
  
    
      
    
  



George Grossmith, Weedon Grossmith


The Diary of a Nobody

Enriched edition. A Humorous Chronicle of Victorian Society and Social Satire
In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience.

[image: ]

Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Everett Lockmere
Edited and published by Good Press, 2023


goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 8596547670681
  


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Synopsis

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        The Diary of a Nobody

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    
    
        Notes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    A quietly heroic struggle for dignity in the ordinary becomes one of English literature’s most enduring comedies of self-importance. The Diary of a Nobody, by brothers George Grossmith and Weedon Grossmith, is a late-Victorian comic novel presented as a suburban diary. First serialized in Punch magazine in 1888–1889 and published in book form in 1892, it sketches the rhythms of lower-middle-class London life with affectionate precision. Set in the commuter orbit of the metropolis, it follows a modest clerk’s domestic routines, social calls, and minor mishaps. Weedon Grossmith’s drawings originally accompanied the text, underscoring the light, observational wit that defines the book’s tone.

At its simplest, the premise is disarmingly small: a conscientious clerk, Charles Pooter, keeps a diary of everyday life in his suburban home. He writes about work, household purchases, neighbors, small pleasures, and the little embarrassments that loom large in private. The comedy arises from his earnestness and the gap between how he sees himself and how events actually unfold. The voice is steady, literal, and naive, yet the cumulative effect is slyly ironic, inviting the reader to notice what the diarist does not. The result is an episodic, gently paced narrative that rewards close attention to tone, phrasing, and timing.

Beneath the lightness lies a study of respectability and aspiration in a rigid social world. Pooter’s careful budgeting, worry over impressions, and faith in correct procedure reflect anxieties of class position and the desire to belong. The diary form captures the push and pull between privacy and performance: a person narrates himself to himself, seeking order, yet revealing vanity, tenderness, and fear. Small misunderstandings, breaches of etiquette, and bureaucratic hurdles become tests of identity. The book probes how ideals of home, work, and propriety can both shelter and confine, turning daily frictions into occasions for sympathy as well as laughter.

The novel’s path to readers shaped its character. Appearing first in Punch, a humor weekly, across 1888–1889, it was then issued as a volume in 1892, with Weedon Grossmith’s illustrations reinforcing the visual humor of suburban rooms, hats, tables, and expressions. The collaboration between the brothers—George as writer-performer, Weedon as artist—produces a seamless blend of text and image calibrated to small-scale absurdity. Over time the book has been recognized as a classic of English comic fiction, and its central figure has given rise to the adjective Pooterish, denoting fussy middle-class self-importance viewed with both satire and sympathy.

Stylistically, the humor depends on restraint and accumulation. Each entry is clear, literal, and practical, but the recurrence of petty irritations and ceremonial politeness builds a comic rhythm. Detached from melodrama, the narrative favors understatement, timing, and incongruity: a formal phrase in the wrong place, a tidy plan nudged off course, a rule observed for the wrong reason. The suburban setting supplies props and routines—commutes, bills, modest entertaining—that keep the scale intimate. Readers are invited to supply the subtext, hearing the unspoken echoes between what is written and what is implied, which turns the diary into a quietly participatory satire.

Its relevance persists because the tensions it portrays have not vanished. The longing to appear competent, the fear of small social errors, and the bureaucracy of work still press on daily life. The book prompts reflection on how people curate their public selves and justify their choices, and how affection endures despite awkwardness. It invites empathy for those who try hard within narrow margins, and skepticism toward rituals that prize appearance over substance. Readers may recognize echoes of office routines, neighborly negotiations, and home improvements, finding both comedy and consolation in the way ordinary frustrations become narratable, survivable experiences.

