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Introduction


[image: An 1836 hand-colored satirical etching by Charles Hunt titled ‘Cross-Readings at Charing Cross.’ A busy London street scene shows the National Gallery under construction behind a poster-covered fence, where overlapping ads create humorous cross-readings. In front, figures jostle and argue: a man accidentally jabs another with his cane, a bill-sticker posts a sign, a vendor balances a tray on his head, and two men scuffle as a woman looks on.]
Figure 0.1 Charles Hunt, “Cross-Readings at Charing-Cross,” 1836. © The Trustees of the British Museum.

Charles Hunt’s “Cross-Readings at Charing-Cross” (1836; see Figure 0.1) provides a microcosm of the issues in this book: the intersection of Dickens with classics, illustration, race, sex, empire, and class. In the background looms the National Gallery during its construction at Trafalgar Square from 1832 to 1838. The imposing heavy marble neoclassical façade in the center, marked by its sculpted pediment and Corinthian columns, belongs to the Greek revivalist tradition and is blocked off from view and access by a temporary wooden fence festooned with palimpsestic advertisements for popular amusements. On the far left is a performance at “The Sun Tavern: Every Tuesday” (Figure 0.2). This etching was made in 1836, but it must have been after April because the performance advertised is a direct reference to Robert Seymour’s illustration for the first chapter of The Pickwick Papers, an image of a character that became one of the most recognizable (and reproduced) figures of the late 1830s (Figure 0.3).1

In Seymour’s etching (right), we see Samuel Pickwick standing on a chair with his right hand held out and his left tucked under his suit tails; his belly forces his tight white pants to expand. Looking closely, you can see that he wears glasses and addresses members of the club. The advertisement for the Sun Tavern (left) suggests that there will be an adaptation of the Pickwick Papers and that the attendees can feel like a member of that same club. Hunt’s etching not only documents the immediate popularity of the Pickwick Papers, but it also emphasizes the milieu in which Dickens emerged as an author: in front of an “elite” cultural institution, Dickens is part of the popular entertainment interacting with the “people.” The advertisement does not need to use Pickwick’s name because, crucially, the legibility of Dickens was just as visual as it was literary.

The specific types of advertisements juxtaposed with Dickens’s character highlight how The Pickwick Papers was conceptualized as part of a constellation of racially and exotically charged entertainments. To the right of The Sun Tavern placard is an advertisement for the Surrey Zoological Gardens’ “Fine Specimen of the Monkey Kind.” The Surrey Zoo and Gardens would later in the century be overshadowed by the popularity of the Great Exhibition and the Crystal Palace, but for a period it dominated the field of public zoological entertainment. A zoo is a microcosm of empire.2 It is a place for the “finds” from the periphery of empire to be collected for the entertainment of the center—in this it operates like museums and dictionaries, all of which carry cultural weight in Dickens’s novels.


[image: A close-up of overlapping posters on a wooden fence in Charles Hunt’s 1836 hand-colored etching ‘Cross-Readings at Charing-Cross.’ A pale green ad for ‘The Sun Tavern,’ showing a man raising a toast, is centered among partial notices, while a passerby’s cloak appear at the edge.]
Figure 0.2 Detail from Figure 0.1.


[image: An 1836 black-and-white etching by Robert Seymour shows Samuel Pickwick standing on a chair, one arm extended and the other tucked under his coat tails, addressing a dozen men around a long table in a wood-paneled room. Club members react with mixed interest as some smoke or drink; candles, papers, and pipes clutter the table, with a chandelier above and fishing gear on the floor.]
Figure 0.3 Robert Seymour, “Mr. Pickwick Addresses the Club,” The Pickwick Papers, ch. 1.

