverty, judging by earlier comments, but this is not 

entirely clear, and no further solutions are presented.675 Thus, the article offers to 

its reader a confusing collage of messages, that rural workers are ‘other’; dangerous 

and seditious as a result of where they live, and who they are, and that their anger 

towards those above them can only be addressed by erasing these problematic 

identities, making them more like the rest of society. It was certainly the case that 

 
672 "Incendiarism in the Country." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, November 18, 1832. 
673 "Incendiarism in the Country." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, November 18, 1832. 
674 "Incendiarism in the Country." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, November 18, 1832. 
675 "Incendiarism in the Country." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, November 18, 1832. 
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during this period fears abounded that rural communities could become hotbeds of 

crime and radicalism due, in part, to their distance from progressive urban 

centres.676  

Incendiarism was widely reported in connection to rural spaces such as farms, 

where hay stacks were set on fire and other farming property damaged.677 

Instances of ‘diabolical’ incendiarism were not confined to the countryside, 

however, and not all cases of small-town incendiarism were aimed at destroying 

hay stacks. Historians have focused primarily upon these more rural instances of 

incendiarism and their connections to radical unrest during the period, such as 

Swing and Luddite insurrection.678 Urban cases, reveal, however, that newspaper 

reporters blurred the urban/rural dichotomy in arson cases through use of 

diabolical terms and imagery. The true identity of the guilty parties was frequently 

one left murky, as such, the term ‘diabolical’ once again covered for this lack of 

successful identification or progress by suggesting those responsible were somehow 

superhuman.679  

Frequently, where incendiarism occurred in shop premises and houses, burglary 

was the motive, but the events were still portrayed in diabolical terms.680 A lurid 

 
676 Davies, “Urbanization,” 597. Peter Jones has explored the conditions of rural poverty which 
contributed to radical unrest in these areas in relation to the breakdown of the ‘moral economy’. 
See: Peter Jones, “Swing, Speenhamland and Rural Social Relations: the 'Moral Economy'of the 
English crowd in the Nineteenth Century,” Social History 32, no. 3 (2007): 271-290. Carl J. Griffin has 
extensively researched motivations behind nineteenth-century radical incendiarism and their local, 
rural context in Britain. See: Griffin, Rural War. 
677 See for example: "Lynn, March 21." Norfolk Chronicle, March 23, 1833, 3; “Incendiarism.” John 
Bull, November 19, 1842, 555; "Wisbech, Nov. 28.-Thursday night Another Diabolical Outrage of 
Incendiarism Occurred in the Parish." Times, December 1, 1832, 5. 
678 See for example: Griffin, Rural War; Poole, “Incendiarism,” 163-177; Navickas, “Luddism, 
Incendiarism,” 59–73. 
679 See for example: "Accidents, Offences, etc." Reynolds's Newspaper, November 24, 1850. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Y3200504704/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=be8465
67 last accessed 9 June 2019; "Murder and Incendiarism in Prince’s-Street, Soho." Chartist, June 9, 
1839. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/52PwA1 last accessed 12 July 2017; "Multiple News Items." York 
Herald, December 22, 1894, 6. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3215380668/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=affd92c
b last accessed 7 June 2019. 
680 See also: “Providential Escape from Fire.” Morning Post, January 10, 1804. 
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‘diabolical deed’ was detailed in the Chartist and the Observer in 1839, involving 

arson, robbery and the gruesome murder of a watchmaker in Soho, London.681 The 

story disclosed how the body of the watchmaker was discovered ‘brutally 

murdered, his mangled remains partially consumed by the fire’.682 A ‘large carving-

knife, covered with blood’, was also found in a drawer in the room in which the 

murdered man was discovered.683 The motive appeared to have been robbery, as 

upwards of sixty valuable watches had been stolen from the shop, and money taken 

from the tills.684 It was the opinion of a police inspector involved in the case that the 

incendiarists had set fire to the house in an attempt to destroy the body; the 

murder having apparently been committed after the victim discovered the robbery 

taking place.685 Speculation was rife as to who the murderer could be, with several 

shadowy figures implicated but strong suggestions that the culprit was working 

class. The deceased’s widow noted that on the night of the fire ‘[s]he saw a strange 

man standing outside the door’. Another witness noted that he had seen two men 

emerge from the property who wore ‘dark frock coats’, and who appeared to be 

‘persons of no great respectability’.686 A ‘short apron with pockets, like those of a 

turnpike man’ was found at the scene which did not belong to the household.687  

 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4hUU59 last accessed 9 July 2017. 
681 "Murder and Incendiarism in Prince’s-Street, Soho." Chartist, June 9, 1839; “Horrible Murder, 
Extensive Robbery, and Incendiarism in Princes-Street, Soho.” The Observer, June 10, 1839, 2. 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/474032161?accountid=13268 last accessed 12 July 2017.  
682 “Horrible Murder, Extensive Robbery, and Incendiarism in Princes-Street, Soho.” The Observer, 
June 10, 1839, 2. 
683 "Murder and Incendiarism in Prince’s-Street, Soho." Chartist, June 9, 1839. 
684 "Murder and Incendiarism in Prince’s-Street, Soho." Chartist, June 9, 1839. 
685 "Murder and Incendiarism in Prince’s-Street, Soho." Chartist, June 9, 1839. 
686 "Murder and Incendiarism in Prince’s-Street, Soho." Chartist, June 9, 1839. 
687 In another attack on business premises, this time in Glasgow in 1835, a ‘fiendish miscreant’ was 
unsuccessful in their attempts to set fire to a druggist’s shop in Gallowgate. A watchman, seeing a 
light in the premises raised the alarm, and investigators then discovered that the building had been 
laced with large quantities of gunpowder and a barrel full of flammable balsam oil. The Glasgow 
Courier described the incident as ‘[o]ne of the most diabolical and indescribably atrocious attempts 
at fire-raising and destruction of life and property, ever perpetrated in this or any other city’. See: 
"Atrocious Attempt at Fire-raising." Bucks Herald, November 7, 1835, 4. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4hUfP8 last accessed 2 April 2018. "Murder and Incendiarism in 
Prince’s-Street, Soho." Chartist, June 9, 1839. 



158 
 

Urban arson reports which referenced the diabolical were not confined to these 

early periods of radical upheaval in the nineteenth century. Later examples also 

existed.688 In 1850, the premises of a hairdresser in the town of Manningtree, Essex 

were set on fire while several occupants were asleep inside.689 Money, watches and 

jewellery were found to be missing after the fire, and the property sustained 

considerable damage. Reynold’s Newspaper described the incident as ‘a diabolical 

case of burglary and arson’.690 No clues could be discerned regarding the identity of 

the thieves, and Reynold’s noted that ‘the outrage has caused the greatest 

excitement throughout this portion of the country’.691 Another case of burglary and 

arson involving the home of a blacksmith and his family in 1894 was described by 

the York Herald as a ‘diabolical offence’.692 Vandals broke in and either stole or 

destroyed all items of value before setting fire to the house. In what was deemed a 

further act of ‘fiendish criminality’, all the family’s best clothes had been collected 

together and used as fuel for the fire.693 No suspects, or further motives were 

implicated. In cases of urban or domestic incendiarism where more sinister 

motivations than burglary were implicated the activities of militant trade unionists 

were often suspected. In these cases, however, full-blown fire-setting was 

frequently replaced by the use of incendiary devices. These too were linked to the 

diabolical, referred to in the press as ‘infernal machines’.694 Sheffield was a hub for 

 
688 See for example: "Extraordinary Case of Arson." Sheffield Independent, July 24, 1878, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3212209256/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=4564fc
40 last accessed 7 June 2019; "A Diabolical Scoundrel.-Wholesale Arson." Reynolds's Newspaper, 
December 17, 1871. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Y3200557672/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=623a87
d5 last accessed 7 June 2019; "Beating the Parochial Bounds." Hampshire/Portsmouth Telegraph, 
October 4, 1856. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BB3206061139/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=5c014
d68last accessed 7 June 2019. 
689 Lucky the inhabitants were woken by the smoke and able to escape. "Accidents, Offences, etc." 
Reynolds's Newspaper, November 24, 1850. 
690 "Accidents, Offences, etc." Reynolds's Newspaper, November 24, 1850. 
691 "Accidents, Offences, etc." Reynolds's Newspaper, November 24, 1850. 
692 "Multiple News Items." York Herald, December 22, 1894, 6. 
693 "Multiple News Items." York Herald, December 22, 1894, 6. 
694 Sheffield appeared to be an epicentre for such attacks, frequently assumed to conducted by the 
Sheffield Saw Grinder’s Union: "The Infernal Machine Again." Morning Post, April 7, 1855, 7. 
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these ‘outrages’ as Hilary Wilson has noted.695 ‘Outrages’, as Wilson suggests, was a 

term used by the press to describe ‘increasingly uncompromising tactics used by 

some artisans in the cutlery and tool-making industries in their battles to preserve 

levels of pay and conditions of employment against the growing threats of 

mechanisation’.696 Middle-class concerns about trade unionism and the practice of 

‘rattening’ involving ‘infernal machines’ therefore added yet another complicated 

facet to the demonic working-class persona.697 

Many of the newspaper reports concerning instances of ‘diabolical’ incendiarism 

reflected upon the role played by the community in such events. In this regard, the 

activities of one, or several individuals could lead to an inspection of the behaviour 

of their community as a whole. Guilt, and exoneration in this respect were burdens 

such communities had to shoulder together alongside any material damage. Such 

attention may have thus influenced community behaviour. Reports on communities 

where incendiarism occurred largely appear to have pointed out cases where the 

behaviour of locals had been exemplary in their working together to put out the 

fires, but reports of bad behaviour also existed. In 1843, the Times reported that 

when a fire broke out in the yard of a farmer and butcher in Eakring, 

Nottinghamshire ‘a large number of the villagers collected together, and by their 

active exertions a great part of the corn was saved...Had the wind been high, or the 

aid rendered been less efficient, the consequences must have been most 

 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3213121248/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=08d4e5
fb last accessed 18 June 2019; "Trade Union Outrage at Sheffield." Cork Examiner, October 11 1866, 
3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3222045604/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=a4b2d
a90 last accessed 18 June 2019. See also: "The Sheffield Outrages." York Herald, June 29, 1867, 11. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3211107795/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=349568
5b last accessed 18 June 2019. For research, see: Arthur Downing, “The ‘Sheffield Outrages’: 
Violence, Class and Trade Unionism, 1850–70,” Social History, 38 no. 2 (2013): 162-182.  
695 Hilary Wilson, “The Challenge of Using Theatre as Social and Political Intervention in Nineteenth-
Century Sheffield: Joseph Fox’s the Union Wheel,” Theatre Notebook 70, no. 3 (2016): 153.  
696 Wilson, “The Challenge,” 153. 
697 The practice of rattening refers to disruptive acts designed to agitate against employers and 
enforce union compliance such as ‘[t]hreatening letters and disabling the equipment of recalcitrant 
workers’. See Wilson, “The Challenge,” 53. 
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disastrous’.698 As with the other reports mentioned, this account contains a fair 

share of demonic implications, describing the fire as a ‘diabolical attempt at 

incendiarism’.699 In another report of a ‘diabolical outrage of incendiarism’ in 

Wisbech, Cambridgeshire from 1832, villagers were said to have circulated a 

handbill ‘uniting by their personal exertion’ to prevent future incidents of arson.700 

In Soham, Cambridge villagers were praised for their efforts in putting out fires.701 

The story reached the Leeds Intelligencer, who printed the following extract from a 

local paper: ‘[b]ut for the active and persevering efforts of the inhabitants of the 

town generally, one end of the town must have been a complete ruin’.702 Such 

descriptions imply not only that the noble villagers were providing a neighbourly 

service, but also casts them in opposition to the presence of evil in the form of 

‘fiendish’ incendiarists and their diabolical flames.703  

There were some cases, however, in which the behaviour of the community 

appeared rebellious, was deemed decidedly unhelpful, or even outright radical. In a 

letter from a ‘Bedfordshire farmer’ to the Mark-Lane Express, the author stated: 

‘[i]ncendiarism, by the frequency of its occurrence, has ceased to be considered a 

crime by the generality of labourers’.704 Trace elements of radical rebellion are 

visible in a town notice, signed ‘by a number of the respectable inhabitants of Holt’ 

in Norfolk in 1830 which details the role to be played by newly sworn in Special 

Constables of the town. The Special Constables note that if violence should occur 

they would ‘stand by each other, to preserve the peace and prevent the destruction 

 
698 "Arson.-A Diabolical Attempt at Incendiarism." Times, December 16, 1843, 7. 
699 "Arson.-A Diabolical Attempt at Incendiarism." Times, December 16, 1843, 7. 
700 "Wisbech, Nov. 28.-Thursday night Another Diabolical Outrage of Incendiarism Occurred in the 
Parish." Times, December 1, 1832, 5. 
701 "News." Leeds Intelligencer, July 11, 1846, 6. 
702 The extract was originally printed by the Cambridge Chronicle. "News." Leeds Intelligencer, July 
11, 1846, 6. 
703 "Incendiarism." Westmorland Gazette, December 15, 1838, 3. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4JKnN9 last accessed 5 July 2017. 
704 The letter was re-printed in the Leicester Chronicle. See: "Incendiarism." Leicester Chronicle, 
December 9, 1843. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3213077452/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=148250
4e last accessed 19 June 2019. 
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of property, except threshing-machines’. This nod to the popular act of destroying 

threshing machines as a form of protest against income loss is furthered by the 

closing comments which call for the wages of labourers to be increased, and that 

‘rents and tithes should be reduced, as the best and only means of ensuring 

tranquillity’.705 Another report from Norfolk tells of how, when four fires were set in 

farms near the town of Thetford in 1843, ‘a great reluctance to assist was shown by 

many bad characters in the neighbourhood’, in spite of the otherwise ‘praiseworthy 

exertions of the peasantry’ to save the properties.706 The Norfolk Chronicle 

subsequently noted that ‘a great deal of ill feeling’ had arisen amongst the local 

labourers after farmers had been ‘putting their men to gaol for not threshing the 

barley out clean’.707 An obvious example of community rebellion was recorded by 

the Essex Standard in 1844. When ‘the diabolical spirit of incendiarism’ broke out in 

Ardleigh the flames were witnessed by ‘a considerable number of labourers’.708 As 

the Essex Standard reported with notable chagrin, however, ‘their conduct was 

most heartless and disgraceful, many of them, instead of rendering assistance, 

frequently endeavouring to obstruct the firemen, and openly exulting at the fearful 

progress of the devouring element’.709 Such accounts show that, while many reports 

paint a picture of a united community banding together to battle demonic infernos, 

such communities could also be fragmented, representing not a dichotomy but a 

spectrum of support for protest.  

Not everyone in these radical communities might be responsible for setting fires, 

but regardless of positive efforts to oppose the fires, the presence of incendiarism 

alone was enough to alienate such communities. This sense of a generalisation of 

demonic identities for entire communities is evident in press reporting. A London 

 
705 "Late Miss Archer’s." Bury and Norwich Post, December 1, 1830. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4HYgk4 last accessed 4 July 2017. 
706 “Thetford, Nov. 23.” Norfolk Chronicle, November 25, 1843, 3. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4JPm2X last accessed 1 February 2017. 
707 “Thetford, Nov. 23.” Norfolk Chronicle, November 25, 1843, 3. 
708 "Incendiary Fires." Essex Standard, February 2, 1844. 
709 "Incendiary Fires." Essex Standard, February 2, 1844. 
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informant to the Caledonian Mercury wrote in 1842 of the ‘spread of incendiarism 

throughout the country’ naming several counties as affected: Chester, Lancashire, 

York, Nottingham and Wiltshire.710 The author describes the fires as ‘outrages of 

this diabolical character’ and makes thinly-veiled accusations as to the culprits, 

noting: ‘suspicion gains ground that these fires are concerted ; but it would be 

unfair upon slight grounds to name the class of persons upon whom the suspicion 

rests’.711 The lack of specifics about location and suspected groups responsible 

appears to implicate the working populations of these counties generally. Reports 

from around this time discuss a possible revival of Swing incendiarism, or agitation 

by Anti-Corn Law Leaguers as like a diabolical infection of the local populous.712 

Whether explicit or implied, concerns about the labouring classes are inherent. As 

noted by the Southampton Herald in 1844:  

‘[h]ow readily is the invitation to crime accepted by the wretched, whether 

they labor in the field, or the mine, the factory of the workshop?...with the 

daily conduct of the nobles of the land, there will not be wanting willing 

instruments for the instigators to incendiarism’.713  

As this source suggests, therefore, blame for incendiarism was, in some cases, at 

least partially recognised as due to upper-class landowners’ treatment of those who 

worked for them. Such sentiments capture the essence of newspaper reporting on 

this subject as judgements pronounced upon both upper and lower classes from 

 
710 "Latest News." Caledonian Mercury, November 14, 1842. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BB3205442641/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=28332
fc1 last accessed 11 June 2019. 
711 "Latest News." Caledonian Mercury, November 14, 1842.  
712 See for example: "News." Bucks Herald, December 10, 1842, 4.  "News." North Devon Journal, 
December 21, 1843, 2. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EN3224785959/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=cce37
bcc last accessed 12 June 2019. Berrow’s Worcester Journal explores the issue of working-class 
incendiarism against the Corn Laws with more sympathy for those protesting. See: Henry Candy, 
"The Fire Raiser." Berrows Worcester Journal, January 15, 1846. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3214880515/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=83e71f
ce last accessed 11 June 2019.  
713 "Southampton, Saturday, Nov. 2, 1844." Southampton Herald, November 2, 1844, 4. 
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those in the middle echelons, but with blame cast predominantly at the feet of 

workers.714 

 

Conclusion 

 

Overall, the demonic was a foundational aspect of the monstrous economy. It was 

an identity employed by the media to indicate the presence of social failure, the 

culpability of the working-classes in such a failure, and to express a desire to reclaim 

a sense of order.  Satan as a mirror of the world set to rights is an ideal figure in this 

respect, for, as Darren Oldridge notes: ‘Satan not only lacks positive qualities; he 

turns them upside down’.715  Scholarship on the Devil tends to focus largely on his 

appearance and role in literary works, or as a figure in witchcraft trials, plays and 

folklore.716 There is a proliferation of biographies of the Devil throughout history, 

but these are largely concerned with the ways in which his biblical origins are 

present in, or absent from later narratives.717 In these cases, the Devil is front and 

centre an individual character, except when his demon minions are also considered. 

This chapter has instead probed the role of the Devil and the demonic in more 

diffuse ways, charting their appearance in ostensibly ‘factual’ accounts such as in 

newspapers and periodicals.  

In uncovering the Devil’s role in the mitigation of middle-class guilt, this chapter 

expands upon previous historiography concerning more prosaic depictions of 

popular protest during this period. Existing research on incendiarism has previously 

 
714 Mike J. Huggins has noted the propensity for newspapers to employ middle-class journalists to 
write about sensational topics in an episodic, on-demand fashion, which suggests why these authors 
might pivot between class-allegiances or sympathies quickly. See: Mike J. Huggins, "More Sinful 
Pleasures? Leisure, Respectability and the Male Middle Classes in Victorian England," Journal of 
Social History 33, no. 3 (2000): 588.  
715 Darren Oldridge, The Devil:  A Very Short Introduction. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 46.  
716 See for example: Rosenfeld, Human Satan; Bartels, “Terrific Ogre’” 271-291; Cox, “The Devil,” 
407-438.  
717 See for example: Almond, The Devil; Kelly, Satan; Standford, The Devil.  
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focused upon its links to popular radicalism of the period such as Luddism, and the 

Swing Riots.718 Such a focus risks overshadowing the predominance of incendiarism 

as a means of voicing all manner of concerns – not all of which were collectivised or 

politically motivated. Instead, viewing arson through the lens of the diabolical 

reveals the ways in which many of these varied motivations for incendiarism 

became blurred, particularly in press-reporting. When journalists chose to employ 

the term diabolical to instances of fire-setting, they, in-effect, tagged together cases 

which might be personal or political, rural or urban. Such a merger conferred upon 

all these cases the connotations of those which were most prominent in the minds 

of readers familiar with more radical incendiarism. As stated, members of the 

working class, whether labourers or more urban workers, were at risk of 

demonization as a result of blanket accusations of diabolical incendiarism which 

held whole communities responsible. What gave weight to these monstrous 

identities were other associations of workers with the demonic. Such tropes were 

the underlying layers of the demonic working-class identity, whether blackened skin 

from manual labour, or the adoption of blackface in popular protest. This 

entrenched perception of links between dark skin and the demonic became such a 

powerful stigma, that those whose work involved close contact with soot or dirt 

became tainted by association.  

Guilt and a sense of social responsibility were frequently present, if sub-textual, 

wherever diabolical comparisons were published. This may have been a case of 

authors translating their own fears about the breakdown in social relations using a 

biblical rhetoric which they knew would be familiar to readers. It does not always 

suggest that authors truly expected readers to believe that demonic agency was 

behind criminal acts. Ultimately, these early nineteenth-century depictions of the 

working-class as demonic only reached a contagious intensity – across newspapers, 

and periodicals in particular - where incidents of arson were concerned. The role 

 
718 See for example: Griffin, "Knowable geographies,” 38-56; Hobsbawm and Rudé, Captain Swing; 
Navickas, “Luddism, Incendiarism,” 59-73.  
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played by hellish environment - as outlined in Chapter Two - is crucial here, because 

more often than not it was the fires themselves that that were the focus of reports 

frequently enabling the individual actors behind these deeds remain mysterious and 

intangible. Demonic attributes such as references to the blackening of skin, were 

similar ‘othering’ tactics but these lacked the connotations of supernatural 

monstrosity which incendiary fires afforded arsonists. While use of overt diabolical 

‘othering’ reached a fever pitch in the first half of the nineteenth century, demonic 

influences remained to subtly pervade all of the monstrous stereotypes examined 

within this thesis, as will be shown.  
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Chapter Four: Fairy Forms 
 

Introduction 

 

 ‘As Shakespeare plays his sly games with the insubstantial fairies, we are 

forced by the ambivalence in their status to ask questions…about the 

substance of those mortal experiences with which they are linked’.719 

This statement, argued by Ronald F. Miller, in response to A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream, neatly encapsulates the perennial appeal of fairies as social commentary. 

Miller is correct to suggest that it is this ambiguity of status and appearance which 

makes fairies such useful allegories. Indeed, the term ‘fairy’ functions as a broad 

cloth from which any amount of different monstrous shapes and styles might be 

cut. Fairies are not an homogenous species of supernatural beings. Like the term 

‘monster’, the term ‘fairy’ can take on a variety of shapes, sizes, motivations and 

regional characteristics depending on the narrative in which they appear. A 

definition is offered by Molly Clark Hillard which represents the broad sweep of 

fairy understanding during the nineteenth century, describing them as: ‘creatures, 

sometimes small, sometimes human-sized, that live underground or in mounds, or 

otherwise on the edge of British culture and consciousness’.720 Added to this would 

be their potential for supernatural, even Satanic qualities.721 Individuals across the 

classes were familiar with their multiplicity of forms, whether through literature, 

theatre, newspaper reporting or ballads.722 Such variations and widespread 

 
719 Miller. “Midsummer,” 255.  
720 Hillard, Spellbound, 13.  
721 See: Oldridge, “Fairies,” 1-15; Millar, Witchcraft, 74.  
722 See for example Edith Hall’s work on the mid-nineteenth-century popularity of mythological 
(including fairy) themes in burlesques attended by rich and poor alike: Edith Hall. "Classical 
mythology in the Victorian Popular Theatre," International Journal of The Classical Tradition 5, no. 3 
(1999): 338, 347. That members of the working class read fairy tales and told fairy tales themselves is 
heavily satirised in Cleave’s London Satirist, see for example: "The March of Intellect." Cleave's 
London Satirist and Gazette of Variety, January 8, 1842. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5jRAn8 
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dissemination of fairy narratives allowed them to operate as pliable allegories ready 

to be shaped to fit the person, or groups being stereotyped. As with other iterations 

of the monstrous economy explored in this thesis, appreciating the differences in 

meaning conveyed across such fairy types exemplifies the nature of monstrosity as 

a form of language, capable of conveying perceptions of the ‘other’ with a fairly fine 

degree of nuance. This multi-faceted nature of fairy identity has been thoroughly 

evidenced by scholars. Katharine Briggs’ extensive works on fairies and fairy tales 

has laid the groundwork for modern studies which have similarly explored the range 

of fay-like beings, from boggarts to selkies and beyond.723 This chapter 

acknowledges the work completed by Briggs and others in diligently cataloguing 

these multitudinous strands of fairy genealogy but seeks to narrow and deepen its 

focus to a few central archetypes, outlined below. Caroline Sumpter’s impressive 

study on fairy tales in the Victorian press is similarly influential, but like other key 

fairy works such as by Zipes, Bown, and Hillard, there is a concerted focus on 

Victorian fairies as forming part of a literary tradition.724 Sumpter’s exploration of 

‘Servants, sweeps and Cinderellas: Darwinian fairy tales’ is rich in context, but 

analysis of these eponymous working-class identities is superseded by discussions 

of middle-class authorship.725 This chapter instead seeks to shift attention away 

from an analysis of fairies as mechanisms within a wider narrative tradition. It is less 

 
last accessed 9 June 2018; "The Goblin Sprite, or the Old Women and the Bugaboo." Cleave's London 
Satirist and Gazette of Variety, March 28, 1840. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5j9XU8 last 
accessed 9 June 2018. For fairy ballads, see for example, “The Fairy Boy.” Roud Number: V383, 
Bod2845. (London: D. Batchelar, 1836-1842). 
http://ballads.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/search/?query=fairy&d=1800 last accessed 9 June 2018; “The Fairy 
Tempter.” Roud Number: 13770, Bod2846. (Birmingham: W. Pratt, c. 1850).  
http://ballads.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/search/?query=fairy&d=1800 last accessed 9 June 2018.  
723 See for example: Katharine M. Briggs, The Fairies in Literature and Tradition. (London: Routledge, 
2002); Katharine M. Briggs, A Dictionary. See also a new edited collection which takes a regional 
approach to fairy lore with a broad remit and chronology: Young, and Houlbrook, Magical Folk. 
Taking a more thematic approach, and relevant to this study’s time frame: Silver, Strange and Secret, 
and similarly: Sumpter, Victorian Press.  
724 See: Sumpter, Victorian Press; Zipes, The Revolt: xi-xxix; Jack Zipes, When Dreams Came True: 
Classical Fairy Tales and Their Tradition. (London: Routledge, 1998); Bown, Fairies; Hillard, 
Spellbound.  
725 Sumpter, Victorian Press, 75-82. 
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concerned with chartering the evolution of the fairy tale, and instead focuses on 

more disparate yet interconnected stories which string together folklore, fiction, 

and satire in their ‘othering’ of the working class as fairies.  

Guilt was a thread woven into a variety of fairy narratives, explored here. It 

permeated descriptions of human beings as fairies by press and literary authors, 

serving to mitigate blame amongst house-holders for ruptures in social relations 

between classes, and bolstering concerns about regional difference. This is 

demonstrated in this chapter through several case-studies. An initial discussion of 

the cultural and chronological context underpinning understandings of fairy lore 

during this period is offered here. The following sections focusses in on particular 

types of fairy stereotypes. The first of these case-study sections analyses depictions 

of fairies as domestic servants, and servants as fairies, linking this to contractual 

bonds between human employers and servants in the home. Early to mid-century 

reports concerning the mistreatment of servants suggest where the guilt which 

underpinned domestic fairy narratives may have arisen from. Goblins, as a close but 

inherently deviant relation to these more domesticated fairies such as ‘brownies’, 

are the subject of the next section. When members of the working-class were 

likened to goblins, it signalled middle-class concerns about a wide gulf of 

understanding between the classes and implied guilt over the inability to reconcile 

such differences. Changelings, as fairy babies swapped for human infants are next 

examined in relation to guilt over the legal, financial and social perils of children 

born out of wedlock to mixed race, or mixed class parents. In relation to this, the 

figure of the gypsy as an archetypal fairy child-snatcher is discussed, with particular 

focus on perceptions of gypsies as illegitimate, mendacious, almost magical outcast 

‘others’ blamed for their purportedly corrupting influences. The final segment 

addresses what happens when fairy identities were purportedly self-assumed. It 

examines cases of Irish fairy fraud, and their position within wider discourse which 

disparaged the Irish in Britain. The case studies discussed here reveal the 
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intersectional nature of the ‘othering’ which the monstrous economy undertook, 

showing how ethnic as well as class stereotypes mitigated reports of oppression.  

 

Fairies: Culture and Chronology 

 

Fairy narratives, such as found in plays, poetry and folklore news were not entirely 

uncommon in seventeenth century journals such as Fog’s, and Grub Street.726 They 

experienced heightened exposure in print from the 1830s onwards, with a marked 

rise towards the end of the century, and flurries in the 1830s and 40s.727 This earlier 

period was apparently bolstered by new academic interest.728 As Bown notes, 

during these decades: ‘at least one fairy subject was exhibited every year at the 

annual exhibitions of both the Royal Academy and the British Institution’.729 By the 

end of the century, fairy narratives had become fairly ubiquitous, permeating a 

variety of media from theatre, literature, folklore and satire.730 Andrew Lang’s 

‘Coloured Fairy Books’ (1889-1910) were a particularly influential disseminator of 

fairy narratives during this latter period.731 Jack Zipes has argued that the decades 

from 1840 to 1880 were the period when authors most clearly used fairy tale 

narratives ‘in innovative ways to raise social consciousness about the disparities 

 
726 See for example: "News." Fog's Weekly Journal, October 3, 1730, 2. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Z2000333898/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=8c2b36
8a last accessed 27 June 2019; "News." Grub Street Journal, February 5, 1730, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Z2000494483/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=01c700
b9 last accessed 27 June 2019; "News." Hereford Journal, August 9, 1781, 4. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EN3219491894/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=fc7de
b35 last accessed 27 June 2019. 
727 Harris, Folklore, 37.  
728 Jack Zipes has argued previously that the reason British enthusiasm for literary fairy tales 
blossomed later than in the rest of continental Europe was a throwback to Puritan disdain for 
frivolous culture in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the subsequent fear of the 
corrupting nature of fairy tales upon the young. See: Zipes, Dreams, 143-146. 
729 See: Bown, Fairies, 70. 
730 See for example: Harris, Folklore, 37-38; Hillard, Spellbound, 219.  
731 Hillard, Spellbound, 219. See also: Sara Hines, "Collecting the Empire: Andrew Lang's Fairy Books 
(1889-1910)," Marvels & Tales 24, no. 1 (2010): 39-56. 
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among the different social classes and the problems faced by the oppressed due to 

the industrial revolution’.732 The 1820s and 1830s are also deserving of more 

scholarly interest, however, in that they saw a volley of printed folklore reports 

imagining fairy & human interactions which hint at uneasy alliances between the 

classes, and the need to keep contractual promises.733 Zipes himself has hinted at 

the importance of the 1820s with regards to changing attitudes towards fairy tales 

which looked more favourably upon their role in developing children’s imaginations. 

.734 Prior to the 1820s fears abounded that such tales were unhealthy and 

potentially damaging for children.735 Influenced by the publication of Edgar Taylor's 

translation of the Brothers Grimm’s fairy tale stories in 1823, this shift towards 

more positive perceptions occurred because ‘educators and parents began to 

realize, probably due to their own reading experiences, that fantasy literature and 

amusement would not necessarily destroy or pervert children's minds. On the 

contrary, children needed amusement’.736  

Evidence from newspaper reporting in the 1820s certainly attests that this decade 

was more influential than scholars have previously suggested with regards to the 

power of fairy narratives. By shifting focus away from edited collections towards 

fairy tales published in newspapers as this thesis does, this earlier emergence 

becomes more apparent. The ‘Fairy Mythology’ series which ran during 1828 

published by Le Belle Assemblée speaks to perceptions of the pervasion and 

 
732 Zipes, The Revolt, xix.  
733 This is particularly evidenced in the analysis which follows of fairy narratives which relate to 
middle-class relationships with domestic servants and to illegitimate children. See for example: 
"Fairies." Westmorland Gazette, September 23, 1837, 4; “Drownies” [sic] The Mirror of Literature, 
Amusement, and Instruction, August 19, 1826, 110-111. 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/2788354?accountid=13268 last accessed 28 June 2019; and 
the ‘Fairy Mythology’ series: W. C. S. "Fairies." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable 
Magazine Addressed Particularly to the Ladies, March 1. 1828. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5dwi8X 
last accessed 11 September 2019. 
734 Jack Zipes, “The Changing Function of the Fairy Tale,” The Lion and the Unicorn 12, no. 2 (1988): 
20. 
735 Zipes, “Changing Function,” 20. 
736 Zipes, Changing Function,” 20.  
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importance of fairy tales during this earlier period.737  The author of this series 

acknowledges Thomas Keightley’s work of the same name, published in the same 

year, and provides strong evidence that contemporary authors and illustrators were 

heavily influenced by, and drawing upon European fairy tales in their work during 

this decade.  They state: ‘[w]ho is there who has not anxiously and ardently 

followed the mysterious events of the wild and tales of the German school, lately 

made more familiar to us by the industry of a Soane, a Gillies, or a Carlisle, aided by 

the talents of a Cruikshank?’738 The complex nature of light versus dark fairy 

personas is touched upon here; one which attests to themes this chapter explores 

concerning how dark fairy forms became a means with which to ‘other’ 

downtrodden domestic servants. This monstrous ‘othering’ inverted their 

powerlessness through perceptions of their almost magical hold over children and 

households alike. The author of ‘Fairy Mythology’ relates monstrous versions of 

fairies to household nurses, for example: ‘[w]ho is there, that has not drunk in, with 

eager ear…stories of fays and sprites – goblins and chimeras dire, which were told 

him by his nurse in his infancy.’739 

 
737 The series ran from March until October of 1828. See: W. C. S. "Fairies." Le Belle Assemblée, or, 
Bell's Court and Fashionable Magazine Addressed Particularly to the Ladies, March 1, 1828; "Fairy 
Mythology.-No. II." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable Magazine Addressed 
Particularly to the Ladies, May 1, 1828. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5aWTZ1 last accessed 11 
September 2019; W. C. S. " Fairy Mythology.-No. III." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and 
Fashionable Magazine Addressed Particularly to the Ladies, June 1, 1828; "Fairy Mythology.-No. IV." 
Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable Magazine Addressed Particularly to the Ladies, 1 
July 1828. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5dyzq8 last accessed 11 September 2019; W. C. S. “Fairy 
Mythology.-No. V.” Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable Magazine Addressed 
Particularly to the Ladies. August 1, 1828. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5awUs0 last accessed 11 
September 2019; W. C. S. “Fairy Mythology.-No. VI.” Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and 
Fashionable Magazine Addressed Particularly to the Ladies. September 1, 1828. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5cxTt8 last accessed 11 September 2019; W. C. S. “Fairy Mythology.-
No. VII.” Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable Magazine Addressed Particularly to the 
Ladies. October 1, 1828. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5dv4CX last accessed 11 September 2019. 
738 W. C. S. "Fairies." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable Magazine Addressed 
Particularly to the Ladies, March 1, 1828, 12.  
739 W. C. S. "Fairies." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable Magazine Addressed 
Particularly to the Ladies, March 1, 1828, 12. 



172 
 

As with other monstrous stereotypes explored in this thesis, a Manichean 

dichotomy of darkness and light existed within fairy narratives which served to 

merge and confuse racial and class prejudices. When the delights of fairyland were 

conjured in nineteenth-century writing, those at home amongst the courtly 

festivities were rarely depicted in the darker-skinned forms of brownies or goblins, 

both explored below.740 When rendered positively – frequently in poetry published 

in newspapers and periodicals - fairies were imagined as airy beings of light 

‘skipping about in the moonlight’.741 Regional, racial distinctions are made by the 

Metropolitan Conservative Journal between these more pastoral fairies and the 

‘Scotch Fays, termed Brownies’ in 1837.742 Brownies were so named ‘from toiling 

hard for those that treat them well’ and were thus, ‘of a tawny colour’. This was in 

contrast to diminutive, green-clothed fairies who ‘are so called from their neatness 

and cleanliness, from never labouring’.743 Here, the Scotch fairies’ ‘otherness’ is 

connected both to their regional identity, and to their darker colour. As explored in 

Chapter Two, associations with ‘darkness’ and ‘blackness’ were a form of racial 

‘othering’ which conflated darker skin tones with Satanic influence.744 Racial 

‘othering’ in connection to fairy tales during this period became imbricated within 

debates about nationhood. An author for the Ladies Cabinet in 1849, for example, 

 
740 With the notable exceptions of references to courtly minions: Puck/Robin Goodfellow. See: Wall, 
“Fairylore,” 67-106.  
741 "A Fairy Legend." Manchester Times, August 22, 1849.  
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6R4h4X last accessed 26 April 2018; "The Origin of Those 
Superstitions." The Ladies' Cabinet of Fashion, Music and Romance, August 1, 1849, 46-52. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6R7T69 last accessed 26 April 2018; "Fairies and Roses." The 
World of Fashion and Continental Feuilletons, May 1, 1838, 119. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6R5SJ7 last accessed 26 April 2018; "Song of the Fairies." The 
World of Fashion and Continental Feuilletons, July 1, 1837, 167. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5cxMW2 last accessed 16 June 2018; "An Invitation to the 
Woods." Le Follet, September 1, 1848. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5jra23 last accessed 16 
June 2018; "Poetry." Preston Chronicle, December 12, 1846. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5t8S65 last accessed 16 June 2018. 
742 This extract from the Metropolitan was re-printed in the Westmoreland Gazette, see: "Fairies." 
Westmorland Gazette, September 23, 1837, 4.  
743 "Fairies." Westmorland Gazette, September 23, 1837, 4. 
744 See: Hornback. "The Folly,” 46-47; Callaghan, Shakespeare, 93; Barthelemy, Black Face; Vaughan, 
Performing, 24. 
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uses the fairy tale medium to suggest the superiority of Western culture: ‘[i]f we 

compare the fairies of the Arabian stories with those of the English poets, we are at 

once struck with the superior delicacy, grace, and refinement of the Northern 

superstitions’.745 As noted, brownies were associated with Scotland, yet their darker 

skin tone connected them to foreign racial ‘others’ deemed inferior.746 In the 

Metropolitan, the brownies’ rough ways and their darker skin when juxtaposed with 

descriptions of the more ethereal green ‘fairies’ also reinforces this sense of a 

connection between depictions of graceful fairy forms with ‘Englishness’.747 While 

the green fairies are not expressly described as English, their imagined bucolic, rural 

haunts seem to echo romantic notions of the English countryside.748 Blake’s pre-

industrial England as a ‘green and pleasant land’ is clearly visible in this tantalising 

vignette of fairy life.749 The author describes such fairies ‘living a merry life, dancing 

and singing by moonlight, leaving the mark of a circle on the grass’.750 Such fairies 

are not destined to be beasts of burden like the Scotch brownies, and unlike them, 

seem designed to enjoy the pleasures of life.751 These depictions suggested that 

occupation and quality of life were separated along class boundaries which were 

natural and inherent. 

 
745 "The Origin of Those Superstitions." The Ladies' Cabinet of Fashion, Music and Romance, August 1, 
1849, 48-49. 
746 "Fairies." Westmorland Gazette, September 23, 1837, 4; "Brownies." The Penny Satirist, August 
10, 1844, 1. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5jSJnX last accessed 7 June 2018; W. C. S. "Fairy 
Mythology.-No. III." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable Magazine Addressed 
Particularly to the Ladies, June 1, 1828, 26. 
747 "Fairies." Westmorland Gazette, September 23, 1837, 4. 
748 The author does, at one point, suggest that such fairies in fact be of ‘Eastern Extraction’ discussing 
the appearance of fairies in Arabic religious writings. See: "Fairies." Westmorland Gazette, 
September 23, 1837, 4.. 
749 See Christine Berberich, “This Green and Pleasant Land: Cultural Constructions of Englishness,” in 
Landscape and Englishness (Spatial Practices) eds Robert Burden and Stephen Kohl. Amsterdam: 
Rodophi, 2006), 207-208. 
750 "Fairies." Westmorland Gazette, September 23, 1837, 4. 
751 Our Young Folk’s Weekly Budget similarly compares green-clothed fairies to Scotch brownies, 
noting that the former are ‘claimed to be remarkably small of stature, with fair complexions, whence 
their derive their name-fairies!’. They also describe such fairies as ‘intermediate beings between 
men and women’. See: "Fairies." Our Young Folk's Weekly Budget, October 20, 1883, 130. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/DX1901058515/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=6943a
f90 last accessed 28 June 2019.  
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Domestic Goblins 

 

A desire to ‘other’ domestic workers as unreasonable and untameable monstrous 

beings may have arisen as a result of guilt over middle-class mistreatment of 

domestic servants.752 While reports of the wayward and criminal behaviour of 

servants were fairly prominent, stories about harassment of servants by their 

employers were also extent, and could be horrifying and explicit.753 In 1850, several 

papers reported on the trial of a husband and wife who had assaulted and 

humiliated a young female servant at their home in London.754 The girl was forced 

to work about the house naked from the waist up, given little food, and was 

 
752 For previous studies on nineteenth-century domestic servitude more generally, see: Siân Pooley, 
“Domestic Servants and Their Urban Employers: a Case Study of Lancaster, 1880–1914,” Economic 
History Review 62, no. 2, (2009): 405-429; Leonore Davidoff, and Ruth Hawthorne, A Day in the Life 
of a Victorian Domestic Servant (London: Allen and Unwin, 1976); Leonore Davidoff, "Mastered for 
Life: Servant and Wife in Victorian and Edwardian England," Journal of Social History 7, no. 4 (1974): 
406-428; Leonard Schwarz, “English Servants and Their Employers During the Eighteenth and 
Nineteenth Centuries,” Economic History Review 52, no. 2 (1999): 236-256; Edward Higgs, "Domestic 
Servants and Households in Victorian England," Social History 8, no. 2 (1983): 201-210. 
753 See for example, an account of ‘diabolical’ assault of a man-servant on the daughter of the house: 
"Assize Intelligence," Berrows Worcester Journal, August 14, 1823. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3208933287/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=6a89b204 
last accessed 21 September 2019. See also: "Salisbury." Salisbury and Winchester Journal, November 
3, 1817, 4. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/EN3219052177/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=524a88bc 
last accessed 20 September 2019; "News." Northampton Mercury, 27 December, 1851, 4. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/GW3216871049/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=a3e6cb7a 
last accessed 21 September 2019; "Chit Chat." The Satirist; or Censor of the Times, April 28, 1849, 
199. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/DX1901050635/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=0c08c342 
last accessed 21 September 2019. 
754 See: "General News of the Week." North Devon Journal, December 26, 1850, 3. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/IG3225162639/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=480f60e0 
last accessed 21 September 2019; "The Case of Ill -Treatment of a Servant." Jackson's Oxford Journal, 
December 28, 1850. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BA3200090797/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=47d295d8 
last accessed 21 September 2019; "The Alleged Case of Starvation and Ill-treatment of a Servant 
Girl." Westmorland Gazette, December 28, 1850, 4. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/IG3222882510/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=c24f4541 
last accessed 21 September 2019. 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3208933287/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=6a89b204
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repeatedly beaten, and made to eat her own excrement.755 Upon paying his bail, 

her former master made attempts to sneak out of the courthouse without arousing 

interest, but was subsequently set upon by a mob who assaulted him with mud, 

hounding him to his house amidst cries of ‘[d]eath to the cruel monster’.756 Stories 

of employers beating their servants were not uncommon in the press.757 In 1834, 

the Hull Packet reported that a Somerset county magistrate had been fined five 

pounds ‘by his brother justices at Exeter on the 18th instant for kicking and beating a 

female servant in his house’.758 In the very least, Victorian domestic arrangements 

involving servants were certainly complex constellations of emotions and 

expectations.759 Anxieties about the potentially fraught and intimate nature of 

relationships between masters and servants found an outlet in Victorian 

supernatural stories, as Eve M. Lynch observes.760 They could encompass fears ‘of 

deranged spatial and psychological boundaries, feelings of desertion and isolation, 

ancestral longings and guilt’.761 What Lynch argues is visible in the supernatural 

stories of Mary Elizabeth Braddon is also true of dark descriptions of Victorian 

domestic servants as fairies, as: ‘emblems of what Victorian society is unwilling to 

 
755 "General News of the Week." North Devon Journal, December 26, 1850, 3. 
756 "General News of the Week." North Devon Journal, December 26, 1850, 3. 
757 See for example: "Petty Sessions, Barnstaple, August 4th." North Devon Journal, August 11, 1842, 
2. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/EN3224783332/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=26eb2266 
last accessed 21 September 2019; "Chelmsford Petty Session." Essex Standard, May 11, 1838. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3208400125/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=502cd9fa 
last accessed 21 September 2019; "Oxford Assizes." Jackson's Oxford Journal, August 7, 1824. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/Y3202657285/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=29dea472 
last accessed 21 September 2019. 
758 "Weekly Epitome." Hull Packet, August 8, 1834. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BB3205917183/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=a4befa00 
last accessed 21 September 2019. 
759 Eve M. Lynch, “Spectral Politics: the Victorian Ghost Story and the Domestic Servant,’ in The 
Victorian Supernatural eds. Nicola Brown, Carolyn Burdett and Pamela Thurschwell. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 70.  
760 Lynch, “Spectral Politics,” 70.  
761 Lynch, “Spectral Politics,” 70.  
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‘see’ in its social condition’, totems that ‘remind us of what is being suppressed 

socially or repressed psychologically in Victorian society’.762  

Contrary to the depictions of lighter fairies as free spirits more connected to the 

natural world than to the human sphere, rougher depictions of domestic fairies 

appeared to mirror the drudgery of their existence in their domestic servitude of 

humans. This element reveals undercurrents of middle-class guilt that the lives of 

human domestics were ones of similar drudgery and toil, juxtaposed with the 

delights of more affluent diversions experienced by the upper echelons. Yet, these 

tales were able to function as a mitigation of such guilt by subverting these in two 

narratives ways. Firstly, by suggesting that domestic fairies were naturally bred for 

such work, evidenced by their appearance. An article in the Penny Satirist from 

1844 describes brownies in bestial terms, for example, as ‘meagre, shaggy and wild 

in their appearance’.763 The Satirist notes that brownies, along with other hairy 

mythological creatures such as fauns and satyrs, were likened to the Highlanders of 

Scotland, notorious for their wildness.764 Despite their rather threatening visage, 

however, brownies were otherwise loyal and useful creatures when in good 

humour, and thus made useful servants.765 The author notes their practical uses, 

describing how a brownie might 'sedulously employ[ed] himself in discharging any 

laborious task which he thought might be acceptable to the family, to whose service 

he had devoted himself’.766 This leads to the second narrative device used to 

mitigate guilt in employers over servitude, that of suggesting that such fairies were 

complicit in domestic arrangements, and did not want inordinate praise or 

recompense, as shown below. Such tales thus became a shorthand through which 

authors suggested how human servants should behave, and for mooting concerns 

about inequalities of experience between the classes.  

