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ABOUT THE BOOK
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Georgian London evokes images of elegant buildings and fine art, but it was also a city where prostitution was rife, houses of ill repute widespread, and many tens of thousands of people dependent in some way or other on the wages of sin. The sex industry was, in fact, a very powerful force indeed, and in The Secret History of Georgian London, Dan Cruickshank compellingly shows how it came to affect almost every aspect of life and culture in the capital.


Examining the nature of the sex trade, he offers a tantalising insight into the impact of prostitution to give us vivid portraits of some of the women who became involved in its world. And he discusses the very varied attitudes of contemporaries – those who sympathised, those who indulged, and those who condemned. As he powerfully argues, these women, and many thousands like them, not only shaped eighteenth-century London, they also helped determine its future development.
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How the Wages of Sin Shaped the Capital
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PREFACE
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I started researching the relationship between the buildings of Georgian London and the city’s sex industry in 1999 while working on a television programme that was finally broadcast on BBC2 as Sex in the Georgian City.

I had been fascinated by the architecture of Georgian London for many years before that – my first book on the subject, London: the Art of Georgian Building, was published in 1975. But back in 1999 the Georgian sex industry was a new area of research and I found myself drawn into a strange and exotic world with, to my amazement, a vast and varied number of connections not only to London’s architecture and economy but also to the arts, sciences, commerce and, of course, the spheres of law, medicine, philanthropy, theology and social reform. The Georgian sex industry, mushrooming in size the more I studied it, seemed to entwine and make sense of so many apparently disparate aspects of the life and culture of Georgian London.

The sources from which I have extracted information while writing this book have been many and diverse. Mostly, I have used contemporary written accounts of every sort – but also paintings, prints, stage productions, and a whole range of tangible artefacts ranging from plaster panels and drinking glasses to archaeological finds, individual buildings and whole quarters of London. Although the fields of painting and the stage are dealt with in discrete sections of the book, literature is not. The reason for this is simple. Familiar and key works – such as Moll Flanders, Fanny Hill, Pamela, The Adventures of Roderick Random and The Monk – are used throughout as primary sources rather than being analysed in isolation.

In addition to the huge amount of well-documented period source material that existed when I began my research, the intervening years have produced an enormous number of new and important publications to scrutinise. Since I started my enquiries into Georgian London’s sex industry, the subject has become a highly popular topic for scholarly study and many others have now ploughed what, back in 1999, was still largely a virgin field. I have in about equal measure benefited from and been horribly daunted by the array of very high-quality publications that have appeared since the late 1990s – mostly produced by very well-informed and perceptive American academics. Seminal works include Randolph Trumbach’s Sex and the Gender Revolution and Arthur H. Cash’s reconstruction and analysis of John Wilkes’ contribution to An Essay on Woman. Both these books have been extraordinarily useful to me. I also want to give particular thanks to Hallie Rubenhold, whose book on Jack Harris and his Covent Garden Ladies has been invaluable, as has her advice and very generous help in suggesting other sources of information and topics for research, particularly London’s bagnios.

Other authors whose books have proved especially useful include Jenny Uglow and Ronald Paulson (both for works on Hogarth, and Paulson in particular for insights into Henry Fielding), E. J. Bristow, E. J. Burford, Ivan Bloch, Robert A. Erickson, A. D. Harvey, Tony Henderson, Tim Hitchcock, Gerald Howson, Peter Linebaugh, Rictor Norton and Lydia Syson. My thanks to them all, and also to Martin Postle for his advice on Sir Joshua Reynolds and to Tim Carew for sharing his discoveries about a recently excavated bagnio on the Piazza in Covent Garden. Of invaluable assistance have been the many volumes of the Survey of London, the Proceedings of the Old Bailey, compiled by Clive Emsley, Tim Hitchcock and Robert Shoemaker and accessible online (www.oldbaileyonline.org), and the editorial team, headed by Alexander Pettit and Patrick Spedding, who compiled, edited and wrote the five volumes of Eighteenth-century British Erotica.

I also want to give my thanks to the editorial team at Random House, in particular Nigel Wilcockson, who responded to a huge and daunting text in a most cool and creative manner, to Emily Rhodes for all her able assistance – especially with picture research – and to Lynn Curtis for her speedy and nothing short of miraculous transformation of my text into a publishable proposition.

Lastly I would like to thank the BBC team that started this adventure with me back in 1999: Basil Comely, Sam Hobkinson, Sally Benton and Nicholas Barratt.

Dan Cruickshank, Spitalfields, August 2009


INTRODUCTION
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Georgian London was the product of a potent mix of economic and social forces. The harmonious Georgian quarters of London such as Bloomsbury and Marylebone are, like the coherent classical city of Bath, corporate works of art and models of refined urban living, famed for their beauty and civilised virtues. But beauty was not the primary aim when these areas were constructed, nor was the creation of urban perfection.

Britain’s inspirational and exemplary Georgian cities, towns and urban enclaves were largely and invariably created by ruthless speculating builders and ambitious landlords striving to make their fortunes or, at the very least, to escape the debtors’ prison if the volatile economy of the age, as vulnerable as ours to unpredictable forces, should suddenly turn sour. Architectural beauty was only pursued in so far as it served to make the speculatively built houses easier to let or lease for the maximum amount of rent. Georgian cities were created by private financial adventurers with money to invest in the hope of making more money. By good fortune, indeed almost paradoxically, the pursuit of profit and short-term interest resulted in the creation of internationally admired works of timeless architectural beauty.

Since, therefore, the creation of Georgian cities was rarely the work of enlightened or altruistic artistic patrons or high-minded public benefactors but, rather, of private entrepreneurs embroiled in money-making exercises, it is fascinating to consider where the money for their schemes came from and who the investors actually were. The answer is complex in its fine detail but, broadly speaking, in times of economic confidence and flourishing trade following peace treaties – for example, after the Treaty of Utrecht of 1713 that terminated the War of the Spanish Succession, and the Peace of Paris in 1763 that put an end to the Seven Years’ War – virtually anyone with money to spare chose to invest in speculative house building. When the economy was buoyant and stable and demand for houses high, the returns for speculators seemed generous and certain. Those already making money in London’s most lucrative trades – for example, brewing, the river trades and port, the silk industry during the first half of the eighteenth century, and the construction industry itself – ploughed their profits into house building. And among these prime money-making ventures was the capital’s sex industry, which was one of the most valuable commercial activities in eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century London in terms of annual turnover.

This was not, of course, an industry that created wealth. It did not, as did the highly skilled silk industry for example, transform a humble raw material into a beautiful and financially valuable fabric. It was the service industry par excellence that distributed money into different strata of society and generated an estimated gross turnover of around £20 million per annum. In the late eighteenth century it vied in importance with brewing, construction, and the London docks, which in 1792 handled imports and exports worth around £27 million. Consequently, profits from the sex industry financed the development of whole sections of the city, so that – quite literally – much of Georgian London was built on the wages of sin.