Approached today, The Diary of a Nobody offers a compact, humane portrait of a particular time and class that feels larger than its scale. It is not a novel of grand revelations but of minute calibrations, where the comedy of manners illuminates the stubborn dignity of everyday life. Without requiring prior knowledge, it welcomes readers through an accessible voice and a steady, unshowy design. As an introduction to Victorian urban satire and to the diary as narrative device, it remains inviting and fresh. Above all, it reminds us how the wish to matter can be both ridiculous and deeply moving.
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    The Diary of a Nobody presents the daily record of Charles Pooter, a respectable City clerk in late Victorian London, who decides to keep a diary to document ordinary life. He lives with his wife, Carrie, at The Laurels in Holloway, and he values neatness, thrift, and propriety. The narrative unfolds as dated entries, each noting small domestic incidents, social calls, and workplace concerns. The tone remains steady and observational, with attention to routine matters such as bills, household management, and modest entertainments. The diary format creates a sequence of brief episodes that trace a year of family life and suburban aspirations.

Early entries cover moving into The Laurels and arranging the household. Charles and Carrie manage a servant, handle tradesmen, and set up rooms to their satisfaction. Friends and neighbors appear, notably Cummings and Gowing, who visit frequently and supply lively company. Minor mishaps occur with deliveries, decorations, and do it yourself improvements, and the narrator records each with dates and details. These situations introduce the rhythms of suburban respectability, including calls, dinners, small purchases, and quiet ambitions. The early focus remains on establishing the home, developing a circle of acquaintances, and finding contentment in small economies and occasional modest treats.

As the diary progresses, social life becomes more regular. Charles hosts evenings of cards and supper, attends the theatre and occasional public entertainments, and composes letters to newspapers on matters of conduct and taste. His pride in proper dress and good manners shapes his activities, and he notes both successes and mild embarrassments. Relations with tradesmen and service providers bring recurring concerns over bills, deliveries, and punctuality. The entries preserve the sequence of invitations, visits, and returns, showing how small misunderstandings arise and are smoothed over. These scenes form a portrait of steady, routine sociability within a lower middle class milieu.

A central development arrives when Charles and Carrie welcome their adult son, Lupin, back to live at home. His modern slang, shifting employment, and livelier friends expand the household’s concerns. The diary traces Lupin’s search for footing in the City and his new social connections, which contrast with his parents’ quieter tastes. Through evenings out, dances, and informal gatherings, Lupin introduces the family to a faster set, and the entries chart how manners, fashion, and conversation change with a younger generation. Family meals and drawing room talk show the adjustments required as two styles of life occupy the same house.

Domestic incidents continue, including decorating experiments and small economies that do not always go as planned. A memorable sequence involves a well intentioned improvement to household fittings with inconvenient consequences, recorded matter of factly without dramatics. Friendships with Cummings and Gowing fluctuate over minor slights, borrowed items, and differing opinions, yet visits resume, whist tables are set, and cordiality usually returns. The diary keeps to its pacing of notes and dates, presenting these turns as part of a steady routine. The narrator’s careful records of dinners, garden concerns, and repairs emphasize an ongoing effort to maintain order and comfort.

Workplace matters receive periodic attention, centered on Charles’s loyalty to his firm and esteem for his employer, Mr Perkupp. The entries describe commuting, office duties, and anxieties about standing and reputation. A misunderstanding or rumor briefly raises concern, but the diary focuses on diligence, letters, and polite interviews rather than dramatic reversals. These chapters track modest ambitions, such as a hoped for increase in responsibility or recognition for dependable service. The office thread runs alongside home life, showing how city employment and suburban domesticity interlock in daily planning, expenses, and occasional invitations tied to civic or business occasions.

Lupin’s career ventures bring the sphere of speculation into the diary. Tips circulate, shares are discussed, and lively acquaintances encourage quick judgments. Charles records cautious participation in a small investment, noting both the attraction and the risks without extended analysis. The social world broadens further through Lupin’s romantic interests, notably a young woman admired by several suitors, including a prosperous rival. Outings, concerts, and carriage drives mark this phase, and the entries observe alternating enthusiasm and disappointment. The record remains discreet about outcomes, emphasizing instead the sequence of invitations, visits, and conversations that define this brisker, more public round of life.