 
762 Lynch, “Spectral Politics,” 74.  
763 "Brownies." The Penny Satirist, August 10, 1844, 1. 
764 "Brownies." The Penny Satirist, August 10, 1844, 1. 
765 "Brownies." The Penny Satirist, August 10, 1844, 1. 
766 "Brownies." The Penny Satirist, August 10, 1844, 1. 
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Depicting fairies as supernatural domestic servants is a traditional trope in British 

fairy narratives.767 The Elizabethan period saw the transition of traditional folklore 

about household fairy-helpers into an established literary form where fairies 

‘rewarded people who performed their own household tasks well but punished the 

dirty and lazy’, as Ronald Hutton observes.768 The Mirror of Literature iterates the 

brownie as a fairy of this ilk, thought to operate predominantly in a domestic setting 

in the manner of a household servant.769 The Mirror, again focusing on the Scottish 

origins of the brownie, noted that each manor house had its own brownies, and 

that ‘in the kitchen, close by the fire, was a seat which was left unoccupied for 

him’.770 This suggests that although the brownie serves the household, the creature 

is also acknowledged as a part of the space.771 Its good behaviour ensures it a seat 

by the fire and a place in the home. In these brownie accounts, there is a sense that 

the brownie is as much a servant of the space itself, as it is of the family. As the 

author for the Satirist notes, ‘the Brownie lurked in remote recesses of the old 

houses which he delighted to haunt’ completing tasks at night while the family were 

asleep.772 In this way, the space acts as a stand-in master when the family are abed, 

sharing responsibility for the fairy’s actions, and for the domestic work undertaken. 

Lynch touches briefly upon this quality of Victorian homes in ghost stories noting 

how in such tales, ‘the supernatural influence of the house itself quietly impos[es] 

its own order on the will of the domestic inhabitants’.773 This role of the domestic 

space-as-master was largely a passive one in fairy stories, except in instances where 

brownies were banished from the home for accepting gifts. When treated well, 

 
767 For more on domestic servants and the supernatural in Victorian literature see: Lynch, “Spectral 
Politics,” 67-87; Hutton, “Making,” 1142.  
768 Hutton, “Making,” 1142.  
769 “Drownies” [sic] The Mirror of Literature, Amusement, and Instruction, August 19, 1826, 110-111. 
770 The author also notes brownies tendency to be drawn to homesteads as the harvest season drew 
to a close, and could be found hovering about ‘farm-yards, stables and cattle-houses’. See: 
“Drownies” [sic] The Mirror of Literature, Amusement, and Instruction, August 19, 1826, 110-111. 
771 See also: H.G.T, "Folk-lore.” Notes & Queries s1-II, no. 59, December 14, 1850, 475. 
https://data.journalarchives.jisc.ac.uk/view?pubId=oup-notes-esnotesjnotesj_s1-II_59pdf475-
apdf&terms=fairy&date=1780-1850 last accessed 2 September 2019. 
772 "Brownies." The Penny Satirist, August 10, 1844, 1. 
773 Lynch, “Spectral Politics,” 68.  
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brownies stayed out of the way until required, performed necessary but strenuous 

labour, and shunned attempts at unnecessary recompense.774 Attempting to reward 

such a fairy for its efforts, however, could prove disastrous, resulting in banishment 

of the creature from the house.775 As the author for The Mirror notes, the ‘kind 

turns’ which brownies performed for humans ‘were done without bribe, fee, or 

reward, for the offer of any of these would banish him forever’.776 There is no 

indication here of how or why the brownie would be sent away - discussed later in 

this chapter -  thus it appears as if this banishment is a punishment which the 

home-space enacts upon the fairy for breaking its conditions of employment. The 

domestic space in brownie narratives was, therefore, a passive agent until relied 

upon as an arbiter. In its passivity, its limited actions parallel those of its human 

owners. It suggests that their action was only required when a code of conduct had 

been violated but that attempts to interfere with, or improve their way of life would 

be inappropriate. Such actions could result in harm to master and/or servant, as 

seen in narratives about brownie banishment.777 The author for the ‘Fairy 

Mythology’ series published in Le Belle Assemblée stresses that brownies actively 

shunned attempts to reward them openly for fear of being banished.778 Here, again, 

there is the suggestion that a natural, spatial boundary has been transgressed and 

that punishment is fated: ‘[w]hen offered meat or drink, the Brownie instantly 

departed, bewailing and lamenting itself, as if unwilling to leave a place so long its 

habitation, from which nothing but the power of fate could sever it’.779 

Space is an important part of the brownies’ bartering process, in that, while no 

overt reward may be given to them, the creature is often said to have been made 

 
774 "Brownies." The Penny Satirist, August 10, 1844, 1. 
775 “Drownies” [sic] The Mirror of Literature, Amusement, and Instruction, August 19, 1826, 110-111. 
776 “Drownies” [sic] The Mirror of Literature, Amusement, and Instruction, August 19, 1826, 110-111. 
777 “Drownies” [sic] The Mirror of Literature, Amusement, and Instruction, August 19, 1826, 110-111. 
778 W. C. S. "Fairy Mythology.-No. III." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable Magazine 
Addressed Particularly to the Ladies, June 1, 1828, 26. 
779 W. C. S. "Fairy Mythology.-No. III." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable Magazine 
Addressed Particularly to the Ladies, June 1, 1828, 26. 
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welcome within the space by leaving a seat for it.780 Brownies thus appear to have 

been paid with room and board, a situation which again likened them to live-in 

servants. An article published in the Pall Mall Gazette was explicit in describing the 

contractual relationship between brownies and their masters.781 The author states a 

brownie was a fairy of ‘hearth and homestead’ that: ‘he only stayed in houses 

where hospitality and kindness were the rule, taking the master of the house as his 

chief’.782 Pixies are also included in this descriptions of homestead fairies, and these 

appear even more reliant upon a tacit system of quid pro quo. Pixies, ‘required that 

a pail of fresh water should be set for them nightly as a reward for their services, 

and in exchange ‘often left a small silver coin in the bottom of the pail’.783 In the 

case of these pixies, therefore, there is a slight juxtaposition of the role of master 

and servant in that it is the fairies who are financially rewarding the humans for 

their labour in placing out the pail. This source does not, however, indicate who 

puts out the water, or who received the coin. In this respect, servants themselves 

may have been the recipients of fairy gratitude, responding to the whims of pixies-

as-masters. In spite of their domestic activities, therefore, there could also be the 

inference that fairies – like servants - were not always passive, dutiful entities, but 

did wield some power in the home.  

Like human servants, brownies and other domestic fairies could be temperamental 

when upset by neglectful treatment or disrespect on the part of their masters, 

causing them to turn mischievous784 An example offered by Katharine Briggs 

 
780 “Drownies” [sic] The Mirror of Literature, Amusement, and Instruction, August 19, 1826, 110-111. 
For more contemporary brownie accounts, see: "Fairy Folk All." Atalanta, November 1, 1887, 18-21. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/DX1902038350/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=e82f5
e08 last accessed 29 June 2019; W. C. S. "Fairy Mythology.-No. III." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's 
Court and Fashionable Magazine Addressed Particularly to the Ladies, June 1, 1828, 26-27. 
781 This article was originally published in the Pall Mall Gazette but appeared in the Newcastle 
Courant. See: "Whiter [sic] Fairies Go." Newcastle Courant, September 10, 1898. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Y3206558098/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=7654a0
15 last accessed 28 June 2019.  
782 "Whiter [sic] Fairies Go." Newcastle Courant, September 10, 1898. 
783 "Whiter [sic] Fairies Go." Newcastle Courant, September 10, 1898. 
784 “Drownies” [sic] The Mirror of Literature, Amusement, and Instruction, August 19, 1826, 110-111. 
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regarding a Northumberland brownie, known as a silkie, clearly demonstrates this 

scenario.785 The story, originating in the nineteenth century, concerns a fairy known 

as the silkie of Denton Hall. This silkie provided helpful tasks, was described as 

dressing in grey silk “and they often met her, or were aware of her, on the stairs’.786 

When the family moved away, however, the silkie was left behind, and transformed 

into a belligerent fairy known as a boggart.787 This boggart refused to serve its new 

masters, and tormented the family with ‘intolerable bangings’ until they were 

forced to quit the residence.788 This story suggests that domestic fairies, like 

servants, have power over households, and that they are not blameless beings at 

the mercy of their masters. Any blame placed on the family for abandoning their 

faithful servant is mitigated in the narrative by reports of the ways in which the 

silkie-turned-boggart has begun tormenting the latest tenants. This narrative reads 

like a cautionary tale about the mercurial relationship between masters and 

servants in that it places the working-class fairy firmly at odds with its new – 

presumably affluent – family. This folktale, while framed by Briggs as an oral 

anecdote from a friend, appears in Victorian literary sources as a form of elite 

folklore, and undergoes some changes in due course.789 John Henry Ingram devoted 

several pages of Haunted Homes (1897) to stories of the Denton Hall ‘silky’.790 There 

is a notable shift in register in Ingram’s tales when compared with Briggs’ anecdote. 

Ingram’s silky is more refined, and possibly a lady of the house as opposed to a 

domestic servant.791 The most striking difference, is that this silky lacks any of the 

 
785 Briggs, “English Fairies,” 272.  
786 Briggs, “English Fairies,” 272.  
787 Briggs, “English Fairies,” 272. 
788 Briggs makes the suggestion that such a creature objected to the new household on account of 
their not being ‘the kind of people to get on with fairies’. Briggs, “English Fairies,” 272. 
789 See: William Henderson, Notes on the Folk-lore of the Northern Counties of England and the 
Borders. (London, W. Satchell, Peyton and co, 1879), 269-270. 
https://archive.org/details/cu31924006726552/page/n291 last accessed 28 June 2019; John Henry 
Ingram, The Haunted Homes and Family Traditions of Great Britain. (London, Gibbings, 1897), 418-
427. https://archive.org/details/hauntedhomesfami00ingr/page/420 last accessed 28 June 2019.  
790 Briggs’s fairy is a ‘silkie’ while Ingram’s more ghost-like lady is referred to as a ‘silky’. Ingram, 
Haunted Homes, 418-427.  
791 The fact that she is wearing silks in both accounts confuses the issue of status also. While Cassell’s 
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fairy connotations of Brigg’s account. Instead, Ingram’s silky is far more spectral, 

and is even rumoured to be the spirit of a strangled girl.792 She was seen ‘flitting 

along the passages, up the stone-stair cases, and outside the house in shady 

walks’.793 The silky is discussed in several anecdotes provided as being seen in 

various parts of the house, and even warning inhabitants of imminent deaths.794 

When combined, Ingram and Briggs’ narratives point to an intriguing, if subtle 

undercurrent present in stories of domestic fairies: that they seem to represent the 

spirits of dead servants.795 Kathryn Briggs touches upon the idea briefly in The 

Fairies in Literature and Tradition, but does not expand upon it. Briggs notes here 

that brownies, hobgoblins were ‘said to be ghosts of servants who worked in the 

house’.796 

Considering representations of domestic fairies as former human spirits reveals an 

extra layer of ‘othering’ for their working-class counterparts. It further cemented 

within the guise of fairy folklore, the sense that servitude, whether dutiful or 

rebellious, was a pre-ordained and possibly perpetual role. There is a precedent for 

members of the poorer classes more generally being depicted as the souls of the 

dead in fairy form. As Owen Davies attests, nineteenth-century antiquarians made 

connections between the identities of cunning-folk or healers, and fairies, noting 

‘how both often dressed in old-fashioned garb, and liked to linger around ancient 

 
Household Guide suggested that lady’s maids could, on occasion wear silk, it should only be ‘black, or 
a dark-coloured silk’. See Cassell's Household Guide: Being a Complete Encyclopaedia of Domestic 
and Social Economy and Forming a Guide to Every Department of Practical Life. (London: Cassell, 
Petter, and Galpin, 1869), 364. https://archive.org/details/cassellshousehol01londuoft/page/364 last 
accessed 28 June 2019.  
792 Ingram, Haunted Homes, 419.  
793 Ingram, Haunted Homes, 419. 
794 Ingram, Haunted Homes, 418-427.  
795 Several scholars have discussed the belief that fairies were, or were associated with the spirits of 
the dead more generally. See for example: Davies, The Haunted, 3; Silver, Strange and Secret, 36; 
Stewart Sanderson, "A Prospect of Fairyland." Folklore 75, no. 1 (1964): 17. See also: Briggs, “English 
Fairies,” 278, 284. 285; K. M. Briggs, "The Fairies and the Realms of the Dead." Folklore 81, no. 2 
(1970): 81-96. 
796 This is in relation to the ‘Cauld Lad of Hilton’, mentioned later in this chapter. See: Briggs, The 
Fairies, 13.  
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burial mounds’.797 In a fiction piece about a young girl stolen away by gipsies, 

published in 1896 in the Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, the girl is jokingly 

‘othered’ for her strangeness in terms which group ghost and fairy identities 

together: ‘[a]n apparition upon my word! Speak spirit, fairy, brownie, whatever you 

are, and assure me that I am not dreaming’.798 More explicitly, an author for the 

magazine Atalanta noted that the ‘Cauld Lad of Hilton’ had been considered both a 

brownie, and a human ghost.799 The Cauld Lad, ‘amused himself by night with 

pitching chairs and vases about ; but if he found the place in confusion, he kindly 

went to work and put it in exquisite order’.800 Ingram also covers this entity in 

Haunted Homes, referring to the Cauld Lad as a brownie, and describing similar 

household activities undertaken by the fairy which correlate with other brownie 

folklore. 801 As Ingram notes, however, the Cauld Lad was also believed to be the 

ghost of a stable-boy killed by his ill-tempered master, who struck him with a hay-

fork and threw his body in a pond.802 Combining the trope of Cauld Lad as ‘restless 

ghost’ with his fairy identity as a mischievous brownie in this single history of Hilton 

Hall by Ingram, confuses the narrative of the murdered boy and dilutes his murder 

by his master. It does this by placing these strands within a playful, fairy tale 

framework. Such a juxtaposition of ghost and fairy narratives thus exemplifies what 

Owen Davies has described as a ‘broader shared existence’ for both forms of 

folklore.803  

 
797 Davies, The Haunted, 3.  
798 "Severed Lives." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, November 18, 1896. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3208576617/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=23fad5
1e last accessed 28 June 2019.  
799 "Fairy Folk All." Atalanta, November 1, 1887, 21.  
800 "Fairy Folk All." Atalanta, November 1, 1887, 21. 
801 Ingram, The Haunted Homes, 123-125. See for example: "Fairy Folk All." Atalanta, November 1, 
1887, 18-21; S., W. C. "Fairy Mythology.-No. III." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable 
Magazine Addressed Particularly to the Ladies, June 1 1828, 26-27.  
802 Ingram, The Haunted Homes, 125.  
803 As Davies notes, however, English folklore differentiates between ‘ghost as fairy’ and ‘fairy as 
ghost’ narratives. See: Davies, The Haunted, 3-4. 23 
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Another intriguing cross-over between ghost and fairy narratives occurs in relation 

to the notion of ‘laying’, ‘banishing’ or ‘freeing’ the entity. The author for Atalanta 

differentiates ghosts and brownies in stating: ‘[i]t was only ghosts who could be 

“laid,” and to lay him meant to give him freedom and release’.804 Yet, in Ingram’s 

account, the Cauld Lad in his brownie form is banished, essentially ‘freed’ from the 

house – again how this happens is ambiguous – when presented with a suit of new 

clothes which he subsequently dons before vanishing.805 This ritual may represent 

the act of the class boundary had been broken. As the authoritative Cassell’s 

Household Guide states, while mistresses might gift their old clothes to their 

servants, it was considered inappropriate for servants to wear these clothes: ‘the 

difference in the social scale of mistress and maid renders this unpleasing’.806 In the 

story of the Cauld Lad, and other tales involving fairy ‘banishments’ the ritual of 

giving clothes, gifts or thanks to domestic fairies is often framed as a negative 

action, one which even the fairies seem distressed by.807 While this may seem 

counterintuitive, it makes narrative sense when considered through the evidence 

above. For, once fairies rise above their class, they are no longer obliged to 

undertake domestic work. This implies that ‘spoiling’ human servants with lavish 

praise or gifts may give them cause to get ideas above their ‘station’.808  

That elite authors might have imagined fairies to represent the spectral lives of 

servants is a concept borne out by contemporary sources.809 In one of a series of 

Fairy Mythology articles, the author mentions the belief that those who had been 

stolen away by the fairies could be reclaimed on All Hallows’ Eve.810 This was also 

 
804 Fairy Folk All." Atalanta, November 1, 1887, 21. 
805 Ingram, Haunted Homes, 123-124. 
806 Cassell's Household Guide, 364. 
807 See for example: "Brownies." The Penny Satirist, August 10, 1844, 1; J. Su. "Connexion of Words - 
The Word 'Freight'." Notes and Queries s1-11 no. 54, November 9, 1850, 389. 
https://data.journalarchives.jisc.ac.uk/view?pubId=oup-notes-esnotesjnotesj_s1-II_54pdf389-
apdf&terms=fairy&date=1780-1850 last accessed 29 June 2019. “Drownies” [sic] The Mirror of 
Literature, Amusement, and Instruction, August 19, 1826, 110-111. 
808 For more on social mobility and fairy tales see: Sumpter, Victorian Press, 81.  
809 Briggs devotes a chapter to this, see: Briggs, The Fairies, 58-66. 
810 W. C. S. "Fairy Mythology.-No. III." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable Magazine 
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described by Robert Burns as an evening when fairies would come out to dance in 

the countryside in his poem, Hallowe’en.811 Given that Halloween has been 

traditionally associated with the spirits of the dead and other supernatural beings, 

this implies a conflation of human fairy captives as dead souls.812 This conflation 

appears in a court transcript (1854) of the trial of Rebecca Turton for the murder of 

her husband. Turton had confessed that she had killed her husband, and that: ‘she 

saw fairies and dead people at the side of the road’.813 Even more sinister were 

sources which suggested fairies as servants of Satan. Fairies had a long association 

with the demonic, as historians have noted.814 In a fictional piece printed in the 

Dundee Courier in 1864, a demonic brownie appears to be a secret guise 

undertaken by a young man in order to assault a servant and hide his guilt.815 

Attacked by the brownie in her bed, the girl cried out ‘avoid ye, Satan’ while clawing 

at the brownie’s face and pulling out its hair. These actions were enough to send 

the brownie hurtling out of the window in retreat. At the moment when the 

brownie had flown from the girl’s bedroom, a farmer’s son had alleged to have also 

 
Addressed Particularly to the Ladies, June 1, 1828, 25.   
811 Regina Buccola suggests that “fairy chaos invades the mortal realm in a pervasive way at only a 
few points in the year,” and that Halloween is a prime example. See Regina Buccola, "Shakespeare's 
Fairy Dance with Religio-Political Controversy in The Merry Wives of Windsor,” in Shakespeare & the 
Culture of Christianity in Early Modern England, ed. Dennis Taylor and David Beauregard. (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2003), 171; W. C. S. "Fairy Mythology.-No. III." Le Belle Assemblée, or, 
Bell's Court and Fashionable Magazine Addressed Particularly to the Ladies, June 1, 1828, 25. 
Sanderson, "Fairyland," 6.  
812 See for example: John Harland, and T. T. Wilkson, Lancashire Folklore (London: Warne and Co, 
1867), 49; "All Hallows Eve." Morning Post, October 31, 1846, 2. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6UL2e7 last accessed 6 May 2018. 
813 This testimony appears to have contributed to the court’s eventual verdict of not guilty on the 
grounds of insanity. No other mention is made during the transcript on what might have prompted 
Turton to see such supernatural visions in particular, but it serves as a useful contemporary account 
showing how fairies and the dead were seen as somehow connected by the defendant. “Rebecca 
Turton. Killing: Murder.” t18550820-768. August 20, 1855. www.oldbaileyonline.org last accessed 1 
June 2018.  
814 Hillard notes fairies’ presence in “medieval demonologies, sorcery manuals, and trial records” for 
example. See: Hillard, Spellbound, 15. See also:  Oldridge, “Fairies,” 1-15; Millar, Witchcraft, 52-55; 
Silver, Strange and Secret. 74.  
815 "The Beggars we Quartered." Dundee Courier, December 26, 1864. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3212983636/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=12e3c8
c2 last accessed 28 June 2019.  
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been knocked down by the monster, giving this as his reason for his scratched face 

and missing whiskers.816 In this respect, the farmer’s son attempts to hide his guilty 

actions by creating a monstrous creature on which to lay the blame.  

Diabolical connections between fairies and the working class are raised by an 

author to Notes & Queries, who notes how the term ‘blackguard’ was ‘applied to 

the lowest class of domestics in great establishments’.817 The source conjures a 

diabolical hierarchy in hell which mirrors that of wealthy Victorian homes, as the 

author notes: ‘[t]he Black Guard of Satan was supposed to perform the domestic 

drudgery of the kitchen and the servants’ hall, in the infernal household’.818 Such 

associations between domestic staff and Satan’s minions were further enforced by 

the perception in folklore that domestic spaces were more likely to attract 

monsters: ‘that these goblin scullions, on their visits to the upper world, confine 

themselves to the servant’s apartments of the houses which they favoured with 

their presence, and which at night they swept and garnished’.819 This appears to 

doubly stigmatise domestic servants; by suggesting they are akin to devils or 

goblins, but also, that they might be less efficient in their work than ‘real’ monsters. 

The letter points out that ‘industrious servants’ who were sure to attend to their 

tasks before retiring to bed ‘had spared the goblins of the task of performing their 

drudgery’ for them.820  

While – often thinly-veiled - ‘othering’ of the working class through fairy forms was 

a recurring motif in print from the late 1820s onwards, some fairy identities were 

more negative than others.821 When domestics performed their duties silently, 

 
816 "The Beggars we Quartered." Dundee Courier, December 26, 1864. 
817 J. Emerson Tennent (from Notes and Queries) "Blackguard." Cork Examiner, January 26, 1853, 4.  
818 J. Emerson Tennent (from Notes and Queries) "Blackguard." Cork Examiner, January 26, 1853, 4.  
819 J. Emerson Tennent (from Notes and Queries) "Blackguard." Cork Examiner, January 26, 1853, 4.  
820 J. Emerson Tennent (from Notes and Queries) "Blackguard." Cork Examiner, January 26, 1853, 4.  
821 The “Fairy Mythology” series by W. C. S., published in Le Belle Assemblée published across the 
summer and autumn of 1828, and Thomas Keightley’s “Fairy Mythology” appear to herald in a new 
era of published fairy folklore, which saw fairies emancipated from their more traditional, literary 
forms and re-examined through folklore. See: S., W. C. "Fairies." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court 
and Fashionable Magazine Addressed Particularly to the Ladies, March 1, 1828, through to: W. C. S., 
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promptly and diligently, their work was likened to fairy magic.822 Brownies, pixies 

and silkies while they had their rougher moments, were also described in quite 

fond, benevolent terms when they were depicted as undertaking their fair share of 

labour, as shown. Goblins, and imps, by contrast, were almost always conjured as a 

menace by Victorian authors. These ‘darker’ forms of fairy seemed most closely 

aligned to fairies’ roots in demonology.823 An exploration of these largely negative 

varieties reveals how authors used understandings of a fairy racial hierarchy to 

signal escalated disapproval about members of the working class while removing 

their own culpability from the narrative.  A compelling report from 1838, describes 

the escapades of a young boy ‘about thirteen years of age’ who had snuck into the 

Palace of Westminster and lived there in secret for a year.824 The boy had 

apparently lived quite contentedly in the Palace, hiding behind furniture and up a 

chimney, only coming out at night to take his meals. Due to the boy’s dirty 

appearance from chimney soot, thieving, and other nocturnal activities, the article 

named him ‘An Imp of Darkness’.825 Here, focus falls upon the wily nature of the 

boy and his physical and behavioural ‘otherness’. He is described as an illegitimate 

interloper, and at no point in the report – which focuses on testimony gathered 

from a hearing before the magistrate – is any concern for the boy’s welfare or 

situation raised beyond a desire to know how he had managed to illegitimately gain 

access to the palace.826 The focus on childhood deviance in ‘An Imp of Darkness’ 

correlates with findings by Steven J. Taylor, that ‘presence of the ‘abnormal’ or 

‘deviant’ child in mainstream society was abhorrent to middle-class reformers who 

 
"Fairy Mythology.-No. VII." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable Magazine Addressed 
Particularly to the Ladies, October 1, 1828; Thomas Keightley, Fairy Mythology: Illustrative of the 
Romance and Superstition of Various Countries. (London: Whittaker, Treacher, 1828).  
822 See: Sumpter, Victorian Press, 81. 
823 Hillard, Spellbound, 15; Millar, Witchcraft, 52-55. 
824 "An Imp of Darkness in the Queen’s Palace." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, 
December 16, 1838.  
825 "An Imp of Darkness in the Queen’s Palace." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, 
December 16, 1838. 
826 "An Imp of Darkness in the Queen’s Palace." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, 
December 16, 1838. 
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sought to correct their behaviour’.827 This dark fairy narrative appears to epitomise 

the ‘imperfect child’ genre popular with Dickens and other contemporary fiction 

writers. As Amberyl Molkovich attests, ‘[i]mperfect children need to pass through 

some sort of fairy realm in order to develop as characters’ and be redeemed.828 The 

‘imp’ in this report was said to be intelligent and ‘tolerably well-educated’, noting 

his statement that he had ‘seen the Queen and her Ministers in Council, and have 

heard all they have said’ observing that ‘the Queen is very fond of politics’.829 The 

magistrates response was to remand the boy in custody, and that ‘the police should 

lose no time in collecting information as to who the prisoner was, and to the truth 

of his statement, which to him appeared one teeming with improbabilities’.830 The 

monstrous ‘imp’ identity conferred here thus serves to twist some otherwise 

promising qualities into suggestions of a deviant nature in order to position the 

authorities as rescuing – and presumably rehabilitating – a potential threat to the 

Queen. 

When domestic servants were likened to goblins in the press, it was usually to 

highlight their most negative qualities.831 In a cartoon by Cleave’s London Satirist 

from 1842, servant women are mocked for their ignorance and naivety, expressed 

in their propensity to enjoy frightening tales before bed.832 One of the women 

states[sic]: ‘I think it’s a werry good practice for all on us who reads Tales of Murder 

and Ghostesses, at night, to place the Table and some Chairs against the Room 

Door’. Once this has been done, and the space under the bed checked for 

apparitions, the women says to her companion: ‘[n]ow, Sally, let us jump into Bed, 

 
827 Steven J. Taylor, “Depraved, Deprived, Dangerous and Deviant: Depicting the Insane Child in 
England’s County Asylums, 1845-1907,” History 101, no. 347 (2016): 520.  
828 Amberyl Malkovich, Charles Dickens and the Victorian Child. Romanticizing and Socializing the 
Imperfect Child (New York: Routledge, 2013), 34.  
829 "An Imp of Darkness in the Queen’s Palace." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, 
December 16, 1838. 
830 "An Imp of Darkness in the Queen’s Palace." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, 
December 16, 1838. 
831 See for example: "The Scullion Sprite; Or, The Garret Goblin." The Penny Satirist, September 30, 
1843. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5j9ET4 last accessed 18 June 2018. 
832 "The March of Intellect." Cleave's London Satirist and Gazette of Variety, January 8, 1842. 
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and read that horrid tale in the ‘Goblin Book’.833 Dramatic irony is employed here, 

as the servant women themselves are physically depicted as goblin-like in their 

activities to check for such creatures in the corners of their room. Their forms are 

crouched, and their faces display bulging lips, snout-like noses, and dark, gimlet 

eyes.834 The caption above the cartoon reads ‘The March of Intellect’ implying the 

women’s stupidity for being frightened by supernatural beings in a supposedly 

rational age.835 Apparent within both text and image, are suggestions of class 

prejudice, played up by use of dialect and the implication of the stupidity of the 

women. The inference here, is that the servants’ monstrosity is a result of their 

ignorance, a product of their lowly social stature.836  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
833 "The March of Intellect." Cleave's London Satirist and Gazette of Variety, January 8, 1842.  
834 See Figure 4: "The March of Intellect." Cleave's London Satirist and Gazette of Variety, January 8, 
1842.  
835 "The March of Intellect." Cleave's London Satirist and Gazette of Variety, January 8, 1842. 
836 This was not the first time Cleave’s had drawn upon this theme of domestic servants as ignorant 
and anachronistic, goblin-like creatures, see: "The Goblin Sprite, or the Old Women and the 
Bugaboo." Cleave's London Satirist and Gazette of Variety, March 28, 1840. 
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Figure 4: 
"The March of Intellect." Cleave's London Satirist and Gazette of Variety, (8 January, 

1842). http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5jRAn8 last accessed 9 June 2018. 
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In a similar vein, a poem from 1838 published in The World of Fashion, describes a 

dream (by what is presumably a lady of the house) in which the protagonist 

endeavours to hide from a goblin hoard, only to be discovered. In a scene 

reminiscent of Christina Rossetti’s Goblin Market - but which predates it – the 

dreamer is forced to drink gore from a goblin cup, and so fears being initiated into 

their diabolical rites.837 At this crucial junction in the narrative, the dreamer wakes, 

only to find the goblin voice belongs to her servant lady:  

 ‘On either hand screams the goblin band, the joy of my new life’s dawning ; 

- An impish voice…tis old nurse Joyce, With, ‘Past eight, miss ; - Fine 

morning!’.’838  

In this source, as with the others mentioned above, the figure of the domestic 

servant is set in relief against a backdrop of fictional fairy stories. Such a 

juxtaposition suggests that the servant is more to be feared or mistrusted than 

imaginary goblin forms who exist only in fairy tales, whilst also implying that she is 

the living embodiment of such creatures. Such sources reveal the ways in which the 

world of fictional monsters was interwoven with more prosaic understanding of the 

human working-class as an ‘othering’ mechanism in contemporary writing. It 

appears a mechanism designed – whether deliberately or not – to dehumanise the 

worker to the extent that their cares and concerns are trivialised. The suggestion 

that the mistress drink from the goblin cup clearly indicates contagion fears, that 

too close contact with her domestics might force her to live as they themselves do. 

Such a fear relates to the contemporary concern that children’s nurse maids were 

 
837 See: Rossetti, “Goblin Market,” 5-20. 
838 Italic emphasis in original source: M. A. S. "A Dream." The World of Fashion and Continental 
Feuilletons, September 1, 1838, 210. 



191 
 

filling their heads with fairy stories which might frighten, or otherwise pervert 

them.839 

Goblins proved a popular fairy form for literary authors, albeit one with a greater 

interest towards the end of the century.840 As stock fairy tale characters, they were 

pliable allegories appearing in a wide variety of fictional forms as derogatory 

caricatures for the poor.841 Authors such as George MacDonald, and Christina 

Rossetti, and Charles Dickens were clearly entranced by their potential, and used 

these dark fairy forms to imply ‘otherness’ in their narratives.842 In MacDonald’s 

text, The Princess and the Goblin, the goblins can be interpreted as a kind of 

 
839 For example, an anecdote about a young girl, so frightened by scary stories told by her maid that 
she becomes a ‘maniac’ by age 18. See: "Mr. Smith’s Lectures." York Herald, April 20, 1833. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9VJ9Q5 last accessed 16 March 2019. David Hopkin has written 
about this story-telling link between servants and masters in France. See: David Hopkin, “Intimacies 
and Intimations: Storytelling between Servants and Masters in Nineteenth-Century France.” Journal 
of Social History 51, no. 3 (2018): 557–591. 
840 See for example: James Bowker, Goblin Tales of Lancashire. (London: W. Swan Sonnenschein and 
Company, 1887). https://archive.org/details/goblintalesoflan00bowk last accessed 4 September 
2019;  
Charles Edward Carryl, Davy and the Goblin: or What Followed Reading "Alice's Adventures in 
Wonderland.” (Boston: Houghton Mifflin and Company, 1885). 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/25031/25031-h/25031-h.htm last accessed 4 September 2019; 
George MacDonald, The Princess and the Goblin. (London: Blackie & Son, 1887). 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/708/708-h/708-h.htm last accessed 4 September 2019;  
Sikes, British Goblins.  
841 For examples of contemporary goblin narratives and characters see: B. "Graves and Goblins." The 
Ladies' Cabinet of Fashion, Music and Romance, June 1, 1836, 347+.  
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6edED9 last accessed 13 June 2018; Robert Orde Fenwick, The 
Goblin Groom; A Tale of Dunse. (Edinburgh: Alex Lawrie, 1809). 
https://archive.org/details/goblingroomtaleo00fenw last accessed 4 September 2019; "Literature." 
Lloyd's Illustrated Newspaper, September 2, 1849. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6edqx6 last 
accessed 13 June 2018; “Poster for the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane for a Presentation of a Diorama.” 
1830. The Bill Douglas Cinema Museum. EXEBD 12837. 
http://www.victorianpopularculture.amdigital.co.uk/Documents/Details/EXEBD_12837 last accessed 
13 June, 2018. 
842 See:  MacDonald, The Princess and the Goblin; Rosseti, “Goblin Market”, 5-20; Dickens’ appeared 
particularly fond of deploying goblins as characters in his fictional narratives. See: Jen Cadwallader, 
"Of all the Times of the Year": Festival Time and Ghost-Seeing in A Christmas Carol." Victorians 
Institute Journal 40, (2012): 67; Charles Dickens The Chimes: a Goblin Story of Some Bells that Rang 
an Old Year Out and a New Year In. (London: Chapman and Hall, 1845). 
https://archive.org/details/goblinstorchimes00dickrich last accessed 4 September 2019; "Travelling 
Letters." Daily News, January 24, 1846. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5jPkL6 last accessed 8 
June 2018. 
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mutated working-class diaspora, not ‘a manifestation of evil but an evolutionary 

metaphor for the harrowing effects of social injustice’, as Fiona McCullough 

argues.843 Several scholars have argued for Rossetti’s goblin men in her poem, 

Goblin Market as allegories for the dangers of interclass and interracial mixing in the 

urban market place.844 As Hillard states, Dickens’ had a complicated relationship 

with fairies, in that he ‘publicly disavowed the social currency of the fairy tale…in 

the hands of other authors’ and yet ‘he himself manipulated fairy tale plots to his 

own ends’.845  

Dickens’ use of the fairies to create his own social commentaries is thoroughly in 

evidence in a segment for his ‘Travelling Letters’ published in the Daily News. 846 In 

this account, the author uses a dynamic, yet damning goblin analogy to describe a 

local French woman who was keeper of a barracks he visited in 1846. The piece 

exemplifies tropes hinted at in the previous sources above, in that it emphasises the 

working-class goblin identity as one which is dark, diabolical and threatening, and 

one which cannot truly assimilate into homely domestic settings. Framed in the 

article title as the ‘Goblin of Avignon’, Dickens describes his guide as small, elderly 

and swarthy, ‘with a pair of flashing black eyes…a fierce, little, rapid, sparkling, 

energetic, she-devil’.847As the woman shows their party through the dungeons, she 

is referred to by Dickens in continually monstrous terms.848 Dickens’ trademark 

caricature-esque style is strongly apparent in his depictions of the dungeon keeper, 

 
843 Fiona McCulloch, “‘A Strange Race of Beings’: Undermining Innocence in the Princess and the 
Goblin.” Scottish Studies Review 7, no. 1 (2006): 57. 
844 See: Pilinovsky, "Conventionalism,” 52-64; Norcia, "'Come Buy,” 24-45; Rebecca F. Stern, 
"'Adulterations Detected': Food and Fraud in Christina Rossetti's 'Goblin Market'," Nineteenth-
Century Literature 57, no. 4 (2003): 477-511. 
845 Such as in Dickens’ essay: ‘Frauds on the Fairies’ (1853). See: Hillard, Spellbound, 43. 
846 "Travelling Letters." Daily News, January 24, 1846. 
847 "Travelling Letters." Daily News, January 24, 1846. 
848 He writes of her as a “She-Goblin” who shrieked “as if she were on the rack herself” when passing 
chambers used during the French Inquisition, and who had a “mysterious hag-like way with her 
forefinger, when approaching the remains of some new horror.” For more on Dickens’ attitudes to 
the Inquisition, Revolution and Catholicism, see: Norbert Lennartz, "Charles Dickens Abroad: The 
Victorian Smelfungus and the Genre of the Unsentimental Journey," Dickens Quarterly 25, no. 3 
(2008): 147-149.  "Travelling Letters." Daily News, January 24, 1846. 
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reaching a crescendo when describing how she leads them into the site of the 

barrack’s former torture chamber: ‘with her eyes flashing fire, Goblin is up, in the 

middle of the chamber : describing, with her sun-burnt arms, a wheel of heavy 

blows’.849 While Dickens emphasizes the woman’s goblin-like features repeatedly, it 

is clear that what has inspired him to return to the analogy again, and again, are the 

dark and morbid surroundings she is situated within and her connection to them. 

This is perhaps most apparent in the concluding section when the woman reveals to 

them the dungeon’s oubliette, a pit where prisoners were left to die.850  

In spite of these horrors, the ‘goblin’ guide appears proud of her role as barrack 

keeper. She informs them that she, ‘had shown these dungeons to princes ; and 

how she was the best of the dungeon demonstrators ; and how she had resided in 

the palace from an infant’.851 Clearly aiming to convey his own feeling of the 

women’s ‘otherness’ to his readers in vivid and relatable terms, Dickens’ weaves a 

fairy identity for the woman which inverts this pride. The guide is conjured up as a 

swarthy-skinned goblin presiding over an entrance to hell with a gleeful, almost 

supernatural energy in spite of her age and small stature.852 Such a suggestion 

enables Dickens to paint quickly, if with broad stokes, a picture of the scene as a 

fantastical caricature. This portrayal, while entertaining, makes the guide appear 

inhuman, tainted by association with her somewhat macabre occupation.853 Yet, 

when taken to the guide’s humble room nearby, the dramatic energy of the 

previous passages evaporates, and Dickens’ description seems muted, noting: ‘a 

 
849 Earle R. Davis, "Dickens and the Evolution of Caricature." PMLA 55, no. 1 (1940): 231; "Travelling 
Letters." Daily News, January 24, 1846. 
850 Of this highlight of the tour, Dickens’ states: “she darts down at the ring and flings the door open 
with a crash, in her goblin energy, though it is no light weight. “Voila les oubliettes! Subterranean! 
Frightful! Black! Terrible! Deadly! Les oubliettes de l’Inquisition! My blood ran cold, as I looked from 
Goblin down into the vaults, where these forgotten creatures…starved to death.” See: "Travelling 
Letters." Daily News, January 24, 1846. 
851 "Travelling Letters." Daily News, January 24, 1846. 
852 For a continuation of Dickens’ travels in the region see: "Travelling Letters." Daily News, January 
31, 1846. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5jNvQX last accessed 8 June 2018. 
853 It is worth noting that even the prisoners of the Inquisition, in their final torments, are no longer 
human, but are instead “creatures”; dehumanised like ‘Goblin’ has become by virtue of her 
proximity to their memory. 
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dark low room, lighted by small windows, sunk in the thick wall ; in the softened 

light, and with its forge-like chimney…and a sober-looking woman (she must have a 

congenial life of it, with Goblin) knitting at the door’.854 Dickens’ appears to stumble 

at this more homely setting for ‘Goblin’.855 His monstrous analogy fails once the 

woman is situated within the prosaic (if slightly gloomy) domestic space. The goblin 

identity for the guide appears only effectively activated within the Gothic setting of 

the dungeon. To properly appreciate her within her own home would be to 

humanise ‘Goblin’, and reveal the extent to which Dickens’ portrayal of her as 

monstrous neglects this inconvenient humanity. The narrative instead necessitates 

that ‘Goblin’ is too broken by her tortured surroundings to truly belong in the 

homely domestic setting of her chamber. In spite of his condescending portrayal of 

his guide, there pervades in Dickens’ descriptions of the goblin and her garret, an 

underlying, yet lurking guilt, one which suggests that if goblin is unnaturally cruel, it 

is because she has been forced to subsist on cruelty.  

 

Changelings  

 

Suggestions of unbelonging and illegitimacy plagued depictions of the working-class 

as fairies. Two archetypes explored below, that of the ‘changeling’ child and ‘gypsy’ 

as fairy child-snatcher and magical mischief-maker exemplify these ‘othered’ 

qualities. Such caricatures use monstrous fairy identities to stifle aspirations of 

 
854 The appearance of the uncanny, out-of-place knitting woman in Gothicised narratives would 
become a familiar monstrous trope, as illustrated by Joseph Conrad in Heart of Darkness. The trope 
of foreboding women knitters has also been interpreted as a reference to the Moirai, the three fates 
of Greek mythology, who spun, measured and cut the yarn of life. Dickens’ would later re-visit the 
power of the female demon-knitter in fictional form, famously immortalised as the bitter Madame 
Defarge in Tale of Two Cities (1859).  See: Pouneh Saaedi, "Women as Epic Sites/Sights and Traces in 
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,” Women's Studies 44, no. 4 (2015): 538, 551-552; "Travelling Letters." 
Daily News, January 31, 1846. 
855 The section is remarkably short, containing almost no description of the guide herself in this 
environment, in stark contrast to the previous passages. "Travelling Letters." Daily News, January 24, 
1846. 



195 
 

social mobility, or to thwart attempts to draw attention to these groups’ social 

precarity and poverty. Use of the term ‘changeling’ migrated from its function 

within folklore into reports which secularised, and harnessed this fairy identity to 

‘other’ children who threatened to unsettle the status quo by crossing racial or class 

boundary lines. This usage performed the counterpoint to calls for reform of the 

laws governing illegitmate children, such as made by Ellen Batille Dietrick, an author 

for the feminist periodical Women’s Penny Paper  in 1892.856 Dietrick noted Russian 

legislation granting legitimate status to children upon the marriage of their parent, 

lamenting: ‘[w]hy has England allowed Russia to advance beyond her in 

promulgating this great social reform? It is still one of the cruel and tyrannical 

features of English law that not the slightest compassion is shown to illegitimately-

born children’.857 Dietrick’s bold statements can be contrasted with earlier debates 

about reform of this law which positioned the question of illegitimate children as 

primarily the collateral damage of vice and prostitution, referred to as a ‘deeply 

rooted evil’.858 These diabolical connotations suggest that illegitimate children were 

a product of immoral liaisons, thereby diverting guilt for any future suffering of 

these children as a result of the law, back onto their parents.  