It is extremely difficult to put the estimated annual turnover of London’s sex industry into economic context because the financial records of London’s prime eighteenth-century industries are now preserved only in a most fragmentary manner. But some idea of the financial magnitude of the industry, and the potential earning power of its workers, is revealed by the fact that a middling prostitute could, from the middle to late eighteenth century, expect to receive 2 guineas per assignation and so perhaps earn something over 400 guineas a year. In contrast, a labourer earned around £24 a year during the same period, and a journeyman tradesman – the city’s ordinary semi-skilled working man – earned little more than £50 a year, while a highly skilled master craftsman, such as a cabinetmaker, could not hope to earn much more than £200. And a general housemaid – the trade from which many prostitutes emancipated themselves – earned only £5 a year during the first half of the eighteenth century, making it easy to understand why so many young women resorted to the sex industry.1 ‘In addition, a large and well-appointed ‘Common’ house cost in the mid-eighteenth century – according to Isaac Ware in his Complete Body of Architecture – around £600 to build, suggesting that speculative building was an activity in which most reasonably affluent members of the sex industry could afford to indulge.

The estimated annual value of London’s sex industry can further be put into context if late-eighteenth-century tax revenues are considered. Until 1798, central government raised money from the population by taxing or charging duties on certain commodities or certain artefacts – for example, spirits, tea, hair-powder, watches and wall-paper – or by taxing property through the land and window taxes. But from 1798 there was an attempt to tax wealth more directly, and the idea of an income tax was launched: a graduated rate starting at two pence in the pound on incomes of between £60 and £200, and two shillings in the pound (or 10%) on annual incomes over £200. In the first year of this tax – 1799 – the government estimated revenue of £10 million but made less than £6 million.2 So the entire national annual revenue from income tax was, arguably, less than half the estimated annual value of London’s sex industry. The question, of course, is where the money came from, since it implies that by the end of the eighteenth century each of the sexually active male population of London and its environs was contributing, on average, £80 per annum to the sex industry. Given the generally low level of wages, this seems incredible, and either suggests that the £20 million per annum value of the sex industry is an overestimate or, more likely, reveals just how much the wealthier section of society was willing to pay for its pleasure.

But the sex trade did more than help fund the construction of the city. It created a rich new sub-division of society, made up of wealthy brothel-keepers, prosperous pimps and high-paid courtesans, who could afford to occupy fine houses, especially in fashionable, newly built areas such as Marylebone. Consistently from the mid-eighteenth century onward, social commentators calculated that one London woman in five was involved in some manner with the sex industry, with a former rake calculating in 1758 that there were as many as 62,500 prostitutes of various types in London and its environs. And even when this army of bawds, prostitutes or their ‘bullies’ did not lease entire houses, many were able to pay exceptionally high rents to landlords for part-occupation. In this way the profits from the sex industry were fed directly into, and bolstered, the wider economy of the city.

The sex industry played a significant role in the social life of Georgian London too. It was a sophisticated and well-organised enterprise that crossed class boundaries, overlapped with most aspects of daily life, and enjoyed a highly ambiguous relationship with the law. It also had a profound influence not only on the appearance of the city but on the fine arts generally. Indeed, much of London life was organised around the activities of the sex industry; thanks to the flesh trade, distinct and now long-forgotten purpose-designed building types such as hummums or bagnios appeared, and courtesans played the role of muse and model for painters such as William Hogarth and Sir Joshua Reynolds. London’s sex industry – a world of riches, high glamour and artistic invention, yet equally of tragedy, brutal abuse and disease – offered a mirror to society and was perceived to carry a moral message for the age. It intrigued and inspired writers like Daniel Defoe, John Gay, Jonathan Swift, Henry Fielding and William Blake, many of whom saw London’s underworld, which was deeply entwined with the illicit aspects of the sex industry, as a metaphor for, and reflection of, the equally corrupt and immoral worlds of politics and exploitative business. The only real difference was in the levels of accountability exerted in these parallel worlds. As John Gay observed in 1728, using one of the characters in his highly emblematic work The Beggar’s Opera as a mouthpiece: ‘the lower sort of people have their vices in a degree as well as the rich’, but only the poor ‘are punished for them’. Gay’s opera was a very direct criticism of the materialistic and supposedly highly corrupt government of Sir Robert Walpole, which the principal opposition paper The Craftsman termed in 1729 the ‘Robinocracy’ that ‘rules by Money, the root of all evils, and founds [its] iniquitous dominion in the corruption of the people’.3 It is hardly surprising perhaps that money-making vice should flourish in an age when many believed that corruption and greed emanated from the top.

But the sex industry was not only a metaphor for the political corruption of the day, it was also one of the activities that oiled the machinery of often dubiously wielded political power. For instance, the members of Sir Francis Dashwood’s Monks of the Order of St Francis of Medmenham – the most notorious of the eighteenth-century Hell Fire clubs – were rakes and sexual fantasists, but also mostly politicians and men of wealth, power and immense influence. Indeed Dashwood himself was, from 1762 to 1763, Chancellor of the Exchequer – perhaps one of the most unlikely the nation has ever known. Benjamin Franklin visited Dashwood during his visit to England in the early 1770s. He may have witnessed the antics of the club but clearly believed that Dashwood’s country retreat at West Wycombe would be a good place to meet the luminaries of Britain’s government in informal and relaxed circumstances. Franklin was right, for it was in this Hell Fire club – and others like it that were dedicated to sexual dalliance and drinking, and graced by cavorting harlots often dressed as masked nuns – that political decisions and alliances were made. It was a one-time member of Dashwood’s club – the radical politician and journalist John Wilkes – who was eventually imprisoned in 1768 for libelling the King in his organ the North Briton, as well as the Bishop of Gloucester in a pornographic and blasphemous poem entitled An Essay on Woman. Here, indeed, was a heady and volatile mix of politics, art and sex, and the consequences of this bizarre brew were to help change the political complexion of Britain forever (see Postlude).

It is not until the revolutionary and radical attitudes of the age to sex are appreciated – inspired as they were after the 1750s by new discoveries about ancient and primitive societies – that the symbolism, meaning and message of much eighteenth-century art – painting, architecture and garden design – can be fully understood. The sex industry was deeply paradoxical; it undermined conventional notions of morality and health, and in many respects was anti-social, brutalising, abusive and illegal – but it was also a great and productive social catalyst. It created wealth and employment, funded the construction, maintenance and occupation of swathes of the capital’s finest buildings, and was a crucial source of inspiration to a diverse body of artists.

The influence exerted by the Georgian sex industry also raises profound questions about the nature of the age and, most obviously, suggests the moral and spiritual uncertainty at its heart. Church-going decreased during the eighteenth century in comparison with peaks in attendance during the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, and people in general were more inclined to live for the thrill of the moment with the fear of divine retribution for immoral actions becoming ever less persuasive. The reasons for this are complex but include the fact that organised religion was increasingly seen as hypocritical and irrelevant, and had been challenged by the liberating ideas of the Enlightenment which put greater emphasis on individual freedom of conscience. In addition, new scientific and antiquarian discoveries offered a baffling array of beguiling intellectual novelties and accelerated the questioning of many traditional moral and theological certainties.

