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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

The City and the City 
 
 
 London!—that great large place!—nobody—not even Mr. 

Bumble—could ever find him there! He had often heard 
… that no lad of spirit need want in London; and that there 
were ways of living in that vast city, which those who had 
been bred up in country parts had no idea of. It was the 
very place for a homeless boy, who must die in the streets, 
unless some one helped him. As these things passed 
through his thoughts, he jumped upon his feet, and again 
walked forward. 

—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist 
 
 
 It is interesting … to see how far out in England it is 

necessary to go before regional and provincial appear to 
begin. 

—Raymond Williams, Keywords:  
A Vocabulary of Culture and Society 

 
The City of the Province 

 
The city exerted a singular hold upon the Victorian imagination. The dramatic changes of 

urbanization in the nineteenth century that transformed Britain from a rural nation into a 

predominantly urban one constituted the backdrop against which were played out the dramas of 

politics, commerce, culture. Yet critical discussions of the literature of this period only partially 

reflect these shifts of sweeping, unprecedented scale: the subgenre designated as “urban 

fiction”—identified primarily by the London-centric work of such writers as Charles Dickens 

and George Gissing, and perhaps to a lesser degree by the tales of industrial towns of Elizabeth 

Gaskell—misleadingly endorses a conflation of the urban with the city. In other words, the 

category, by narrowly depending for its parameters on the built environment of cities, obscures 

the deeper, far-reaching mechanisms that pervaded and rendered Victorian Britain as a whole 
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urban. This one-sided emphasis on symptoms, rather than underlying dynamics, thus belies what 

was in reality a continuous process of the comprehensive reorganization of society at every level 

and in every sphere; such a siloed approach at best presents an incomplete picture and at worst 

reinforces a false, static narrative that reductively shapes our understanding of the urban 

infrastructure—both physical and imaginative—of nineteenth-century Britain.  

The City Elsewhere: The Urban Form of the Victorian Provincial Novel shows how this 

context of all-encompassing urbanization permeated nineteenth-century British literature with an 

inescapably urban dimension. In particular, I contend that provincial novels, the subgenre 

seemingly most removed from the settings of cities, are to be construed as urban fiction on 

account of their unavoidable entanglement in the totalizing logics of urbanization. I draw from 

literary scholars such as Raymond Williams and theorists of space and the urban such as Henri 

Lefebvre and David Harvey, among others, to foreground the processes driving the socio-spatial 

configurations that comprise urbanization—and of which, it is worth noting, the fixed 

settlements of cities are but one type of visible manifestation. By spotlighting processes, and the 

shifting relations that they necessarily invoke, I make the case for reading provincial novels as 

yet another iteration of urban fiction, or stories of what I term the “city elsewhere.” In so 

doing—by enlarging the scope of the urban to include the provinces as much as cities—I propose 

a revision to the master narrative of urban transformation in nineteenth-century Britain as an 

exclusively city-based affair. The project thus challenges the prevailing perception of provincial 

novels as quaint, nostalgic, out of touch with the period’s reality of an increasingly fast-paced, 

integrated world; on the contrary, this focus on the provinces enables a singular vantage point 

from which to grasp more fully the spectrum of the dynamism of the urban process and its 

tensions, complexities, contradictions. 
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In effect, what I am proposing is a revision of the long-standing interpretation of the 

Victorian provincial novel as opposed to, or sharply contrasting with, urban fiction. By 

foregrounding the subgenre’s inevitable involvement in, and engagement with, the urbanizing 

changes that transformed the whole of Victorian Britain, I show how it enfolds the consciousness 

of this entanglement and the impingement of modernity into its narratives of locality and 

community. Central to this argument is David Harvey’s useful distinction between “city” and 

“urbanization”: whereas the former relies on an absolute conception of space that sees cities as 

static, settled spatial forms, the latter allows for a more capacious, relational understanding of the 

social processes involved in the production of spaces designated as cities. In other words, the 

substrate movements that he spotlights that drive the formation of cities are indispensable for the 

comprehension of the amplitude of the urban condition—which, I argue, defines the provinces as 

much as cities. According to Harvey,   

Urbanization must then be understood not in terms of some socio-organizational entity 

called ‘the city’ (the theoretical object that so many geographers, demographers and 

sociologists erroneously presume) but as the production of specific and quite 

heterogeneous spatio-temporal forms embedded within different kinds of social action. 

Urbanization, understood in this manner, is necessarily constitutive of as well as 

constituted by social processes. It loses its passive qualities and becomes a dynamic 

moment in overall processes of social differentiation and social change. (“Cities” 52) 

This emphasis on urbanization rather than cities, shifting processes rather than fixed forms, 

provides the conceptual anchorage for this project, whose overarching aim lies in demonstrating 

how the seeming non-cities of the provinces were, contrary to their imagined, constructed 

difference, yet another domain of the urban. 
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Thus this dissertation operates with a double valence: it is attuned at once to the intensity 

of the urbanizing changes of the nineteenth century that spawned new living conditions and 

social relations in cities as well as their subtle, more gradual imprint on the so-called outlying 

provinces that registered such developments from a distance. Indeed, part of my aim lies in 

attending to the ways in which this remote situatedness enabled the writers that I discuss to 

reclaim their provincialism—a term, as I show in the first chapter, that was often inflected with 

dismissive or disparaging value judgments—as a crucial means of parsing with more nuance the 

modernizing currents engulfing British society more broadly; to paraphrase, they harnessed this 

spatiotemporal remove to recast issues or concerns pertaining to the nation at large in terms of 

the more concrete level of the local. From this perspective, the provincial reveals itself to be a 

remarkably capacious imaginative space capable of absorbing and accommodating what appears 

to be the oppositional scales of rural and urban, provincial and metropolitan, local and national, 

even global. In this way, while the provinces acquired more pronounced shape as a result of the 

prodigious rate of urbanization, far from passively accepting the relegation to the status of 

distant, sleepy backwaters, in the hands of the provincial novelists I analyze, they are rendered 

fertile sites for critical engagement with the urbanizing changes from which they emerge. From 

this angle, the idea of London that structures Oliver Twist’s spatial imagination in the epigraph to 

this introduction and bears the material consequences of prompting his footsteps cityward is 

significant for what it reveals about the orphan boy’s “country parts” as much as the metropolis’s 

powerful pull. 

This continuation or interpenetration between city and country, metropolis and province, 

underlies the main thrust of this project, which seeks to demonstrate the ways in which the urban 

formed a constitutive, rather than antithetical, component of provincial novels. This is in keeping 
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with Asa Briggs’s observation of urbanization as the crux of the Victorian worldview: “What the 

Victorians said about cities illuminates what they thought and felt about much else. Yet it was the 

fact that they lived in the cities—or chose not to live in them—which dominates Victorian social 

history” (Victorian Cities 80). Yet, as Raymond Williams influentially argues in his classic study 

The Country and the City (1973), this ineluctable interdependence has been mystified into 

contrasting images of city and country; this dichotomy, whose enduring hold over, and 

reproduction through, the literary imagination he examines is a reaction to the upheavals of 

modernization and industrial capitalism. He asserts, “[T]he contrast of country and city is one of 

the major forms in which we become conscious of a central part of our experience and of the 

crises of our society” (289). In particular, the nineteenth-century stands out in his account as a 

pivotal stage in history, during which this division between city and country was not only sharply 

heightened but further took on global dimensions coextensive with the British Empire: “[F]rom 

at least the mid-nineteenth century, and with important instances earlier, there was this larger 

context [the rebuilding of the ‘traditional relationship between city and country … on an 

international scale’] within which every idea and every image was consciously and 

unconsciously affected” (280-81 emphasis mine). Thus, even within the long history of the 

dialectical relationship between city and country, nineteenth-century Britain occupies a unique 

position for not only the unprecedented scale of the physical transformation of urbanization, but, 

more profoundly, the totalizing intensification of a paradigm patterned according to the 

bifurcation of space into city and country. 

It is this constructed opposition, whose striking amplification in the nineteenth century 

further structured the oppositions of society/ nature, progress/tradition, past/future, even 

metropole and colony—in essence, an entire Weltanschauung—that this dissertation explores 
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from the vantage point of urbanization as a process: my argument, to reiterate, is that the 

dynamics that drive urbanization necessarily, inevitably implicate city and country, thus 

rendering all aspects of society urban, and imbue the imaginative infrastructure of novels, 

even—or especially—those that seem at first blush to be purposely, self-consciously set at a 

distance from cities, with an urban dimension. To this end, this project focuses on a collection of 

Victorian provincial novels, or the subgenre of nineteenth-century fiction that is primarily 

identified by its being not of the metropolis—that is, the center of action, development, historical 

change—to trace the urban process that these works encode, engage with, work anew. As this 

formulation gestures, the overarching conceit of provincial novels consists of an 

acknowledgement of the presence of the metropolis; put another way, formally and thematically, 

provincial novels hinge upon the recognition of distance from—and, more importantly, relation 

to—the metropolis from which the provinces differ, culturally and geographically. The result, 

accordingly, is a literary form that is already urban. Thus, by foregrounding less the entity of 

cities and more the process of urbanization, as well as the peculiar stamp of the ascendancy of 

the metropolis on the Victorian imagination, this project makes the case for reading provincial 

novels as urban fiction. Specifically, by showing how the former ought more properly, profitably 

to be construed as belonging to the latter, my aim is to enrich our appreciation of both categories 

as distinctive outgrowths of urbanization, of whose thoroughgoing transformation of nineteenth-

century British society provincial novels provide a valuably diverging, if heretofore less 

prominently acknowledged, record. In contradistinction to novels set in the city (most often 

London), and thus defined by its perimeters, provincial novels, as narratives that index the 

urbanizing changes from afar, contribute to a more diverse, ultimately more wide-ranging frame 

of understanding of the ways in which writers imaginatively engaged with the nature, effects, 
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and experience of the urban process. As testimonies to the sociospatial development of urban 

spaces beyond the city, they are urban stories, provincially told: they bespeak the city elsewhere.  

 

Nineteenth-Century Urbanization 
 
Nineteenth-century Britain serves as the necessary starting point for any study whose 

scope of interest includes the modern city as it emerged from the urban process under capitalism 

and the imprint of this historical change upon the literary imagination. The numbers that bear 

witness to the scale of the physical transformations of urbanization are worth rehearsing: 

famously, according to census figures, by 1851, Britain became the first predominantly urban 

society in the world, with the majority of the population residing in cities and large towns than in 

the countryside. This landmark is based on the 1851 definition of “town” as settlements with a 

population of 2,500 or more, which leads Simon Gunn to observe, “If the minimal level of 

population to qualify as a ‘town’ is set at 10,000 rather than 2,500, as in 1851, then Britain could 

not be described as predominantly urban before 1871” (240). Likewise, F. M. L. Thompson notes 

the slipperiness bound to bedevil any effort to pinpoint with exactitude key indicators in the 

urban process: “The truth is, however, that the concept of urban society as a homogeneous and 

autonomous sector of society is too much of an abstraction for it to be sensible to attempt to 

construct an urban chronological framework which is independent of the conventional 

periodisation employed in discussing the broader context of economic, political, technological, 

and demographic changes and developments within which urban society was shaped” (14). 

Ultimately, whichever calibration method is used, what is most worth bearing in mind is the fact 

of their consistency in painting a general picture of rapid urbanization that continued unabated 

over the course of the century, so much so that “at some point in the nineteenth century, closer to 
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1881 than 1851, urban society became the normal setting of more than half of the British people, 

and that by 1914 it so dominated the nation that in figures, if not in sentiment, it was the nation” 

(Thompson 33). Similarly, P. J. Waller reinforces, “Urban culture … seemed omnipotent. Even 

by mid-Victorian times the urban portion of the population was so preponderating that the nation 

seemed really one city with one mind” (22).  

I reiterate these accounts less to stress the fact of the dramatic outcomes of urbanization 

in the nineteenth century, which is a commonplace, but more to capture the continuously 

unfolding nature of the urban process during the period: in other words, while there is more or 

less unanimous agreement that Victorian Britain became an “urban society” at mid-century, such 

pronouncements risk neglecting or overshadowing the fact that its history is urbanization, prior 

to and following such demographically-designated thresholds. This emphasis on the century-long 

trajectory of urbanization achieves two purposes: it not only keeps the process of urbanization—

its ongoingness, shifting contours—front and center, but also helpfully prepares the way for 

thinking about the ways in which conceptions of space were also in a state of constant flux—

which, in turn, informed spatial relations among settlements of various types and sizes. For 

instance, such excerpts as the following demonstrate an attention to broader structural changes 

rather than watershed moments: “The urban population increased both absolutely and in relation 

to the rural one. The population of urban districts with over 5,000 inhabitants increased from 2.3 

millions in 1801 to 19.7 millions in 1891. By 1901 some twenty-five million people, 77 per cent 

of the population, lived in urban districts.” Or, according to another metric: “In the century 

before 1901 the numbers living in cities of at least 50,000 inhabitants, had grown from 1.46 

millions to 15.1 millions. By one estimate 21.3 per cent of Englishmen had lived in towns of 

20,000 or more inhabitants in 1801, but the figure had reached 61.7 per cent by 1891” (Coleman 
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1). I cite this statistical snapshot because it frames the sweeping changes of urbanization and the 

steep rise in the urban population in relational terms, that is, vis-à-vis its rural counterpart: in this 

way, it implicitly acknowledges urbanization as a more expansive operation driving the 

reorganization of the nation as a whole, rather than only pertaining to a specific sector of society 

recognized as cities. Thus the aim of this section has been to recast the familiar narrative of 

nineteenth-century urbanization—the staggering numbers that attest to agglomerations of 

unprecedented scale and density—as one in which non-cities were also inexorably pulled: 

urbanization, when viewed through the double lens of process and relational change, reveals 

itself to be as much about the country or province as the city.  

 

The City in Victorian Studies 
 
Undeniably, because of the centrality of urban transformation in the nineteenth century, 

the city has been—and continues to be—a key locus of Victorian scholarship. The 1960s, during 

which urban culture and history came to be recognized as a specific field of study, saw, among 

others, the publication of Lewis Mumford’s magisterial The City in History: Its Origins, Its 

Transformations, and Its Prospects (1961), which traces the evolution of urban forms throughout 

human civilization with an eye toward delineating future possibilities of urban life (3). Asa 

Briggs’s Victorian Cities (1963), as the title indicates, focuses on the nineteenth-century British 

context; in particular, it distinguishes itself from such panoramic historical surveys as Mumford’s 

by examining the distinctive urban forms of different British cities. He points to such 

differentiating factors as topography and socioeconomic structure and cautions against 

generalization: “A study of Victorian cities must necessarily be concerned with individual cases” 

(32). To this end, he devotes a separate chapter to each of the six cities—Manchester, Leeds, 
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Birmingham, Middlesbrough, Melbourne, London—and provides a comparative account of their 

divergent histories. 

1973 warrants being singled out as an especially significant year in studies of British 

urban history: it marks the publication of two groundbreaking works. The first, Raymond 

Williams’s The Country and the City, was mentioned in the previous section for its penetrating 

explication of the powerful images of city and country as, in actuality, responses to capitalism, or 

“a whole social development” (297). He examines English literature from the sixteenth century 

onward to expose the ways in which these ideas are “a myth functioning as a memory” that 

disguise class conflict and social crises (43). Dispelling the obfuscations of this ideological 

construction, he exhorts, “This is why, in the end, we must not limit ourselves to their contrast 

but go on to see their interrelation and through these the real shape of the underlying crisis” 

(297). Williams’s trenchant analysis of the capitalist economic connections that gave rise to the 

projections of city and country continue to position his text as the foundational starting point for 

studies on pastoralism, urbanization, and the production of spatial imaginaries. 

The second pioneering work in this context to be published the same year was the two-

volume The Victorian City: Images and Realities, edited by H. J. Dyos and Michael Wolff and 

the product of a 1967 Victorian Studies conference held in Bloomington, Indiana to celebrate the 

journal’s tenth anniversary. This ambitious anthology draws upon the common ground of the 

Victorian city to explore from an interdisciplinary lens “[t]he ways in which the circumstances of 

urban life had influenced, or were influenced by, the ideas, the values, and the creative 

expressions of men and women living through that experience” (xxv). As can be gleaned from 

the subtitle, the collection capaciously takes as its purview the “images,” or the conceptions, of 

the city as well as the “realities,” or the material conditions, that comprised the Victorian urban 
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experience. Its impressive breadth and insights notwithstanding, it remained beholden to such 

lens as class and poverty rather than questions of gender, subjectivity, and imperial relations, 

among others that have since garnered much critical attention.1 Respectively, these works by 

Williams and Dyos and Wolff provide valuable groundwork for a dialectical understanding of the 

relation between city and country and model various methodological approaches for 

interrogating the kaleidoscopic facets of the Victorian city; together, they mark momentous 

contributions to the solidified place of urban studies in Victorian scholarship. This project builds 

upon these insights by drawing from geography and theories of space to center more squarely the 

comprehensively transformative nature of the urban process and further collapse the categories 

of city and province. 

The subsequent decades saw an increase in various strands of urban studies research. In 

particular, feminist criticism has fruitfully shed light on the vexed relationship between gender 

and the city—or, put another way, women’s contested access to urban public space. Notable 

among such works is Judith R. Walkowitz’s City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual 

Danger in Late-Victorian London (1992), which focuses on the context of London in the 1880s, 

whose dramatically changing, increasingly heterogeneous social landscape challenged the 

previously prevailing ideology of separate spheres: “[A]s the end of the century approached, this 

‘dreadfully delightful city’ became a contested terrain, where new commercial spaces, new 

journalistic practices, and a range of public spectacles and reform activities inspired a different 

set of social actors to assert their own claims to self-creation in the public domain” (18). 

Relatedly, Deborah Epstein Nord’s Walking the Victorian Streets: Women, Representation, and 

 
1 For instance, in her review of Victorian urban studies, Anne Humphreys qualifies her acknowledgement of the 
important work of the anthology by noting, “[The Victorian City] was nonetheless of its time in that the volumes 
emphasized the problems of poverty and the working class and the negative contrast between the city and the 
country. Women and empire were yet to come to the fore” (603).  
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the City (1995) shines light upon the gendered power dynamics of urban excursions and devotes 

attention to the ways in which female writers sought to navigate and negotiate the bind of being 

subjects who were simultaneously objectified. The particularity of their urban vision, she argues, 

derives from the sense of self-conflict born of the “consciousness of transgression and 

trespassing” and the “struggle to escape the status of spectacle and become a spectator” (12).  

The flourishing continuation of urban studies in the following years saw in particular an 

increase in the prominence of London, either as the primary focus of research or the privileged 

site for the excavation of particular social histories. Deborah L. Parsons’s Streetwalking the 

Metropolis: Women, the City, and Modernity (2000) takes up the question of the much-debated 

female equivalent of the flâneur, the masculine-gendered figure of urban modernity, and makes 

the case that the androgyny of this urban spectator—they are “ambiguously gendered”—opens 

up a space of fluidity that ideological constructions of male/female and public/private tend to 

overlook in their rigidity (42). In contradistinction to such studies of the risks, uncertainties, 

complexities involved in women’s occupation of urban public space, Erika Rappaport’s Shopping 

for Pleasure: Women in the Making of London’s West End (2000) approaches the topic from the 

angle of commodity culture—specifically, she traces the ways in which, from the 1850s onward, 

the growth of London’s West End into a booming shopping district catering to the bourgeois 

female consumer transformed the once male-dominant metropolis into “a sphere for female 

autonomy, pleasure, and creativity” (3). The female shopper, in whose figure converged 

domesticity and political economy, or the household and the urban marketplace, thus enacted a 

gendered spatial practice of the metropolis, whose commercialization, even feminization, 

rendered it the site of female pleasure, desire, and agency. Finally, Lynda Nead’s Victorian 

Babylon: People, Streets and Images in Nineteenth-Century London (2000), a work grounded in 
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art history, homes in on the multiple, contradictory, “disorient[ing]” aspects of London’s 

modernity, which was always “partial and uneven” (4). Her approach to modernity as less a clean 

break with the past and more “a set of processes and representations that were engaged in an 

urgent and inventive dialogue with their own historical conditions of existence” leads her to 

discover “women of all classes and identities tracing paths and lives in the spaces of the city” (8, 

71). She continues, “Nor were these women necessarily passive victims of a voracious male 

gaze, but they can be imagined as women who enjoyed and participated in the ‘ocular economy’ 

of the city; they were women who looked at and returned the gazes of passers-by” (71). Thus 

Nead not so much definitively asserts the existence of the flâneuse as she questions the 

orthodoxies of the figure of the flâneur, whose deconstruction, she argues, can enable 

recognition—and reclamation—of a wider range of spatial practices by women in the city 

heretofore obscured by narrow theorizations. The category of the flâneur, in other words, is itself 

indicative of a particular interpretation of modernity that Nead challenges. Collectively, these 

studies on the intersections among gender, modernity, and variegated urban public spaces have 

importantly enriched our understanding of the textures of urban development in Victorian 

Britain, especially as they pertained to different subjectivities. 

There has also been a marked rise in studies of urban spatiality in nineteenth-century 

Britain that take on a more global dimension, by which I am referring to at once scholarly efforts 

to uncover the world-spanning international networks in which cities, especially the metropolis, 

were embedded during a period of imperial expansion as well as research that illuminates the 

ways in which the agglomerations of cities prompted a fundamental reorientation toward more 

abstract, sweeping ways of thinking about collectivities, or masses of population. In both cases, 

the city, as the embodiment of such shifting historical realities, presents a prime point of entry for 
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such investigations. In the first group belongs, among others, Joseph McLaughlin’s Writing the 

Urban Jungle: Reading Empire in London from Doyle to Eliot (2000), which deploys the 

metaphor of the “urban jungle” to capture the hybridity and liminality of the imperial space of 

the metropolis. London, he argues, was not so much the antithesis to the exotic locales and 

peoples that comprised the British Empire as it was yet another imperial stage (5). Likewise, 

delving more squarely into the cosmopolitan dimensions of the capital, Tanya Agathocleous 

argues in Urban Realism and the Cosmopolitan Imagination in the Nineteenth Century: Visible 

City, Invisible World (2011) that London was viewed not so much as threatening as it was with a 

sense of ambivalence. Specifically, she explores the ways in which the city was the focal point of 

the development of what she terms “cosmopolitan realism,” a genre that she identifies as 

emerging from the convergence of “visible city” and “invisible world”: from the 1850s onward, 

she asserts, “London was used as a way to comprehend global modernity,” and the representative 

scalar poles of the sketch and the panorama were drawn upon in service of a literary realism 

capable of inscribing, even shaping, this new global consciousness (29). Thus such research 

attends to the tensions and conflicts of a London that was in the nineteenth century 

simultaneously a national capital, a global metropolis, and one of many nodes in a dynamic 

transnational web of multiple, reciprocal influences.  

More recently, a growing area of related interest has been studies of novelistic 

representations of social density—a matter that, for obvious reasons, especially in the nineteenth 

century, is intimately tied to cities. Alex Woloch’s The One vs. The Many: Minor Characters and 

the Space of the Protagonist in the Novel (2004) is one prominent example of a work inspired by 

questions of literary crowding: his analysis of the “distributional matrix” of character 

representation within the limited space of narrative frames literary characterization in terms of 
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social power and hierarchy—and, in this respect, is concerned with the problems or challenges of 

managing “the many” of the masses (13). Nicholas Daly’s The Demographic Imagination and 

the Nineteenth-Century City: Paris, London, New York (2015), more centrally focused on cities, 

adopts a transnational approach by examining the three metropolises of the monograph’s subtitle. 

Notably, Daly’s interest in the “demographic imagination” that emerged from population 

explosion and which gave rise to “the polymodal narratives and images of mass humanity” leads 

him to track this cultural response in unlikely, surprising places (1). His case studies of what he 

terms “demographic genres” demonstrate the pervasive mobility of the demographic imagination 

even where urban masses are not explicitly evoked. Gage McWeeny’s The Comfort of Strangers: 

Social Life and Literary Form (2016) is one of recent works that probes the effects of this vast 

social multiplicity, specifically by turning to strangers, who he views as “not so much the Other 

[as] others, the invisible dark matter that constitutes the nineteenth-century social universe, a 

matter that exerts a powerful gravitational effect upon its literature’s sociological imagination” 

(4). He argues that this particular form of sociality, or the “thin” or “weak social ties” among 

strangers, underlays the formal features of Victorian literary works (15). Emily Steinlight’s 

Populating the Novel: Literary Form and the Politics of Surplus Life (2018) likewise centers the 

social mass, but her account, which builds upon Malthus’s modern concept of population to 

advance what she describes as “the biopolitical imagination” of fiction, blurs rather than 

distinguishes between individual and human aggregate (3). Pointing to the “surplus life” in 

Romantic and Victorian novels, she claims that these excesses, by overwhelming statistical 

tabulations and existing social categories, generatively lend themselves to fiction’s capacity to 

generate new aesthetic and political forms and meaning (28). 
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Clearly, this overview of urban studies in Victorian scholarship is a broad, selective one, 

hardly exhaustive, and intended to suggest a general trend while keeping to the works that have 

been informative in developing my own understanding of the urbanizing landscape of both 

Victorian Britain and the period’s fiction. It is necessary to point out two important caveats of 

Victorian urban studies, despite its rich profusion, that this survey brings to view: first, the 

majority of these works are characterized by a preponderant focus on London, which leads to the 

neglect of the broader contours of the urban process in the nineteenth century. In other words, 

while London presents a fascinating case study, its distinctive appeal derives from the fact of its 

exceptionality, of which there is much supporting evidence: among others, it was the capital of 

the first industrial nation, the first city in the world with a population of more than 1 million 

(according to the 1891 census, it was also the first city in the world to record over 5 million 

inhabitants), and, as an imperial capital, it was the seat of power of the largest empire in history. 

Thus, as the first city of its kind, scale, and global significance, nineteenth-century London lays 

claim to an unparalleled status, the study of which is bound to yield critical insight into a nation 

and world rapidly transforming on the axis of urbanization. At the same time, its uniqueness 

means that the metropolis represents one particular, albeit extraordinary, instance of a 

phenomenon in which the rest of society was enmeshed; put another way, such a concentrated 

emphasis obscures the experiences of other regions, whose testimonies of the diverse, 

heterogeneous forms of uneven development allow for a more balanced, comprehensive picture 

of the urban process in the nineteenth century. Indeed, this is part of my second caveat, which is 

that accounts of the urban dimension of Victorian Britain persist, despite Williams’s persuasive 

precedent, in adhering to the boundaries of city/country, urban/rural, in their treatment of the 

urbanizing changes of the period. It remains de rigueur to use such divisions as a tacit, 
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unquestioned organizing principle in research and speak of them as, if not antithetical, too stark 

in their contrasts or largely separate, unconcerned with each other. This is hardly to be equated 

with a purposeful neglect of deeper underlying processes, but I think it is worth noting that such 

frameworks or analytical schemas run the risk of implicit, even if unintended, participation in the 

reproduction of perceptions that can shroud or make their ideological aspects more challenging 

to recognize or unmask properly. Thus this project constitutes an effort to move away from such 

familiar approaches in Victorian urban studies by taking as its point of departure the 

interrelations between the city and the country as they surface in what is perhaps the most “un-

urban” subgenre of Victorian literary works: provincial novels. By turning to stories of other 

places outside London and underscoring the urban rather than the city, I suggest that provincial 

novels register the nineteenth-century urban process at an angle: more simply, as they foreground 

spaces that are not enclosed unto themselves but rather entangled in the same changes, yet from a 

distance, they are to be more profitably read as a critically important site of urban fiction. 

 

The Victorian Provincial Novel 
 
 The Victorian provincial novel is perhaps most readily identified with the works of such 

writers as, among others, Elizabeth Gaskell, Anthony Trollope, George Eliot, and Margaret 

Oliphant, whose names evoke a form of storytelling centered on the bounded, familiar 

community of a small village or country town away from the bustle of the metropolis. An 

important precursor of the subgenre is Mary Russell Mitford’s Our Village: Sketches of Rural 

Character and Scenery, which first appeared in the Lady’s Magazine from 1819 to 1832; the 

prose sketches were collected and published as a volume in 1824. The enormous popularity of 

her vivid depictions of provincial life can be gauged by the fact that the first volume was 
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followed by four sequels (in 1826, 1828, 1830, and 1832) as well as its contribution to the surge 

in the little-known magazine’s sales from 250 to 2,000.2 The opening paragraph of the first 

installment, eponymously entitled “Our Village,” is as much a manifesto of its generic aims and 

philosophy as it is a charming introduction to the world of the series based on Mitford’s own life 

in the village of Three Mile Cross near Reading in Berkshire, and thus bears quoting at length: 

Of all situations for a constant residence, that which appears to me most delightful is a 

little village far in the country; a small neighbourhood, not of fine mansions finely 

peopled, but of cottages and cottage-like houses, ‘messuages or tenements’, as a friend of 

mine calls such ignoble and nondescript dwellings, with inhabitants whose faces are as 

familiar to us as the flowers in our garden; a little world of our own, close-packed and 

insulated like ants in an anthill, or bees in a hive, or sheep in a fold, or nun in a convent, 

or sailors in a ship; where we know everyone, are known to everyone, interested in 

everyone, and authorized to hope that everyone feels an interest in us. How pleasant it is 

to slide into these true-hearted feelings from the kindly and unconscious influence of 

habit, and to learn to know and to love the people about us, with all their peculiarities, 

just as we learn to know and to love the nooks and turns of the shady lanes and sunny 

commons that we pass every day! Even in books I like a confined locality, and so do the 

critics when they talk of the unities. Nothing is so tiresome as to be whirled half over 

Europe at the chariot wheels of a hero, to go to sleep at Vienna, and awaken at Madrid; it 

produces a real fatigue, a weariness of spirit. On the other hand, nothing is so delightful 

as to sit down in a country village in one of Miss Austen’s delicious novels, quite sure 

 
2 Mitford writes in a letter addressed to Sir William Elford dated May 13, 1823, “I told you, I believe, that the late 
editor [of the Lady’s Magazine] had run away upward of forty pounds in my debt, after having, chiefly by my 
articles, increased the sale of the magazine from two hundred and fifty to two thousand” (Life 2: 14). 
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before we leave it to become intimate with every spot and every person it contains … a 

small neighbourhood is as good in sober waking reality as in poetry or prose; a village 

neighbourhood, such as this Berkshire hamlet in which I write. (1-2) 

The compact scope of a “confined locality” is patently paramount for Mitford: she explicitly 

touts the advantages of the small scale of such village stories, whose simple, homespun aspects, 

she maintains, lend themselves to a pleasing intimacy that is unavailable in the macro 

perspectives of world-spanning narratives. Her distinct criticism of the latter—they engender “a 

real fatigue, a weariness of spirit”—describes their effects as depleting, enervating, and thus a net 

negative; by contrast, she implies, such tales as hers that keep to the boundaries of a delimited 

locale are enabled by this circumscription to produce a reading experience that is richer, more 

appealing, and—in keeping with the spiritual register—morally more satisfying, invigorating, 

even superior. What she outlines is, in effect, “a knowable community—a whole community, 

wholly knowable,” that arises from direct relations with, and contemplations of, the people and 

everyday minutiae of a village, or a “confined locality” (Williams, Country 165). Thus, while she 

readily cites Austen as an important influence, a close reading of the above passage indicates that 

what Mitford envisions with her sketches is a more consciously adapted version of Austen’s 

“little bit (two Inches wide) of Ivory” (337). For instance, Mitford’s formulation of the ideal 

country residence is marked by not only amity and goodwill with her fellow villagers but also, 

notably, a deep affinity with the natural world: she places equal value on familiarity with the 

“peculiarities” of the people of the community as well as the particularities of the surrounding 

environment (“the nooks and turns of the shady lanes and sunny commons that we pass every 

day!”). Thus she establishes the centrality of their interlocking correspondence to her depictions 

of village life, which are as much a record of the inhabitants and their simple, day-to-day lives as 
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they are of the specific place in which they are embedded. Her attachment to the physical 

lineaments of the locale takes center stage in the recurring sketches of her “walks in the country,” 

which guide the reader through the village as she makes observations about the plants, animals, 

and changing seasons. In this context, walking comes to serve a role analogous to reading: 

Mitford paces her genial chatter—“Will you walk with me through our village, courteous 

reader?”—according to the cadence of her footsteps—which then translates into the rhythm at 

which the reader accompanies the scribe on her rambles (3). The comparison that Mitford 

invites—her leisurely strolls versus the wide geographical stretches covered by whirling 

chariots—points to the epistemological affordances of walking that she suggests are foreclosed 

in narratives built upon sweeping, outwardly-oriented movements—and whose starring figures, 

she also notes, are “hero[es],” thereby gesturing to the gendered dimensions of walking; put 

another way, she frames walking as a vector of knowledge whose alignment with the 

countryside, the domestic sphere, and the level of the everyday renders it especially congruous 

with the ways in which women experience and practice space. Indeed, as my chapters show, 

instances of this form of mobility, as a mode of being and information gathering, warrant special 

attention for what they reveal about the gendered perception of the provincial social fabric that 

women are especially primed to obtain via their modest, yet intimacy-inducing, perambulations.  