In traditional changeling narratives, usually healthy human babies are whisked away 

to fairyland, and unnatural, and sometimes unresponsive ‘changelings’ are left in 

their wake. Such children were almost universally depicted as unwanted 

interlopers. An inferior substitute for the human child, they would mysteriously 

 
856 Ellen Batille Dietrick, "Some Much-Needed Social Reforms," Women's Penny Paper, March 26, 
1892, 4. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/DX1900366236/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=08ffbb58 
last accessed 20 September 2019. For more on the Women’s Penny Paper and feminist periodicals 
see: “Printed Collections: Periodical Collection,” JISC Archives Hub. 
https://archiveshub.jisc.ac.uk/search/archives/f675323e-2a9d-3589-9658-17a265223dfa last 
accessed 20 September 2019. 
857 Ellen Batille Dietrick, "Some Much-Needed Social Reforms," Women's Penny Paper, March 26, 
1892, 4.. 
858 As discussed at the International Congress of Geneva in 1877. See: "Multiple News Items." 
Huddersfield Chronicle, September 24, 1877, 3. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3210544076/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=76714b37 
last accessed 20 September 2019. 
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appear in their stead as ‘a starving imp, an aged, useless member of the elfin tribe, 

or even an animated log or stump of wood’.859 Silver notes changelings could be 

wizened or distorted in appearance, ‘monstrous little beings’, lacking ‘heart or soul’, 

and possessed of a ‘strange, malicious, or ungovernable spirit’.860 Tales involving 

changelings tended to revolve around negative attributes or behaviours so that the 

driving motivation of the tale was the parent’s desire to trick or coerce the fairies 

into returning their superior human offspring.861 Such tactics could be merely 

slightly unorthodox, such as performing peculiar tasks in order to perplex the 

changeling baby into revealing its true identity as an elder fairy.862 Or, in some 

reported cases, behaviour on the part of parents who believed - or performed - the 

changeling legend could tragically result in instances of child neglect, physical abuse 

and even fatalities.863 Linda-May Ballard makes the compelling case that changeling 

legends were a means of imposing a controlled understanding upon events which 

otherwise appear cruel and arbitrary, such as the diminished health of otherwise 

‘normal’ children.864 Changeling rituals, in their most cynical interpretations could 

 
859 One notable fictionalised exception appears in William Sharp’s (as Fiona Macleod) "The Fara 
Ghael" in which a paralyzed human baby is swapped for a much-loved fairy child, as Silver notes. 
Silver, Strange and Secret, 62-63.  
860 Silver, Strange and Secret, 60.  
861 Motivations for the theft of human babies in folklore were said to be to improve ailing fairy birth 
rates. As mentioned earlier, former Alfred Nutt suggested that changeling stories were remnants of 
fertility rituals involving child sacrifice. See: Silver, Strange and Secret, 74; Juliette Wood, "Folklore 
Studies at the Celtic Dawn: The Rôle of Alfred Nutt as Publisher and Scholar," Folklore (1999): 3. 
862 See for example the story of a changeling baby whose identity is revealed once it sees a mother 
cooking limpets on the fire and remarks at how many pots she is using.  When the mother then 
realises the baby is a changeling, she threatens to throw it on the fire, at which point the fairies rush 
to save the changeling and return the human child. See: Francesca Bihet, “Pouques and the 
Faiteaux,”in Magical Folk: British and Irish Fairies - 500 AD to the Present eds. Simon Young, and Ceri 
Houlbrook. (Gibson Square. Kindle Edition, 2018) ebook location 4021-4022.  
863 For examples of nineteenth-century changeling folklore in the press, frequently use to ‘other’ 
non-Englishness peoples such as the Irish or Welsh, see: "Varieties." Leicester Chronicle, August 9, 
1834. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6cioT3 last accessed 5 June 2018; "Tipperary Assizes 
(North Riding)." Belfast News-Letter, March 28, 1851. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6ckZoX 
last accessed 5 June 2018. 
The case of Bridget Cleary is a well-documented tale of the tragic consequences of changeling 
persecutions involving an adult, Irish woman, who died at the hands of her family. See: Silver, 
Strange and Secret, 64-65.  
864 Linda-May Ballard, “A Singular Changeling?" Folk Life: Journal of Ethnological Studies 52, no. 2 
(2014): 137-151. 
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also be an excuse, or euphemism to cover accidental or deliberate infanticide of an 

unhealthy or unwanted baby.865 Changeling narratives thus suggest a complex social 

hierarchy of belonging operating not just between the classes, but also within 

them.866 They are clear monstrous archetypes, according to Cohen’s postulates, 

representing a desire to mitigate responsibility for those unable to adequately 

function within a community by placing them at a distance, rhetorically, if not 

geographically.867 

At its core, the changeling myth is the story of children - in some cases adults- who 

both fail social expectations and are failed by them.868 Illegitimate ‘changeling’ 

children could be perceived as the material evidence of guilt; the offspring of 

societal misdeeds, as implied by the International Congress of Geneva report 

above.869 This is clearly indicated in a report entitled ‘A Changeling’ concerning the 

kidnapping of a child in Whiddon, Liverpool in 1840.870 A landlady, leaving her baby 

to fetch beer for a female customer, was dismayed on her return to find that the 

woman had gone, and that in place of her own baby, lay an agitated infant ‘quite 

black in the face’. Upon calling the doctor, it was asserted that the baby was not ill, 

but that its ‘ebony hue’ was the result of ‘natural causes’. The woman customer had 

apparently swapped her own child – described in derogatory terms as the result of 

an ‘illicit communion’ with a man of colour, for the landlady’s child. A hue-and-cry 

 
865 Ballard, “Singular Changeling,” 139.  
866 For more on nineteenth-century attitudes to mental health and disability in children see: Steven 
King, “Constructing the Disabled Child in England, 1800-1860,” Family & Community History 18, no. 2 
(2015): 104-121; Steven J. Taylor, “‘She Was Frightened While Pregnant by a Monkey at the Zoo’: 
Constructing the Mentally-Imperfect Child in Nineteenth-Century England,” Social History of 
Medicine 30, no. 4 (2017): 748-766; Taylor, “Depraved,” 513-535. 
867 As Cohen states, ‘the monster is an incorporation of the Outside, the Beyond— of all those loci 
that are rhetorically placed as distant and distinct but originate Within’. See Cohen, “Monster 
Culture,” 7.  
868 The case of Bridget Cleary is a well-documented tale of the tragic consequences of changeling 
persecutions involving an adult woman, who died at the hands of her family. See: Silver, Strange and 
Secret, 64-65.  
869 Multiple News Items." Huddersfield Chronicle, September 24, 1877, 3. 
870 "A Changeling." Morning Post, December 31, 1840. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5mo696 
last accessed 5 June 2018. 
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was then raised, and the ‘changeling’ was ‘immediately packed off to the 

workhouse’.871 Here, the poor lot of the baby left orphaned and sent to the 

workhouse is completely eclipsed by the derogatory emphasis on its outcast, 

changeling status. Racial prejudice is obvious throughout the source, with heavy 

emphasis placed on the supposed immorality of the child’s mixed-race parentage. 

Here, the changeling trope is used to clearly indicate that the child is unwanted and 

does not belong; that they are like a fairy child in a human cradle. This ‘otherness’ 

and sense of unbelonging are made clear by the fact that the child is reported as 

being unceremoniously sent to the workhouse upon the discovery of its racial 

identity.872 Changeling abduction motifs thus served to blur the line between 

folklore and fact. This is unsurprising, considering the ways in which Victorian 

readers were frequently ‘exposed to accounts of the treatment of changelings in 

the newspapers and journals they perused, in the works of the collectors and 

theorists of the emerging discipline of folklore, and in the popular and mainstream 

literature they read’, as Carole Silver attests.873 As explored above, changeling 

stories could directly influence treatment of children, and occasionally adults, who 

failed to conform to social norms and were thus feared as fairy offspring. Such 

cases, in turn, appear to have contributed to the use of the term ‘changeling’ as a 

by-word for people who similarly served to threaten the status quo.874 As such, 

political elites were referred to in the press as changelings when they championed 

policies or causes which appear to have rubbed against the grain of popular opinion 

or represented a dramatic reversal of stance. One example being that of Lord de 

Roos, ‘a changeling’ who ‘changed his mind three times during the reform debate’. 

The paper suggested that, as a result of these repeated about-face manoeuvres ‘he 

 
871 "A Changeling." Morning Post, December 31, 1840. 
872 "A Changeling." Morning Post, December 31, 1840. 
873 Silver, Strange and Secret, 62. 
874 "Multiple News Items." The Age, April 22, 1832, 131. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5moRs3 last accessed 6 June 2018. See also: "Caledonian 
Mercury." Caledonian Mercury, June 5, 1837. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5mogt0 last 
accessed 6 June 2018; "Arts and Culture." Adams's Weekly Courant, June 6, 1780. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5motA6 last accessed 6 June 2018. 
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ought to be called Lord de ‘Veer’ in consequence.’875 In these cases, use of the term 

‘changeling’ effectively negates the message, or legitimacy of the person so 

described.  

While changeling tales abounded in the 1830s and 40s, this motif also benefitted 

from the increase in antiquarian activities towards the end of the century.876 

Stripped of its supernatural connotations the term found new life as a by-word for 

illegitimacy in the 1880s and 90s press.877 Thus, even as Chamber’s Journal 

proclaimed in 1882 that ‘[w]eakly and puny infants are no longer supposed to be 

fairy changelings, except in districts so remote that the newspapers cannot reach 

them’ the term maintained a secularised visibility in print.878 Folklore behind the 

changeling myth was even used to persuade parents to purchase Horlick’s Malted 

Milk.879 The advert, printed in newspapers including the Huddersfield Chronicle and 

Hull Daily Mail in 1898, appeared to suggest a Midland’s familiarity with the 

changeling myth: ‘[T]he child looks like a changeling. It is quite shrunk and shrivelled 

; its eyes seem dim ; its skin is clammy ; it wails rather than cries…Give it Horlick’s 

Malted Milk, and you will soon find that it is not a changeling, but your own bonny 

baby once more’.880 By referring to monstrous archetypes ironically - in this case 

 
875 "Multiple News Items." The Age, April 22, 1832, 131. 
876 Aligning with booms in fairy interest more generally, as mentioned. Bown, Fairies, 70. 
877 See for example: "A Changeling Child." Sheffield Evening Telegraph, January 6, 1899, 4. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3221878975/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=8aa44
2ec last accessed 26 June 2019.  
878 Anon. “Fairyland and Fairies.” Chambers’s, July 15, 1882, 455, in Caroline Sumpter, The Victorian 
Press and the Fairy Tale. (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 2.  
879 "The Child Looks Like a Changeling." Huddersfield Chronicle, May 31, 1898, 2. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3213505567/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=b850da
57 last accessed 26 June 2019; "Middlesbrough Theatre Royal Orchestra." Daily Gazette for 
Middlesbrough, June 3, 1898. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3208583917/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=dc2bbe
30 last accessed 26 June 2019; "News." Hull Daily Mail, August 29, 1898, 4. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EN3225620902/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=4d6d4
4b2 last accessed 26 June 2019. 
880 Fairies were also used to sell Paisley’s Flour in 1899. See: "The Fairies are Baking." 
Nottinghamshire Guardian, August 5, 1899, 2. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3213595785/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=722b0e
a2 last accessed 28 June 2019; "The Fairies are Baking." Essex Standard, September 16, 1899, 2. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3208644004/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=ea7d54
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that of the changeling -  magical or supernatural meanings underlying these terms 

could be transformed to become merely signifiers for difference without 

necessitating belief in the reality of such fantastical identities. The term could, 

therefore, attach stigma as a result of its cultural baggage; a factor demonstrated by 

an author for the Morning Post, who noted in 1858 that changelings were ‘the 

particular superstitions of the lower class of the Irish’.881 

In newspaper reporting on paternity suits where the pedigree of children was 

contested, the term ‘changeling’ was used to indicate illegitimacy. In these 

instances, class differences clearly influenced the use of the term as symbolic of 

‘otherness’ and implicative of the guilt of clandestine social mixing by working-class 

people. Entrenched class prejudices are apparent in a report by the Chelmsford 

Chronicle concerning a maternity suit from 1836 entitled ‘an alleged changeling’.882 

The report, also related in Bell’s Life, contained the heavily convoluted account of 

two families, the Brueres and the Wagstaffs.883 A girl child belonging to the Brueres 

was kidnapped by Mrs Bruere’s sister, Elizabeth Wagstaff. Miss Wagstaff claimed 

that the child was in fact her own illegitimate baby from an ‘illicit intercourse’ but 

that Mr Bruere exchanged her own for his own. Miss Wagstaff stated that the 

reason for this arrangement was because Bruere wanted his real daughter to be 

removed, and ‘educated in a manner suitable to her expectations from some great 

man who would provide for it’ but that his wife was opposed to the child being sent 

away.884 Bell’s noted that Bruere was connected to a wealthy family, and described 

 
c6 last accessed 28 June 2019; "The Fairies are Baking." Southampton Herald, October 21, 1899, 2. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3208923715/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=0ed62d
ea last accessed 28 June 2019. "The Child Looks Like a Changeling." Huddersfield Chronicle, May 31, 
1898, 2. 
881 "Fairy Legends of Ireland." Morning Post, 12 March 1858, 6. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3213128508/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=917772f4 
last accessed 20 September 2019. 
882 "Extraordinary Case." Chelmsford Chronicle, August 5, 1836, 4. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5moha1 last accessed 6 June 2018. 
883 "Assize Intelligence.” Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, July 31, 1836. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6d3Ak5 last accessed 6 June 2018. 
884 "Assize Intelligence.” Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, July 31, 1836. 
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his regret ‘at his unhappy and ill advised connection with his wife and her family’, 

including Miss Wagstaff, who was described as a woman ‘lost to every sense of 

shame’.885 The case was summarily dismissed and the child was deemed to be that 

of Mr Bruere and his wife. The changeling narrative here is one which, in discussing 

the proposed illegitimacy of two children, and of Elizabeth Wagstaff’s claims, 

highlights the disparity in two warring sides of the same family. It seems to 

exonerate Bruere as the parent with ‘wealth, rank and happy innocence’ on his side, 

while the other working-class members are characterised by ‘guilt, ruin and 

despair’.886 A conflation of the changeling concept with the guilt of class imposters 

is similarly present - though more subtle - in a report on the attempts of the 

architect Sir John Soane to exclude his son from his will from 1837.887 George Soane 

was contesting the will on the grounds that it was: ‘founded on an insane delusion 

that he…was not the son of Sir John, but a changeling, and really the child of a 

bricklayer’s labourer’.888 Here, as with the Wagstaff’s court case above, ‘changeling’ 

is used as a purely rhetorical device, carrying no supernatural connotations. Fairies 

have not left Sir John with an inhuman offspring, rather, the term is rendered here 

in a knowing way. It neatly summarises the concept of illegitimacy in response to 

the allegations concerning George being the result of an illicit union between 

Soane’s wife and a common labourer. While not disclosed in the report, John’s 

attempts to disinherit George in his will are less likely to be the result of fears of 

mixed parentage than they are reflective of his less than amicable relations with his 

son.889 Still, the use of the term in the report acts as a convenient shorthand, 

 
885 The report infers prostitution, though does not state this explicitly. It notes that Miss Wagstaff, 
and possibly other members of the family were connected to a local brothel. "Assize Intelligence.” 
Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, July 31, 1836. 
886 "Extraordinary Case." Chelmsford Chronicle, August 5, 1836, 4. 
887 "Prerogative Court, Aug. 1." Standard, August 2, 1837. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6ciiL3 
last accessed 6 June 2018. For more on Sir John Soane, see for example, From a correspondent. "Sir 
John Soane." Times, January 20, 1937, 17. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6d2Jj6 last accessed 
6 June 2018. 
888 "Prerogative Court, Aug. 1." Standard, August 2, 1837. 
889 George Soane had angered his father, having drawn up excessive debts which resulted in his 
spending time in debtors’ prison. He also wrote several defamatory attacks on his father’s work, was 
also believed to have fathered a child with his own wife’s sister. John Soane allegedly blamed his son 
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employing the language of monstrosity in order to indicate the prima-facie nature 

of the claims.  

Even more monstrous than changeling children were the adults deemed to have 

engendered their illegitimacy. Narratives which depicted ‘gypsies’ – members of the 

travelling community – as fairy child-snatchers suggested that such communities 

posed a considerable threat to, and were immiscible with respectable society. The 

monstrous threat they appeared to pose to ‘legitimate’ children from affluent 

homes served to mitigate any societal guilt for their apparent destitution or 

mistreatment by society at large. As stated, gypsy communities were especially 

dreaded for their alleged propensity for child-snatching.890 Gypsies were feared as a 

racial, and cultural threat; as Jodie Matthews states, these groups ‘were suspected 

of being able to easily disappear, to communicate in Romani without being 

understood, and of a desire to misuse children’.891 These statements indicate an 

almost supernatural or magical identity being conferred upon such people, a point 

Matthews attests in noting that ‘writers who were interested in mystical fairy 

worlds were also frequently prone to mythologizing occult, supposedly gypsy 

practices’.892 There was, therefore, already an existing stereotype in place which 

situated gypsies within a semi-magical framework. There were other factors at play 

which influenced understandings of gypsies as monstrous threats, however. As Lou 

Charnon Deutsch has noted, such groups, ‘were always imagined in permanent exile 

from some other place beyond national borders’.893 In this regard, gypsies were 

already considered monstrous citizens, existing within societies which were 

assumed to not be their own; supposedly preying on the property of respectable 

 
for causing the premature death of his wife (George’s mother) due to anxiety caused by his reckless 
behaviour. See: Susan Palmer, "Sir John Soane: Rewriting a Life," Libraries & The Cultural Record 44, 
no. 1 (2009): 66-72.  
890 Matthews, “Gypsies,” 149.  
891 Matthews, “Gypsies,” 149.  
892 Matthews, “Gypsies,” 149.  
893 Lou Charnon-Deutsch, The Spanish Gypsy: The History of a European Obsession. 
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004), 11.  
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middle-class families by allegedly coveting their children, and material 

possessions.894 Here again, parallels can be drawn with contemporary 

understandings of the immorality of fairies. Briggs is emphatic regarding 

perceptions of the mendacious nature of fairies: ‘there is no doubt that they are 

arrant thieves, and will take anything they desire which is not protected against 

them’.895  

In contemporary accounts, connections between gypsies, child-snatching and 

‘changelings’ could be overt. A review of the play The Wandering Tribe (1837) 

encapsulates the necessary ingredients:  

‘The plot included the usual materials for the gypsy drama – a stolen child, 

lost heir, a changeling, rival lovers, white and tawny, an abduction, villainous 

stratagems, a discovery, and consequent denouement’.896  

These tropes, played out in entertainment, apparently did reflect the actual 

concerns of parents, as a report from the Morning Chronicle (1822) reveals.897 The 

article, entitled, ‘Alleged Sale of Children to Gypsies’ details a custody battle 

between a mother (and grandmother), and the father of an illegitimate child. The 

mother, having been accused of not providing for her child, faced having the boy 

removed into his father’s care. This course of action horrified the woman on 

account of the fact that she believed that the man only wanted to attain the child in 

order to sell it to a gypsy gang. At the hearing, the child’s grandmother informed 

the Lord Mayor ‘that the father had already sold a child, which his sister had by a 

sailor, to the gypsies at Norwood, and that the gang had already stained the poor 

baby’s face and body, so that nobody could recognise it’.898 While no reference is 

 
894 Matthews, “Gypsies,” 138.  
895 Briggs, “English Fairies,” 274.  
896 "The Theatres." The Satirist; or Censor of the Times, July 23, 1837, 654. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6dKeq2 last accessed 7 June 2018. 
897 "Police." Morning Chronicle 26, September, 1822. 
898 "Police." Morning Chronicle 26, September, 1822. 
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made to the term ‘changeling’ in this account, the familiar connections between 

child-snatching, racial difference and illegitimacy are strongly apparent here.  

Fear-mongering reports of gypsy-kidnapping may have been a response designed to 

counteract descriptions of the hardships suffered by these itinerant communities.899 

These reports appear to have peaked in the latter years of the century, between 

1880-1890 based on the number of papers which included the popular phrase or 

headline ‘stolen by gipsies’.900 The nineteenth century saw widespread harassment 

of such communities by local authorities and landlords, as ‘[a]ll kinds of laws were 

applied to make their life as difficult as possible and to urge them to move on to 

another municipality” including ‘surveillance and registration by the local police’.901 

In November 1886, Berrows Worcester Journal reported that Greek gypsies camped 

near Leeds had been victims of ‘gross brutality’ when a crowd of young men ‘broke 

into the encampment, tore down their tents, extinguished their fires, and left the 

unfortunate people huddling together in the cold’.902 In spite of middle-class 

mistrust of gypsy communities – and possibly as a result of this forbidden allure – 

towards the end of the century journalists began writing pieces which claimed to 

 
899 For stories of gypsy kidnapping see: "A Boy Stolen by Gipsies." Birmingham Daily Post, January 11, 
1887. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BC3201294941/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=93238277 
last accessed 21 September 2019; "Stolen by Gipsies." Pall Mall Gazette, January 13, 1887. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BA3200400888/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=d19f4ac0 
last accessed 21 September 2019; "A Romance of Real Life." North Wales Chronicle, August 14, 1838. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BB3200863713/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=49cd3601 
last accessed 21 September 2019; "Stolen by Gipsies." Berrows Worcester Journal, August 11, 1894, 
5. https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3210960872/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=1f919e90 
last accessed 21 September 2019. 
900 Based on data provided by Gale Primary Sources on an ‘entire document’ search for ‘stolen by 
gipsies’. This decade returned 253 for British newspapers and periodicals.  
901 Leo Lucassen, “Between Hobbes and Locke. Gypsies and the Limits of the Modernization 
Paradigm,” Social History 33, no. 4 (November 2008): 432.  
902 "General News." Berrows Worcester Journal, November 13, 1886, 6. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3208997962/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=9c7913d0 
last accessed 21 September 2019.  
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offer authentic portraits of gypsy life.903 Some of these reports appear prejudiced 

against these communities, suggesting that their poverty was of their own making, 

and that they preferred to live in squalor, or that gypsies were falsely presenting as 

impoverished, doubtless to gain sympathy.904 A report into gypsy life for Racing 

Illustrated in 1897 actively sought to downplay the hardships of travellers by 

highlighting their purportedly pagan practices and insinuating their hoarding of 

secret wealth accumulated through dubious means.905 Author Lucy Harding stated:  

‘[t]he singular fact remains that, for at least four centuries, this strange race 

has been found wandering all over Europe, speaking its own language, 

holding its own manner and customs, cherishing many pagan rites and 

superstitions, even when its members are professedly Christians’.906 

Hardy further suggested that gipsy destitution was something of a ruse, noting 

another journalist’s discovery that ‘amid all the squalor an poverty of gipsies’ tents, 

solid silver plate and china were occasionally in use,’ and that in a shop in 

Edinburgh, ‘the most expensive silver tea service…was bought and paid for by a 

gipsy matron’.907 There are inferences here which resonate with Matthews’ 

statements about popular associations of gypsies with magical rites and mysterious 

processes which seemed to enable them to disappear items of value, whether 

 
903 See for example: "Among the Gipsies." Graphic, March 13, 1880. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BA3201429412/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=b24d690a 
last accessed 21 September 2019; S. J., "Visit to a Gipsy Camp in Dundee." Dundee Courier, 10 
February 1877. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3209263404/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=95d4a705 
last accessed 21 September 2019;  
904 See: "The 'Epping Forest Gipsies' at Leamington." Birmingham Daily Post, April 27, 1871. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BA3201150325/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=9cd8a004 
last accessed 21 September 2019; Lucy Hardy, "Gipsies." Racing Illustrated, 18 September, 1897, 
282. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/DX1901413752/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=25baa554 
last accessed 21 September 2019. 
905 Hardy, “Gipsies.” Racing Illustrated, 18 September, 1897, 282. 
906 Hardy, “Gipsies.” Racing Illustrated, 18 September, 1897, 282. 
907 Hardy, “Gipsies.” Racing Illustrated, 18 September, 1897, 282. 
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children or material possessions.908 Such suggestions occulted any real hardships 

which these travelling communities experienced, whether financially, or socially.  

 

Fairy Fraud 

 

In some cases, fairy identities were purported to have been assumed by humans 

themselves in order to conduct elaborate cons. These accounts are problematic, 

however, as they predominantly feature stories told about the rural Irish through 

the medium of the urban Irish and British press. As a result, fairy identities ‘other’ 

the rural Irish both regionally, and nationally. From a British perspective, they 

represent another means by which anti-Irish sentiment was promoted using the 

monstrous form to suggest that Ireland was the cause of its own miseries.909 The 

use of fairy identities for the Irish enabled authors to mitigate colonial guilt for Irish 

suffering by suggesting that Ireland and the Irish were as wild, mercurial and 

untrustworthy as the mythical creatures they were popularly associated with.910 In 

this vein, derogatory portraits of the Irish as mendaciously magical mirrored those 

of the gipsy communities above, many of whom were perceived to be ethnically 

 
908 Matthews, “Gypsies,” 149.  
909 As Martin Forker notes, the Irish were depicted in a variety of monstrous and inhuman forms in 
periodicals of the period in order to ‘other’ them and demean their calls for social reform in Ireland, 
including: ‘apes, dragons, feral pigs, snakes, sea-monsters, vampires…devil-fish and wild-beasts’. See: 
Forker, “The Use,” 60.  
910 For Irish fairy folklore in the British press, see: "Irish Fairies." Leeds Mercury, November 2, 1895. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BC3201917350/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=521b93b8 
last accessed 20 September 2019; Andrew Lang, "Irish Fairies." Illustrated London News, December 
23, 1893, 802. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/HN3100469608/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=77d3b9a9 
last accessed 20 September 2019. 
"Fairy Legends of Ireland." Morning Post, 12 March 1858, 6.  
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Irish.911 In 1890, for example, an author for the Dundee Courier categorised the 

state of Irish social and political discontent, popularly referred to as the ‘Irish 

Problem’ as ‘this hob-goblin of Irish affairs’.912 In cases of purported, self-assumed 

fairy identities both the mendacious and cunning nature of the culprits, and also the 

gullibility and ‘superstition’ of rural communities taken in by them are heavily 

implied.913 One such account featured a man referred to as ‘the fairy soldier’ 

published in the Westmeath Guardian and featured in the Leicestershire Mercury in 

1848.914 The man was alleged to have convinced inhabitants of a region of Longford 

that he was a local boy, thought to have died at sixteen, but whom the fairies had 

taken.915 The man had enlisted in the army with a detachment of the Queen’s Royal 

Regiment. Upon entering a district known as the Callows, he visited the home of a 

local farmer, informing the couple living there that he was the son they had thought 

to have buried many years since.916 After showing them that he bore the same birth 

 
911 See for example: "News." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, August 9, 1881, 
8. https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/IG3221302767/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=562b82fd 
last accessed 21 September 2019; "Multiple News Items." Standard, 1 July 1867, 2. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3213892411/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=777f89f1 
last accessed 21 September 2019; "Twelve Hours and Twenty Minutes at Rosherville." Punch, or the 
London Charivari, June 29, 1850, 9. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/DX1901542376/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=276c00f3 
last accessed 21 September 2019; "Fine Arts." Daily News, April 30, 1860. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/Y3202950812/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=c54b990c 
last accessed 21 September 2019. 
912 "Mr Rigby at Lintrathen." Dundee Courier, October 21, 1890. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3212698055/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=422dc7fe 
last accessed 20 September 2019. For the ‘Irish Problem’ see: "The Irish Problem." Standard, 29 
November, 1880, 5. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3213724718/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=6a4adaa0 
last accessed 20 September 2019; "The Irish Problem." Southampton Herald, 24 February 1886, 4. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3208863128/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=49c34578 
last accessed 20 September 2019. "The Irish Problem." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General 
Advertiser, August 19, 1886, 6. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/GR3221438809/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=83964515 
last accessed 20 September 2019.  
913 During the period, the Irish in particular were thought to be hopelessly mired in ‘superstitious’ 
belief in fairies and other supernatural beings, largely as a result of the power of the Catholic church. 
See: Fiona Bateman, "Defining the Heathen in Ireland and Africa: Two Similar Discourses a Century 
Apart," Social Sciences & Missions 21, no. 1 (2008): 91-92.  
914 "A Returned Emigrant from Fairy-land," Leicestershire Mercury, July 22, 1848, 1.  
915 "A Returned Emigrant from Fairy-land," Leicestershire Mercury, July 22, 1848, 1. 
916 The soldier claimed that instead of dying, he had been “spirited away by the ‘good people,’ or 
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mark which their son had done, and having ordered that his coffin be opened – 

revealing no remains but a log – the soldier’s story was accepted.917 The man was 

eventually discharged from the army on the basis of insanity.918 After his discharge 

he returned to the Callows and continued ‘assuming the fairy man, foretelling 

events, and promising cures, thereby extracting money from the credulous, 

infatuated poor’.919 When the Westmeath Guardian reported on the strange case 

the ‘fairy solider’ was apparently still at work, ‘obtaining money under false 

pretences’ and was implicated in the death of a local man who had challenged his 

story.920  

A similar tale of Irish fairy fraud was reported by the Observer in 1834, although the 

piece was originally printed in the Dublin Register.921 A young girl was apparently 

beguiled away from her home in Tipperary by a woman claiming to be a member of 

the fairies. This ‘fairy woman’ allegedly possessed similar powers to the ‘fairy 

soldier’ mentioned in the previous report, such as the ability to tell fortunes, to 

know of ‘the haunts of the ‘good people’ and was able even to raise the dead’.922 It 

was believed that the young girl had been enticed to leave with the woman and her 

companions after they convinced her that her deceased father was living with the 

fairies and could be returned to her.923 When the girl’s mother returned to her 

 
fairies; that he remained for thirteen years among them, and though he married a high-up lady, was 
sent on earth for a season, with directions to go into the army”. "A Returned Emigrant from Fairy-
land," Leicestershire Mercury, July 22, 1848, 1. 
917 Leaving a log of wood in place of a human (often a baby) was a common trope of fairy changeling 
narratives. See: Silver, Strange and Secret, 60.  
918 The soldier stayed with the family and was treated as their son. One day he disappeared, only to 
return several months later, saying that the fairies had spirited him away to Mexico, were they had 
instructed that he aid the Mexicans in their war with America. 
919 "A Returned Emigrant from Fairy-land," Leicestershire Mercury, July 22, 1848, 1. 
920 "A Returned Emigrant from Fairy-land," Leicestershire Mercury, July 22, 1848, 1. 
921 “Liberty of the Press.” The Observer, March 3, 1834.  
922 “Liberty of the Press.” The Observer, March 3, 1834. 
923 The report goes into great detail about how this ruse was enacted, stating:  
“the fairy woman spoke to some accomplice who was concealed, and an answer was given in the 
hearing of the young girl. A voice was heard to declare, ‘I am your father’…the fairy woman then told 
her they would have to go to a place that it would require them two days to walk to, and two to 
return ; and that it would be necessary for the to procure some money, that she would have to pay 
in a certain place before the father could be got back.  
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home, she found the girl missing, and their home ‘stripped of every article of value’ 

and applied to the local police for their return.924 Both the story of the ‘fairy soldier’ 

and the ‘fairy’ kidnappers imply a naïve credulity in the victims of fairy fraud, one 

which is enabled by their rural position, and their poverty. When featured in 

regional Irish newspapers, these stories single-out the ‘otherness’ of rural 

communities in comparison with more enlightened urban centres such as Dublin. 

Their appearance in British newspapers enacts an indirect ‘othering’ of the Irish as a 

nation. Such narratives aligned with contemporary attitudes towards the Irish at the 

time as featured in the British press more widely. They appeared to support and 

diversify caricatures and opinion pieces about the Irish nature as one deemed 

inherently ignorant, ‘superstitious’ and ultimately ungovernable.925 Overall, they 

mitigated blame for hardships suffered by the Irish people by suggesting these were 

not political issues originating from British rule, but that their origins were cultural, 

and connected to the anachronistic beliefs of the Irish people.926  

These stories of fairy fraud played into descriptions of the Irish diaspora in Britain as 

‘superstitious’ and ignorant, factors which served to downplay their poverty and 

hardships. In 1842, the Bury and Norwich Post reported on the anguish of members 

of London’s Irish population concerning the ‘old prophecies that London would be 

 
924 Accuracy of these details is problematic given the fact that, at the time of the report – a day after 
the woman had contacted the police - the girl was still missing. How the reporter knew all the details 
of her kidnapping, is not made apparent, as the reports gives no indication of witnesses being 
present or previous coercion attempts had having been made. “Liberty of the Press.” The Observer, 
March 3, 1834. “Liberty of the Press.” The Observer, March 3, 1834. 
925 See for example: "Disgraceful Riot at an Irish Meeting in Oldham." Manchester Courier and 
Lancashire General Advertiser, January 15, 1883, 6. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3221341363/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=ad1db
b34 last accessed 12 April 2019; "Mr. Froude on Home Rule.” Pall Mall Gazette, March 30, 1886. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BB3200395744/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=1515a
a58 last accessed 12 April 2019.  
926 See: "Irish Ideas and Irish Facts." Pall Mall Gazette, April 15, 1878. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BB3200350374/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=0de59
244 last accessed 12 May 2019. 
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destroyed by earthquake’ the week prior.927 In spite of suggestions that it was not 

only the Irish, but also ‘persons from whom better might be expected’ who were 

leaving the city in droves, the author used the incident to depict the Irish as wildly 

‘superstitious’ and irrational. They noted, ‘the frantic cries, the incessant appeals to 

Heaven for deliverance, the heart-rending supplications for assistance…sufficiently 

evinced the power with which this popular delusion had seized the minds of the 

superstitious Irish’.928 The author does hint at their poverty, but this is somewhat 

patronising and oblique: ‘a large number determined not to remain in London 

during the night, and with what few things they possessed took their departure’.929 

Awareness of strong sympathies for the Irish cause may have led some more 

conservative authors to resort to these ‘othering’ stereotypes to offset blame for 

poor treatment of the Irish.930  In 1842, the York Herald referred to the Irish as “a 

much oppressed people” and related an horrific encounter between police and 

protestors in Ennis, County Clare.931  When a group of starving men, women and 

children ‘assembled clamorously to procure food’ they were placated by a Catholic 

priest who offered to source potatoes for them. After the crowd had receded, 

however, police opened fire, killing or wounding between 20 to 30 people, which 

resulted in 38 officers being tried with a charge of ‘wilful murder’.932  Such accounts 

incentivised portrayals of the Irish as inherently untameable in order to justify 

 
927 "Vice-Chancellor’s Court, March 12." Bury and Norwich Post, March 23, 1842, 1. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3209550637/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=25f0a18e 
last accessed 20 September 2019. 
928 "Vice-Chancellor’s Court, March 12." Bury and Norwich Post, March 23, 1842, 1. 
929 "Vice-Chancellor’s Court, March 12." Bury and Norwich Post, March 23, 1842, 1. 
930   For sources sympathetic to the Irish, see for example: "Fatal Riot in Ireland.” York Herald, June 
18, 1842. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3215233895/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=e63646
a7 last accessed 12 April 2019; "News." North Devon Journal, June 23 1887, 4. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GR3224349637/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=9294f
a8d last accessed 12 April 2019. 
931 "Fatal Riot in Ireland.” York Herald, June 18, 1842. 
932 "Fatal Riot in Ireland.” York Herald, June 18, 1842. 
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hardships experienced during occupation of the country.933 As the above cases 

reveal, the monstrous economy did not always treat the working-class as an 

homogenous working-class body. Ethnic distinctions were made on occasion which 

signalled out racial ‘others’ living in Britain, and which cashed-in on broader 

stereotypes of such communities already extant in the press in order to promote 

these messages. Above all, they seem to exemplify the function of the monstrous as 

a mechanism used to place ‘as distant and distinct’ issues originating within society 

for which the British state might be culpable.934 This is why use of Irish fairy fraud 

stories by the British press is impactful: because it suggested that not just the British 

middle-class, but even the Irish perceived themselves as mendacious, and 

supernatural or subhuman creatures.935  

 

Conclusion  

 

Ultimately, what lay at the heart of the fairy identities explored here was the 

implication that those who were assigned these stereotypes were behaving 

 
933 For reports of the Irish as volatile and hostile, see:  "Multiple News Items." Sheffield Independent, 
May 27, 1862. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3215175713/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=558256
4d last accessed 12 April 2019; "The Toils are Daily Being Drawn Tighter Around the Irish Thugs." 
Cheshire Observer, February 10, 1883, 4. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3208098946/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=20fa3e
1d last accessed 12 April 2019; "Ireland." Essex Standard, May 9, 1862.  
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3210153586/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=d04722
ab last accessed 12 April 2019. 
934 Cohen, ‘Monster Culture’ 7.  
935 Details from the case of the ‘fairy woman’ of Tipperary, while emphasising her criminality and 
fraudulent nature also play upon her fairy-like appearance. The ‘fairy woman’ is described in goblin-
esque terms as ‘black haired, a small red face, slightly pock-marked, wearing an old red coat, and a 
blue flannel petticoat’ colours associated with fairies, as apparent in the popular poem by Irish 
author William Allingham (1850) “The Fairies”. ‘Wee folk, good folk Trooping all together; Green 
jacket, red cap, And grey-cock's feather!’ See: William Allingham, “The Fairies,” in Sixteen Poems by 
William Allingham Selected by William Butler Yeats (Dundrum: Dun Emer Press, 1905). 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16839/16839-h/16839-h.htm#THE_FAIRIES last accessed 4 June 
2018; “Liberty of the Press.” The Observer, March 3, 1834. 
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inappropriately; functioning in an illegitimate context, or existing in a space they 

could, or would not, fully assimilate into. Such inferences were to downplay the role 

of middle-class society in the mistreatment of servants, the poverty of itinerants, or 

the ‘problem’ of illegitimate children. The contractual obligations which so often 

framed relations between fairies and humans hint at a tug-of-war between 

implications of guilt over the lowly social situation of working-class, and a need to 

keep such class boundaries intact. When fairy ‘others’ could not find their own 

place within respectable society, it could be as much the fault of those who did fit 

in, but who failed to find a place for these outcasts. Fairy narratives appeared most, 

not in moments when the social classes seemed most disparate, but instead when 

joins between the classes appeared tentative, such as in amicable relations 

between master and servant, or when illegitimate children reveal their birth-right. 

Fairy identities could be deployed in these instances to suggest an inhumanity for 

the upward-reaching member which would keep them in their prior place.  

When considering the extent to which fairy narratives during this century arose out 

of a need to mitigate guilt, the themes of belonging and illegitimacy are thus a 

recurring motif. Encoded within many fairy narratives were rules of behaviour 

which enforced social hierarchies and dictated how relations between the classes 

should be enacted. Such codes served to make such social arrangements seem 

natural and inherent, and mitigate guilt that members of the poorer classes should 

not enjoy the same freedoms or comforts as their affluent counterparts. While 

young and ‘imperfect’ members of the working-class such as the ‘Imp of Darkness’ 

were still capable of reform and redemption, those unfortunate to mature to goblin 

status appeared out of reach of middle-class reform.936 Nineteenth-century fairy 

narratives were often presented as artefacts lifted from oral, ostensibly working-

class, folklore.937 In reality, these forms were heavily edited when they were not 

 
936 "An Imp of Darkness in the Queen’s Palace." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, 
December 16, 1838. 
937 See for example: Courtney, Cornish Feasts. 
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entirely fabricated by their collectors.938 Such tales represented a new, elite form of 

folklore forged from the fragments of older patterns, but manufactured specifically 

to mitigate against current anxieties about working-class rights. This notion of elite 

folklore formation as a product of the monstrous economy is explored in the 

chapter to follow, which examines the rise of mining folklore in the latter half of the 

century.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
938 Hillard has discussed the role of Victorian fairy tale collectors in shaping and perpetuating the 
discourse, see: Hillard, Spellbound, 217-225.  
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Chapter Five: Mining Monstrosities 
 

Introduction 

 

In his 1868 study of miners and mining life, William Jones aptly sums up the age-old 

relationship between mining and the fantastical, intimating why mines and those 

who worked them seemed so mysterious to outsiders:  

‘[t]he history of the old British mines is mixed up, in rather a confused 

manner, during the first period of the Middle Ages, with the legends of 

fairies, dwarfs, and giants, then commonly current ; and superstitions of a 

varied character have lingered among the mining districts even to the 

present time’.939 

Nineteenth-century authors were just as guilty of imagining magical identities for 

miners as were their predecessors, but these took on increasingly monstrous 

connotations, as will be shown. This chapter discusses miners’ identities from the 

perspective of the middle-class author and reader. As a result, it does not seek to 

probe all the nuanced trade distinctions between different types of miner within 

different mining groups. To do so would be beyond the scope of this chapter. Not all 

miners shared the same risks, for example. Roger Burt and Sandra Kippen suggest 

that metal mining did not entail the same dangers as coal mining, where the 

presence of poisonous gas and catastrophic methane explosions were a frequent 

hazard, and more women and children were employed. 940 In the reports of 

nineteenth century commentators, mining communities were ‘othered’ liminal 

 
939 William Jones, The Treasures of the Earth; or, Mines, Minerals, and Metals. (London: Frederick 
Warne, 1868), 107. https://archive.org/details/treasuresofearth00jonerich/page/n6 last accessed 6 
September 2019. 
940 See: Burt and Kippen, “Rational Choice,” 54, 56. Rhiannon Thompson explains some of the 
intricacies of mining work, roles and the hiring of “butty” work teams. See: Thompson, “A Breed 
Apart,” 142.  
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groups. Miners’ predominantly subterranean existence played a key role in these 

perceptions as one which intimated ghoulish, premature deaths for many, due 

either to workplace accidents and disasters, or to terminal illness such as miners’ 

phthisis, a lung condition caused by the inhalation of particles.941 As news articles 

concerning mining disasters surfaced in the press, and reports on the working 

conditions of miners became public knowledge, a discourse emerged which painted 

miners as monstrous in two distinct ways: preternatural and supernatural. This 

chapter explores these perceptions, and shows how they served to highlight the 

terrible conditions miners laboured under, while also mitigating guilt and culpability 

for those conditions by positioning miners as a subhuman race who courted 

tragedy.942  

Previous research on mining has tended to focus exclusively on miners’ health, 

working conditions, and social and political activities.943 Numerous studies, for 

example, have detailed miners’ leisure activities, societies, unions and strikes 

throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.944 More cultural studies which 

have been undertaken on mining life have focused on miners’ literary efforts and 

their poetry, such as notable studies by Bridget Keegan and John Goodridge.945 

 
941 Gillian Burke, and Peter Richardson. "The Profits of Death: A Comparative Study of Miners' 
Phthisis in Cornwall and the Transvaal, 1876-1918," Journal of Southern African Studies 4, no. 2 
(1978): 151.  
942 Ben Harvey has undertaken an extensive study on the extent to which mining managers (and to 
some extent the state), were culpable for mining health and safety breeches, and shirked their 
responsibilities to their workers. Harvey notes that “workers were left to bear more responsibility for 
their own safety than they could cope with.” See: Harvey, “Oaks Colliery,” 501-531.  
943 See for example: J. H. M. Laslett, "Independent Collier,” 18-27; Mills, "Hazardous Bargain,” 53-71; 
Mills, Regulating Health; Mills, "The Emergence,” 145-168; Kirby, "Attendance,” 961-983; Burt, 
"Industrial Relations,” 57-79; Church, "Chartism,” 23-36.  
944 Alan Metcalf, Leisure and Recreation in a Victorian Mining Community: The Social Economy of 
Leisure in North-East England, 1820 – 1914. (London: Routledge, 2005); John Benson, “Coalowners, 
Coalminers and Compulsion: Pit Clubs in England, 1860-80,” Business History, 44, no. 1 (2002), 47-60; 
Benson, "Accident Funds,” 401-412; Church, and Outram. Strikes and Solidarity, 260-268. 
945 See for example: Bridget Keegan, and John Goodridge, "Modes and Methods in Three Nineteenth-
Century Mineworker Poets," Philological Quarterly 92, no. 2 (2013): 225-250; Bridget Keegan, 
“’Incessant Toil and Hands Innumerable’: Mining and Poetry in the Northeast of England,” 
Victoriographies 1.2 (2011): 177-201; John Goodridge, "Some Rhetorical Strategies in Later 
Nineteenth-Century Laboring-Class Poetry," Criticism 47, no. 4 (2005): 531-547; Thesing and 
Wojtasik, “Poetry, Politics,” 32-50. 



216 
 

Mining folklore has received some study, but this has tended towards quite a 

passive analysis of the material. Tales of mining traditions and monsters such as 

‘knockers’, crop up in historiography, for example, but are usually accepted at face 

value as simple oral tradition.946 In spite of their clear usefulness to cultural 

historians, press reporting of folklore-related mining strikes has been previously 

been neglected, a situation this chapter addresses in its analysis of strikes over the 

‘Seven Whistlers’ phenomenon.947 This chapter seeks to more vigorously 

interrogate the stories told by, and about miners, as they appeared in the press and 

in government reporting. It views these narratives as one branch of the monstrous 

economy which sought to utilise what were perceived as ‘homespun’ narratives as a 

currency with which to ‘other’ mining communities. It did so in order to undermine 

miner’s calls for workplace reform, and to mitigate guilt for mining accidents and 

disasters which might have been avoided.  