But this radical thinking had little, if any, influence on the most entrenched attitudes of the age, notably the social and legal inequality endured by women. Many were driven into the sex industry from sheer lack of opportunity in other walks of life or so as to gain economic independence in a male-dominated society, but if they fell foul of the law this endemic inequality meant that a blind eye was generally turned upon the prostitute’s client while she could, in certain circumstances, be punished. As Jeremy Collier, theatre critic and theologian, observed in 1705, ‘[I]s not this a sign [that] Sex is crept into the Administration and that we live under a Masculine government?’4 As the detailed researches of Randolph Trumbach have revealed, in Westminster and Middlesex in 1720, 427 women were arrested for sexually related crimes while, during the entire decade after 1720, only 402 men were arrested.5 During the eighteenth century, life became ever-more materialistic, in a sense more superficial, and to a startling degree this was reflected in Georgian urban architecture where houses were built to look beautiful so that they would be let more easily and profitably, but were not necessarily soundly constructed and certainly not built to last, with their life expectancy being no more than the length of the average building lease of 60–99 years. In London’s architecture, as with its sex trade, there was little of the spiritual or altruistic. Both were concerned with outward appearances, and primarily with profit.

In telling the story of the sex industry – a powerful but generally forgotten force behind the creation of Georgian London – this book gives voice to the long-forgotten ghosts of the city; it sees life in the metropolis through the eyes of those on the margins of society, from the perspective of the humble people who fall through the annals, almost unrecorded and unremembered. This history echoes the words and actions of the dispossessed, the ‘picaresque proletarians’, the outsiders and placeless poor who made up a large part of the population of Georgian London, who in many senses gave the city its distinct character, and who, through force of circumstances or perhaps from choice, formed the majority of the people involved in the capital’s sex industry.

So, in many ways, the history of London’s sex industry is the history of Georgian London’s poor and outcast communities. It is also, to a degree, a history of crime in the capital because the sex industry was the common link between all aspects of London life: the familiar path to perdition in this world and the next; the portal between high living and fashion, and low life and crime. And this story reveals that Georgian London, although vigorous and visually beautiful, was also a very savage place at times, far removed from the imagined world of grace and elegance. It was a city where, from time to time, homosexuals were hunted down and hanged, infamous women were stoned to death while pinioned in the pillory, prematurely brutalised child prostitutes thronged the main thoroughfares, and where the mob could indulge in uncontrollable acts of violence and mutilation of the sort described by one mother who, as she cradled the terribly beaten body of her son which retained ‘neither Eyes, nor Ears, nor Nose to be seen’, felt ‘his Brains [fall] into my Hand’.

It is the dramatic and paradoxical mix of different worlds, the counterpoints of beauty and of brutality, that characterise its life – and not least the exploitative yet inspirational role played by the sex industry – that make Georgian London a forever fascinating and incomparable city.
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‘The sexual highway’: the heart of mid-eighteenth-century London, based on John Rocque’s map of 1746. Key locations of the city’s sex industry are shown, notably the bagnios, taverns and coffee houses in and around the Covent Garden Piazza, and the great sexual highway running from the Royal Exchange in the east, via the north side of St Paul’s Cathedral, to Charing Cross and St James’s in the west. Along this highway, which was also the great thoroughfare of trade and commerce, harlots would patrol, pick up clients and have sex in the alleys and courts off Fleet Street, the Strand and in St James’s Park. London’s other great east–west highway – the promenade of death – led from Newgate Prison, via Holborn, St Giles and Oxford Street, to the scaffold at Tyburn.


PROLOGUE
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William Hogarth and The Harlot’s Progress

The most famous work of visual art to be provoked by London’s early-eighteenth-century sex industry is William Hogarth’s The Harlot’s Progress. The images and the story they convey are well known from the sets of engravings that were soon produced and widely circulated after Hogarth completed the series of six paintings in late 1731. He told the tale of innocence corrupted and its doleful consequences with immense visual punch, and the series was an instant popular success because the moral message it carried struck a chord with the public: it confirmed popular notions about the sex industry, its victims, villains and methods of operation.

This success was due largely to the fact that Hogarth gave the work a sense of immediacy, relevance and authenticity by drawing heavily on contemporary incident and scandal, and by referring to well-known characters and stories that the public would have recognised instantly. So the series, immensely rich in detail and anecdote – mixing up-to-the-minute facts with timeless myth – offers a fascinating insight into London’s sex industry of the era and forms an essential introduction to any study of the subject.

William Hogarth’s series of six paintings depicting The Harlot’s Progress were not all executed in 1731, for painting number three, showing a harlot in her humble dwelling in Drury Lane, was produced first, in 1730 – the development of a sketch showing a smiling harlot in a sordid garret preparing for her day’s work – and provided him with inspiration and incentive for the series. As George Vertue explained, Hogarth . . .

. . . began a small picture of a common harlot, supposed to dwell in drewry lane, just rising about noon out of bed, and at breakfast, a bunter waiting on her. – this whore’s deshabillé careless and a pretty Countenance & air. – this thought pleased many, some advised him to make another . . . which he did. Then other thoughts encreas’d, & multiplied by his fruitful invention, til he made six.1

The original paintings are long since lost, destroyed in a house fire in 1755, but Hogarth issued sets of engravings in 1732, with pirated editions appearing soon after, and it was due to the ready availability of prints that the series had such a widespread impact and became Hogarth’s first great success with what he came to call his ‘modern moral subjects’.2 As his biographer Jenny Uglow observes, ‘Hogarth, so often an illustrator of the news, had now, at thirty-four, become news himself.’3

The theme of the series, a harlot’s progress through the stages of her life, was not invented by Hogarth – it was ancient, emblematic and universal. It’s a morality tale in which the harlot symbolises the duality of life, of human nature – she is deeply desirable yet also an image of degeneration and disgust; she is a victim in the power of others yet can also exercise – or threaten with – power; she can be evil incarnate or a beautiful soul entombed within a once equally beautiful but gradually diseased and decaying body. As Jenny Uglow observes, ‘[S]he was always ambivalent, a creature of evil ambition or heart of gold.’4 The harlot is a timeless and fascinating subject and Hogarth’s great triumph, when depicting this myth, was skilfully to reinvigorate and reinforce the tale by reference to the life stories of well-known contemporary characters. But the greatest monster in his interpretation of this cautionary tale is not any single character but, in a sense, the city that is their stage – London – a vast, anonymous, hostile, soulless, wicked, all-devouring but also fatally attractive place that makes and breaks, that tempts, inflames, satisfies, yet corrupts and ultimately kills.