 This overview of some of the salient features of Our Village is necessary preamble for the 

discussion in the following chapters of the Victorian provincial novel and the ways in which it 

not only inherits but also develops the precepts Mitford puts forward. For instance, Gaskell’s 

Cranford (serialized in Household Words 1851-53; volume publication in 1853), especially the 

early sketches, is perhaps the most obvious instance of her sizable influence. Mitford’s choices of 

literary form and subject matter are also evident in George Eliot’s first published work of fiction, 
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Scenes of Clerical Life (serialized in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 1857; volume 

publication in 1858): “When Eliot sat down to write a ‘village story,’ as she records in her 

journal, it is likely that, despite her contempt for literature by ‘silly ladies,’ she had Mitford’s 

Our Village in mind as a successful and lucrative genre well suited to women writers” 

(McDonagh, “Imagining” 363). While the Victorian provincial novel evolved over the course of 

the century from the simple scale of the sketch to more ambitious, expansive, densely plotted 

narratives—the multivolume series of Trollope and Oliphant with their respective Barsetshire 

and Carlingford chronicles as well as Eliot’s Middlemarch: A Study of Provincial Life (serialized 

in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 1871-72; volume publication in 1872) come to mind—this 

studied focus on locality and community amidst the historical changes of modernization that 

were incarnated in the urbanization of Britain remains a key, unchanging throughline. As such, 

even when Mitford’s work is not explicitly invoked, the style and substance that she harnesses in 

Our Village runs through the Victorian provincial novel, whose experiments and permutations 

build upon the touchstone of her early example. 

 The inversion of the hierarchy between metropolis and province that Mitford sets up with 

her declared preference for “a little village far in the country” seems to anticipate the 

consolidating weight of the metropolis as the center of a rapidly urbanizing nation and the 

consequent devaluation of such outlying country parts as hers. For instance, it is worth noting 

that the period during which the Victorian provincial novel flourished most splendidly—

approximately, from the 1850s to the 1870s—was also marked by public discourse on 

provincialism as betokening insularity and a deplorable lack of cultural refinement. It is 

especially telling that the most authoritative of such views was expressed by the English poet and 

critic Matthew Arnold in his 1864 Cornhill Magazine essay “The Literary Influence of 
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Academies” at a time that more or less coincides with the midpoint between Gaskell’s Cranford 

and Eliot’s Middlemarch. Indeed, the latter, considered by many to mark the apogee of the 

subgenre with its sprawling grandeur that nonetheless keeps to the bounds of its provincial 

society, arguably flouts Arnold’s characterization of provincialism as complacent, narrow-

minded backwardness that arises from “remoteness from a centre of correct information” or “the 

want of a centre of correct taste” (163). Williams notes these connotations: “In mC18 and 

especially C19, metropolitan and provincial were increasingly used to indicate a contrast 

between refined or sophisticated tastes or manners, and relatively crude and limited manners and 

ideas … Thus provincial and regional are terms of relative inferiority to an assumed centre” 

(Keywords 205 emphasis in original). This contestation over provincialism, which is explored in 

depth in my first chapter, suggests the specific burden that the Victorian provincial novel bore 

amidst the divergent cultural meanings and associations that attached to place and locality during 

a time of rapid and fundamental alterations in conceptions of time and space.  

 There has been growing interest among scholars in probing the formal features peculiar 

to the Victorian provincial novel—a focus that has further led to insights into the ways in which 

the fiction of this category engages dynamically, dialectically, with larger historical forces at 

play. This lens departs notably from such charges of provincialism as betokening an inferior 

parochialism as cast by Arnold and more productively attends to the circumstances of the wider 

world in which they were forged.3 Influential in this regard has been Ian Duncan’s distinction 

between the categories of “provincial” and “regional” in nineteenth-century fiction: whereas 

 
3 The lasting influence of Arnold’s view on provincialism might be glimpsed in E. M. Forster’s Aspects of the Novel 
(Harcourt, 1927): “But provincialism in a critic is a serious fault. A critic has no right to the narrowness which is the 
frequent prerogative of the creative artist. He has to have a wide outlook or he has not anything at all. Although the 
novel exercises the rights of a created object, criticism has not those rights, and too many little mansions in English 
fiction have been acclaimed to their own detriment as important edifices” (8). It is further worth noting that he cites 
Gaskell’s Cranford as an example of such a “little mansion.”  
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regional fiction, he supplies, is marked by “features that differentiate it from any other region,” 

provincial fiction is defined by its “difference from the metropolis” (322 emphasis in original). In 

particular, as I elaborate more fully in my first chapter, Duncan’s formulation is illuminating for 

the connections it draws between the Victorian provincial novel (especially during its mid-

century heyday) and the socioeconomic conditions from which it emerged in dialectical relation. 

Josephine McDonagh revises some key points of Duncan’s thesis by stressing the subgenre’s 

intimacies with the print culture of newspapers and magazines as well as women’s writing. 

Importantly, she makes the case for its perhaps surprising yet unmistakable “responsiveness to 

the economic and social trends of the time” and mediating role in “imagin[ing] forms of 

affiliation at a time of demographic flux” (“Rethinking” 401). John Plotz builds upon the 

Victorian provincial novel’s interaction with the world beyond its restricted locale to shed light 

on its epistemological properties, or the state of “semi-detachment” it induces, which is 

predicated on “the awareness that one is living at once inside a tiny world, a trivial world, caught 

in the middle of nowhere, and yet one is also located within the larger currents of the day, 

potentially locatable anywhere” (Semi-Detached 111). This “doubled consciousness,” he 

suggests, lends the form its cosmopolitan valence. Elizabeth Carolyn Miller traces the new 

conception of futurity that the temporal structure of the provincial realist novel incorporates 

amidst the recognition of resource extraction-based exhaustion.4 Altogether, these accounts paint 

a picture of the Victorian provincial novel that is less withdrawn and inward-looking and more 

fully immersed in the culture and currents of the age.  

 

Chapter Overview 
 

 
4 See Elizabeth Carolyn Miller, Extraction Ecologies and the Literature of the Long Exhaustion (Princeton UP, 
2021), especially pp. 24-81.  
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My first chapter, “Provincial Forms,” explores the rise of provincialism in the mid-

nineteenth century as an urban phenomenon relating to the rapid growth of the railway network. 

As such scholars as Wolfgang Schivelbusch have demonstrated, the shrinking of distance 

engendered by train travel also induced an expansion in travelers’ sense of geography; what had 

formerly been regarded as stable, bounded communities merged under this new spatial awareness 

into a blurred, continuous panorama of cities and provinces that, in turn, posed a crisis of local 

identity. I argue that this crisis is key to understanding the peculiar preoccupations of the 

Victorian provincial novel, one of whose inaugurators is Elizabeth Gaskell with Cranford (1851-

53). The novella’s evolving publishing history, from a one-time non-fiction article to serial 

installments to (ultimately) novelistic whole, is emblematic of the mid-nineteenth century 

reckoning with a society newly defined by a radically altered space-time consciousness. The 

formal indeterminacy of Cranford presents a germane case for investigating the provincial 

novel’s twin tensions of striving for, on the one hand, local, self-contained cohesion and, on the 

other, engagement with the world beyond as a node that recognizes its embedded position in 

relation to many such others. I elucidate how its self-assertion of divergence from the norms set 

by the metropolis/metropole paradoxically speaks to the provincial town’s synchronous 

involvement in the modern world of cities, capitalism, empire. 

My second chapter, “Provincial Cosmopolitanisms,” focuses on how George Eliot 

reclaims for the provinces an ethics of cosmopolitanism typically ascribed to urban culture. I 

underscore the suspicion that Eliot evinces toward the conception of cosmopolitanism as 

impartial, transcendent, universal. Not only does she expose the hubris of such a view, which, in 

forgetting, bespeaks its own locationality, or provinciality, but she also cautions against equating 

cosmopolitanism with outward markers, such as mobility, pedigree, urban experience (a 
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character profile that skews unmistakably masculine). In the case of characters such as Tertius 

Lydgate, Eliot portrays the well-traveled, well-educated doctor’s cosmopolitanism as 

“provincial” in the sense that he fails to recognize the particularities that mark his consuming 

ambitions of medical reform in Middlemarch, which bear the time- and space-based stamp of 

Paris and its medical revolution in the early nineteenth century. I further show how the self-

centered Middlemarch native, Rosamond Vincy, exemplifies yet another, perhaps converse, form 

of provincial cosmopolitanism via her embeddedness in the world of untethered, circulating 

commodities. By contrast, I argue, Eliot puts forward Dorothea Brooke’s compassion, anchored 

to the delimited scope of the provincial town, as a form of fellow feeling more substantively 

consistent with the spirit of a cosmopolitan ethics. To lose sight of the concrete, even physical, 

terms on which its ideals are practiced is to substitute epistemological form for ontological 

orientation—that is, to ignore or overlook the ways in which any meaningful cosmopolitan ethics 

begins in the local sphere of the provincial. 

My third chapter, “Provincial Standardization,” identifies the changes engulfing Wessex, 

often, and abstractly, imputed to the inexorable forces of modernity, more specifically as the 

urban reconstitution of the region impelled by the imposition of standardization from the 

metropolis. I assert that the novel’s opening, which guides the reader to take on the consuming 

perspective of the tourist-outsider, represents Wessex in terms of its cultural variation from 

London, thus indicating the region’s entanglement in a system of signs whose coherence rests 

upon relations of difference set by the metropolis. Here the distinction that Ian Duncan draws 

between the provincial and regional novel—the former measured by its binary opposition to the 

metropolitan center, the latter by its positive differences—provides a useful critical framework 

for tracking the morass of the conversion of Wessex from distinct region to metropolis-
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interpellated province. I claim that Tess embodies this uneven absorption of Wessex into the 

gravitational pull of the metropolis: her standardized education, whose molding of individuals 

mirrors the patterning of regions/provinces by the metropolis, modulates her speech, sensibilities, 

even desires. Thus the metropolis, already present in, and actively shaping Wessex, renders the 

country an instantiation of the urban. More broadly, this reframing of Hardy’s celebrated 

“Wessex novels,” including Tess, as localized articulations of more complex, fundamental urban 

processes prompts a critical re-evaluation of his legacy and realist aesthetics. 

My fourth chapter, “Provincial Utopia,” considers the ways in which nineteenth-century 

London is rewritten in William Morris’s conception of the ideal socialist city in News from 

Nowhere (1890). Despite the emphasis on the complete transformation of society as a result of a 

socialist revolution, the world of the future to which the nineteenth-century protagonist, William 

Guest, awakens after a time-traveling slumber retains clear, undeniable traces of the former city. 

While the lush verdancy of the new environment—coupled with the writer’s socialist activism 

and deep distaste for grimy cities and their waste and pollution as documented in his extensive 

output of writings—have prompted scholars to read in the utopian romance the erasure of the 

metropolis, or the conquest of the country over the city, I argue that London in News from 

Nowhere has not so much been consigned to history as it has been radically reimagined. To this 

end, drawing upon Henri Lefebvre’s theorization of monuments, I demonstrate the ways in 

which the still-existing, if symbolically reconstituted, landmarks are evidence less of the city’s 

disappearance in the future than a fundamental change in “spatial texture” that has given the city 

new form and meaning. I further suggest that the high value that Morris places on urban sociality 

can be discerned in the descriptions of crowds and flânerie in this future society, which, 

crucially, is without the threatening, unmanageable swarm and the consuming voyeurism of 



 27 

gendered power dynamics of the nineteenth century. Ultimately, this choice of city and 

country—rather than country over city, as many wont to interpret—reveals Morris’s efforts to 

articulate a new kind of urban vision—that is, to imagine the city anew. 
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CHAPTER I 
 
 

Provincial Forms 
 
 
Urban Process 
 

This chapter traces the formal development of the Victorian provincial novel in the 

context of the spatiotemporal transformations of mid-Victorian Britain and draws upon Elizabeth 

Gaskell’s Cranford (serialized in Household Words 1851-53; volume publication in 1853) as the 

prototypical embodiment of the subgenre’s constitutive urban features. It shows how the 

profound changes in conceptions of time and space wrought by such developments as the advent 

of railway travel prompted the literary imagination of the Victorian province, which, as I discuss, 

was not so much a geographical reality as it was an ideological construction that emerged in the 

context of a rapidly urbanizing nation. In other words, the Victorian provincial novel operates 

with a double valence, asserting, on the one hand, the idea of an organic, charming community 

as yet unhurried by the pace of modern life found in cities; on the other, it resists but ultimately 

yields to the encroaching outside pressures that it recognizes are inevitable. I read this tension in 

the peculiar structure of Cranford, whose mélange of forms—sketch, serial, novel—indicates the 

writer’s consciousness of the need to reconcile such stories of locality and retirement with the 

totalizing homogenization driven by deepening industrial capitalism. Despite the recognition of 

this non-choice, Gaskell imbues the provincial with distinctly moral and rehabilitating qualities 

that render it a site of critical distance vis-à-vis the metropolis or, in the eponymous town of 

Cranford’s case, the neighboring industrial town of Drumble. In this respect, what strike many as 

the surprising duality of Gaskell’s career—penning, on the one hand, such successful so-called 

“Condition of England” novels as Mary Barton: A Tale of Manchester Life (1848) and North and 
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South (serialized in Household Words 1854-55; volume publication in 1855) and, on the other, 

such provincial tales as Cranford and Cousin Phillis (serialized in Cornhill Magazine 1863-64; 

volume publication in 1864)—might be said to derive common ground from this keen awareness 

of the ways in which both cities and provinces were engulfed by common processes.  

This chapter thus foregrounds the capitalist logics that underpin spatial organization and 

to which the city and the province, far from being distinct, separate entities, are subjected alike. 

In other words, if one considers the specific form of nineteenth-century urbanization—in 

particular, its impulse to colonize new territories in a continuous quest for expansion—it 

becomes possible to recognize the province as less the city’s other and more as a zone immersed 

in the same sweeping drive, yet another site implicated in urban transformation. The flattening 

proclivities of the urban process strip geographical areas of their idiosyncrasies, rendering 

diverse spaces comparable, in essence homogeneous: by virtue of this all-pervasive process, the 

province is, so to speak, already urban. 

It is this structural orientation toward sameness as depicted in the unlikely, arguably 

counterintuitive subgenre of Victorian provincial fiction that this chapter investigates. In charting 

the omnipresence of the urban process that leaves its imprint even on works set at pointed 

remove from thronged, bustling cities, it propounds a recalibration of what the term “urban” 

signifies: much more than a mere description of plot or passive backdrop, it encompasses more 

comprehensively the process of the production of space under capitalism that is too often 

neglected in favor of the visible tokens that are but symptoms. The shift to this more enlarged 

understanding of what the urban denotes allows a fuller perception of the extent of remote 

regions’ entanglement in this far-reaching dynamic. In this context, my analysis of Cranford 

tracks the ways in which the narrative in fact evinces in its formal and thematic elements an 
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unmistakably urban conceptual framework; more simply, its alleged distance from the manifest 

scenes of urban development and its uniquely urban mode of storytelling are not mutually 

exclusive; in Cranford, these two facets meld in unlikely agreement. 

However, while this section concentrates on the empty schema imposed on time and 

space—an inescapable corollary of the capitalist system that, per my suggestion, renders all 

places, even far-flung provinces, urban—this does not amount to an unqualified subscription to 

the modern tyranny of abstract space. In fact, in my reading of Cranford, the universalizing push 

of the urban process is contested and exposed in terms of its jagged unevenness by a literary 

imagination that sympathizes with and gives primacy to the eddies of resistance generated at the 

local level against such global forces; put another way, the urban process that activates the 

narrative, supplying its structuring principle, also defines the town, its inhabitants, their way of 

life; seen thus, provincialism and urbanism are inseparably intertwined, the former the inevitable 

expression of the latter. As such, the provincial is less grounded in reality than it is an ideological 

construction that arose in critical response to the extensive, all-encompassing changes 

proliferating from urban centers under the banners of progress, development, modernization. 

 

Victorian Provincialism 
 
 It is a near truism to declare the provincialism of Victorian fiction. The deep, acute sense 

of consciousness of one’s place, that is, one’s distance from and relations to other places, is an 

important hallmark of the era’s literature. Indeed, one of the overarching points this project aims 

to establish is the singularity of the nineteenth century in terms of the rise of different, sometimes 

even incompatible, ontologies of space and the ensuing tensions that come into play. In this 

respect, I move away from studies that give disproportionate, not to say unwarranted, weight to 
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the role of abstract space during this period.1 The elusiveness of a unified understanding of space 

heightens the intensity with which locality is asserted, and it is from this vantage point that I turn 

to provincialism in Victorian culture and Victorian provincial novels.  

The names of Mary Russell Mitford, Emily Brontë, Elizabeth Gaskell, Anthony Trollope, 

George Eliot, Margaret Oliphant, and Thomas Hardy are especially associated with prose fiction 

that is distinguished by a robust tether to one’s surroundings, which has led to the designation of 

their works as belonging to the literary subgenre commonly referred to as provincial novels. 

However, as with most labels, the broad brushstrokes of this term run the danger of blurring 

crucial nuances among its constituent parts. For example, the untamed landscape of Brontë’s 

Yorkshire moors bears tenuous or superficial resemblance to the careful mediation through which 

Gaskell adumbrates the provincial town of Cranford; in a similar vein, Jude Fawley’s estranged 

relationship to Wessex despite his native status lends Hardy’s last novel a tenor still dissonant 

from the aforementioned two narratives. As such, given the range of contours of the provincial, it 

is to be expected that attempts to parse what it consists of vary. Significantly, in recent years, 

scholars have sought to define the provincial by way of the characteristics that set it apart from 

the cognate concept of regionalism, a move that, as will be explored in more depth in what 

follows, is indicative of valuable efforts to be more cognizant of the overlapping yet differing 

contexts under which writing of either kind came into being. It is a welcome development that 

 
1 See, for instance, Mary Poovey, Making a Social Body: British Cultural Formation, 1830-1864 (U of Chicago P, 
1995), especially the second chapter, “The Production of Abstract Space,” in which she examines the production of 
abstract space and its epistemological role in making possible the rise of mass culture by the late nineteenth century. 
Her focus on demonstrating the “process of homogenization” (2) perhaps necessitates the privileging of abstract 
space. In contradistinction, my object is to balance such analyses by turning to moments that challenge the smooth, 
uninterrupted expanse that abstract space assumes; in particular, novels provide fertile ground for scrutinizing such 
breaks or creases as they are able to accommodate the multiple spatial ontologies that can coexist as a result of such 
diverging factors as cultures, histories, geographical locations. 
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serves to further studies on Victorian provincial novels by attending more closely to the interplay 

of representations of place and matters of gender, history, and empire, among others.  

For definitions of the provincial and the regional, Ian Duncan’s often-cited chapter, “The 

Provincial or Regional Novel,” offers a useful entry point.2 He explains:  

Regional fiction specifies its setting by invoking a combination of geographical, 

natural-historical, antiquarian, ethnographic, and/or sociological features that 

differentiate it from any other region. A provincial setting is defined more simply 

by its difference from the metropolis – by the fact that it is not London (or, 

secondarily, not Edinburgh or Manchester). Thus, while “regional” implies a 

neutral or even positive set of multiple local differences, “provincial” connotes a 

negative difference, based on a binary opposition, expressed as a generic or 

typical identity, within which any particular provincial setting may take the place 

of any other. (322 emphasis in original) 

According to Duncan, whereas settings in the former are identified by their positive attributes, 

that is, the real, concrete topographies that give places their local particularities, those in the 

latter are recognized negatively, being measured on the basis of their distance and variation from 

the metropolis. He states more succinctly, “The region, then, is a place in itself, the source of its 

own terms of meaning and identity, while the province is a typical setting defined by its 

difference from London” (323). Franco Moretti, concurring with this description of substantive 

 
2 As I see Ian Duncan’s contribution as marking a meaningful phasal shift in studies of Victorian provincial novels, I 
have chosen to begin with his schema rather than rehearse an exhaustive survey of research, among them John 
Lucas’s The Literature of Change: Studies in the Nineteenth-Century Provincial Novel (Harvester, 1977), Shelagh 
Hunter’s Victorian Idyllic Fiction: Pastoral Strategies (Macmillan, 1984), P. D. Edwards’s Idyllic Realism from 
Mary Russell Mitford to Hardy (Macmillan, 1988), and Elizabeth K. Helsinger’s Rural Scenes and National 
Representation: Britain, 1815-1850 (Princeton UP, 1997). Duncan’s insightful accentuation of the historical contexts 
under which the regional and the provincial took shape in dialectical relation render his account more productive for 
this chapter’s exploration of the interdependence of provincialism and urbanism as well as my suggestion that the 
subgenre of provincial fiction is fundamentally urban in character. 
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absence as the chief distinguishing trait of the provincial, advances: “Like the provinciae of 

antiquity, subject to Rome but denied full citizenship, the provinces are ‘negative’ entities, 

defined by what is not there” (53 emphasis in original). In short, both accounts are in agreement 

in their evaluation of provincial novels as predominantly invested in reflecting a reverse image of 

the metropolitan center. The result is a limning of place that renders settings in such works more 

nondescript than distinctive, more interchangeable than irreplaceable.  

It might be tempting to read in this formulation intimations of the superiority of the 

regional over the provincial. Yet, as Duncan quickly clarifies, “The hierarchy implicit in this 

latter difference by no means necessarily subordinates the province” (323). It can be inferred 

from his words that Duncan views the regional and the provincial, for all their seeming 

similarities, as lending themselves to two distinct modes of writing that trouble comparison; the 

equivalence on which the division of rank is premised is not available when discussing regional 

and provincial novels. He thus lays the groundwork for a more thorough inspection of the 

specific conditions that provided the impetus for the ascendancy of each at certain junctures. 

Duncan’s alertness to the currents that shaped the regional and the provincial 

distinguishes his account from previous studies that detect in the use of either term connotations 

of value or judgment. Robin Gilmour, for instance, reads the words “provincial” and 

“provincialism” as “pejorative terms: they imply narrowness, dilution, a smug satisfaction with 

the local and the loss of due proportion that goes with it.” She continues: “‘Regional’ and 

‘regionalism’, on the other hand, are at the least neutral, and more usually positive terms, 

suggesting valid and vigorous differences from metropolitan norms – attractive alternate modes 

of speech, custom, landscape, culture” (51). She traces these associations to Matthew Arnold’s 

1864 Cornhill Magazine essay, “The Literary Influence of Academies,” in which he equates 
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provinciality with a want of cultural polish that stems from “the influence of a supposed centre of 

correct information, correct judgment, correct taste” (163). He depreciates the provincial yet 

more forcefully, stating, “For, not having the lucidity of a large and centrally placed intelligence, 

the provincial spirit has not its graciousness; it does not persuade, it makes war, it has not 

urbanity, the tone of the city, of the centre, the tone which always aims at a spiritual and 

intellectual effect, and, not excluding the use of banter, never disjoins banter itself from 

politeness, from felicity” (166).3 While Arnold’s piece does not mention regionalism, the 

“neutral” overtones that scholars such as Gilmour sense in the word seem to owe to his repeated 

discrimination between the refined “centre” and the underdeveloped “provincial spirit”; the 

chasm he paints between the two reinforces notions of provincialism’s limitedness, which for 

him is the objectionable consequence of deviating from the proper standard of cultivation of the 

intellect.  

 
3 Compare Arnold’s “city,” the “center,” with Lewis Mumford’s similarly lofty, sanguine view: “The city, as one 
finds it in history, is the point of maximum concentration for the power and culture of a community. It is the place 
where the diffused rays of many separate beams of life fall into focus, with gains in social effectiveness and 
significance. The city is the form and symbol of an integrated social relationship; it is the seat of the temple, the 
market, the hall of justice, the academy of learning. Here in the city the goods of civilization are multiplied and 
manifolded; here is where human experience is transformed into viable signs, symbols of conduct, systems of order. 
Here is where the issues of civilization are focused: here, too, ritual passes on occasion into the active drama of a 
fully differentiated and self-conscious society” (Culture 3). Arnold’s “city” is perhaps rendered in more figurative 
terms than Mumford’s; both, however, nonetheless are motivated by a common, unwavering belief in the intrinsic 
role of cities in the promotion of human culture. It is in this function that both see cities as diverging most strikingly, 
most meaningfully, from nonurban, outlying settlements, which depend on the former for the fulfillment of their 
potential. As Mumford continues, “Every phase of life in the countryside contributes to the existence of cities …. 
Within the city the essence of each type of soil and labor and economic goal is concentrated: thus arise greater 
possibilities for interchange and for new combinations not given in the isolation of their original habitats” (3-4). It 
might be of interest in this context to consider the etymological origins of the word “country” as noted by Raymond 
Williams in the appendix to his landmark work The Country and the City (Oxford UP, 1973): “‘Country’, as a word, 
is derived from contra (against, opposite) and has the original sense of land spread out over against the observer” 
(307). (“City,” on the other hand, has its roots in civitas, which contained meanings of community and citizenship.) 
The sense of oppositional relation that inheres in the term productively complicates conventional notions of the 
country’s timeless, unchanging ways and the city’s newness, its claims to modernity (such as can be gleaned from 
the positions of Arnold and Mumford). See also Williams’s entry for “country” in his Keywords: A Vocabulary of 
Country and Society (Oxford UP, 44-45).  
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Arnold is hardly alone—though perhaps most influential—among his contemporaries in 

his usage of the term. In his 1865 essay titled “Provincialism,” also published in Cornhill 

Magazine, James Hannay connects provincialism with “a certain type of mind and manners” 

(681) that is discernible by its “peculiar narrowness” (680). He declares, “Provincialism is the 

residuum which remains after the course of events has drawn the ablest local men away.” For 

Hannay, provincialism signals the failure to keep up with the currents of the times and gravitate 

to new soil on which to sow improvement; instead, sinking with the weight of its stubborn 

adherence to old, accustomed ways, what stagnates becomes refuse, the unwanted “residuum” 

that accrues from spurning progress. He adds: “The provincial mind makes its earliest impression 

on an observer by the intensity of its local feeling. He finds a sense of citizenship coming over 

him which the illimitable life of a capital does not admit of” (675). Like Arnold, Hannay uses 

provincialism disparagingly, seeing in its circumscribed scope the undesirable conditions for 

cramped faculties that are at odds with the promise of unbounded horizons that London, or a 

“capital,” holds.  

It is worth noting that Hannay’s understanding of provincialism, in particular concerning 

its fervency of “local feeling,” bears salient parallels to Duncan’s definition of regionalism 

insofar as both take notice of a strong attachment to place; the extolled “illimitable life” of a 

capital is without such constraints precisely because no such fetters of belonging—figured here 

as “citizenship”—encumber.4 Yet Hannay also registers provincialism in ways that patently share 

 
4 Hannay’s suggested willingness—per his choice of words—to renounce even participation in the modern system of 
nation-states to enter into a broader, more infinite sphere of activity places him in a cohort of Victorian thinkers—
among them Matthew Arnold—who explored ideas of cosmopolitanism via the concept of detachment. For a more 
in-depth discussion of Arnold’s espousal of “cultivated distance,” see Amanda Anderson’s The Powers of Distance: 
Cosmopolitanism and the Cultivation of Detachment (Princeton UP, 2001), especially the third chapter, 
“Disinterestedness as a Vocation: Revisiting Matthew Arnold.” Moreover, Hannay’s implication that a capital exists 
beyond the confines of the nation-state gestures to his perception of London as representative of the world rather 
than Britain exclusively. In this regard, his view resonates with what Tanya Agathocleous terms “cosmopolitan 
realism,” by which she refers to an aesthetic mode deriving from the scalar perspectives of the sketch and the 
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with Duncan’s elucidation of the same term in the sense that both are attuned to—as is Arnold—

a pronounced, burgeoning metropolis-facing consciousness, no doubt the outcome of the 

spectacular rise of London to the stratum of world city in the mid-nineteenth century, as 

evidenced by the success of such international events as the Great Exhibition of 1851. Thus, one 

can deduce from these writings that the provincial as used in the period was an amalgam that was 

harnessed to articulate sensibilities ranging from the locally-driven to the nation-transcending. 

The gradations that the word contains are indicative of shifting conceptions of geographical 

orientation wrought in the context of a rapidly transforming nation. Indeed, the tensions that 

manifest in the term can be read as enunciations of the structures of feeling arising from the 

combined milieus of the Industrial Revolution, political reform, prodigious leaps in 

communications technologies, and many more, the uneven effects of which scatter across lived 

experience and emerge on the muddled yet telling level of language.  