 

Miners, Collective Action and Culpability 

 

Reports on mining life, particularly in the press, seemed to suggest that without 

greater education, temperance, and moral fortitude, miners could not belong 

amongst above ground cultures. These social and moral objections to miners 

correlate with, and may have been influenced by increasing unionisation of the 

 
946 Davies, "Aspects," 79-107; Smith, and William Blake, "'Those Feet,’” 63-83; Patrick Laviolette, 
“Landscaping Death.” Journal of Material Culture 8, no. 2 (2003): 227.  
947 Lynn Davies appears to be the exception to this, although her study is mostly concerned with 
documenting Welsh mining folklore in general, as opposed to exploring the more political uses of 
folklore during work stoppages. See: Davies, “Aspects,” 79-107.  Peter Kirby has covered cultural 
reasons for work absences, but not folklore-related work stoppages. See: Kirby, “Attendance,” 961-
983. For the ‘Seven Whistlers’ strike reporting see: "Multiple News Items." Morning Post, September 
22, 1874, 4; ""Ancient Superstition among Miners." Sheffield Daily Telegraph, September 22, 1874, 7; 
"The Great Eastern Railway Accident." Daily News, September 22, 1874. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/778ezX last accessed 24 September 2018. 
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mining workforce.948 Informal collective bargaining among miners had become a 

common practice by the start of the nineteenth century, and the increase of coal 

prices created even more favourable negotiating conditions for the trade from the 

1850s to 1870s.949 Coal-mining, in particular, thrived in the second half of the 

century encouraged by ‘increasing use of steam-power, urban demand for house-

coal, and the beginnings from the 1870s of a thriving export market’.950 The 1830s 

and 40s had seen widespread union agitation across trades, precipitated by the 

decline of wages since the 1820s and fears that the practice of general contracting 

was undermining skilled worker’s positions.951 Early demonstrations led to the 

establishment of the Miners’ Association of Great Britain and Ireland in Wakefield in 

1842.952 Within two years the Miners’ Association had amassed 70,000 members, 

accounting for ‘roughly one-third of the total labour force in the collieries’.953 In the 

1840s, the Miners’ Association was active in promoting their views on health and 

safety issues, producing ‘monthly articles on mining safety’.954 These initiatives to 

raise awareness of miners’ grievances were combined with mining songs and 

poetry, published as broadsheets ‘sold to raise funds, promote awareness of 

conditions and enlist public support’.955  

Calls for health and safety awareness, and reform within the mining trade, 

combined with miners’ artistic renditions of their lives and struggles worked to 

 
948 For more on the early history of British labour unions, see: Davis, Comrade; Cole, “A Study,” 359-
462; Cole, “British Trade Unions,” 573-574. 
949 Burt, “Industrial Relations,” 58. 
950 Robert Gray, “The Aristocracy of Labour in Nineteenth-Century Britain c. 1850-1914,” in British 
Trade Union and Labour History: A Compendium ed. L. A. Clarkson. (Atlantic Highlands: Humanities 
Press International, 1990), 156.  
951 Richard Price, Masters, Unions and Men: Work Control in Building and the Rise of Labour 1830-
1914. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 34. 
952 Mills, Regulating Health, 69.  
953 Mills, Regulating Health, 69.  
954 Mills, Regulating Health, 74.  
955  See for example published music and lyrics for ‘The Collier’s Rant’ "Northumberland Pipe and 
Ballad Music." Newcastle Courant, April 16, 1880. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/Y3205324544/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=6e746ff8 last 
accessed 23 September 2019. 
Mills, Regulating Health, 74. 
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humanise the industry in minds of the public.956 Many contemporary authors and 

commentators were sympathetic. A letter published in the Standard in 1884 

bemoaned the fact that miners were not shown the same sympathy as sailors for 

the bravery of their work.957 The author compared the numbers of miners who lost 

their lives each year to those of sailors, noting that within in the decade the yearly 

average for sailors lost at sea was ‘one in seventy-five’ whereas the deaths of coal-

miners in employment amounted to ‘one in every thirty-eight’.958 The author 

concluded by lamenting the fact that there were ‘many other accident in mines not 

officially recorded’ and that it was believed that eight miners lost their lives every 

day.959 Concerns about the toll strike action was taking upon miners in 

Leicestershire were expressed by an author for the Leicestershire Chronicle in 

1880.960  The strike was called after colliery proprietors had announced a ten 

percent drop in wages, with an estimated 3,000 miners taking part in the strike 

action. The author urged miners and employer to come together in conference to 

resolve the dispute, stressing that the miners involved would not be able to hold 

out much longer. They stated:  

‘It is impossible to do other than feel the deepest sympathy for the 

unfortunate miners. No class…has suffered more terribly by the depression 

 
956 See for example debates on the Employer’s Liability Bill in which concerns for miner’s wellbeing – 
particularly in response to accident insurance - are raised. See: "The Liability Bill." Sunderland Daily 
Echo and Shipping Gazette, December 8, 1888, 3. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/GR3224922028/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=e9cbf3b2 
last accessed 23 September 2019; "The Employer’s Liability BIll." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, 
December 8, 1888. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3211439418/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=5f72d438 
last accessed 23 September 2019.  
957 "The Miners’ Death Roll." Standard, March 12, 1884, 3. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/GS3215033768/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=532daec9 
last accessed 23 September 2019.  
958  “The Miners’ Death Roll." Standard, March 12, 1884, 3. 
959  “The Miners’ Death Roll." Standard, March 12, 1884, 3. 
960 "The Strike in the Leicestershire Coalfield." Leicester Chronicle, June 19, 1880, 7. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3208342512/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=4c150f75 
last accessed 23 September 2019. 
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than those whose laborious and unenviable duty it is to hew our coal from 

the bowels of the earth’.961 

The author continued by expressing concerns over the destitute state of the miners 

in question, noting: ‘[t]he Leicestershire coalfield has thus been long the scene of 

almost chronic poverty and distress, and we fear that semi-starvation…[has] been 

more general in its midst than outsiders suppose’.962 Earlier in the century, the 

Derbyshire Times published a scathing account of mine employers’ treatment of 

local miners amidst strike-action in 1867 by a speaker at the United Kingdom 

Alliance of Organised Trades.963 The report noted that ‘masters, by publishing 

inaccurate statements, had misled portions of the public, and withdrawn from the 

miners…much of the public sympathy’.964 The account also details actively hostile 

actions on the part of the mine’s managers in discharging members of their 

workforce who were found to be officers of a local miners’ association, ‘with a view 

of damping their spirits and crushing the whole affair’.965 The mine associations 

aims were listed as being a desire to compensate widows and ‘relieve their 

wounded brethren’ with financial aid ‘as far as their funds would permit’.966 These 

positive perspectives, and promotional activities on the part of organisations such 

as the Miners’ Association came up against negative portrayals of mining unions as 

incendiary and tyrannical, however. The dissipation of the Miners’ Association in 

1848, led to the formation of new unions including the Miners’ National Union in 

 
961 "The Strike in the Leicestershire Coalfield." Leicester Chronicle, June 19, 1880, 7. 
962 "The Strike in the Leicestershire Coalfield." Leicester Chronicle, June 19, 1880, 7. 
963 "United Kingdom Alliance of Organised Trades." Derbyshire Times and Chesterfield Herald, 
January 12, 1867, 3. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/EN3217951823/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=d2a9e7c4 
last accessed 23 September 2019. 
964 "United Kingdom Alliance of Organised Trades." Derbyshire Times and Chesterfield Herald, 
January 12, 1867, 3. 
965 "United Kingdom Alliance of Organised Trades." Derbyshire Times and Chesterfield Herald, 
January 12, 1867, 3. 
966 "United Kingdom Alliance of Organised Trades." Derbyshire Times and Chesterfield Herald, 
January 12, 1867, 3. 
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1863, and the Miners’ Federation of Great Britain in 1889 heralding ‘a new phase of 

militancy among the British coalminers’.967 

Monstrous depictions of miners – in particular, the hypermasculine identities 

explored later in this chapter – owe much to sensationalised reports of union-

related violence. In 1866, the Pall Mall Gazette and Manchester Courier reported 

that miners in Staveley, Cumbria were turning against their own trade union.968 Six 

hundred miners had allegedly ‘met to complain of the pecuniary loss and misery 

which the tyranny of the unions had caused amongst them, and announced their 

intention of resisting it for the future’.969 Reports of violence against non-striking 

miners by union men were not uncommon, particularly from the 1870s onwards, 

and added to this sense of the growing strength and ‘tyranny of the unions’.970 A 

striking collier charged with intimidating a non-unionist miner in Burnley, Lancashire 

in 1873 allegedly told the man ‘[y]ou may have a bullet about your head some day,’ 

and asked the man’s wife ‘how she would like to be a widow’.971 A Durham collier 

was sentenced to two months hard labour in 1882 for ‘brutally assaulting, beating 

and maiming’ a miner who refused to strike.972 During the Morley miners’ lockout 

of 1893, Jesse Fisher, a non-striking deputy at Morley Main Colliery and his wife 

were assaulted by a crowd of miners on the man’s way to the pit.973 The crowd of 

 
967 J. E. Williams, “The Miner’s Lockout of 1893.” Bulletin -- Society for the Study of Labour History 24 
(1972): 13; A. J. Taylor, "The Miners' Association of Great Britain and Ireland, 1842-48: A Study in the 
Problem of Integration." Economica, New Series, 22, no. 85 (1955): 58. 
968 "Trades Unions." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, December 22, 1866, 6. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/EN3217630241/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=604c3930 
last accessed 23 September 2019. 
969 "Trades Unions." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, December 22, 1866, 6.  
970 "Trades Unions." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, December 22, 1866, 6. 
971 "General News." Bristol Mercury, 27 Sept. 1873. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/Y3206726189/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=721fc7d1 
last accessed 23 September 2019. 
972 "Multiple News Items." Wrexham Weekly Advertiser, June 10, 1882, 7. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3215208743/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=1a323070 
last accessed 23 September 2019. 
973 For more on the Yorkshire miners’ lockout of 1893 see: Neville, “Yorkshire Miners” 337-357. 
"To-day's Late News." Yorkshire Evening Post, August 11, 1893, 3. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/GW3218343825/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=d1b30e90 
last accessed 23 September 2019. 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/Y3206726189/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=721fc7d1
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protestors who had gathered outside the pit initially formed a lane for Fisher to 

pass through, and he was ‘greeted with nothing more serious than the booing of 

women’ when he began to ‘boo’ back in jest, however, he was attacked and tripped 

up by members of the crowd.974 His wife, coming to his aid, ‘received a cowardly 

and brutal blow in the jaw…causing some of her artificial teeth to fall out’.975 Such 

accounts seemed designed to sensationalise accounts of mining strikes, outlining 

acts of extreme violence and insinuating that striking miners took a perverse 

pleasure in taunting and assaulting strike-breakers.976 They worked to offset more 

empathetic accounts, such as those noted above, which supported mining reform 

and for recognition of the responsibility of the state and the mining industry in 

miners’ health and safety.  

Aware of the burgeoning power of mining labour unions, authors of government 

reports and news articles used a monstrous ‘othering’ rhetoric to downplay miners’ 

social legitimacy. Such a rhetoric was essentially an elite form of folklore couched in 

the language of older, traditional narratives presented as plebeian in nature. This 

feat of identity re-creation was insidious and implicit, but increased reporting of 

mining life towards the end of the century enabled such caricatures to become 

pervasive. These re-purposed narratives acted as a mitigation of this collectivised 

working-class threat to a middle-class sense of stability between the classes. 

Nineteenth-century depictions of miners, particularly in the second half of the 

century, played upon older ideas of miners as treasure seekers in magical realms.977 

Authors augmented these understandings, drawing upon traditional, and 

 
974 "To-day's Late News." Yorkshire Evening Post, August 11, 1893, 3. 
975 The defendant was convicted and ordered to pay a £5 fine or face a month’s imprisonment. See: 
"To-day's Late News." Yorkshire Evening Post, August 11, 1893, 3. 
976 See also: "Assaulting a ' Black Sheep.'." Sheffield Daily Telegraph, May 13, 1880, 3. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/EN3216452306/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=c6849930 
last accessed 23 September 2019; "This Day's Police Intelligence." Sunderland Daily Echo and 
Shipping Gazette, July 21, 1879, 4. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/GR3224864946/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=1b4075a3 
last accessed 23 September 2019. 
977 Johannes Dillinger, and Petra Feld. "Treasure-Hunting: A Magical Motif in Law, Folklore, and 
Mentality, Württemberg, 1606–1770," German History 20, no. 2 (2002): 161-184.  
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supernatural connotations of mining spaces as akin to hellish environments and 

transferring these resonances onto miners themselves. These changes took effect 

most clearly once reports of colliery disasters became widespread, and operated to 

allow middle-class sympathy and philanthropy for such tragedies whilst also 

mitigating any sense of culpability in readers who enjoyed the benefits of mining 

industries.978 Jaime L. Bronstein and Ryan Vieira attest to this, as Vieira notes in 

relation to Bronstein’s research on British Victorian mining and factory disasters: 

‘reporters writing about accidents for middle-class audiences…[narrated] industrial 

accidents as individual stories of bad luck rather than as the result of dangers 

systemic to processes of industrial production’.979 As a result, reporters, ‘allowed 

their readers to feel sympathy for working-class victims whilst simultaneously 

absolving them of any guilt’.980 

The existence of these superimposed and rhetorical perceptions of miners and 

mining align with research by Nob Doran, who has noted more generally that from 

the 1830s, workers’ voices – particularly in relation to health and safety 

compensation – were superseded by a rhetoric of ‘conventional wisdom’ 

propagated by authorities.981 As Doran states:  ‘social power became a largely 

discursive phenomenon which operated, in part, by forcing us to speak of such 

notions as workers' health in a rather circumscribed fashion.’982 Of further 

 
978 See for example an account in which a Cheshire miner and his wife who had fallen on hard times 
after water had broken into local pits discharging “400 men and boys” from employment. The couple 
were fined for drunkenness, and criticised heavily for having ‘squandered…the balance of £3 14s 
contributed by a sympathetic public’. See: "Chester Castle Petty Session." Cheshire Observer, 
September 9, 1893, 8. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3208562227/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=4667b055 
last accessed 18 July 2019. 
For more on the rise of mining disaster reporting, see: P. E. H. Hair, "Mortality from Violence in 
British Coal-Mines, 1800-50," Economic History Review 21, no. 3 (1968): 549, 550.  
979 Vieira, “Rethinking,” 75; Jaime L. Bronstein, “Caught in the Machinery: The Cultural Meanings of 
Workplace Accidents in Victorian Britain and the United States,” Maryland Historical Magazine 96 
(2001), 166. 
980 Vieira, “Rethinking,” 75. 
981 Nob Doran, “From Embodied Health to Official Accidents: Class, Codification and British Factory 
Legislation 1831-1844,” Social & Legal Studies, no. 4 (1996): 525.  
982 Doran, “Embodied Health,” 525. 
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importance are the ways in which workers’ focus on measures designed to preserve 

their health - such as the implementation of the Ten Hours Act – were diverted by a 

tacit discourse which emerged after 1833 emphasising workers’ responsibility for 

their own accidents and failing health.983 Measures put in place to address calls for 

a ten-hour day were met with resistance because they circumvented workers’ 

requests in order to shield employers from culpability. As the Leeds Intelligencer 

noted concerning the 1833 Factory Act, ‘we consider the appointment of the special 

commission was a great insult to the poor, its object being to screen the rich 

delinquent’.984 That depictions of miners as supernaturally monstrous waned from 

the onset of the twentieth-century reflects the efficacy of these overall measures by 

authorities to undermine the power of workers’ voices.  

Mining Folklore 

 

When discussing miners in monstrous terms, authors used myths and ‘superstitions’ 

as a springboard for such analogies. Their interest in mining folklore was displayed 

seemingly unironically at the same time as they lampooned miners for holding such 

allegedly outmoded beliefs. The effect was an amalgamation in print of what was 

deemed to be the oral folklore of the miners themselves, which spoke about ghosts, 

omens, monsters known as knockers, the devil, and other less-tangible supernatural 

forms; and the Gothic impressions of miners and mining by elite commentators.985 

In creating this new mining folklore authors drew upon their own narrative 

 
983 Doran, “Embodied Health,” 525, 528, 534. 
984 Leeds Intelligencer, June 29, 1833. Quoted in Nob Doran, “From Embodied Health to Official 
Accidents: Class, Codification and British Factory Legislation 1831-1844,” Social & Legal Studies, no. 4 
(1996): 533.  
985 See for example material on ghosts in the CCE: “Royal Commission on Children's Employment in 
Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines and Collieries).” (1842), 205-208. (Image 1402-1405).   
For the Seven Whistlers mining myth: “Ashby-de-la-Zouch and its Neighbourhood.” Leicester 
Chronicle, February 12, 1853. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/3EAeP3 last accessed 25 September 
2019; "Multiple News Items." Morning Post, September 22, 1874, 4. For knockers/Coblynau, see: 
Sikes, British Goblins, 24-26. For the devil see: "London." Salisbury and Winchester Journal, April 12, 
1819, 4.  
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influences more clearly linked to the literary monsters of Gothic fiction, but also 

incorporated pre-extant mining myths, weaving together these strands to create a 

new narrative fabric which overlaid, and obscured miners’ more prosaic, everyday 

identities. In this regard, miners were imagined as almost supernaturally aggressive, 

as reanimated corpses, and ghastly, frightening apparitions.986 This chapter argues 

that through the medium of the Gothic, middle-class authors rhetorically placed 

miners within their pantheon of imagined beings, to suggest that they could not 

operate inside mainstream societies.987 By flattening miners’ public personas into 

two-dimensional caricatures of Gothic monsters, authors could appear sympathetic 

without the risk of implying the culpability of their readership in mining accidents 

and miners’ hardships.  

This chapter’s analysis of mining folklore deviates from, and adds an unexplored 

cultural perspective to extant socioeconomic studies of mining life during the 

nineteenth century.  It provides the broader context of mining folklore, noting the 

rise of such stories in the press as the century progressed, and the reasons for this. 

The following section sets out the theoretical framework used to critique these 

folklore narratives. It discusses the three Gothic tropes writers deployed in order to 

reduce miners and their lives down into simplistic forms easily digestible to a 

readership familiar with Gothic narratives.988 The first trope is that of ‘the monster’, 

one with obvious relevance to this thesis as a form which occurs time and again in 

Gothic fiction and in mining narratives. The second trope is that of the presence of 

melodrama, a genre used because of its ability to meld and heighten the mystery 

 
986 For aggression see: "Brutal Murder by Colliers." Sheffield Evening Telegraph, November 13, 1893, 
4. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75ZzY2 last accessed 19 September 2018. For reanimated 
corpse see: "Peak Scenery." Derby Mercury, October 15, 1823. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6gjkK6 last accessed 22 July 2018. For miners as ghosts see: "A 
Ghost in a Colliery.-A Strange Affair Hap-." Times, October 23, 1867, 8. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6h9sE4 last accessed 27 July 2018; “Royal Commission on 
Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines and Collieries).” (1842), 
205-208. (Image 1402-1405). 
987 As mentioned, Cohen has discussed how monstrous identities are created by rhetorically 
distancing those who are deemed ‘other’. See: Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 7. 
988 For more on the widespread and popular appeal of Gothic writing see: Botting, Gothic, 4, 10. 
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and suspense of folklore accounts with the visceral thrust of violent crime and 

accident reporting concerning miners. The third trope is the role of the villain. This 

archetype is essential to Gothic writing, but is subverted in mining narratives. 

Instead of mine proprietors as evil aristocrats, miners themselves were depicted as 

the culprits, not through wicked cunning, but as a result of purported ignorance and 

negligence.989 Having unpacked these three tropes, the chapter explores primary 

sources through these perspectives, noting two key ways in which miners were 

perceived as monstrous. The first section deals with the miner as preternatural 

threat in the form of the hypermasculine fiend. It addresses three stereotypes, 

miners as violent, filthy and insane. Possessing apparently more than human might, 

combined with a deranged and perverted aggression, reports of miners above 

ground differed vastly from those depicting them toiling below. The second section 

addresses this transformation, covering more supernatural depictions of miners as 

the living dead, and as ghostly versions of their former selves after death.  

Tales about monsters in the mines of Britain abounded in the period press. While 

early reports were rare, from the middle of the nineteenth century onwards, stories 

concerning portentous omens, demons, ghosts and goblins in the mines occupied 

column inches both regionally and nationally.990 Such tales appear to have come to 

light as a result of the start of mining disaster reporting at the beginning of the 

century, but also served to highlight a perceived estrangement of mining 

communities from wider society to the reading public.991 Traditional, early modern 

 
989 A quality which aligned with official rhetoric from mid to late century which encouraged the 
perception that workers were responsible for their own health and safety at work. See: Doran, 
“Embodied Health” 525.  
990 On omens: “Ashby-de-la-Zouch and its Neighbourhood.” Leicester Chronicle, February 12, 1853.; 
"Multiple News Items." Morning Post, September 22, 1874, 4. On ghosts: “Royal Commission on 
Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines and Collieries).” (1842), 
205-208. (Image 1402-1405). On the devil see: "London." Salisbury and Winchester Journal, April 12, 
1819, 4.  
For Coblynau/goblins see: Sikes, British Goblins, 24-26; "Haunted Mines." Exeter and Plymouth 
Gazette, November 4, 1902, 2. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/79fSa8 last accessed 1 October 
2018. 
991 According to P. E. H. Hair, reporting of such disasters only started to appear from 1812 onwards, 
and that previous neglect of these had been “a deliberate policy and presumably in order to prevent 
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and Romantic depictions of the mining profession as magical and demonic had 

already set a literary precedent for perceptions of mining as linked to the 

supernatural and monstrous.992 Governmental reports on mining conditions across 

the nation provided another powerful catalyst for ‘othered’ perceptions of miners. 

Most notable of these was the 1842 Royal Commission on Children's Employment in 

Mines and Manufactories, which detailed mining life across Great Britain in graphic 

and often disturbing terms, particularly when relating to the conditions of child 

workers in mines.993 Pertinent to this study, the Report also contained interviews 

with miners concerning their supernatural beliefs.994 The impact of mid-century 

mining commissions sent something of a shock wave across middle-class society, 

inspiring reporters and literary authors to comment in the press, and to create 

narratives which reflected these revelations concerning the precarious nature of 

mining life.995  As news and government reports warned of the dangers of mining so 

miners increasingly became described as an inhuman workforce. This imagined 

identity was woven together by reports which described in lamentatious terms the 

hours miners spent toiling in hellish conditions beneath the ground at an 

 
panic among the workers.”  Reporting on mining strikes and trade disputes from the middle of the 
century also prompted increased public interest in mining news. See: Hair, "Mortality,” 549, 550. See 
for example: "The Colliery Oisputrs."[sic] Leeds Intelligencer, October 2, 1858, 5. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6mXmWX last accessed 19 July 2018; "Miners’ Conference at 
Wigan." Morning Post, January 7, 1870, 3. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6mXqM9 last 
accessed 19 July 2018; "International Miners’ Conference." Sheffield Independent, June 6, 1895, 5. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6mXuV2 last accessed 19 July 2018.  
992 See for example: Keegan, “’Incessant Toil’,” 179-180; Warren Alexander Dym, “Mineral Fumes 
and Mining Spirits: Popular Beliefs in the Sarepta of Johann Mathesius (1504-1565),” Reformation & 
Renaissance Review: Journal of the Society for Reformation Studies 8, no. 2 (2006): 161–185; 
Dillinger, and Feld. "Treasure-Hunting,” 161-184.  
993 “Royal Commission on Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines 
and Collieries).” (1842).   
994 “Royal Commission on Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines 
and Collieries).” (1842), 205-208. (Image 1402-1405). 
995  See for example Janet L. Grose’s study on G. W. M. Reynolds chapter from Mysteries of London, 
“The Rattlesnake’s History.” See: Grose “Social Reform,” 63-71. Alex J. Tuss’s study on Richard H. 
Horne’s “The True Story of a Coal Fire,” and “A Coal Miner’s Evidence,” both pieces from Dickens’ 
popular Household Words periodical. See: Tuss, “Hell Shaft,” 142-145. In the newspapers: "News." 
Leeds Times, October 5, 1844, 6. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/79jMW0 last accessed 1 
October 2018; "Report on the Mining Districts." Morning Chronicle, March 26, 1853. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/79jrS8 last accessed 1 October 2018. 
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occupation thought to unnaturally warp their bodies and characters and ultimately 

shorten their lives.996 The impact of these government and press reports - in their 

focus on the ways in which mining destroyed the health of miners - were, from the 

1840s onwards, replaced by a printed rhetoric which implied that miners were not 

only to blame for their failing health or ill fortune, but that an inherent wildness, 

and militancy suggested that they were only suitable to exist within such 

conditions.997 

 

When using the Gothic as a means through which to understand any cultural 

phenomena, appreciating the qualities, and qualitative capacity of the term is 

important. In recent years, scholars have seen fit to question the Gothic’s tendency 

to become something of a moveable feast for researchers. Jarlath Killeen is right to 

suggest that the Gothic risks becoming a catch-all term capable of engrossing and 

obscuring the nuances of other genres, such as stories considered ‘horror’ or 

‘suspense’.998 Fiona Robertson’s suggestion that the Gothic can only relate to 

stories situated in an historical setting, is perhaps too limiting.999 The ‘I know it 

when I see it’ approach to Gothic which Robertson and Killeen argue against may 

rightly be too broad, however.1000 As this chapter primarily deals with Gothic 

resonances rather than critiquing works of literature, it is fitting to propose a 

separate, concise criteria for the purposes of judging Gothic influence within the 

historical setting of this chapter. This remit does not deviate from important 

 
996 See for example: "The Risca Colliery Explosion." Manchester Times, December 8, 1860; "Fashion 
and Varieties." Belfast News-Letter, January 29, 1851. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6gbc97 
last accessed 23 July 2018. 
997 Doran, “Embodied Health,” 525-534. For more on ‘militant’ miners see: Church and Outram, 
Strikes and Solidarity, 260-268.  
998 Jarlath Killeen, Gothic Literature, 1825-1914. (Cardiff, University of Wales Press, 2009), 1-2. 
999 Fiona Robertson, Legitimate Histories: Scott, Gothic, and the Authorities of Fiction. (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1994), 70. Killeen, Gothic Literature, 2.  
1000 To appropriate the phrase famously coined by United States Supreme Court Justice Potter 
Stewart in relation to hard-core pornography: Fred Vultee,"Finding Porn in the Ruin." Journal of 
Mass Media Ethics 28, no. 2 (2013): 144.  



228 
 

scholarly understandings of the literary Gothic, but instead, gleans and adapts ideas 

already extant. The three key Gothic tropes this chapter employs are: the presence 

of the monster, of melodrama, and of the role of the villain within mining 

narratives. These tropes, explored below, have been chosen because they are 

motifs drawn upon repeatedly in a wide variety of mining narratives, including 

fiction, news, and government reports. They are also prominent themes readers of 

the genre would recognise as central to Gothic writing, as outlined below.1001  

The most obvious trope for this study, is that of the presence of the monster. As 

Jack Halberstam observes, nineteenth-century Gothic fiction ‘specifically used the 

body of the monster to produce race, class, gender, and sexuality within narratives 

about the relation between subjectivities and certain bodies’.1002 The monsters of 

Gothic fiction stories, such as the figures of Dr Frankenstein and his creature in 

Mary Shelley’s novel, may be interpreted and reimagined by different authors in 

any number of ways after the fact (and have been).1003 Similarly, Gothic reports of 

miners and mining play with variations in monstrous form but essentially discuss 

the same paradox which is at the heart of Shelley’s text, that of how to understand 

and come to terms with the human creator’s culpability in the suffering and 

misdeeds of perceived monsters.1004 Contemporary writers certainly capitalised on 

the highly adaptable form of the Gothic monster. Journalists could experiment with 

different monstrous stereotypes depending upon the situational context and 

degree of fear or empathy they hoped to elicit. Miners could be hypermasculine 

 
1001 Botting, Gothic, 4, 10.  
1002 Halberstam, Skin Shows, 6.  
1003 See for example: Baldick, Frankenstein’s Shadow; Bissonette, "Teaching,” 106-120; Cathy S. 
Gelbin, "Was Frankenstein's Monster Jewish?" Publications of the English Goethe Society 82, no. 1 
(2013): 16-25; David A. Hedrich Hirsch, “Liberty, Equality, Monstrosity: Revolutionizing the Family in 
Mary Shelley's Frankenstein”, in Monster Theory: Reading Culture ed. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen. 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 115-143; Siobhan Carroll, "Crusades Against 
Frost: Frankenstein, Polar Ice, and Climate Change in 1818," European Romantic Review 24, no. 2 
(2013): 211-230.  
1004 Melissa Bloom Bissonette provides an innovative exploration of this issue with regards to how 
students lean towards dichotomies of good or evil when analysing the novel, as opposed to 
understanding that both the creature and its creator can be culpable to certain degrees. See: 
Bissonette, "Teaching,” 106-120. 
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fiends, pitiable living corpses, or ghostly forms depending upon which incarnation 

was best suited to the context of the story, as will be explored below.1005 As Gero 

Zuttgeit argues, the monster in Gothic narratives ‘functioned as a figure of 

subjectivity that could work as a device to police accepted socio-symbolic 

boundaries’.1006 This statement aligns with, and is reminiscent of Jeffrey Jerome 

Cohen’s argument that the figure of the monster ‘polices the borders of the 

possible’ pushing the boundaries of the socially-acceptable in order to show where 

those boundaries lie, and what might happen to those who cross them.1007 

Monsters in Gothic fiction and mine reporting similarly function in the traditional 

etymological sense of the word ‘monster’ as demonstrative, cautionary beings.1008 

Monstrous stereotypes of mining served both to highlight the dangers of the 

profession, and also the dangers of associating with mining communities. As is 

explored below, miners-as-monsters were perceived as liminal beings existing at 

society’s fringes. As Cohen argues, monsters are social problems, and ones which 

though spawned from the heart of society, are not understood to belong there.1009  

Another aspect which links Gothic fiction with mining reporting is that of a sense of 

melodrama.1010 Marcie Frank encapsulates the essence of this term encompassing 

plays, print and film, as one which describes the presence of ‘exaggerated 

emotional manipulation’.1011 James Egan has argued that the Gothic and the 

melodramatic are ‘virtually inseparable’ within Gothic tradition.1012 As Egan attests, 

 
1005 See for example as hypermasculine: "Brutal Murder by Colliers." Sheffield Evening Telegraph, 
November 13, 1893, 4. As living corpses: "Peak Scenery." Derby Mercury, October 15, 1823. As 
ghosts: "A Ghost in a Colliery.-A Strange Affair Hap-." Times, October 23, 1867, 8. 
1006 Gero Guttzeit, “Authoring Monsters: Mary Shelley, Edgar Allen Poe and Early Nineteenth-Century 
Figures of Gothic Authorship,” Forum for Modern Language Studies 54, no. 3 (2018), 281.  
1007 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 12.  
1008 For more on the etymological roots & conceptual meanings of the word ‘monster’ see: Asma, On 
Monsters, 23; Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 4.  
1009 See: Cohen, “Preface,” ix; Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 7.  
1010 For melodrama as a stage and film genre, see: Erin Bone Steele, “Melodramatic Borrowings Life, 
Stage, Screen,” Theatre Symposium 19 (2011): 8–25. 
1011 Marcie Frank, "At the Intersections of Mode, Genre and Media: A Dossier of Essays on 
Melodrama," Criticism 55, no. 4 (2013): 535.  
1012 James Egan, "A Single Powerful Spectacle": Stephen King's Gothic Melodrama." Extrapolation 27, 
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the scholarly consensus on melodrama’s attributes stress the genre’s emphasis on 

plot over character development, with plots relying ‘considerably upon coincidence 

and accident’.1013 Such plots, ‘feature rapid movements from one crisis to another 

and frequently terminate in death crises’, or accentuate ‘crucial times in life that 

seem to determine one's fate once and for all’. 1014 In this regard, the style of Gothic 

melodrama was a natural medium through which the hazards of mining life could 

be communicated to a nineteenth-century audience. As the century progressed, 

and reports of tragic accidents and mass fatalities of miners began to circulate 

nationally, writers were able to paint mine work as one calamity after another, 

passing over more prosaic case studies in favour of attention-grabbing stories of 

cave-ins, and explosions.1015 In these scenarios, the miners and their families are 

almost two-dimensional renderings of their human selves, as faceless communities 

seen only through the context of heightened mourning.1016 In this, they mirror the 

shallow portraits of Gothic melodrama players, who exist to move the plot along 

and elicit moments of heightened emotion by virtue of the miseries which befall 

them.1017 As Gretchen Braun attests, sensation fiction from the 1860s onwards 

featured ‘a Victorian reworking of the Gothic style’ made popular in the late 

eighteenth century, while also drawing upon ‘newspaper reportage of crimes in 

 
no. 1 (1986): 62.  
1013 Egan, “Stephen King,” 64 
1014 Egan, “Stephen King,” 64; John G. Cawelti, Adventure. Mystery, and Romance: Formula Stories as 
Art and Popular Culture. (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1976), 264.  
1015 See for example: "Another Colliery Accident Near Nuneaton." Leicester Chronicle, September 26, 
1874, 4.  Another Colliery Accident Near Nuneaton," Leicester Chronicle, September 26, 1874, 4. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3208330207/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=fefb6e1
e last accessed 9 August 2019; "Dreadful Explosion at Middleton Colliery, Near Leeds." Newcastle 
Courant, January 22, 1825.  
1016 See for example: "The Clifton Hall Colliery Explosion." Manchester Courier and Lancashire 
General Advertiser, June 29, 1885, 8; "The Risca Colliery Explosion." Manchester Times, December 8, 
1860; "Terrible Colliery Disaster in Wales." Lloyd's Illustrated Newspaper, February 27, 1887. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/79mZB7 last accessed 1 October 2018. 
1017 Rohan McWilliam, “Melodrama and the Historians.” Radical History Review, no. 78 (2000): 64; 
Egan, “Stephen King,” 64. 
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high life’.1018 The process also operated in reverse, with newspaper reports of 

miners’ accidents, deaths and misdeeds taking on a tone of Gothic melodrama more 

recognisable in contemporary fiction.1019  

Melodramatic reports of miners as delusional, drunken, and dangerous beings may 

have been partly inspired by stage plays. In The Queen of Spades which ran at the 

Drury-lane Theatre in 1851, the foreman of a mine is described as ‘a personage 

consumedly addicted to gambling’ who is bribed by a princess with a magic ring, but 

who soon loses this treasure in ‘an act of violence’.1020 A mining community also 

features in a play from 1867 called Shadow Tree Shaft set in Staffordshire. Within 

the story is a small folklore vignette concerning the local mine and a fatal love 

triangle centred around the Shadow Tree mine shaft. In its depiction of a violent 

struggle at the mouth of the shaft, the play highlights the dangers of the mine, and 

the recklessness and violent nature of the miners. The play was reviewed favourably 

in the Era, which described the heightened drama employed in this mining-themed 

segment:   

‘two men loved the same girl, and...the one she loved was killed by the 

other who threw the body down the shaft. The murderer was seized by the 

girl, in the struggle they both fell down the opening of the mine, and it is 

 
1018 For an example of Gothic monstrosity and melodrama brought to the nineteenth-century stage 
see: Sarah A. Winter, “‘Two and the Same’: Jack the Ripper and The Melodramatic Stage Adaptation 
of Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde,” Nineteenth Century Theatre & Film 42, no. 2 (2015): 174-
194. Gretchen Braun, “Horrors at Home: From Sensation Scandal to Gothic Melodrama,” Genre: 
Forms of Discourse and Culture 48, no. 1 (2015): 74.  
1019 G. W. M. Reynolds paints a dark and sordid picture of mining life in his chapter on a female 
miner, entitled “The Rattlesnake’s History” from Mysteries of London. Grose, “Social Reform,” 64. 
For heavily sensationalised accounts of miners including graphic descriptions of violence see for 
example: "Wife Murder and the Durham Colliers." Western Times, December 27, 1864, 1. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75bMc7 last accessed 19 September 2018; "Domestic 
Intelligence." Aberdeen Journal, July 7, 1875. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/799Zh2 last 
accessed 29 September 2018; "Leeds Assizes." Leeds Times, December 5, 1874, 5. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/799kk4 last accessed 29 September 2018. 
1020 "Drury-Lane Theatre." Standard, April 1, 1851.  http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6gbND3 last 
accessed 22 July 2018. See also: "Local and Other News." Leeds Intelligencer, November 15, 1851, 5. 
http://tinyurl.gale.com/tinyurl/BiVd60 last accessed 18 September 2019. 



232 
 

believed that in the neighbouring fir-tree coppice their spectres are seen to 

walk’.1021 

These mining incarnations appear latter day versions of a vogue for ‘ghost 

melodrama’ on the stage during the 1820s.1022 As Diego Saglia attests, the flexibility 

of format offered by supernatural sensations plays meant they could respond and 

resonate with ‘historical, social and political pressures’ of the day, and ‘anticipated 

the disembodied and internalized performances of fear’ which would become 

typical of later Victorian melodrama.1023 The utilisation of miners in melodramatic 

and supernatural settings on stage speaks to extent stereotypes prevailing about 

the profession as monstrous. Such characters needed no introduction, but could be 

relied upon to conjure a sense of brute passion, aggression, and even a suggestion 

of magic. Thus, even before newspapers began frequently reporting upon miners as 

‘superstitious’ and monstrous from the mid-century onwards, such stereotypes 

existed on stage which set the scene for these later depictions.  

The Gothic villain motif takes an interesting twist in mining narratives, in that 

unconventional characters are chosen to fulfil this role.1024 Miners are both villain 

and victim, while the mining space itself is implicated as a monstrous environment, 

a topic this thesis examined in Chapter Two. Where villains in Gothic writing are 

often from the upper classes, and frequently depicted as dastardly aristocrats, mine 

owners and overseers escaped relatively lightly in contemporary writing.1025 This 

 
1021 "The London Theatres." Era, February 10, 1867. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6gjdX8 last 
accessed 22 July 2018. For more on Shadow Tree Shaft see: "Public Amusements." Reynolds's 
Newspaper, February 17, 1867. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6gkrN1 Last accessed 25 June 
2018. 
1022 Diego Saglia, “‘The Frighted Stage’: The Sensational Proliferation of Ghost Melodrama in the 
1820s,” Studies in Romanticism 54, no. 2 (2015): 269.  
1023 Saglia, “Sensational Proliferation,” 271.  
1024 In melodrama, the villain was traditionally a debauched aristocrat, see:  Anna Clark, "The 
Rhetoric of Chartist Domesticity: Gender, Language, and Class in the 1830s and 1840s," Journal of 
British Studies 31, no. 1 (1992): 64; McWilliam, “Melodrama,” 61.  
1025 See for example: Gavin Budge, “‘The Vampyre’: Romantic Metaphysics and the Aristocratic 
Other,” in The Gothic Other: Racial and Social Constructions in the Literary Imagination ed. Ruth 
Beinstock Anolik and Douglas L. Howard (Jefferson: McFarland, 2004), 212-236.  
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speaks to the sense that middle-class authors wanted to be seen to expose the 

dangers of mining life, without having to implicate their readership in miner’s woes. 

An opinion piece featured in the Daily News in 1867 in which a mine owner entreats 

fellow owners to switch from a single shift to an purportedly safer, more cost-

effective double shift work system shows that owners did read, and expected 

others to read such newspapers.1026 As William B. Thesing and Ted Wojtasik attest, 

tragic deaths in the mining sector not only made mine owners theoretically 

culpable, but also ‘implicated every British family who used coal for light and heat in 

their homes’.1027 In this vein, while mine owners and overseers have received some 

scholarly attention as purportedly villainous figures in the press, the extent to which 

miners, and even mines themselves were viewed as monstrous, and/or villainous 

has not been adequately explored.1028 In relation to coal owners, Thomas Anney has 

argued that the during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries there existed ‘a 

national caricature of coalowners as brutal capitalists with little regard for their 

workers or communities where they gained their wealth’.1029 Anney repeatedly 

mentions negative perceptions of coal owners, emphasising, ‘the pressing need for 

further studies on coal owners that digs beneath the accepted stereotype’.1030 

While Anney’s aim is to address the realities of owners’ ethical and economic 

contributions, this notion of a universally acknowledged view of coal owners as 

nefarious is not entirely accurate. Nineteenth-century news reports from national 

 
1026 See: "Ferndale Colliery Explosion." Daily News, November 22, 1867. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/72A7c2 last accessed 14 September 2018.  
1027 Thesing and Wojtasik, “Poetry, Politics,” 32. 
1028 See: Thomas Anney, "Death on the Warwickshire Coalfield: An Examination of the Contribution 
of Miners, Coalowners and the State to the Decline in Mining Fatalities in the British Coal Industry in 
the Period of Expansion 1840 to 1913." PhD Thesis, University of Wolverhampton (2013): British 
Library EThOS, EBSCOhost last accessed September 10, 2018; Benson, “Pit Clubs,” 47-60. 
1029 Anney, "Warwickshire Coalfield," II.  
1030 Anney, “Warwickshire Coalfield,” II, 5, 21, 24-25, 221.  
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and regional papers contained a range of views concerning coal owners.1031 These 

were usually quite balanced in their assessment of blame, particularly in the case of 

union disputes or in the wake of mine disasters. As Anney suggests, some authors 

were clear in their condemnation of coal owners.1032 Far more offered accounts 

which did not attempt to take overt positions for or against coal owners, 

however.1033 There is also plenty of evidence which shows how miners themselves 

were villainised, and where even a degree of empathy was shown towards coal 

owners.1034  

 
1031 Some papers did contain reports of mine management being tried for violating mining acts, but 
in these the focus tends to fall on reporting details of the trial, as opposed to using the trial to make 
wider social observations about mine managers. See for example: "Convictions under the New 
Collieries Act." Newcastle Guardian and Tyne Mercury, January 25, 1862, 7. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/79jAe6 last accessed 1 October 2018; "Important Dudley 
Mining Case." Birmingham Daily Post, November 13, 1871. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7A8TV7 last accessed 2 October 2018; "Law and Police." 
Western Times, November 13, 1871, 4. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7A8qB5 last accessed 2 
October 2018; "Sheriff Court Edinburgh." Caledonian Mercury, December 28, 1843. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7A8qN0 last accessed 2 October 2018. 
1032 See for example: J. F. G. "South Yorkshire Coalowners." Sheffield Independent, June 26, 1869, 6. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/726D72 last accessed 10 Sept. 2018; John Normasell, 
"Coalowners, Miners, and Arbitration." Sheffield Independent, April 10, 1869, 6. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/726Em2 last accessed 10 September, 2018; "Lord Lyttleton and 
the Coalowners.” Reynolds's Newspaper, December 4, 1864. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/726aR9 last accessed 7 September 2018; “Coal Trade.” Morning 
Post, November 1, 1836. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/726pF8 last accessed 10 September 
2018. 
1033 See for example: "Coalowners, Colliers, and Unions." Leeds Mercury, June 22, 1863. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7264d0 last accessed 10 September 2018; "Barnsley." Leeds 
Intelligencer, July 30, 1864, 7. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/729c94 last accessed 10 
September 2018. 
"Barnsley." Leeds Intelligencer, December 30, 1865, 7. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/726eD5 
last accessed 7 September, 2018; "The Colliers' Strike." Leicestershire Mercury, May 18, 1844, 1. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/727Fy8 last accessed 10 September 2018; "Mining 
Intelligence." Wrexham Weekly Advertiser, July 30, 1864, 8. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/728pp2 last accessed 7 September 2018; "The Wigan Colliers." 
Dundee Courier, November 23, 1863. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/72A4W9 last accessed 10 
September. 2018.  
1034 See for example: “Colliers’ Strike at an End." Leeds Mercury, August 24, 1844. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7296i7 last accessed 10 September 2018; "The Coalowners and 
the Pitmen." Morning Post, April 6, 1832. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/726t91 last accessed 
10 September. 2018; “Ashby-de-la-Zouch and its Neighbourhood.” Leicester Chronicle, February 12, 
1853. 
See also an empathetic stance on coal owners describing a dispute “which serves to show what 
coalowners have to contend with,”: "Another Colliery Dispute." Derbyshire Times and Chesterfield 
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For those papers which did take a sympathetic stance towards workers, but who did 

not wish to point the finger of blame elsewhere amongst their readership, another, 

less obvious villain was suggested. In these accounts, the mine itself was painted as 

something of a villainous space, which warped those who came into prolonged 

contact with it. Describing horrendous below-ground working environments, and 

poor life expectancy, reports positioned mining life as more of a gamble with 

nature, than as primarily a situation which mine owners and authorities were liable 

for.1035 As Brent Walter Cline notes in relation to mines as villains in Appalachian 

folktales: ‘the coal mine is an agent, a devious one, which consistently acts as the 

malevolent force in the miner’s lives’.1036 In this regard,  Gothic monsters, villains 

and their melodramatic settings prove an appropriate lens through which to view 

and analyse miners and mines, for, as Egan states: ‘[t]he single-natured, yet 

singularly complex villain acts as the moving force in melodrama generally, and in 

Gothic melodrama, demonic-seeming villains predominate’.1037 In due course, this 

chapter explores how creating monstrous and supernatural identities for miners 

which imbricated them within the quasi-demonic underground realm of mines, 

denied them citizenship above ground, and offset public culpability in mining 

tragedies.  

 

The Hypermasculine Miner: Preternatural Depictions 

 

In the first mode discussed in this Chapter, the miner as hypermasculine monster is 

not so much an overtly supernatural threat as a preternatural one. Lorraine Daston 

 
Herald, January 19, 1870, 3. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/729ps8 last accessed 10 September 
2018. 
1035 See for example: "The Risca Colliery Explosion." Manchester Times, December 8, 1860; "Fashion 
and Varieties." Belfast News-Letter, January 29, 1851. 
1036 Brent Walter Cline, "Buried Bodies, Buried Treasure: Coal Mines and the Ghosts of Appalachia," 
South Carolina Review 47, no. 2 (2015): 41, 45.  
1037 Egan, “Stephen King,” 67.  
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differentiates between understandings of ‘natural’, ‘preternatural’ and 

‘supernatural’ over time, noting that the term ‘preternatural’ was ultimately 

collapsed into either of the other two having been stripped of its use as a descriptor 

for religious portents by the seventeenth century.1038 As such, the term has a 

somewhat liminal legacy, and is, therefore, a perfect fit for describing monstrosity 

which appears to reach beyond the limits of the human, while not seeming truly 

supernatural. Negative – but clearly human – qualities such as aggression, 

immorality and insanity are emphasised and exaggerated in reports of such miners. 

As a result of extending their human identities beyond normal proportions, the 

miner becomes something less than human, a monster resembling the brutish, 

hulking vision of the working class as depicted by John Tenniel in his Punch cartoon 

from 1866, ‘The Brummagem Frankenstein’.1039 Frankenstein’s creature is 

referenced as symbolic of exaggerated masculine monstrosity by Jean Hall who 

notes the monster’s ravaged appearance and huge stature, as this ‘brutal, 

hypermasculine presence becomes the image of the murderer’.1040 The creature is, 

for Hall, the embodiment of ‘biological revulsion’ whose ‘hypermasculine rage and 

physical aggressiveness’ are most clearly apparent when he is most alienated.1041 

These qualities were identifiable in the middle-class authorial vision of the 

nineteenth-century miner, as one who appeared crudely made and whose cultural 

isolation was liable to lead to acts of desperation and aggression when re-

introduced into wider society. Three different facets of this perceived persona will 

be explored in this section: miners as violent and disorderly; as filthy and immoral, 

and as mentally deranged. Overall, such depictions show only slivers of empathy for 

 
1038 Lorraine Daston, “Marvelous Facts and Miraculous Evidence in Early Modern Europe,” Critical 
Inquiry 18, no. 1 (1991): 93-124. 
1039 See Figure 5: "The Brummagem Frankenstein." Punch, or the London Charivari, September 8, 
1866. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/74nt51 last accessed 17 September 2018. 
As Chris Baldick notes, the cartoon shows how “an enormous proletarian waits for the vote to be 
given to him by the Birmingham Liberal MP John Bright, a leader of the Reform agitation in the 
1860s”. See: Baldick, Frankenstein’s Shadow, 85. 
1040 Jean Hall, "Frankenstein: The Horrifying Otherness of Family," Essays in Literature 17, no. 2 
(1990): 181.  
1041 Hall, “Frankenstein,” 185.  
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these workers, while effectively condemning their way of life, and ultimately 

suggesting that such people did not belong in civilised society.  
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Figure 5: 
"The Brummagem Frankenstein." Punch, or the London Charivari (8 September, 

1866). http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/74nt51 Last accessed 17 September 

2018 
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Reports which emphasised miners as an excessively violent group were particularly 

apparent in news articles concerning labour unrest. Such reports represented one 

facet of a trend of more general fear-mongering about labour union activities, as 

mentioned above. Reports concerning the ‘Sheffield Outrages’ of the 1850s and 

1860s, in particular, highlighted the threat posed by collective action, as groups 

such as the Saw Grinders Union attacked fellow workers and employers, engaging in 

‘petty violence, theft, threatening behaviour and vandalism, used by workers to 

regulate the industry’.1042  In 1869, the Manchester Courier and Sheffield Daily 

Telegraph both reported on a collision between miners and coal owners when 

workmen stormed the local manor house ‘in which firearms were used and the 

most atrocious threats were uttered’.1043 When coal owners in Wigan opened the 

mines during a strike in 1853, riots ensued as a mob of 350-400 miners marched 

through the town with fifes and drums and clashed with local infantrymen resulting 

in eight or nine people being shot, and one fatally injured.1044 The Daily News 

reported on the disturbance at length, noting that the riots had been proceeded by 

threats made on the lives of the newly imported Welsh strike-breakers by local 

striking colliers, suggesting that they would attack the mines where the new miners 

were at work by causing a cave-in, or that they would ‘attack these men at the saw-

mills whilst in bed at night’.1045 That the striking miners were collectivised is implied 

in the report, which mentioned how colliers held ‘a numerous meeting at the Lane 

Ends, Aspull, at which they came to a resolution not to work on the terms 

offered’.1046 As such, the report creates a monstrous, collective identity for the 

miners en masse as a disorderly, and malevolent force causing mayhem in the town 

 
1042 Arthur Downing, “The ‘Sheffield Outrages’: Violence, Class and Trade Unionism, 1850–70,” Social 
History, 38 no. 2 (2013): 162. 
1043 "The Coalowners of South Yorkshire and Their Men." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General 
Advertiser, July 29, 1869, 6. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7269s6 last accessed 10 September 
2018; "The Colliery Dispute in South Yorkshire." Sheffield Daily Telegraph, July 28, 1869, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/728cj1 last accessed 10 September 2018. 
1044 "Second Riot at Wigan." Daily News, November 2, 1853. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/72APJ2 last accessed 10 September 2018. 
1045 "Second Riot at Wigan." Daily News, November 2, 1853. 
1046 "Second Riot at Wigan." Daily News, November 2, 1853. 
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in spite of efforts by coal owners, and the local authorities to keep the peace. This 

violent, monstrous identity is one which conflates all of the local miners – those 

rioting and those meeting, regardless of who might be present when, and relies on 

a context of fear concerning labour union agitation more generally. The report 

inverts any concerns about coal-owner’s treatment of miners, given that the 

miner’s demands are significantly overshadowed by descriptions of violence in 

which the authorities are cast as injured parties.  