An innocent country girl – Moll Hackabout – is drawn to the city to make her fortune. She is duped into the sex trade by a bawd who procures her for the enjoyment of a notorious and amoral libertine. After her fall Moll accepts her fate, begins to enjoy her sudden wealth and fashionable status, and so, hardened and made cynical, she loses not only her virtue but also, gradually, her heart, her soul and her health. Moll descends through the stages of hell – becomes depraved, criminalised, poor, diseased – and dies lonely and unloved, a victim, a sacrifice, to the wickedness of the urban age. Contemporary convention suggested this was the penalty a harlot was expected to pay for having lived an immoral life even when – as Hogarth acknowledged – it was really through no fault of her own.

Some of Hogarth’s stern and moralising contemporaries argued that prostitutes who suffered like Moll got no more than the fate they deserved; others – like Jonathan Swift – thought it droll to mock them. His spitefully ironic verse upon ‘A Beautiful Young Nymph Going to Bed’, written in 1734, robs a harlot of any dignity and makes her ghastly afflictions appear merely ridiculous:

Corinna, pride of Drury Lane . . .
Returning at the Midnight Hour;
Four Stories climbing to her Bow’r;
Then, seated on a three-legg’d Chair,
Takes off her artificial Hair:
Now, picking out a Crystal Eye,
She wipes it clean, and lays it by.
Her Eye-Brows from a Mouse’s Hyde,
Stuck on with Art on either Side,
Pulls off with Care, and first displays ’em,
Then in a Play-Book smoothly lays ’em.

Prominent by its absence from most contemporary observation is well-argued criticism of the villains responsible for the downfall of women like Moll and Corinna – the men to whose unprincipled lusts they fell victim and to whose wealth and power they were subject. An exception is Richard Steele. In 1712 he wrote a few short pieces in the Spectator that, although somewhat sentimental, offered a defence of prostitutes and an indictment of the selfish and lustful men who were the cause of their initial ruin (see page 37).5

Hogarth, in this series, offers only implicit criticism of sexually predatory males but he does display great sympathy towards the plight of prostitutes and makes a point of revealing Moll’s redeeming characteristics. She was, he suggests, not only innocent at first but possessed an intensely romantic nature that made her particularly vulnerable. This point is made in the third image that shows Moll in her pauper’s bedroom with her pin-ups. They show heroic characters – both fictional and real – who chose to challenge society and, in very different ways, stood for liberty. It seems that Hogarth wants us – the viewer – to identity Moll with these anti-establishment victims rather than with degraded common harlots. There is ‘Captain Macheath’ – the devil-may-care highwayman hero of John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera – and Dr Henry Sacheverell who in 1709 had delivered a series of sermons attacking the Whig Government, notably for its toleration of religious dissenters. For his audacity Sacheverell was charged with, and convicted of, seditious libel. His stance may seem at first glance an anti-libertarian one but in the 1730s, when England was in the grip of what many saw as Whig corruption and abuse of power, this ultra-Tory preacher, who had died in 1724, became something of a hero, especially among Jacobites who wanted rid of the Whig-supported Hanoverian kings and the return of the Stuarts. This series of paintings – like much of Hogarth’s work – was not just a social or moral parable but also a powerful and direct commentary on contemporary politics.

The identities of several of the characters Hogarth incorporated into the six paintings – and which were indeed the medium of the moral message of the series – have long been disputed but, over the years, a consensus has emerged. One exception is the main character – Moll Hackabout – whose inspiration remains tantalisingly obscure. What seems clear is that she is a complex composite creation – inspired by both real and fictional characters – with clues to her true identity, or identities, hinted at by her name and her ‘history’ as depicted in the series. Moll was a common nickname for harlots or lawless women during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, in fiction and in fact – for example, Moll Cutpurse, Moll King, and, of course, Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders, who is clearly one of Hogarth’s inspirations from fiction. Another prototype from fiction – at least for the young Moll Hackabout in her blooming innocence in picture one – must have been Polly Peachum from Gay’s Beggar’s Opera, which had enjoyed immense popularity only a few years before Hogarth started the series (see page 331).6

His use of the name Moll suggests that, from painting one, he wanted to make it clear that the innocent country girl arriving at the City inn was pre-destined to be a harlot. The surname Hackabout is more particular and may in part have originated with a London whore called Kate Hackabout. She was the sister of a highwayman named Francis Hackabout who came to the public’s attention when he was tried at the Old Bailey on 28 February 1730 for assaulting and robbing Aaron Durel and George Bailey the month before. Hackabout, identified and taken while playing cards at the Anchor and Vine in Featherstone Street, Bunhill-fields, was only twenty-eight at the time, an ex-sailor and soldier and member of a notorious gang of thieves.7 He was found guilty, sentenced to death and hanged on 17 April 1730.8

Kate was also arrested and tried in 1730. Her crime was less dramatic: she was found guilty of keeping a disorderly house by the Westminster magistrate Sir John Gonson, who appears in painting three of the series and was a leading figure in the Society for the Reformation of Manners, founded in East London in 1691 (see page 472). Kate was sentenced to hard labour and is then lost to history. It seems her fate and family circumstances made an impact on Hogarth, although it is also possible that he simply took a fancy to such an expressive name – hack being a popular euphemism for harlot since hackney carriages were available for hire to all.

Other contemporary figures also undoubtedly had an influence on the shaping of The Harlot’s Progress. One was Colonel Francis Charteris, who appears in painting one. He was a notorious libertine, found guilty of rape in 1730 following a sensational trial (see page 311), sentenced to death but then reprieved owing to his connections and ability to offer large bribes to powerful men. Another possible influence was Ann Bond, the servant girl whom Charteris had raped and whose ordeal at the hands of her brutal and selfish master drew the public’s attention to the vulnerability of humble country girls trying to make a living in London. Her case was also a reminder of the manner in which many young women – seduced, rejected and friendless – entered the sex industry. Both these themes were, of course, touched on by Hogarth in The Harlot’s Progress. And then there was Sally Salisbury – the most famous London courtesan of the early decades of the eighteenth century – who achieved fame and fashion, if not exactly fortune, before being overtaken by disaster and dying in gaol in 1723/4 (see page 100). Sally was a phenomenon, famed for her high spirits and ready if earthy wit as well as her good looks, and her short and blazing life was certainly a morality tale in itself. She had been dead nearly ten years when Hogarth started work on the series, but it’s hard not to believe that she played a part in influencing the work’s narrative.9

Each of the six paintings in the series shows not only a different episode in the life, and fall, of Moll Hackabout but also distinctly different and characteristic parts of London. So the series sketches a brief outline of the areas of the capital where the sex industry operated, and – perhaps more to the point – implicates London itself in the fate that overtakes Moll, revealing it to be a city where sex and immorality are rife and ultimately destroy an innocent country girl. The moral punch, and message, of the series is massive.