It is Duncan’s explication of province and region as engaged in dialectical relation amidst 

the historical changes of modernity that gives his account special purchase. He sees their 

fortunes aligned with the vicissitudes of the national trajectory and pinpoints three successive 

stages, the first of which occurred in the early nineteenth century. The absorptions of Scotland 

and Ireland into the United Kingdom spurred “the narration of a new kind of nationality” that 

effectively shaped the regional novel: “Irish and (especially) Scottish regionalism are invoked as 

the antidotes to provincial degradation, preserving or restoring national status in the form of local 

cultural differences” (327). In the second stage, from 1850 to the early 1870s, “economic 

prosperity and imperial confidence” paved the way for regionalism’s displacement at the hands 

 
panorama generated by the city, specifically London, in the nineteenth century. By fusing the “fragmentary view” of 
the streets with the “all-encompassing overview” of the bird’s-eye vista, Agathocleous argues, Victorians found 
ways to apprehend the abstractions of universalism in relation to the materiality of urban existence, thereby 
“giv[ing] shape and meaning to the inconceivable complexity of the modern world” (xvi).  
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of provincial fiction, now tasked with “represent[ing] a traditional England that selectively 

absorbs the forces of modernization” (326).5 It was during this time that provincial novels, once 

a “minor literature” (329) for their purposeful insularity in the 1820s, rose to prominence by 

assimilating the vagaries of the outside world into the folds of a familiar, wholesome, and above 

all uncontested Englishness:6  

The mid-Victorian provincial novel emerges, then, in dialectical reaction to the 

industrial novel, subsuming its problematic (the condition of England) in an era of 

relaxed economic and social tensions, and infusing an earlier, minor and idyllic 

provincialism with the critical ambition of national representation. These novels 

recognize, rather than deny, the historicity of their provincial setting, but in order 

to domesticate history as a manageable, orderly, morally accountable process. Far 

from being set outside “the world,” the province is the world: the authentic site of 

an imperial England able to select and absorb the forces of change, renewing 

rather than surrendering its traditional properties. (331 emphasis in original)  

In order for the province to perform, as Duncan maintains, this synecdochal relationship to the 

world, genericism in descriptions of locale is a prerequisite. Consequently, in this mid-century 

 
5 For more historical context, see William L. Burn’s The Age of Equipoise: A Study of the Mid-Victorian Generation 
(Norton, 1964), which focuses on the relative stability of the years 1852-67. He labels this period “the age of 
equipoise” to pinpoint “a generation in which the old and new, the elements of growth, survival and decay, achieved 
a balance which most contemporaries regarded as satisfactory” (17). See also Martin Hewitt (ed.), An Age of 
Equipoise? Reassessing Mid-Victorian Britain (Ashgate, 2000) for more recent critical engagement with Burn’s 
influential formulation. 
 
6 The best example of provincial fiction in the early nineteenth century is Mary Russell Mitford’s successful series, 
Our Village (1824-32). Duncan credits Mitford with establishing the tropes of provincialism much as Maria 
Edgeworth did for regionalism (329). Josephine McDonagh challenges Duncan’s assessment of provincial fiction in 
the decades prior to the 1850s as nostalgic and averse to change, arguing that “provincial fiction in this period is not 
the marginal, backward-looking, globally and economically detached genre characterized by Duncan and others, but 
rather shares with the regional novel a responsiveness to the economic and social trends of the time and was an 
influential and widely consumed medium through which to imagine forms of affiliation at a time of geographical 
flux” (“Rethinking” 401). 
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high-water mark of provincial novels, out-of-the-way places are grounded less in actual regions 

than the qualities that profile them as nonmetropolitan in character. Barsetshire and Middlemarch 

are intended not so much to evoke Winchester and Coventry, respectively, as to function as a set 

of archetypal signifiers that enable the ease of their imaginative grafting, more to be conjured 

than located. On this point, Moretti’s likening of provincial novels to diagrams, which, unlike 

maps and their geographical data, delineate “mutual relations,” or a “matrix of relations,” seems 

pertinent (54). As he remarks, “one cannot map provincial novels—you cannot map what is not 

there” (53). John Plotz derives from this assemblage of relations that animate provincialism “a 

special kind of provincial compactness, a curiously portable kind of geographic fixity” that is 

capable of operating without the anchorage of real space (Semi-Detached 105).7 In sum, then, 

Duncan, Moretti, and Plotz are in the main alike in observing in the mid-century pinnacle of 

provincial novels their rootedness in the core principle of abstraction. 

In the final stage, from the mid-1870s until the end of the century, the crisis of an 

economic depression engenders the return of regionalism. Provincialism’s ideological project of 

representing a nation of cohering parts fails to hold: “The novel in this period abandons the 

stabilizing equation of provincial with national life and resumes a variety of regionalisms, all of 

which articulate a centrifugal relation to the historical form of the nation” (Duncan 326). The 

resurgence of regional fiction turns on local specificities to seek refuge or mount a critique of the 

modern imperial state. Hardy, the “authentic successor to Scott and Galt,” reworks the 

 
7 Plotz’s characterization of the provincial as an arrangement of moveable coordinates treads common ground with 
his investigation of mobile objects and the circulation of cultural value in his Portable Property: Victorian Culture 
on the Move (Princeton UP, 2008). His most recent monograph, Semi-Detached: The Aesthetics of Virtual 
Experience since Dickens (Princeton UP, 2018), further extends these questions of distance, portability, and 
consciousness by examining what he refers to as nineteenth-century forms of “semi-detachment” that arise from 
one’s “doubled consciousness” (7), or the experience of being simultaneously aware of one’s physical environment 
and half-absorbed in the virtual one of fictional creation (3). I am primarily interested in the ways these discussions 
intersect with my own inquiries into the commodification of space under the urban process. 
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conventions of regionalism to expose with devasting irony the scrambled distinctions of past and 

present, the traditional and the modern, that ensue from the chaos of historical change (Duncan 

332). His protagonists experience spatial and temporal dislocations on the level of personal 

tragedy. 

I have dwelled on the definition of provincialism to provide a fuller picture of its 

complex multivalence: while understood on the one hand at the apogee of British imperial power 

in the mid-nineteenth century as a shorthand for backward, close-minded complacency, the 

antithesis of the enlightened sophistication of the metropolis, on the other hand, the term as it 

was used in this time also bore a keen recognition of the global forces at play, including the 

concomitant cosmopolitan aspirations they quickened, that served to render the provincial as 

such. Thus, accounts such as Duncan’s persuasively posit that provincial writing is prompted by 

the imagined distance between the core-claiming metropolis and the figurative periphery of the 

province; the unevenness supplies the raw material for stories of “provincial life.” It can be 

further gathered from this angle of disparity that provincialism expressly correlates with a 

particular stage of national development during which centralization of government was 

underway to shift more weight to the capital as the seat of state power. In the specific context of 

the British Empire, this move toward consolidation spelled still more dramatic contrasts between 

the imperial center of London and the domestic and overseas nodes with which it was webbed in 

colonial relation. In short, far from obstinately keeping to a blinkered, inward-leaning outlook 

and restricted geographical perimeters, Victorian provincialism was forged in the crucible of 

capitalism, the nation-state, and empire, all of which factors point to an expansive genre that 

encodes in its genetic sequence the tumultuous cast of a fast-changing world. The next part of 

this chapter delves into the intimate ways in which the urban process, which acted as the hinge of 
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such extensive transformations by turning vast swaths of the earth’s surface into commensurable 

territories, molds provincial fiction. I argue that the characteristics most frequently associated 

with such works, namely their nondescript, negatively detailed settings vis-à-vis the 

metropolis—what makes them, in Plotz’s words, close-packed preserves and hence portable—

derives from the spatial logics of capitalist urbanization that has already been superimposed on 

the provincial landscape.  

 

Panoramic Narrative 
 

The task of defining the genre to which Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford belongs appears 

upon first read to be straightforward, deceptively simple: it is a novel (some say novella), a series 

of sketches, a work that centers on the everyday life of the small English town whose name it 

bears. With its delimited borders and handful of core characters—a cohort of impoverished but 

genteel widows and spinsters who are the self-appointed gatekeepers of local values and 

customs—Cranford seems to invite, even encourage, its identification as one of the 

representative examples of mid-century provincial fiction. Yet this classification, while not 

inapplicable, assumes a facile kind of generic knowingness that risks blunting the heterogeneous 

impulses of which the work is comprised. For instance, glimpses of the gaps and tensions among 

its diverse strands can be observed in each of the above descriptions: the fragmented nature of 

sketches is incompatible, one could argue, or at least at some degree of variance, with the unity 

of plot and structure that marks the longitudinal drive of novels. The charming, small-scale 

veneer of Cranford belies its more composite properties. 

Its mixed configuration and the resultant halting sense of onward movement has led 

many readers to take note of the loose narrative construction peculiar to Cranford. A. B. Hopkins 
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deems it “practically structureless,” even as she owns that its non-conformity to the rubric of 

linearity constitutes part of its appeal (108); in the words of George V. Griffith, it is a 

“problematic book,” one that confounds readers as to “how it works or what it is” (53). Its lack 

of a cohesive arc is hardly surprising when one takes into account the fact that Gaskell’s original 

plan to pen a single, self-contained episode, which was published under the title “Our Society at 

Cranford” in the Charles Dickens-helmed weekly journal Household Words on 13 December 

1851, took an adventitious turn with the editor’s warm encouragement to supply more such 

vignettes—a request with which Gaskell seems to have been creatively disposed to comply (the 

second paper came quickly on the heels of the first, in three weeks’ time, in the 3 January 1852 

issue of the periodical, suggesting a fecund imaginative reservoir). Thus, at irregular intervals 

spanning the course of a little over two years until the ninth and final installment on 21 May 

1853, Gaskell reworked her initial hermetic snapshot of the Cranford ladies in the direction of a 

broader, more wide-ranging panorama. The close of the serialization run was followed shortly by 

its release as a complete volume on 18 June 1853.8 

As, in essence, a compilation, the bound edition of Cranford retains unavoidable traces of 

the serendipitous route by which the novel came to be. As Martin Dodsworth states, “The short 

story that now forms the two opening chapters was originally all that there was to be of 

Cranford; the rest is a happy accident” (132). He continues, stressing the uneven shape of the 

book version that proceeds from the relative preponderance of the inaugural segment: “Cranford 

is divided into two unequal halves; the original first episode forms one half, and all the rest is 

 
8 See Thomas Recchio’s Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford: A Publishing History (Ashgate, 2009) for a fuller account of 
the publishing history of Cranford. It merits mention that Recchio’s study “extends beyond the bounds of the 
publication of a single book” and considers the afterlife of Gaskell’s work with the aim of exploring “the material 
manifestations of Cranford as forms of textual interpretation and cultural practice” (3). Its many incarnations afford 
insight, he propounds, into the ends for which the various versions were purposed, or “the specific ideological work 
they were conscripted to perform independent of Gaskell’s intentions for her text” (4). 
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complementary to it” (133). To be sure, the circumstances of its piecemeal formation can be 

descried in the erratic pace according to which Cranford unfolds, the most overt case being the 

abrupt deaths of Captain Brown and Miss Jenkyns that occur in swift succession in the premier 

installment (this is not counting the loss of Miss Brown, the captain’s daughter, mere pages after 

her father’s tragic demise; indeed, the constraints to length and plot development imposed by the 

sketch form aside, the unsparing hand with which Gaskell strikes the three figures to produce an 

effect of cumulative pathos in this section seems a potential venue worth pursuing). As the two 

major characters of this planned portion, their consecutive passing punctuates the close of these 

chapters with an emphatic sense of finality, of curtains closing on this fleeting window into the 

community of Cranford. In an oft-quoted letter to John Ruskin dated February 1865, Gaskell 

acknowledges the generic constraints by which her diegetic choices for the first episode were 

governed: “The beginning of ‘Cranford’ was one paper in ‘Household Words’; and I never meant 

to write more, so killed Capt. Brown very much against my will” (Letters 748 emphasis in 

original).9 Thus, when the narrator, Mary Smith, opens the third chapter, or what corresponds to 

the second installment in Dickens’s weekly magazine, with a sentence alluding to the unexpected 

turn of events that finds her back among the residents—“I thought that probably my connection 

with Cranford would cease after Miss Jenkyns’ death” (24)—she is voicing Gaskell’s sentiments 

upon returning to the provincial town as much as her own. 

Cranford likewise presents a fascinating case study for critics, who espy in its formal 

indeterminacy the contingency of genres. For instance, Griffith contends that Cranford not be 

tagged as a novel but rather more as a work that mirrors in its composition the nineteenth-century 

 
9 Angus Easson qualifies Gaskell’s claim that she had not envisaged writing more stories of Cranford beyond the 
first episode. He writes,“[T]his may strictly be true, but the second paper, ‘A Love Affair at Cranford’, was 
published so soon afterwards (3 January 1852) that it is clear they were conceived at much the same time” (101).   
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change in narrative techniques “from series to serial” (59), that is, the shift in emphasis from 

more or less independent parts to a plot- or sequence-abiding whole.10 He explains that the serial, 

with its propulsive vision, won increasing traction over the series as the narrative strategy more 

matched to rendering the sensibilities of a culture altered by the accelerated rhythm of 

industrialization: “As the leisurely life of the village inevitably succumbed to the more hurried 

pace of an industrial England whose villages were connected by train after the 1830’s, however, 

so too did the narrative techniques suited to that pace also change. After the first two decades of 

the century, series gave way to serial as the more appropriate vision for the new age” (59). The 

intriguing thrust of his analysis warrants further parsing. In Griffith’s view, the deep and wide-

ranging transformations of the period—exemplified most notably in the construction and 

expansion of the railway network—stoked a taste for the longer, more integrated stories of the 

serial rather than the isolated portraits representative of the series that skew atemporal, repetitive, 

and discontinuous. In other words, its ongoing propensity made the serial a compelling literary 

response for a readership newly adapted to seeing the world less in terms of separate, individual 

location points and more as a continuum, a concatenation of landscapes. 

Griffith’s reasoning is congruous with what cultural historian Wolfgang Schivelbusch 

coins “panoramic perception,” by which he refers to the new mode of visual engagement with 

one’s surroundings that was actuated by technological travel. He expounds that the “machine 

ensemble” of the railroad, and in particular the speed at which it hurtled through space, served as 

an apparatus through which passengers’ encounter with the landscape was filtered, transferring 

 
10 Using this distinction, Griffith concludes that Cranford is perhaps most aptly described as a “short fiction series”: 
“I propose to call [Cranford], at least in part, a short fiction series to distinguish it from a novel and especially from 
a novel published serially. The short fiction series is a periodically published group of short prose narratives which, 
when gathered together, gives the appearance of a unified ‘story,’ although the segments are so loosely connected as 
often to take on the autonomy of discrete short fictions” (57). 
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their gaze from proximate objects in the foreground to the distant sweep of the background; 

sensuous immediacy was replaced by depthless, ever-changing tableaux (24). With their sense of 

sight conditioned to grasp the onslaught of transient images, or the “immediate succession of 

objects and pieces of scenery that in their original spatiality belonged to separate realms” (60), 

travelers developed a new visual orientation rooted in “the tendency to see the discrete 

indiscriminately” (61). The normality of such fragmentary vistas, merged into a blurred, fugitive 

stream, produced experiences of time and space that were part of a new mode of perception 

which Schivelbusch characterizes as distinctly emblematic of modernity: “evanescent reality had 

become the new reality” (64).11 

The introduction of speed and mobility to perception—the fixture of evanescence in 

everyday life—entailed a despatializing toll on subjective vision. As the technological mediation 

of railway travel converted once unique, separate destinations into an uninterrupted rush of 

ephemeral images melting into each other, the vast tracts of land through which train passengers 

traversed came to form a seamless tapestry of flat, textureless monotony, ultimately dissolving 

the idiosyncrasies that had previously distinguished one location from another. Space in effect 

became impersonal, interchangeable. Schivelbusch, following Erwin Straus, describes this 

process as “the transformation of landscape into geographical space” (53), suggesting that 

locales near and distant came to be joined together as coordinates in a systematized grid—the 

 
11 For another influential account of the rise of a modern visual regime in the nineteenth century, see Jonathan 
Crary’s Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century (MIT P, 1990). While 
Crary, like Schivelbusch, interrogates the impact of industrial modernity and technology on perception, in particular 
as they lead to a dissociation across the senses and contribute to an overemphasis on vision, his study focuses more 
on the ways in which growing understanding of the unreliability of perception and its messy, embodied nature—the 
“unstable physiology and temporality of the human body” (70)—dovetails with the emergence of disciplinary 
practices, or “the making of the observer into a subject of new knowledge and new techniques of power” (79) 
regimented to meet the requirements of capitalist culture. Thus, whereas Crary investigates the epistemological 
rupture with classical models of vision that drove the new “corporeal subjectivity” of the nineteenth-century 
observer, Schivelbusch’s interest lies more in illuminating the phenomenological experience of modern life that 
arose from reconfigurations of perception (69). 
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transparency of geometrical inscription took the place of the visibility of spatial continuity. Thus, 

inasmuch as Schivelbusch’s history of perceptual organization details a significant development 

in nineteenth-century visual culture, it is of equal importance to note that his treatise also 

contains a profound, unmistakably spatial dimension: changes in ways of seeing, especially the 

visual consumption of the world brought on by “[t]he dissolution of reality and its resurrection as 

panorama” (64), carried over to passengers’ experience of the traveled terrain, which, emptied of 

the intimate knowledge which earlier, more traditional modes of transport had made possible, 

was reconstituted into a closed space of rationalized points and lines. It was according to such 

conceptions of space—abstracted, generalized—that an understanding of geographical contexts 

was shaped. 

Schivelbusch’s study of the impact of railway travel, specifically its role in inaugurating a 

new perceptual paradigm, can be profitably seized to consider the incongruous narrative 

strategies at work in Cranford. In particular, his description of “panoramic perception,” in which 

the mechanized movement of the train presented views to travelers as fused and in perpetual 

motion, with different places pulled together in a restless, unbroken string of images, resonates 

with Griffith’s analytical move of coupling the inconsonant parts of which Cranford is plaited 

with changing, emergent modes of perception that sprung, in turn, from the fundamental 

restructuring of people’s spatial orientation and their ways of taking in and making sense of their 

localities. Put differently, the change in direction that the story undergoes from its initial static, 

demarcated portrait to a wider, more elongated prospect—a turn sustained by the increasingly 

insistent delineation of the community’s situation vis-à-vis the broader world—can be fittingly 

termed “panoramic,” especially in the ways in which its early intense, determined focus on 

certain key characters (such as Captain Brown and Miss Jenkyns with their pathos-eliciting 
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deaths) gradually gives way to a more inclusive perspective, one in which the local society’s 

multiplicity of voices garners more representation, with even resonances from faraway imperial 

corners. In short, already we can begin to catch sight in the sideways stretch of the preliminary 

chapters, or the formal repositioning “from series to serial” that Cranford enacts, revealing 

evidence of the ascent of industrial capitalism in the nineteenth century and, more importantly, 

its ineluctable impress on the period’s cultural forms. 

What has been less noted with regard to Schivelbusch’s assertion of a radical break in 

space-time perception from preindustrial modes—a rupture for which the tremendous strides 

gained in the new transport technology of the railway served as the primary catalyst—is the 

urban dimension to which his thesis inevitably leads. As the “industrialization of time and space” 

involved a twofold, rather than one-sided, adjustment, in which the obliteration of distances led 

to the apprehension of space as at once reduced and augmented, mental maps were redrawn, with 

hitherto remote, isolated regions being absorbed into newly widened spatial horizons. As 

Schivelbusch elaborates, “the alteration of spatial relationships by the speed of the railway train 

… was a dual one: space was both diminished and expanded. The dialectic of this process states 

that the diminution of space (i.e., the shrinking of transport time) caused an expansion of 

transport space by incorporating new areas into the transport network” (35 emphasis in original). 

In this way, he constructively refines the concept dubbed “time-space compression” by David 

Harvey, who, following Marx’s analysis that capital’s globalizing tendencies spur the 

“annihilation of space by time” (Grundrisse 524), deploys this term to shed light on the 

disorienting process under late capitalism by which the acceleration of economic activities 

erodes the significance of spatial distance. These accounts of the capitalist instinct to restructure 

geographical space bear revisiting here. 
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In one of his more explicit references to the spatial dynamics of the capitalist mode of 

production, which, depending above all on the elimination of the physical conditions for the 

continuous transformation of value, seeks to bend geographical relations to its will, Marx writes, 

“Capital by its nature drives beyond every spatial barrier. Thus the creation of the physical 

conditions of exchange — of the means of communication and transport — the annihilation of 

space by time – becomes an extraordinary necessity for it” (Grundrisse 524). He further 

adumbrates capital’s drive to take advantage of enhanced speed to cross yet more space, master 

more territory:   

Thus, while capital must on one side strive to tear down every spatial barrier to 

intercourse, i.e. to exchange, and conquer the whole earth for its market, it strives 

on the other side to annihilate this space with time, i.e. to reduce to a minimum 

the amount spent in motion from one place to another. The more developed the 

capital, therefore, the more extensive the market over which it circulates, which 

forms the spatial orbit of its circulation, the more does it strive simultaneously for 

an even greater extension of the market and for greater annihilation of space by 

time. (Grundrisse 539) 

This passage stands out among Marx’s oeuvre for its perspicuous exposition of the intrinsic role 

of space—as both fulcrum and object of organization—in the process of capital accumulation. 

With “time-space compression,” which, echoing Marx, describes the relentless drive in 

postmodern culture to overcome with increased speed the constraints of distance, Harvey situates 

the changes in the experience of time and space in postmodern culture within the broader context 

of the history of global capitalism, framing them as but the latest phase in a progressive series of 

spatial and temporal transformations that have been taking place from the Middle Ages onward:  
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I mean to signal by [“time-space compression”] processes that so revolutionize 

the objective qualities of space and time that we are forced to alter, sometimes in 

quite radical ways, how we represent the world to ourselves. I use the word 

“compression” because a strong case can be made that the history of capitalism 

has been characterized by speed-up in the pace of life, while so overcoming 

spatial barriers that the world sometimes seems to collapse inwards upon us … As 

space appears to shrink to a “global village” of telecommunications and a 

“spaceship earth” of economic and ecological interdependencies—to use just two 

familiar and everyday images—and as time horizons shorten to the point where 

the present is all there is (the world of the schizophrenic), so we have to learn how 

to cope with an overwhelming sense of compression of our spatial and temporal 

worlds. (Condition 240 emphasis in original)12  

What Schivelbusch astutely recognizes—and brings more explicit attention to (compared 

to theories such as Harvey’s that place more weight on the aspect of “compression”)—is the fact 

that the velocity responsible for the shrinkage of space conversely enabled greater distances to be 

covered in the same amount of time, the result of which was a markedly enlarged scope of 

 
12 Often referenced in conjunction with Harvey’s “time-space compression” is Anthony Giddens’s theorization of 
“time-space distanciation,” which captures the stretching of social relations across time and space, giving rise to a 
decoupling, or, to use his term, “disembedding,” which involves “the ‘lifting out’ of social relations from local 
contexts of interaction and their restructuring across indefinite spans of time-space” (21). Thus, like Harvey, 
Giddens spotlights “the shifting alignments of time and space” that are constitutive of the nature of modernity (22). 
Both compression and distanciation offer helpful ways to understand the restructuring of time and space that forms 
an integral part of the process of globalization. However, the two concepts also diverge in noteworthy ways: 
whereas Harvey focuses on the implosion of time and space and traces its roots to the development of capitalism—
he singles out “flexible accumulation” (post-Fordism) as the primary driver of such disruptions (149)—Giddens’s 
interest lies more in the ways in which social arrangements are facilitated by innovations in transport and 
communications technologies. It might be said that space-time distanciation both causes and results from time-space 
compression. Also relevant for this discussion might be what the geographer Donald Janelle has termed “time-space 
convergence,” which describes the ways in which reduced travel time achieved by improved means of transport, or 
“space-adjusting technologies,” brings destinations into closer contact (53). See also Barney Warf’s Time-Space 
Compression: Historical Geographies (Routledge, 2008) for a more comprehensive overview of the concept, 
history, and geographical conditions of time-space compression. 
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activity and the yoking together of what had once been unconnected, out-of-the-way places. In 

this reshaped geography, the contrast between the country and the city lessened in prominence 

and gave way to a heightened awareness of the porosity of topographical boundaries. 

Schivelbusch refers to a contemporary source observing the condensed map achieved by railway 

travel and adds to the previous quote, placing special emphasis on the metropolitan stamp of 

such developments. He writes, “The nation’s contraction into a metropolis … conversely 

appeared as an expansion of the metropolis: by establishing transport lines to ever more outlying 

areas, the metropolis tended to incorporate the entire nation. Thus the epoch of the suburbs, of 

the amoebic proliferation of the formerly contained cities into the surrounding countryside, 

began with the railroads” (35). With this process of metropolitanization, provincial locations 

came to be construed as forming a continuous gamut with neighboring urban areas in new, 

changing conceptions of local scale. For the purposes of this chapter, which takes up moments in 

Cranford when the split between the city and the province crumbles, the fluidity of these 

categories is paramount. It curbs the impulse to draw false, rigid divisions where subtle and 

complex imbrications capture with more accuracy the reality of the period’s shifting, evolving 

spatial relationships.13 In other words, as an analytical lens, it assists in foregrounding the ways 

in which the ideas of city and country, urban and provincial, are mutually constituted.14 

 
13 For a detailed discussion of the challenges of defining a term as notoriously slippery as “urban,” see F. M. L. 
Thompson’s chapter, “Town and City,” in his edited collection The Cambridge Social History of Britain 1750-1950. 
Vol. 1: Regions and Communities (Cambridge UP, 1990). He explains, “The important point is … that there is no 
simple, straightforward, objective, and generally applicable definition of a town, and hence there are no clear-cut 
boundaries of urban society. Arbitrary decisions are inescapable in any system of classification” (5). Adding to this 
conundrum is the “spatial relationship between town and country” (and the “spatial configuration of towns”), which 
Thompson points out was much more interdependent than what the familiar narrative of nineteenth-century 
urbanization (and the urban/rural divide) would suggest (6-7). 
 
14 I am thinking here of methodologies such as Raymond Williams’s in The Country and the City (Oxford UP, 
1973), which examines the role of literary representation in performing the ideological work that constructs the 
dichotomy between the domains of country and city, which, upon closer inspection, are revealed to be more 
interrelated than separate and autonomous, subjected as both are to the same processes of industrial capitalism. He 
supplies, “[My project] was to try to show simultaneously the literary conventions and the historical relations to 
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My reading of Cranford suggests that the novel moves beyond this reciprocal relation—

indeed, collapses them—and shows itself to be as urban as it is provincial, a point that has 

typically been overlooked in scholarly discussions. To be sure, there is little disagreement over 

the fact that the work contains urban elements. For instance, in its early pages, the narrator shows 

herself to be acutely conscious of the metropolitan readership to whom her observations are 

addressed. The episodes she relates of Cranford’s local idiosyncrasies are frequently 

accompanied by arch asides that serve to underscore the distance, cultural as well as physical, 

that stretches between the town and the metropolis: “Have you any red silk umbrellas in 

London?” (4) “Do you ever see cows dressed in grey flannel in London?” (7) “Do you make 

paper paths for every guest to walk upon in London?” (15) These questions, each of which 

occurs after she has related an episode specific to the town’s inhabitants and their ways of being, 

serve to gently ironize what the narrator herself knows to be peculiar characteristics that are 

likely to be met with amusement, even a degree of incredulity. In other words, they are more 

rhetorical than voiced in earnest, raised as they are with the assured knowledge that the answers 

will be in the negative—she is fully aware, as are her readers, that Alderney cows would most 

certainly not be clad in grey flannel and newspapers not spread (and then their positions 

subsequently changed) to preserve new carpets in London. As such, these questions—and their 

explicit allusions to an urban, decidedly unprovincial audience—serve to punctuate the 

ethnographic characteristics of Cranford, and thus one major way in which, despite its confined 

setting, the narrative’s reach extends beyond the small town to invoke and involve the urban 

 
which they were a response—to see together the means of the production and the conditions of the means of 
production. For the conditions of the means of production are quite crucial to any substantial understanding of the 
means of production themselves” (Politics and Letters 304).  
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environment of the capital (to say nothing of its eventual extension to imperial zones).15 To 

paraphrase, the ethnographic method is one route by which the urban element surfaces in the 

novel, by the fact of the divergence between the two sites which the narrative exploits. 

That Cranford is motivated by an instinct to document the customs and cultures of a 

provincial town at remove from most of its readership is without doubt. Yet what has received 

less attention is the fact that this ethnographic strand pertains most strongly to one segment of the 

whole novel, that is, the first two chapters, the portion published (as aforementioned) in 

Household Words with the expectation that it would be a single, contained contribution, rather 

than an extended narrative. Accordingly, the ethnographic element is unevenly distributed in 

Cranford, concentrated for the most part on the opening section, and, as such, any discussion of 

this aspect of the novel requires this qualifier. I stress this disjuncture to accentuate the transition 

that the work manifests en route from ethnography to novelistic narrative. In other words, what 

interests me are the ways in which the shift from the former to the latter releases Cranford, or 

positions it differently, from a narrow, delimited province whose primary purpose is to serve as a 

point of contrast between the metropolitan culture represented by London. As Cranford is less 

and less identified by its divergence from the metropolis and more as an independent location 

unto itself, there are less comparisons with outside cultures and more focus on the ways in which 

the community participates as a node in an international network of trade, exchange, even 

emigration—in a move, I argue, that imbues the town itself with urbanism. For this reason, it is 

telling, I think, that once Cranford moves past the initially planned parts (that is, beginning with 

 
15 Hilary Schor points out that Cranford possesses anthropological qualities; she claims that its narrator, Mary 
Smith, serves as mediator for those for whom the provincial town’s ways are strange, foreign (86, 105). Boris 
Knezevic, detecting in Cranford an ethnographic writing of the kind observable in her first novel, Mary Barton, 
asserts, “Cranford is Gaskell’s most determined experiment in ethnographic narrative” (405). He states that it 
engages in field report-like writing that seeks to record Cranford’s disappearing genteel society, which is depicted as 
being beset by the changes of industrial modernization (406-8).  
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the third chapter in its book form), the London-facing rhetorical gestures inviting ethnographic 

interest fade away almost entirely. In fact, while the narrator does summon readers for whom 

Cranford is eccentric, this occurs only once and without the direct reference to London in 

particular: “Do you know what a calash is?” (65) The change in the way the question is raised 

hardly owes to chance, especially when one recalls the scrupulousness with which the narrator 

relied on the repetition of heavily similar patterns for her earlier intended contrasts with London. 

Now the syntax—as well as the object—of her question has changed; the generality of the 

language suggests London’s diminished relevance as the primary counterpoint to Cranford and 

signals the narrator’s shift in focus to a much broader, more inclusive audience than she had 

before. She frames her question differently; she opts instead for a more open-ended query, one 

that makes room for the possibility that she will meet with a range of responses. Simply put, she 

recognizes that her readership has become more enlarged, more diverse. Thus, when critics such 

as Knezevic speak of a “triangular political geography” among “the local culture of Cranford, the 

industrialist culture of Drumble (or the north), and the metropolitan culture of the south of 

England,” this holds, in my opinion, only partly true; this tripartite structure increasingly fades as 

the narrative progresses (408). 