Towards the later entries, the family attends more prominent functions, including a notable civic event that tests their confidence in dress and etiquette. A minor hitch at an entrance and a wardrobe concern produce temporary awkwardness, yet the routine of calls and dinners soon reasserts itself. Domestic calm returns as friends reconcile and home improvements reach a satisfactory, if simple, standard. At work, steadiness continues to matter more than display. The final stretch keeps to brief, dated notes, closing the year with a sense of continuity rather than grand climax, and leaving personal prospects and relationships implied rather than announced in explicit terms.

Across its entries, the diary presents an unvarnished account of suburban life shaped by respectability, thrift, and polite sociability. Its central purpose is to record how a modest household manages work, neighbors, bills, and amusements over time, and how generational changes introduce new tastes without overturning routine. The narrative foregrounds sequence and detail, allowing events to register in proportion to their daily impact. Rather than pursue dramatic revelations, it shows the persistence of ordinary concerns. The result is a clear portrait of a lower middle class clerk and his family navigating late Victorian London with consistency, small ambitions, and steady domestic focus.
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    The Diary of a Nobody is set in late-Victorian London, chiefly in the suburban district of Holloway, where Charles Pooter and his family reside at “The Laurels, Brickfield Terrace.” The time frame corresponds closely to its initial serialization in Punch (1888–1889) and the early 1890s, when the volume appeared (1892). London had surpassed four million inhabitants, with an expanding outer ring of respectable, affordable suburbs feeding commuters to the City. Streets, rail links, and new municipal services shaped daily life, from gas lighting and sanitation to omnibuses and horse trams. The book’s domestic routines, office work, and social calls reflect this urban-suburban continuum and the rhythms of clerical modernity.

The suburbanization of North London underpinned the world the Pooters inhabit. Railways and omnibuses enabled clerks to live in modest, newly built terraces while working in central offices. Holloway & Caledonian Road station on the Great Northern Railway opened in 1852, and Upper Holloway station followed in 1868, part of a lattice of lines that made daily commuting plausible. Horse trams had crisscrossed London since the 1860s, linking neighborhoods to railheads. These networks produced distinct suburban identities and a culture of punctuality and routine. The Diary mirrors this transformation in its precise attention to timetables, commuting mishaps, and the domestic pride invested in a suburban address.

Equally decisive was the explosive growth of the lower-middle-class clerk—the “black-coated” workforce—serving banks, insurance firms, and trading houses. The Limited Liability Act (1855) and Companies Act (1862) spurred joint-stock enterprise, multiplying paperwork and office hierarchies. By the 1891 census, clerks constituted one of London’s most rapidly expanding occupational categories, sustained by cheap season tickets and clerical recruitment from new board schools. Pooter’s steady but anxious service to the City encapsulates the precarious respectability of this cohort: meticulously budgeting, managing credit with local tradesmen, and guarding reputation. The Diary’s exact record of salaries, perquisites, and small economies registers the clerk’s tenuous foothold in a competitive urban economy.

Municipal reform remapped Pooter’s civic landscape. Scandals at the Metropolitan Board of Works in 1886 helped prompt the Local Government Act (1888) and the creation of the London County Council (LCC) in 1889. The LCC centralized oversight of streets, bridges, parks, and sanitation, pressing forward with paving, improved lighting, and slum clearances later strengthened by the Housing of the Working Classes Act (1890). Rates and local by-laws increasingly touched suburban households. The Diary’s meticulous attention to pavements, defective goods, and petty disputes with service providers reflects this administrative turn, wherein respectable residents expected reliable municipal standards and found daily irritations politicized through assessments, inspections, and neighborhood regulation.