Ronald Paulson has pointed out that the compositions of five of the six paintings appear to be inspired by Albrecht Dürer’s early-sixteenth-century woodcuts illustrating the life of the Virgin Mary and of Christ, and so parallel the suffering and death of the innocent girl with that of the Saviour and His Mother. For example, the scene in painting one showing Mother Needham procuring Moll while Colonel Charteris looks on, bears very close affinities in its composition with Dürer’s The Visitation, from his Life of the Virgin series, while painting three showing the scene in Drury Lane seems inspired by Dürer’s Annunciation. In the Bridewell scene in painting four Moll’s stance echoes Dürer’s Flagellation of Christ, and the composition of the last painting – showing Moll in her coffin – looks broadly similar to Dürer’s Last Supper.10

All this suggests most strongly that Moll Hackabout was not intended by Hogarth to represent a licentious harlot who merely gets her just desserts but that, on the contrary, she is an image of purity beset and destroyed by evil that is aided and abetted by a careless clergy, a venal aristocracy, quack doctors, ineffective laws and a brutal penal system. And all of this takes place within London – the Sodom of the modern age.

MOLL ARRIVES IN LONDON
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The first image in the series shows Moll arriving from the country at the Bell Inn near Cheapside – the great commercial street in the heart of the City and the eastern end of a well-known sexual thoroughfare running west to St James’s. So here, most appropriately, Moll starts her journey into London’s sex industry – a journey that does indeed finally carry her west into the deeply sordid, sexual terrain of Drury Lane. The very name of the inn – a pun on belle or beautiful young girl – is mildly diverting but also sinister. This is a world where nothing is what it seems. The inn, reassuring in its everyday bustle, is nothing less than a gateway to perdition, a place that, through the black arts of seduction and lies, transforms belles into harlots.

[image: Image]

PLATE 1 of The Harlot’s Progress by William Hogarth (1732). The innocent Moll Hackabout is procured by the bawd, supposedly Mother Needham, while the libertine Colonel Charteris looks on from the open door. A clergyman rides by, not noticing this scene of innocence being corrupted.

Moll, alone and vulnerable in the great bustling and heartless city, is easy prey for those with wicked intentions. Trusting and innocent, she is beguiled by an aged woman who looks respectable but is in fact a bawd. The woman smiles, not out of kindness but out of satisfaction, for she knows that this young girl is as good as hooked, ready to be served up to the middle-aged gentleman for whom she is procuring and who stands in a doorway nearby, casting an approving eye over Moll, perhaps even touching himself in his excitement. While the bawd extols Moll’s beauty and seduces her into London’s sex industry a clergyman, distracted by some scribbles on a piece of paper (a sermon . . . an amorous note?), turns his back on Moll and rides away. So much for the care of the Church!

The whole image is full of strange and curious clues to its underlying meaning and that of the entire series. A pile of pots teeters, foretelling the inevitable fall of Moll who at her breast wears a rose: ancient symbol of the Virgin Mary, the ‘rose without a thorn’ and epitome of purity. There is a goose bearing a label addressed to ‘my lofing cosen in Tems stret in London’ that sits in a basket besides Moll’s initialled trunk – on which the letter M could well signify that her name was originally Mary. Thames Street, in which Billingsgate Market stood, was a great thoroughfare of trade running parallel to the river. It contained the houses and warehouses of honest and industrious merchants and ‘citizens’ of the city. It seems Moll has relations there and is planning to make her way to them with a goodly gift, perhaps intending to settle there with them in safety. But she is hijacked and her life changed.

There is much to ponder over in the painting but the identity of the three main supporting characters is generally agreed. The watching man is Colonel Charteris, the infamous libertine sentenced to death in 1730 for raping a servant girl named Ann Bond. The man dancing around Charteris, looking to him for instructions, is said to be his pimp John Gourlay. The bawd is a portrait of Mother Needham, a famed procuress and keeper of harlots, who had procured Ann Bond for Charteris and who, while pinioned in the stocks in April 1731, was so violently stoned by the mob that she died three days after her ordeal.

Such violence reveals that bawds – the women who ran whores and bawdy-houses – were generally loathed (see page 42). Yet the public response to prostitution was ambivalent. Social reformers and upright justices might see it as a moral deviation that condemned a tolerant society to divine vengeance, but most people accepted prostitution as a way of life and, in certain quarters of London, were distinctly protective towards the profession. But, perhaps paradoxically, the public’s tolerance of working prostitutes was not extended to prostitutes turned bawds. Prostitution seems not to have been perceived as unequivocally evil, but recruiting for it was – no doubt because in popular opinion (as apparently in Hogarth’s) bawds often had recourse to lies and trickery to ensnare girls and then used threats and violence to retain them. They were perceived as a plague from which no young woman was safe, with entrapment being one of the daily hazards of life in Georgian London.

A testimony laid before the writer and magistrate Henry Fielding in 1752 revealed a common trick used to detain girls. A sixteen-year-old hatter’s daughter was decoyed into a bawdy-house and persuaded to take up the calling, being issued with flimsy clothing for which she signed an IOU for £5. The bawd then threatened that if the girl left the establishment before repaying the £5, she would have her imprisoned for debt. Saunders Welch, the high constable of High Holborn, claimed hundreds of girls were trapped in this way.11

MOLL THE HARLOT
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Scene two shows Moll some time after her arrival in London. She has, presumably, been seduced by Charteris, accommodated in Mother Needham’s bawdy-house in Park Place, St James’s, and is now the ‘kept’ mistress of a wealthy Jewish merchant. What’s immediately clear is that Moll has been corrupted – and she’s been enjoying the process. The sweet, intoxicating yet fatal atmosphere of the more affluent portion of London’s sex industry pervades this painting. The cosmetics that lie around suggest the artificial nature of Moll’s life: she is dressed in an ostentatious and affected manner; a mask on a table reveals that she has recently been to a masquerade – an event that was usually no more than a forum for arousingly anonymous sexual encounters – and she appears to be behaving in a particularly petulant manner. She’s kicking over a table, perhaps through high spirits or because she’s drunk, but more likely to distract her ‘keeper’ – in the background a lover is being shown out of the room by Moll’s discreet maid.

The pair of portraits hanging on the wall sets the tone of the scene. The merchant’s room features paintings of Woolston and Clarke, both of whom were freethinkers and Deists, regarded as enemies of Christianity – even as infidels – because they ridiculed the stories of Christ’s miracles and resurrection.12 The Jew’s room also contains two large canvases depicting stories from the Old Testament. One, entitled ‘Jonah, why art thou angry?’, shows the prophet raging against God because he has not destroyed Nineveh and the Gentiles as promised, while the other shows David dancing with his harp while Uzzah steadies the Ark and is stabbed in the back for this sacrilegious act by God’s priest. These actions are being echoed in the scene unfolding beneath the canvases where the Jew is engaged in balancing the toppling table. As Jenny Uglow explains, the paintings on the wall ‘undermine the Jew, presenting him as vengeful and tainted, but both also criticise the harshness of Old Testament justice and the cruelty of religious zeal. The Jew (like Moll) is an outsider and a victim of prejudice.’13
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PLATE 2 of The Harlot’s Progress. Moll is being kept by a Jewish merchant, but – through drink and high living – is seriously starting to misbehave. She kicks over a table to distract her ‘keeper’ while a lover is ushered out.