The narrator, Mary Smith, serves as an interesting embodiment of this shift. She is at first 

little more than a remarkably unobstrusive, even disembodied, presence whose primary function 

in the narrative appears to be to diligently report on the townspeople’s quirks with a knowingness 

that comes from her own half-distance and half-familiarity from the provincial society. A 

frequent visitor to Cranford, she is originally from Drumble, which is described as a “great 

neighboring town” that is “distant only twenty miles on a railroad” (3). (It is also a thinly-

disguised fictional version of Manchester.) Her secondary position to the main priority of 
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foregrounding Cranford’s people and their culture is epitomized in her being nameless for nearly 

two-thirds of the novel before she finally acquires, unsurprisingly, an exceptionally ordinary, 

characterless name, and that also in a hurried, partly parenthetical insertion in the midst of a 

pressing conversation concerning the financial straits of one of their own: “‘Miss Smith,” [Miss 

Pole] continued, addressing me, (familiarly known as ‘Mary’ to all the company assembled, but 

this was a state occasion,)’” (135). While Mary arguably never fully develops into a character in 

the true sense of the word, the extension of the narrative provides more room for her 

development. She thus acquires more delineation as the most plot-like component of Cranford—

the search for Miss Matty’s brother, Peter Jenkyns, whom Mary Smith believes might be the Aga 

Jenkyns of Chunderabaddad about whom she has heard from Mrs. Brown—unfolds. Thus, Mary 

Smith, who had hitherto been little more than a reporter, and who had blended in effortlessly 

with the Cranfordians through the use of the communal “we,” begins to more and more voice her 

individuality, which is startling precisely because she had so rarely drawn attention to herself.  

For example, regarding her hunch that there is a chance that Aga Jenkyns might be the long-lost 

kin of Miss Matty, her difficulty in suppressing her excitement causes her to admit a personal 

flaw: “Indiscretion was my bugbear fault” (110). She even finds it difficult to contain her 

emotions, which, at an especially poignant recollection, threaten to overturn her narratorial 

voice: “But I must recover myself; the contemplation of it, even at this distance of time, has 

taken away my breath and my grammar, and unless I subdue my emotion, my spelling will go 

too” (112). In telling moments such as these, her performance as a documentarian slips as the 

urge to assert her selfhood nearly overpowers. In a yet more revealing instance, she consciously 

inserts herself into the narrative: “I must say a word or two here about myself,” she begins before 

proceeding to explain the circumstances of her stay in Cranford as allowed by her father in 
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Drumble (116). She drops hints of her family’s possible connection to the Jenkynses and thus 

builds for herself more context, more history. In this way, as I have suggested above, while it still 

seems something of a stretch to call her a character in the most conventional sense, it bears 

noting the subtle yet definite trajectory that Mary Smith undergoes from passive observer to 

active participant over the course of the novel. 

This change is most striking when Mary Smith begins to take initiative and instigate 

movement to propel the story forward to its teleological end. Regarding the search for Aga/Peter 

Jenkyns, she resolves to take matters into her own hands: “I would make further inquiry” (109). 

Not long after, she finds herself standing in front of a post-box into which she has just deposited 

her letter. In what is arguably one of the most novelistic moments in the entire narrative, she 

gazes at the box before her and ruminates on its contents: 

At last I got the address, spelt by sound; and very queer it looked! I dropped it in 

the post on my way home; and then for a minute I stood looking at the wooden 

pane, with a gaping slit, which divided me from the letter, but a moment ago in 

my hand. It was gone from me like life—never to be recalled. It would get tossed 

about on the sea, and stained with sea-waves perhaps; and be carried among palm-

trees, and scented with all tropical fragrance;—the little piece of paper, but an 

hour ago so familiar and commonplace, had set out on its race to the strange wild 

countries beyond the Ganges! (127) 

This is a richly evocative passage. In a rare moment, readers are given access to Mary Smith’s 

interior monologue, which expresses amazement at the combination of such a mundane, 

everyday item as a post-box and the seemingly limitless possibilities, especially of mobility, that 
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it represents.16 It merits mentioning that Mary Smith is the one among the Cranford women who 

is most characterized by movement and circulation, but without the benefits of any real freedom 

or agency. For instance, while she is frequently described as being from Drumble, as her 

inclusion in the communal “we” indicates, she is also a member of the provincial society, and as 

such is not fully tethered to one place of belonging. As she herself shares, “I had vibrated all my 

life between Drumble and Cranford” (152). Without any sort of meaningful property to claim as 

her own, she spends her time at Cranford as something between a guest and a companion to one 

of the older ladies (usually Miss Matty) and resides with her father at his home in Drumble. In 

this sense, while she is characterized by movement, she is in one sense undeniably restricted. We 

might compare her situation to the Cranford ladies, who, for all their eccentric, provincial ways, 

pride themselves on being “Amazons,” a term that, however ironically used, also evokes a sense 

of self-sufficiency (3). Furthermore, she is tied to movement in another way, namely circulation, 

in the sense that she records the ways of the small town with the awareness that her writing will 

be consumed by strangers in the metropolis or even beyond. She thus pens the stories of 

Cranford with the knowledge that she is participating in a sprawling network of exchange in 

which her writing will be one among many other commodities in circulation, containing both 

local and foreign elements, not unlike the tea trade to which Miss Matty turns in her time of 

financial crisis. In this sense, while Mary Smith might be at best a “poorly-defined character,” 

her indistinct presence serves as an effective narrative means of delineating the provincialism of 

 
16 See Tim Dolin’s article, “Cranford and the Victorian Collection,” for his reading of Cranford in the Victorian 
context of the female collection, which contains also a discussion of “Mary’s long pause at the post-box” (203). It is 
surprising that not much more has been written on this passage, which stands out for its explicit nod to the global 
chain of communication of which Cranford, as shown in this moment, is undeniably a part. It joins what is most 
Cranfordian, that is, the “commonplace,” with the unknowability of foreign and, evidently to Mary Smith, exotic 
locations.  
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Cranford, both vis-à-vis its metropolitan readership and the wider world in which the town is 

embedded (Dolin, “Cranford” 201). 

This reality of an increasingly interconnected world takes on more directly personal 

dimensions in two distinct instances, that is, when Miss Matty falls into financial distress when 

the Town and Country Bank fails and when Peter Jenkyns returns home from his prolonged stay 

in India. In the former case, the bankruptcy poses a material threat: as Miss Matty confides to the 

narrator, “If that bank goes wrong, I shall lose one hundred and forty-nine pounds thirteen 

shillings and fourpence a year; I shall only have thirteen pounds a year left” (125). Through no 

fault of her own, but simply because of her shares in the bank, she loses her investments and thus 

the means of supporting herself; the world of finance, synonymous with urban infrastructures, 

acquires sharp visibility and exposes the fiction of any imagined insulated remoteness. In other 

words, much like the abrupt, calamitous turn in Miss Matty’s fortunes, in which she had no say 

or control, Gaskell suggests that Cranford’s involvement with the world outside its bounds is 

ineluctable, already a foregone conclusion: the Town and Country Bank incident attests to the 

indisputable connection it shares with the neighboring industrial town of Drumble and beyond. 

Specifically, the dramatic way in which it impacts Miss Matty, arguably the moral center of the 

Cranford community, suggests that the provincial town is already deeply enmeshed in modern 

spatiotemporal logics—including its upheavals—to the point of having no meaningful distinction 

from such urban centers. (Indeed, it is worth recalling here the impulse toward spatiotemporal 

control that essentially governs the ethos and practice of financial investment—to say nothing of 

the ties to global networks “the great neighbouring commercial town” of Dumble would 

undoubtedly have [3].) It further bears noting that this dilemma, which brings to view the urban 

framework of the provincial town, finds a solution in the foreign import, so to speak, of Peter 
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Jenkyns’s homecoming: his return secures her financial independence and thus contributes to 

restoring happy balance in the community (at which point the narrative concludes). The fact that 

Cranford’s troubles are at once caused and soothed by what is perceived as external to the 

community points to the provincial town’s unavoidable entanglement in the contemporary milieu 

and, more fundamentally, suggests that what is construed as belonging to the “outside” has 

already been woven deeply into the local social fabric. In the process of extending her once 

isolated sketch into a novel—one that would require the narrative trappings of plot and ending—

Gaskell seems to have realized the need to both acknowledge and draw upon the context of the 

social transformations enveloping the provincial town—which, in turn, would require a 

measured acceptance of such changes, rather than willful nostalgia. As Kathleen Blake observes, 

“Gaskell invites us to recognize that little old-fashioned Cranford exists within a large and a 

changing world and that it gains when it opens itself to wider new connections” (174). It is worth 

adding that this recognition impels the urbanism of Cranford’s provincialism. 
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CHAPTER II 
 
 

Provincial Cosmopolitanisms 
 
 
 It would seem that the sentiment of humanity dissipates 

and weakens as it spreads to the whole earth … Interest 
and commiseration must in some way be constricted and 
compressed in order to be activated. 

—Jean-Jacques Rousseau,  
Discourse on Political Economy 

 
 
 ‘You will not like us at Middlemarch, I feel sure,’ she 

said, when the whist-players were settled. ‘We are very 
stupid, and you have been used to something quite 
different.’ 
‘I suppose all country towns are pretty much alike,’ said 
Lydgate. 

—George Eliot, Middlemarch: A Study of Provincial Life 
 
 
Urban Consciousness 
 

This chapter turns to George Eliot’s Middlemarch (1871-1872) to accentuate the critical 

role which the metropolis performs as the ideological fulcrum on which the novel, a self-styled 

“study of provincial life,” depends. Indeed, one of the chief aims in what follows is to restore to 

fuller visibility this often-neglected second half of the title, which identifies with unmistakable 

precision the perimeters of what the work takes as its subject: the lives of people whose 

interactions with the world are mediated by the fact of their locality, specifically their 

provincialism, which, I argue, can be described as urban insofar as it is shaped by the looming, if 

muted, presence of cities. In other words, rather than subscribing to the reductive, misleading 

binary of province/metropolis, this chapter takes as its starting point the understanding that the 

rise of cities forms the crucial underpainting onto which George Eliot layers her portrait of the 
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provincial town of Middlemarch in the 1830s and foregrounds this mutually constitutive 

relationship as it emerges in the sprawling narrative. In so doing, it underscores the sweeping 

nature of the urban turn that characterized the Victorian period and into which literary forms, 

even those set at conscious distance from cities, were ineluctably pulled.  

As noted by scholars of nineteenth-century British urban history, cities and Victorianism 

were inextricably intertwined: “What the Victorians said about cities illuminates what they 

thought and felt about much else. Yet it was the fact that they lived in the cities—or chose not to 

live in them—which dominates Victorian social history” (Briggs, Victorian Cities 80). These 

words are yet further testament to the pervasiveness of urban expansion in the era and its 

consequent hold over even people and places at a distance from such scenes of development. It is 

this implicit, underlying dimension of a burgeoning urban culture—all the more powerful for its 

imperceptible penetration—as it surfaces in Middlemarch that this chapter probes. At first blush, 

it would appear that the novel has little to say about cities; while references are made at sporadic 

intervals to London, for the most part, the work hews closely to its provincial sphere and focuses 

its energies on parsing the dramas that unfold against the backdrop of its outlying locale. 

However, my object is to call into question this facile reading of Middlemarch as a work that 

traffics squarely, and limitedly, in the subgenre of provincial fiction. Moreover, in a move that is 

also of a piece with the observation cited above, I explore in the following pages what this 

pronounced reticence about the age-defining shift to a predominantly urban society articulates 

about the provincialism which the novel puts forward as its philosophical centerpiece. More 

simply, my interest lies in bringing to the fore the ways in which the century’s milieu of 

urbanization is woven into, and provides the contours for, George Eliot’s sustained, ambitious 

“study of provincial life” and, more broadly, the ethics of her realist project. 
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More subtly, powerfully, the urban configuration of changing conceptions of space are 

shown in Middlemarch to contour characters’ consciousness, which bears the imprint of the 

recognition of a culture increasingly, comprehensively defined by cities. In such a culture, 

distinct and varied locales are registered in terms of the single criterion of their relation to the 

urban—to wit, where they fall on the urban/non-urban divide. The most salient example of this is 

the self-stylization of Middlemarch as above all a “story of provincial life,” a description that 

reflexively points to a milieu saturated with the rapid expansion and growing prevalence of 

cities, an environment in which the town of Middlemarch, measured against these 

developments—most prominently, the remarkable rise of the metropolis of London—acquires its 

provinciality. In this respect, the novel exemplifies Ian Duncan’s account that mid-Victorian 

provincial fiction is characterized by its “difference from the metropolis,” or its “negative 

difference, based on a binary opposition, expressed as a generic or typical identity within which 

any particular provincial setting may take the place of any other” (322 emphasis in original). 

This split is captured in the full title of Middlemarch, which at once acknowledges the city-based 

lens through which its chosen stage is filtered and subverts the spatial hierarchy that 

accompanies the construed polarity with its purposeful centering of what this logic renders 

outlying, peripheral. In other words, the context that spurs the novel’s depiction of the rich 

texture of “provincial life” can be traced to the urban transformation of not only the physical 

landscape but also, more pervasively, the turns and tenor of consciousness, which in the 

nineteenth century comes to assess places such as Middlemarch on the basis of their variance 

from the standard-bearing, pattern-setting metropolis and the culture it represents. This modern, 

urban consciousness provides a crucial entry point for grasping more fully the worldviews and 

motivations of a range of characters, especial among them Tertius Lydgate, Rosamond Vincy, 
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and Dorothea Brooke, in a way that goes beyond personal traits and accounts more extensively 

for the shaping forces of their surroundings and the imaginative consequences of their situated 

circumstances at a particular juncture in history during which social change occurred along the 

axis of urbanization. This, in turn, allows for a more nuanced understanding of George Eliot’s 

vision of cosmopolitanism, which, she suggests, must move away from the abstract, distancing 

intellectualism to which urban culture tends and plant its roots more firmly in the local sphere, 

the concrete realities of the everyday, if it is to effect meaningful fellow-feeling. 

 

Parisian Cosmopolitanism 
 

Lydgate is first introduced as a “young, poor, ambitious” surgeon newly arrived in 

Middlemarch with dreams of scientific discovery and medical reform (87). His credentials are 

supplied by the places of his studies and training, “London, Edinburgh, and Paris,” sites that 

metonymically function to establish for the reader as well as the provincial townspeople his 

worldliness and superior qualifications (136). In particular, the order in which these cities are 

listed is worth noting, for it tracks a progressive path in Lydgate’s intellectual journey: the reader 

is informed that after being apprenticed to a “country practitioner” (133), which he paints as an 

uninspired, even potentially “stif[ling],” phase (136), he carried his studies to London, then 

Edinburgh—the leading institution for medical education in Britain in the second half of the 

eighteenth century—and finally to Paris, where the radical reforms of medicine that took shape 

in the wake of the French Revolution paved the way for dramatic gains in medical knowledge. 

Indeed, it is widely understood that the tremendous strides achieved in France, namely the Paris 

School of Medicine, between 1794 and 1848 amounted to no less than the profound inauguration 

of modern medicine. As Erwin H. Ackerknecht proclaims, “There is hardly any disagreement 
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that modern scientific medicine starts with the work of the Paris Clinical School in the first half 

of the 19th century, that this school was the child of a political revolution, and itself represented 

a revolutionary departure from the medical past” (“Broussais” 320); he reiterates with yet more 

vigor in his classic study of medicine in postrevolutionary Paris, “It was the closing hour of 

medical medievalism” (Medicine 33). As this revolution-bred sea change in medical 

epistemology constitutes the peculiar atmosphere in which Lydgate was inculcated with his 

prized values of merit, progress, and reform—the qualities that separate him from his 

Middlemarch neighbors—an overview of the new medical science that flourished in the French 

city is first in order.  

In keeping with the iconoclastic ethos of the French Revolution, the Paris School sought 

to eliminate corruption associated with established authorities such as the Church and the Old 

Regime and pushed for the rigorous pursuit of empiricism in the vein of the philosophical ideals 

of the Scientific Revolution and the Enlightenment. It thus promoted a series of changes that 

shifted the locus of instruction from university lectures based on ancient medical texts to hospital 

wards, or clinics, and in so doing enabled more direct, systematic engagement with patients. This 

pivot to a more practical orientation in medical training, encapsulated in the chemist and 

revolutionist Antoine François Fourcroy’s dictum that learning involve “little reading, much 

seeing, and much doing (peu lire, beaucoup voir, beaucoup faire)” (qtd. in Ackerknecht, 

Medicine 32), manifested in the focus on clinical observation, post-mortem examinations or 

autopsies, and new diagnostic techniques such as percussion, palpation and auscultation, all of 

which contributed to position Paris as the uncontested hub of medical innovation in the earlier 

part of the nineteenth century: “the revolutionary authorities’ emphasis on the new pedagogy, 

especially the opening of the great hospitals to student teaching, made Paris after 1815 the most 
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sought-after center for practical training in the medical world” (Bonner 108). Lydgate is one of 

the thousands who gravitate to this “Mecca of medical students from all over the world” 

(Ackerknecht, Medicine 44). As Lilian R. Furst explains, eager British pupils figured 

prominently among those who thronged this capital of medical education: “With the end of 

hostilities after the defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo in 1815, the influx of British medical students 

to Paris mounted sharply. The name Gallomaniacs was coined for British converts to French 

medical ways on account of their tendency to proselytism” (58). Lydgate fits neatly into this 

historical profile, marking him as a member of this sizeable, familiar mass and, in this respect, a 

poster child for convention despite his reform-seeking agenda, self-vaunted independence, and 

proud resolve to be beholden to no one. It is one of many instances of the narrative casting 

skepticism on the very notion of independence so dear to this would-be self-made man. In this 

way, well before launching into the gradual process by which he succumbs to the “hampering 

threadlike pressure of small social conditions” (169) that in the end asphyxiates his dreams, it 

pricks the vows he makes to “win celebrity, however slowly, … by the independent value of his 

work” (136) and resist obstacles to “his unmixed resolutions of independence” (169) with these 

gestures to the currents on which his career is carried: far from transcending—indeed, being 

“independent” of—the specific circumstances of time and place, the overarching mission to 

engender medical reform which he brings to Middlemarch is intimately tied to post-revolutionary 

Paris, the medium in which he, along with numerous other medical men of his day, were—and, if 

their “tendency to proselytism” is any indication, continued to be—embroiled. From this 

perspective, as a constituent of a group that would have been easily recognized by contemporary 

readers, and moreover as one who warmly spreads its gospel, Lydgate might be described as 

being in fact cut from an archetypal cloth. His conformity to this well-defined category injects 
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his outsider status with an element of intelligibility, making him in this sense a knowable 

stranger; hence characters such as Brooke and Bulstrode—men who pride themselves on their 

knowledge of the world beyond Middlemarch—make allusions showing they are au courant with 

people of his stripe, or a growing body of medical men whose claims to expertise came to be 

intertwined in the course of the nineteenth century with their studies overseas. Thus, when 

Brooke says of Lydgate, “I think he is likely to be first-rate—has studied in Paris, knew 

Broussais, has ideas, you know—wants to raise the profession,” he knowingly refers to the 

contemporary renown of Paris as the epicenter of modern scientific medicine and grants on the 

grounds of the city’s reputation the likelihood of the newcomer’s excellence, or his being “first-

rate” (85). Moreover, his remark that Lydgate aspires to “raise the profession,” with the 

implication that the comparatively depressed, or less sophisticated, state of the medical field in 

Britain calls for “rais[ing]” via the more forward-looking “ideas” of the kind that the young man 

has likely imbibed, underscores still more forcefully the heightened stature of Paris and the 

unique burnish the French capital confers. In this regard, while “London, Edinburgh, and Paris” 

collectively serve as shorthand for the prestige of his background, the avant-gardism of his ideas 

and practices, and the cosmopolitanism of his character, it is Paris, as the most recent, most 

significant place of his learning, with which Lydgate is most closely aligned. 

To take this point further: more tellingly, the sequence of this cluster of cities, which 

culminates in the pinnacle of Paris, gives a glimpse of the formative influence of this 

uninterrupted upward trajectory in Lydgate’s sanguine belief in the notion of progress, which, in 

turn, forms the wellspring of his zeal for medical reform. To elaborate, from the standpoint of his 

profession, his itinerary from London to Edinburgh to Paris constructs a narrative of fluid, 

unimpeded advancement: each new destination represents a deepening of his studies, a more 
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exalted certification of his abilities, and highlights the central role of cities in his quest for self-

development. Thus, given his travels, it is unsurprising that Lydgate connects urban 

environments with exciting opportunities for improvement and, conversely, the provinces with a 

deplorable lack of any such capacity for refinement. The powerful hold of these associations is 

evident in the conversation he shares with the Middlemarch banker, Mr. Bulstrode, on the topic 

of their plans to open a new fever hospital: 

‘There are few things better worth the pains in a provincial town like this,’ said Lydgate. 

‘A fine fever hospital in addition to the old infirmary might be the nucleus of a medical 

school here, when once we get our medical reforms; and what would do more for medical 

education than the spread of such schools over the country? A born provincial man who 

has a grain of public spirit as well as a few ideas, should do what he can to resist the rush 

of everything that is a little better than common towards London. Any valid professional 

aims may often find a freer, if not richer field, in the provinces.’ (116) 

As this speech reveals, Lydgate’s earnest drive for medical reform rests on a generic conception 

he harbors of provincial society, which emerges most strikingly on the level of language. His 

choice of words—“a provincial town like this,” “the provinces”—conveys his reflexive disregard 

for the specificity of Middlemarch and speaks more fundamentally to his view of such places as 

nondescript, even interchangeable. Indeed, his suggestion that the provinces, being less complex 

compared to their urban counterparts, offer a “freer” arena for men such as himself seeking to 

sow the seeds of their professional ambitions, gives more insight into his ingrained prejudices 

than anything else. Lydgate fails to perceive or appreciate the particularities of which 

communities such as Middlemarch are comprised. The casual condescension he exhibits in 

erasing them of any positive qualities—making them “freer” in his judgment—and construing 
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this supposed blankness as propitious grounds for imposing his lofty aims of orchestrating 

medical reform points to a certain kind of blindness that arises from a facile, simplistic 

understanding of provincial towns; he negates in his unseeingness. Ironically, his description of 

the provinces as providing a “richer field” more favorable to the kinds of necessary changes that 

he deems as proper development performs the injury of impoverishing those very places by 

evacuating them of their customs, cultures, contexts. 

 In other words, this erasure, a corollary of Lydgate’s urban consciousness, is the 

overlooked cornerstone on which the newcomer’s plans for medical reform rest. As such, as this 

section argues, it constitutes a key aspect of his character, which, while so often identified by his 

single-minded pursuit of fostering change and scientific progress in Middlemarch, is less 

recognized for the spatial premise, that is, the urban/provincial divide, on which this mission is 

based. To provide more perspective, consider his long-term goal: he intends to see the hospital-

based medical school contribute to the “spread of such schools over the country” and thus form a 

part of the tide of the modernization of his profession. The fullness of his conviction in this 

endeavor, which in essence consists of a roadmap that would see the medical infrastructure of 

Middlemarch follow in the footsteps of Paris, can be gathered by the unflagging optimism he 

displays on another occasion. He declares, expectantly, “Things can’t last as they are: there must 

be all sorts of reform soon, and then young fellows may be glad to come and study here” (426). 

In the midst of this assured statement on impending changes is nested a scripted formula, an 

anticipated outcome, that is still more conspicuous for its mirroring of Lydgate’s career: after all, 

the story of the eager, hopeful young student flocking to a post-reform town in quest of more 

advanced learning maps unerringly onto his own past pull to Paris. This impulse to replicate his 

experiences implies his perception of himself as a guide who will usher the provincial town, yet 
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in the past, or the medical dark ages, into the future, the inevitable path forward, from which he 

comes. Critically, this vision of wresting Middlemarch into the shape of Paris hinges on reading 

into the former’s provinciality an opening for the imposition of nothingness, which, in turn, is 

registered as a sign of its malleability, or what is taken as an invitation for self-identifying 

pioneers such as Lydgate to configure into more improved, desirable, evidently urban-learning 

form. In short, animating Lydgate’s consuming object of medical reform is a conception of space 

that in general hews to the split between cities and provinces and in particular derives from his 

exposure to and involvement in the specific environment of postrevolutionary Paris (139). The 

constitutive role of this urban-oriented framework in understanding Lydgate’s character is 

perhaps all the more appreciable when taking into account the young doctor’s unequivocal 

identification of himself with his chosen vocation. His and his profession are, as he “gravely” 

informs his wife Rosamond, one and the same: “[T]o say that you love me without loving the 

medical man in me, is the same sort of thing as to say that you like eating a peach but don’t like 

its flavor” (430). He himself openly avows that there is no distinguishing between Lydgate the 

individual and Lydgate the medical man: as his analogy makes explicit, his essence is his 

profession, a characterization that garners support from scenes in which he is shown spending 

even his private domestic hours “absorb[ed],” as Rosamond observes, in ruminations of 

persevering in his present undertaking and one day joining his mind’s pantheon of great, 

venerated medical men (429). This collapse of his selfhood into the single, unidimensional one 

of the medical man suggests the intensely personal nature of his struggle for medical reform, 

which, to reiterate, boils down to the plan of transmuting the “freer,” or empty, provinciality of 

Middlemarch into the more positively embossed urbanity of Paris; put another way, the project 

of enacting medical reform that carries so much weight for Lydgate is made viable by the 
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assumption of an intrinsic divergence between cities and provinces, or, more simply, his urban 

consciousness.  

 The urban-based dichotomy of Lydgate’s outlook, which endows cities with active, 

concrete attributes and non-urban areas with their absence, emerges again in a conversation with 

the Reverend Camden Farebrother, to whom he explains the primary factors that influenced his 

decision to settle in Middlemarch. His reasoning echoes and further fortifies the urban bias 

espied in his previous colloquy with Bulstrode.  

‘Apropos of what you said about wearing harness,’ Lydgate began, after they had sat 

down, ‘I made up my mind some time ago to do with as little of it as possible. That was 

why I determined not to try anything in London, for a good many years at least. I didn’t 

like that I saw when I was studying there—so much empty bigwiggism, and obstructive 

trickery. In the country, people have less pretension to knowledge, and are less of 

companions, but for that reason they affect one’s amour-propre less: one makes less bad 

blood, and can follow one’s own course more quietly.’ (163)  

His steering of the conversation—after politely, if “rather absently,” humoring the Vicar’s 

delighted showcasing of his collection of natural specimens—back to the considerations that 

solidified his move to Middlemarch indicates the extent of his abiding preoccupation with regard 

to this topic and, more notably, the resolute view he holds of the split between cities and 

provinces which such strong feelings take as their substructure (163). He manifests an urban bias 

in the sense that his perception of a place such as Middlemarch is organized negatively, that is, 

by an understanding of what it is not, or by what it lacks, compared to a large city such as 

London: vis-à-vis the “empty bigwiggism” and “obstructive trickery” of the metropolis—

described in an earlier part of the novel as the “range of London intrigues, jealousies, and social 
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truckling”—he expects the provincial town to be its antithesis, unfettered by the wily jostling of 

self-interests that he associates with more crowded, bustling arenas (136). The urban leaning to 

which he defaults surfaces even in his seemingly less than laudatory representation of London: 

the “empty bigwiggism” and “obstructive trickery” of which he is clearly disapproving are, upon 

closer reading, framed as the unavoidable, if unfortunate, byproducts of a higher level of learning 

of which there is much profusion in such developed, densely populated centers. In other words, 

the faults he finds with London lie in the dynamics such environments are prone to beget with 

their packed field of professional men whose ambitions tend to spill over into artful stratagems 

for egocentric gains. By contrast, he construes “the country” as being without such scheming and 

pomposity on account of its inhabitants having “less pretension to knowledge,” by which it is 

implied that the dearth of learning in such places precludes even efforts to establish claims to 

knowledge. He combines this portrait of simple, less educated folk with the belief that “the 

country,” again unlike London, will be less noisy, less congested, and, in a word, more peaceful 

by virtue of its sparseness, thus allowing one to “follow one’s course more quietly” away from 

the clamorous entanglements liable to produce “bad blood” and poison his route to medical 

reform. In short, Lydgate conjures from his London experiences a conception of the provinces 

that curiously straddles the abstract and the concrete: his expectation that they will be little more 

than negative versions of urban environments abstracts with its reductive, generalizing lens while 

at the same time endowing them with qualities that are concrete insofar as the imagined 

opposition translates into definite, delineable properties. The fact that he extrapolates from his 

time in cities, in particular London, to assume a tantamount degree of knowledge with regard to 

the provinces nakedly demonstrates the urban bolster upon which his spatial consciousness is 

predicated. In his avidity to keep clear of what he supposes to be city-specific impediments to his 
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goal of medical reform, he wishfully projects onto Middlemarch the antithetical qualities he 

seeks, which is to say, he disdains and depopulates.  

 It is as apt as it is ironic that Lydgate incorporates “amour-propre” into his speech in the 

above passage in telling, possible error: the French term, which translates into “self-esteem,” 

features alongside amour de soi as two distinct concepts of self-love in the philosophy of Jean-

Jacques Rousseau. The two are distinguished by the source of regard for the self: whereas the 

former, amour propre, refers to self-love that emerges from relations in society, and thus craves 

recognition from others in the form of status or importance, the latter, amour de soi, is the self-

love of the drive for self-preservation that exists in the state of nature. In other words, amour de 

soi is a basic, primitive passion that is asocial, self-sufficient, and unimpinged by the presence of 

others; as such, amour propre is often understood as the growth of amour de soi, a development 

of the originary impulse upon entry into civil society. It is for this reason—the awakening and 

internalization of the public self—that amour propre is frequently translated as “vanity,” “pride,” 

or “egocentrism” (McLendon 116). In Note XV to his 1755 Discourse on the Origin and 

Foundations of Inequality Among Men (hereafter Second Discourse), Rousseau explicitly 

clarifies the ways in which the two types of self-love diverge:  

Amour propre [vanity] and Amour de soi-même [self-love], two very different passions in 

their nature and their effects, should not be confused. Self-love is a natural sentiment 

which inclines every animal to attend to its self-preservation and which, guided in man 

by reason and modified by pity, produces humanity and virtue. Amour propre is only a 

relative sentiment, factitious, and born in society, which inclines every individual to get 

greater store by himself than by anyone else, inspires men with all the evils they do one 

another, and is the genuine source of honor. (Discourses 224)  
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In this vein, Lydgate’s use of amour propre is richly multivalent: on the one hand, the seclusion 

for which he yearns seems closer to amour de soi—in which case he “botch[es]” the term and 

“draws attention to his unrecognized need actually to cultivate his amour-propre more, not less” 

(Malachuck 379). In this reading, the gap between what is said and what is meant serves to 

underscore Lydgate’s failure to acknowledge the social sphere in which his work, which he 

conceives as largely an individual endeavor, is embedded. The slip brings to the fore the short-

sightedness of his pursuit of amour de soi, or the fantasy he entertains of being detached from 

society. To push this interpretation further: by placing emphasis on what Lydgate neglects, much 

to his detriment, it also suggests Eliot’s nuanced understanding of amour propre as a passion 

whose comparative impulses can be harnessed to make people more responsive to others to 

whom they exist in webbed relation. In this respect, she shares with scholars who caution against 

construing amour propre as purely negative in its nature and consequences. Indeed, despite 

Rousseau’s denunciation of its overwhelming propensity to degenerate into prideful self-love—

which combines, he asserts, with the institution of private property to breed inequality in modern 

society—there are glimpses throughout his oeuvre of its positive potential. For instance, in the 

Second Discourse, he puts forward a more neutral position with regard to amour propre. He 

explains, “[I]t is to this ardor to be talked about, this frenzy to achieve distinction which almost 

always keeps us outside ourselves, that we owe what is best and what is worst among men, our 

virtues and our vices, our Sciences and our errors, our Conquerors and our Philosophers, that is 

to say a multitude of bad things for a small number of good ones” (189). He echoes this qualified 

concession of the benign aspects of amour propre in Émile, or On Education, which appeared in 

1762, seven years after the Second Discourse: “Amour-propre is a useful but dangerous 

instrument” (244). His pessimism notwithstanding—“[amour propre] rarely does good without 
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evil”—these moments illuminate the dual nature of amour propre that opens into opportunities 

for its moral, constructive cultivation (Émile 245). In fact, the psychological educational treatise, 

far from passively restating the views expressed in the earlier work, represents the evolution of 

Rosseau’s thinking in the sense that it is activated by the central problematic of how to adjust the 

trajectory of individual development so as to inculcate amour de soi, or love of self that is 

independent of the regard of others, and in so doing keep in check the emergence of “inflamed,” 

or pernicious, amour propre. As Allan Bloom observes, “the primary intention of [Émile’s] 

education is to prevent amour de soi from turning into amour-propre” (10). Thus, according to 

Émile, an early, sustained educational regimen with a stringent focus on amour de soi provides 

the basis upon which healthy amour propre can be promoted. This perspective underpins the 

structure of Émile: Books I through III center on the nurturing of amour de soi, followed by 

Book IV, which details the eponymous hero’s integration into society and delves into the means 

by which amour propre, or the hunger for self-interest, can be seized for moral, virtuous ends, or 

the interests of the community. Rousseau writes, “Let us extend amour-propre to other beings. 