Two advertisements follow for popular female entertainers. Mademoiselle Duverneys was Pauline Duvernay, a French ballet dancer (the auction sign below for “finely carved legs etc.” seems to be a comic juxtaposition to this). Madame Vestris was Lucia Vestris the opera singer and later impresario. Beneath Madame Vestris is another juxtaposition. One poster says, “wanted a” and the other “JEWESS.” There is an erotic hint in the overlap. “Jewess” is most likely a performance or adaptation of Fromental Halévy and Eugène Scribe’s French opera, La Juive. The plot concerns a Christian man who cannot be with the eponymous Jewish woman. The advertisements say that a Jewess is wanted, which could be a reference to the plot, but could also be a more sordid request.3 Next to this is an advertisement for a “Jim Crow” dance. Again, juxtaposition arises with the sign beneath saying “WANTED: a few active young men for the above SERVICE.” The above service would be minstrel entertainment, black face performances of the popular “Jump Jim Crow” originated by the white performer Thomas Dartmouth Rice. But the word “wanted” next to an image of a Black man echoes escape posters for Enslaved humans.

The next juxtaposition to highlight the presence of Blackness as entertainment comes with the superimposition of “Jump Jim Crow” over “The Revd. Dr. Black will [Jump Jim Crow] at the Spa Fields Chapel.” Presumably the Reverend Doctor would be delivering a speech at the Chapel. But Hunt (or some imagined advertiser) has placed the overlap for “comic” effect just as he uses the Reverend’s last name for “comic” effect. The advertisement on the far right announces a performance of “Arabs” at the Adelphi and completes the idea of racial exoticism for entertainment of the London (white) center. Similarly, we are meant to see the lofty classically named Adelphi Theatre ironically juxtaposed to the “Arab” stereotype of Victorian “other.”4 It is no accident that the “Industrious Fleas” are advertised beneath that—putting a flea circus on the same level as the Adelphi entertainment. A final reminder of Blackness appears in the very bottom where the word “BLACK” is partially obstructed, perhaps meant to advertise shoe blacking.

The foreground features figures of different classes, ages, and genders. The man on the far left is a dandy, marked by his hat, short cape, and yellow gloves. He shoves his umbrella into a smaller man’s mouth—a phallically aggressive move that shows the way that he is cutting off the message the second man delivers about the fall of Nineveh, perhaps a performance of part of Edwin Atherstone’s poem by the same name, but also seemingly a commentary on London as a modern Nineveh that is falling. This brief encounter provides a classical reference in the same image as others depicting race, sex, and empire. In the center, under “Jewess” is a stereotypically represented Jewish man. His long beard, ragged hat, and angular nose are all antisemitic stereotypes. The “Belshazzar’s Feast” next to him clinches the fact that we are supposed to read him as Jewish. That feast, the moment in the Book of Daniel where the “writing was on the wall,” foreshadowed the fall of an empire, and therefore fits with Fall of Nineveh. We are supposed to find it satirical not only that the Jewish figure is stealing but that he is stealing a suckling pig because the Torah forbids eating pork. These references to a fallen empire contrast with the looming National Gallery, which will “protect” cultural legacies—even as it perpetuates the myth of the empire.

The next pairing is two young men fighting, or at least the man with the sandwich board “Gallery of Practical Science” is plucking the nose of the other advertising “Claret.” The most likely suspect for the identity of the gallery is the National Gallery of Practical Science, also known as the Adelaide Gallery, which displayed various gadgets and technological marvels. The future of science is thus plucking the nose of the alcoholic. Their fight imitates the bill postings of Temperance Society against Patent Brandy.

Finally, a genteel woman looks on in horror, whether at the fight or the advertisements or the construction behind, we cannot say. Britain had only begun the abolition of slavery in its empire two years earlier (August 1, 1834), and all the advertisements for racial entertainment highlight the presence of Black and Brown bodies in Britain. It is also important to note that Charles Hunt was a famous anti-Black racist engraver, having earned his name with Treager’s Black Jokes, a series of prints mocking “pretentious” Black people that was partially adopted from Edward Clay’s Life in Philadelphia series.

The engraving is fictional, but the references are real, and we gain a valuable insight into Dickens’s audience and cultural milieu when we begin here at the street level. An opera singer performing Mozart is next to a flea circus that is next to a black face minstrel performance next to ballet. Behind all of this lies the new National Gallery, an institution dedicated to collecting art from around the world, all while placing those objects behind an architectural façade that deliberately recalls the Greek and Roman world. And it is into this world that Pickwick’s outstretched hand invites us as we now proceed to follow Dickens and his illustrators into their classically allusive Victorian world, a world that, like the fence in front of the National Gallery, has largely forbidden them access.