While the mid-century ‘outrages’ were prominent, fear of collectivised workers 

were visible in the press decades earlier. In 1844, the Morning Post and Newcastle 

Advertiser printed a piece accusing striking coal-miners of breaking the law, 

attempting ‘by force and intimidation’ to prevent non-striking workers from 

entering the mines.1047 A similar portrait of striking colliers appeared in the 

Leicestershire Mercury, again in 1844, when several strikers were tried for assaults 

directed at outside workers brought in to counter local strike action.1048 One victim 

had been knocked down in the dark, trampled, and beaten while several others 

were ‘assailed by a numerous mob, armed with sticks, ropes, iron-bars, and other 

missiles’.1049 Again, the report emphasises the union affiliations of the men accused. 

An author for the Gateshead Observer used the attacks to lambast the unionised 

colliers, stating: ‘[s]trange that the unionists, who talk so loudly against the alleged 

tyranny of the coalowners and viewers, should tyrannically beat and wound men of 

their own “order”.’1050 

Reports of violent miners, while frequently union focused, also relied upon regional 

stereotypes. Such caricatures served to broadly portray all miners within a 

particular vicinity as possessed of a kind of clan-like violent mentality. The miners of 

 
1047 "The Northern Pitmen." Morning Post, April 20, 1844, 7. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/72Acq4 last accessed 10 September 2018. 
1048 "The Pitmen's Strike." Leicestershire Mercury, August 31, 1844, 2. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/72AFL7 last accessed 10 September 2018. 
1049 "The Pitmen's Strike." Leicestershire Mercury, August 31, 1844, 2. 
1050 As printed in the Leicestershire Mercury: "The Pitmen's Strike." Leicestershire Mercury, August 
31, 1844, 2. 
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the Forest of Dean were frequently mentioned in the press as a result of rioting and 

trade disputes, particularly during the early 1870s.1051 In The Treasures of the Earth, 

William Jones states that the Dean miners ‘were once a lawless set, leading a wild 

life in their sylvan solitudes, and not only enjoying many ancient privileges granted 

to them, but others of their own creation, giving much trouble to the Government 

in consequence’.1052 As something of a geographical anomaly in terms of its 

‘extensive commons and wastes’, the Forest was a region of concern for Victorian 

officials who feared such ‘Extra Parochial’ boundaries were hotbeds of militancy 

which attracted undesirables and fostered crime.1053 David Churchill’s study on 

animosity towards policemen reveals a reputation for violence among Leeds 

coalminers, ‘whose attachment to the customary mentality of violence was most 

clearly in evidence’.1054 Churchill sites a ‘particularly cohesive community structure 

– based on the distinctiveness of pit, neighbourhood and out-township – and by the 

lively culture of trade unionism in that locality’ as reason for the miners’ concerted 

rough behaviour towards agents of the law.1055 David Taylor similarly notes that 

police were obstructed in ‘most, if not all, of the mining villages scattered about the 

West Riding of Yorkshire’.1056 Miners’ reputation for violence was not always 

founded on their connections to trade unions, but union involvement may have 

affected the ways in which miners’ violent crime was reported. In 1874, the 

 
1051 See for example: "A Monster Meeting of Dean Forest Colliers and Miners." Western Mail, 
October 4, 1871. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6nbFr9 last accessed 24 July 2018; "A Miners' 
Riot in the Forest of Dean." Sheffield Daily Telegraph, January 16, 1875, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6nbJe0 last accessed 24 July 2018; "A Ball Took Place, on 
Tuesday Night, at the Mess-room at Eastney Barracks, Portsmouth, Given by Colonel Williams and 
the Officers of the Royal Marine Artillery." Illustrated London News, August 1, 1874, 103. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6ncSE7 last accessed 24 July 2018. 
1052 Jones, Treasures, 115. A chapter from Treasures of the Earth on mining superstitions was also 
published in the North Devon Journal, see:  "Notices of New Publications." North Devon Journal, 
October 31, 1867, 6. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6nceqX last accessed 24 July 2018. 
1053 Sandall, "Industry and Community,” 93. 
1054 David Churchill, “’I am Just the Man for Upsetting You Bloody Bobbies’: Popular Animosity 
Towards the Police in Late Nineteenth-century Leeds,” Social History 39, no. 2 (2014): 265.  
1055 Churchill, “Bloody Bobbies,” 265.  
1056 David Taylor, "Protest and Consent in the Policing of the 'Wild' West Riding of Yorkshire, c. 1850-
1875: 'The Police v. The People," Northern History 51, no. 2 (2014): 307.  
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infamous rape and murder of a woman in a mining community in the North Riding 

of Yorkshire was reported on widely in the press, but the fact that the criminals 

were miners is barely mentioned.1057 Although the details of the crime were brutal 

and lurid, reporters did not capitalise on the opportunity to criticise miner’s 

behaviour in general.1058 This may have been due to the fact that there was no 

union angle to exploit, and thus no political tension for the press to capitalise on. 

Even when union links were not emphasised, individual miners were frequently 

singled out in the press as ornery, uncooperative and volatile characters who failed 

to assimilate into respectable society.1059 

Public perceptions of miners as highly volatile and aggressive were compounded by 

reports of their unsanitary living conditions and allegedly filthy natures. Reporting 

on the findings of mine inspection in Scotland, the Leeds Times highlighted some of 

the more sensational elements, noting female miners’ inability to tend to their 

houses and families, and the dirt of male miners. In this vein, the author states: 

‘[a]mong the peculiar prejudices of the men, is a notion that to wash their backs 

would weaken them! And, consequently, this part of their body being left 

 
1057 William J. Jackson, et al. "How Easy Can the Barley Brie" Drinking Culture and Accounting Failure 
at the End of the Nineteenth Century in Britain," Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal 25, 
no. 4 (2012): 643. That the criminals are miners is mentioned briefly here: "The Cleveland Outrage. 
Examination of the Prisoners." York Herald, January 17, 1874, 2. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75UXy4 last accessed 19 September 2018. 
1058 See: "The Cleveland Outrage." Northern Echo, January 5, 1874. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75TyA6 last accessed 19 September 2018; "The Cleveland 
Outrage and Supposed Murder." Bradford Observer, January 12, 1874. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75U2A4 last accessed 19 September 2018; "The Assault on the 
Duke of Cambridge." Leeds Mercury, January 10, 1874. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75TzA5 
last accessed 19 September 2018.  That the criminals are miners is mentioned briefly here: "The 
Cleveland Outrage. Examination of the Prisoners." York Herald, January 17, 1874, 2. 
1059See for example: a vagrant collier who refused to do specified tasks assigned to him in a 
workhouse: "Local News." York Herald, October 2, 1869, 9. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3211111808/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=a375198a 
last accessed 18 July 2019; a Staffordshire collier as a rogue, vagabond and serial prison inmate: 
"Beverly.” Hull Packet, February 19, 1847; a collier from Newton Solney who abandoned his wife 
charged with being an ‘incorrigible rogue’: "The Derbyshire Quarter Sessions." Derby Mercury, 
January 11, 1860. 
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unwashed, it is in a most filthy condition’.1060 Government investigations into the 

crowded conditions of miners in temporary lodging-houses added to perceptions of 

such workers as filthy itinerants who existed crammed together like cattle. An 1842 

inquiry into ‘the sanitary condition of the labouring population of Great Britain’ 

noted that in Durham and Northumberland, miners might travel far from home to 

obtain work, and thus stayed in these ‘lodging-shops’ for days at a time.1061 Within 

these lodgings, men could be packed into shared dormitory rooms with multiple 

occupants in each bunk bed: ‘[e]ach of these 14 beds was intended for two persons, 

when only few men were employed at the mines, but they might be made to 

receive three men each, and, in the case of need, a boy might lie across at their 

feet’.1062 Such close quarters made for unpleasant living conditions: ‘[t]here was no 

opening of any sort to let out the foul air, yet from 39 to 40 persons might have 

slept there, the men perspiring from their work and inhaling the small dust from 

their clothes floating in clouds’.1063 Descriptions of these unsavoury conditions 

depicted miners as content to dwell in horrible squalor, with one inspector noting:  

‘Though the beds had not been occupied for the three preceding nights, the 

smell was to me utterly intolerable…I cannot but believe that these lodging-

houses are more destructive than the air of the mines. I should think it no 

hardship to have to remain 24 hours in a mine, but I should be terrified at 

being ordered to be shut up a quarter of an hour in the bed-room of a 

lodging shop’.1064  

Such perceptions were also reflected in contemporary press. An article which 

appeared in the Standard in 1875 casts miners as innately uncouth, uneducated 

men, likely to spend any extra money on drink as opposed to domestic needs, and 

 
1060 "News." Leeds Times, October 5, 1844, 6. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/79jMW0 last 
accessed 22 July 2019. 
1061 “Report to Her Majesty's Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department…” (1842), 109. 
1062 “Report to Her Majesty's Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department…” (1842), 110.  
1063 “Report to Her Majesty's Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department…” (1842), 110. 
1064 “Report to Her Majesty's Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department…” (1842), 111.  
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generally accustomed to squalor.1065 The author states: ‘[t]heir work is hard, filthy, 

and disagreeable. They come up from it in such a state of body and mind that it 

would need some trouble to fit them to enjoy the comfort of a clean and neat 

home’.1066 Other reports frequently highlighted the dirt of miner’s clothing.1067 A 

miner was described as a ‘filthy miscreant’ in a report by the Derbyshire Times in 

1858, although in this context the phrase was in response to lude behaviour.1068 The 

man was charged ‘with exposing his person and using disgusting language’ towards 

the female complainant and her servants at the Wellington Hotel in Whittington. 

The newspaper deemed details of the case ‘not fit for publication’ and remarked 

that the miner had been sent to Derby jail for a month ‘as a rogue and a 

vagabond’.1069  

The assumption that miners were filthy and undomesticated extended to female 

mine workers.1070 Women were thought to be masculinised by these underground 

environments, a factor which caused their work to be questioned by authors, male 

miners, and government representatives, who feared mine work made them unfit 

wives and mothers. A reporter from the Northern Star was vehement in their 

condemnation of female mine workers, describing their occupation as ‘debasing, 

masculine employments and associations’ and female miners as ‘filthy humiliated 

 
1065 "Multiple News Items." Standard, May 19, 1875, 4. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6mqeM8 last accessed 20 July 2018. 
1066 "Multiple News Items." Standard, May 19, 1875, 4. 
1067 See for example: "A Hint to a Bankrupt." Exeter and Plymouth Gazette, December 7, 1839, 4. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6mqRD3 last accessed 20 July 2018; "The Rev. Wm. Gray, late 
Curate of Heysham..." Lancaster Gazetteer, December 17, 1814. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6mqeE0 last accessed 20 July 2018. 
1068 "Police Intelligence." Derbyshire Times and Chesterfield Herald, May 15, 1858, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6mqQL3 last accessed 20 July 2018. 
1069 Police Intelligence." Derbyshire Times and Chesterfield Herald, May 15, 1858, 3.  
1070 The extent to which female workers were employed in mines varied from region to region. The 
CCE contained sections dedicated to female work in mines which were differentiated by district, and 
according to whether these women and girls were employed above or below ground. Seven districts 
are listed as employing underground female workers, such as the West Riding of Yorkshire 
(Southern), Lancashire and South Wales.  Fifteen districts were listed as not employing female 
underground workers, such as the Forest of Dean, Warwickshire and North Wales. See: “Royal 
Commission on Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines and 
Collieries).” (1842), 5. 
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colliers’.1071 This stance is unsurprising given the paper’s status as a leading voice for 

Chartism.1072 For, as Anna Clark argues, Chartism promoted a rhetoric surrounding 

domestic bliss, championing the role of women as homemakers in order to counter 

accusations of working-class immorality.1073 When it came to the issue of women 

performing manual labour, Chartism ‘following radical tradition’, still chose 

melodrama as its medium, but blamed ‘familial disruption on an outside villain – the 

aristocratic libertine, symbolizing capitalism and corruption’.1074 

In Frances Hodgson Burnett’s 1877 novel, That Lass O’ Lowries’ pit girls and women 

of a Midlands mining town are ‘othered’ as a result of their ostensibly masculine 

profession. Burnett writes:  

‘[t]hey did not look like women...women who wore a dress more than half 

masculine, and who talked loudly, and laughed discordantly, and some of 

whom, God knows, had faces as hard and brutal as the hardest of their 

collier brothers and husbands and sweethearts’.1075  

These female miners, in failing to conform to standards of feminine deportment 

and behaviour are made to seem monstrous in their androgyny, neither entirely 

male nor female. What deeply concerned commissioners writing for the CCE 

appeared to be the sense that miners were liminal beings whose gender and racial 

identities were not clearly defined.1076 As Philippa Levine states: ‘the conditions of 

work made it difficult, on occasion, to distinguish male from female or to be 

 
1071 "O’Connor in Scotland." Northern Star, October 16, 1841. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6mqmd7 last accessed 20 July 2018. 
1072See: Epstein, “Feargus O’Connor,” 51–97. 
1073 Clark, "Chartist Domesticity,” 64. 
1074 Clark also notes that melodrama was a “working-class popular genre”, but melodramatic plays 
did also attract a middle-class audience on occasion. See: Saglia, “Sensational Proliferation,” 269-
293; Hall, “Classical Mythology,” 337; Steele, “Melodramatic Borrowings,” 8. Clark, “Chartist 
Domesticity,” 64.  
1075 Frances Hodgson Burnett, That Lass O’ Lowries. (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1877), 1. 
https://archive.org/details/cu31924022053916 last accessed 23 July 2018. 
1076 Philippa Levine, “States of Undress: Nakedness and the Colonial Imagination,” Victorian Studies 
50, no. 2 (2008): 210. 
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confident that those employed were, in fact, white and British’.1077 This is reflected 

in this opening section to the novel, where Burnett suggests that years of labour in 

the mines has degraded these women both physiologically and psychologically: 

‘they had breathed in the dust and grime of coal, and somehow or other, it seemed 

to stick to them and reveal itself in their natures as it did in their bold unwashed 

faces’.1078  

Part of what concerned male workers and reformers about the presence of women 

at work more generally was their close proximity to men, particularly males who 

were not related to them.1079 The absence of chaperones in the workplace meant 

that women might be exposed to threats, or engage in purportedly immoral 

behaviours with other miners. The fear that mining work was destroying women’s 

moral character was recorded in the CCE, which dedicated an entire section to the 

‘Moral Effects of Employing Girls and Women Under Ground’.1080 John Thorneley, a 

justice of the peace for York, was interviewed for the CCE, stating that illicit sexual 

liaisons between miners were common and frequently led to illegitimate children. 

Thorneley expressed the belief that women brought up to mining life ‘lay aside all 

modesty, and scarcely know what it is but by name’.1081 

Even as reformers were concerned with improving the lives of women mine 

workers by removing them from the mines, they also appeared to blame them 

more than their male counterparts for the purportedly degraded lifestyles of 

miners1082 As Burton attests, ‘reformers attributed miners’ ostensibly uncivilised 

existence to a disregard for domestic standards,’ with female mine workers bearing 

 
1077 Levine, “States of Undress,” 210.  
1078 That Lass O’ Lowries’ was developed into a play in Sheffield in 1879. See: Wilson, "The 
Challenge,” 157. Burnett, That Lass, 1. 
1079 Wally Seccombe, Weathering the Storm: Working-Class Families from the Industrial Revolution to 
the Fertility Decline. (London: Verso, 1993), 32-33.  
1080 “Royal Commission on Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines 
and Collieries).” (1842), 5. 
1081 “Royal Commission on Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines 
and Collieries).” (1842), 246. (Image 553). 
1082 Burton, “Risking Life,” 149.  
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the brunt because they were the ones deemed to be out-of-place usurpers in the 

masculine workspace.1083 Sadler noted that minework totally destroyed ‘the female 

character’ purportedly making them unfit wives and mothers, adding: ‘I see the 

greatest differences in the homes of those colliers who wives do not go into the pits 

in cleanliness and good management...It is a brutalizing practice for woman to be in 

collieries ;  the effect on their morals is very bad’.1084 It was not only external 

observers who objected to women mine workers. A thirty-seven year old collier 

from Dalkeith, Scotland, who was interviewed for the report echoed these 

sentiments, stating, ‘[t]he employment very much unfits them [women] for the 

performance of mothers’ duties ; and they frequently cause men to leave their 

homes, if homes they may be called, and drink hard ; the poor bairns are neglected; 

for in time the women follow the men, and drink hard also’.1085 These concerns 

were apparently shared by other miners, with the interviewer noting several of 

these opinions which largely reflected men’s concerns that women who worked in 

mines could not provide the domestic services they expected of them.1086 Thus, it 

was not only male miners who were affected by perceptions of mining work as 

excessively masculine, such perceptions also warped the public personas of female 

miners. Revelations concerning the physical and moral degradation of women and 

children mine workers led, in 1842, to the Mines and Collieries act banning women, 

and children under the age of ten working below ground in mines.1087 Women 

 
1083 Burton, “Risking Life,” 149 
1084 “Royal Commission on Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines 
and Collieries).” (1842), 32. (Image 44). 
1085 “Royal Commission on Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines 
and Collieries).” (1842), 35. (Image 47). 
1086 For more on perceptions of women workers as unfit wives and mothers, directly pertaining to 
Cornwall, see: Rule, “Misfortunes,” 133; “Royal Commission on Children's Employment in Mines and 
Manufactories. First Report (Mines and Collieries).” (1842), 35. (Image 47). 
1087 The passing of the Mines and Collieries Act, as a result of the poor conditions revealed in the 
1842 CCE “forbade the employment of boys below ten and of all females in British mines of any kind 
though they were permitted to continue working above ground.” See: Angela V. John, By the Sweat 
of Their Brow: Women Workers at Victorian Coal Mines. (London, Routledge, 2010), 12.   
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continued to work in mines illegally, however, and thus the ban only served to 

increase their vulnerability in many cases.1088  

Reports of miners as mentally unstable served to undermine perceptions of miners’ 

integrity and workplace competence, and compounded the public image of miners 

as frightening and volatile beings. Stories of suicides, in particular, served to 

highlight the liminal identity of miners as workers whose dangerous occupation 

could push them towards insanity.  A report in the Leeds Intelligencer (1854) 

describes the tragic death of a twenty-eight year old miner who was killed after 

throwing himself into a furnace of molten iron.1089 In the months before the 

incident, the man was apparently ‘in so distressed a state of mind as to be unable to 

follow his work, and had latterly displayed symptoms which left no doubt of his 

insanity’.1090 The miner had taken to getting up at night to wander Farnley Wood 

but always returned in the morning. Nonetheless, these actions had prompted 

concern from his family and friends, who were in the process of having him placed 

in an asylum when the death occurred. On the night of his death, the miner was 

spotted, completely in the nude, by two workmen at the forge. When the men 

confronted him, the miner said ‘someone had called him ‘mucky’ and he had come 

to clean himself’.1091 One of the workmen went to fetch a watchman, while the 

other remained, but did not keep a close eye on the miner who wandered off in the 

direction of the furnaces and was never seen again. When a search was conducted 

of the furnaces a sad discovery was made: ‘they turned off the blast, and on the 

smoke clearing away they discovered the remains of the poor fellow floating on the 

surface of the molten metal’.1092 This tragic event is made even more poignant by 

the miner’s final statements concerning the dirt of his clothes or skin, and illustrates 

 
1088 Grose, “Social Reform,” 64. 
1089 "Local and Other News." Leeds Intelligencer, November 11, 1854, 9. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6h8SB4 last accessed 21 July 2018. 
1090 "Local and Other News." Leeds Intelligencer, November 11, 1854, 9. 
1091 "Local and Other News." Leeds Intelligencer, November 11, 1854, 9. 
1092 "Local and Other News." Leeds Intelligencer, November 11, 1854, 9. 
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the extent to which stigma about miners as dirty or unsanitary - as mentioned 

earlier - could negatively affect miner’s perceptions of themselves.  

Another ‘very determined attempt at suicide’ by a miner in Rotherham was 

reported on in the Sheffield Independent in 1869.1093 The man had jumped into the 

local canal only to be rescued by an onlooker, but once both men were back on the 

bank, the miner, ‘expressing his determination to do away with himself, jumped in 

again’.1094He was once again fetched out of the canal by his rescuer, and conveyed 

home on a barrow. A police-constable who visited his home that evening found the 

man still in a state of agitation, ‘sitting in a chair threatening to destroy himself, 

either by using a knife, or throwing himself into the canal’, at which point he was 

taken into custody.1095 In another account of a miner’s suicide from 1858, the devil 

is implicated. The man, between forty-five and fifty years of age, had been residing 

with a relative in South Wales when, ‘determined to destroy himself’, he had taken 

a hot coal to an open cask of gunpowder which his relative - also a miner - had kept 

under his bed.1096 The subsequent blast tore the house apart, injuring the family’s 

baby who was found in her cradle with her clothes on fire, ‘the poor little thing half 

choked with the vapour’. The suicidal miner was found, ‘frightfully burnt and 

mangled’, and confessed that he had forgotten the baby was in the house but that 

‘he had himself wilfully caused the explosion, and must have been tempted by the 

devil’. 1097 The man died several hours afterwards. These, and other reports of 

suicidal miners are surprising when considered alongside Olive Anderson’s findings 

that from the 1860s, mining areas reported some of the lowest rates of suicide 

across the industrial sector.1098 In fact, miners returned the lowest rates of suicides 

 
1093 "Local Intelligence." Sheffield Independent, August 23, 1869, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6h8gf0 last accessed 21 July 2018. 
1094 "Local Intelligence." Sheffield Independent, August 23, 1869, 3. 
1095 "Local Intelligence." Sheffield Independent, August 23, 1869, 3.. 
1096 "Miscellanea." Westmorland Gazette, April 17, 1858, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6gbJ80 last accessed 21 July 2018. 
1097 "Miscellanea." Westmorland Gazette, April 17, 1858, 3. 
1098 There appears to have been an increase in reporting of mining suicides towards the end of the 
century, with an emphasis on the most sensational cases, particularly in the Sheffield Evening 
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overall when compared to professions including ‘professional men, innkeepers and 

publicans, butchers and green- grocers, bakers and confectioners, craftsmen, 

domestics and service trades’ whose rates were all above average.1099 It serves to 

show that the impression given by newspapers that miners were tragic, and 

potentially unhinged figures was exaggerated. That miners already carried with 

them the public stigma of their deadly occupation undoubtedly made it easier for 

writers to position them as doomed and morbid figures in the press.  

In reports of miners as hypermasculine the press combine two roles into one, that 

of monster, and of villain.  This combination of roles in the dramatization of miners’ 

identities allowed reporters to take a step back from questioning why the 

occupation may have led to poor mental health and manifested anger in 

mineworkers. Suggesting that a brutality of nature was somehow inherent in the 

miner’s psyche, made their crimes above ground seem tragic, but ultimately 

collateral damage in return for the vital role they played underground.1100 They 

were described as volatile, excessively violent and filthy creatures who posed a 

threat to civilised society, whether to police, or to women, or to strike-breakers.1101 

 
Telegraph, see for example:  the miner who killed himself by placing a lit stick of dynamite in his 
mouth: "Horrible Suicide of a Miner." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, October 3, 1893. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75YiL5 last accessed 19 September 2018; a miner who hanged 
himself:  "A Miner Commits Suicide." Sheffield Evening Telegraph, November 14, 1893, 4. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75YvZ1 last accessed 19 September 2018; a miner who slit his 
own throat with a razor: “Suicide of a Miner at West Melton." Sheffield Evening Telegraph, April 10, 
1891, 3. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75Z5g4 last accessed 19 September, 2018: a miner 
who jumped down a mine shaft, leaving a widow and eight children: "Terrible Suicide of a 
Nottingham Miner." Sheffield Evening Telegraph, September 24, 1887, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75Z9z5 last accessed 19 September 2018. Olive Anderson, "Did 
Suicide Increase with Industrialization in Victorian England?" Past & Present, no. 86 (1980): 160.  
1099 Anderson, “Suicide,” 150-151. 
1100 Sally Mitchell, Daily Life in Victorian England, 2nd Ed. (Westport: Greenwood, 2009), 58.  
1101 See for example the following on threats against police: "Tragic Affair in Dean Forest." Western 
Mail, November 11, 1895. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75byn3 last accessed 19 September. 
2018; "The Brutal Murder of a Detective." Northampton Mercury, November 29, 1895, 2. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75cFG5 last accessed 19 September 2018. On assaults on 
women: "Shocking Wife Murder by a Miner." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, July 14, 1893. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75rpu1 last accessed 20 September 2018; "Wife Murder by a 
Miner." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, December 29, 1886. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75rvk2 last accessed 20 September 2018. On attacks on strike-
breakers: "Multiple News Items." Standard, June 9, 1843. 
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Contemporary sources create and emphasise a vision of miners’ preternatural 

strength and aggression. In discussing pay in relation to workload for coal miners, 

an author for the Royal Commission to Inquire into Mining Royalties (1890-1891) 

noted that some mining work ‘of very special difficulty’ would require ‘a special set 

of men, special physical power, special experience and so on’.1102 The Sheffield 

Evening Telegraph creates a vision of this physical prowess being used for criminal 

purposes, describing how miners apprehended by police for robbing a hen roost, 

beat one man so badly with an iron bar that the ‘powerful young fellow…was 

battered almost beyond recognition’.1103   

Stories involving hypermasculine miners are often highly sensational, employing 

elements of heightened emotion to form melodramatic narratives. This sense of 

melodrama is most apparent in miner’s suicide stories, which frequently included 

personal details concerning these men’s lives in a way which seems to insinuate 

that their tragic deaths were inevitable.1104 They also described brutal injuries 

miners reportedly inflicted on victims in chilling detail using lurid language, and 

noting miner’s lack of ability to seemingly live orderly lives above ground.1105 A 

heavily sensationalised account of wife-murder by a coal hewer in the Western 

Times epitomises this use of melodramatic tension to paint miners as brutal 

monsters. The miner in question had apparently come home drunk, and had beaten 

his wife to death with household implements. The Times reported on the incident in 

 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75cCY8 last accessed 19 September 2018; "Combination of 
Colliers." Morning Post, November 5, 1821. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75bz41 last 
accessed 19 September 2018. 
1102 “Royal Commission to Inquire into Mining Royalties Third Report, Minutes of Evidence, 
Appendices.” (1890-1891), 169. https://parlipapers.proquest.com last accessed 5 October 2018.  
1103 "Brutal Murder by Colliers." Sheffield Evening Telegraph, November 13, 1893, 4. 
1104 See for example: "An Unemployed Miner Commits Suicide." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, 
February 7, 1895. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7Abrz2 last accessed 19 September 2018; 
"Sensational Suicide of a Cleveland Miner.” Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, March 7, 1892. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7AdLG8 last accessed 19 September 2018; "Depressed in 
Spirits." Yorkshire Evening Post, January 23, 1895, 3. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7AdRT4 
last accessed 19 September 2018. 
1105 See for example: "Colliers’ Strike-Murder!" Caledonian Mercury, November 26, 1842. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75ZvX2 last accessed 19 September 2018. 
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detail, noting how the corpse was ‘little more than a lump of mangled flesh and 

bones, the features of the face entirely obliterated, and the limbs torn all over, as if 

by a wild beast’.1106 The Times used this incident to criticise Irish collier 

communities in Durham in particular, signalling them out as alien and savage: ‘no 

other population but that of the colliery districts would have allowed a fellow-

creature to be thus murdered almost before their eyes…and we are wont to 

contrast our English respect for human life with the reckless vindictiveness of the 

Celt’.1107 The stigma here for the miners of Durham is doubly emphasised, given 

that the Irish were frequently the subject of dehumanising depictions in the 

press.1108 Caricatures featuring the Irish as ‘wild Frankenstein’s monsters’ or ‘half-

crazed Fenian monkeys’ appeared in periodicals such as Punch, and both national 

and regional newspapers during the period.1109 

As shown, the miner as hypermasculine fiend was positioned as a race apart, only to 

be pitied so far. The notion of the miner’s alien, uncouth nature enabled the 

observer to extend some sympathy without feeling culpability for his apparently 

frightening condition.1110 Evidentially, something of a circular logic was employed 

where miners were concerned whereby the perception of mining as rough work fit 

only for the worst members of society translated into understandings of miners as a 

 
1106 "Wife Murder and the Durham Colliers." Western Times, December 27, 1864, 1. 
1107 "Wife Murder and the Durham Colliers." Western Times, December 27, 1864, 1. 
1108 See for example: Kiera Lindsey, “‘The Absolute Distress of Females’: Irish Abduction and the 
British Newspapers, 1800 to 1850,” Journal of Imperial & Commonwealth History 42, no. 4 (2014): 
625-644. In the contemporary press: "Crlme [sic] and Criminals.” Preston Chronicle, January 25, 1851. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75xUT2 last accessed 20 September 2018; "The Irish 
Frankenstein." Punch, or the London Charivari, November 4, 1843. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/dx1901535166/gdcs?u=uniportsmouth&sid=gdcs&xid=a75e5de
9 last accessed 3 July 2019; "The Irish Frankenstein." Punch, or the London Charivari, May 20, 1882, 
234. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/dx1901916760/gdcs?u=uniportsmouth&sid=gdcs&xid=292d61d
6 last accessed 3 July 2019. 
1109  D. M. MacRaild, Irish Migrants in Modem Britain, 1750-1922. (Houndmills: Palgrave, 1999), 156; 
L.P. Curtis, Apes and Angels; The Irishman in Victorian Caricature, 2nd ed. (Washington D.C: 
Smithsonian, 1997). 
1110 For example, Durham miners are ‘othered’ in a piece from a correspondent to the Sheffield 
Independent in 1875, see: J. W. S. "The Durham Collier." Sheffield Independent, January 28, 1875, 8. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75uJy6 last accessed 20 September 2018. 
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kind of criminal race. A reporter to the Isle of Man Times inadvertently implied this 

connection between the harshness of the work, and nature of those who must 

undertake it, by quoting John Ruskin, that: ‘[a]ll criminals should at once be set to 

the most dangerous and painful forms…especially to work in mines and at furnaces, 

so as to relieve the innocent population as far as possible’.1111 In spite of the 

author’s attempts at empathy, and of understanding mining life better through his 

exploration of a local mine, use of this statement subtly suggests that mining is a 

‘punishment or probation’ and, therefore, that miners are to blame for their own 

misfortune by virtue of their own failings as a ‘race’.1112 This source does, however, 

offer an interesting contrast to others which describe the personalities of miners 

above ground as overtly threatening and powerful. Below ground, lead miners are 

‘a race of thin, sallow-complexioned men’ drained of nutrients by the mining 

environment.1113 This operates in juxtaposition to sources where miners are 

envisioned as possessed of a muscular brute strength and aggression.1114 As the 

next section will show, this was a trope in reporting of the period, one which 

described miners below ground as depleted, and almost ghost-like, in comparison 

to these above-ground hypermasculine traits. Such a dichotomy appears designed – 

whether consciously or not – to imply that miners belonged underneath the rest of 

society. It suggests that those who served their time in subterranean spaces were 

deserving of pity, and respect. Once above ground, however, these emaciated 

beings became transformed into monstrous hypermasculine figures of fear.  

 
1111 "A Night in Great Laxey Mine." Isle of Man Times, May 15, 1875, 5. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/75udU4 last accessed 20 September 2018. 
1112 In this instance, the reporter notes local concerns that striking miners at the Laxey mine are lazy 
and ‘superstitious’, and while he tries to highlight how uncomfortable the conditions are, these 
statements are not entirely dispelled. This is apparent when he asks his guide why pitmen are 
reticent to come on early for nightshifts, describing the response thus: “he shrugged his shoulder, 
and muttered something about ‘frightened of darkness, and fond of bed’.”: "A Night in Great Laxey 
Mine." Isle of Man Times, May 15, 1875, 5. 
1113 "A Night in Great Laxey Mine." Isle of Man Times, May 15, 1875, 5. 
1114 See for example:  "Brutal Murder by Colliers." Sheffield Evening Telegraph, November 13, 1893, 
4. 
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The Working Dead: Supernatural Depictions  

 

As noted above, a transformation occurred to the identity of miners when imagined 

at work below the ground. There, perceptions of mines as supernatural, or even 

demonic environments affected the hypermasculine qualities of the miner, turning 

them into pale, almost magical, ghostly figures.1115 Having covered the 

preternatural personality of the hypermasculine miner, this section will probe more 

supernatural imaginings, exploring miners as the living dead, and as ghostly 

spectres. Again, these sections will be examined in relation to the concept of the 

three Gothic tropes of monster, melodrama and villain to show how authors used 

these familiar devices to make real workers seem like fictional characters in order to 

evince pathos without the need for guilt. Macabre associations seemed to haunt 

the mining profession, even as early as the sixteenth century. G. D. Newton 

observes that Leeds miners who dug for coal on the surface were known 

colloquially as ‘gravers’ from the late 1700s onwards.1116 Ghostly themes in mining 

folklore combined with grave-digging metaphors and perceptions of mining as a 

deadly occupation, appear to have been the inspiration for popular descriptions of 

miners as the living dead. A news item in the Derby Mercury from relatively early in 

 
1115 Miners work uncovering mineral loads underground may have linked them to stories of treasure 
hunters and cemented their reputation as being in league with supernatural or magical forces. See 
for example: Dillinger, and Feld. "Treasure-Hunting,” 161-184.  
In the short story by E. T. A. Hoffman, The Mines of Falun the mysterious figure of an old man leads a 
young sailor to seek out mining treasure, but turns out to be a doomed apparition. See: “The Mines 
of Fahlun." The Ladies' Cabinet of Fashion, Music and Romance, June 1, 1847. Stories of mining 
ghosts as treasure guardians appear more prevalent in the United States press, however, as the Gold 
Rush era saw an influx of hopeful prospectors competing for productive seams in mining regions in 
the American West and the Canadian Klondike.  See for example: See for example: "These Are the 
Tales, so Thrilling and True, That Come All the Way from the Klondike." Charleston Tri-Weekly 
Courier, October 6, 1897. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6m34X9 last accessed 17 July 2018; 
"A Ghost in a Lead Mine." St. Louis Globe-Democrat, January 4, 1887, 4. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6m4DC9 last accessed 17 July 2018. 
1116 G. D. Newton, "Surface Coal Mining and Graving in Leeds, West Yorkshire." Folk Life: Journal of 
Ethnological Studies 54, no. 2 (2016): 162. 
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the nineteenth century (1823), for example, recounts in decidedly supernatural 

terms a miner miraculously rescued after being trapped underground for eight days. 

Relating the moment of his rescue the Mercury states: ‘he once more saw the light 

of heaven, and human faces gazing upon him, as if they had actually beheld a dead 

man rising from the grave, and not a living body. He was, indeed, little better than 

the apparition of a man’.1117 The experience of being trapped underground in the 

mine had reduced the miner to a skeletal appearance, and had seriously affected 

him mentally, having ‘nearly obliterated his personal identity’.1118 His family 

reportedly ‘felt as if a being from the grave had burst “its cearments”, and the dead 

had returned to life’.1119 While the miner’s emaciated appearance has clearly 

inspired the author, the miner’s long stay below ground in the mine, and his 

subsequent astonishing return to the world above are also factors influencing the 

undead metaphor used here. 

 

Monstrous depictions of miners in their everyday descent and ascent to and from 

the mines were common. In a piece published by the Belfast News-Letter in 1851, 

author E. Fry describes a visit to a mine in Newport, South Wales, recalling how the 

journey down the mine shaft in the lift platform was like a period of ‘suspended 

animation’.1120 Once in the bowels of the mine, the visitors encounter a ‘a ghostly 

apparition’. This figure is one of the miners, but he is described by the author in 

‘othered’ terms, initially using the pronoun ‘it’ instead of ‘him’ and noting how the 

miner appears more like an extension of the mine itself than as a fellow human. 

Upon first spying the miner, Fry states:  

 

 
1117 "Peak Scenery." Derby Mercury, October 15, 1823. 
1118 "Peak Scenery." Derby Mercury, October 15, 1823. 
1119 A ‘cerement’ was a “waxed cloth for wrapping a corpse.” See: “Cerement,” Oxford Dictionary 
Online. https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/cerement last accessed 22 July 2018; "Peak 
Scenery." Derby Mercury, October 15, 1823. 
1120 "Fashion and Varieties." Belfast News-Letter, January 29, 1851. 
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‘we might mistake it for a block of coal set up endways. It is a miner who 

speaks, and his language seems to exactly harmonize with the place. The 

deep guttural Welsh; from its utter incomprehensibility to us, seems, like the 

man, a part of the mine’.1121  

 

Fry notes how dependent they are upon their guide Thomas, because he can make 

sense of this alien dialect for them: ‘our reverence for Thomas rises, when we find 

that this gibberish is as intelligible to him, as all the other dark mysteries of the 

pit’.1122 Thomas, instead of serving to make the miners seem more relatable by 

understanding their language, seems to further exoticise them in the eyes of the 

narrator, inadvertently highlighting a gulf between the visitors and the miners in 

terms of the language barrier. By the nineteenth century Welsh language variants 

became something of a marker for mining culture. As Sandall notes in relation to 

the Forest of Dean, local Welsh dialects merged with English contributed to 

‘patterns of inclusion and exclusion’ and may have constituted a distinct and 

‘discernible speech community’ amongst miners there.1123 Miners’ own technical 

terms and jargon served to separate their speech patterns from those of other 

classes and occupations, even from miners in other regions.1124 Such patterns and 

understandings contributed to the sense that miners were outcast groups who 

could not be assimilated into mainstream society, and who appeared more 

hermetically sealed-off and homogenous then they were in reality. Despite common 

perceptions of miners as functioning within close-knit, supportive communities, 

Sandall argues that these relationships were often more fluid and problematic.1125 

David Gilbert uses Benedict Anderson’s concept of ‘imagined communities’ to probe 

the ways in which miners have been exceptionalised in this regard. Gilbert states: 

 
1121 "Fashion and Varieties." Belfast News-Letter, January 29, 1851. 
1122 "Fashion and Varieties." Belfast News-Letter, January 29, 1851. 
1123 Sandall, "Industry and Community,” 90.  
1124 Sandall, "Industry and Community,” 92.  
1125 Sandall, "Industry and Community,” 91.  
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‘[f]rom the earliest days of industrial mining, metaphors of darkness, difference and 

racial otherness spilled out from below ground onto the face of the earth, marking 

off mining settlements from the rest of the nation’.1126 Gilbert sees this 

ostracization of miners as a result of both the nature of their work underground in 

dirt and darkness, and also of perceptions of their insalubrious living conditions 

when above ground.1127 It was largely their connection to the dark, hellish 

environment of the mine, however, which appeared to add most to monstrous 

caricatures of miners. Gilbert notes how British travel literature, had, from the 

eighteenth century ‘regarded mining areas as distinctive and disturbing, populated 

by “dark, demonic” figures’.1128  

 

Even when miners were written about in overtly sympathetic terms they were still 

subjected to supernatural ‘othering’ which rendered them pitiable but monstrous 

nonetheless. An article in the Bristol Mercury (1864) shows this contradictory 

tension when describing the plight of the mining community in the Forest of Dean. 

They state that popular perceptions and caricatures displayed by the likes of Punch 

depicting miners as ‘a rough, brutalised set, with low brows and truculent pursuits, 

coarse language and rude manners’, might be applicable elsewhere but were wholly 

without basis in Dean.1129 In spite of these arguments for their humanity, however, 

supernatural depictions of the ‘billy-boys’ - youths who carry heavy trays of 

materials from the mine - are employed. The author states: ‘visitors are surprised 

sometimes by the apparition, issuing from some hole in the ground of a red figure, 

bending low beneath a tea-tray like encumbrance’.1130 These boys are further 

described like rats in their hurried motions to and from the mine: ‘these billy-

 
1126 Gilbert, “Imagined Communities,” 48.  
1127 Gilbert, “Imagined Communities,” 47-48.  
1128 Gilbert, “Imagined Communities,” 48. Rosalind Williams, Notes on the Underground: An Essay on 
Technology, Society, and the Imagination. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990), 66. 
1129 "The Periodicals." Bristol Mercury, August 6, 1864. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6gvtr4 
last accessed 23 July 2018. 
1130 "The Periodicals." Bristol Mercury, August 6, 1864. 
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carriers will run in and out of their burrows, up ladders and along ledges, from dark 

to twilight out into day’.1131 Author’s associations of miners with the supernatural 

appeared linked to understandings of the dangerous nature of the occupation. Tales 

of miner’s folklore beliefs surfaced in the press from the mid-nineteenth century 

onwards as a result of reports of mining disasters being more frequently 

reported.1132 Indeed, folklore concerning mines often pertained to omens 

foreshadowing disasters, or ghostly sightings after fatalities had occurred.1133  

 

Much of the contemporary lore concerning the mining profession was centred on 

the idea of the mine as a haunted space, and of miners as workers perpetually 

haunted by their former colleagues, both literally and metaphorically.1134 This 

suggested nearness of miners to their dead colleagues, and their purported 

preoccupation with narratives concerning familial ghosts, rendered miners as 

unnaturally morbid and ‘superstitious’. Previous sections have shown how miners’ 

public identities experienced a monstrous transformation from hypermasculine 

fiends to living, working corpses when imagined beneath ground as opposed to 

above. Another monstrous transformation occurred once miners passed from the 

 
1131 "The Periodicals." Bristol Mercury, August 6, 1864. 
1132 Hair, “Mortality,” 549-550. For example, Gale Primary Sources database document searches for 
the terms, “mining” and “disaster” reveal that articles on these topics peaked during the 1880s and 
90s when plotted on a frequency graph. These statistics may have been affected by increased 
reporting of foreign mining accidents. See for example: "The Mining Disaster in Silesia." Morning 
Post, June 19, 1894, 3. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7AfQD6 last accessed 3 October 2018; 
"The French Mining Disaster." Sheffield Evening Telegraph, July 9, 1889, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7AfVm5 last accessed 3 October 2018; "The Pennsylvania 
Mining Disaster." Sheffield Evening Telegraph, June 21, 1890, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7AfZA5 last accessed 3 October 2018. 
1133 See for example: "Ancient Superstition among Miners." Sheffield Daily Telegraph, September 22, 
1874, 7; "Myths in the Mine." Hampshire/Portsmouth Telegraph, January 21, 1893. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7Ag7R5 last accessed 3 October 2018; "A Ghost in a Colliery.-A 
Strange Affair Hap-." Times, October 23, 1867, 8.  
1134 It was not just miners themselves who were reportedly afraid of ghosts, but their families too 
were deemed susceptible. A story in the North Devon Journal in 1869 tells of how the widow of a 
miner was believed to have been haunted by his ghost. Her husband having been killed while at work 
in a coal-pit, “it was said that the ghost of the departed collier visited the scenes of his former 
interest”. See: "News." North Devon Journal, January 21, 1869, 7. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6oTyZ9 last accessed 28 July 2018. 
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land of the living into the ranks of the dead. At this point, ghosts of deceased miners 

were depicted as undertaking mining work just as they had done in life. Ghosts may 

not have been overtly vengeful spirits in mining narratives, but they did feature 

prominently in the folklore of British mines. A report from a colliery in Alfreton, 

Derbyshire notes how work came to a standstill in 1867 after stories about a ghost 

in the pit began to surface. A collier had died in an accident several days before, 

after which one of the miners reported seeing a ghost ‘in shape like a man’ in the 

section being worked.1135 Once this news spread throughout the pit, the miners 

‘with horror-stricken countenances’ demanded to be returned to the surface, and 

subsequent crews refused to descend. The story caught the attention of the Times, 

no doubt as a result of the large numbers of men involved in this ‘superstitious’ 

work stoppage who noted that ‘nearly 200 men and boys have “laid themselves 

idle”, and the ghost presumably holds possession of the pit’.1136 In this regard, 

folklore-themed newspaper reports concerning miners’ strikes added to the volume 

of writing which served to undermine worker’s strike efforts as irrational and 

dangerous.  

 

Folklore-related work stoppages in mining reports illustrate, albeit implicitly, how 

such stories were not passive narratives but could be weaponised both by workers 

and elite authors. For miners, strike folklore operated as coded statements of intent 

transmitted amongst a workforce in times of industrial action. For authors, this 

strike folklore was used to depict miners as credulous, naïve and unreliable. 1137 

Strikes concerning the Seven Whistlers myth are a prime example of this 

 
1135 "A Ghost in a Colliery.-A Strange Affair Hap-." Times, October 23, 1867, 8.  
1136 The story also enjoyed some longevity in the press, as it was re-printed in the Derbyshire Times 
and Chesterfield Herald five years later. See: "Local Notes and Queries." Derbyshire Times and 
Chesterfield Herald, August 10, 1872, 6. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6h7rM3 last accessed 
27 July 2018. "A Ghost in a Colliery.-A Strange Affair Hap-." Times, October 23, 1867, 8.  
1137 See for example: "Multiple News Items.” Morning Post, September 22, 1874, 4. In relation to this 
notion of miners using folklore as a code as to whether or not to go to work, see: Davies, “Aspects,” 
82.  
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phenomenon which merit examination.1138 On 22 September 1874, several papers 

including the Morning Post, Sheffield Daily Telegraph, and the Daily News published 

reports stating that miners at collieries in North Warwickshire were refusing to 

work on account of noises known locally as the Seven Whistlers, believed to be the 

sounds of birds.1139 These noises were said to be omens of disaster, and the miners, 

already disturbed by recent deaths at the collieries refused to go to work as a result. 