We shall transform it into a virtue, and there is no man’s heart in which this virtue does not have 

its root” (Émile 252). In other words, the outward orientation of amour propre can be channeled 

to engender public good. This marks its critical redirection from a selfish, solipsistic passion to 

one that is capable of bringing others into its imaginative fold; self-love is reshaped into love of 

others. The widening of the scope of amour propre, which “draw[s] us out of ourselves” (Social 

Contract 36), instills civic virtue and serves the republic at large. In the case of Émile, it enables 

the young pupil to achieve “harmony” between his natural, autonomous self and his identity as a 

citizen, or a member of society who is “good … for others” (Émile 41). This valuable, beneficent 

dimension of amour propre, with its implications for the salubrity of the body politic, renders 
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Lydgate’s lapse a compact expression of one of his character flaws: the implication that he is 

articulating his preference for the solitary existence of amour de soi, which he wrongly terms 

amour propre, at once betokens his haughty scorn of the opinions of others and evokes with the 

glaring mistake his want of the very thing that he names, or amour propre, which precludes with 

its deficiency any robust chance of promoting collective welfare. In this way, this blunder 

prognosticates Lydgate’s doomed plans for medical reform; his desire to “do good small work for 

Middlemarch, and great work for the world” rings hollow.  

 It can accordingly be inferred that Lydgate’s decision to settle in Middlemarch owes not 

to any unique appeal of the town or its people but rather the happy confluence of a practice 

available for purchase in a provincial location (which is the case following the local doctor Mr. 

Peacock’s retirement). By all indications, he would have made his home with a matching degree 

of drive and purpose in some other small town had he been presented with the same mixture of 

opportunities elsewhere. In other words, it is implied that Lydgate treats Middlemarch as merely 

one of many such provincial spots, that is, places with no special claim on his notice other than 

in terms of the integral role he conceives for them as clean, fertile slates in his project of 

reforming the medical profession. He himself betrays this perception of their non-distinctiveness 

when prompted by Rosamond Vincy during one of the couple’s earlier exchanges, an excerpt of 

which is cited in the epigraph to this chapter. The young woman deprecatingly tells him that the 

people of Middlemarch are “very stupid” and reasons that the well-traveled Lydgate is likely 

accustomed to “something quite different,” by which she alludes to the decidedly unprovincial 

aspect of his experiences. Her words invite further parsing: her equation of Middlemarch society 

with dull, ignorant simplemindedness and its obverse with what she considers to be the better, 

more desirable qualities of worldly sophistication bespeaks a perspective that takes for granted 
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the commensurability between the provincial town of Middlemarch and the urban centers with 

which Lydgate is identified. To paraphrase, in comparing Middlemarch with cities such as 

London, Edinburgh, and Paris, Rosamond shows herself to operate on the presupposition that 

such discrete places can be, and are, subject to a common measuring rod, which in this case uses 

the single criterion of urbanism, or the extent of urban development and the concomitant changes 

in social structure and ways of life. In her estimation, Middlemarch’s provinciality—the source 

of its “differen[ce]”—connotes less the town’s idiosyncrasies, its heterogeneous components, 

than a variation in degree rooted in an assumed sameness of kind. This, in turn, allows her to 

pass a value judgment on the surpassing advantages of urban, or unprovincial, modes of living 

under the façade of impartiality. Moreover, in so doing, she aligns herself with such cultures in a 

pointed gesture of distanciation from provincial environments in taste and sensibility if not in 

physical bearings. Thus, though she may be, in her words, a “raw country girl” who “pass[es] at 

Middlemarch,” what she signals more emphatically than her self-professed relative want of 

cultivation is her urban-oriented consciousness. It is this unquestioned subscription to an all-

encompassing ranking system of locales that skews in favor of cities that induces her to read in 

Middlemarch’s familiarity the insipidness of the townspeople and in Lydgate’s newness his more 

intimidating comportment. As she confides, “I am not afraid of talking to our old neighbors. But 

I am really afraid of you” (149-50). Her being “afraid”—aside from the obvious motive of 

flattery—might be more properly interpreted as an amalgam of the interest and curiosity a 

newcomer is wont to stir and an astute awareness of the ways in which Middlemarch and its 

residents are likely to fall short of the more absolute, discriminating standards of a cosmopolitan 

such as Lydgate. As one who adheres to the aforementioned stratification of places—according 

to which Middlemarch’s “differen[ce]” translates into its deficiencies—she recognizes that the 
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yardstick of urbanism by which he is conferred superior status can, by the same token, be used to 

gauge her own standing in the other man’s eyes. To put it another way, it is possible to read in the 

word “afraid” a shade of the clever woman’s self-consciousness at the expectation of being 

herself appraised. For his part, Lydgate proves incapable of discerning the urban-centered bias 

that catalyzes Rosamond’s trivialization of Middlemarch. His tacit endorsement of her sentiment, 

an extension of his understanding of provincial towns as flat, unvaried, resounds when he 

responds, unconcernedly, “I suppose all country towns are pretty much alike” (152). 

 Importantly, the pronounced contrast that Lydgate draws between cities and the 

provinces, while—as previously suggested—patently the result of his years in London, 

Edinburgh, and Paris, the place of Paris and its impact on his conceptions of space warrant 

special notice. As stated above, Lydgate’s urban affinities derive most strongly from the time he 

spent immersed in the singularly vibrant scientific culture that thrived in Paris during the earlier 

part of the nineteenth century. Indeed, his unreserved endorsement of this very particular 

environment can be gleaned from his active attempt to recreate it in what he surmises will be the 

pliant, passive canvas of Middlemarch. The most significant example of this are his ambitions 

for the New Fever Hospital, for which Bulstrode appoints him to serve as chief medical 

superintendent. There is no mistaking the fact that Lydgate’s design for the hospital is inspired by 

the culture of hospital-based medicine pioneered by the Paris School. His keen investment in the 

success of the New Fever Hospital stems from his expectation of its key function as the 

“nucleus” of a hospital-based medical school once medical reforms are underway—in much the 

same pattern as occurred in Paris, where the city’s hospital system served as the nexus of 

training, leading, as Guenter B. Risse explains, to the creation of “a comprehensive program of 

medical education and research centered on clinical studies in hospitals.” This core role of the 
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hospital set Parisian institutions apart from those in other comparable medical scenes of the 

period such as Edinburgh and Vienna: “[The former] became the central space for the creation of 

new medical knowledge, the source of medical certainty and professional authority” (331). In 

addition, Lydgate’s plan to harness the resources of the kernel of the hospital to resume the 

impetus for research sparked during his time abroad—his post comes with the “free authority to 

pursue all comparative investigations which his studies, particularly in Paris, has shown him the 

importance of”—reverberates with his allegiance to the foreign city’s medical culture of 

endorsing assiduous application to clinical research (425-6). This priority did not transfer wholly 

to British medicine, which adapted to changes in more gradual, piecemeal fashion compared to 

the sweeping overhaul underwent by French medicine. Thus, as W. F. Bynum notes, despite the 

increased weight placed on hospital affiliations for physicians’ careers by mid-century, “the 

French model of full-time, hospital-based medical teachers who were more or less expected to 

engage in research was never accepted in Britain” (“Physicians” 122). His observation 

accentuates the uneven terrain by which French medicine was imported and, more saliently for 

present purposes, the myopia of Lydgate’s conjecture that the conveyance will be a smooth, 

seamless process; this view vividly articulates the cosmopolitan’s naivete that holds aspects of 

culture to be conducive to being severed from their physical moorings, the concrete 

circumstances of their origin, and traveling intact, unencumbered, to remote territories on the 

simple, if compelling, reason of their reputed strengths. In short, he neglects the unique local 

conditions of early nineteenth-century Paris, the peculiar citywide postrevolutionary ferment that 

directly gave rise to the major developments in medical science of which he is so enamored, 

even as he punctuates all the while his intention to shape his new surroundings according to the 

mold of the former one in which he was—and, ideologically, remains—absorbed.  
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Lydgate’s interaction with his patients foreground this engrossment in French medical 

culture. His method of treating the Reverend Edward Casaubon, the rector of the parish of 

Lowick, plainly bears the stamp of his Paris training: “He not only used his stethoscope (which 

had not become a matter of course in practice at that time), but sat quietly by his patient and 

watched him” (268). He introduces to Middlemarch the stethoscope, in so doing spotlighting yet 

again his French ideas: the instrument, a recent invention by the French physician René Laënnec 

in 1816, came to serve as a symbol of the Paris School and its scientific innovations (much as it 

endures as a hallmark of the medical profession today). Lydgate couples the technique of 

auscultation with careful “watch[ing]” of Casaubon, hearkening to the Paris School’s emphasis 

on bedside medicine and the systematic correlation of symptoms observed at the bedside with 

lesions examined during autopsies. In this case, his drawing upon the stethoscope’s detection of 

pathology as well as the monitoring of his patient crisply instantiates the triumph par excellence 

of Laënnec’s invention, that is, its contribution to the integration of pathological anatomy and 

clinical medicine, also known as the anatomo-clinical method. Furst stresses this groundbreaking 

achievement: “[T]he stethoscope, by providing at once a confirmation and an extension of the 

findings of pathology, created a vital link between research on cadavers and clinical practice. The 

crucial transition was thereby accomplished from the older speculative medicine to the modern 

pragmatic method” (59). As a bridge between outward signs and inward maladies, the 

stethoscope represented the continuation of physicians’ tracking of patients’ illness; it extended 

their ability to “see” past the body’s surface and make more penetrating claims on the nature and 

progression of disease. It is not a coincidence that Laennec named his device by joining the 

Greek words for “chest” (stethos) and “observe” (skopein); the fact that the inventor himself saw 

the apparatus, in essence a means for augmenting the sounds of the chest, as a window by which 
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to peer into internal pathological anatomy, powerfully illustrates the Paris School’s focus on 

unlocking the mysteries of the human body, its foremost guiding principle of rendering the 

invisible visible. Thus, with the aid of the stethoscope, Lydgate diagnoses the cause of 

Casaubon’s suffering to be “fatty degeneration of the heart” (397), a condition which seems a 

symbolic iteration of the pedantic, self-absorbed man’s stunted capacity for fellow-feeling; his 

heart failure, the cause of his death, signifies his lack of heart, or atrophied humanity. As Sir 

James Chettam, in his undisguised contempt for the rector, asks, rhetorically, “[H]as [Casaubon] 

got any heart?” (64) Likewise, by way of the use of the stethoscope, Lydgate perceives 

metaphorically what Chettam intuits and Dorothea learns from experience from her misguided 

marriage to the dry, desiccated scholar and clergyman. These maneuvers on Eliot’s part work on 

one level to doubly consolidate the diseased heart, so to speak, or the miserly imagination, of 

Casaubon that makes him deeply pitiable and spells so much unhappiness for his young, ardent, 

idealistic wife. On another, they suggest the centrality of the stethoscope—or, more precisely, the 

atmosphere from which it emerges—to Lydgate’s mode of engagement with the world. To extend 

the logic of the scopic regime of the Paris School, he “sees,” or accesses, Casaubon’s sickness, 

the figurative representation of the rector’s defining personal qualities, through the lens of the 

stethoscope; the diagnostic tool, closely bound up with resonances of its extrinsic derivation, 

mediates his medical gaze and, more inherently, his Weltanshauung. In these ordinary, yet 

trenchant, ways, he consistently telegraphs the influences of early nineteenth-century Paris 

medicine that imbue his paradigm and tag his actions. 

The strange, frankly unpalatable exoticism of which the stethoscope was evocative upon 

its introduction to Britain is exemplified in the reservations expressed by members of the medical 

community. For instance, the device’s foreign origins and in particular its ties to the relentlessly 
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empiricist, innovation-seeking ethos of the Paris School led Sir John Forbes, who first translated 

Laënnec’s 1819 magnum opus De l’auscultation médiate, ou traité du diagnostique des poumons 

et du coeur, fondé principalement sur ce nouveau moyen d’exploration into English in 1821 

under the title A Treatise on the Diseases of the Chest, in Which They Are Described According 

to Their Anatomical Characters and Their Diagnosis Established on a New Principle by Means 

of Acoustick Instruments, to voice skepticism in the preface to the first edition on the likelihood 

of the instrument’s widespread adoption. Tellingly, he reasons that its diagnostic expediency is 

outweighed by deep-seated values and beliefs that have their basis in culture. He opines, “That 

[the stethoscope] will ever come into general use, notwithstanding its value, I am extremely 

doubtful,” and locates his misgivings in its incongruities with British ways: “[I]ts whole hue and 

character is foreign, and opposed to all our habits and associations” (xix). The fact that the 

distinguished physician, who later served as Court Physician to Queen Victoria’s Household 

from 1841 to 1861, points to the stethoscope’s exogeneous aura as the most probable factor to 

hinder the successful implementation in the face of the recognized advantages of what he himself 

acknowledges as “one of the greatest discoveries in medicine” speaks volumes about the alien 

impressions that trailed the novel medical equipment and, more significantly, the medical man’s 

cognizance of the power of yawning cultural gulfs—the pertinacious pulses of “habits and 

associations”—to buck even cogent scientific headways—a version, it is worth noting, of the 

tension at the crux of Middlemarch, that is, the oftentimes discordant pulls of truths of feeling 

and those of reason or intellect (xviii). Forbes’ prediction was to be proven false: the stethoscope 

quickly entered into ubiquitous use, an outcome to which, ironically, his own translation seems 

to have contributed. The strong sales of the first edition of De l’auscultation médiate—all five 

hundred copies were sold within the first two years of publication—marked an “unprecedented” 
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feat for a translation of a foreign work, as the gratified translator informed in a letter to the 

original writer, and attests to the quickly spreading interest in auscultation (qtd. in Duffin 213). 

Unsurprisingly, this section of the preface was removed from subsequent editions. It still stands 

for the purposes of this chapter that the concerns that Forbes raises alight on one of the most 

important thematic strands of Middlemarch, that is, the powerful drives that have their basis in 

the murky, inexplicable depths of culture and feeling rather than reason or science. In other 

words, his view is to be taken less as an example of laughably short-sighted prophecy (as is often 

the case) than an expression of the English physician’s recognition of the ways in which, for 

better or worse, even trailblazing scientific discoveries are inevitably, inextricably nested in 

cultural climes and contexts, which are not separate from, but rather host to, and thus 

preconditions of, such advances as much as their reception—a point that Lydgate deleteriously 

neglects in his quest to neatly extract and map onto Middlemarch society Parisian-style medical 

reform.1  

To return to Lydgate: the young doctor’s wielding of the stethoscope, so inflected with its 

foreign complexion, underscores once more his training in, and affinity with, the particular 

outside culture, that is, the environment of the Paris School, from which it hails, and 

unambiguously reinforces his status as a stranger, a non-native. Moreover, his ready use of the 

device, through which he “sees” or gains insight into his patients—and thus his neighbors—is 

emblematic of the blinkered vision he brings to Middlemarch. His limited imagination, which 

underestimates with the pertinacious hold, nay, even the crushing consequences, of the force of 

dispositions and sensibilities that are unlike his more scientific orientation, suggests the 

 
1 For more discussion on Forbes’ role in the dissemination of Laennec’s work in the English-speaking world, 
including his tendencies to “nationalistic editorializing” that colored his translation of the first edition, see Jacalyn 
Duffin’s To See with a Better Eye: The Life of R. T. H. Laennec (Princeton UP, 1998), especially pp. 211-13. 
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surprising parochiality of a man who is in general read as worldly, cosmopolitan, and for whom, 

ironically, provincial towns are to be viewed dismissively, with the assumption that “all country 

towns are pretty much alike.”  

 

Middlemarchian “Vagrant Fancy” 
 

The previous section probed the contents of Lydgate’s urban consciousness and the 

surface, schematic cosmopolitanism to which it tends. Its powerful hold is demonstrated in the 

young man’s misguided application of his urban-oriented worldview to a non-urban place such 

as Middlemarch; indeed, as this chapter argues, one of the key driving forces of Lydgate’s 

bungled relations in the provincial town stems from his subscription to the blunting, totalizing 

logic of the city-country divide, which inclines him to view his new surroundings not according 

to their positive characteristics, but rather on the basis of what they lack vis-à-vis the urban 

centers against which they are measured. His case illustrates the mobile and pervasive qualities 

of urban consciousness: despite his remoteness, or his physical grounding in the provinces, cities 

continue to operate as the fulcrum of his perceptions. Lydgate’s urban consciousness is perhaps 

unsurprising when one considers his years spent in populous, flourishing metropolitan area such 

as London, Edinburgh, and Paris; the crisp mention of this cluster of cities in the narration of his 

personal history—coupled with multiple subsequent references to the newcomer’s most recent 

sojourn in the French capital for his medical training—points to the integral role of these 

spatially-based experiences in the formation of his character. Thus, despite his move to 

Middlemarch, he remains tethered to an urban mode of knowing that colors his engagement with 

the community to which he has inserted himself. The potent hold of his urban consciousness 

bespeaks the extent to which culture has shifted on the axis of urbanization to give rise to ways 
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of being and understanding predicated on, yet simultaneously prone to circulate freely apart 

from, the urban environments from which they originate. It consequently stands to reason that an 

important feature of this changing context is its capacity to engender urban consciousness in 

people across various locales, even those situated beyond cities and their environs.  

In Middlemarch, the character of Rosamond Vincy most forcefully exemplifies this 

permeation of urban consciousness and its secure, far-reaching sway in places and over people 

with no particular ties to cities. Her status as a lifelong native resident of Middlemarch 

notwithstanding, she consistently manifests a propensity to conceive herself, her relations with 

others, and her locality using the touchstone of urban development, according to which calculus 

the outlying, peripheral position of the provincial town spells its backwardness, its distasteful 

want of cultural polish. The previous section briefly touched upon her urban consciousness, 

which was glimpsed in the untroubled deprecation of the provinces she shares with Lydgate 

despite the absence of concrete, firsthand knowledge of what cities, which she imagines to be 

their obverse, entails. Lydgate’s words showcase his underlying urban consciousness, the 

tenacious grip of which emerges irrespective of his geographical bearings; moreover, their 

conversation spotlights the urban bias the two seeming opposites—the rooted local and the 

roving stranger—have in common. To turn our focus more squarely to Rosamond, what is 

especially striking about the passage is the fact that she is the one who, unbidden, broaches the 

subject of Middlemarch’s inadequacies, its unappealing insipidity, with the evident assurance 

that her sentiments will be returned in kind. In other words, Lydgate’s articulation of his facile 

belief that “all country towns are pretty much alike,” while a vivid example of his urban 

consciousness, takes express discursive shape at the instigation of Rosamond, who orchestrates 

the segue anticipating his assenting response. Thus, a closer examination of this exchange—
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which, notably, is also in keeping with the larger pattern of their interactions, wherein Lydgate 

unwittingly steps into a role scripted for him in Rosamond’s indefatigable “romantic drama”—

brings to view the Middlemarcher’s deeply entrenched urban consciousness, which arises to the 

fore in this scene to prompt and chime with what it recognizes as a kindred urban framework 

(709). If this bent of the townswoman’s mind seems unlikely, even counterintuitive, given her 

provincial upbringing, the incongruity, I argue, attests all the more compellingly to the 

categorical diffusion of urban consciousness, which engulfs even distant places such as 

Middlemarch—contributing, in turn, to the mental constitution of what might be termed an urban 

provincial such as Rosamond. The following section traces in her personality traits, or what is in 

general taken as the hallmarks of her individual character, the signs and impact of the 

urbanization-driven culture of which she is both part and product; in so doing, it aims to 

elucidate from the vantage point of the provincial the wide-ranging ways in which cities and 

consciousness are bound together in an interlocking dynamic. 

 

Rosamond Vincy has an image problem. The Middlemarch beauty, whose pursuit of 

social status and taste for luxury, combined with a steely willfulness that pays no heed to how her 

actions might impact others, succeeds by means of her “industrious” social web-weaving in 

ensnaring Lydgate into an unhappy, financially improvident, ultimately career-foiling marriage 

(156). The character’s narrow preoccupation with her center of self is wont to invite a common 

litany of descriptors: vain, spoiled, selfish, narcissistic. For Henry James, she is “a study of a 

gracefully vicious, or at least of a practically baleful nature” (427). William Dean Howells opines 

that she is exceedingly “detestable,” even “altogether odious” (65, 71). F. R. Leavis writes, “She 

is simple ego … unembarrassed by any inner complexity,” adding, “the reader certainly catches 
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himself, from time to time, wanting to break that graceful neck, the turns of which, as George 

Eliot evokes them, convey both infuriating obstinacy and a sinister hint of the snake” (67, 68). 

Francine Prose: “What Rosamond Vincy … does offer is one of the greatest portraits of a 

narcissist in English literature: a woman who believes she is irresistible, that no man can 

withstand her charms, and that there is no reason why she should be denied either the most trivial 

whim or the costliest desire. She is not only shallow but vain, self-dramatizing, and false” (xv). 

The general impression is one of a callous, self-absorbed woman through whose unyielding 

egocentrism runs a tinge of menace. Famously, Lydgate calls her “his basil plant,” explaining, 

“basil was a plant which had flourished wonderfully on a murdered man’s brains” (782). 

Moreover, the unmistakable parallels between Rosamond, a woman who “act[s] her own 

character,” and Madame Laure, the French actress and Lydgate’s past love who fatally stabs her 

husband in a sincere impromptu performance—“I did not plan: it came to me in the play—I 

meant to do it”—seems to encourage a reading of the former as the picture of superficial, 

calculating female villainy, a worldly foil to the “open, ardent” Dorothea Brooke (109, 144, 10).2 

However, to simply ascribe Rosamond’s idiosyncrasies to an excessive degree of self-

involvement risks downplaying or losing sight of the fact that her solipsism derives its shape 

from the audience of the world for whom she is always staging a performance of self: “Every 

nerve and muscle in Rosamond was adjusted to the consciousness that she was being looked at. 

She was by nature an actress of parts that entered into her physique: she even acted her own 

 
2 This is not to say that there have not been efforts to vindicate, or at least inject more nuance into assessments of, 
the character of Rosamond Vincy. For instance, Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubart assert, “[I]t is with Rosamond 
that we must associate Eliot’s most important study of female rebellion” (514). Anne E. Patrick sees the undue 
“readerly injustice” heaped upon Rosamond as missing the novel’s concerns about the “moral implications of gender 
stereotyping,” according to which Lydgate emerges as much at fault as Rosamond (224, 237). See also Rebecca N. 
Mitchell, “The Rosamond Plots: Alterity and the Unknown in Jane Eyre and Middlemarch,” Nineteenth-Century 
Literature 66.3 (2011), pp. 307-327, and Doreen Thierauf, “The Hidden Abortion Plot in George Eliot’s 
Middlemarch,” Victorian Studies 56.3 (2014), pp. 479-489.  
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character, and so well, that she did not know it to be precisely her own” (109). In Rosamond, 

exterior and interior worlds merge to blur public and private, individual and society; in this vein, 

it seems misplaced to charge the character with flat, depthless one-dimensionality when the 

narrator suggests that this aspect is the inevitable product of a sense of self that is mediated 

through the gaze of others. Indeed, the repetition of the word “own” in the passage above rings 

ironic, for what Rosamond claims as hers, from disposition to physicality, are simultaneously—

by virtue of this outward-facing consciousness—displays calibrated for the visual consumption 

of onlookers. As such, it is reductive to speak of Rosamond without taking into account the 

milieu that lends itself to the fashioning of such consciousness. Gage McWeeny, whose recent 

work focuses on “impersonal social intimacy” of strangers in modernity, pronounces Rosamond 

“Eliot’s most ‘sociological’ character” on the grounds of her crowded imagination, a designation 

with which my own analysis in the main concurs but from which it departs in one key regard: 

moving away from taking Rosamond’s densely populated mental landscape as broadly 

emblematic of modern life, it reads this sociological leaning as the expression of a readily 

embraced urban consciousness, in so doing placing her outlook more specifically in the context 

of the period’s urbanization-wrought changing spatial relations and their extensive effects.   

Rosamond’s self-performance signifies her participation in a distinctly urban culture 

centered on visual display and theatricality. She plays the part of ideal womanhood with cool, 

unerring ease, as indicated by her many accomplishments. As the narrator informs, “Rosamond 

never showed any unbecoming knowledge, and was always that combination of correct 

sentiments, music, dancing, drawing, elegant note-writing, private album for extracted verse, and 

perfect blond loveliness, which made the irresistible woman for the doomed man of that date” 

(252). There is not so much Rosamond the person here as there is Rosamond the performance: 
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words such as “unbecoming,” “correct,” and “perfect,” coupled with the airtight temporal 

adjectives “never” and “always,” point to a strict, even absolute, adherence to socially sanctioned 

standards of gender-based behavior. Moreover, the phrase “that combination” knowingly 

suggests the existence of a widely shared consensus as to what constitutes the proper mix of 

social graces and accomplishments. Rosamond’s success in striking this precise, impossible 

chord is less a testament of her exemplariness than it is a marker of her dedication to her role of 

feminine paragon and, more fundamentally, the lengths to which she will go to earn social 

approbation. This motivating force is of a piece with her desire for, and thus heightened 

sensitivity toward, distinction and social standing: “It was part of Rosamond’s cleverness to 

discern very subtly the faintest aroma of rank” (156). These examples highlight the extent to 

which Rosamond has absorbed society’s standards; the public’s perception is indistinguishable 

from her own. Significantly, this collapse of public/private boundaries, or the overlaying of the 

individual with society, in her imagination translates into the absence of individual taste, values, 

and judgment she can properly call her own and, in its place, the presence of an abstract, 

unbounded social horizon that is not tethered to local environs or conceptions of fixed, 

circumscribed communities. Thus it is implied that Rosamond courts the favor or approval of an 

vague, unspecified group, or admirers en masse, rather than that of particular individuals: “‘The 

best girl in the world! He will be a happy fellow who gets her!’ was the sentiment of the elderly 

gentlemen who visited the Vincys; and the rejected young men thought of trying again, as is the 

fashion in country towns where the horizon is not thick with coming rivals” (157). As social 

ideals of femininity incarnate, Rosamond wins profuse, enthusiastic endorsement among 

assemblages of men, who represent miniature configurations of society, in no less than 

superlative terms (‘The best girl in the world!’). At the same time, the society-wide audience for 
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whom Rosamond crafts her performance of perfect womanhood spells her objectified circulation 

among the countless onlookers before whom she appears. This explains Rosamond’s pursuit of 

glosses, such as rank, status, reputation, and physical adornment with no visible endpoint; 

indeed, for one as untethered to, or unmindful of, her local ties as Rosamond, the world is, in a 

sense, her oyster, but with this thrilling potential comes also the daunting promise of unending 

motion, of continuous, unceasing wants. Consequently, over the course of the narrative, 

Rosamond is witnessed discovering and inching toward new heights of social ambition, such as 

forging closer connections with the family at Quallingham.  

Ultimately, it is hardly surprising that Rosamond feels the pull of London, a place of 

which she has hardly any firsthand knowledge but which she instinctively trusts will be “free 

from unpleasantness” (622). Rosamond evinces an increasing fixation on London as a negative 

alternative to Middlemarch, “[T]he change she now most longed for was that Lydgate should go 

to live in London; everything would be agreeable in London” (709). The prospect of finally 

acting on the plan of moving to London revives the ennui-ridden Rosamond, for whom “London 

[is] so different from a provincial town’” (710). There is no doubt a strong element of escapism 

at work here; Middlemarch is tainted for the woman who expects everything to be pleasant, 

agreeable above all else by associations of her failed, bitterness-laced marriage, financial 

humiliation, and her husband’s tarnished reputation. Put differently, Rosamond seems to see not 

so much London as not-Middlemarch when she repeats variations of the sentiments above. 

Indeed, the narrative provides little in the way of elaboration as to the concrete reasons why 

Rosamond alights on London for her exit from Middlemarch, but the absence of detailed 

explanation is equally, if not more, telling for the possibility it opens up for reading into 

Rosamond’s choice the powerful exertion of the metropolis on the woman’s imagination. By all 
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indications, especially the pattern evinced throughout the novel of seeking refinements and 

elevations, she is drawn to the principal seat of commercial culture that is unparalleled in its 

attraction of a heterogeneous mass of strangers. After all, Rosamond’s initial interest in Lydgate, 

it will be recalled, was sparked—as was Bulstrode’s liking—on account of him being a stranger 

(116). However, in a crucial distinction from Bulstrode, Rosamond’s “vagrant fancy” keeps her 

from conceiving the more disconsolate aspect of living among strangers, or, what is for her uncle 

“that sad refuge, the indifference of new faces” (772). In the end, perhaps surprisingly, it would 

seem that Rosamond emerges the character least tied to Middlemarch; without personal 

attachments or professional aspirations, she is unmoored—one might even say alienated—from 

her homegrown surroundings, which renders her to seek homes elsewhere, from a marriage to a 

newcomer in town with aristocratic connections, residence in London, or a second marriage later 

in life to another partner, an “elderly and wealthy physician.” In light of the discussion above of 

her self-presentation as social ideal, as publicly consumed visual spectacle, she might be 

described as most “home” in the realm of circulation to which she continues to be later in life, 

“ma[king] a very pretty show with her daughters, driving out in her carriage” (782). In this vein, 

one might even venture to say that perhaps the most cosmopolitan—because most positioned to 

move, circulate, in extensive, unbounded sprawl—is the seemingly unlikely “flower of 

Middlemarch,” who ultimately spurns her native soil (275).  