Denying Dickens’s classical knowledge
In the 1850 Christmas number of Household Words Charles Dickens reminisces about being a child waiting for Christmas. He constructs a metaphor of memory whereby we descend each branch of a Christmas Tree to advance in years. The top levels are childish toys and fairy tales, food and plays. Visions of his school days gather on lower branches:


Still, on the lower and maturer branches of the Tree, Christmas associations cluster thick. School-books shut up; Ovid and Virgil silenced; the Rule of three, with its cool impertinent inquiries, long disposed of; Terence and Plautus acted no more, in an arena of huddled desks and forms, all chipped and notched, and inked.

HW, “A Christmas Tree,” December 21, 1850, p. 292



In many ways, Ovid and Vergil, Terence and Plautus, and classical antiquity in general have remained “shut up” and “silenced” in Dickens’s works. Neither classical nor Dickensian scholarship has admitted Dickens’s works to sustained criticism on the role of classics in his worlds, and thus their influence on him as a writer and thinker has been overlooked. An early denial of Dickens’s classical engagement came from his fellow schoolboy, Henry Danson, who told John Forster that Dickens “did not learn Greek or Latin there [Wellington House Academy]; and you will remember there is no allusion to the classics in any of his writings” (Forster, Life, p. 43). It was important for the early Dickens industry to set the novelist up as a social reformer and populist, which seemingly also meant denying his interventions in intellectual establishments.5 After all, if “Classics was simply the furniture of the mind for Victorian upper classes,” and allusions to antiquity peppered the speeches of parliamentarians, then the neglect of Dickens’s classical knowledge suggests that if he were knowledgeable in the field then he would not fight for the deprived student, abused laborer, or fallen woman as one who moved among that population (Goldhill, Victorian Culture, p. 2).6

There is a sense, as well, that those who maintained the class structure through education would not want Dickens to be counted among them. Charles Kingsley once said of Dickens, “He is a really genial lovable man, with an eye like a hawk. Not high bred but excellent company, and very sensible. But Mrs. Dickens! Oh the fat vulgar vacancy!” (qtd. in Collins, Interviews, p. 337). Note the specific reference to class in this comment as well as the casual
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[image: A four-panel Victorian folding screen (1850s), a tall black-framed room divider, features a dense collage of sepia and grayscale paper cut-outs. The panels are filled with overlapping portraits, classical scenes, landscapes, and theatrical imagery in a scrapbook-like, non-linear design.]
Figure 0.4 Panels 1–4 of The Macready Screen, c. 1850s. © Friends of the Sherborne House.



[image: Sepia-toned detail from a four-panel Victorian folding screen (1850s) depicting the Birth of Venus: the nude goddess stands in a scallop shell on the sea, surrounded by sea nymphs and mermen, with a nymph on a hippocampus and winged Cupids above, rendered in an antique engraving style.]
Figure 0.5 Detail from Panel 2 of The Macready Screen, “The Birth of Venus” (2.40).
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[image: An oil painting by Johann Zoffany (1761-62) showing a dim, crowded 18th-century art studio. A reclining male model on a raised platform is lit by a warm overhead lamp, while students in period dress sketch or observe from curved benches, with plaster busts lining a shelf in the background.]
Figure 0.6 Johann Zoffany RA, A Life Class at St. Martin’s Lane Academy, 1761–2. Oil on canvas. 505 mm x 660 mm x 17 mm. © Photo: Royal Academy of Arts, London. RA Inv. No. 03/621.


[image: An 1811 etching by Thomas Rowlandson shows a busy Royal Academy life class at Somerset House. A nude female model stands on a platform under a large overhead lamp, while rows of male students sketch her at curved desks. The back wall is lined with plaster busts and framed figure studies, rendered in fine line with light watercolor washes.]
Figure 0.7 Thomas Rowlandson, “A Life Class at the Royal Academy,” Somerset House, 1811. © Metropolitan Museum of Art.