The fact that Moll’s startled keeper is a ‘wealthy Israelite’ suggests that the location of the scene is a house in or near Bevis Marks, or Duke’s Place, around Houndsditch and Aldgate, on the north-eastern edge of the City, where the richer Jewish merchants had congregated since being allowed by Oliver Cromwell to return openly to England in 1656. London’s small Jewish community played a significant role in London’s sex industry, or at least it evolved attitudes towards it that attracted the attention of writers and painters. In contrast to the boisterous and often brutal and ignorant British and Christian habitués of bagnios and bawdy-houses, the Jewish visitors were both respectable and respectful of the feelings of the women. A pamphlet published in 1736 entitled A Trip Through the Town contains one of the earliest known reference to Jewish libertines. It talks of ‘young Jews of the tribe of Mordecai’ visiting Covent Garden’s bawdy-houses ‘three or four times a week, particularly on Sundays . . . with Upright Gait, Morose Speech and pretty, smooth Countenance’.14 Sunday was popular with these young Sephardic Jews because the Sabbath ended at sundown on Saturday and they could make use of the Christian Day of Rest for their entertainment.

Indeed, perhaps because of this Jewish preference, Sunday became a most popular day for sexual adventuring in London. The German visitor F. W. Schütz observed in 1792 that ‘prostitutes parade the streets on Sundays, the same as on other days’ while ‘the tea-gardens are fuller of this class of women than on week-days’, and Voltaire when in England from 1726–9 noted in his Letters on England that on Sundays in London ‘no operas, no comedies and no concerts are allowed. Card playing is strictly forbidden. On these days people go to church, to the inns and to the prostitutes.’15 Voltaire was in a good position to observe the sexual habits of Londoners because from 1727–8 he lodged in Maiden Lane, Covent Garden, only a few doors away from Bob Derry’s notorious ‘Cyder Cellar’, frequented by such famous ladies of the town as Lucy Cooper (see page 237).

Why did Hogarth choose a Jewish keeper for Moll? Presumably because he wanted maximum contrast between the two of them. Jews were known for their sedate manner and considerate ways and taste, so set in this context, and with such a civilised and kind keeper, Moll’s intemperate and coarse behaviour would appear doubly shocking. The civilised behaviour of Jewish clients within the sex industry was vouched for by many observers. The Female Rake, published in 1736, suggested that Jews were popular in bawdy-houses because they displayed not only consideration but care – compassion even – for the girls:

Leave to young Levites that Praiseworthy Care
Of saving Souls by Vigil and by Prayer.

By the 1760s and 70s, a bawd named Charlotte Hayes went out of her way to attract to her fashionable ‘nunnery’ in St James’s ‘rich Levites . . . from Bevis Marks’, and included among her clients one of the richest members of London’s Jewish community: Gideon Abudiente, better known as Sampson Gideon, a banker and one of the founders of the Stock Exchange. Charlotte particularly admired her Jewish clients’ generosity to her ‘nuns’, who were treated ‘with the greatest Civility, usually rewarding them with Golden Guineas’.16

THE HARLOT APPREHENDED
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Scene three shows a ramshackle garret in a house that is apparently meant to be in Drury Lane, Covent Garden – a location notorious throughout the eighteenth century as the haunt of poorer prostitutes. A clue to the location is the name of a tavern in Drury Lane engraved on a pewter tankard that Moll has apparently appropriated and that appears in the bottom right-hand corner of the image. Her progress has been decidedly downhill since the previous vignette. She has clearly fallen from indulged kept woman to common prostitute, plying for trade in one of London’s most dissolute districts. The imagery and symbolism in this scene is incredibly rich and far-reaching – really telling a story in itself and suggesting that this work was indeed initially conceived as a stand-alone painting.

There is still much speculation about the meaning of many details in it. Does the cat’s posture, superficially harmless and characteristic, also carry a particular and crude message, implying a type of sexual congress that was a capital offence if proven in court but which greatly reduced the risk of an unwanted pregnancy? And what is the meaning of the pointed hat and birch or scourge of twigs that hang above Moll’s bed? Is it a witch’s hat and was she expected to role-play for her clients? Does she perhaps give and receive flagellation? Is this intended to reveal the increasing depth of her moral descent?

A clue is given by a small plaster of Paris panel, dating from 1740–50, which once embellished an upper-floor fireplace in the Cheshire Cheese Tavern off Fleet Street (see page 174). It shows a pair of prostitutes kneeling to either side of a man – who is naked from the waist down and tumescent – with one of them beating his exposed buttocks with a scourge of twigs identical to that depicted hanging in Moll’s bedroom.17
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Plate 3 of The Harlot’s Progress. Moll has become a common prostitute in lodgings in Drury Lane. A birch hanging on the wall is indicative of depravity, while the pin-ups beside the bed reveal Moll’s romantic and libertarian spirit.

Other details and scenes in the print tell more direct stories. The presence of the syphilitic maid – with her nose destroyed by the disease – is a clear warning of the fate that awaits Moll. Indeed, medicines littered around suggest that she is already in the early stages of infection. The men bursting into the room are led by Sir John Gonson, a Westminster magistrate notorious in the 1720s and 1730s for his campaign against prostitutes and the keepers of bawdy- and disorderly houses. He has clearly come with constables or bailiffs to arrest Moll for an offence connected with prostitution or debt, but his posture suggests he is surprised – or moved – by what he sees. Is it the scourge that for a moment stops him in his tracks or is it Moll’s state of bewitching undress? And is Hogarth making a critical point here about the real motives of self-appointed guardians of other’s morals?

Knowing his sharp eye for irony and hypocrisy, the scene perhaps suggests that Gonson was obsessed with the suppression of the sex industry because he himself was sexually obsessed; a man who saw evil in all about him because he was consumed with guilt over his own evil thoughts. A man who was himself aroused by the very thing he sought to deny others. Hogarth seems to be suggesting that Gonson, a self-appointed moral crusader and leader of the 1720s and 30s witch-hunt against harlots and homosexuals, was not so much an authority figure as a ridiculous, almost comic one – had his actions not been so harmful to others.

The depiction of Moll herself is perplexing: at once sexually beguiling in her dishevelled attire, squalid, and almost painfully vulnerable. She is the fallen virgin on the abyss of oblivion (an analogy suggested by the presence of a small oval image of the Virgin near the bed), the victim of the immoral city, the sacrificial lamb awaiting slaughter. This association is suggested most firmly by Hogarth because hanging above the bed is a picture of Abraham about to sacrifice his son Isaac. Abraham’s arm is being stayed by an angel. Will Moll similarly be spared by divine intervention? It seems hardly likely since the only use in her world for a ‘Pastoral Letter’ – presumably from the Rector of St Paul’s, Covent Garden to his wayward parishioners – is as a wrapping for a morsel of food. As in the first painting in the series, Hogarth seems to be showing little faith in the words or actions of men of the Church.