Mass leisure and moral regulation also marked the period. Music halls flourished, including Collins’ Music Hall at Islington Green (opened 1863), offering comic turns, songs, and variety acts to mixed-class audiences. Simultaneously, the Licensing Act (1872) tightened alcohol sale hours and reinforced policing of public houses, aligning with temperance activism across London. The Pooters’ parties, amateur entertainments, and anxieties over propriety echo this terrain—balancing a hunger for spectacle with Victorian respectability. The Diary’s gentle mockery of drawing-room recitations, dances, and invitations captures the democratization of culture and the surveillance of taste, as families curated their social calendars to advertise morality, aspiration, and competence within suburban networks.

The 1890 Baring Crisis exposed the fragility of the City that employed men like Pooter and his son. After reckless exposure to Argentine debt and securities, Baring Brothers faced collapse in November 1890. Under Governor William Lidderdale, the Bank of England orchestrated a rescue consortium, with Rothschild support, to guarantee Barings’ liabilities and calm markets. Credit tightened, the Bank Rate spiked, and speculative ventures faced sudden scrutiny. The Diary’s portraits of City offices, nervous clients, and Lupin’s dabbling in risky shares resonate with this climate: a culture of promotions, “insider tips,” and bucket-shop temptations colliding with the sober bookkeeping ethos that Pooter tries, often comically, to uphold.

Labor militancy surged in Pooter’s London, notably through “New Unionism.” The 1888 Matchgirls’ Strike at Bryant & May in Bow, aided by Annie Besant, challenged dangerous conditions and fines; the 1889 London Dock Strike led by Ben Tillett, Tom Mann, and John Burns won the “Docker’s Tanner” (6d per hour) after mass rallies. These victories broadened unionization to unskilled workers and pressed employers and local authorities on wages and hours. While The Diary seldom foregrounds politics, Pooter’s fraught dealings with tradesmen, servants, and shopkeepers unfold amid rising working-class confidence, illuminating shifts in deference, customer-service expectations, and the tensions of a service-driven urban economy.

The book functions as an understated social critique by anatomizing the vulnerabilities of late-Victorian respectability. Through Pooter’s exact accounts of bills, rates, repairs, and invitations, it exposes how class standing depended on compliant service networks, steady credit, and a stable City. It satirizes the bureaucratic culture that policed small errors while celebrating inflated titles and committees, and it reveals consumption’s moral calculus—what one may buy, serve, or attend—under temperance and propriety. In documenting suburban pride and humiliation, it critiques stratified urban space, precarious clerical livelihoods, and the illusions of security in a rapidly monetized, administratively regulated metropolis.
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Why should I not publish my diary? I have often seen reminiscences of people I have never even heard of, and I fail to see — because I do not happen to be a ‘Somebody’— why my diary should not be interesting. My only regret is that I did not commence it when I was a youth.




CHARLES POOTER.

The Laurels,

      Brickfield Terrace,

      Holloway.
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We settle down in our new home, and I resolve to keep a diary. Tradesmen trouble us a bit, so does the scraper[1]. The Curate calls and pays me a great compliment.



My dear wife Carrie and I have just been a week in our new house, “The Laurels,” Brickfield Terrace, Holloway — a nice six-roomed residence, not counting basement, with a front breakfast-parlour. We have a little front garden; and there is a flight of ten steps up to the front door, which, by-the-by, we keep locked with the chain up. Cummings, Gowing, and our other intimate friends always come to the little side entrance, which saves the servant the trouble of going up to the front door, thereby taking her from her work. We have a nice little back garden which runs down to the railway. We were rather afraid of the noise of the trains at first, but the landlord said we should not notice them after a bit, and took £2 off the rent. He was certainly right; and beyond the cracking of the garden wall at the bottom, we have suffered no inconvenience.