 

Changing Lands 
 

At an earlier point in Middlemarch, the narrator pauses in her unraveling of the novelistic 

plot to devote a passage to detailing the changes wrought to the land. The process, which 

concerns the history of enclosure in British history, is the focus of Carolyn Lesjak’s recent work 
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on nineteenth-century responses to the gradual destruction of the “literal commons—those shared 

lands that were once a defining feature of the British landscape and political imaginary” (3 

emphasis in original). The shrinking of these commons and the simultaneously ongoing process 

of urbanization led to shifting conceptions of land that the novel takes care to point out are not 

abstract developments but intimately entwined with how residents oriented themselves, their 

prospects, their communities. In particular, passages such as the following illustrate how deeply 

attuned George Eliot was to the changes in the physical medium of provincial society, that is, the 

very face of the provinces, and its engulfing influence:  

The ride to Stone Court, which Fred and Rosamond took the next morning, lay 

through a pretty bit of midland landscape, almost all meadows and pastures, with 

hedgerows still allowed to grow in busy beauty and to spread out coral fruit for 

the birds. Little details gave each field a particular physiognomy, dear to the eyes 

that have looked on them from childhood: the pool in the corner where the grasses 

were dank and the trees leaned whisperingly; the great oak shadowing a bare 

place in mid-pasture; the high bank where the ash-trees grew; the sudden slope of 

the old marl-pit making a red background for the burdock; the huddled roofs and 

ricks of the homestead without a traceable way of approach; the grey gate and 

fences against the depths of the bordering wood; and the stray hovel, its old, old 

thatch full of mossy hills and valleys with wondrous modulations of light and 

shadow such as we travel far to see in later life, and see larger, but not more 

beautiful. These are the things that make the gamut of joy in landscape to 

midland-bred souls—the things they toddled among or perhaps learned by heart 

standing between their father’s knees while he drove leisurely. (96) 
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This passage, which is from the twelfth chapter of the novel, and which is quoted at length to 

give a full sense of its evocative power, is significant in the ways it hints at George Eliot’s 

approach to the physical space of the provinces. Here we see a reversal of character and 

landscape: Fred and Rosamond Vincy are pushed aside to the fringes of the description while the 

scene through which they pass on their way to Stone Court is given free range to sprawl on the 

page. Quite simply, the actually mobile siblings are rendered for the moment minor, passive, and 

depthless vis-à-vis the lush vitality of the midland landscape, which once “leaned whisperingly,” 

“shadow[ed],” “grew,” “ma[de].” 

While there is clearly an element of nostalgia at work, it would be more productive to see 

the changes of which the narrator is acutely conscious—from which such sentiments derive—

rather than the outward fact of longing itself. The excerpt makes no pretense as to the subjective 

quality of the observation; the language indicates that the narrator is taking in the terrain through 

the eyes of her youth. It is precisely this intimate, personal knowledge that enables her to notice 

the visible signs of change wrought in the familiar scenes. For instance, she speaks of its 

“particular physiognomy,” suggesting the unique, irreducible value the plot of land holds, not 

unlike an acquaintance with whom one has cultivated a connection, a relationship that will never 

quite be completely severed. Her identity is bound up with the land—her soul is, above all, 

“midland-bred.” Amidst these wistful recollections are also more ominous, important hints as to 

the shape of the changes that have occurred since her childhood. Specifically, when the narrator 

mentions that these were times when “hedgerows [were] still allowed to grow in busy beauty and 

to spread out coral fruit for the birds,” she is making oblique yet unmistakable references to 

changes both recent and more long-term. Hedgerows, serving as a shorthand for the process of 

enclosure in which they played a key role, would have reminded readers of both the longer 
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history of enclosure, which began in the twelfth century, and the more recent, pronounced one 

closer to their times, also known as the enclosure movement of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. The fact that the narrator recalls a time when the hedgerows she is viewing were “still 

allowed” to indulge in luxuriant growth and offer sustenance to birds suggests the oppressive 

sedulousness with which the quest to “improve” through enclosure was pursued in the years 

since. Furthermore, it is worth noting in this context the formidable cluster of massive societal 

changes which enclosure as a keyword activates: the agricultural revolution, the industrial 

revolution, the increase in supply of wage laborers, and the shifting demographics accompanying 

rural depopulation and increasing urbanization (which, in turn, drove the demand for the 

enlargement of middle-class representation in the Reform Bill).  

This constitutes but one instance of the careful tracing in Middlemarch of the changes in 

the physical landscape and the significance they hold for individuals’ self-conceptions. There are 

other examples in which the relationship between characters and their environment are much 

more starkly drawn. Sir James Chettam, readers will recall, is consistently motivated by interests 

pertaining to his land. It is hardly a coincidence that he is introduced mid-conversation about his 

studies of Sir Humphry Davy’s Elements of Agricultural Chemistry (1815) (15), a work that 

signals his interest in increasing the productivity of his property. Most tellingly, toward the end 

of the novel, Mr. Brooke strikes a nerve by correctly identifying a preoccupation to which even 

Sir James Chettam himself dared not give voice: the fact that his concern for Dorothea shares a 

part of the concern that he has for his property, which borders Mr. Brooke’s (thus making 

Dorothea the likeliest heiress to her unmarried, childless uncle). As the narrator discerns from 

among his “mass of feeling” (767), “[I]t was undeniable that the union of the two estates—

Tipton and Freshitt—lying charmingly within a ring-fence, was a prospect that flattered him for 
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his son and heir” (768). It is a sentence that both reaffirms readers’ knowledge of him—he is a 

landowner, and moreover a responsible one to his tenants, judging from his continued support of 

Dorothea’s cottage plans despite her implicit rejection of his pursuit (66)—and casts light on a 

new strand among the mix of reasons that most likely inclined him to the prospect of marriage 

with Celia after Dorothea’s engagement to Casaubon. The fact that these qualities—his good 

nature, concern for the Brooke sisters, and his earnest desire to improve the conditions of the 

estate under his care—are tightly, inseparably entwined in his makeup makes Sir James Chettam 

yet another character whose identity is defined by the land. 

To provide another instance, we need only to turn to Caleb Garth: while his occupation as 

a land agent may make his relationship to the land quite obvious, I am referring instead to the 

almost offhand-like information the narrator offers about his home. It is when Fred Vincy 

approaches the Garths’ home. The narrator observes,  

Mr Garth was not at the office, and Fred rode on to his house, which was a little 

way outside the town—a homely place with an orchard in front of it, a rambling, 

old-fashioned, half-timbered building, which before the town had spread been a 

farmhouse, but was now surrounded with the private gardens of the townsmen. 

We get the fonder of our houses if they have a physiognomy of their own, as our 

friends have. The Garth family, which was rather a large one, for Mary had four 

brothers and one sister, were very fond of their old house, from which all the best 

furniture had long been sold. (227) 

Again, much in the pattern of the quote examined earlier, the space of the Garths’ home assumes 

its own dear, distinctive aspect—it has a “physiognomy of its own”—that suggests a personal, 

subjective value that resists any kind of objective estimate or quantification. However, putting 
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aside this active, concrete attachment that this passage as well as the one cited earlier 

demonstrate in common (which I will discuss in the next paragraph), I wish to linger with the 

signs of change that are scattered quite profusely in proportion to the relatively short span of 

three sentences. The Garths’ house, while hardly imposing—it is “homely,” a doubly fitting word 

choice when one considers the fact that the Garth household is unsurpassed in Middlemarch as 

the picture of domestic felicity—suggests with its “rambling, old-fashioned, half-timbered” 

appearance a structure that is an organic outgrowth of its surroundings, a reflection of both the 

nature and history that gave it its shape. Yet it is also far from an image of tranquility: the area 

around the house bears the marks of upheavals that circle back to questions of land ownership. 

For instance, we are told that the house, which is “a little way outside the town” to begin with, 

once used to be a farmhouse with a more open expanse before the town’s expansion and the 

onslaught enclosure led to its being hemmed in by the “private gardens of the townsmen”—a 

pointed expression, perhaps, of George Eliot’s view of the oppressive effects of the loss of the 

commons. While we are also informed of Caleb Garth’s business failures (217), which prompted 

the family to sell their “best furniture,” and which might explain the Garths’ powerlessness to 

withstand such encroaching changes about their homestead, the passage nonetheless invites us to 

see in this introduction to the Garth house the interlaced consequences wrought from a 

pernicious combination of personal misfortune, town growth, increase in the conversion of 

public land into private holdings by means of enclosure, and the ensuing deprivation of the 

commons for individual laborers as well as the community. The alarming rate of these transitions 

are clearly marked out by the timeline that the narrator shares; she mentions the reversed 

situation less than a generation ago, when the “Garths were better off” than the Vincys, even 

“prosperous” (217). In short, this excerpt points out the rather precipitous turn in circumstances 



 94 

that occurred over the course of approximately two decades, which coincides with Fred Vincy 

and Marth Garth’s maturation from children to adults: the course of their lives so far has taken 

place alongside significant changes in town and nation that have, in turn, shaped their respective 

upbringing (one imagines, for instance, that while enclosure may have disadvantaged those who 

were not landowners, such as Caleb Garth, the expansion of Middlemarch would have been a 

boon for Fred’s father, a silk-ribbon manufacturer whose business, we are told, extends to the 

nearby town of Brassing).  

 The significance of these passages stem from the changes to which they bear witness with 

regard to the physical landscape, but also from their representation of the ways in which the 

characters engage with their surroundings, which, in turn, provide glimpses of their future 

trajectories. For instance, the ride to Stone Court is symbolic of the divergent paths the Vincy 

siblings will take against the backdrop of their common, familiar surroundings; we know that, 

during this ride, Rosamond Vincy is preoccupied with the new vistas she is determined to reach, 

whereas Fred Vincy’s mind recurs to the neighbors of his youth. This chapter has in the main 

foregrounded the imprint of urbanizing changes in the land on consciousness, which orients even 

those in the provinces to cities; these passages, which encapsulate the gradual yet unmistakable 

undertow of such changes, further reinforce the novel’s central axis, that is, the shifting relations 

and conceptions of space amidst the social context of the urbanization process.
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CHAPTER III 
 
 

Provincial Standardization 
 
 
Hardy’s “modern Wessex” 
 

In his 1895 preface to Far from the Madding Crowd (1874), Thomas Hardy recounts that 

he was inspired to revive Wessex, the name of the ancient Anglo-Saxon kingdom in the south-

west part of England, to engage in “the anachronism of imagining a Wessex population living 

under Queen Victoria;— a modern Wessex of railways, the penny post, mowing and reaping 

machines, union workhouses, lucifer matches, labourers who could read and write, and National 

school children.” Inhering in this conception of Wessex, which merges existing and imagined 

spaces to produce what Hardy describes as “a partly real, partly-dream country,” is an acute 

awareness of wide-ranging social upheavals (3). Indeed, such developments as those listed by 

Hardy, from advances in transportation and communication technologies to changes in labor 

practices, public institutions, and education, point to a landscape besieged by the inexorable 

intrusion of modernity, an amorphous, premodern past jolted into a mechanized, state-regulated 

present. From this perspective, much of what lends Wessex its concrete specificities is closely 

bound up with the sweeping shifts in which the region is—or, more precisely, has long since 

been—engulfed; the tensions captured in the notion of a “modern Wessex” are constitutive of, 

rather than hostile to, the strong regional flavor of Hardy’s work. In other words, as a creation, 

Wessex functions less as a topographical referent than, importantly, as “a mode of consciousness 

arising out of the historical trauma of modernity” (Dolin, “Contemporary” 119). Thus Raymond 

Williams cautions against construing Hardy’s concentrated focus on Wessex as a sign of a 

narrow, restricted outlook, or parochial concerns with minor resonance for those outside its 
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bounds; the currents of change that Hardy depicts as shaping Wessex in particular ways arise 

from the same pervasive undertow contouring Victorian society more broadly. Williams 

observes:  

The Hardy country is of course Wessex: that is to say mainly Dorset and its neighbouring 

counties. But the real Hardy country, we soon come to see, is that border country so many 

of us have been living in: between custom and education, between work and ideas, 

between love of place and an experience of change. There can be no doubt at all of 

Hardy’s commitment to his own country, and in a natural way to its past, as we can see in 

his naming of Wessex. But his novels, increasingly, are concerned with change. … It is 

this centrality of change, and of the complications of change, that we miss when we see 

him as a regional novelist. (Country 197)  

Hardy represents Wessex as a place in the grip of subtle, constant, far-reaching flux; the 

distinctiveness he brings with regard to locale is secondary to this process of continuous 

transformation, which, as Williams notes, is an ongoing, near-universal experience for “so many 

of us,” or the majority of readers, and not confined to a remote area of rural England. The 

pointed emphasis on this inclusive pronoun tracks with the fact that Hardy’s career-long 

involvement in serial publication impelled him to write his chronicles of Wessex with a “mainly 

metropolitan and unconnected literary public” in view (Williams, Country 200). As Michael 

Millgate writes, “Hardy saw clearly that his career as a writer was founded upon his capacity to 

mediate between essentially rural material and a predominantly urban audience” (Thomas Hardy 

245). More sardonically, T. S. Eliot casts this dual focus as “Wessex staging,” whereby Hardy 

peddles “the scenery dear to the Anglo-Saxon heart or the period peasants pleasing to the 
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metropolitan imagination” (62).1 These nods to Hardy’s bifocal perspective attest to the split, 

ambivalent position in which Hardy is caught between “custom and education,” social solidarity 

and personal advancement—no doubt the result of his own trajectory of upward mobility from 

his working class origins to celebrated major author—that enables him to narrate an expansive 

drama of a “border country” that is as patently of the country as it is axiomatically of the city. In 

this vein, the features that on a superficial level seem to support the labeling of Hardy as simply 

a “regional novelist” reveal upon closer examination to straddle a frequency tuned to the masses 

of his readers in cities, and consequently imbue his work with an unmistakably urban quality.  

 Thus this chapter aims to bring to view this urban component that is integral to Hardy’s 

Wessex and in so doing reorient the entrenched reading of Hardy as a “regional novelist,” a tag 

that risks erroneously downplaying the ways in which the familiar country for which his novels 

are recognized is already steeped in the process of being unsettled by encroaching change 

wrought by a proliferating city-based culture. To pay attention to aspects of the rural and the 

urban in tandem is to access a more dynamic, comprehensive understanding of the emergent 

shape of the urban process as it alters Wessex. In this respect, my analysis departs from 

scholarship that presupposes a dichotomy between city and country, a guiding schema that 

further reinforces constructs of center and periphery, present and past. This opposition, which 

Williams persuasively exposes as false consciousness, has been interrogated by research that 

delves more deeply into the cultural politics that underpin the equation of Hardy with 

quintessential Englishness. In particular, in his study of the decline of English 

 
1 Hardy’s anxious concerns over appearing complicit with this metropolitan perspective and thus condescending 
toward the rural communities of which he writes is evinced in a letter to his publishers: “[I] hope that the rustics, 
although quaint, may be made to appear intelligent, & not boorish at all” (Collected Letters, vol. 1 25). His attempt 
to dismantle the popular stereotype of “Hodge,” the country working man, is the subject of his 1883 essay, “The 
Dorsetshire Labourer.” 
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entrepreneurialism, Martin Wiener asserts this urban-rural split was spurred in the course of the 

nineteenth century by a cultural conservatism seeking to contain what were perceived as the 

disruptive effects of industrial capitalism. The countryside rose in prominence as “an integrating 

cultural symbol” that unified with its role as the locus of “[t]he myth of an England essentially 

rural and essentially unchanging” people of divergent ideological stripes (49, 55). It was in this 

context that the reception for Hardy’s Wessex was prepared; as Wiener remarks, “Despite his 

intentions, the country aspect of Hardy’s writings received, from the beginning, disproportionate 

notice” (52). He ascribes this public response to the yearning for a connection to a stable national 

past rooted in the countryside as well as anxiety stemming from the fast pace and impermanence 

of modern life. Significantly, this imaginative appetite in the national culture conditioned the 

assessment of a substantial corpus: “In such ways, Hardy’s complex and realistic fiction was 

reduced to a one-dimensional, repetitious chronicle of an appealingly timeless and nonmaterial 

way of life under siege” (52-3). In such a narrative, the embrace of Hardy bespeaks the 

widespread underlying uneasiness toward the wholesale changes engendered by the 

intensification of industrial capitalism. 

For Peter Widdowson, Hardy’s reputation as “‘the poet’ of Wessex and the English 

landscape” is the outcome of the processes of consumption and reproduction of his work that are 

inextricably intertwined with the naturalizing power of dominant cultural apparatuses (57-8). He 

traces the source of the enduring bucolic myth of Hardy’s Wessex to a fraught historical juncture 

in the first half of the twentieth century during which an eager critical tradition sought to 

“establish a cohesive national consciousness in a period deeply riven by domestic and 

international tensions” (61). Accordingly, the image of Hardy “‘the poet’ of Wessex and the 

English landscape” was produced, canonized, and rendered congruous with efforts centered on 
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“a shaping of the past in which the ‘real’ England is an organic rural culture of national values 

and national pride, and the construction of a literary tradition which emphasized the 

‘Englishness’ of the rich national heritage and which could be recuperated for a present 

bedevilled by urbanization, industrialism, and the ‘alienations’ of such a culture” (62). In this 

account, the mythologization of Wessex as a rustic, timeless idyll serves to paper over “the 

pressure, and suppression, of acute class consciousness” that inform Hardy’s work (130). Thus 

studies such as Wiener’s and Widdowson’s explain the forces that helped to accentuate Wessex in 

particular terms: as an alternative, or comforting refuge, to the uncertainties of modern industrial 

society confronting an increasingly strained collectivity amidst the broader strokes of 

geopolitical unrest.  

It would be remiss not to mention Hardy’s own part in the manufacturing of Wessex: as 

Simon Gatrell shows, Wessex, of which the writer initially had “no vision,” gradually “evolved 

from latency in Hardy’s mind to the region which is now bidding for its althing” (Hardy’s Vision 

xii).2 This expansion owes in part to a maturing artistic imagination, but also to a canny instinct 

for marketing: progressively, he showed signs of welcoming, even courting, the association of 

his work with Wessex, perhaps from the recognition of its role as a fulcrum of sorts of his fame 

and popularity. For instance, it is telling that Havelock Ellis’s long, noteworthy essay in the 

Westminster Review in April 1883 assessing Hardy’s early and middle-period fiction refers to 

him as “the author of ‘Far from the Madding Crowd’” at the same time that it acknowledges his 

 
2 An earlier version of this discussion appeared in Gatrell’s chapter, entitled “Wessex,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Thomas Hardy (Cambridge UP, 1999), edited by Dale Kramer, wherein he stresses the piecemeal 
fashion by which Wessex came into being: “But there is one fundamental truth about Wessex that has scarcely been 
recognized, nor have its implications been considered: it is that the complex social and environmental organization 
that readers and critics think of as Hardy’s Wessex did not exist in the novelist’s imagination when he first began to 
write, and, as this chapter sets out to show, did not exist in anything like the form we are now accustomed to, until 
the writing of his three last novels, and more particularly until the publication of the first collected edition of his 
work in 1895-96” (19).  
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“high position … among contemporary English novelists” (334). The implication is that Hardy’s 

indisputable stature as a leading man of letters derives largely from the success of a novel 

published nearly ten years prior. Moreover, Ellis goes on to proclaim, “‘Far from the Madding 

Crowd’ is, on the whole, perhaps the finest, as it is certainly the most popular, among Mr. 

Hardy’s novels,” and—revealingly, alongside praises of its “adequacy of power”—further notes, 

“It is here also that Mr. Hardy has lavished most freely his intimate knowledge of rural life” 

(345). For Ellis, the unique creative genius of which Hardy is capable finds its most compelling 

expression in the writer’s delineation of rustic scenes. 

Tim Dolin suggests the probable influence of this review in motivating Hardy to embark 

on a more organized plan for future writing, which, he continues, seems to have prompted him to 

draw upon the factors that had garnered him so much favor among the public and critics alike: 

“In the years immediately following [Ellis’s review], Hardy’s novels did become conspicuously 

less ‘unmethodical’ in character; and he did consolidate and extend his reputation (and 

consolidate his place in the literary establishment) in a more shrewd and systematic way, by 

uniting wherever possible the two strengths Ellis had emphasized: his originality and his 

popularity.” For Hardy, the common reservoir of these strengths was the fictive south-west part 

of England of Far from the Madding Crowd, to which his subsequent works demonstrates a 

visible pivot: “The framework he chose was Wessex” (Dolin, “Contemporary” 122). This 

strategic, purposeful turn to Wessex matches the proprietary stance glimpsed in an 1888 letter to 

publisher Edward Marston, wherein he writes,  

Could you, whenever advertising my books, use the words “Wessex novels” at the head 

of the list? I mean, instead of “By T. H.”, “T. H.’s Wessex novels”, or something of the 

sort? I find that the name Wessex, wh. I was the first to use in fiction, is getting to be 
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taken up everywhere: & it would be a pity for us to lose the right to it for want of 

asserting it. It might also be used on the paper covers of the novels. (Collected Letters, 

vol. 1 171).  

Hardy might have been thinking of George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda, which refers to Wessex no 

less than seven times. The fact that the novel appeared in 1876, two years after the publication of 

Far from the Madding Crowd, makes it likely, as Millgate suggests, that George Eliot borrowed 

the term from Hardy (Thomas Hardy 168). Nevertheless, the coincidence would have struck a 

nerve for Hardy, whose works were often compared with the former’s; most saliently, the first 

installment of Far from the Madding Crowd in the Cornhill Magazine in January 1874 convinced 

some reviewers that its writer must be none other than the author of Adam Bede (1859): “If ‘Far 

from the Madding Crowd’ is not written by George Eliot, then there is a new light among 

novelists. In every page of these introductory chapters there are a dozen sentences which have 

the ring of the wit and the wisdom of the only truly great English novelist now living” 

(“Magazines” 22). If an uncommonly generous approbation, it might also provide a reason for 

the impetus to cement his status more securely in the literary marketplace and his eventual, more 

pronounced return to Wessex, the site of his earlier success.  

The opportunity for a more cohesive presentation of his fiction arose with the first 

complete edition of the “Wessex Novels” with the firm Osgood, McIlvaine in 1895-96. For this 

collection, Hardy revised the texts, regularized Wessex names and descriptions, added new 

prefaces, and included an endorsed map—yoking, in essence, the region to his body of work and 

telegraphing its centrality. The project served to “demonstrate and indeed firmly register Hardy’s 

claim to be both the originator of Wessex and its only legitimate exploiter” (Millgate, 

Testamentary Acts 112). The retroactive imposition of structural unity was ultimately reinforced 
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by Macmillan’s definitive The Works of Thomas Hardy in Prose and Verse, or, more famously, 

the “Wessex Edition” (per his publisher’s proposal) of 1912-13, for which Hardy made final 

revisions, updated prefaces, wrote a new “General Preface to the Novels and Poems,” and, most 

strikingly, grouped his fiction into the three categories of “Novels of Character and 

Environment,” “Romances and Fantasies,” and “Novels of Ingenuity” in a self-conscious 

intervention into the processes of critical reproduction. His irony-tinged tone is evident in a letter 

of 2 April 1912 to Sir Frederick Macmillan: “The advantage of classifying the novels seems 

chiefly to be that it affords the journalists something to discuss” (Collected Letters, vol. 4 209). 

The impression these words give is one of strategic compliance, or reciprocation with a critical 

heritage already in the process of formation: anticipating the certain shaping of his literary 

legacy, Hardy seems to opt to wield a degree of agency by preemptively designating with these 

headings the works among his opus that are to be given pride of place. Thus those that fall under 

“Novels of Character and Environment,” which includes seven of his most well-received 

fiction—(in the following order) Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891), Far from the Madding Crowd 

(1874), Jude the Obscure (1895), The Return of the Native (1878), The Mayor of Casterbridge 

(1886), The Woodlanders (1887), Under the Greenwood Tree (1872)—continue to garner the 

lion’s share of attention among scholars. He sanctions with this separation of groups the sorting 

of his fourteen novels into “major” and “minor” rank, effectively hinging his prestige as a writer 

on the ones listed above at the expense of relegating to lesser importance the rest penned 

throughout his prolific career. 

The impact of this selective maneuver was necessarily lopsided. On the one hand, 

Hardy’s dominion over Wessex was rendered complete: as Terry Eagleton writes, “Hegemonic in 

Hardy’s own lifetime was the image of him was the image of him as anthropologist of Wessex—



 103 

the charming supplier of rural idylls who sometimes grew a little too big for his literary boots” 

(35). On the other, as a corollary of this system of categorization, his fiction gathered under the 

divisions of “Romance and Fantasies” and “Novels of Ingenuity” were eclipsed in favor, footing, 

and critical notice. Richard H. Taylor, writing on the “neglected Hardy,” remarks on this uneven 

reception that has become de rigueur in Hardy studies to perpetuate: “His reputation as one of the 

greatest novelists in the English language is based upon seven remarkable novels, only half of his 

output of fiction” (2). The result, according to Ian Gregor and Michael Irwin, is a flattening of 

his creative range, one that has contributed to making “his art appear simpler and more 

homogeneous than it was” (104). Hardy’s own reasons for this organization of his novels is less 

than helpful, possibly deliberately vague. He explains that the common basis of the “Novels of 

Character and Environment” is their realism, or “verisimilitude in general treatment and detail,” 

but also grants the porosity of this criterion: “It will not be supposed that these differences are 

distinctly perceptible in every page of every volume. It was inevitable that blendings and 

alternations should occur in all” (Personal Writings 45). Bluntly, Widdowson paraphrases, 

“[T]he classification is basically factitious” (49). The less than foolproof grounds for division, 

combined with the muted, half-hearted caveat, convey Hardy’s equivocal stance, or the 

reservations he harbors with regard to such generic segmentation that run simultaneously 

alongside his equally keen willingness to raise his stature and engage in a “conscious gesture of 

canon-formation” via a prevailing hierarchy of literary value that places realism at its pinnacle 

(Millgate, Testamentary Acts 119). In other words, the realism that Hardy invokes relies heavily 

on a partial estimation of the entirety of his writing; already there is a kind of authorized 

production of an abridged Hardy at work. Moreover, the encompassing brand mark of the 

“Wessex Edition” notwithstanding, the label “Novels of Character and Environment” acts as a 
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signal to read Wessex as playing a yet more key, decisive role in these among his fiction that are 

widely considered as adhering more properly to the conventions of realism. As Richard 

Nemesvari states, “The result is an after-the-fact acceptance of the realist mode that acts to 

ensure Hardy’s canonical and critical acceptance by reinforcing his place as a chronicler of 

truthful human experience based in an actual location” (20). In short, the “partly real, partly-

dream country” of Wessex that thickly permeates a core group of Hardy’s texts was purposed to 

supply the crux on which Hardy’s claim to realism—or, more precisely, the peculiar 

configuration of his realism—depends.  

Thus Wessex proves to be appreciably more multifaceted than the wonted, circumscribed 

identification with the south-west region of England suggests; woven into what readers 

encounter as Wessex are multiple strands, the inspiration arising from Hardy’s early years in the 

province of Dorset being merely one among many. Indeed, as this section has shown, Wessex 

acquires its shape from such extrinsic factors as the social context of the reception of Hardy’s 

work as well as the writer’s vested interest in using the invention as a vehicle for ensuring the 

acclaimed, lasting standing of his oeuvre. Collectively, these influences point to the metropolitan 

readership for which he wrote, and from which he sought critical and commercial success, as 

evidenced by his somewhat anxious preoccupation with “be[ing] considered a good hand at a 

serial” (Hardy, Life 102).  

More fundamentally, there is the matter of Hardy the Londoner: there is no moniker more 

befitting a man who spent decades making a home in the metropolis and securing a place for 

himself in its fashionable society: 

The fact is that he knew London well, lived there during a crucial stage of his personal 

development, and continued to visit the city until old age made the long journey difficult. 
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London, moreover, makes many appearances in his prose and verse. […] London was 

important to Hardy, imaginatively and practically, from his earliest years. (“London” 

243).  

By all accounts, the Dorset native took to the city with great alacrity. It was the inspiration for his 

first, unpublished novel, The Poor Man and the Lady, “a sweeping dramatic satire of the 

squirearchy and nobility, London society, the vulgarity of the middle class, modern Christianity, 

church restoration, and political and domestic morals in general” (Hardy, Life 63). Notably, his 

biography details,  

It may be added that the most important scenes were laid in London, of which city Hardy 

had just had between five and six years’ constant and varied experience—as only a young 

man in the metropolis can get it—knowing every street and alley west of St. Paul’s like a 

born Londoner, which he was often supposed to be; an experience quite ignored by the 

reviewers of his later books who, if he only touched on London in his pages, promptly 

reminded him not to write of a place he was unacquainted with, but to get back to the 

sheepfolds. (Hardy, Life 63-4) 

The mingled sense of pride and scorn is hard to miss. By making indubitable Hardy’s affinity 

with the city at the same time that it pointedly refers to the contrived concealment of this taste for 

the urban in the “later books” that earned him eminence, the passage serves as a snapshot of a 

crucial domain of Hardy’s life and career that has long been downplayed or, where mentioned, 

seized upon to explain what readers take as his partiality to the country and nostalgic hearkening 

to an old, stable past. For example, the language of bifurcation marks Jonathan Bate’s account of 

the rural world of Hardy’s novels as a premodern idyll that is no longer accessible owing to the 

predations of change: “[Hardy] placed mobile new men and advanced ideas in opposition to 
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rooted types and traditional ways. The irreconcilable clash between the forces of tradition and of 

innovation is at the core of his tragic vision” (14). The narrowness of this too-tidy schematic split 

obscures from view Hardy’s acquired identity as a London man and the tendency of his abundant 

personal knowledge of the city to spill over into his work. The revelation of the careful, 

deliberate suppression of the natural expression of his urban sympathies further strains the 

cogency of such a stark, rigid lens.  

  There has been a growing endeavor among scholars to give due recognition to the role 

and impact of London on Hardy’s life and work. Michael Slater’s overview of the imprint of the 

city on Hardy’s writing highlights “the power the city exerted over his imagination as an ancient 

cultural capital, the former haunt of great figures from the past” and points to its function as a 

source of anxiety, fascination, and creative spur (41). Keith Wilson approaches “Hardy’s 

enduring relationship with London” from the angles of style and content and considers “what the 

combined actuality and imaginative idea of London contributed to the subject matter and 

techniques of his writing” (151). Significantly, he underscores, “London was undergoing during 

the whole period at which Hardy was most familiar with it the radical changes it has experienced 

at any time since the Great Fire, and the wholesale rebuilding that had given rise to. What Hardy 

must have felt he was witnessing was not so much the birth of modern London as the death of 

late-medieval London” (157). His emphasis on the profound experience of observing this 

momentous transition—in particular the leveling of the physical records of a towering urban 

history—rhymes with Slater’s point with regard to the city’s hold over Hardy’s imagination as a 

repository of storied bygone times. He postulates that the “relentless processes of dissolution 

necessitated by what would today be termed ‘urban renewal’” would likely have shaped an 

understanding of “destruction and creation as complementary principles” and traces their 
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influence on the concept of the Immanent Will, or an unconscious prime force that controls 

human actions, that threads Hardy’s work (158). His words make an explicit gesture to the pulse 

of creative destruction of mid-nineteenth-century London that would have colored Hardy’s 

impression of the metropolis. In sum, he writes, “Thus London was for Hardy a place of 

disparate and finally irreconcilable phenomena that … evoked haunting visions of dislocation, of 

relentless impersonalization, and of individual identities subsumed within the molluscous black 

organism of which they formed part” (159). By dwelling on this maelstrom of urban change, 

Wilson squarely situates the particular historical context of the London to which Hardy was 

indelibly introduced and stresses that the city was less a modern metropolis than one in the 

spasmodic throes of coming to pass. 