Moll’s action as she lies in bed is also significant. She is admiring a watch. This scene would have had a particular meaning to the early-eighteenth-century observer because a gold or silver watch was almost the badge of a harlot’s office. All prostitutes aspired to own and display a good and ornamental watch. But Moll’s toying with the watch here could carry additional or alternative meanings. It could perhaps be illustrating her fall by emphasising the link between common prostitution and common crime – Moll could either have stolen this watch from a client or it could be plunder given to her by the man whose labelled wig box is stored above her head. The name on the box opens a further window into Hogarth’s mind, helps reveal his intentions when painting the original canvas and links this imagined scene to the real world. The wig box belongs to James Dalton.

Born in 1702, Dalton came from the criminal underworld. His father was hanged in 1721 for highway robbery, his mother and step-father transported, and in due course James himself became the ‘captain’ of a gang of footpads based in St Giles-in-the-Fields – in the early eighteenth century a notorious criminal underworld or ‘rookery’ – a serial offender with a string of convictions.18 In May 1728 an advertisement appeared for a pamphlet that claimed to be ‘a promiscuous mixture of iniquity, ingenuity and facetious drollery being a genuine narrative of all the street robberies committed by James Dalton and his accomplices’. Dalton was clearly on his way to becoming something of a public figure, although not quite in the heroic mould of Jack Sheppard who had soared to fame four years earlier with his series of spectacular gaol breaks.

The pamphlet, a copy of which survives in a volume of tracts in the British Library, is dated 1728 and includes ‘some merry songs of Dalton’s’ that refer to his ‘biting the Women of the Town’, to his ‘detecting and exposing the Mollies [homosexuals], and a Song which is sung at the Molly-Clubs’.19 So Dalton seems to have amused himself by abusing prostitutes and persecuting and mocking homosexuals. The advertisement also promised information on Dalton’s accomplices ‘who were tried this session, and against whom Dalton (called their captain) and Neaves were admitted Evidences’. In an attempt to save himself Dalton had evidently turned King’s Evidence – betraying his own gang.

It would seem that this pamphlet was intended to ridicule, expose and belittle Dalton – and may also have been intended to present him as conceited and foolish because the advertisement announces that this vainglorious and damaging document was not only ‘taken from the mouth of James Dalton’ but also ‘to be had of James Dalton, in Wood Street Compter’.20 Dalton, in short, appears to have been in possession of a satirically and ironically minded enemy, determined to mock him to death. Perhaps the author of the pamphlet wanted to use Dalton – the real and ignorant career criminal – as an antithesis for the romantic fictional criminal Captain Macheath. Quite why his name should feature in this glimpse of Moll Hackabout’s reduced circumstances is rather puzzling, however.

What is certain is that on 16 January 1730 Dalton was sent to gaol yet again, this time for a ‘Great Misdemeanour’ in assaulting a Dr Mead with intent to rob him. Dalton was gaoled for three years and while inside was fingered for an earlier crime by a man named John Waller. Dalton was duly charged. At his trial, which took place on 8 April the same year, Waller claimed that while passing across a field between Tottenham Court and Bloomsbury, he was threatened with a pistol by Dalton and robbed.21 The accused, while admitting to other crimes, denied this particular one and was adamant in his denunciation of Waller who, Dalton claimed, was a ‘man of vile character, a common Affidavit man that was lately out of Newgate [and] as great a rogue as himself’. But since Waller had ‘positively sworn the fact’, the jury chose to believe him and Dalton was found guilty and duly hanged at Tyburn on 12 May 1730.

This was not, however, the end of the affair. Dalton had been correct when he accused Waller of being an ‘Affidavit man’ – that is, someone who denounced fellow criminals by means of a sworn statement in return for a favour or reward. In May 1732 Waller was found guilty of perjury and given a sentence that included being pilloried in Seven Dials – a punishment that had terrible and grisly consequences (see Appendix 1).

What did this story mean to Hogarth and why should he choose to refer to James Dalton in his painting? We will, of course, never know for sure, but this reference does suggest that Hogarth started this first painting after 12 May 1730 when Dalton was hanged. In that year the characters who were to feature in the subsequent series were cast before Hogarth in rapid succession and in the most dramatic and public of circumstances: Francis Charteris was condemned to death in February 1730 after a sensational trial in which he was found guilty of raping Ann Bond; Francis Hackabout was executed in March, James Dalton in May, and Elizabeth Needham was stoned to death by a mob in April 1731. Easy to see how an artist’s imagination could be fired by such events. Tempting, too, to see Hogarth’s reference to Dalton as implied criticism of an incompetent legal system that could allow a man to be executed on the testimony of a perjurer.

True, it was not until Waller was convicted in May 1732 that the strong possibility Dalton had been the victim of a miscarriage of justice was raised – and by then the six paintings of The Harlot’s Progress had been completed. But the point is that the engravings had not yet been completed. These – executed by the artist himself – appeared later in the year. It is possible that Hogarth added the Dalton reference to the engraving of painting three at this stage, the series’ commentary on society’s ills continuing even after the paint had dried on the last canvas. Sadly, in the absence of the original paintings, it is now impossible to confirm the presence or absence of Dalton’s name in 1731, which will remain one of the minor mysteries of Hogarth’s art.

THE HARLOT IN PRISON
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Scene four shows Moll confined in the Bridewell, the prison located on the Fleet River, just south of Fleet Street. Surrounded by low company, she beats hemp as part of her punishment. Hogarth emphasises the corruption of the place and the whole penal system by showing that those employed to supervise the imprisoned criminals are themselves no better. While the stern gaoler orders Moll to work harder, his ill-visaged wife has designs on the harlot’s fine clothes and is clearly planning to rob her. In the background is a graffito image of a man hanging from a gallows. A name is scrawled near the image: Gonson. Evidently some of the prisoners, and Hogarth, blamed Gonson and the agents provocateurs of the Society for the Reformation of Manners for their plight.

A scene uncannily similar to that depicted here was described – and given documentary credence – by a French visitor to London, César de Saussure, who in the late 1720s visited the ‘Bridewell or House of Correction . . . at Tottlefields, near Westminster’. Saussure describes in a letter to his family how he and a friend . . .

. . . entered a big court, on one side of which was a low building containing about thirty or forty robbers, pickpockets etc, male and female, occupied in beating out flax . . . with a large and heavy wooden mallet. On one side of the room were the men and on the other women, and between these two lines walked the inspector, or Captain Whip ’em [who] held a long cane in his hand . . . and whenever one of the ladies was fatigued and ceased working he would rap them on the arms, and in no gentle fashion.

Among these female prisoners Saussure observed ‘a fine, tall, handsome and well-dressed creature [who] wore a magnificent silk dress brocaded with flowers’ and was the object of the Captain’s particular attention . . .
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Plate 4 of The Harlot’s Progress. Moll is confined in the Bridewell and obliged to beat hemp. The gaoler looks on sternly, while his wife, with designs on Moll’s fine dress, is clearly no more than a criminal herself.