After my work in the City, I like to be at home. What’s the good of a home, if you are never in it[1q]? “Home, Sweet Home,” that’s my motto. I am always in of an evening. Our old friend Gowing may drop in without ceremony; so may Cummings, who lives opposite. My dear wife Caroline and I are pleased to see them, if they like to drop in on us. But Carrie and I can manage to pass our evenings together without friends. There is always something to be done: a tin-tack here, a Venetian blind to put straight, a fan to nail up, or part of a carpet to nail down — all of which I can do with my pipe in my mouth; while Carrie is not above putting a button on a shirt, mending a pillow-case, or practising the “Sylvia Gavotte” on our new cottage piano (on the three years’ system), manufactured by W. Bilkson (in small letters), from Collard and Collard (in very large letters). It is also a great comfort to us to know that our boy Willie is getting on so well in the Bank at Oldham. We should like to see more of him. Now for my diary:—



APRIL 3. — Tradesmen called for custom, and I promised Farmerson, the ironmonger, to give him a turn if I wanted any nails or tools. By-the-by, that reminds me there is no key to our bedroom door, and the bells must be seen to. The parlour bell is broken, and the front door rings up in the servant’s bedroom, which is ridiculous. Dear friend Gowing dropped in, but wouldn’t stay, saying there was an infernal smell of paint.

APRIL 4. Tradesmen still calling; Carrie being out, I arranged to deal with Horwin, who seemed a civil butcher with a nice clean shop. Ordered a shoulder of mutton for tomorrow, to give him a trial. Carrie arranged with Borset, the butterman, and ordered a pound of fresh butter, and a pound and a half of salt ditto for kitchen, and a shilling’s worth of eggs. In the evening, Cummings unexpectedly dropped in to show me a meerschaum pipe he had won in a raffle in the City, and told me to handle it carefully, as it would spoil the colouring if the hand was moist. He said he wouldn’t stay, as he didn’t care much for the smell of the paint, and fell over the scraper as he went out. Must get the scraper removed, or else I shall get into a scrape. I don’t often make jokes.

APRIL 5. — Two shoulders of mutton arrived, Carrie having arranged with another butcher without consulting me. Gowing called, and fell over scraper coming in. Must get that scraper removed.

APRIL 6. — Eggs for breakfast simply shocking; sent them back to Borset with my compliments, and he needn’t call any more for orders. Couldn’t find umbrella, and though it was pouring with rain, had to go without it. Sarah said Mr. Gowing must have took it by mistake last night, as there was a stick in the ‘all that didn’t belong to nobody. In the evening, hearing someone talking in a loud voice to the servant in the downstairs hall, I went out to see who it was, and was surprised to find it was Borset, the butterman, who was both drunk and offensive. Borset, on seeing me, said he would be hanged if he would ever serve City clerks any more — the game wasn’t worth the candle. I restrained my feelings, and quietly remarked that I thought it was possible for a city clerk to be a gentleman. He replied he was very glad to hear it, and wanted to know whether I had ever come across one, for he hadn’t. He left the house, slamming the door after him, which nearly broke the fanlight; and I heard him fall over the scraper, which made me feel glad I hadn’t removed it. When he had gone, I thought of a splendid answer I ought to have given him. However, I will keep it for another occasion.

APRIL 7. — Being Saturday, I looked forward to being home early, and putting a few things straight; but two of our principals at the office were absent through illness, and I did not get home till seven. Found Borset waiting. He had been three times during the day to apologise for his conduct last night. He said he was unable to take his Bank Holiday last Monday, and took it last night instead. He begged me to accept his apology, and a pound of fresh butter. He seems, after all, a decent sort of fellow; so I gave him an order for some fresh eggs, with a request that on this occasion they should be fresh. I am afraid we shall have to get some new stair-carpets after all; our old ones are not quite wide enough to meet the paint on either side. Carrie suggests that we might ourselves broaden the paint. I will see if we can match the colour (dark chocolate) on Monday.