In these accounts, the role of villain is conferred upon the striking miners, seen to 

be neglecting their vital work in the name of either idleness or ‘superstitious’ 

ignorance.1140 Mine managers or owners are brought into these discussions even 

less than in more prosaic strike narratives, as the focus falls almost entirely on 

miners’ ‘superstitious’ beliefs and behaviour, and on the retelling of the folklore 

narrative itself. Nature can be interpreted as the monstrous entity here, for once 

again the implication exists that were the mines not so supernaturally mercurial and 

deadly, then such ‘superstition’ would have no basis.1141 If mining authorities were 

the true antagonist in folklore-related strike cases, their culpability has largely 

underplayed in the press.1142 In relation to Appalachian mining, Brent Walter Cline 

notes an absence of mining narratives involving ghosts seeking revenge on 

negligent or cruel managers.1143 In British cases, such narratives are absent too, but 

reading between the lines within newspaper reports suggests that concerns about 

 
1138 For more on the Seven Whistlers myth and its origin stories see: “Ashby-de-la-Zouch and its 
Neighbourhood.” Leicester Chronicle, February 12, 1853. 
1139 "Multiple News Items.” Morning Post, September 22, 1874, 4; "Ancient Superstition among 
Miners." Sheffield Daily Telegraph, September 22, 1874, 7; "The Great Eastern Railway Accident." 
Daily News, September 22, 1874. 
1140 The story even spread across the Atlantic, appearing in both the Boston Investigator, and the 
Milwaukee Daily Sentinel with the latter adding the disparaging suggestion that the miners “roamed 
idly about Bedworth all day, losing a day’s wages, and in all probability spending something 
additional for drink.” See: "Things in General." Boston Investigator, October 28, 1874, 5. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/779cP2 last accessed 24 September 2018; "Modern Credulity." 
Milwaukee Daily Sentinel, August 14, 1876, 3. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/779ap1 last 
accessed 24 September, 2018. 
1141 See for examples comments concerning haunted pits here: "Myths in the Mine." 
Hampshire/Portsmouth Telegraph, January 21, 1893. 
1142 With the exception of: "United Kingdom Alliance of Organised Trades." Derbyshire Times and 
Chesterfield Herald, January 12, 1867, 3. 
1143 Cline “Buried Bodies,” 41. 
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poor management of health and safety standards in mines may have partially 

fuelled these strikes, if not actually featured explicitly within them. 

 

Miners’ reputation as ‘superstitious’ workers who were deeply susceptible to ghost 

stories became codified in government reporting before mid-century. This pre-

dated, and perhaps influenced a more generalised and antiquarian interest in 

mining folklore narratives which swelled at the end of the century.1144 In the 1842 

CCE report several questions asked of the miners interviewed related to 

superstitions and belief in ghosts.1145 This line of questioning seems to have been 

unique to this report.1146 When taken into context along with government reports 

of prisons and insane asylum inmates seeing supernatural beings, it adds to the 

sense that interviewers desired to highlight miners’ ‘superstitious’,  irrational, or 

dangerous ‘otherness’.1147  When a twelve year old wagoner at a Stalybridge colliery 

in Lancashire was asked if he had ever seen any ghosts, the boy responded: ‘I was in 

the pit when Jim Coward died, but I never saw any ghosts, the men used to come 

 
1144 Myths in the Mine." Hampshire/Portsmouth Telegraph, January 21, 1893; Sikes, British Goblins, 
24-26; “What is a Coal Ghost.” Daily Mail, July 31, 1902, 7. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/3EFgf5 last accessed 9 August 2019.  
1145 “Royal Commission on Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines 
and Collieries).” (1842), 205-208. (Image 1402-1405). 
1146 Based on keyword searches in the ProQuest U.K Parliamentary Papers database. 
https://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers 
1147 See for example: “General Board of Directors of Prisons in Scotland, Twenty-fourth Report 
(Second Report)” (1863), 60. (Image 62). 
https://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/docview/t70.d75.1863-039162?accountid=13268 last 
accessed 16 July 2019. “Select Committee to inquire into Operations of Lunacy Law, as regards 
Security against Violations of Personal Liberty. Report, Proceedings, Minutes of Evidence, Appendix, 
Index.” (1877), 242 (Image 256). 
https://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/result/pqpdocumentview?accountid=13268&groupid
=98945&pgId=1ac7c210-a5f7-4605-af5b-f84ad342b066&rsId=16B65FF0A3B#100 last accessed 17 
July 2019;  
“Metropolitan Coms. in Lunacy: Report to Lord Chancellor.” (1844), 107 (Image 111). 
https://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/result/pqpdocumentview?accountid=13268&groupid
=98945&pgId=5deecf16-eaec-49da-8856-6d3624b90a72&rsId=16B65FF0A3B#100 last accessed 17 
July 2019. 
See also: Ron van Deth, and Walter Vandereycken, “Food Refusal and Insanity: Sitophobia and 
Anorexia Nervosa in Victorian Asylums,” International Journal of Eating Disorders 27, no. 4 (2000): 
394-395. 
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out every night saying they had seen plenty’.1148Another wagoner, also at 

Stalybridge was similarly asked if any ghosts were seen in the pit after accidents had 

occurred. The boy spoke about another young miner who ‘saw something while he 

was working at night’ that caused him to not want to return to work. Upon hearing 

this the other miners were apparently sceptical, however: ‘they said that ghost was 

all idleness’.1149 When pressed by the interviewer for more stories of hauntings, the 

boy related an incident in which he had seen a miner die. The miner was a man 

named Jim Coward, also mentioned by the previous wagoner: ‘when Jim Coward 

died, I stood close to him, and seed [sic] him drop down, and went to tell his son 

and some other chaps that he were dead, and they reckoned they saw a deal of 

ghosts after that, but I never saw anything’.1150 The two accounts, though brief, 

reveal developing folklore in action, prompted by the interviewer’s persistent line of 

questioning. They show how the death of the miner, Jim Coward, has passed into 

the lore of the mine, and how the man himself had become something of a ghostly 

colleague. This segment implies that miners believed they would remain, and 

belonged, tethered to their former occupation as phantom workers. If taken at face 

value, this testimony may represent a facet of miners’ working fatalism; that their 

way of reconciling the hazards of the job with the need to be constantly present in 

such a dangerous environment was to create an ‘occupational cosmology’.1151 Such 

a mindset could use ghosts and omens as a language communicating the 

heightened presence of risk to others in the same situation, but also as a form of 

 
1148 “Royal Commission on Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines 
and Collieries).” (1842), 206. (Image 1403). 
1149 Emphasis in original source. See: “Royal Commission on Children's Employment in Mines and 
Manufactories. First Report (Mines and Collieries).” (1842), 206. (Image 1403). 
1150 “Royal Commission on Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines 
and Collieries).” (1842), 206. (Image 1403). 
1151 Jack Santino uses the term “occupational cosmology” to describe the psychological and spiritual 
framework adopted by workers in hazardous occupations (including mining) in order to impose a 
sense of order on seemingly meaningless accidents and fatalities. See: Santino, “Occupational 
Ghostlore,” 209, 216. See also: Jane M. Ferguson, "Terminally Haunted: Aviation Ghosts, Hybrid 
Buddhist Practices, and Disaster Aversion Strategies Amongst Airport Workers in Myanmar and 
Thailand," Asia Pacific Journal of Anthropology 15, no. 1 (2014): 47-64.  
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solace.1152 The idea that ghosts of friends and loved ones remained in spirit form 

suggested that there was something beyond earthly toil, and that sudden deaths 

and accidents in the mines might actually be fated as opposed to arbitrary and 

meaningless. The report does not delve into the practical or cultural reasons why 

miners might report seeing apparitions, however. As such, its verbatim reporting of 

these aspects of mining folklore create a confusing picture of miners who both 

mocked, and told their own ghost stories.  

 

The dismissal of miners’ ghost stories as unnecessarily ghoulish, or an excuse for 

idleness served to iron out the more complex functions of these tales. As a result, 

miners in these stories – usually only discussed en masse – were made to seem 

homogenous, naïve and incompetent, a factor which mitigated external culpability 

in mining deaths.1153 Closer examination of mining ghost narratives serves to 

complicate these simplistic notions as ghostlore within mining communities may 

have served many nuanced cultural functions. Stories about the appearance of 

deceased miners as ghosts may have been used to mark the impact of the passage 

of time in a meaningful but not necessarily disruptive way. Ghost narratives 

provided a system whereby change could be accepted within a framework of 

continuity. As Patrick Laviolette notes, ‘[n]ew temporal fixtures for the world 

transpire as the deceased are removed from the social time to which they belonged 

in life’.1154 Obligations to all human aspects of this ‘social time’ may have been 

ended by death, but some facets remained to tether the dead to living 

communities, such as occupational spaces and family ties. Mining families who lost 

loved ones to the profession, could view such bereavements as the traumatic 

ruptures which they inevitably were. An overarching continuity persisted, however, 

in that those who had departed remained in spirit form, rooted to the areas in 

which they lived and worked, and also became a part of the ghostly community 

 
1152 Santino, “Occupational Ghostlore,” 209.  
1153 See for example: "The Risca Colliery Explosion." Manchester Times, December 8, 1860.   
1154 Laviolette, “Landscaping Death,” 236.  
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which existed parallel and simultaneous to their living counterparts. 

Acknowledgement of the role narratives play in this human relationship between 

change, continuity and identity over time is iterated by Ulrike Hanna Meinhof and 

Dariusz Galasiński who state:  

 

‘Narratives which sprang from a particular moment drew on people's sense 

of interplay between their personal lives and the public world...implicit or 

explicit contrasts between now and then were invoked as a way of asserting, 

defending or even ironizing one's continuing or changing identification with 

the way of life of the particular period in question’.1155 

 

In this fashion, death rituals and ongoing ghost narratives may work to avoid a 

sundering of grieving communities and instead strengthen them by transforming 

the loss of a living member or members, into undead identities - in ghostly form - to 

take their place. As Laviolette argues: ‘[a]s the collectivity gradually desegregates 

itself from its deceased members via such rituals, the weakened social cohesion is 

re-established…This revival denies the extinction of individuality and serves to 

reassert cultural bonds’.1156  Without these layers of nuance, however, reports of 

ghostly miners made such communities seem backward and hopelessly irrational. 

Reports of grieving mining villages after tragic accidents used Gothic imagery and a 

sense of melodrama to further distance these communities from the outside world, 

conjuring them as liminal groups locked in an endless cycle of death and 

mourning.1157 Such a scene is described in an account of a terrible gas explosion in a 

Monmouthshire colliery which claimed upwards of 130 lives in 1860. As a reporter 

 
1155 Ulrike Hanna Meinhof and Dariusz Galasinski, The Language of Belonging. (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2005), 21.  
1156 Laviolette, “Landscaping Death,” 216.  
1157 See for example a report on a colliery disaster at the Clifton Hall colliery in Manchester which 
evokes tones of Gothic horror: “[d]eath stalked about the passages of the gloomy mine and claimed 
his victims by the score and by the hundred. Then came the sad scenes at the mouth of the pit, the 
agonising suspense of wife, mother, father, or child”. See: "The Clifton Hall Colliery Explosion." 
Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, June 29, 1885, 8.  
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for the Manchester Times stated regarding the impact of the disaster on the village 

of Risca where the explosion took place:  

‘[a]lmost every cottage in it is a habitation of mourning. In one, no fewer 

than eight corpses were stretched upon their biers, and in another were six. 

Amongst those who surrounded the pit mouth, in trembling expectation was 

a wife and mother, who recognised her husband and three sons in a lifeless 

heap which was laid at her feet’.1158 

The report is sympathetic towards the miners and their grieving families, and the 

author does consent that some safety improvements might be made within the 

sector. When it comes to discussing blame for mining accidents, however, mine 

proprietors are let off lightly while miners themselves are manoeuvred into the role 

of villain. The author states:  

‘There can be no doubt that one of the most frequent causes of these 

accidents is a laxity of discipline in the mines. Want of instruction and the 

seclusion from the rest of the world which is common to colliers, gives them 

a pre-eminence over many other classes of labourers in ignorance and 

consequent foolhardiness’.1159  

This statement, combined with others in the source which accuse miners of starting 

fires through carelessness, suggest that workers are ultimately to blame as a result 

 
1158 "The Risca Colliery Explosion." Manchester Times, December 8, 1860.   
1159 "The Risca Colliery Explosion." Manchester Times, December 8, 1860. 
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of their own inherent incompetence.1160 In this Gothic mining narrative, while 

miners were cast as the villains to a certain extent, the mine environment was the 

true monster: ‘[a]n unenviable lot is that of the collier…To be doomed to almost 

daily immersion in an abyss of darkness and toil…to know that in certain dreaded 

recesses more savage and deadly enemies in the shape of fire and choke damp, are 

lurking…these are no agreeable necessities’.1161 There is a sense of the mine-as-

monster operating as a form of deus ex machina here, in that it is the mining 

environment which punishes the miners for their laxity of discipline. This Gothic plot 

device thus enables authors to misdirect implications of culpability away from mine 

owners and overseers.  

 

Conclusion 

 

An analysis of the evidence presented here reveals that monstrous depictions of 

miners were composite images created by middle-class authors largely in news 

 
1160 Other sources similarly imply that the ‘foolishness’ of miners is to blame in mining accidents. See 
for example a report on the death of an eighteen -year-old miner killed “by the explosion of a steam 
pipe which some of the miners had loaded with gunpowder, and were firing off for their amusement 
on Midsummer Eve.” "Cornwall." North Devon Journal, July 1, 1852, 7. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7BVaZ9 last accessed 5 October 2018. The idea that mining 
explosions were frequently caused by miners lighting their pipes near flammable gasses became a 
trope in newspaper reporting, see for example the following report which states: “[w]e cannot 
agree…that the pipe of a reckless miner which causes a terrible explosion should also inflict absolute 
ruin on his employer.” See: "London, Saturday, July 3." Daily News, July 3, 1880. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7BVmc9 last accessed 5 October 2018. For further examples 
see: "General and Commercial Summary." Bury and Norwich Post, January 31, 1893, 6. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7BVmd7 last accessed 5 October 2018; "The Wigan Colliery 
Explosion." Morning Chronicle, April 1, 1853. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/7BVum4 last 
accessed 5 October 2018. 
1161 "The Risca Colliery Explosion." Manchester Times, December 8, 1860. 
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reporting, but also to a certain extent within fiction and government reports.1162 

Two forms of folklore were merged within written mining narratives. One overlaid 

the other, as more elite strands of folklore were forming throughout the nineteenth 

century, cut from the cloth of much older mining myths, and framed within a border 

of Gothic fictional tropes. This constructed mining mythology reduced suffering 

miners down to pitiable, inhuman monsters, and in doing so, pushed discourse 

away from discussions about the culpability of elites. Gothicised descriptions of 

miners increased from the 1840s onwards and declined in the early twentieth 

century, a trend which aligns with Doran’s research on a shift in workplace 

narratives more generally, which re-directed responsibility for health and safety 

onto workers.1163 It also marks the period after the Mines and Collieries Act of 1842 

which, in its prohibition of women and children from the mines, helped to publicise 

the gruelling conditions miners laboured under.1164  

 

Reports which portrayed miners as a violent, volatile threat also functioned to 

attack the validity, and undermine the power of worker’s labour unions.1165 The 

attack on miners’ characters took a two-pronged approach. When above ground, 

miners were preternatural beings, hypermasculine fiends unable to control their 

deranged and violent passions. Such figures were depicted as fearful, immoral and 

seemingly unreachable. In this regard, the treatment of miners during this period 

evokes the prejudicial concept of the ‘noble savage’ principally applied to 

 
1162 For fiction see: “The Rattlesnake’s History,” by G. W. M. Reynolds in Janet L. Grose, “Social 
Reform through Sensationalized Realism: G W. M. Reynolds’s “The Rattlesnake’s History”,” in 
Caverns of Night: Coal Mines in Art, Literature, and Film, edited by William B. Thesing, 63-71. 
(Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2000), 63-71. For depictions of miners as monstrous in 
the CCE (not including miners’ testimony on ghosts) see descriptions of a mining community in North 
Staffordshire who, before the building of a local church there, were seen as previously “little 
removed from barbarism, notoriously ignorant, vicious and depraved and as much a terror to the 
surrounding country as the now equally notorious.” See: “Royal Commission on Children's 
Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report (Mines and Collieries).” (1842), 128. (Image 
1325). 
1163 Doran, “Embodied Health,” 525. 
1164 John, By the Sweat, 12.  
1165 As epitomised in: "The Pitmen's Strike." Leicestershire Mercury, August 31, 1844, 2. 
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indigenous peoples of colonised lands, if usually perceived in more idyllic 

settings.1166 Such a concept enabled some sympathy, and encouraged philanthropy, 

but also denied recognition of the subaltern figure as intellectually or biologically 

equal, thus offsetting guilt, and rejecting blame for their suffering.1167  The mine, 

and its miners were thus quasi-rural precursors to the visions of urban destitution 

that would come to haunt ‘Darkest England’, as by the end of the century the 

imperial gaze turned increasingly inward to examine its own subjects for defects 

symptomatic of a degenerative nation.1168  

 

As a result of this essentially racial ‘othering’ these reports suggested that miners 

could not function within wider society, and thus did not belong there. This largely 

unsympathetic portrayal of miners was tempered, however, by reports of mine 

work below ground. In these accounts, miners were no longer villainous, but were 

transformed into tragic, supernatural monstrosities. Increased public awareness of 

the harsh nature of mine work and of the repeated occurrence of mining disasters 

led to descriptions of miners below ground as a form of the living dead. This 

monstrous persona was evidentially chosen because it was symbolic of 

understandings of miners as doomed workers whose early death was a sealed fate. 

These, combined with miners’ own stories concerning visions of their dead 

colleagues further revealed miners as grieving communities enacting a ghoulish 

 
1166 Hans Hägerdal, “The Fictitious World Traveller: the Swede on Timor and the Noble Savage 
Imagery," Culture Unbound. Journal of Current Cultural Research (2014): 1376-1377. 
1167 As noted earlier, miners who received public donations could be judged unworthy of such 
financial aid. See: "Chester Castle Petty Session." Cheshire Observer, September 9, 1893, 8. For an in-
depth study of the concept of the ‘noble savage’ see: Terry J. Ellingson, The Myth of the Noble 
Savage. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001).   
1168 See for example: Discussing William Booth’s In Darkest England and the Way Out (1890): Victor 
Bailey, "’In Darkest England and the Way Out’: The Salvation Army, Social Reform, and the Labour 
Movement, 1885-1910," International Review of Social History no. 2 (1984): 136. Vivian Bickford-
Smith, “The Use of ‘Local Colour’ and History in Promoting the Identity of Port Cities: The Case of 
Durban, c. 1890s-1950s,” in Port Towns and Urban Cultures: International Histories of the 
Waterfront, C.1700—2000 ed. Brad Beaven, Karl Bell, and Robert James (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2016), 216. See also: Troy Boone, Youth of Darkest England: Working-Class Children at 
the Heart of Victorian Empire. (New York: Routledge, 2005), 123. 
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cycle of death and mourning. The repeated appearance of ghost stories in 

narratives about mining seemed to suggest that, even after death, miners were 

doomed to continue mining for all eternity. Such vignettes softened other 

hypermasculine depictions enough to enable pity, but still intimated that miners’ 

woes were self-made or pre-ordained. It was this bifurcated and paradoxical vision 

of miners which allowed for a state of emotional inertia in readers. Miners’ 

perceived monstrosity mitigated public guilt and management culpability while 

allowing authors to appear magnanimous in their ability to sympathise with mining 

communities’ hardships.  While various character flaws ascribed to miners placed 

them in culpable roles, the ultimate evil in many of these stories is the mining space 

itself. In these monstrous environments, miners were rhetorically transformed, 

becoming a sacrificial tribute to nature in the service of industrialisation. 
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Chapter Six: Cannibal Contagions 
 

Introduction 

 

In 1884, an author for The Gentleman’s Magazine wrote that there was:  

 ‘a certain attractiveness about the subject of cannibalism, a grim fascination 

in its grisly horrors, that is not easily to be explained, but which, although 

few of us would admit it, most of us have experienced’.1169  

The author sought to exonerate sensational interest in cannibalism at a time when 

reports of ghoulish tales of cannibal tribes aboard, and survival cannibalism by 

Europeans in distress proliferated in the press.1170 Cannibalism during the 

nineteenth-century can be read as a mask which obscured guilt over the ravages of 

colonial expansion, as Carola M. Kaplan suggests.1171 It supported insistence that 

colonisation, and the ‘civilising’ mission were necessary because of the purported 

moral inferiority of indigenous populations.1172 This is only half of the story, 

however. This imperial-facing branch of the monstrous economy was concerned 

with the poorer sections of British society, too. In the latter half of the century, the 

cannibal myth had migrated, infiltrating British discourse about the working class, 

painting them as heathen savages in need of spiritual guidance.1173 Inspired by the 

publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species ‘the use of the language of race’ to 

 
1169 St. Johnston. A. “Cannibalism.” The Gentleman's Magazine, 257, no. 1846 (1884), 395. 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/8315337?accountid=13268 last accessed 29 January 2019. 
1170 The month prior to the publication of this article, many papers reported the how members of the 
crew of the Mignonette murdered and consumed their cabin boy, Richard Parker. See: Simpson, 
Cannibalism; Gananath Obeyesekere, “`British Cannibals’: Contemplation of an Event in the Death 
and Resurrection of James Cook..”Critical Inquiry 18, no. 4 (1992): 639; Davis, “Food,” 185-187. 
1171 Carola M. Kaplan discusses this theme within Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. See: Carola M. 
Kaplan, “Colonizers, Cannibals, and the Horror of Good Intentions in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of 
Darkness,” Studies in Short Fiction 34, no. 3 (1997): 330. 
1172 Beaven, Visions, 56. 
1173 Charles Edward Osborne, The Life of Father Dolling. (London: E. Arnold, 1903), 126. 
https://archive.org/details/TheLifeOfFatherDolling/page/n149 last accessed 28 July 2019. 
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describe the urban working class ‘became so commonplace that it . . . formed a new 

and distinctive kind of racialized discourse’ as Alistair Bonnett and Patrick 

Brantlinger have noted.1174 This ‘othering’ differed across the century depending on 

which groups were being targeted. Stereotypes of the Irish as savage cannibals, for 

example, proliferated during the famine years, but were also extant in the decades 

prior and afterwards, fuelled by comparisons between the Catholic rite of 

transubstantiation and cannibalism.1175 A trend towards biological and racial 

rationales for colonisation emerged towards the latter years prompted by social 

Darwinism.1176 Religious, and even supernatural threads proposing cannibalism as 

immoral and evil did not disappear in the wake of this new discourse, however, but 

were strands woven throughout such false-conceptions as newspaper reports 

amalgamated these two competing trains of thought.1177  

The subtle, yet effective interplay between secular and spiritual strands in cannibal 

discourse – previously underexplored in scholarship - are themes explored here.1178 

The chapter begins by charting the different facets of the cannibal myth, as both a 

discourse about this taboo act, and also as a metaphorical concept. The following 

 
1174 Alastair Bonnett, “How the British Working Class Became White: The Symbolic (Re) formation of 
Racialized Capitalism,” Journal of Historical Sociology 11, no. 3 (1998): 326; Brantlinger, Taming 
Cannibals, 111. 
1175 Kilgour, Communion, 10-13; Lindenbaum, “Cannibalism,” 385-386. For early descriptions of the 
Irish as cannibals, see: "News.-foreign and Domestic." Leeds Times, June 16, 1838, 7. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99LJYX last accessed 16 February 2019; "Local Intelligence." 
Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, September 13, 1834, 3 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99LWD8 last accessed 31 July 2019. 
1176 See for example the failed scheme to send Irish settlers to the Canadian prairies in the hope that 
the experience would transform them ‘into loyal patriots’ of the British empire. See: Timothy S. 
Forest, “Redeemers or Destroyers of Empire? The Irish, State-Directed Colonization, and the Fight for 
a British-Canadian West, 1880–1883,” Canadian Journal of History 53, no. 1 (2018): 29–57. 
1177 R. Scott Appelby has written about these tangles between evolutionary scientists and the 
Catholic church, see: R. Scott Appleby, "Exposing Darwin's “hidden Agenda”: Roman Catholic 
Responses to Evolution, 1875–1925," in Disseminating Darwinism: The Role of Place, Race, Religion, 
and Gender, ed. Ronald L. Numbers and John Stenhouse. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999): 173-208. 
1178 Maggie Kilgour has approached religious interpretations of cannibalism, but with a primary focus 
on Catholic transubstantiation: Kilgour, Communion. Malchow has explored Gothicised cannibal 
identities in nineteenth-century Britain though does not probe the more supernatural connotations 
of this genre. See: Malchow, Gothic Images, 41-124. 
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two sections explore how secular, and supernatural elements of this cannibal myth 

impacted the identities of British ‘others’, both imperial and domestic. Overall, it 

argues that the middle-class guilt which underpinned British cannibal narratives 

sprung from fears that in extending their imperial reach out across the globe, 

servants of the British empire had neglected their own civilians, and as a 

consequence, that these communities had become as purportedly ‘savage’ and 

untameable as the colonial peoples the British were striving to control.  

 

Tracing the Cannibal Myth 

 

When Charles Dickens refuted claims that the explorer Sir John Franklin and his 

party had engaged in survival cannibalism during their final expedition to the North 

West Passage, it was on the grounds that Franklin had resisted once before, and 

that as he was a respectable gentleman, would rather die than be so debased.1179 

There is a broader remit at work in Dickens’ activism on behalf of Franklin’s 

reputation, however, which hints at the fear that the great European exploratory 

project had overextended itself. As Angus Easson argues: ‘[p]erhaps the extremity 

had been reached; perhaps the madman had broken forth; yet if there, why not 

also in English society and why not also in Dickens himself?’1180 By the latter half of 

the nineteenth century cannibalism had, ‘come home’ to British society.1181 

Formerly viewed as ‘monstrous races’ located in far-away lands, colonial 

endeavours brought encounters with purported cannibals into direct contact with 

 
1179 Angus Easson, “From Terror to Terror: Dickens, Carlyle and Cannibalism,” in Reflections of 
Revolution: Images of Romanticism, eds. Alison Yarrington, and Kelvin Everest. (London: Routledge, 
1993), 96-97. 
1180 Easson, “From Terror,” 105. 
1181 A keyword search for ‘cannibal’ on the Gale Primary Sources databases of newspapers and 
periodicals reveals that the most popular decade for use of the term was from 1890-1899 (365 hits). 
For comparison, the 1880s returned 223 hits, and the 1870s with 150 hits. In the main, there is a 
steady rise in use of the term from 1820 onwards. last accessed 29 July 2019.  
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colonisers.1182 Such tales caused cannibalism to be discussed, both in terms of its 

supposed actuality among indigenous peoples, and also as a concept debated by 

elites at anthropological conventions.1183 Popular revulsion at acts of cannibalism - 

as an impulse contemporaries assumed occurred outside of Western civilization 

rather than within it – appears the catharsis for guilt concerning the negative 

impact colonial expansion was having, not only abroad, but at home as well.1184 In 

1886, the London periodical, Fun, exemplified this stance in its condemnation of a 

violent assault by a miner:  

 

‘[a] barbarous collier…knocked down a neighbour, worried him with the 

ferocity of a starving hyaena…The cannibal collier has been fined £1 for 

committing this bestial outrage…This is only one of several loathsome cases 

of cannibalism that have occurred in this country comparatively recently. To 

send missionaries to teach the gospel to savages while such vicious barbarity 

exists in our own land seems little else than a grave mistake’.1185 

 

 
1182 For early histories of Western perceptions of cannibalism see: Merrall Llewelyn Price, Consuming 
Passions: The Uses of Cannibalism in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe (London: Routledge, 
2003).  
1183 In 1865, a paper on the nature and likelihood of historical “Cannibalism in Europe” was read 
before the meeting of the British Association and caused considerable debate, aspects of which were 
published in several newspapers. See: "The Meeting of the British Association." Morning Post, 
September 11, 1865, 2. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99Ev40 last accessed 12 February 2019; 
“Cannibalism in Europe.” Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science and Art, 20 no. 516, (1865): 
355-356. https://search.proquest.com/docview/9345144?accountid=13268 last accessed 16 
February 2019; "Meeting of the British Association at Birmingham." Illustrated London News, 
September 16, 1865, 262. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99F8x9 last accessed 16 February 
2019; "Meeting of the British Association at Birmingham." Leeds Mercury, September 11, 1865. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99FBT6 last accessed 16 February 2019.  
1184 See for example contemporary discussions of ‘cannibal races’: "How Cannibals Live." Sheffield 
Independent, January 21, 1896, 3. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9DaoS4 last accessed 22 
February 2019; "The Tribes of the Congo." Graphic, February 13, 1897. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9Daoo0. last accessed 22 February 2019; E. R. Pitman, 
"Missionary Adventures, Perils and Escapes; By Deserts, Savages, and Seas." Kind Words for Boys and 
Girls, (n.d), 84. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9DbMH7 last accessed 22 February 2019. 
1185 "Knickknacks." Fun, September 15, 1886, 114. http://tinyurl.gale.com/tinyurl/BjVtC6 last 
accessed 22 September 2019. 
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The complex interplay of ethnic and class ‘othering’ demonstrated within this 

anecdote was a hallmark of cannibal rhetoric. The author further noted that such 

ferocity on the part of the collier constituted ‘an atrocity that even some Irish 

moonlighters might deprecate as rather nasty’.1186 That the Irish were frequently 

‘othered’ as cannibals – discussed later in this chapter – adds to the weight of the 

condemnation of the collier here, by placing him below them, and nearer to non-

Western cannibals in the colonies. The author thus performs the fear that imperial 

influences were debasing British workers, turning them into the bestial monsters 

they perceived non-European peoples to be.  

 

Guilt and a sense of culpability in middle-class cannibal narratives stemmed from 

concerns that the state was neglecting the care and development of the working 

class at a time when it was invested in conquering colonies. An author for the 

Dundee Courier implied such concerns in an article entitled “Working Men and the 

Coffeehouse Movement,” from 1880.1187 The author echoed sentiments made in a 

speech by Sir Michael Hicks Beach - a Conservative MP who resigned as Secretary 

for the Colonies that year – on the initiative to open more coffeehouses in order to 

entice working men away from public houses and alcoholism.1188 The author noted:  

 

‘[t]here is a difference between carrying on the supreme direction of the 

affairs of the vast colonial empire of Great Britain, and opening a 

 
1186 "Knickknacks." Fun, September 15, 1886, 114. 
1187 For more on working men’s clubs and upper and middle-class incentives to ‘elevate’ the working 
class, see: Ruth Louise Cherrington, “The Development of Working Men’s Clubs: A Case Study of 
Implicit Cultural Policy.” International Journal of Cultural Policy 15, no. 2 (2009): 189-192; Brad 
Beaven, Leisure, Citizenship and Working-Class Men in Britain, 1850–1940. (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2005); "Working Men and the Coffeehouse Movement." Dundee Courier, October 5, 
1880, 2. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3213003651/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=56462335 
last accessed 22 September 2019. 
1188  For more on Sir Michael Hicks Beach see: Leigh Michael Powell, “Sir Michael Hicks Beach and 
Conservative Politics 1880-1888,” Parliamentary History 19, no. 3 (2000): 377-404; “Michael Hicks 
Beach,” Hansard. https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/people/mr-michael-hicks-
beach/index.html last accessed 22 September 2019. 
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coffeehouse and reading-room in a rural township in England. But it is one of 

the best characteristics of public life in England that those engaged in it…are 

every day found taking part in duties for the public…which have the great 

incidental advantage of bringing various classes of the community together 

in sympathetic union with one another’.1189 

 

The article is fraught with tensions between a sense of duty to the working classes 

on behalf of those above them socially, and the insistence that too much 

interference would only constitute ‘a still greater evil’. Upper-class patronage 

should be made to ‘appear as a pure commercial transaction’ lest the working man 

‘lose their spirit and independence’.1190 ‘It would not do’ the author cautioned, ‘to 

treat artizans giving their support to coffeehouses as so many brands plucked from 

the burning, as persons rescued by a benevolent upper class from the seductions of 

the public house’.1191 These concerns, framed as they are within the opening 

statements concerning the business of managing empire, suggest elite awareness 

that British society was now a wayward flock in need of some shepherding.1192  

 

Recognition of the pressure which imperial demands were exerting on the state 

were present, if subtle, undercurrents pervading discourse about the poor in Britain 

from at least the 1840s. Such demands were compounded by a period of economic 

depression.1193 In 1842, members of the Stockport Conservative Association praised 

Prime Minster Sir Robert Peel’s re-introduction of the income tax as ‘wise and 

beneficial propositions to levy…necessary additional revenue…without increasing 

 
1189 "Working Men and the Coffeehouse Movement." Dundee Courier, October 5, 1880, 2. 
1190 "Working Men and the Coffeehouse Movement." Dundee Courier, October 5, 1880, 2. 
1191 "Working Men and the Coffeehouse Movement." Dundee Courier, October 5, 1880, 2. 
1192 Brad Beaven has discussed how the ‘imperial project’ came to be extended to the urban poor in 
Britain in the second half of the nineteenth century. See: Beaven, Visions, 42-70. 
1193 For more on the economic crises of the 1840s see: Rudiger Dornbusch and Jacob A. Frenkel, “The 
Gold Standard and the Bank of England in the Crisis of 1847,” National Bureau of Economic Research, 
(1984): 233 – 276; Charles Read, “Laissez-Faire, the Irish Famine, and British Financial Crisis,” 
Economic History Review 69, no. 2 (2016): 411-434. 
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the burdens which press so heavily upon the working class of this empire’.1194 

Acknowledgement of these economic pressures and their effect on stewardship of 

the poor are present in a pamphlet issued by the politician W. C. James in 1847.1195 

Criticising the ‘great failures’ of New Poor Law relief, James noted that despite 

imperial greatness, British working people were struggling to maintain the status 

quo:  

‘[t]he wealthiest kingdom, the most powerful empire the world has ever 

known, oppressed and dragged down, as it were, to the earth, by the weight 

of its pauperism,- an [sic] universal complaint that agriculture is still very 

defective, owing to a want of capital in the famer, flanked as he is on one 

hand by the richest aristocracy in Europe, and the poorest class of labourers 

on the other’.1196 

Henry J. Guerrier, author of a pamphlet warning against the evils of ‘False Free-

Trade’, was more vocal in his condemnation of the manner in which empire was 

causing a drain of capable workers out to the colonies. Guerrier complained that it 

was not the ‘drunkards’ who were sent away to work abroad, but ‘the very pick of 

the population ; morally and physically ; the self-reliant and earnest ; indeed, only 

such are acceptable to the Colonies’.1197 This, Guerrier feared, was having an 

adverse effect on those left behind: ‘the mother, wife, and children—the latter to 

be educated, and then follow the parent…is it a wonder if they all become 

recipients of parochial relief or private benevolence, the bread-winner having left 

 
1194 "Demonstrations in Favour of the Queen's Government." Morning Post, May 13, 1842, 4. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/R3209984651/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=d91de862 
last accessed 22 September 2019. 
1195 W. C. James, Poor Laws. (Pamphlet: 1847), 6-7. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/60208601.pdf?ab_segments=0%2Fbasic_SYC-
4653%2Fcontrol&refreqid=search%3Aade03b3baa40311f598ed6e9cff751b0 last accessed 22 
September 2019.  
1196 James, Poor Laws. 6-7.  
1197 Henry J. Guerrier, Gallop of Poverty. (Pamphlet: 1884), 25. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/60219149.pdf?ab_segments=0%2Fbasic_SYC-
4653%2Fcontrol&refreqid=search%3Aade03b3baa40311f598ed6e9cff751b0 last accessed 22 
September 2019.  
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them?’1198 The views expressed here did not outwardly condemn the pursuit of 

empire, but they clearly did position their observations of the burdens and wants of 

British working-class society, within the context of burgeoning imperial fortunes 

elsewhere.  

 

Guilt over the relationship between an expanding empire and a degenerating 

metropolitan populace found an outlet in the racial theories of the latter half of the 

nineteenth century. While cannibalism occasionally stalked the pages of Victorian 

newspapers and periodicals in the first half of the century, it saw something of a 

meteoric rise in the second half, carried along on the wave of popular imperialism 

propagated by British newspapers and periodicals.1199  Authors fashioned cannibal 

stories, whether fictional or factual, which fit the style of popular colonial adventure 

novels, as Andrea Hibbard attests.1200 The publication of Darwin’s The Origin of 

Species in 1859, and the evolutionary theories it contained marked a sea-change in 

understandings of cannibalism. Darwin’s research prompted a rise in pseudo-

scientific racial theories which focused on identifying deviants according to their 

physical characteristics.1201 As colonial expeditions encountered indigenous peoples 

and stories of their ritualised cannibalism found their way to British shores, so the 

identity of the cannibal became one conflated with both spiritual, and biological 

monstrosity. Such descriptions appeared to provide a vital rationale for the 

increasingly engrossing national imperial mission. As Priscilla L. Walton notes, ‘with 

the rise of imperialism, industrialization, and the increase of capital in the 

nineteenth century…flesh-eating becomes a means of condemning other cultures 

and justifying their subordination.’1202 

 
1198 Guerrier, Gallop of Poverty, 26. 
1199 For more on nineteenth-century popular imperialism see: Beaven, Visions; Richards, Imperial 
Archive; MacDonald, Language, 204-232; Hennessey, “Imperial Ardor,” 1-11; Hennessey, “By Jingo!” 
1-10.  
1200 Hibbard, “Cannibalism,” 305-327. 
1201 Rob Breton, “Crime Reporting in Chartist Newspapers,” Media History 19, no. 3 (2013): 253. 
1202 Walton, Our Cannibals, 14.  
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 There are obvious overlaps between reporting of foreign cannibals and of 

depictions of the working-class in Britain as physically monstrous. Such reports 

tended to emphasise the animalistic nature of both groups. Writing from the H.M.S 

Opal, a correspondent touring the Solomon Islands insinuated that all cannibals 

carried degraded genetic similarities: ‘[a]ll are very dirty and suffer greatly from skin 

diseases, and smell horribly. They have a ferocious expression of face, receding 

foreheads, strong lower jaws, like the natives of all these cannibal islands, and are 

very monkey-like in their actions and very stupid’.1203 In 1898, the Daily Mail 

similarly fixated upon the physical attributes of British criminals: ‘[a]s a rule 

murderers can be divided into two classes-the Bill Sykes [sic] variety with heavy 

jaws and a bull neck, and the morbid person with staring eyes and a prominent 

larynx’.1204 Cautioning against popular literature glorifying the exploits of 

‘highwaymen, pickpockets, murderer and burglars’, Lloyds Illustrated Newspaper 

noted, ‘the low forehead of the thief’.1205 Using this racial discourse, cannibal 

identities were thus manipulated into a position as the prime opposite of the 

cultural values of respectable, Western civilised society.1206 

These oppositional identities were a core part of nineteenth-century Darwinist 

theories, as mentioned.1207 As David L. Livingstone notes of Victorian author and 

 
1203 "Naval Notes & News.” Hampshire/Portsmouth Telegraph, September 29, 1888. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8cz2h8 last accessed 24 December 2018. See also: "A Man of 
the Dark Continent." Chums: An Illustrated Paper for Boys, September 27, 1893, 73. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8A5eg4 last accessed 24 December 2018. 
1204 The character of Bill Sikes is a villainous thief and murderer in Fagin’s street gang in Charles 
Dickens’ Oliver Twist. See: Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist, (London: Richard Bentley, 1839): 198. 
https://archive.org/details/olivertwist01dickrich/page/198 last accessed 29 July 2019; "Terriss 
Murder." Daily Mail, January 14, 1898, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EE1863555696/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=6b7e6
08a last accessed 29 July 2019. See also: "Ape-like Criminals." Manchester Courier and Lancashire 
General Advertiser, July 22, 1899, 5. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GR3220536924/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=f72b4
4d7 last accessed 30 July 2019. 
1205 "Lloyd's Weekly London Newspaper." Lloyd's Illustrated Newspaper, November 4, 1866. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Y3206226240/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=76fba2
e3 last accessed 30 July 2019. 
1206 Davis, “Food,” 176.  
1207 David N. Livingstone, “Debating Darwin at the Cape,” Journal of Historical Geography 52 (2016): 
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editor George McCall Theal: ‘Darwinian vocabulary was harnessed in support of his 

conviction that the triumph of white settlement was the natural outcome of the 

survival of the fittest’.1208 Such claims are evident in Sir James Mackintosh’s speech 

to the House of Commons in 1815, in which he responded to criticisms regarding his 

views on the peace treaty with America after the war of 1812 with the suggestion 

that, were it not for British settlement, ‘the whole of North America would at this 

day have contained fifty thousand cannibals, instead of ten millions of British 

freemen’.1209 While outside the time-frame of this study, Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe 

(1719) is often cited as a literary influencer with regards to the spread of colonial 

cannibal myths.1210 The text ‘may be regarded as the Urtext in postcolonial 

discourse, having promulgated the trinaries of us, them and cannibals’ as Harry 

Sewlall states.1211 Robinson Crusoe begins, ‘with early worries about a danger that 

the more distant shores may be inhabited by cannibals. This then turns into a 

certainty, sealed by the discovery of a smouldering fire with human bones scattered 

around it’.1212 By the nineteenth century, cannibalism had become a watchword for 

atavistic alterity; one of a series of cultural nodes which bound ‘the dynamically 

modelled network of opinions and attitudes characteristic of primitivism’.1213  

 
3. 
1208 The theory of ‘survival of the fittest’, coined by Herbert Spencer, being the argument that nature 
evolves because it allows the strongest to survive and the weakest to fail. See: Paul Elliott. “Erasmus 
Darwin, Herbert Spencer, and the Origins of the Evolutionary Worldview in British Provincial 
Scientific Culture, 1770–1850.” Isis, no. 1 (2003): 1-29; Livingstone, “Debating Darwin,” 11, 13.  
1209 “Commons Sitting of Tuesday, April 11, 1815.” 
https://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/docview/t71.d76.cds1v0030p0-
0020?accountid=13268 last accessed 25 January 2019. 
1210 See for example: Davis, “Food,” 176–95; Harry Sewlall, “Cannibalism in the Colonial Imaginary: a 
Reading of Joseph Conrad’s ‘Falk.’” Journal of Literary Studies 22, no. 1/2 (2006): 158-174; Martine 
Hennard Dutheil, “The Representation of the Cannibal in Ballantyne’s The Coral Island: Colonial 
Anxieties in Victorian Popular Fiction,” College Literature 28, no. 1 (2001): 105-122; Dianne 
Armstrong, “The Myth of Cronus: Cannibal and Sign in Robinson Crusoe.” Eighteenth-Century Fiction 
4, no. 3 (1992): 207–220; Emma F. Wilson, “Cannibal Crusoe: The Desire to Devour in Tournier’s 
Vendredi Ou Les Limbes Du Pacifique,” French Studies Bulletin 33, no. 1 (1989): 14-16.  
1211 Sewlall, “Cannibalism,” 159.  
1212 Tomáš Winter, “Cannibals in Bohemia.” Umeni / Art 57, no. 3 (2009): 249.  
1213 Winter’s article also contains interesting reflection on perceptions of indigenous cannibalism 
from a Czech perspective. Winter, “Cannibals,” 251.  
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Anxieties about human cannibalism continued to pervade popular culture with a 

renewed vigour, including works by authors such as Charles Dickens, Thomas 

Carlyle, and George Eliot. These authors were influenced by colonial cannibalism 

stories, and also by dire Malthusian predictions of overpopulation and scarcity of 

food.1214 Such narratives reveal ‘how pervasive the dread was’ during the period, as 

James E. Marlow argues.1215 While this dread and disgust at cannibalism may have 

masked elite guilt over stories of overpopulation and food shortages, stories of 

indigenous cannibalism abroad appear to have been a more influential factor in the 

creation of British cannibal myths. As noted by Simon Estok, the figure of the 

cannibal in the late eighteenth and nineteenth century functioned as ‘an integral 

part of the travel narrative, at once an excitingly exotic new world figure, yet a 

horrifying old world locus of terrifying difference and dislocation’.1216 Estok rightly 

grounds his analysis of Western travel narratives on their proximity to the new and 

exotic spaces encountered by colonisers, noting that cannibalism within such spaces 

activated ‘discourses of race, sexuality, and class in xenophobic response to the new 

visions early modern exploration and imperialism afforded’.1217 Through these 

travel narratives, cannibalism had come to be understood as both an abhorrent act 

of flesh-eating, but also as a ritualised part of indigenous culture, and one 

inextricably bound to exotic landscapes, frequently in the Pacific.  