[image: A pen, ink, and watercolor drawing by Edward Francis Burney shows art students in an 18th-century academy sketching classical statues in a grand, domed hall. Figures sit on stools or crates, focused on drawing sculptures like the Apollo Belvedere and Farnese Hercules, rendered in soft, muted tones.]
Figure 0.8 Edward Francis Burney, “The Antique School at New Somerset House,” c. 1780. Pen and ink with watercolour wash on laid paper. 335 mm x 485 mm. © Photo: Royal Academy of Arts, London. RA Inv. No. 03/7484.




[image: A 1782 oil painting by Johann Zoffany shows Charles Towneley seated in a red armchair holding an open book and gesturing as he speaks with three other men in formal 18th-century attire. One man sits opposite with a book on his lap, while a dog sleeps at his feet. The richly detailed interior is filled with classical Greek and Roman sculptures, including the Discobolus in the foreground and the Townley Venus among numerous busts, reliefs, and full-length figures arranged on pedestals and shelves, all softly lit from above.]
Figure 0.9 Johann Zoffany, Charles Towneley in his Sculpture Gallery, 1782. Towneley Hall Art Gallery and Museum. Mates © Wikimedia.

Dickens’s allusions


[image: An 1819 oil painting by Archibald Archer shows men in Regency-era dress gathered in a high-ceilinged gallery filled with the Parthenon Marbles. Some sit and converse while others examine the sculptures; the artist appears at right, painting at a desk.]
Figure 0.10 Archibald Archer, The Temporary Elgin Room, 1819. © Wikipedia.





















[image: An 1844 engraving titled ‘British Museum, Elgin Room’ by Edward Radclyffe shows a grand gallery of Greek sculptures lit by skylights in a coffered ceiling. Visitors in 19th-century dress stroll, sit, and sketch among statues and reliefs lining the walls and pedestals, with multilingual captions and publication details below.]
Figure 0.11 Edward Radclyffe, “British Museum, Elgin Room,” 1844. © Yale Center for British Art, Yale University Art Gallery Collection.




[image: A sepia-toned late 19th-century photograph of the Royal Exchange, London, with its grand neoclassical façade, Corinthian columns, and sculpted pediment, and an equestrian statue in front. In the foreground, a crowded intersection is filled with horse-drawn carts, omnibuses, and pedestrians in Victorian dress, with gas lamps lining the sidewalks, highlighting the dense activity and architectural scale of the financial district.]
Figure 0.12 Royal Exchange, London. Photography by G. W. Wilson [between 1880? and 1900?] LC-DIG-ds-04874. © Library of Congress.
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Dickens’s audience


[image: A detailed black-and-white illustration by Hablot Knight Browne (Phiz) for ‘The Pickwick Papers’ shows costumed guests in a garden with a trellis and pond. On the left, Mrs. Leo Hunter, dressed as the Roman goddess Minerva with a helmet and spear, gestures toward the portly Mr. Pickwick at the center, surrounded by others in eccentric fancy dress as more figures mingle in the background.]
Figure 0.13 Phiz, “Mrs. Leo Hunter’s Fancy-Dress Déjeûné,” The Pickwick Papers ch. 15.



[image: A hand-colored satirical etching titled ‘The March of Intellect’ (1828/29) by Robert Seymour, shows a crowded London street where working-class figures engage in high-culture pursuits. A man reads while walking, stepping over a crying child, as others play harp and violin, read, and examine objects with eyeglasses; a vendor carries a draped cast of the Venus de Medici. The background is crowded with posters advertising books, journals, and a ‘steam coach,’ emphasizing the print’s satirical tone.]
Figure 0.14 Robert Seymour, “The March of Intellect,” 1828/9. © Lewis Walpole Library, Yale University Library.



[image: An 1827-29 hand-coloured satirical etching by William Heath depicts a busy London street as a pompous beadle in a blue coat leads women from the Religious Tract Society past a printshop window of classical nudes. In the foreground, men hastily cover statues of Cupid and Venus, while behind them the shop displays provocative prints, including mythological scenes, as onlookers react and vendors scramble to conceal indecent images.]
Figure 0.15 William Heath (artist), Thomas McLean (publisher), “The March of Morality,” 1827–9. Hand-colored etching. © The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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