APRIL 8, Sunday. — After Church, the Curate came back with us. I sent Carrie in to open front door, which we do not use except on special occasions. She could not get it open, and after all my display, I had to take the Curate (whose name, by-the-by, I did not catch,) round the side entrance. He caught his foot in the scraper, and tore the bottom of his trousers. Most annoying, as Carrie could not well offer to repair them on a Sunday. After dinner, went to sleep. Took a walk round the garden, and discovered a beautiful spot for sowing mustard-and-cress and radishes. Went to Church again in the evening: walked back with the Curate. Carrie noticed he had got on the same pair of trousers, only repaired. He wants me to take round the plate, which I think a great compliment.
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Tradesmen and the scraper still troublesome. Gowing rather tiresome with his complaints of the paint. I make one of the best jokes of my life. Delights of Gardening. Mr. Stillbrook, Gowing, Cummings, and I have a little misunderstanding. Sarah makes me look a fool before Cummings.



APRIL 9. — Commenced the morning badly. The butcher, whom we decided not to arrange with, called and blackguard[2]ed me in the most uncalled-for manner. He began by abusing me, and saying he did not want my custom. I simply said: “Then what are you making all this fuss about it for?” And he shouted out at the top of his voice, so that all the neighbours could hear: “Pah! go along. Ugh! I could buy up ‘things’ like you by the dozen!”

I shut the door, and was giving Carrie to understand that this disgraceful scene was entirely her fault, when there was a violent kicking at the door, enough to break the panels. It was the blackguard butcher again, who said he had cut his foot over the scraper, and would immediately bring an action against me. Called at Farmerson’s, the ironmonger, on my way to town, and gave him the job of moving the scraper and repairing the bells, thinking it scarcely worth while to trouble the landlord with such a trifling matter.

Arrived home tired and worried. Mr. Putley, a painter and decorator, who had sent in a card, said he could not match the colour on the stairs, as it contained Indian carmine. He said he spent half-a-day calling at warehouses to see if he could get it. He suggested he should entirely repaint the stairs. It would cost very little more; if he tried to match it, he could only make a bad job of it. It would be more satisfactory to him and to us to have the work done properly. I consented, but felt I had been talked over. Planted some mustard-and-cress and radishes, and went to bed at nine.

APRIL 10. — Farmerson came round to attend to the scraper himself. He seems a very civil fellow. He says he does not usually conduct such small jobs personally, but for me he would do so. I thanked him, and went to town. It is disgraceful how late some of the young clerks are at arriving. I told three of them that if Mr. Perkupp, the principal, heard of it, they might be discharged.

Pitt, a monkey of seventeen, who has only been with us six weeks, told me “to keep my hair on!” I informed him I had had the honour of being in the firm twenty years, to which he insolently replied that I “looked it.” I gave him an indignant look, and said: “I demand from you some respect, sir.” He replied: “All right, go on demanding.” I would not argue with him any further. You cannot argue with people like that[2q]. In the evening Gowing called, and repeated his complaint about the smell of paint. Gowing is sometimes very tedious with his remarks, and not always cautious; and Carrie once very properly reminded him that she was present.

APRIL 11. — Mustard-and-cress and radishes not come up yet. To-day was a day of annoyances. I missed the quarter-to-nine ’bus to the City, through having words with the grocer’s boy, who for the second time had the impertinence to bring his basket to the hall-door, and had left the marks of his dirty boots on the fresh-cleaned door-steps. He said he had knocked at the side door with his knuckles for a quarter of an hour. I knew Sarah, our servant, could not hear this, as she was upstairs doing the bedrooms, so asked the boy why he did not ring the bell? He replied that he did pull the bell, but the handle came off in his hand.

I was half-an-hour late at the office, a thing that has never happened to me before. There has recently been much irregularity in the attendance of the clerks, and Mr. Perkupp, our principal, unfortunately choose this very morning to pounce down upon us early. Someone had given the tip to the others. The result was that I was the only one late of the lot. Buckling, one of the senior clerks, was a brick, and I was saved by his intervention. As I passed by Pitt’s desk, I heard him remark to his neighbour: “How disgracefully late some of the head clerks arrive!” This was
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