Travel narratives, as well as providing information about lands, also carried with 

them the threat of cross-contamination. As stories of cannibalism reached Britain, 

concerns grew about what might happen to society should such impulses invade 

Western shores. If Westerners resorted to cannibalism, they could lay no claims to 

racial superiority over so-called cannibal tribes in the colonies: ‘[w]ith these 

 
1214 James E. Marlow. “English Cannibalism: Dickens after 1859,” Studies in English Literature, 1500-
1900, no. 4 (1983): 649. 
1215 Marlow. “English Cannibalism,” 649. See also a contemporary tongue-in-cheek mention of 
Malthusian cannibalism: "Told by Many: Or, a Collection of Doctors' Stories." Leeds Times, February 
9, 1895, 6. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9Auxx8 last accessed 19 February 2019. 
1216 Estok, “Cannibalism,” 2.  
1217 Estok, “Cannibalism,” 2.  
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expressed differences gone, identity would disintegrate, and with a sense of 

identity would go the very meaning of life as the West had attempted to predicate 

it’.1218 Such a fear was exploited by abolitionists in the 1790s in Britain in order to 

try to guilt the public into boycotting slave-grown sugar.1219 A popular pamphlet by 

William Fox circulated in 1791 declared sugar was ‘seeped in the blood of our 

fellow-creatures’, as Erin Pearson notes ‘blood-sugar metaphors figured slaves and 

consumers not only in direct relation, but also in intimate contact’.1220 The fear of 

contamination by ‘blood-sugar’ was not only an ethical concern, but also one of 

identity transformation.1221 British consumers, already anxious about the ways in 

which their metabolisms might be affected by the consumption of foreign foods 

now feared morphing into ‘the savage cannibals they had once fantasized about as 

existing only on the colonial periphery’.1222 In this regard, consumers were 

presented with a dual-motivation for avoiding slave-grown food stuffs, ‘to avoid 

assuming the racialized label of cannibal and to escape contamination by bodily 

fluids’.1223  

Another signifier of the extremely negative way in which cannibalism was perceived 

by the British middle-class was the term’s use as an hypothetical boundary for 

immorality with regards to others issues. In 1846, a Poor Law select committee 

investigating conditions in workhouses in Andover reprimanded a parish guardian 

for deeming men in a local workhouse ‘worse than a set of cannibals’.1224 The men 

had apparently resorted to eating gristle and marrow from animal bones, and the 

guardian, Mr Mundy, had objected to this ‘disgusting practice of breaking bones in a 

 
1218 Marlow, “English Cannibalism,” 652-653.  
1219 Pearson, “Cannibalistic Metaphors,” 741-742.  
1220 Pearson, “Cannibalistic Metaphors,” 741-742.  
1221 Pearson, “Cannibalistic Metaphors,” 742.  
1222 Charlotte Sussman, Consuming Anxieties: Consumer Protest, Gender, and British Slavery, 1713–
1833. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), 116; Pearson, “Cannibalistic Metaphors,” 742.  
1223 Pearson, “Cannibalistic Metaphors,” 742. 
1224 “Report from the Select Committee on Andover Union; Together with the Minutes of Evidence, 
Appendix and Index.” (1846). 1338. 
https://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/docview/t70.d75.1846-023140?accountid=13268 last 
accessed 10 December 2018.  
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putrid state’.1225 Bemoaning French annexation of the New Hebrides (Vanuatu) and 

a possible influx of convicts, the Pall Mall Gazette wrote in 1885 that the islands 

‘would become a pandemonium of horrors, more to be dreaded by seafaring men 

than when they only possessed their original cannibal inhabitants’.1226 Similarly, in a 

speech to the House of Lords in 1812 concerning persecution of Irish citizens under 

British rule, the Earl of Donoughmore lambasted Protestant Charter Schools for 

teaching children that Catholicism was the ‘damnable idolatry of Papists’.1227 In an 

impassioned furore, Donoughmore stated,  

‘Better would it be to send them any where than teach them such doctrines; 

better send them to those islands in the South Seas, where they might more 

humanely learn to become cannibals; it would be less disgusting that they 

were brought up to devour the dead, than persecute the living’.1228 

The transgressive identity of the cannibal was used as a rhetorical weapon 

throughout the century. As with the sources above, however, many of those being 

compared to cannibals were members of persecuted or minority groups. The 

implication in these comparisons is one of a sense of sliding degeneration and 

corruption: the Pall Mall Gazette feared the French convicts almost as an invading 

infection, which, when mixed with local ‘cannibal’ inhabitants might create a hellish 

environment, literally pandemonium; the Earl of Donoughmore fearing a cannibal 

infection too, that of Catholic children being taught to reject Catholicism; 

cannibalistic in that it encourage them to seek to destroy that which they are. What 

Donoughmore implies, is that it would be more acceptable for such children to 

become actual flesh-eaters among cannibals, than that they learn to metaphorically 

 
1225 “Report from the Select Committee on Andover Union; Together with the Minutes of Evidence, 
Appendix and Index.” (1846). 1338. 
1226 "A Plea for the New Hebrides." Pall Mall Gazette, January 5, 1885. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8cTz8X last accessed 22 December 2018. 
1227 “Lords Sitting of Tuesday, April 21, 1812.” First Series, Volume 22.  
https://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/docview/t71.d76.lds1v0022p0-
0011?accountid=13268 last accessed 22 December 2018. 
1228 “Lords Sitting of Tuesday, April 21, 1812.” First Series, Volume 22.  
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deconstruct their own religious identities. In the case of the poor law occupants, 

their designation as ‘worse than a set of cannibals’ has come about as a result of 

their fallen status into poverty and extreme hunger. In these examples, cannibalism 

is, therefore, invoked as a marker, not just of a lowly social status, but of a 

progressively diminishing one.  

Cannibalism was also invoked as a destructive metaphor for more abstract systems 

and events throughout the century. Counterrevolutionary reactions to the French 

Revolution led English political commentators such as Edmund Burke to decry the 

violence and destruction of the French establishment by its people as a cannibalistic 

act.1229 In Reflections on the Revolution in France, Burke echoes the sentiments of 

French politician Jean-Frédéric de la Tour du Pin-Gouvernet in stating that military 

democracies were inevitably: ‘a species of political monster which has always ended 

by devouring those who have produced it’.1230 The French Revolution was seen by 

literary notables Thomas Carlyle and Charles Dickens as an act of destruction akin to 

cannibalism by the people upon the state.1231 As Angus Easson has pointed out, ‘[i[t 

is not the least part of Carlyle’s terrible insight…that cannibalism is an egotistical act 

of me against you…as I with all my confidence in my civilization and my essentially 

good ideas and feelings and instincts descend to eating you, selfishly to preserve my 

own life’.1232 The moral lesson Easson implies here, is that one who destroys 

 
1229 Such comparisons may have been influenced by rumours that French citizens were indulging in 
grotesque acts of cannibalism circulated in government reports. See for example: “22 March 1793.” 
Parliamentary Register (1780-1796), 129. 
https://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/docview/t70.d75.pr_1780_1796-
002151?accountid=13268 last accessed 16 January 2019; “3 February 1799.” Parliamentary Register 
(1796-1802), 383. https://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/docview/t70.d75.pr_1796_1802-
000886?accountid=13268 last accessed 16 January 2019.   
1230 Burke describes the passage as: “M. de la Tour du Pin, on the fourth of last June, comes to give 
an account of the state of his department as it exists under the auspices of the National Assembly,” 
see: Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France. (Raleigh: Generic NL Freebook Publisher, 
1790), 155-156. 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&AN=1085858&site=eds-live Last 
accessed January 13 2019. 
1231 Carlyle would come to express his fears about the monstrous nature of the Revolution as 
systemically cataclysmic and even diabolical. See: Willis, “Charles Dickens,” 87-88. 
1232 Easson, “From Terror,” 103.  
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another to preserve his own life and culture, sacrifices his humanity, without which, 

such life is meaningless. Fear of popular society in Britain as ‘the mob’ and of their 

reported propensity for almost ritualistic orgies of cannibalism and violence were 

ignited by responses to the French Revolution.1233 The 1780 Gordon Riots, and later 

Swing and Chartist agitation reinforced this anxiety that the sporadic activities of a 

collectivised working-class could lead to chaos and societal destabilisation.1234 By 

the end of the century, elite anxieties of a rapacious proletariat devouring their 

bourgeoisie counterparts had found their way into literature, as recognisable within 

H. G. Well’s short story, The Time Machine.1235 As noted by an author in the Review 

of Reviews (1895), in Wells’ narrative, workers driven underground have ‘carried off 

the helpless and unresisting aristocrats of the surface to supply their larder’.1236 The 

title of the piece appears to echo these anxieties about society devouring itself, as 

the headline questions, ‘[w]ill the future be to the cannibals?’.1237 The implication of 

guilt is a very subtle undercurrent in these reflections on popular protest, but there 

are trace amounts present. Particularly, they point to middle-class concerns about 

how their own relative affluence may have had cannibalistic origins, in that it 

benefitted from the labours of the poor, struggling beneath them.  

More literal cannibalism narratives tended to proliferate in cheaper print forms. 

Perhaps most famous of these was the serialised story ‘A String of Pearls’ (1846) 

featuring Sweeney Todd the demon barber of Fleet Street.1238 In the tale, 

unsuspecting members of the middle class - including a cohort of legal students -  

 
1233 Malchow, Gothic Images, 66. See also: Willis, “Charles Dickens,” 87. Regarding French invasion 
fears, see: Sophie Loussouarn, “Gillray and the French Revolution,” National Identities 18, no. 3: 
327–343. 
1234 Malchow, Gothic Images, 66; Willis, “Charles Dickens,” 89-92. 
1235 H. G. Wells. The Time Machine: An Invention. (New York: H. Holt, 1895). 
https://archive.org/details/timemachineinven00well/page/n6 last accessed 30 July 2019.  
1236 “Will the Future Be to the Cannibals?” The Review of Reviews, April, 1895, 346. 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/4072841?accountid=13268 last accessed 29 January 2019. 
1237 “Will the Future Be to the Cannibals?” The Review of Reviews, April, 1895, 346.  
1238 Robert L. Mack has written extensively on the myth of Sweeney Todd; for a summarised 
‘biography’ of Todd see: Robert L. Mack, The Wonderful and Surprising History of Sweeney Todd: The 
Life and Times of an Urban Legend. (London: Contiuum, 2007). 
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unknowingly tuck into Mrs Lovett’s human pies.1239 Their readiness to consume 

materials without enquiring about their origins suggests a certain culpability 

through negligence.1240 Underlying the story is the implication that while these 

unsuspecting cannibals are ignorant of their fare, they are still somehow complicit 

in the crimes of the murderous Todd, and Lovett. The unconscious voracity 

represented in their devouring of human remains mirrors terrors of the age 

concerning the ways in which society was seen to be stumbling forward at a rapid 

pace industrially while at the same time becoming ever more morally bankrupt. 1241  

Sweeney Todd can be read as more than merely a grisly murder melodrama; Robert 

L. Mack suggests a wider anxiety present in the narrative which suggests 

contemporary fears that capitalism’s corrupting grip on the urban populace was 

akin to an unstoppable force ultimately crushing itself.1242 The true villains of the 

story are, however, the neanderthal-esque Todd, and Lovett, his demonic pastry-

cook partner-in-crime.1243 These working-class monstrosities are to blame for luring 

their loyal patrons into the horrific act of anthropophagy. The papers were 

accordingly critical of penny fiction stories featuring villains such as Sweeney Todd 

and Spring-Heeled Jack, which were blamed for the degenerative effect they were 

imagined to have on their predominantly youthful readership.1244 The Pall Mall 

Gazette described such stories as ‘The Literature of Rascaldom’, in a piece entitled, 

 
1239 The cannibals in this instance are Mrs Lovett’s loyal clientele, comprised from all walks of life: 
“[h]igh and low, rich and poor resorted to it.” See: Edward Lloyd, (ed) “The String of Pearls: A 
Romance,” in The People’s Periodical and Family Library 1, no. 7-24 (21 November 1846 - 20 March 
1847), 115. https://halfpennydreadfuls.com/wp-content/uploads/The-String-Of-Pearls-aka-
Sweeney-Todd.pdf last accessed 19 July 2019; Mack, Sweeney Todd, 80. 
1240 A String of Pearls certainly appears to play upon a growing anxiety among Victorian society 
concerning the potential for contamination of bought food goods. Rebecca F. Stern notes that fears 
about food fraud reached a peak in the 1850s, thus making the concerns highlighted in Pearls, a 
contemporary issue. See: Rebecca F. Stern, “‘Adulterations Detected’,” 477-511.  
1241 Louise Creechan also reads Sweeney Todd through a Marxist lens in relation to rampant 
capitalism and worker rights. See: Louise Creechan, “‘Attend the Tale of Sweeney Todd’: Adaptation, 
Revival, and Keeping the Meat Grinder Turning,” Neo-Victorian Studies 9, no. 1 (2016): 102.  
1242 Mack, Sweeney Todd, 79-81, 101. 
1243 For more on Mrs Lovett see: Mack, Sweeney Todd, 126.  
1244 "Fiction, Cheap and Nasty." Pall Mall Gazette, July 21, 1890. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8reXC8 last accessed 23 January 2019; Mack, Sweeney Todd, 
135-136. 
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‘Fiction, Cheap and Nasty’.1245 An article by Lloyd’s Illustrated Newspaper in 1853 

even employed a cannibalism narrative in order to describe this corrupting process. 

The author noted that two book-sellers operating in London’s notorious Holywell 

Street were arrested for ‘vending obnoxious books and prints’, described as ‘moral 

filth’.1246 For their role in selling these texts to children, or young adults, the vendors 

were described as the ‘worst of child-eaters’, and were said to be living ‘upon the 

corrupted purity, the blighted innocence of youth’.1247 As these sources reveal, the 

cannibalism myth was comprised of a system of understandings which reached 

beyond its designation of human flesh consumption, to imply guilt for immorality 

and corruption. As such, it was a remarkably pliant concept. It could encapsulate 

revulsion at the physical act, while also being employed to voice these more 

abstract fears. The following sections on secular, and supernatural narratives 

further demonstrate the ways in which the cannibal identity could deflect middle-

class guilt onto urban and imperial ‘others’.  

 

Sailors & Secular Narratives 

 

Perhaps the most prominent British citizens to be suspected of cannibalism were 

sailors.  This next section explores how maritime life shaped and partially absolved 

white sailors of guilt for cannibalism compared with their working-class British 

counterparts on shore. Tales of the survival cannibalism in reports of shipwrecks 

latched onto this notion of cannibalism as the ‘custom of the sea’.1248 Such accounts 

could be gory and sensationalised, but lacked the ritualistic element of stories of 

 
1245 "Fiction, Cheap and Nasty." Pall Mall Gazette, July 21, 1890. 
1246 "The Ogres of London." Lloyd's Illustrated Newspaper, December 4, 1853. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8oXdY2 last accessed 25 January 2019. 
1247 "The Ogres of London." Lloyd's Illustrated Newspaper, December 4, 1853. 
1248 Hibbard, “Cannibalism,” 308. 
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indigenous, tribal cannibalistic acts.1249  Most were entirely secular accounts which 

mainly focused on details of starvation, endurance and cannibalism as a last resort. 

‘The Story of an English Cannibal’ was one such tale, published in 1883 by the Pall 

Mall Gazette, and subsequently picked up by several regional British newspapers, a 

reporter from the Philadelphia Press tells the tale of Arthur Gandelheart, ‘a lost 

man…and likewise a cannibal’.1250 Gandleheart was said to have been born in Deal. 

In 1876 he shipped aboard a barque called the Whittlesea, departing Plymouth for 

Melbourne. After encountering a hurricane round the Cape of Good Hope, the ship 

sank with all hands, save Gandleheart and four others who escaped in a boat. Two 

men later died by jumping overboard, and one of the remaining men became 

deathly ill. Upon his death, Gandleheart and his sole companion feasted on his 

flesh. Gandelheart’s deep remorse at this act is made explicit: ‘[t]o realize my 

position you must have been through a like experience yourself. Our lives were 

saved, but at what cost? Even now my flesh creeps when I think of our life during 

the next three days’.1251 The survivors were eventually rescued, and taken back to 

Plymouth. Traumatised for life, the report notes how recurring nightmares about 

the incident which caused Gandelheart’s new shipmates to shun him. Alluding to 

the stigma associated with the act, the sailor reportedly stated: ‘I cannot lead an 

 
1249 See for example: "Shipwreck and Cannibalism.” Freeman's Journal, March 30, 1859. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/83WrZ2 last accessed 23 December 2018; "Orgie by Papuan 
Cannibals." Daily Mail, January 28, 1899, 5. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8ciYd9 last accessed 
23 December 2018. 
1250 The story was said to be originally published in the Philadelphia Press, and was published in the 
Atlanta Constitution prior to publication in Britain. See: "The Story of an English Cannibal." Atlanta 
Constitution, March 4, 1883, 11. https://www.newspapers.com/search/#query=gandelheart last 
accessed 31 July 2019; "The Story of an English Cannibal." Pall Mall Gazette, March 28, 1883. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8EDiqX last accessed 31 July 2019; "Miscellaneous." Leeds 
Times, April 7, 1883, 7. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GW3217562651/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=955f
aaf1 last accessed 31 July 2019; "The Story of an English Cannibal." Portsmouth Evening News, March 
29, 1883, 2. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8ECQz2 last accessed 31 July 2019; "The Story of an 
English Cannibal." North Devon Journal, April 12, 1883, 2. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GR3224477612/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=7518c
08f last accessed 31 July 2019; “The Story of an English Cannibal.” Daily Telegraph, June 18, 1883. 
https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/DTN18830618.2.18 last accessed 2019.  
1251 "The Story of an English Cannibal." Pall Mall Gazette, March 28, 1883. 
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endurable life in any ship that sails…I shall go back to Deal and get in the fishing 

trade again. The folks all know me there, and pity my misfortunes instead of 

condemning me for doing that which I could not help’.1252 The story of Arthur 

Gandleheart may be a fabrication. While the reality of Gandelheart’s story, and its 

original publication in the Philadelphia Press is uncertain, that the article was 

circulated in British national and regional newspapers for several months speaks to 

the allure of its sympathetic, if grisly tale of cannibalism at sea. 1253 Using details of 

Gandelheart’s life, and quotes which illustrate his suffering and remorse, guilt for 

the act of cannibalism is mitigated. Gandelheart is effectively re-humanised.  

Gandelheart’s story mirrors many British accounts of cannibalism at sea in that they 

offered lurid details of the act of cannibalism, but did not entirely condemn it on 

the basis of the suffering involved.1254  By noting how extreme conditions might 

drive a shipwrecked sailor to madness, reporters could mitigate guilt for white 

cannibalism at the same time as they denounced cannibalism by non-Europeans.1255 

This approach can also be seen in relation to the crew of a Norwegian barque 

destroyed in a hurricane en route to Buenos Ayres in 1899.1256 Noting that the 

shipwrecked men had ‘endured the most terrible sufferings’ an author for the 

Manchester Courier wrote:  

 
1252 "The Story of an English Cannibal." Pall Mall Gazette, March 28, 1883.  
1253 While the story is printed in the Atlanta Constitution, I have been unable to find any other 
reference to Gandelheart in the Philadelphia papers available, or elsewhere in the Gale Primary 
Sources Nineteenth Century U.S newspapers database.  
1254 For other reports of shipwreck cannibalism see: "Story of Cannibalism." Western Mail, July 25, 
1894. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/83hBe9 last accessed 31 July 2019; "Terrible Tale of 
Shipwreck and Suffering." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, August 6, 1892, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/83ZKJ3 last accessed 31 July 2019.  
1255 "Occasional Notes." Pall Mall Gazette, September 4, 1899. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Y3200492552/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=1cd6b5
71 last accessed 31 July 2019. 
1256 See for example: "Cannibalism on a Raft." Morning Post, September 15, 1899, 3; "Cannibalism on 
a Raft." North Devon Journal, September 21, 1899, 3; "Cannibalism on a Raft." Sheffield Evening 
Telegraph, September 15, 1899, 3; "Terrible Tale of Shipwreck." Western Mail, September 4, 1899. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BA3205275160/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=b288a
519 last accessed 31 July 2019; "Shipwrecked Sailors Driven to Cannibalism." Illustrated Police News, 
23 September, 1899.  
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‘Two of the men died from hunger, thirst, and exposure, and portions of 

their bodies were eaten by their starved companions. Still no sail was 

sighted, and the corpses of the two dead sailors becoming putrid, the three 

survivors cast lots for one to become the victim. The unlucky one was 

thereupon killed and partially eaten, when the Woodruff bore down upon 

them’.1257 

An author for the Pall Mall Gazette was relatively sympathetic towards the men, 

presenting the crime as an act of madness and desperation in extremis, arguing that 

‘[t]here are occasions on which the ordinary laws of right and wrong hardly apply, 

more especially when criminals…are practically madmen as well as murderers’.1258  

Stories about shipwreck cannibalism were particularly prolific towards the end of 

the century.1259 This zenith was bolstered in 1884 by reports of cannibalism by the 

crew of the Mignonette, a ship wrecked off the Cape of Good Hope. The incident 

garnered much press attention, and appears to have focused Victorian readers 

interest in stories of maritime cannibalism. Much has been written concerning the 

court case of three sailors, Captain Tom Dudley, Edwin Stephens and Edmund 

Brooks from the crew of the Mignonette who killed and ate their cabin boy, Richard 

Parker.1260 The incident sparked a furore in the papers, who published details from 

the court cases and mused upon the extent to which the murderers were guilty of 

more than simple a crime of survival.1261 Wryly observing the media furore 

 
1257 "Terrible Tale of Shipwreck." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, September 
4, 1899, 10. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GR3220541311/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=3bb2a
d6d last accessed 31 July 2019. 
1258 "Occasional Notes." Pall Mall Gazette, September 4, 1899. 
1259 In stories about shipwreck cannibalism, black sailors were often first to be chosen to be killed 
and eaten by white sailors. See: "Cannibalism at Sea." Sunderland Daily Echo and Shipping Gazette, 
February 26, 1878, 4. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/83giR6 last accessed 16 October 2018; 
"Crimes and Casualties." North Devon Journal, April 12, 1860, 7. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/844Lk5 last accessed 17 October, 2018.  
1260 For scholarship on the Mignonette incident, see: Hibbard, “Cannibalism,” 305-327; Simpson, 
Cannibalism; Roger Davis, “Food,” 176–195. 
1261 See for example: "Thrilling Narrative of Shipwreck." Belfast News-Letter, September 8, 1884. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/83XiH7 last accessed 24 February 2019; "Odd Bits." Leeds 
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generated by the Mignonette incident, the Leeds Times noted: ‘[t]he great question 

of the hour is not what is to be done with Egypt or the peers, but under what 

circumstances are we justified in having a boy for dinner’.1262 Andrea Hibbard rightly 

highlights the wider implications of Queen v. Dudley and Stephens, noting how 

Home Secretary Sir William Harcourt ‘seized on the case to render the “custom of 

the sea” less customary, to extend a Victorian moral code beyond the borders of 

the nation to the sea itself, and to establish a precedent for other murder cases’.1263 

Even while reporters noted the seriousness of the crime of murder in connection to 

the case, public sympathies were encouraged. A letter from a seaman, published in 

the Huddersfield Chronicle noted previous support offered to sailors who had 

endured cannibalism at sea.1264 The author recalled how formerly, when sailors had  

‘been driven by their unspeakable anguish into cannibalism, then it was 

usually the custom of our grandsires to feel deep pity for them, to shelter 

and comfort them, to furnish them with money…and to let them know how 

thoroughly they understood the fearful distress’.1265 

Referencing the Mignonette incident, the author voiced his concern about the trial, 

noting that it ‘comes straight to the only tribunal that is fit to review it – to the 

great heart of humanity’.1266 

Relatively sympathetic treatment of ordinary sailors committing cannibalism at sea 

did not extend to their counterparts on shore, however. Indeed, once sailors were 

off duty, no longing undertaking economic or exploratory service, pre-conceptions 

about their wild behaviour were legendary. As Mary A. Conley states, the Georgian 

 
Times, September 20, 1884, 6. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8GLoV2 last accessed 24 
February 2019; "London, Friday, November 7" Standard, November 7, 1884 5. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8A47f2 last accessed 24 February 2019. 
1262 "Odd Bits." Leeds Times, September 20, 1884, 6.  
1263 Hibbard, “Cannibalism,” 308. 
1264 "The Terrible Tale of the Sea." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, September 12, 1884. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3211414009/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=837a16
56. Last accessed 4 August 2019. 
1265 "The Terrible Tale of the Sea." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, September 12, 1884. 
1266 "The Terrible Tale of the Sea." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, September 12, 1884. 
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sailor was typically ‘feared as a disruptive influence, a drunken carouser and a 

sexual menace’.1267 Conley rightly suggests that perceptions of the British sailor had 

become more complex by the end of the nineteenth-century, as authors sought to 

align this image around ‘the ideals of naval and imperial manhood’.1268 In 

competition with these new imperial ideals were images of onshore sailors as 

deranged cannibals who engaged in vicious acts of biting in drunken frenzies. A so-

called ‘cannibal’ sailor in Liverpool in 1878 was charged with attacking a man with a 

poker and biting the man’s nose and lips, ‘savagely…worrying him, in fact, like a 

dog’.1269 A sailor who bit off half a man’s ear in Bromley in 1878 was similarly 

referred to as a cannibal in the title of an article by the Tamworth Herald.1270 

Accounts of foreign sailors were even more graphic. In 1887, the Sunderland Daily 

Echo reported on an incident involving a Norwegian sailor with the title: ‘A Cannibal 

at Shields’.1271 The man was accused of having stabbed a child with a knife, and 

having assaulted a woman and a police officer, whom he ‘bit him in two places’.1272 

When an American sailor was charged with viciously slicing and biting a passer-by 

on the Ratcliffe Highway, the judge noted that ‘[i]t would almost appear as if the 

prisoner were a sort of cannibal. He certainly was more like a wild beast than a 

human being, so much so that the Court was really glad to find he was not a native 

of this country’.1273  Violent descriptions of sailors, therefore, did not undermine 

imperial masculinity, as much as they inflated it to dangerous proportions. The 

cannibal sailor ashore shared some similarities with depictions of miners above 

 
1267 Mary A. Conley, From Jack Tar to Union Jack: Representing Naval Manhood in the British Empire 
1870-1918. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2009), 2.  
1268 Conley, Jack Tar, 193.  
1269 "The Bar-magnet With the Greatest Power of Attraction." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, June 
20, 1878. 4. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3211387270/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=f957aa
03 last accessed 2 August 2019. 
1270 "Cannibal." Tamworth Herald, July 6, 1878, 4. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3222954663/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=2fae1b
b0 last accessed 2 August 2019. 
1271 "A Cannibal at Shields." Sunderland Daily Echo and Shipping Gazette, April 30, 1887, 4.  
1272 "A Cannibal at Shields." Sunderland Daily Echo and Shipping Gazette, April 30, 1887, 4.   
1273 "Central Criminal Court, Oct. 30." Times, October 31, 1863, 11.  
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http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3222954663/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=2fae1bb0
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ground as mentioned in Chapter Five. Once out of their occupational context, 

sailors risked becoming ‘othered’ as hypermasculine monsters with insatiable 

appetites.1274  In these accounts there was the implication that life at sea, and 

contact with indigenous peoples was to blame for infecting these sailors with the 

cannibal gene. Such a fear is exemplified in a short piece of fiction featured in the 

Sporting News from 1883.1275 The story features inmates of ‘Dr. Jope’s Lunatic 

Asylum’ one of which is a man known as ‘The Salt’.1276 This patient is described as ‘a 

bronzed, sailor-like fellow…making those awfully painful contortions…he is under 

the impression that he has swallowed himself while in cannibal climes, and that he 

has disagreed with himself, which he certainly would’.1277 Empathetic depictions of 

sailors, such as Gandelheart, and ‘The Salt’, seem designed to elicit public sympathy 

in support of empire.1278 They appear to mask middle-class guilt over the fact that 

formerly brave, and productive young Britons venturing out to sea might one day 

return to home shores friendless and traumatised.  

What separated sailors’ survival cannibalism from stories about working-class 

cannibals at home, was a sense of purpose. Cannibal stories about the poor in 

Britain appeared to highlight, by contrast, the wanton and irrational nature of the 

crimes. By focussing on this antisocial behaviour, reporters mitigated guilt for any 

potential social, or mental health problems. The Bucks Herald reported on a case 

from Marylebone Police Court 1866 concerning a ‘London Cannibal’ in which a one-

legged homeless man was accused of biting of the nose of the prosecutor, a 

paraplegic leaving on the Edgeware Road.1279 The prosecutor had allegedly 

 
1274 Civic leaders fear of sailors’ monstrous appetites in port was also founded on concerns about 
their sexual exploits and encounters with prostitutes. See: Beaven, Visions, 55.  
1275 "VIII.-Looks Ahead." The Sporting Times, April 7, 1883, 5. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/DX1901836860/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=7b9a0
405 last accessed 2 August 2019. 
1276 “VIII.-Looks Ahead." The Sporting Times, April 7, 1883, 5. 
1277 “VIII.-Looks Ahead." The Sporting Times, April 7, 1883, 5. 
1278 Conley, Jack Tar, 193. 
1279 "Accidents and Offences." Bucks Herald, November 3, 1866, 7. 
http://tinyurl.gale.com/tinyurl/Bjcwy9 last accessed 22 September 2019. 
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‘indecently exposed himself to the prisoner’s wife’ and beaten the defendant on the 

head with a crutch after which the defendant had begun ‘biting away the major 

portion of the nose’.1280 Many of these cases suggested drunkenness had fuelled 

cannibal tendencies. In 1876, the Dundee Courier reported on an ‘Outrageous Beer 

Swiller’ who bit a waiter’s finger in a pub brawl.1281 The man, a labourer, had been 

drinking heavily and amusing himself by knocking over glasses and spilling drinks. 

When the waiter was called in to eject the man, he threw a punch which missed the 

waiter, smashing a glass door, before seizing the waiter’s hand ‘with the voracity of 

a cannibal’ thrusting it into his mouth and biting it severely until he was forced to 

release the digit.1282 The lack of apparent necessity in these cases was emphasised 

in order to make such assaults appear evil and immoral without a focus on any 

deeper, personal context. This shrift but sensationalised style of reporting 

contrasted sharply with more tragic re-imaginings of cannibalism at sea as 

desperate deeds committed while under the influence of foreign, heathen 

environments.1283  

By the final decades of the nineteenth century, the cannibal myth had migrated 

from indigenous peoples, to European sailors, finally being used to condemn the 

land-based poor, as shown above. In 1881, the periodical, Fun, remarked upon the 

spate of reporting of urban brawls involving so-called cannibalism under the 

headline, ‘The English Cannibals’. The author noted the apparent “epidemic of 

street ruffianism, where the prize to be obtained frequently seems to be the end of 

some inoffensive person’s nose, or half an ear.”1284 A hard stance against these 

crimes was advocated, including ‘sound flogging’ designed to ‘curb the animal 

 
1280 "Accidents and Offences." Bucks Herald, November 3, 1866, 7. 
1281 "Dundee Police Court." Dundee Courier, June 29, 1876. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8ExWj8 last accessed 2 November 2018. 
1282 "Dundee Police Court." Dundee Courier, June 29, 1876. 
1283 Simon C. Estok, “Cannibalism, Ecocriticism, and Portraying the Journey.” CLCWeb: Comparative 
Literature & Culture: A WWWeb Journal 14, no. 5 (2012): 2.  
1284 “The English Cannibals.” Fun 34 no. 858, October 19, 1881, 164. 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/5873203?accountid=13268 last accessed 29 January 2019. 
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spirits of some of the cheerful scoundrels who are the bane of the London 

streets’.1285 Plenty of newspaper reports included sensational ‘cannibalism’ 

headings.1286 Court cases reported under the ‘cannibal’ headline were most prolific 

from 1870-1900.1287 This boom period for reports of urban cannibalism correlates 

with the period of New Imperialism in the latter half of the century when concerns 

over the degenerate nature of the metropolitan residuum were at a zenith.1288 As 

noted above most frequently reported under the banner of cannibalism, were tales 

of biting wounds in personal disputes or brawls.1289 Many included the biting of 

extremities such as noses, or ears, as noted by Fun, but without the significant 

ingestion of flesh-eating.1290 In the case of the ‘Stockton Cannibal’, a man was 

sentenced to six months hard labour after he ‘bit the prosecutor’s finger off, and 

threw it away’ over a bet dispute.1291 In spite of this lack of intent to physically 

ingest the meat, the magistrate referred to the act as ‘that of a cannibal’.1292 The 

issue of flesh ingestion is brought up in a case against a Welsh sailor from 1870.1293 

 
1285 “The English Cannibals,” Fun 34 no. 858 (19 October, 1881): 164. 
1286 See for example: "A London Cannibal." Portsmouth Evening News, August 9, 1892, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99as33 last accessed 17 February 2019; "The Stockton 
Cannibal." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, April 7, 1880, 4. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99auP4 last accessed 17 February 2019; "A Cannibal at 
Liverpool." Huddersfield Chronicle, August 30, 1879, 7. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99aw44 
last accessed 17 February 2019. 
1287 This is based on data from Gale Primary Sources database. Using a keyword search of ‘cannibal’ 
and ‘court’ from 1801-1920 returned a total of 63 hits. The most popular decades were the 1880s 
and 1890s with 20 and 18 hits respectively. See: 
http://go.galegroup.com/ps/dispBasicSearch.do?userGroupName=uniportsmouth&prodId=GDCS 
1288 For more on New Imperialism, see: Richards, Imperial, 1; Andrew Griffiths, The New Journalism, 
the New Imperialism and the Fiction of Empire, 1870-1900. (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015); 
Bradley Deane, Masculinity and the New Imperialism: Rewriting Manhood in British Popular 
Literature, 1870-1914. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014). On residuum concerns, see: 
Brantlinger, Taming Cannibals, 127. 
1289 See for example: "Local News." Derbyshire Times and Chesterfield Herald, June 23, 1866, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8xM4R4 last accessed 1 February 2019; "News." Western 
Times, February 3, 1872, 2. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8EEB73 last accessed 1 November 
2018; "Dundee Police Court." Dundee Courier, June 29, 1876; "Mold." Cheshire Observer, February 
14, 1885, 7. 
1290 “The English Cannibals.” Fun 34 no. 858, October 19, 1881, 164. 
1291 "The Stockton Cannibal." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, April 7, 1880, 4. 
1292  “The Stockton Cannibal." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, April 7, 1880, 4. 
1293 "Belfast Police-Court Saturday." Belfast News-Letter, February 7, 1870.   
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The sailor was accused of biting off a man’s nose and the flesh on one side of his 

face. Dialogue from the trial was printed in a report by the Belfast News-Letter, 

which shows how the prosecuting attorney, Mr Sheals invoked a cannibal identity in 

order to strengthen his case against the accused: ‘"MR. ORME - Has the nose been 

found? MAGEE - It has not. MR. ORME - Why, this fellow must have swallowed it. 

MR. SHEALS - He is nothing else but a Welsh cannibal’.1294 The inclusion of the 

man’s regional identity is important here, because it relates to popular perceptions 

of Celts as cannibals more widely.  

Within Britain, British and Gaelic Celts were frequently ‘othered’ using the cannibal 

stereotype which mitigated guilt for their status as impoverished social outcasts. 

Sawney Beane was a popular figure who did much to aid in perceptions of Celts as 

cannibal savages. The myth of Sawney Beane, though set in Scotland, appears 

largely to be an English fabrication. Nevertheless, it suggested the wildness of the 

rural Celt via a variety of popular incarnations in fiction, prints and plays during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 1295  Beane was said to have lived in Scotland 

during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I, and to have fathered a clan of incestuous 

offspring with his wife in a coastal cave at Galloway. The family allegedly survived 

by ‘robbery, murder, and cannibalism for upwards of twenty-five years’ until they 

were finally caught and executed.1296 Gordon Pentland refers to Sawney Beane as 

possibly the ‘best known’ Scot in popular culture during the period, frequently 

depicted as ‘a ghoulish Scottish savage standing in front of a cave’, in woodcuts and 

texts, ‘whose story would have reached an exceptionally wide audience through its 

 
1294  "Belfast Police-Court Saturday." Belfast News-Letter, February 7, 1870.  
1295 For scholarship on Sawney Bean, see: Sandy Hobbs and David Cornwell, “Sawney Bean, the 
Scottish Cannibal,” Folklore 108 (1997): 49-54; Gordon Pentland, “’We Speak for the Ready’: Images 
of Scots in Political Prints, 1707-1832,” Scottish Historical Review 90, no. 1 (2011): 79; Daniel R. 
Mandell, "’The Indian's Pedigree’ (1794): Indians, Folklore, and Race in Southern New England," The 
William and Mary Quarterly, Third Series, 61, no. 3 (2004): 524, 531-532, 537; Kim Baston, 
“Harlequin Highlander: Spectacular Geographies at the Edinburgh Equestrian Circus, 1790–1800.” 
Early Popular Visual Culture 12, no. 3 (2014): 290-293, 297. 
1296 Hobbs, and Cornwell, “Sawney Bean,” 51. 
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inclusion in popular compendia of criminality’.1297  As Kiera Lindsey rightly argues 

this type of  racial ‘othering’ tactic drew attention away from the overarching class 

struggles of the poor and marginalised, instead, reflecting blame back onto 

supposed deviant ethnicities.1298 Negative stereotypes of the Irish in the press 

similarly ‘reinforced Roman Catholic and pan-Celtic otherness in ways that deflected 

attention from the effects of industrialisation and turmoil within England’s own 

working classes’.1299 Perceptions of the Irish as a cannibal ‘race’ utilised, and relied 

upon prejudice against the Catholic faith. These themes are explored in the section 

to follow which examines the pervasive qualities more supernatural, and religious 

inflections in stories of cannibalism.  

The secular accounts discussed above reveal important facets of the cannibal myth.  

Sailors, while famous for their nautical myths and legends, were the subject of 

decidedly secular cannibal narratives.1300 Most cases concerning sailors focussed on 

instances of survival cannibalism. In these cases, the act of cannibalism is 

condemned, but the guilt largely absolved. The sailors themselves are to be pitied; 

their humanity is emphasised in their plight to survive extreme hardship against the 

odds.1301 This reflects Conley’s observations that contemporaries were keen to hold 

sailors up to lofty ideals of an imperial, stoic masculinism.1302 Descriptions of sailors 

in port were decidedly more hypermasculine and suggested they belonged serving 

on board ship rather than in land-based societies. The proliferation of urban cases 

of ‘cannibalism’ in the press towards the end of the century appear to have been 

heavily influenced by social Darwinist descriptions of indigenous cannibals abroad. 

 
1297 Pentland, “Images of Scots,” 79. 
1298 Kiera Lindsey,“‘The Absolute Distress of Females’: Irish Abduction and the British Newspapers, 
1800 to 1850,” Journal of Imperial & Commonwealth History 42, no. 4 (2014): 627.  
1299 Lindsey, “Irish Abduction,” 627.  
1300 For sailing folklore see: Benjamin, Storyology: Fletcher S. Bassett, Sea Phantoms. Extracts from 
Bassett’s book were published in the Manchester Times, see: "Folk-Lore of the Sea." Manchester 
Times, April 17, 1886.  
1301 "Odd Bits." Leeds Times, September 20, 1884, 6; "The Terrible Tale of the Sea." Daily Gazette for 
Middlesbrough, September 12, 1884.; "Multiple News Items." Huddersfield Chronicle, December 11, 
1884, 2. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/85bEu3 last accessed 20 October 2018. 
1302 Conley, Jack Tar, 193.  
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The more ritualistic and supernatural elements which appeared in foreign accounts 

of cannibalism infiltrated reports of British cannibal ‘others’ combining with pre-

extant cultural and religious prejudices. Such accounts suggested an inherent evil in 

acts of working-class cannibalism which, unlike accounts of survival cannibalism, 

served to de-humanise their subjects to negate guilt over their suffering, as the 

following section details.  

 

Supernatural & Spiritual Interpretations 

 

Cannibal stories might seem to reflect the activities of entirely secular monsters, as 

Davis argues.1303 To see cannibal behaviour in this way, however, neglects deeper 

cultural connotations which link the European cannibal legend to those of demons 

and wicked spirits. As Wilby states, stories of vampires, lamia, mora and striga all 

‘characteristically possess the ability to metamorphose into animals and creep into 

houses, kill people while they are sleeping, and consume their organs and/or suck 

their blood’.1304 Authors did combine vampirism and cannibalism on occasion. A 

critic of the author, Frederick Harrison, exemplifies this use of the two monstrous 

archetypes when disparaging Harrison’s view of British imperialism as a ‘vampire 

civilization exploiting vast continents…little better than a lunatic 

cannibal…compounded of lust and cruelty, and cunning and bloodthirst’.1305 

Contemporaries largely treated blood-drinking in cannibal cases as separate from 

the notion of vampirism, however, in spite of the frequent mentioning of the act in 

 
1303 Davis, “Food,” 180.  
1304 Emma Wilby further outlines a host of cannibalistic & blood sucking entities from European 
folklore here in relation to legends of the ‘wild hunt’ and fairies. Wilby sees this culturally diverse 
pantheon of beings as a part of a larger trend towards a “predation cosmology”. See: Emma Wilby, 
“Burchard’s Strigae, the Witches’ Sabbath, and Shamanistic Cannibalism in Early Modern Europe,” 
Magic, Ritual & Witchcraft 8, no. 1 (2013): 35.  
1305 "Diabolic and yet Divine." Pall Mall Gazette, January 2, 1889. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8qT8y4 last accessed 21 January 2019. 
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stories of survival cannibalism.1306 Nevertheless, perceptions of cannibalism need to 

be read within the context of older folklore motifs concerning the role played by 

shamanic possession in such acts, as Wilby attests. Early shamantistic rituals 

‘developed in relation to these cannibalistic spirit categories and…cultural 

memories of these practices persisted into medieval and early modern Europe’.1307   

The ritualistic, and possession-fuelled symbolism underpinning perceptions of 

cannibalism noted by Wilby were evidentially employed in the ‘othering’ of 

indigenous peoples by British authors.1308  Stories of the horrific deeds of the 

inhabitants of so-called ‘cannibal islands’ frequently focussed on the sensational, 

ritualistic elements of the act.1309 One particularly gruesome story about a 

shipwreck in Papua New Guinea circulated in several papers during 1859.1310 When 

a ship with 327 passengers bound for Sydney wrecked off the coast of Papua New 

Guinea, natives apparently held the group captive, selecting them in batches to be 

 
1306 See for example: “Accidents, Offences, &c." Examiner, March 26, 1826. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8qsfcX last accessed 31 July 2019; "Sucking Human Blood." 
Dundee Courier, September 20, 1899, 6. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/83k9c3 last accessed 
31 July 2019; "Dublin: Thursday, Dec. 31, 1874." Freeman's Journal, December 31, 1874. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/88Dsj4 last accessed 24 Oct. 2018. Heavily sensationalised 
accounts of non-Western ritual blood-drinking also appeared in the press. See for example: "Echoes 
of the Week." Illustrated London News, November 18, 1865, 486. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8qTqJ8 last accessed 21 January 2019; “News." Bucks Herald. 
April 16, 1864, 2. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8qvDc0 last accessed 22 January 2019. 
1307 Wilby goes as far as to suggest that early-modern European supernatural cannibalism motifs are 
virtually indistinguishable from understandings of shamanism as “the ecstatic compulsion to perform 
cannibalistic killing and the ability to both understand and combat sickness, death, and fate through 
access to the spirit world and the acquisition of magical power.” See: Wilby, “Burchard’s Strigae,” 36, 
44.  
1308 Wilby, “Burchard’s Strigae,” 36, 44.  
1309 Patrick Brantlinger notes that the ‘Cannibal Islands’ were commonly thought of as being the 
Fijian archipelago, see: Brantlinger, “Missionaries,” 27.  
1310 "Shipwreck and Cannibalism.” Freeman's Journal, March 30, 1859. See also reprints and 
variations on the story: "Shipwreck and Cannibalism." Lloyd's Illustrated Newspaper, April 3, 1859. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/83X4L8 last accessed 16 October 2018; "Shipwreck in the South 
Pacific." Leeds Intelligencer, April 2, 1859, 6. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/83XgJ9 last 
accessed 16 October 2018; "Cannibalism in the South Seas." Manchester Courier and Lancashire 
General Advertiser, April 2, 1859, 10. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/83ktqX last accessed 16 
October 2018; "Wreck, Massacre & Cannibalism." Leeds Mercury, April 2, 1859. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/848Eh9 last accessed 17 October 2018. 
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roasted and eaten, while victims were cruelly beaten and eviscerated.1311 A similar 

encounter, again involving Sydney-bound shipwreck victims encountering natives of 

Papua New Guinea, appeared in several papers in 1899, originally reported by the 

Daily Mail.1312 The crew were allegedly seized by natives, hurried into the interior, 

and eaten. The author writes: ‘the whole tribe engaged in a wild cannibal orgy. Even 

the old women and children joined in torturing the victims, gouging out their eyes 

and lacerating their flesh. Two were roasted alive. Some were beheaded, and their 

heads were paraded on poles’.1313 As with the source above, one man was reported 

to have escaped and passed on his tale to his rescuers, with the Mail noting that, 

‘[t]he scenes of horror which he had witnessed turned his hair snowy white’.1314 

This sentence implies a Gothic sensationalism in itself, given that the notion of 

trauma causing a person’s hair to turn white almost instantaneously was a popular 

trope in literature and folklore.1315 Such lurid discussions of cannibalism in foreign 

lands were common fare in newspaper reporting, containing almost fetishized 

descriptions of extreme violence.1316 These stories circulated through regional and 

 
1311 "Shipwreck and Cannibalism.” Freeman's Journal, March 30, 1859. 
1312 "Orgie by Papuan Cannibals." Daily Mail, January 28, 1899, 5. See also: "Orgie by Papuan 
Cannibals." Sheffield Evening Telegraph, January 28, 1899, 4. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/842pL2 last accessed 23 December 2018; "Shocking Fate of 
Ship-Wrecked Sailors." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, January 28, 1899. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/83kjt0 last accessed 23 December 2018; "The Morning 
Express." Leeds Mercury, January 28, 1899. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/85bZ35 last 
accessed 23 December 2018; "Shocking Tragedy in Drury Lane." Illustrated Police News, February 4, 
1899. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/85d3d0 last accessed 23 December 2018. 
1313 The sensational reporting, combined with similarities between the stories mentioned above, 
suggests a degree of fabrication in the later story at least, based on the popularity of earlier versions. 
"Orgie by Papuan Cannibals." Daily Mail, January 28, 1899, 5. 
1314 "Orgie by Papuan Cannibals." Daily Mail, January 28, 1899, 5. 
1315 See for examples rumours that Marie Antoinette’s hair turned white before her execution: 
"Literature." Illustrated London News, October 30, 1869, 430. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9ABtM9 last accessed 18 February 2019; "Life at the Isle of 
Man." Sheffield Daily Telegraph, September 7, 1875, 2. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9ABtA3 
last accessed 18 February 2019. See also other reference to trauma inducing white hair in newspaper 
reports: "Multiple News Items." Morning Post, February 6, 1877, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9ABpX8 last accessed 18 February 2019; "Wit and Humour." 
Morpeth Herald, August 20, 1859, 3. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9ABeM2 last accessed 18 
February 2019. 
1316 See for example: "Rioters and the Priest." Hull Daily Mail, March 22, 1899, 4. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8qrpk5 last accessed 22 January 2019; "Multiple News Items." 
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national papers.1317 Implications of a particularly ritualised propensity towards 

cannibalism in colonial territories were commonplace in contemporary writing 

more widely.1318  Andrew J. Mason attests to this in his analysis of George 

Cruikshank’s cartoon depiction of South African indigenous Khoihoi peoples as 

exemplifying ‘the demonic cannibal ogre' stereotype of so-called ‘hottentots’.1319 