. . . he made her arms quite red with the little raps he gave her with his cane . . . it was a most curious contrast, this handsome girl or woman in rich clothes, looking like a queen and having a mallet in her hand, with which she was forced to beat out hemp, and that in such a way that she was covered with large drops of perspiration. I confess that this sight made me quite unhappy.

Enquiring about her crime, he was informed that ‘she had stolen a watch from her lover, and that it was not her first visit, for she always stole everything she could lay hands on’.

Passing along the room Saussure saw ‘a young girl from fifteen to sixteen years of age, extremely beautiful, she seemed a mere child, and was touching to look at’. He asked her why she was imprisoned and she replied, ‘Alas, because of my tender heart.’ Her story was that she ‘was a prisoner through having helped one of her comrades to steal some guineas from one of her lovers [and] had been seized and brought to Bridewell’. So the beautiful creature was a thieving child prostitute.

Her looks and plight deeply engaged Saussure’s sympathy. He discovered that she was being detained indefinitely because she owed the establishment a crown for extra food, and unless this was paid ‘she expected never to get out’. Saussure and his friend were captivated by the way the girl ‘related all this sad story with tears and in such a touching way’, and were so horrified by her harsh treatment that eventually they paid what she owed so that ‘she could be liberated at once from this house of sorrows’. Before they parted Saussure exhorted the girl ‘to lead a better life, and she vowed she would’. But she was, of course, a cunning young jade. A couple of months later, ‘being at the play’, Saussure ‘saw this little creature in one of the principal boxes, dressed like a duchess and more beautiful than ever’.22

The memorable image of the hapless Moll beating hemp while so well attired provoked a number of contemporary speculations as to her real identity. As Jenny Uglow notes, the Grub Street Journal thought Moll was inspired by Mary Muffet, ‘a well-known Drury Lane character committed to hard labour in Tothill Fields Bridewell in 1730 where she was reported as “now beating hemp in a gown very richly laced with silver”’.23

NEARING THE END
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Scene five of The Harlot’s Progress depicts Moll out of gaol, back in tumbledown lodgings and dying of syphilis. Her deformed maid is still with her, and now there is also a child who seems to be behaving in a distracted manner. Perhaps Hogarth is suggesting that the infant is congenitally deranged – a victim in the womb of his mother’s disease. It’s a gloomy scene. Two doctors squabble pointlessly over the best cure for Moll’s terminal illness. One is Richard Rock, whose name is written on an advertisement – evidently used as wrapping paper – for his anti-venereal grand specific pills. The other is the famed quack Dr Jean Misaubin, and the dispute seems to be over whether the best treatment for Moll is the mercury pills, cupping or bleeding. All were, of course, useless, although Moll’s bandaged jaw suggesting toothache seems to indicate that she’s already been dosed with mercury, for the loosening of teeth and gum disease were among the side-effects of mercury treatment.24 While this furious yet futile debate proceeds, a woman – Moll’s landlady perhaps – ransacks her chest.
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Plate 5 of The Harlot’s Progress. Moll is dying in shabby lodgings while doctors quarrel over their competing cures for syphilis and the landlady, or bawd, rifles through Moll’s possessions.

The only slightly hopeful aspect to the scene is that the maid remains loyal and protective towards Moll and a perforated Passover biscuit – ‘Jew’s Bread’ – hangs by the door as a fly-trap. This appears to suggest that Moll’s former protector – the Jewish City merchant – still takes an interest in her, paying for her medical care and these modest lodgings.

MOLL’S DEATH
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The final scene depicts Moll’s end. She is dead – unloved and among mostly careless and false friends, gathered in a decaying room. It’s a devastating image in which virtually no one is spared. Moll lies in a coffin that also serves as a bar counter, and carries a plate declaring that she died on 2 September 1731 at the age of just twenty-three. Around the coffin sit or stand a dismal collection of people – mostly, it would appear, fellow prostitutes. One – identified as the ‘demi-mondaine’ Elizabeth Adams, who was executed for theft in 173725 – appears to be enjoying the attentions of a clergyman who has his hand firmly inserted up her skirt and, in his excitement, spills his strategically placed flute of brandy in bawdily symbolic manner. Clearly such a cleric – intent on worldly pleasure – could offer no spiritual consolation or guidance. From the very start Moll has been let down by the Church; in scene one a parson fails to intervene as she is being procured, and here, in death, the officiating clergyman wants only to grope a hussy.

One of the supposedly mourning prostitutes attracts the attention of the undertaker while another complains of a wounded finger and, in the background, yet another of the company stares into the mirror, perhaps pondering a facial sore that is probably the result of venereal disease. In front of the coffin sits Moll’s son, playing with a top, seemingly unaware of what is going on around him. But there are three people who appear genuinely affected: Moll’s bawd – identified as Mother Bentley26 – drowns her sorrow in brandy, if only for this lost source of income; Moll’s loyal maid looks on aghast at the disrespectful behaviour of the clergyman; and, in the very centre of the composition, a young harlot stares spellbound at Moll in her coffin – literally coming face to face with her own future.
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Plate 6 of The Harlot’s Progress. Moll lies dead in her coffin, surrounded by careless prostitute companions and a distracted clergyman. One mourner seems moved – a young whore who, looking at Moll, perceives her own likely fate.

The challenge posed to the spectator by these details in the final painting is essentially a refinement of the challenge posed by the series as a whole: what will you do to help save this girl, all such girls, from the cruelty and corrupting immorality of London life?


ACT ONE
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SEX IN THE CITY
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The Nature of the Sex Industry

During the eighteenth century London had more prostitutes plying their trade on the open streets, over a greater proportion of the city, than could be found anywhere else in Europe. Prostitution was rife in Paris and in Amsterdam, but there it was more discreet, controlled and contained. This startling difference, and especially the quantities of patrolling street prostitutes, earned London an evil reputation.

A book published in 1734 evokes a memorable image of London street life:

When a person unacquainted with the Town passes at night thro’ any of our Principal Streets, he is apt to wonder whence the vast body of Courtezans, which stand ready, on small Purchase, to obey the Laws of Nature, and gratify the Lust of every drunken Rake-hell, can take its Rise. Where the Devil do all those B—ches come from? being a common Fleet Street phrase . . . when each revolving Evening sends them up from White-Chapel to Charing-Cross.

The publication is called Pretty Doings in a Protestant Nation and its author – apparently – a French Dominican named Father Poussin who is said to have ‘resided six and thirty years in Great Wild-Street, near Drury Lane’. The book claims to offer ‘a view of the Present State of Fornication, Whorecraft and Adulteration in Great Britain’ and was ‘inscribed to the Bona-Roba’s . . . of Covent-Garden; and to the Band of Petticoat Pensioners’. So popular was this publication that it was reissued, almost verbatim, fifteen years later under the title Satan’s Harvest Home, with the contents being described
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