Wilson’s insight into this turbulent chapter of the city’s history is of a piece with Lynda 

Nead’s focused account of the transformation of London into a modern metropolis in the years 

around 1855 to 1870, which brackets the time of Hardy’s move to the capital at the age of 

twenty-one “to pursue the art and science of architecture on more advanced lines” (Life 40). 

Nead’s description of the jagged, chaotic course of the quest for improvement that marked the 

city’s rupture and continuation with its past echoes Wilson: 

The modernising of the city was represented as much In terms of the ‘coming down’ of 

old London, as it was through the construction of new projects. In fact, at times it is 

unclear whether old London was being pulled down or whether it was coming down in a 

more organic way; in either sense, contemporaries seemed to be witnessing the 

disintegration of the old fabric of the city. (29) 

In mid-nineteenth century London, Nead repeats, modernity was not so much a fait accompli, a 

smooth, uninterrupted beckoning of the future, than it was a churning, tangled morass of 
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incongruous visions, impulses, temporalities; past and present collided, and were often 

confusingly, bewilderingly blurred, as “the tensions and irregularities that create modernity’s 

conditions of existence” played out on London streets, from the disinterment of the city’s entrails 

to the unceasing push for progress and rational order (5). She moves away from the totalizing 

temporal periodization of modernity put forward by Marshall Berman, who famously states, 

“There is a mode of vital experience—experience of space and time, of the self and others, of 

life’s possibilities and perils—that is shared by men and women all over the world today. I will 

call this body of experience ‘modernity’” (15).3 By contrast, Nead borrows from Michel Serres 

the metaphor of the handkerchief and posits “a ‘topological concept of time” that theorizes time 

as disordered, nonlinear: “Modernity, in this context, can be imagined as pleated or crumpled 

time, drawing together past, present, and future into constant and unexpected relations and the 

product of a multiplicity of historical eras” (8).4 It bears repeating that the London that Hardy 

encountered as a young man, as Wilson and Nead accentuate in common, embodied these 

 
3 In the same opening paragraph, Berman continues, implacably, “Modern environments and experiences cut across 
all boundaries of geography and ethnicity, of class and nationality, of religion and ideology: in this sense, modernity 
can be said to unite all mankind” (15). The sweeping generalization to which his model tends further surfaces in his 
division of the “world historical processes” of modernity into three distinct stages starting from the early sixteenth 
century onward (16-17). Paul Gilroy challenges the Eurocentrism of Berman’s thought and in particular the cultural 
and geographical exclusion on which his theory is predicated. He writes, “The possibility that the modern subject 
may be located in historically specific and unavoidably complex configurations of individualisation and 
embodiment—black and white, male and female, lord and bondsman—is not entertained” (46). Gilroy’s primary 
concern lies in “rethink[ing] modernity via the history of the black Atlantic and the African diaspora into the 
western hemisphere,” but the plural, hybrid, alternative modernities he elucidates productively sheds light on the 
violence and oppression out of which emerged the “ungenteel modernity” that the “centers” of “the closed worlds of 
metropolitan Europe” disavow (17, 58).  
 
4 Serres’ rejection of a geometrical rigidity in favor of polychronicity is more succinctly captured in his maxim, 
“Time doesn’t flow; it percolates” (58). He adds, “[E]very historical era is likewise multitemporal, simultaneously 
drawing from the obsolete, the contemporary, and the futuristic. An object, a circumstance, is thus polychronic, 
multitemporal, and reveals a time that is gathered together, with multiple pleats” (60). See also Dipesh 
Chakrabarty’s concept of “time-knots,” by which he refers to the simultaneity of multiple periods, or the 
heterotemporality of “the plurality that inheres in the ‘now,’ the lack of totality, the constant fragmentariness, that 
constitutes one’s present” (243). For Chakrabarty, the time-knots of subaltern pasts “stand out and break up the 
otherwise evenly woven surface of the fabric [of historicizing narratives],” thus casting into relief a heterogeneous, 
noncontemporaneous present, or “a disjuncture of the present with itself” (106, 109).  
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temporal creases at their most deeply grooved, at their most visually striking. Accordingly, it can 

be inferred that the jumble of registers and contradictions articulated in the urban space of mid-

Victorian London tinctured Hardy’s knowledge of the city as fragmentary, kaleidoscopic; the 

past lurks as an uncanny, persistent presence amidst the untiring modern pursuit of newness, 

eluding burial. Nead encapsulates, 

There can never be a pure, clean modernity, for the discourses that constitute that 

historical temporality bear the ghosts of the past, of modernity’s own other. The past may 

be rejected or repressed by the language of improvement, but it returns to disturb and 

unsettle the confidence of the modern. The present remains permanently engaged in a 

phantasmatic dialogue with the past. (7-8)  

London would have signified for Hardy the “phantasmatic dialogue” of past and present and 

impressed upon the Dorset man with its strange, forward-looking novelties as much as the 

lingering, recognizable traces of the country’s “present” contextually reconstituted in the city as 

the spectral glimmers of the “past.” 

The spatialization of variegated, insoluble time periods aligns the city with Foucault’s 

concept of heterotopia, which, he explains, is a spatial order that is “capable of juxtaposing in a 

single real place several spaces, several sites that are incompatible” (25). Thus a distinguishing 

marker of heterotopias are their heterochrony: “Heterotopias are most often linked to slices in 

time – which is to say that they open onto what might be termed, for the sake of symmetry, 

heterochronies.” He gives the opposing examples of museums and libraries—spaces of 

“indefinitely accumulating time”—and festivals, where time is “fleeting, transitory, precarious” 

(26). At first blush, the closed, controlled enclaves that Foucault identifies as heterotopias might 

appear to make the vast, composite spheres of cities an unlikely, even mismatched, candidate for 
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the same description.5 Yet the “other spaces” of heterotopias, or the “incommensurable spaces 

that are juxtaposed or superimposed upon each other,” make the concept a rich, germane 

analytical framework for understanding the plurality of spatial ontologies that are interwoven 

into the fabric of the modern city (Harvey, Condition 48). In the case of the span of concentrated 

urban transformation in mid-nineteenth-century London, the discontinuous otherness that 

constitutes the essence of heterotopias was emblematic of the city, itself a heterotopia; that is to 

say, the capital, as a patchwork collection of incompatible, heterogeneous times and spaces, was, 

in turn, configured as a heterotopia, an “other space,” in relation to the rest of the nation. The 

flows and breaks with other spaces were sharply observable for a transplant such as Hardy, 

whose work abounds with rapt consciousness of what the seismic shifts occurring in the capital 

augured for outlying regions, most especially his home county of Dorset. 

This fuller picture of the unruliness of the London into which Hardy was submerged is 

worth bearing in mind when turning to Mark Ford, who more directly takes up the consequences 

of Hardy’s self-described status as “half a Londoner” for his writing (Collected Letters, vol. 5 

190). He points to Hardy’s five-year residence in London from 1862 to 1867 as the formative 

period during which the bedrock of his complex creative vision was formed. He argues:  

 
5 The provisional, speculative nature of Foucault’s formulation of heterotopias has not escaped the charge of 
maddening ambiguity. For Edward Soja, “Foucault’s heterotopologies are frustratingly incomplete, inconsistent, 
incoherent.” Yet he also owns their fruitful disruption of established ways of thinking spatially. He states, “[T]he 
assertion of an alternative envisioning of spatiality … directly challenges (and is intended to challengingly 
deconstruct) all conventional modes of spatial thinking” (162-3 emphasis in original). Such conceptualizations of 
spatiality (he also cites the examples of Henri Lefebvre, bell books, and Homi Bhabha) correspond with Soja’s own 
work on “Thirdspace,” which is the term he uses to describe “a ‘thirding’ of the spatial imagination, the creation of 
another mode of thinking about space that draws upon the material and mental spaces of the traditional dualism but 
extends well beyond them in scope, substance, and meaning” (11). See also David Harvey’s critique of what he sees 
as the absolute, undialectical treatment of space that underpins Foucault’s notion of heterotopia in Spaces of Hope 
(U of California P, 2000), pp. 183-4, and Cosmopolitanism and the Geographies of Freedom (Columbia UP, 2009), 
wherein he writes, “What appears at first sight as so open by virtue of its multiplicity suddenly appears as banal: an 
eclectic mass of heterogeneous and different absolute spaces within which anything ‘different’—however defined—
might go on. Ultimately, [Foucault’s] whole essay on heterotopia reduces itself to the theme of escape” (161). 
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Yet had he not launched himself into a London life some five years earlier, it is hard to 

see how he could have gained, for all his intellectual precocity, the kinds of perspective 

on Dorset that would eventually enable him to transform it into Wessex. London made 

Hardy into what The Return of the Native (1878) calls, when introducing Clym Yeobright, 

‘a modern type’: deracination, thwarted idealism, distrust of established religion, sexual 

anxiety (or indeed helplessness), a heightened sensitivity to the complexities of class 

privilege and to the ruthless depredations of the economic system, all are features of the 

‘ache of modernism’ that afflicts Hardy’s protagonists, and from which most find no 

escape. (13) 

By locating in Hardy’s time in London the key to his tragic, poignant pathos, Ford makes the 

convincing case for its abiding presence in his fiction and poems, including those in which the 

capital figures only obliquely, and bridges “the gulf between Hardy as purveyor of regional 

pastoral and Hardy as literary man about town and its origins” (158). Similarly, David Trotter’s 

scrutiny of the conversion of Wessex into a medium by modern incursions, or its operation as “a 

scene of mediation,” joins such investigations to add further weight to the generative potential of 

foregrounding the interplay between London and Dorset/Wessex rather than assuming their 

polarity (33). Together, these studies make for a promising start to an inquiry into the urban 

dimension that refracts the imaginary landscape of Hardy’s Wessex. 

 The rest of this chapter goes beyond these examinations of the mutual relationship 

between London and Wessex by challenging the premise of their opposition and showing the 

interdependence of the categories of metropolis and province; my claim, quite simply, is that 

Wessex is already urban by virtue of the urban process in which it is deeply embroiled. The 

prioritization of dynamic, underlying processes over fixed, overt forms provides a valuable 
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paradigm for recognizing the nuanced ways in which remote, non-city regions such as Wessex 

are bound up in the systemic shift toward urbanization and accordingly rendered urban; put 

differently, the emphasis on process enables a more enlarged framework for perceiving urban 

spatial patterns as well as the relations they engender. In what follows, I argue that Tess of the 

d’Urbervilles tracks the creeping changes of an urban culture that has already penetrated the 

Wessex countryside; each “phase” of Tess’s journey consists of yet another revelation of the 

urban-spawned web into which Wessex is increasingly pulled. In particular, my analysis centers 

on the interpellation of Wessex by the centralizing, standard-imposing metropolis, Tess’s forced, 

displaced flânerie in the alien Wessex landscape, and her inevitable residence in the newly 

sprung “pleasure-city” of Sandbourne (398). Ultimately, this focus on the urban process 

sweeping across Wessex brings to the fore the city-oriented spatial reorganization inscribed in 

the female protagonist’s tragedy. 

 

From Region to Province 
 
 Tess of the d’Urbervilles opens with ambiguity: “On an evening in the latter part of May 

a middle-aged man was walking homeward from Shaston to the village of Marlott, in the 

adjoining Vale of Blakemore or Blackmoor” (13). The precision with which Hardy seems to 

situate the reader in a concrete geographical location is undermined by the prevarication of the 

word “or” that attaches two names to the same area. This equivocation continues in the second 

chapter, which begins:  

The village of Marlott lay amid the north-eastern undulations of the beautiful Vale of 

Blakemore or Blackmoor aforesaid—an engirdled and secluded region, for the most part 
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untrodden as yet by tourist or landscape-painter, though within a four hours’ journey from 

London. 

It is a vale whose acquaintance is best made by viewing it from the summits of the 

hills that surround it—except perhaps during the droughts of summer. An unguided 

ramble into its recesses in bad weather is apt to engender dissatisfaction with its narrow, 

tortuous, and miry ways. (18)  

The suggestion of the incommensurate equivalence of the two versions—“Blakemore or 

Blackmoor”—serves to evacuate the notion of a single, unified understanding of space; 

depending on the appellation one uses, the meaning of the referent changes. Thus Hardy troubles 

an orderly, straightforward understanding of the physical environment in which the novel is set 

by pointing with these two variants to their parallel signification. Importantly, the “or” lodged 

between the two names presents not so much fungible alternatives as the epistemological claim 

that ways of knowing and meaning-making are inherently, inescapably partial, incomplete. As 

Linda Shires argues, “[B]y including the two names used for the valley, Blakemore and 

Blackmoor, [Hardy] suggests that place-names are socially constructed and that any meanings 

we ascribe to settings are as historically conditioned as our impressions of people or events” 

(145). This indeterminacy, she explains, is part of what she calls the “radical aesthetic” of 

Hardy’s anti-realism: “Hardy’s aesthetic demands that readers grasp reality as objectively varied, 

changing, filtered by multiple and contradictory subjective impressions, and yet indubitably and 

solidly there when apart from human consciousness” (147).6 The word “aforesaid” in the passage 

 
6 Hardy famously rejected realism in the sense of strict verisimilitude: “Art is a disproportioning—(i.e., distorting, 
throwing out of proportion)—of realities, to show more clearly the features that matter in those realities, which, if 
merely copied or reported inventorially, might possibly be observed, but would more probably be overlooked. 
Hence ‘realism’ is not Art” (Life 239). Tim Dolin proposes to move past what he calls “the orthodoxy of the anti-
realist Hardy” (which is most notably associated with Widdowson’s Hardy in History) and assesses Hardy’s realism 
as “progressive or critical realism,” by which he refers to the writer’s aesthetic of wresting from actual scenes the 
deeper, more fundamental reality that the ideological masquerade of realism as “objective truth” masks. For Hardy, 
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above exemplifies this prismatic artistic vision: the semantic specification of a seemingly stable, 

identifiable territory notwithstanding, access to this extralinguistic reality is scrambled by the 

slipperiness of the changeable names by which it is known. This fidelity to “multiplicity and 

incongruity” is the means by which Hardy probes the modern condition of alienation: “Tess 

enacts the confusions and divisions of modern consciousness, the ‘ache of modernism,’ by 

reproducing its illogic and its divorce between experience and value” (Shires 147, 161). The 

introduction to Marlott mirrors this schism and prefigures the wavering identities of those by 

whom the village is peopled. For instance, the “middle-aged man” of the novel’s opening 

sentence is doubly christened in the same page when he asks Parson Tringham, “Then what 

might your meaning be in calling me ‘Sir John’ these different times, when I be plain Jack 

Durbeyfield the haggler?” (13). His simultaneous positioning as Jack Durbeyfield/Sir John 

d’Urberville undoes the illusory fixity of identity that pertains as much to the landscape as to 

individuals. Indeed, one might argue that the refusal to acknowledge his own fluidity as at once a 

Durbeyfield and a d’Urberville with his exclusive insistence on his rightful and historical, yet 

irrelevant and untimely, ancestry only bears large culpability for precipitating the series of 

ruinous events that befall his daughter, over whose own given name the extinct family name is 

subsequently heavily, ineluctably superimposed. 

 This indeterminacy is further complicated by the countervailing impulse at work in the 

fixed, exogenous perspective with which the narrator shares visual sympathy. It is worth noting 

that the point of view that guides readers’ acquaintance with Marlott is not homegrown, but 

foreign. The village, whose topographical characteristics are painstakingly traced at the start of 

the second chapter, reveals upon closer examination to be subjected to the gaze of those whom 

 
he explains, realism was a mode “the more real for its strategic disproportionings of the real” (“On Hardy’s Realism, 
Again” 50, 44). 
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the “engirdled and secluded region” seems to deny—that is, the eyes that roam over the 

environment to render its lush shape summons the absent presence of tourists and landscape-

painters to substantiate the claim of its untouched, pristine condition; in other words, 

paradoxically, Marlott depends for its figuration on outsiders who have yet to breach its rustic 

isolation, throwing into question the terms on which the region acquires legibility. This 

contradiction is further compounded by the fact that the tourists and landscape-painters that the 

narrator invokes—with intimations of their inevitable onslaught—belong to industries that 

operate upon the objectification of place by means of what John Urry terms the “tourist gaze,” or 

a “socially organised and systematised” mode of perception that takes signs, predominantly 

images, as essences of localities rather than metonymic representations (1). As Urry explains, 

“The gaze is constructed through signs, and tourism involves the collection of signs” (3). To 

paraphrase, tourism is sustained by a network of preconceived notions that assign values of 

sight-worthiness to destinations that are exotic, extraordinary, Other; the tourist gaze occurs 

within such symbolic frameworks that govern viewers’ anticipation and consumption. In the 

updated, extensively revised version of his original account of the tourist gaze, Urry and his co-

author Jonas Larsen stress this learned component and its exertive tendencies: “People gaze upon 

the world through a particular filter of ideas, skills, desires and expectations, framed by social 

class, gender, nationality, age and education. Gazing is a performance that orders, shapes and 

classifies, rather than reflects the world” (2). Thus, more fundamentally, as a dynamic of seeing 

and being seen, it inscribes the unequal power relations of a scopic regime that produces the 

otherness of such places as Marlott and consigns them to the status of passive objects.  

Similarly, the mention of landscape-painters conjures the aestheticization and 

objectification of the living, sensuous world—one whose enframed petrification, moreover, 
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falsely conveys nature as divorced from human activity. Williams focuses on this culturally 

prescribed presentation in his examination of the “pleasing prospects” of landscape. He argues, 

“A working country is hardly ever a landscape. The very idea of landscape implies separation 

and observation” (Country 120). His analysis homes in on new ways of seeing rooted in private 

property ownership: “the self-conscious observer was very specifically the self-conscious owner” 

(Country 124). It was the prerogative of landowners to unsee, or erase from view, the labor 

worked upon the grounds of country estates and construct from their privileged position “a 

commanding prospect that is at the same time a triumph of ‘unspoiled’ nature.” Explicitly, he 

underscores its characteristics: “a rural landscape emptied of rural labor and of labourers; a 

sylvan and watery prospect, with a hundred analogies in neo-pastoral painting and poetry, from 

which the facts of production had been banished” (Country 125). The artifice of dividing the land 

into, on the one hand, composed scenes—“organised for consumption—the view, the ordered 

proprietary repose, the prospect”—and, on the other, sites of the material relations of 

production—“organised for production, where tenants and laborers will work” speaks to the class 

power to transform land into landscape: “It was that kind of confidence, to make Nature move to 

an arranged design, that was the real invention of the landlords” (Country 124). The picturesque 

ideal is implicated in the process of the ideological mystification of the deeper, violent history of 

enclosure and dispossession. John Wylie echoes this cultural Marxist critique of landscape, 

writing, “The landscape way of seeing is thus understood to be the preserve of an elite, it 

symbolises their dominion over the land in the very act of ‘naturalising’ it, of making its 

particular representation seem the natural order of things.” More categorically, he states, 

“Landscape, as a particular type of visual representation, mystifies, renders opaque, distorts, 

hides, occludes reality” (69). The complicity of landscapes in masking the inequalities 
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incorporated into the cultivation of shapely, splendid vistas are expressive of the sensibility of 

the landed ruling class; more simply, landscapes tell a fictive narrative whose true subject is “not 

a kind of nature but a kind of man” (Williams, Country 121). Thus the overt alignment of the 

narrator with the visual practices of tourists and landscape-painters—in particular their common 

mode of spectatorship contingent on the perpetuation of hierarchies—suggests that the chief 

interest in this survey of Marlott lies less in the acquisition of proper understanding of the 

locality on its own terms than the assertion of the mastery of the interloping gaze; put another 

way, this delineation, or the lifting of Marlott to the level of visibility, signifies less the village’s 

entry into comprehensibility, or equal, reciprocal recognition, than it does its appropriation 

within a distinctly modern, ocularcentric economy to serve the purpose of propping up this 

structure of control and domination. Imposed from above and without, the narrative perspective 

precludes any meaningful, substantive knowledge of its subject and renders suspect from the 

outset its own epistemic claims.7 

 
7 The interpretation of the ways in which landscape encodes power relations can be further extended: notably, W. J. 
T. Michell tracks the mutual involvement of landscape and imperialism. He writes, “At a minimum we need to 
explore the possibility that the representation of landscape is not only a matter of internal politics and national or 
class ideology but also an international, global phenomenon, intimately bound up with the discourses of 
imperialism” (9). Significantly, he observes in landscape aesthetics a “double movement” of imperial energies 
imposed at home and abroad: “At the same time as English art and taste are moving outward to import new 
landscape conventions from Europe and China, it moves inward toward a reshaping and re-presentation of the native 
land. The Enclosure movement and the accompanying dispossession of the English peasantry are an internal 
colonization of the home country, its transformation from what Blake called ‘a green & pleasant land’ into a 
landscape, an emblem of national and imperial identity” (17). Thus nation, empire, and landscape are inextricably 
intertwined. For a discussion in the vein of internal colonialism more specific to Tess, see also Susan E. Cook’s 
essay, “Mapping Hardy and Brontë” (2014), which explores the link between regionalism and “cartographic 
imperialism” (62). She argues that the renaming of geographic locations mimics “the imperial creation of nation 
space,” which Hardy critiques with Wessex, whose name conjures associations with England’s origins and the 
nation’s imperial history of Anglo-Saxon conquest (66). Ultimately, the unstable incorporation of the rural, insular 
region of Wessex—experienced on a personal level as tragic displacement by the heroine—serves as a means for 
Hardy to “critically engage with imperialism through regionalism” (64).  
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The first two paragraphs of the second chapter quoted above are followed by a 

continuation of the description of Marlott that doubles down on this external vantage point. The 

passage, striking for its unquestioned embrace of objectifying tropes, bears quoting at length: 

This fertile and sheltered tract of country, in which the fields are never brown and the 

springs never dry, is bounded on the south by the bold chalk ridge that embraces the 

prominences of Hambledon Hill, Bulbarrow, Nettlecombe-Tout, Dogbury, High-Stoy, and 

Bubb-Down. The traveller from the coast who, after plodding northward for a score of 

miles over calcareous downs and corn-lands, suddenly reaches the verge of one of these 

escarpments, is surprised and delighted to behold, extended like a map beneath him, a 

country differing absolutely from that which he has passed through. Behind him the hills 

are open, the sun blazes down upon fields so large as to give an unenclosed character to 

the landscape, the lanes are white, the hedges low and plashed, the atmosphere 

colourless. Here in the valley the world seems to be constructed on upon a smaller and 

more delicate scale; the fields are mere paddocks, so reduced that from this height their 

hedgerows appear a network of dark green threads overspreading the paler green of the 

grass. The atmosphere beneath is languourous, and so tinged with azure that what artists 

call the middle-distance partakes also of that hue, while the horizon beyond is of the 

deepest ultramarine. Arable lands are few and limited; with but slight exceptions the 

prospect is a broad rich mass of grass and trees, mantling minor hills and dales within the 

major. Such is the Vale of Blackmoor. (18) 

The pretense of objectivity, supplied by proper names—“Hambledon Hill, Bulbarrow, 

Nettlecombe-Tout, Dogbury, High-Stoy, and Bubb-Down”—and cardinal directions—“bounded 

on the south”—is quickly dispelled, or revealed to be far from value-neutral, by the next 
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sentence, which shows the narrator taking on in uncritical earnest the alienated and alienating 

perspective of the “traveller[s]” and “artists” aforementioned. The asymmetrical power relations 

upon which these subject positions are premised are explicitly enacted at the level of narration, 

whose depiction of Marlott consists of availing itself of the terminological apparatus of tourism 

and landscape painting. To specify, the conception of the reader in the mold of the “traveller” 

who prefigures the hordes of tourists soon expected to descend on the region leads the narrator to 

chart the territory accordingly in the persona of a knowledgeable companion by braiding the 

strands of description, information, even instruction: the uninitiated are cautioned against diving 

into “[a]n unguided ramble into [the vale’s] recesses” in an implicit endorsement of a particular, 

sanctioned mode of exploration. This move echoes, as Jeff Nunokawa argues, the guidebook, a 

genre that flourished in the wake of the development of a mass domestic tourist industry in the 

second half of the nineteenth century. Its language and conventions pervade Tess and, according 

to Nunokawa, distinctly conspicuous are traces of the ubiquitous Baedeker books, especially the 

1887 guide to Great Britain, some of whose passages are reproduced in “Hardy’s tourbook 

novel” in thin disguise, “almost indistinguishabl[y]” (77). The bald metabolism of the popular 

series, whose trademark red cloth covers and compact, pocket-sized volumes made Baedeker a 

generic term, suggests Hardy’s critique of the widespread, even inescapable, quality of the 

landscapification of perceptual modes, their spillover into the realm of fiction, and the 

concomitant priming of the tourist-reader according to the visual imperative.8 Thus the 

 
8 James Buzard notes the generic contributions made by Karl Baedeker in Germany and his counterpart John Murray 
III in England to the modern travel guide: “Murray and Baedeker brought an inspired diligence and thoroughness to 
the guidebook; they standardized it, from outer covers to inner organization; they relentlessly updated it, making it 
not the record of someone’s tours but a description of what current tourists could anticipate” (65). The indefatigable 
energy with which travel guides were brought up to date to meet the tourist’s present and thus maintain timely, 
constant relevance is reflected in grammatical composition, or what Nunokawa identifies in Tess and describes as 
“the present tense that characterizes the sightseers’ handbook, an absolute present that bathes the view and the 
viewer that it arranges in a timeless synchronic glow” (81). 
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“inclination to cast everything that inhabits it as views, and to instruct the reader how to gain 

access to them” is part and parcel of the narrative ontology of Tess, “a novel whose universal 

landscape renders it a paradigm of the handbook in general” (81, 79). By adhering to this 

recognizable framework and expressly employing its trappings, Hardy leaves scarcely any doubt 

as to the position of Marlott as a tourist site oriented toward the spectator-reader, whose 

sojourning footsteps the tourist guide-narrator takes upon himself to steer with keen, penetrating 

insight. Indeed, the narrator near-merges with the “traveller” and keeps apace as the prospect of 

this nook of Wessex emerges; the narrator sees what the sightseer contemplates. The construction 

of this paragraph embodies this close relationship syntactically: it is after trudging or “plodding” 

laboriously through the dense, jam-packed passage of words limning the environs that the reader 

finally arrives at what is described as the proper “height” from which to take in the obscure, 

tucked-away village: “Such is the Vale of Blackmoor.”   

It is perhaps yet more remarkable that this concord encompasses even the sensations and 

impressions the wayfarer experiences: the gradation of feelings from “surprise” to “delight” is 

reported with such knowing certainty as to bespeak the general, stereotypical profile of the 

visiting stranger, which carries the ironic imputation that what is sought in such excursions is not 

so much the new and the unknown as it is the familiar and the predictable dressed as authentic 

novelty.9 Tourists are lumped into an undifferentiated mass of people whose common quest to 

range over rural England and consume the inverse image of their everyday routines and practices 

 
9 Dean MacCannell describes modern tourism as the quest for the meaning and authenticity no longer found in 
secular modernity’s spiritual homelessness: “The progress of modernity (“modernization”) depends on its very sense 
of instability and inauthenticity. For moderns, reality and authenticity are thought to be elsewhere: in other historical 
periods and other cultures, in purer, simpler lifestyles” (3). Yet this search is the source of its own impossibility: 
“…sightseeing is a ritual performed to the differentiations of society. Sightseeing is a kind of collective striving for a 
transcendence of the modern totality, a way of attempting to overcome the discontinuity of modernity, of 
incorporating its fragments into unified experience. Of course, it is doomed to eventual failure: even as it tries to 
construct totalities, it celebrates differentiation” (13 emphasis in original).  
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produces them as a unitary, monolithic group, lending, in turn, their reactions, even their inner 

sphere of thoughts and emotions, a stock quality, formulaic and predetermined. As an aggregate, 

they sustain the structure of juxtaposition, or the “basic binary division between the 

ordinary/everyday and the extraordinary,” on which tourism is predicated (Urry 12). Importantly, 

these dynamics illuminate the ways in which tourism relies on spatial markers of difference: the 

equation of places such as Marlott as exceptional, out of the ordinary—quite literally 

outlandish—serves to buttress, by highlighting their peripherality, or ex-centricity/eccentricity, 

the hegemonic normality operating at the core. In this respect, the palpable tourist guidebook 

stamp of Tess not only works to entrench the outer, removed situation of Marlott but also, 

perhaps more insidiously, achieves via the narrator’s perspectival fusion with the “traveller” the 

convergence of the reader with the mass of outside visitors whose voyaging activities are 

implicated in the process of bolstering the power imbalance between active consumer subjects 

and passive consumable objects. To read Tess, in other words, is to be already aligned with the 

tourists through whom the narrator focalizes, to enter into and share in their voyeuristic hunger.  

The proclivity for rendering a spectacle of the rusticity of Marlott—and the female body 

of its daughter Tess—is sometimes imprecisely imputed to the narrator, whose obsessive 

fascination with his heroine’s physicality has led some scholars to discern yet another male drive 

for possession that troublingly mirrors the desirous gaze of her suitors, Angel Clare and Alec 

d’Urberville. Influentially, Pamela Boumelha argues, “all the passionate commitment to 

exhibiting Tess as the subject of her own experience evokes an unusually overt maleness in the 

narrative voice. The narrator’s erotic fantasies of penetration and engulfment enact a pursuit, 

violation, and persecution of Tess in parallel with those she suffers at the hands of her two 

lovers” (120). Yet inasmuch as the narrator appears to tend to an overpowering compulsion to 
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dominate his heroine, the rhetorical strategies of the opening chapters point to such evident 

intention and self-awareness on Hardy’s part as to suggest that the seeming contradictoriness of 

the narrator’s insistent, fetishizing gaze is part of a larger claim regarding the inexorable context 

of scopophilic objectification in which he finds himself entangled and culpable; much like Tess, 

who is unable to escape being seen, the narrator is likewise helpless to keep himself from seeing, 

and visually fixating on, “her mobile peony mouth and large innocent eyes,” and later, more 

intrusively, the multitudinous, “neither black nor blue nor grey nor violet” shades of her irises 

and the “red interior of her mouth” (20, 103, 187). The ascendancy of the viewing subject 

position further hearkens to theories in visual culture studies such as Laura Mulvey’s 

groundbreaking work, which draws on psychoanalytic feminism to critique the gendered 

pleasures of mainstream narrative cinema, a medium which, she argues, invites spectators to 

identify with the gaze of the camera/heterosexual male protagonist and thus “code[s] the erotic 

into the language of the dominant patriarchal order” (8). The projection of oneness feeds a 

fantasy of sexual mastery. As Mulvey continues, “As the spectator identifies with the main male 

protagonist, he projects his look onto that of his like, his screen surrogate, so that the power of 

the male protagonist as he controls events coincides with the active power of the erotic look, 

both giving a satisfying sense of omnipotence” (12). Tess registers this “active male/passive 

female” binary with the language of supremacy that characterizes the narrator and his 

unchallenged point of view (11). Its absolutism finds a metaphor in the godlike, besieging sun 

that “demand[s] the masculine pronoun for its adequate expression”—a stark contrast, it is 

further worth noting, from the decentered internal warmth the village girls, including Tess, are 

described as cherishing prior to the arrival of, and their subsequent consciousness of, the 

assessing gaze of interloping men (among them one Angel Clare and his brothers): “so each had 
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a private little sun for her soul to bask in” (99, 20). (This symbolism of the sun’s oppressive 

power recurs in the penultimate chapter, where, at Stonehenge, an ancient temple of death and 

sun worship—a “monstrous place,” Angel remarks—the couple’s brief period of blissful 

isolation from the world is broken by the rising sun that announces the advancing police and, 

with them, Tess’s arrest and impending execution: “Soon the light was strong, and a ray shone 

upon her unconscious form, peering under her eyelids and waking her” (415, 418)). In other 

words, the clear-cut opposition that Hardy sets up between not only Tess and her male suitors but 

also Tess and the narrator to whom control over her history has been given over is more 

accurately understood not as inconsistent, as the writer’s succumbence to the irresistible allure of 

his creation, but rather as harmonious or complementary: that is to say, doubly objectified on two 

diegetic levels, her wretched plight instantiates Hardy’s view of the complete, uncompromising 

gendered scopophilic matrix in which not only characters but also the means of their 

representation are fatefully, inextricably lodged. Tess’s tragedy lies in the silencing, petrifying 

gaze of the tourists/landscape-painters/narrator/reader, all of whose perspectives collapse into a 

shared privileged point of view by which even the premise of the capacity for articulation by the 

looked-at heroine is already foreclosed. 