Such depictions described and amplified fears that indigenous people were 

inhuman monsters, in order to mitigate any guilt in their colonisation. They 

suggested that, without appropriate control, European settlers in these regions 

would be subject to ‘a terrible retribution, symbolized by the acts of rape and 

cannibalism’.1320 

 

 

 

 

 
Royal Cornwall Gazette, July 14, 1865, 3. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8qs5r0 last accessed 
22 January 2019; "Human Sacrifices in Africa." Standard, June 17, 1889, 5. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8r2oq9 last accessed 22 January 2019. 
1317 See: "Shipwreck and Cannibalism.” Freeman's Journal, March 30, 1859."; Shipwreck and 
Cannibalism." Lloyd's Illustrated Newspaper, April 3, 1859; "Shipwreck in the South Pacific." Leeds 
Intelligencer, April 2, 1859, 6; "Cannibalism in the South Seas." Manchester Courier and Lancashire 
General Advertiser, April 2, 1859, 10.; "Wreck, Massacre & Cannibalism." Leeds Mercury, April 2, 
1859; "Orgie by Papuan Cannibals." Daily Mail, January 28, 1899, 5. "Orgie by Papuan Cannibals." 
Sheffield Evening Telegraph, January 28, 1899, 4; "Shocking Fate of Ship-Wrecked Sailors." Daily 
Gazette for Middlesbrough, January 28, 1899; "The Morning Express." Leeds Mercury, January 28, 
1899; "Shocking Tragedy in Drury Lane." Illustrated Police News, February 4, 1899.  
1318 See for example: "The Castaways; A Tale of Cannibalism." Newcastle Courant, January 7, 1887. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/847QL1 last accessed 17 October 2018; "A Native Battle—New 
South Wales." Cork Examiner, April 2, 1845, 4. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/85d3a0 last 
accessed 20 October 2018; "General News.” York Herald, May 8, 1869, 4. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8A5Lz8 last accessed 27 October 2018; "Multiple News Items." 
Berrows Worcester Journal, September 2, 1876, 6. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8AX6C4 last 
accessed 28 October 2018. 
1319 See Figure 6: Andrew J. Mason, “The Cannibal Ogre and the Rape of Justice: A Contrapuntal 
View,” Critical African Studies, 2, no. 4 (2010): 37.  
1320 Mason, “Cannibal Ogre,” 39.  
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Figure 6: 
William Cruikshank, ‘All among the Hottentots capering to shore 1820’, from the 

William Fehr Collection, Cape Town. 
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Even when debates on cannibalism were conducted under the guise of rationalism, 

religious and supernatural connotations crept into this rhetoric. Learned 

contemporaries discussing cannibalism at the meeting of the British Association at 

Birmingham in 1865 were of the opinion that cannibalism ‘was always an 

exceptional practice’, one that was not “natural to the human race,” the motivation 

for which was ‘most frequently religious’.1321 As an author for the New Monthly 

Magazine wrote in 1864 in relation to reports of a French grave-robbing cannibal, 

and a Polish child-eater: ‘[w]ould not direct Satanic agency be ascribed to both 

these cases, which we would now rather humanely ascribe to monomania or 

insanity’.1322 The author linked these ghoulish cases to fairy tales and stories of 

werewolves, ‘who thirsted for the blood of young innocent children’ in spite of this 

suggestion that modern thinking had moved beyond the magical.1323 

Perception that cannibalism was indicative of a spiritual fall from grace, further 

implied a religious guilt in cannibal ‘others’. Thomas Mayne Reid, a prolific author of 

adventure stories and sketches, intimated that cannibalism was not an original state 

of man, but a sign of a corrupt society fallen into moral debasement.1324 In a 

sweeping statement encompassing what he terms ‘bushmen’ from lands such as 

Fiji, South Africa, and the Andaman Islands, Reid stated:  ‘[t]hese are not men in 

their primitive state ascending upward, but a condition altogether the reverse. They 

are the decaying remnants of some corrupt civilization, sinking back into the dust 

out of which they were created’.1325 This final statement implies not only the 

 
1321 "Cannibalism." Dundee Courier, September 12, 1865. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99FBm4 last accessed 16 February 2019. 
1322 "The Ballads and Traditions of Northern Europe." The New Monthly Magazine 131, no. 521 
(1864): 47. https://search.proquest.com/docview/4419684?accountid=13268 accessed 16 February 
2019.  
1323 "The Ballads and Traditions of Northern Europe," The New Monthly Magazine 131, no. 521 
(1864): 47-49. 
1324 Marlow. “English Cannibalism,” 653. For more on Mayne Reid see: Graham Pollard, and Mayne 
Reid. “Novels in Newspapers: Some Unpublished Letters of Captain Mayne Reid,” The Review of 
English Studies, no. 69 (1942): 72-85. 
1325 Mayne Reid, Odd People: Being a Popular Description of Singular Races of Man. (London: G. 
Routledge and Sons, 1884), 180. https://archive.org/details/433076468.2637.emory.edu/page/n187 
last accessed 24 February 2019.  
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degeneration of perceived cannibal races, but also a sense that they have become 

now racially separate from the rest of mankind as a result of their flesh-eating. The 

implication that they are regressing towards the dust creates an image of such 

peoples as inhuman, soulless golems who are literally product of their ‘heathen’ 

environments. Reid further stresses this degradation of the cannibal from the rest 

of mankind as celestially-created beings when he states: ‘man, as he originally came 

from the hands of the Creator, has no such horrid propensity as cannibalism’.1326  

The argument that cannibalism was not an inherent human trait, but was a diet 

‘acquired gradually’ through sinful living is expressed in an opinion piece for the 

Exeter and Plymouth Gazette entitled ‘Dark Aspects of Savage Life’ (1873). The 

author states, ‘[w]e may conclude that a disposition for cannibalism did not exist in 

the normal condition of the human race ; it being unnatural for any creature to feed 

on its own species’.1327 Here, echoes of Reid’s complaint are present; that the 

cannibal, previously exalted in reason gifted by God, has now become debased, 

‘lower, in one respect, than the instinct guided brute’.1328 For, ‘we cannot…conclude 

that [man] was reasonably endowed with an instinct which induced him to feed on 

his fellow creatures…an arrangement that we cannot conceive to have been made 

by the Creator’.1329 Instead, a fall from grace occasioned by foreign nations into 

cannibalism is not only atavistic, but somehow an affront to God and nature, the 

author argues, further expressing his belief that cannibalism is an ‘unnatural desire’ 

which drives ‘one tribe of barbarians to make predatory attacks on another’.1330 

This implies a monstrous identity for these native groups, suggesting their lust for 

human flesh warps their own humanity.  By contrast, when Europeans are 

described as resorting to cannibalism in the article, the incident is passed off as an 

 
1326 Reid, Odd People, 180.  
1327 "Political Gossip." Exeter and Plymouth Gazette, August 15, 1873, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8cTyz7 last accessed 22 December 2018. 
1328 "Political Gossip." Exeter and Plymouth Gazette, August 15, 1873, 3. 
1329 "Political Gossip." Exeter and Plymouth Gazette, August 15, 1873, 3. 
1330 "Political Gossip." Exeter and Plymouth Gazette, August 15, 1873, 3. 
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unhappy accident involving starving explorers mistaking human meat for that of 

guinea pigs.1331 The starving men were purportedly ‘shocked and sickened at the 

discovery that they had been cannibals’.1332 This anecdote creates a dichotomy of 

morality between the European explorers, and the native flesh-eaters, who are 

described as gleefully enjoying the repast: ‘the Indians talked with much gusto of 

the delicious taste of this unnatural food’.1333 Such a juxtaposition served less to 

implicate the European explorers’ guilt in such taboo activities, than to exonerate 

them for only perpetrating in extreme and accidental circumstances, what the 

natives were depicted as enjoying perennially.  

Reports of indigenous cannibalism were used to infer the presence of spiritual evil 

in a pamphlet from 1861. The rhetoric employed here attempted to mitigate a 

sense of failure when the efforts of missionaries preaching to native New 

Zealanders proved ineffectual.1334 The Church Missionary Society noted that 

previous to Western proselytising, ‘even Cook had suspected them of evil’.1335 

Quoting from Arthur S. Thomson’s The Story of New Zealand – itself replete with 

references to indigenous cannibalism – the Society stated:  

‘it is difficult to convey an idea of the terror in which the New Zealanders 

were held about this period. Sailors groaning under scurvy, and in sight of a 

country covered with vegetables—the specific of the dire disease—

 
1331  The incident in question concerns a group of starving seamen from Peruvian conquistador Pedro 
Cieza de Leon’s crew, circa 1540. "Political Gossip." Exeter and Plymouth Gazette, August 15, 1873, 3. 
1332  "Political Gossip." Exeter and Plymouth Gazette, August 15, 1873, 3. 
1333  "Political Gossip." Exeter and Plymouth Gazette, August 15, 1873, 3. 
1334 Church Missionary Society. “New Zealand: A Vindication of the Character of the Missionaries and 

Native Christians,” (Pamphlet: 1861), 2. http://www.jstor.org/stable/60101174 last accessed 26 
December 2018. 
1335 Referring to Captain James Cook. For more on Cook’s activities in New Zealand, see: Stephen L. 
Donald, “Dual Heritage, Shared Future: James Cook, Tupaea and the Transit of Venus at Tolaga Bay,” 
Journal of the Royal Society of New Zealand 42, no. 2 (2012): 79–85; Church Missionary Society. 
“New Zealand: A Vindication of the Character of the Missionaries and Native Christians,” (Pamphlet: 
1861), 2.  
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preferred toothless gums to contact with cannibals. As the deer dread the 

tiger so do all men dread the eaters of men’.1336 

As well as fears for bodily harm, the implication that belief in cannibalism was a 

religious rite or spiritual condition that could infect European settlers was borne out 

in the writings of French-Canadian voyageurs, who assimilated a narrative culture of 

supernatural ‘Windigo’ cannibalism into their own cosmologies.1337 These stories 

made their way across the Atlantic in the form of travel narratives in the British 

press, adding to already extant sensational tales of the monstrous effects of 

anthropophagy. Reports which amplified the sense of cannibalism as an evil, 

contagious blight presented conversions to Christianity as the true panacea for 

indigenous resistance. In reality, they sought to absolve guilt over the chaos which 

colonisation had occasioned. In a letter from 1891 concerning settlements in the 

New Hebrides, Reverend J. G. Paton noted: 

 ‘our work has been much hindered by the unsettled state of affairs here of 

late. The bush men are getting more impudent and threatening in their 

attitude towards white men… I am sorry to say even the lads living with us 

have been influenced for evil by the general hostility of the natives’.1338  

Commenting on Paton’s letter and on the state of local agitation in the New 

Hebrides, The Argus noted: ‘where the missionary with the Gospel's benign 

influences has not yet reached them, dishonesty, oppression, murders, and 

cannibalism are yet delighted in’.1339 When describing a propensity towards 

 
1336 Arthur S. Thomson, The story of New Zealand : Past and Present : Savage and Civilized. (London: 
J. Murray, 1859), 241-242. Quoted in Church Missionary Society, “New Zealand: A Vindication of the 
Character of the Missionaries and Native Christians,” (1861), 2-3. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/60101174 last accessed 26 December 2018. Thomson devotes an entire 
segment to cannibalism, taking pains to stress the argument that among New Zealand natives, 
cannibalism was undertaken for pleasure and ritual, not survival. see: Thomson, New Zealand, 141-
148.  
1337 Podruchny, “Werewolves,” 690.  
1338 Reverend J. G. Paton, Australian Press Comments, Reports, Etc., upon Affairs in the New Hebrides. 
(Pamphlet: 1892), 15. http://www.jstor.org/stable/60228992 last accessed 26 December 2018.  
1339 The Argus. (January 18, 1892). Quoted in Australian Press Comments, Reports, Etc., upon Affairs 
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cannibalism in Canadian indigenous peoples, the Rector of Woodstock, William 

Bettridge similarly expressed his condemnation in terms of a battle against evil:  

‘The effects of religious ignorance on the heathen of this Continent…are 

beyond expression deplorable when exhibited in the revolting propensities 

of the Cannibal. Intelligence of such abominations…betrays itself within four 

hundred miles of the seat of Government, the very heart of religion and 

civilization…The evil, though of the first magnitude, will yield, no doubt, to 

the combined influence of the Gospel, and the arts of civilized life, especially 

as it appears to be unattended with innate ferocity’.1340 

These extracts speak to contemporaries’ understanding of cannibalism as a 

collective monstrous threat on both a physical and spiritual level, one they sought 

to communicate to authorities back in Britain. The overall sense is of ministers 

struggling on a Manichaean battlefront against cannibal hordes in a fight to plant 

civilization in the heart of an immoral enemy. Such suggestions, of course, use these 

indigenous communities’ religious and cultural difference to mitigate the 

destabilisation of colonial territories where they were outside interlopers.  

Focussing on the practice of foreign cannibalism as almost intractable, and making 

parallels between such ‘cannibals’ and their own congregations was a means by 

which local clergy could mitigate a sense of social failure at home.1341 Brad Beaven 

notes, for example, that African missionaries were invited to speak to congregations 

in Portsmouth in order to stress the importance of the civilising mission, both 

abroad and at home.1342 Addressing a church in Portsea in 1876, the Bishop of 

 
in the New Hebrides. (1892), 15. http://www.jstor.org/stable/60228992 last accessed 26 December 
2018. 
1340 William Bettridge. A Brief History of the Church in Upper Canada: Containing the Acts of 
Parliament, Imperial and Provincial, All Instructions, Proceedings of the Deputation, Correspondence 
with the Government, Clergy Reserves' Question, &c. &c. (Pamphlet: 1838), 131. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/60207703 last accessed 28 December 2018.  
1341 Karl Bell, “`They Are Without Christ and Without Hope’: `Heathenism’, Popular Religion, and 
Supernatural Belief in Portsmouth’s Maritime Community, c.1851–1901,” in Port Towns & Urban 
Cultures eds. Brad Beaven, Karl Bell and Robert James. (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 54. 
1342 Beaven, Visions, 56.  
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Maritzburg ‘outlined some of the “heathen” superstitions and immoral 

practices’.1343 The Bishop’s speech was followed by that of African explorer Verney 

Lovett Cameron, who ‘urged his audience to support the quest of civilising inferior 

populations’.1344 These discussion concerning the ‘heathen’ ways of Africans soon 

became into sermons about the need to reform the local poor. Father Robert 

Dolling, writing in the 1888 of his time ministering in the slums of Portsmouth, 

accused the local boys there of eating raw meat and drinking blood.1345 Such a 

sensational and apparently ill-founded remark suggests, as Karl Bell argues, that 

clergymen ‘were not adverse to advancing dramatic representations that gave the 

sense that missionary work in the Portsea parish was as foreign and dangerous as 

any conducted elsewhere in the empire’.1346 Anxieties about urban violence – 

including ‘demonic collectivism’ as Mark Willis keenly observes it – were manifested 

in such accounts.1347 At their root, sermons which preached of the immorality of the 

urban poor appeared to mask a guilt over their corruption, and fears over the 

destabilisation of working-class society.1348 Within a more generalised anxiety over 

the state of the working-class were iterated more specific concerns about smaller 

subsections of this social body.1349 Religious discourse which positioned cannibals 

abroad as evil helped construct the ways in which religious and racial ‘others’ were 

marginalised in Britain in order to mitigate middle-class guilt over this sense of 

social destabilisation, and degeneration.1350  

 

 
1343 Beaven, Visions, 56.  
1344 Beaven, Visions, 56; "Church Missions in South Africa." Hampshire/Portsmouth Telegraph, 
December 13, 1876.  
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BC3206107930/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=08f27
431 last accessed 2 August 2019. 
1345 Osborne, The Life of Father Dolling. (London: E. Arnold, 1903), 126.  
1346 Bell, “Without Christ,” 54.  
1347 Willis, “Charles Dickens,” 90.  
1348 Willis, “Charles Dickens,” 85-107;  
1349 Martin Weegmann, “Monsters: The Social-Unconscious Life of ‘Others’ and a Note on the Origins 
of Group Therapy,” Group Analysis 41, no. 3 (2008): 298.  
1350 For more on contemporary concerns about degeneration see: Nordau, Degeneration. 
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Irish narratives exemplify the usage of colonial cannibal identities to mitigate 

culpability in social destabilisation in Britain and Ireland through religious as well as 

racial ‘othering’. The Irish, as Catholics, in partaking of the Eucharist were – at least 

symbolically - ingesting the blood and body of Christ.1351 This understanding of 

transubstantiation invited accusations of cannibalistic ritual as an integral part of 

Irish Catholic’s religious practice. As Maggie Kilgour states: ‘[b]y cleverly pushing the 

sacrament to a grotesque extreme unimagined by most Catholics and 

misrepresentative of the official interpretation of the rite, the reformers made the 

other extreme, their own position, appear as the only alternative for those who did 

not wish to be cannibals’.1352 That the Irish were prominently featured in cannibal 

narratives also worked to counter sympathetic reports of the starvation 

experienced during the Irish famine.1353 Famine accounts included reports of 

mothers eating their own children who had themselves succumbed to death by 

starvation.1354 While religious leaders sought to counter claims that Ireland as a 

Christian nation had succumbed to the heathen act of cannibalism, rumours 

persisted nonetheless.1355 While the context of extreme hunger during the Great 

Famine looms large in Irish cannibalism narratives, this religious link between the 

Irish and perceptions of cannibalistic rites may explain why the stereotype existed 

 
1351 For more on transubstantiation in relation to cannibalism see: Lindenbaum, “Cannibalism,” 385-
486; Kilgour, Communion; Walton, Our Cannibals, 10-13.  
1352 Kilgour, Communion, 82-83; see also Pearson, “Cannibalistic Metaphors,” 745.  
1353 "Fatal Riot in Ireland." York Herald, June 18, 1842. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3215233895/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=e63646
a7 last accessed 12 April 2019. Patrick Brantlinger has written in -depth on the ‘othering’ of the Irish 
as cannibals during the nineteenth century. See: Brantlinger, Taming Cannibals, 136-156. 
1354 Julieann Ulin, “‘Famished Ghosts’: Famine Memory in James Joyce’s Ulysses,” Joyce Studies 
Annual (2011): 39. While pre-dating the famine of the 1840s, Jonathan Swift’s satirical tract A 
Modest Proposal, famously proclaimed child-eating as a “viable economic alternative to the Irish 
crisis”. Scholars have debated the extent to which this satire is empathic to, or critical of the Irish. 
See: Ashan Chowdhury, “Splenetic Ogres and Heroic Cannibals in Jonathan Swifts a Modest Proposal 
(1729),” English Studies in Canada 34, no. 2–3: 144; Sean Moore, “Devouring Posterity: A Modest 
Proposal, Empire, and Ireland’s ‘Debt of the Nation,’” PMLA: Publications of the Modern Language 
Association of America 122, no. 3 (2007): 679–695. 
1355 See for example, attempts by Cardinal Cullen to refute claims of Irish famine cannibalism: 
"Commerical." Liverpool Mercury, June 9, 1868. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99KMEX last 
accessed 16 February 2019. 
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before the 1840s. In 1838, when a woman from Hillsborough, County Down 

attacked and ate the flesh of three people in fights on two consecutive days, the 

Leeds Times branded it an ‘inhuman affair’ noting such ‘a propensity for human 

flesh appears unaccountable’.1356 Four years previous, the Manchester Courier 

reported an incident in which an Irishman struck a passer-by in Aston-under-Lyne, 

biting off and swallowing his right nostril in the proceeding tussle.1357 The man was 

later caught by police, his clothes ‘were found to be covered with blood’ from the 

victim’s wounds.1358  

Descriptions of blood stains, often combined with a lack of apparent motivation 

other than blood-lust, heightened the sense that these Irish ‘cannibals’ were 

ritualistic in their crimes, and behaved as if possessed by a cannibal spirit. Reporting 

of these events faintly echoed those concerning indigenous cannibalism ‘rituals’ in 

colonial lands and worked in a similar way to mitigate guilt for the ravages of 

colonisation.1359 In 1873, an account of a Tralee man who had attacked and eaten 

the flesh of his mother while ‘under the influence of drink’ was reported in several 

British papers.1360 The author of the Tralee incident emphasised the appearance of 

blood on the attacker’s person, noting ‘when the police arrived he was found with 

his breast and face besmeared with blood’.1361 This trope became a calling card for 

 
1356 "News.-foreign and Domestic." Leeds Times, June 16, 1838, 7. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99LJYX last accessed 16 February 2019. 
1357 "Local Intelligence." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, September 13, 1834, 
3. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99LWD8 last accessed 16 February 2019. 
1358 "Local Intelligence." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, September 13, 1834, 
3. 
1359 See for example: a “savage-looking Irishwoman” bites off the tongue of another woman: "Police 
Intelligence." Morning Chronicle, September 3, 1856. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9EQXc7 
last accessed 24 February 2019; "The Perils of Park-Lane." Morning Post, January 15, 1868, 3. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99fqR6 last accessed 17 February 2019; "Conquest of Mexico." 
Times, December 30, 1843, 3. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99fqZ7 last accessed 17 February 
2019; "Human Sacrifices in Africa." Standard, June 17, 1889, 5. 
1360 See: "Commerical." Liverpool Mercury, June 9, 1868; "Opening of a New Powerloom Factory at 
Abroath." Dundee Courier, February 10, 1873. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8A3qp6 last 
accessed 16 February 2019; "Multiple News Items." Bradford Observer, February 8, 1873, 5. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99Kvp1 last accessed 16 February 2019. 
1361 "Multiple News Items." Bradford Observer, February 8, 1873, 5. 
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working-class cannibalism narratives more generally, with reporters highlighting the 

presence of excessive amounts of the victim’s blood upon the attacker’s clothes, 

face or teeth.1362 Such accounts implied supernatural horror and psychological 

defect almost simultaneously, blending these rationales into one another. Reports 

of Irish cannibalism contain many of the tropes which were used to denigrate other 

working-class groups more generally. That is to say, their monstrosity was not 

necessarily depicted as unique in press-reporting of cannibal encounters in Britain, 

although it functioned alongside, and in concert with other derogatory racial 

perceptions of the Irish.1363 As Patrick Brantlinger has noted, ‘[v]arious moments in 

the history of Irish resistance to British rule…increased the virulence and frequency 

of anti-Irish stereotyping in the British press’.1364  

Gendered stereotypes overlapped and operated in conjunction with the racial and 

ethnic cannibal subdivisions mentioned above. Supernatural cannibal ‘othering’ of 

 
1362 See: "Liverpool Police Court." Liverpool Mercury, March 3, 1859. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9EQMK8 last accessed 24 February 2019; "Multiple News 
Items." Sheffield Independent, June 28, 1870, 8.http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9EQVEX last 
accessed 24 February 2019; “Police-Offices." Era, September 29, 1839, 5. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8pmb41 last accessed 19 January 2019. 
1363 See for example negative caricatures of the Irish in Punch, particularly implying stupidity: "Irish." 
Punch, or the London Charivari, August 29, 1900, 158. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99cEC9 
last accessed 17 February 2019; "Irish Groom." Punch, or the London Charivari, October 31, 1896, 
216. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99cKo2 last accessed 17 Feb. 2019; "An Irish Hotel." 
Punch, or the London Charivari, December 5, 1846, 232. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99cax9 
last accessed 17 February 2019. 
1364 The Irish were not the only group to be religiously and racially ‘othered’ in this regard. The Jewish 
community were subject to accusations of cannibalism in the form of blood sacrifice narratives. For 
scholarship on Jewish blood libel slander, see: Robert Weinberg, “The Blood Libel in Eastern Europe.” 
Jewish History 26, no. 3/4 (2012): 275–285; Alan Dundes, The Blood Libel Legend: A Casebook in Anti-
Semitic Folklore (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991); Hannah R. Johnson, Blood Libel: The 
Ritual Murder Accusation at the Limit of Jewish History. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
2012). For primary source material, see: "The Riots at Warsaw On Christmas Day." Times, January 6, 
1882, 6. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99gus9 last accessed 17 February 2019; “The Perils of 
Park-Lane." Morning Post, January 15, 1868, 3; C. H. H. Wright, “Human Sacrifices and the Jewish 
Ritual,” The Nineteenth Century: A Monthly Review, 14(81) (1883): 765-778. 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/2667075?accountid=13268 last accessed 17 February 2019. A 
Jewish man is also depicted as an accidental cannibal in a ballad in which heavy racial stereotyping is 
employed. See: “The Barrell of Pork.” Roud Number: 15912. Bod4175. (W.S. Fortey, London, 1858-
1885). http://ballads.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/search/roud/15912 last accessed 9 December 2018. 
Brantlinger, Taming Cannibals, 9.  
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so-called female ‘viragos’ reveals a this gendered facet of the cannibal myth, in that 

it appeared to mitigate guilt for the immoral or rebellious activities of women. The 

term, ‘virago’ implied a woman with excessively violent or domineering masculine 

tendencies.1365 Like their male counterparts, assaults by purported ‘female 

cannibals’ garnered headlines, particularly towards the end of the century.1366 A 

woodcut in the Police Illustrated Times in 1897 featured a woman gnawing on the 

kneecap of a stricken constable.1367  Like stories concerning males, the cannibalism 

element in female accounts was greatly exaggerated, usually representing an intent 

to wound as opposed to a desire to eat the flesh of victims. Again, these stories 

seemed to be influenced by the popularity of reports concerning indigenous 

cannibalism in the tropics.1368 The term ‘virago’ was a popular way of describing 

female ‘cannibals’ in several of these stories which added to perceptions of 

working-class women as unnaturally masculine and savage.1369 The term ‘virago’ 

was applied to woman accused of cannibalism in 1865 with demonic connotations. 

The accused, Agnes, was charged with biting off another woman’s lower lip. The 

 
1365 See Figure 7: "A Perfect Virago.” Illustrated Police News, May 16, 1896. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8pF9RX last accessed 18 January 2019. The Guernsey Star 
reported on a woman in Paris who, having stolen some valuable papers, and been apprehended by 
the police, was branded “a violent virago” for biting a police inspector’s wrist, “to the bone”. 
Although this incident is strikingly similar to others reported, there is no mention of cannibalism in 
this French example. See: "A Dangerous Virago." Star January 18, 1890. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8pFai6 last accessed 18 January 2019. 
1366 See for example: "A Female Cannibal." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, 
May 19, 1888, 3. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8pk644 last accessed 19 January 2019; "A 
Female Cannibal." Sheffield Daily Telegraph, January 9, 1891, 5. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8pk636 last accessed 19 January 2019. A watercress seller is 
branded a female cannibal for biting off the nose of a customer, see: "Dreadful Murder in 
Edinburgh." Wrexham Weekly Advertiser, August 25, 1860. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8pmT67 last accessed 19 January 2019. 
1367 See Figure 8:  "A Female Cannibal in Waterloo Road." Illustrated Police News, April 10, 1897. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8pknW3 last accessed 19 January 2019. 
1368 See for example a British female likened to Fijian cannibals: "Echoes of the Week." Illustrated 
London News, September 9, 1865, 246. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8pbmd5 last accessed 
19 January 2019. A Blackburn woman accused of cannibalism said to have performed a “war dance”: 
"Police Intelligence." Blackburn Standard, November 18, 1893, 8. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8pm6c3 last accessed 19 January 2019. 
1369 Elizabeth D. Carney notes that a virago is classically, “a person 
 whose actions conform to cultural expectations of males.” See: Elizabeth D. Carney. “Olympias and 
the Image of the Virago,” Phoenix 47 no. 1 (1993): 35.  
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Illustrated London News remarked that ‘[t]he virago was known…in the 

neighbourhood as the ‘Fiend ; ‘ and that her fiendish deed was done with malice 

prepense’.1370 The author also makes a comparison of the behaviour of the British 

woman with notions of South Seas cannibalism, noting: ‘the “fiend was not a Fiji” 

but a cannibal residing within the metropolitan police district’.1371  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1370 "Echoes of the Week." Illustrated London News, September 9, 1865, 246. 
1371 "Echoes of the Week." Illustrated London News, September 9, 1865, 246. 
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Figure 7: 
"A Perfect Virago.” Illustrated Police News, (16 May 1896). British Library 

Newspapers, http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8pF9RX last accessed 18 January 

2019. 
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Figure 8: 
"A Female Cannibal in Waterloo Road." Illustrated Police News, (10 April 1897). 

http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8pknW3 last accessed 19 January 2019. 
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A particularly vicious attack was recorded by Era in 1839, concerning several 

working-class women staying in a lodging house. The middle-aged ‘female cannibal’ 

in this case was accused of biting off part of another woman’s cheek and setting her 

dog on her while the latter was in resting in bed with her teenage daughter. 

‘Uttering the most desperate oaths’ the plaintiff had burst into the victim’s room 

saying the woman owed her a debt, and proceeded to tear at her flesh.1372 Several 

men were able to finally pull the woman off her victim, but ‘[t]his was not 

accomplished until the prisoner had completely bitten out the piece of flesh she 

held by, which [she] spat out, after which the blood of her victim streamed from 

[her] mouth’.1373 When the woman was brought to the police station, ‘her mouth 

and teeth were quite smeared with the blood of the complainant’.1374 This source 

mirrors reports of male cannibals mentioned earlier in its ghoulish focus on how the 

attacker’s clothes and mouths were smeared with the blood of their victims. This 

intimated a ritualistic element, and a sense that these criminals were experiencing 

something akin to state of possession.1375 By inferring a sense of supernatural 

possession in accounts of female ‘cannibals’ authors intimated that their behaviour 

was an uncontrollable, and potentially evil aberration. Such inferences allowed for 

the manhandling of these women by police officers or men on the scene, absolving 

them of any impropriety and painting them as heroic in their dealings with these 

 
1372 "Police-Offices." Era, September 29, 1839, 5. 
1373 "Police-Offices." Era, September 29, 1839, 5.  
1374 "Police-Offices." Era, September 29, 1839, 5.  
1375 Such scenes appear to evoke a vampiric blood-lust. As noted earlier, however, where blood-
drinking was mentioned explicitly, cannibalism reporters neglected comparisons to this emerging 
monstrous identity. This omission is noteworthy giving the use of the vampirism metaphor 
elsewhere in Victorian writing. See: "Shocking Shipwreck." Westmorland Gazette, November 30, 
1822, 2. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/83WBT5 last accessed 16 October 2018; "Sucking 
Human Blood." Dundee Courier, September 20, 1899, 6.; "Horrible Shipwreck, Loss of Life, Dreadful 
Sufferings, And Cannibalism of Survivors." Hull Packet, February 24, 1854. See for example 
scholarship concerning Irish monstrosity and Bram Stoker’s Dracula: Bianca Tredennick, Victorian 
Transformations: Genre, Nationalism and Desire in Nineteenth-Century Literature. The Nineteenth 
Century. (Farnham, Surrey: Routledge, 2011,) 123-125. See also Punch’s commentary on the political 
situation in Ireland: ‘Irish vampire’ poem and cartoon: "The Irish ‘Vampire’." Punch, or the London 
Charivari, October 24, 1885, 199. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/99eE92 last accessed 17 
February 2019.  
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wild working-class ‘viragos’.1376 The racial, ethnic and gendered case studies 

explored above are useful to consider as they demonstrate the delineations of the 

cannibal identity. Exploring this stratigraphy reveals subtle hierarchies within these 

strands of the monstrous economy. In cannibal cases, indigenous peoples abroad 

tended to be held up as the benchmark of transgression by which all other cases 

were compared to. The Irish within Britain were only slightly removed from this on 

the social scale, while gender and class-based examples tended to weave in and out 

of one another around this ethnic line. This may also have implied hierarchies of 

guilt too, revealing initially a heightened sense of culpability for the suffering of 

colonised peoples, which then fed into and informed rising concerns about the 

working-class in Britain towards the end of the century.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Scholarship on nineteenth-century cannibalism has tended to either ignore more 

spiritual interpretations of Western cannibalism, or is preoccupied with Catholic 

transubstantiation.1377 In reality, however, supernatural and secular portrayals of 

cannibalism were frequent, interwoven strands within Victorian press reporting. 

The more supernatural interpretations seem to suggest an inhumanity that was 

inherent, and evil, but possibly compatible with conversion to Christianity.1378 

Pseudo-scientific discourse which positioned cannibals as biologically inferior lacked 

this essence of evil, suggesting instead that such people required coercive control 

and were inherently atavistic.1379  Non-English residents in Britain were frequent 

 
1376 "Police-Offices." Era, September 29, 1839, 5.  
1377 Lindenbaum, “Cannibalism,” 385-486; Kilgour, Communion; Walton, Our Cannibals; Pearson, 
“Cannibalistic Metaphors,” 741-769. 
1378 Bettridge. Brief History, 131. 
1379 See for example: "London, Monday, Jan. 8, 1866." Morning Post, January 8, 1866, 4. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3210458663/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=6fd743
23 last accessed 4 August 2019. 
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victims of a more religious vein of ‘othering’. This appears to be as a result of such 

groups already being targets elsewhere for racism and suspicion on account of their 

difference in culture. Overall, cannibal ‘othering’ was a less obviously supernatural 

form of the monstrous economy, though some key tropes were present, notably a 

sense of demonic possession.1380 This lack of strong monstrous imagery to draw 

upon may have hindered the spread of the cannibal stereotype, as it appears less 

fully-formed and ubiquitous than the other archetypes described in this thesis.  

Interpretations of cannibalism during the nineteenth century were many and 

varied, as were their uses. The monstrous cannibal identity could be used to 

mitigate white, European guilt when it acted as a false rationale for colonisation of 

indigenous peoples deemed inferior.1381 When white explorers and sailors were 

accused of cannibalism themselves, however, newspaper reporting of the incidents 

tended to humanise their subjects, stressing this terrible necessity in the face of 

adversity.1382 Andrea Hibbard has argued, for example, that the trial of Dudley and 

Stephens of the Mignonette sought to uphold an imperial ‘heroic English 

masculinity’ by rejecting the defence of necessity.1383 Certainly, the more 

conservative London papers while not unsympathetic, were reproachful of the lack 

of restraint shown by the men in their cannibal conduct.1384 An analysis of more 

liberal, regional newspaper reporting on the trial reveals an opposing desire to 

absolve the men, however, and an appetite for stories concerning similar tales of 

 
1380 "Echoes of the Week." Illustrated London News, September 9, 1865, 246. 
1381 Bettridge. Brief History, 131. 
1382 "Occasional Notes," Pall Mall Gazette, September 4, 1899.  
1383 Hibbard, “Cannibalism”, 311.  
1384 Even in an opinion piece which argues that the men should have shown greater restraint, the 
author still argues that the men’s death sentence should be commuted, given that the ‘unhappy men 
have suffered enough already’. See: “London, Friday, November 7.” The Standard, November 7, 
1884, 5. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8A47f2 last accessed 4 August 2019. See also: "The 
Court of Queen's Bench passed sentence yes-." Times, December 10, 1884, 9. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8AWCb6 last accessed 28 October 2018. 
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stoic survivalism.1385 This sympathetic coverage was not extended to the working 

class in Britain, however. In these cases, reporters neglected to discuss what might 

have driven ‘cannibals’ to commit these acts of violence. Instead, they traded upon 

ghoulish descriptions of cannibals abroad to suggest that British cannibals were 

wanton and savage and that their vicious acts were spurred on by a kind of innate 

and almost ritualistic evil. In doing so, such narratives masked culpability in what 

commentators perceived of as the degeneration of the urban poor through social 

and intellectual poverty and neglect.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1385  The widely circulated tale of Arthur Gandelheart is testament to the regional and national desire 
for sympathetic, if sensational tales of cannibalism. See: "Miscellaneous." Leeds Times, April 7, 1883, 
7.; "The Story of an English Cannibal." Portsmouth Evening News, March 29, 1883, 2; ""The Story of 
Ax [sic] English Cannibal." North Devon Journal, April 12, 1883, 2. See also: "Odd Bits." Leeds Times, 
September 20, 1884, 6; "The Terrible Tale of the Sea." Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough, September 
12, 1884; "Multiple News Items." Huddersfield Chronicle, December 11, 1884, 2. 
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Conclusion 
 

Charles Tilly, in his investigations into British social and political upheaval during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries wrote that history ‘is a forest of a million trees. 

Wild beasts run through it, vines hide its branches, strange birds sing in its upper 

reaches, and wildflowers burst out in its clearings’.1386 Such an analogy perfectly 

captures the nature of the monstrous economy as a multifaceted network of 

monstrous ideas, identities and imagery that authors utilised from at least the 

1820s.1387 Its decline in popularity from the beginning of the twentieth century may 

be linked to a waning desire for ‘liberal guilt’ and its redemption.1388  This decline 

may also have been influenced by new theories of psychology which stressed the 

need to abstain from purportedly ‘needless guilt’ thought to have been promoted 

by respectable Victorian society as a kind of moral self-flagellation.1389  Tilly’s vision 

of the forest speaks to the variety, and complexity of the monstrous economy as an 

interconnected ecology of language which, at face value, could be seen as merely a 

collection of spurious, if sensational titbits.1390 This thesis has shown, through a 

diverse range of case studies and sources, that such monstrous references were not 

random, or trivial. They were not simply window-dressing for ‘baffled’ reporters 

desperate for juicy anecdotes with which to pad out their exposés.1391 They were 

also not the product of one author, or even one publication. Instead, what initially 

appears largely as invocations of the Devil in order to condemn popular protest as 

evil, germinated into an entire forest of monstrous references by the end of the 

 
1386  Charles Tilly, Popular Contention in Great Britain 1758-1834. (London: Paradigm, 1995), 340. 
1387 See for example: W. C. S. "Fairy Mythology.-No. III." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and 
Fashionable Magazine Addressed Particularly to the Ladies, June 1, 1828, 26; "Cheltenham, Oct. 22." 
Morning Post, October 24, 1828.; "Peak Scenery," Derby Mercury, October 15, 1823. 
1388 Ghosh, “Gifting Pain,” 92.   
1389 Herant A. Katchadourian, Guilt: The Bite of Conscience. (Redwood City: Stanford University Press, 
2011), 117. 
1390 Tilly, Popular Contention, 340. 
1391 Curtis, Jack the Ripper and the London Press. (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2001), 
106-107. 
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century. In its proposal of the monstrous economy as a system which mitigated guilt 

in the nineteenth century, this thesis contributes a vast and flexible framework 

joining together previous disparate studies of monstrous forms of ‘othering’ in 

historiography. Within this, the concept of monstrous environments similarly 

broadens the horizons of monster studies by encouraging scholars to consider the 

untapped potential of environments as actors whose identities were entangled with 

their human inhabitants.1392  

This thesis also addresses the question intimated by Ghosh’s study on liberal guilt 

regarding the impact of a ‘moral impotence’ left without recourse.1393 Use of 

monstrous imagery to mitigate the implication of guilt or sense of culpability felt 

about the hardships of ‘others’ became a technique employed across middle-class 

writing of the period. The narratives explored here often do not express a keen or 

overt feeling of guilt for the sufferings of the working class. Instead, the monsters 

they employed appeared to represent the repression of such feelings or their 

implications; functioning as attempts to mitigate the culpability of middle-class 

readers in working-class woes.1394 That authors and editors were aware of the 

power of monstrous identities is illustrated in the many times these stories were 

published in one newspaper, only to be widely syndicated, and even elaborated 

upon.1395 Some papers were more attuned to this monstrous network than 

 
1392 Rohkrämer, and Schulz, “Space, Place,” 1345. 
1393 Ghosh, “Gifting Pain,” 95.  
1394 Such as when published accounts directly pointed to mine owners and managers as culpable in 
the sufferings of their striking workers: "United Kingdom Alliance of Organised Trades." Derbyshire 
Times and Chesterfield Herald, January 12, 1867, 3. 
1395 See for example reports of the Seven Whistlers at Bedworth collieries: "Ancient Superstition 
among Miners," Sheffield Daily Telegraph, September 22, 1874, 7; "Another Colliery Accident Near 
Nuneaton," Leicester Chronicle, September 26, 1874, 4; "Superstition Among Miners." Belfast News-
Letter, September 25, 1874. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BB3202073767/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=92ebd
d0c last accessed 9 August 2019; "News." Tamworth Herald, September 26, 1874, 4. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3222947281/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=41e49
0ef last accessed 9 August 2019; "The Claimant in Prison." Reynolds's Newspaper, September 27, 
1874. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Y3200564292/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=0540f4
36 last acessed 9 August 2019. For monsters as repressions, see: Decker, “Hail Hera,” 748. 

http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Y3200564292/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=0540f436
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Y3200564292/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=0540f436
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others.1396 That the Morning Post appears one of the most prolific peddlers of the 

monstrous economy reflects its conservative establishment values; as Ryan Vieira 

notes, this influential and widely-circulated London paper ‘was the most staunchly 

Tory of the major London dailies and also the most obsequious to the 

aristocracy’.1397 

While the monstrous economy was, by no means, the predominant mode of 

expressing displeasure at the working class, its function as a mitigator of guilt and 

deflector of culpability was still insidious and powerful, in that its monstrous forms 

spread out across written mediums throughout the century in waves, as shown by 

the various case studies explored here. That this system was viral in its nature and 

intensity, and not controlled by any one source, allowed for variations in its 

archetypes and applications. It was exactly this freedom of expression which 

enabled the monstrous economy of fantastical caricatures to flourish even at a time 

when elite discourse was supposedly disenchanted. For all its industrial innovations, 

the nineteenth century was still a haunted age, one which refused to relinquish its 

‘supernatural machinery’ just as it would later embrace the seemingly ethereal 

technologies of the telegraph, and electric lights.1398 Gothic tales of ‘reanimated 

corpses and vampires’ sat alongside more realist works, but even these were 

replete with references to quasi-supernatural matters such as ‘dreams, 

premonitions and second sight’.1399 The popularity of more supernatural 

incarnations of the monstrous economy aligns with scholars’ suggestions that for 

Victorians, the supernatural realm was not only fearful, but ‘ardently desired; it was 

 
1396 Of the sources cited in this thesis, the Morning Post, as well as the larger regional presses in 
Sheffield, Leeds and Manchester appear most prolific in printing narratives which ‘othered’ the 
working classes.   
1397 Vieira, “Rethinking,” 58-59. 
1398 Nicola Bown, Carolyn Burdett and Pamela Thurschwell, “Introduction,” in The Victorian 
Supernatural ed. Nicola Brown, Carolyn Burdett and Pamela Thurschwell (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 1. 
1399 Bown, Burdett, Thurschwell, “Introduction,” 1. 
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a spooky sense that there was more to the world than the everyday, and an 

intimation that reality might be transfigured by something above and beyond.”1400  

As incredible as this network was, it was, nevertheless, underpinned by human 

anguish and division. The monstrous economy was one underwritten by the 

implications of middle-class guilt, and was a system used to launder such emotions 

by transferring them predominantly back onto the working classes. This thesis has 

paraded a variety of monstrous forms before the reader comprised of demons, 

goblins, ghosts and the ferocious cannibals. Yet, as Jeffrey Jerome Cohen reminds 

us, monsters are only constructs and projections.1401 They are like shadows on the 

wall which re-direct our attention from the one who throws these shapes. As such, 

it can be easy to become distracted by the hideous, frightening, or otherwise 

sensational natures of monsters, and risk not seeing the tangible humans or 

environments which inspired the creation of these monstrous forms. Pursuits of 

histories often bring to light only snatches of stories as narratives formed by both 

voices and silences.1402 It bears remembering, then, that the characters explored 

here - whether real or fictional - nevertheless represented real people and 

communities whose identities had been warped out of proportion in order to 

diffuse their hardships and obscure their voices. This contortion effect augmented 

the appeal of monstrous stereotyping, given that the most extravagant, sensational 

or poignant monsters tend to be the most memorable ones. The demon arsonist of 

Clavering Essex immortalised as ‘Hot Cake’ by the Chelmsford Chronicle, mentioned 

in Chapter Three, appears to have been a real man named Charles Taylor who was 

acquitted of arson.1403 ‘Black Shag’ the dark-skinned ghost who spouted steam and 

terrorised the London to Birmingham railway lines remains an enigmatic 

 
1400 Bown, Burdett, Thurschwell, “Introduction,” 1.  
1401 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 4.  
1402 As John Arnold notes in his chapter on ‘Voices and Silences’. John Arnold, History: A Very Short 
Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 58-80. See also: John Tosh, The Pursuit of 
History. 4th ed. (Harlow: Pearson, 2006) 165.  
1403 "Extensive Destruction of Property by Incendiarism." Chelmsford Chronicle, August 4, 1848, 3.  
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mystery.1404 Similarly obscured are details of the lives and continuing adventures of 

the ‘Imp of Darkness’ who spied on the Queen, and of Arthur Gandelheart, the 

cannibal sailor purported to have been a man from Deal.1405  All of these fragments 

suggest that monstrosity is what endures long after the human identities they were 

based upon have passed out of knowing. Daring to look more closely at the 

monstrous economy of the nineteenth century, reveals, however, traces of guilt 

also remain; guilt concerning social poverty, disenfranchisement, stagnated 

mobility, dangerous working conditions, and the ravages of empire. 1406   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1404 "A Black Ghost on the London and Birmingham Railway." John Bull, November 4, 1838, 526.  
1405 "An Imp of Darkness in the Queen’s Palace." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, 
December 16, 1838; "The Story of an English Cannibal." Pall Mall Gazette, March 28, 1883.  
1406 Ghosh, “Gifting Pain,” 92, 95.  
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