The lopsided power relations common to the modes of spectatorship invoked in these 

early chapters have warranted expatiation on account of their implication of the reader, who, as 

pointed out in this section, is unambiguously prompted by the narrator to take on their vantage 

point geared toward voyeuristic extraction. Yet this tells a partial picture, or gives the impression 

that this angle of view is the result of narrative maneuvers only, when, in fact, the novel proceeds 

from the tacit assumption of the reader’s foreign derivation. As examined above, the guidebook 

template that Tess absorbs, the markers of which are undisguisedly replicated in the introductory 
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pages, is testimony of the presupposition of the reader as an outsider, a non-native, one who does 

not belong—a shorthand, as this chapter demonstrates, for the profile of the typical metropolitan 

reader who makes up the novel’s primary target audience. In other words, while the narrator 

plays into, even encourages, a proprietary relationship to images of rural folk—especially, as in 

the case of Tess, those of “genuine country girls, unaccustomed to many eyes”—this stance more 

amplifies than invent or coax into being readers’ pre-existing expectations of the countryside 

imagined in opposition to their urban environment (20). The amplification is key: while Hardy, 

as Williams notes, wrote of the countryside for consumption by a “mainly metropolitan and 

unconnected literary public,” in Tess he actively engages this truism of his career by more 

seriously interrogating the power relations of this dynamic as well as its social implications. To 

specify, the insistent amalgamation of perspectives with which the novel commences suggests 

that Hardy locates a new, modern way of seeing—and, by extension, reading—in the specific 

historical context of the second half of the nineteenth century, during which increasing 

urbanization was bound up with an expanding middle class, railroad access, emerging ideas of 

work, leisure, travel, and, as depicted in Tess, shifting sensibilities that fell on the urban/rural 

divide and fueled the advent of mass domestic tourism.10 It thus bears noting that the sentence 

that opens the novel’s second chapter, which acts a preamble for the following meandering 

passages that emulate the exploratory footsteps of the traveler/reader, shows “tourist[s] or 

landscape-painter[s]”—with overtones of their essential sameness, their interchangeability—

firmly yoked to the unwavering gauge of the metropolis, from whose vicinage Marlott is 

 
10 Urry pinpoints the mid-nineteenth century, specifically 1840, as the date of birth of the tourist gaze in the West: 
“1840 then is one of those remarkable moments when the world seems to shift and a new patterning of relationships 
becomes irreversibly established. This is the moment when the ‘tourist gaze,’ that particular combining together of 
the means of collective travel, the desire for travel and the techniques of photographic reproduction, becomes a core 
component of western modernity” (148).  
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revealed as being not as far away as the descriptions of its local peculiarities might lead one to 

surmise: as the narrator explains, the village’s untouched, trackless state is in surprising contrast 

to the fact of its being “though within a four hours’ journey from London.” The insertion of the 

qualifier and the muted revelation of Marlott’s closer-than-implied location vis-à-vis the capital 

city serves to underscore the cultural imaginary at play in the production of the village’s regional 

exoticism: put another way, the disproportionate incongruity between actual physical distance 

and the conceived gulf that stretches between Marlott and the metropolis starkly illustrates the 

latter’s outsize sway, which finds an example in the motives of the prying eyes that recast the 

chasm into the charm of strange otherness. Hence, while the symbolism of London joins the 

tourists and landscape-painters in their extrinsic, obtrusive point of view, it is also distinguished 

by its assumption of a more determining, authoritative role as the ground zero against whose 

centrality the variance of the provinces is measured. In this vein, the subjugating ethos of the 

tourists and landscape-artists that Hardy critiques derives its orientation from—and is thus 

subsumed by—the social infrastructure built upon the touchstone of the metropolis: the imposed 

exogenous perspective is, at its core, tied to the uneven socio-spatial relations wrought by 

burgeoning cities and is, consequently, fundamentally urban. 

The urbanization-engendered imaginative divide of metropolis and province in which 

Hardy locates a pivotal source of the split that begets watching (reading) subjects and viewed 

(read) objects goes beyond proclaiming the estranged, controlling gaze of his predominantly 

city-based readership and continually surfaces as a major throughline in Tess. In a myriad subtle 

and implicit—yet consistent and unmistakable—ways, the novel registers the processes of far-

reaching urban transformation as they impinge upon and inflect this particular plot of the 

countryside. The many facets of such tectonic changes emerge in the plot in, for instance, the 
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first appearance of Angel Clare, who happens upon a May-Day dance, or “club-walking,” with 

his brothers, forming together “three young men of a superior class” and assuming the literal 

position of a tourist: “These three brethren told casual acquaintance that they were spending their 

Whitsun holidays in a walking-tour through the Vale of Blackmoor, their course being south-

westerly from the town of Shaston on the north-east.” The primary nod to their “superior class” 

endorses the conflation of the brothers’ status as strangers with their higher social status: in other 

words, the fact of their non-belonging to the peasantry marks them as members of a discrete 

upper stratum set apart from the villagers they have come across. This is espied in the brief 

exchange between Angel and his brothers when the former impetuously declares his intention to 

join the dancing women.  

“What are you going to do, Angel?” asked the eldest. 

“I am inclined to go and have a fling with them. Why not all of us—just for a minute or 

two—it will not detain us long?” 

“No, no; nonsense!” said the first. “Dancing in public with a troop of country hoydens—

suppose we should be seen!” (22) 

In the end, Angel promises to catch up with his brothers in “five minutes,” to which they 

reluctantly agree before resuming their course. Their appalled response to Angel’s proposition 

makes plain their aversion to any sort of involvement, even of a very short duration, with the 

rustics through whose home ground they are passing; evidently, the edifying advantages of a 

walking-tour of the countryside are best reaped at a safe viewing distance that precludes any sort 

of intermingling with its boorish inhabitants (yet another gesture to the “separation and 

observation” that lies at the heart of the conversion of land into landscape and the voyeuristic 

affinities between tourism and landscape painting). The elder Clares’ unconcealed distaste for the 
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risk of being “seen” or caught associating “in public” with those whose inferior rank is denoted 

by their quaint ruralism betrays the brothers’ subscription to notions of respectability that are 

decidedly unprovincial—that is, metropolitan—in character. Thus the pointed adjective of 

“country hoydens,” a phrase that is replete with the insinuation that a boisterous young woman, 

already improper, unseemly, is further compounded by an upbringing in the uncultured 

backwater that is the countryside: the wanting variance that this insular, out-of-the-way region 

represents to their minds conversely points to the operation of deep-seated assumptions regarding 

their own refined, preferable, and, in turn, condescending “center” of judgment. Moreover, the 

two are not the only among the trio who project onto the Marlott people their outside bias: while 

Angel, unlike his brothers, might not have such qualms about maintaining strict boundaries 

between himself and the villagers, he is no less a tourist. For the youngest Clare brother, the 

May-Day dance is an opportunity to partake of an “authentic” ancient ritual—a custom which, 

unbeknownst to him, is but a hollow version of what it was formerly. It is a debased, thoroughly 

modern relic in age-old drag: “The banded ones were all dressed in white gowns—a gay survival 

from Old-Style days, when cheerfulness and Maytime were synonyms—days before the habit of 

taking long views had reduced emotions to a monotonous average” (19). These profound 

changes are lost on Angel, and expectedly so: to go by his assurance to his brothers that he will 

“overtake [them] in five minutes,” the merry traveler’s interest lies in acquiring a superficial 

sampling of one of the region’s traditions. In this way, to borrow from Urry, Angel “collect[s]” 

the “signs” of Marlott via its bastardized May-Day celebrations. It is thus unsurprising that the 

ceremony is the site of the near, ultimately missed, encounter between Tess and Angel: the two 

eventual lovers fail to move beyond the glimmer of mutual attraction in a symbolic 

representation of their unbridgeable positions. As Scott Rode observes, “[A]lthough they occupy 
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the same physical space, Tess and Angel occupy ancient and modern time respectively, a 

diachronic difference” (70). In spatial terms, this rift aligns Tess with the provinces, their 

agrarian rhythms, and dying pagan heritage, and Angel with the metropolis, urban modernity, 

and cosmopolitan aspirations. As such, Angel is very much in the same camp of tourists as his 

brothers: as his cursory participation, in essence yet another form of detached spectatorship 

imported from a more privileged locus of authority, indicates, Angel and his brothers manifest 

two sides of the same metropolis-based coin. For him, in true 128laneus fashion, the “spectacle 

of the bevy of girls,” the charming novelty of the festivities, and the lingering image of Tess 

constitute a mere succession of transient impressions to be consumed and subsequently 

“dismissed” from his mind: the culture of the metropolis, dwelling in Angel, journeys with him, 

serving as the framework through which he treats and experiences Wessex (22, 24). 

 

Strange Sounds 
 
 The metropolis-produced fibers of the culture of Wessex are further traceable in the 

estrangement between Tess and her mother, Joan Durbeyfield. Their common indigeneity to the 

parcel of their region notwithstanding, the narrator makes clear that they are products of two 

disparate eras cleaved by the society-wide ramifications of intensifying urbanization, one of 

whose most prominent expressions is the consolidation of the metropolis as the seat of power. Its 

bureaucratic presence colors, by way of a national education system, Tess’s speech, which 

diverges from her mother’s native Wessex tongue. As the narrator explains, “(Mrs Durbeyfield 

habitually spoke the dialect: her daughter, who had passed the sixth standard in the National 

school under a London-trained mistress, spoke two languages; the dialect at home, more or less; 

ordinary English abroad and to persons of quality)” (27). In attributing Tess’s double linguistic—
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and cultural—fluency to the recent and ongoing involvement of the state in the provision of 

compulsory schooling, Hardy touches on the tear in the generational fabric caused not so much 

by learning per se as by the government mandate for conformity in its acquisition: the process of 

standardization that is necessarily baked into the aim of universal education, he implicitly 

critiques, is founded upon the authority to compel compliance with imposed requirements. In 

other words, despite the instrumentality of parliamentary legislation in improvements in such 

areas as mass literacy, such measures also signal the move to coalesce vast and diverse peoples 

into a homogeneous national body politic. Tess’s education can be traced back to the metropolis, 

whose concentrated administrative capacity renders it also the nerve center of this modern 

collectivity as well the instruction of its members: her “London-trained mistress” is the envoy of 

the “standard[s]” promulgated in National schools. This particular stamp of her schooling has 

shaped her into a citizen, nation-bound and future-facing, in contrast to her mother, whose dialect 

pronounces her antiquated belonging to the scale of the immediate community delimited by the 

confines of Wessex.11 The formative mechanism of education that Hardy punctuates recalls 

Louis Althusser’s claim that state-sanctioned education is the paramount Ideological State 

Apparatus (ISA) by which the ruling class interpellates individuals as subjects to reproduce 

existing relations of production and thus maintain their hegemony. He stresses, 

 
11 I am drawing here from the language of an oft-quoted passage from Far from the Madding Crowd. Hardy writes: 

This picture of to-day in its frame of four hundred years ago did not produce that marked contrast between 
Ancient and Modern which is implied by the contrast of date. In comparison with cities, Weatherbury was 
immutable. The citizens’ Then is the rustics’ Now. In London twenty or thirty years ago are old times: in 
Paris ten years or five. In Weatherbury three- or four-score years were included in the mere present, and 
nothing less than a century set a mark on its face or tone. Five decades hardly modified the cut of a gaiter, 
the embroidery of a smockfrock, by the breadth of a hair. Ten generations failed to alter the turn of a single 
phrase. In these Wessex nooks the busy outsider’s ancient times are only old, his old times are still new; his 
present is futurity. (144 emphasis in original) 

In addition to the temporal dichotomy that Hardy draws between “Ancient” and “Modern” and “Then” and “Now” 
along the cultural and geographical fault line of city and country, Hardy layers another distinction between 
“citizens,” aligned with cities and the fast-moving present, and “rustics,” who occupy the realm of rural 
timelessness, or “immutab[ility],” thus suggesting the modernity of the project of the formation of a national 
citizenry and, in particular, its kinship with urban environments.  
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…behind the scenes of its political Ideological State Apparatus, which occupies the front 

of the stage, what the bourgeoisie has installed as its number one, i.e. as its dominant 

Ideological State Apparatus, is the educational apparatus, which has in fact replaced in its 

functions the previously dominant Ideological State Apparatus, the Church. One might 

even add: the School-Family couple has replaced the Church-Family couple. (250) 

Revealingly, the “School-Family couple” that Althusser, writing in the mid-twentieth century, 

identifies as the linchpin of the totalizing ideological complex of advanced capitalist societies 

has yet to be realized in the late nineteenth-century milieu of Tess. The differing wavelengths that 

Hardy portrays between Tess and her mother, which is ascribed to the former’s modern 

education, lend support to the interpretation of his perspicacious recognition and anticipation of 

this inevitable alliance, which is distilled here in the patchy process of its formation. Thus 

Hardy’s focus on the so-called “fringes” of this metropolis-driven undertaking of a state system 

of education enables him to cogently reveal the ideological seams of modernity prior to their 

being sewn together. The language divide in the Durbeyfield household, a product of state-

sanctioned education—ironically inserted as a quick, discreet parenthesis—encapsulates deeper, 

broader cultural shifts that mother and daughter, with their mutually foreign sensibilities, 

embody. 

The allusion that Hardy makes to the principle of standardization that forms the backbone 

of Tess’s education gains more pertinence when considering Raymond Williams’s entry for the 

keyword “standards,” wherein he spotlights the systematic push in the nineteenth century to 

organize education around notions of correctness. He remarks,  

In mC19 there was the curious case of Standard English: a selected (class-based) use 

taken as an authoritative example of correctness, which, widely backed by educational 
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institutions, attempted to convict a majority of native speakers of English of speaking 

their own language ‘incorrectly’. There was the prescription, also in education, of certain 

levels of competence – standards – in reading, writing and arithmetic; in one period 

these were factors in the calculation of teachers’ pay. Classes aiming at these levels of 

competence were described, in elementary education, as Standards (Two to Six). The 

word was much emphasized as a term of assessment or grading, and was more generally 

associated with a concept of graded progress within a hierarchy (cf. the contemporary 

phrase the educational ladder, probably introduced by T. H. Huxley and applied in the 

board – controlled by an Educational Board – schools).” (233 emphasis in original)  

The changes he traces help to contextualize the paradigm of institution-backed standards as a 

specifically nineteenth-century development: its incipient tyranny, already discernible in the 

passage above, surfaces in Tess’s toggle between the familiar dialect of her home and the 

“proper” template with which she has been inculcated. Her mother is among the “majority of 

native speakers of English” whose offense of slipping past the stringent net of standardization 

cast onto Wessex from the point of origin of the metropolis is cause to “convict” her of “speaking 

[her] own language ‘incorrectly’”: the mark of one’s locality, its regional accent and cadence, is 

now regarded as wrong, irregular, a deviation from formulae set by the metropolis and its 

tentacles. And, by all indications, Tess has imbibed from her education its hierarchy of values: 

the narrator notes that she makes the switch to “ordinary English abroad and to persons of 

quality,” an adjustment that speaks volumes about her perception of the ways in which her own 

home is out of keeping with the worldview she has absorbed. In particular, the phrase “ordinary 

English abroad” suggests that the Durbeyfield household, with its still-active dialect—and the 

old ways of being it represents—is an endangered island facing the advancing deluge of 
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“ordinary English” that emanates from what is, for such people as Tess’s parents, the distinct, 

separate culture of the metropolis, but one into whose gradations of self-definition their own has 

been co-opted to shore up an ideology of standard language and prescriptive cultural norms. The 

fact that Tess believes “ordinary English” is the language befitting for addressing “persons of 

quality” and modulates herself accordingly is a further sign of the hold of its perceived superior 

status: indeed, its ordinariness is the ultimate mark of its power, as it signifies its invisible, 

universal authority as a baseline or benchmark against which all other forms of the language are 

appraised (and, where found wanting, “convicted”). Hardy dispels this concept of the gold 

standard of ordinary, standard English by debunking its aura of absolutism and bringing to 

attention its very recent, historically specific implementation: the yawning fissure between 

mother and daughter is borne of the adoption of new, uniform criteria of measurement and 

specification of individuals only a generation in the making—which points, in turn, to the 

swiftness of the saturation of this lately developed value system.  

Hardy’s critique of the ideology of a national standard of the English language dovetails 

with what Roy Harris terms “the language myth,” whose fiction of a stable, normalized language 

the linguist traces to Western modernity. “The language myth,” he argues, “in its modern form is 

a cultural product of post-Renaissance Europe. It reflects the political psychology of nationalism, 

and an educational system devoted to standardizing the linguistic behavior of pupils” (Language 

Myth 9). Its nineteenth-century iteration was “the myth of standard English.” He writes:  

Originally formulated in the Victorian era, [the myth of standard English] came to 

fulfillment in the period 1914-1945, which saw the completion of publication of the 

monumental Oxford English Dictionary (1928) and the influential work of Daniel Jones 
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on English pronunciation. It was a myth which also had a philosophical component: the 

same period saw the rise of English Ordinary Language philosophy. (“Murray” 1) 

Harris sees the assumption of the existence of standard English as playing a key role in the 

creation of the OED, which was spearheaded by Sir James Murray (1837-1915), the primary 

editor of the dictionary, and the development of ordinary language philosophy, led by George 

Edward Moore (1873-1958). In fact, this view of standard English, he asserts, was based on “a 

myth which had been invented to serve the purposes of a typically Victorian brand of national 

idealism” (“Murray” 26). For John Willinsky, the “empire of words” (the title of his 1994 book) 

that is the OED is constructed upon nineteenth-century prejudices about linguistic authority and 

thus a definitive conception of English national culture. He observes, “The first edition of the 

OED, in its particular patterns of favored and neglected sources, represents Victorian interests in 

the integration of theology and science, nation and empire” (Empire 5). In particular, the bias in 

the marshaling of citations, which draw predominantly from such literary sources as 

Shakespeare, are evidence of its underlying ethnocentrism: “[I]t is literature that leads in the 

authorization of this dictionary’s image of an English power and burden carried far and wide. It 

was the language of Shakespeare, after all, that was carried abroad as part of Britain’s civilizing 

mission” (Empire 90 emphasis in original). Thus the contributions of the OED to the process of 

canon formation to achieve the overarching goal of setting an authoritative standard of the 

English language rendered it inseparable from the instincts that drive nationalism and 

imperialism. Willinsky states, succinctly, “The dictionary is Victorian science attuned to the 

nation-building project” (Empire 62). From these analyses, the “ordinary English” of Tess’s 

education—a term that seems to purposely evoke the premise of “correct usage” or “standard 

English” on which the ordinary language philosophy of Moore et al. depends—is an apparatus of 
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conquest of the British Empire. Importantly, contrary to the impression of its diffuse, invisible, 

ubiquitous power, “ordinary English” dominates from the control center of the metropolis via the 

imposition of linguistic norms freighted with beliefs in British cultural superiority. It is therefore 

apt that the only setting in which Ted sheds its cloak is the private space of her home: her 

discreet yet distinct adaptation indicates the adventitious nature of the curriculum pressed upon 

the provinces. In this vein, education policy, and language more centrally, becomes a crucial 

instrument by which the metropolis shapes and governs the national cultural imaginary at large. 

Thus, two pages later, Hardy more squarely reinforces its alienating impact:  

Between the mother, with her fast-perishing lumber of superstitions, folk-lore, dialect, 

and orally transmitted ballads, and the daughter, with her trained National teachings and 

Standard knowledge under an infinitely Revised Code, there was a gap of two hundred 

years as ordinarily understood. When they were together the Jacobean and the Victorian 

ages were juxtaposed. (29) 

Hardy is unequivocal: Tess’s “trained National teachings and Standard knowledge under an 

infinitely Revised Code” have come to replace her mother’s stock of cultural beliefs, practices, 

and traditions in a steep, compressed swerve that is tantamount to organic changes accrued over 

a span of two periods. The topicality he invokes is striking for the contrast it forms with the more 

gradual, incremental rhythms of centuries: that is to say, this description would have unerringly 

brought to contemporary readers’ minds very recent, immediate changes, from the Revised Code 

of 1862 to the Elementary Education Act of 1870, which, respectively, implemented a principle 

of “payment by results” depending on satisfactory student performance in the “3 Rs” of reading, 

writing, and arithmetic and laid the groundwork for universal elementary education. By situating 

Tess’s enmeshment in these late, current developments in the broader historical time-scale of the 
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Jacobean and Victorian eras, Hardy, rather than taking for granted the hegemony of the 

metropolis, starkly captures its authority in the process of its being cast. Notably, the 

capitalization to which Hardy adheres when listing Tess’s scholastic credentials identifies these 

words—especially “National” and “Standard”—as proper nouns, that is, specific designations 

that do not denote the meaning of these words in their general sense, despite their outward 

semantic suggestion as such. In other words, this convention accentuates the function of these 

names as, in effect, proprietary trademarks of the metropolis, yet another sign of its domination 

of national life. Thus the stylization, by pointing to the particularity of these referents, throws 

light on the artificiality of the claim of impartiality and exposes the arbitrariness of what are 

accepted as “National” and “Standard” programs of education. In actuality, as Tess’s mother’s 

experience attests, they comprise an exclusionary enterprise, one predicated upon framing other 

places, other, local Englishes, as impure, illegitimate. In this regard, the spatial and cultural 

peripheralization that such people as Joan Durbeyfield are forced to undergo might be described, 

borrowing from Ian Duncan, as an instance of the historical process by which the rising stature 

and prominence of London, the capital city, transposes what was once a region, which is 

identified by its positive features, into a province, defined by negative differences arising from 

its binary opposition to the metropolis.12 Above all, from this angle, the gleaned snapshot of 

Tess’s schooling suggests that the Victorian nation-building project amounts to a metropolis-

dictated narrative of who qualifies for belonging in this imagined community. 

It would be remiss not to mention In this context the preoccupation with the acoustic 

properties of expression and communication that Hardy exhibits throughout Tess and, in 

 
12 See Ian Duncan, “The Regional or Provincial Novel” in A Companion to the Victorian Novel (Blackwell, 2002), 
edited by Patrick Brantlinger and William B. Thesing, pp. 318-35. See also my first chapter for an extended 
discussion of the subgenre of Victorian provincial fiction. 
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particular, the emphasis he brings to the slipperiness with which sound defies strict demarcations 

between standard and non-standard language usage—which, in turn, beckons to the possibility of 

destabilizing the signs of authority bolstered by the site and institutions of the metropolis. For 

instance, Tess slips in and out of her two languages by manipulating the sound-signifiers of 

which each is respectively composed: what is codified as “ordinary English” is merely one 

collection of intonation and pronunciation patterns that has taken precedence over many other 

such regional varieties now construed under the label of “dialect[s]” as peculiar, inferior, 

substandard. The focus that Hardy turns on sound allows him to undermine the rigidity of such 

classifications by exposing their subjective construction and the attempts made in vain to 

regulate what amounts to the movement of sound waves. Indeed, he demonstrates especial 

interest in the qualitative affordances of the substratum of utterance that consists of vibrations of 

air particles that have yet to be distorted by solidification into language. The inchoate realm 

composed of tone and pitch, he suggests, more richly, resonantly captures the complex matrices 

of affinities of sensibility that reveal the futility of dichotomic oversimplifications of metropolis 

versus province, modern versus premodern. Accordingly, while, at times, sound acts as the 

dividing marker between the bilingual Tess and her Wessex dialect-only-speaking mother, at 

others, it serves to affirm the depth of their kinship, such as when Tess’s nature, much like her 

mother’s, responds to the singular power of music to draw her out of her despondency following 

the traumatic incident of her violation by Alec d’Urberville at The Chase: “That innate love of 

melody, which she had inherited from her ballad-singing mother, gave the simplest music a 

power over her which could well-nigh drag her heart out of her bosom at times” (96). It is such 

moments that avow the enduring resilience of the mother-daughter bond that corroborate what 

Tess recognizes—“I have as much of mother as father in me!”—and thwart the reading of her 
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character as swayed by modern progress only; her potent response to tune speaks to the 

persistent thread of continuity between herself and her mother, whose ballad-singing represents 

the folk culture and regional oral traditions from which they arise (118).  

The weight that Hardy attaches to traditional ballads as repositories of communal culture 

is a recurring refrain in his oeuvre.13 More explicitly—and with a touch of dramatic flair—he 

laments in his autobiography their demise at the hands of modernity heralded by the coming of 

the railway. He traces his recognition of this shift to a harvest-supper at which he was present 

around nine or ten years of age. He recollects: 

It may be worthy of note that this harvest-home was among the last at which the old 

traditional ballads were sung, the railway having been extended to Dorchester just then, 

and the orally transmitted ditties of centuries being slain at a stroke by the London comic 

songs that were introduced. (Life 25-6) 

The rather overwrought description of centuries’ worth of traditional music and song being “slain 

at a stroke” is obviously more rhetorical strategy than factual reportage on Hardy’s part to drive 

home his point regarding the implications of the railway, whose speed is the source of sweeping 

cultural destruction: it is the rapidity with which locomotives transport London comic songs that 

intensifies the onslaught on long-standing ballads and dislodges them from the regions to which 

they are native. What is arguably more striking than the violence of the language are the 

overtones of biological invasion: the passage, inevitably infused with the adult Hardy’s 

 
13 For an analysis of the allusions to traditional ballads and songs in Hardy’s fiction, see C. M. Jackson-Houlston’s 
Ballads, Songs and Snatches: The Appropriation of Folk Song and Popular Culture in British Nineteenth-Century 
Realist Prose, pp.140-72 (Ashgate, 1999). Jackson-Houlston notes that “the traditional music and song of [Hardy’s] 
own region … stirred him most deeply” and underscores the prominent role of musicality in his depiction of Wessex 
sensibilities: “[I]n the Novels of Character and Environment this is a major factor in character presentation, 
motivation, and thematic development” (140, 146). For further studies on the role and representation of music in 
Hardy’s work, see John Hughes’s ‘Ecstatic Sound’: Music and Individuality in the Work of Thomas Hardy (Ashgate, 
2001) and Claire Seymour’s chapter, entitled “Hardy and Music: Uncanny Sounds,” in A Companion to Thomas 
Hardy, edited by Keith Wilson, pp. 223-38 (Blackwell, 2009).  
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awareness of the homogenizing effects of the expansion of the railway network and its role in 

boosting the preponderant influence of London, evokes Darwinian theories of the supplantation 

of indigenous organisms by aggressive foreign species.14 It intimates an underlying evolutionary 

paradigm transposed onto ethnographic terms: the development of a nationwide railway system 

lends London comic songs an inordinate competitive advantage over endemic forms—in this 

case, the traditional ballads of Hardy’s youth. The triumph of their selection owes to their 

synergy with the invention, whose chief distinguishing feature is the “annihilation of space by 

time” (Marx 524). The technological conquest of space, Hardy stresses, devours more than 

distance: it is also capable of radically altering, even wiping out, existing local cultural 

ecosystems. Thus the displacement of old ballads and folk songs by railway-driven London 

comic songs signifies more than the dwindling of the community’s repertoire: it also represents 

the extinction or invalidation of expressions of the meshwork of region-specific histories and 

structures of feeling that achieve material instantiation in the individual body. These forms, 

 
14 I am thinking here of Darwin’s emphasis on the disruptive encroachment of dominant varieties in The Origin of 
Species (1859): “Let it be remembered how powerful the influence of a single introduced tree or mammal has been 
shown to be. But in the case of an island, or of a country partly surrounded by barriers, into which new and better 
adapted forms could not freely enter, we should then have places in the economy of nature which would assuredly 
be better filled up, if some of the original inhabitants were in some manner modified; for, had the area been open to 
immigration, these same places would have been seized on by intruders” (81). Analogously, in Tess, the seclusion of 
Wessex that allows for the development of its specific, place-bound economy of sensibilities imbued in the region’s 
traditional music and song are “seized on” by the “intruders” of railway-charged, metropolitan-oriented sound forms 
more optimally primed to adapt and flourish. The implications of the successful invasion of alien species for native 
life forms is a recurring preoccupation for Darwin. Later, using language that strongly echoes the previous excerpt, 
he cites the particular case of New Zealand to inductively infer: “The endemic productions of New Zealand, for 
instance, are perfect one compared with another; but they are now rapidly yielding before the advancing legions of 
plants and animals introduced from Europe … From the extraordinary manner in which European productions have 
recently spread over New Zealand, and have seized on places which must have been previously occupied, we may 
believe, if all the animals and plants of Great Britain were set free in New Zealand, that in the course of time a 
multitude of British forms would become thoroughly naturalized there, and would exterminate many of the natives” 
(184, 298). Curiously, in this structural parallel, the culture of Wessex is aligned with the “endemic productions of 
New Zealand” and thus shares with this imperial province, or outpost of the British Empire, an opposition to the 
endangering presence of those introduced from Europe/Great Britain in a move that, one might argue, doubly 
provincializes the region by suggesting its antagonistic relationship to the expansionist and homogenizing project of 
the nation-state. It has been widely noted that Darwin had a profound influence on Hardy, who himself 
acknowledged, “During [Hardy’s] stay in London he attended, on April 26, [1888] the funeral of Darwin in 
Westminster Abbey. As a young man he had been among the earliest acclaimers of The Origin of Species” (158). 
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according to Hardy, begin at the finer, ephemeral level of sound: to return to the example of Tess, 

the quotidian intimacy of Joan Durbeyfield’s weaving together of personal mediations of 

collective consciousness with the everyday drudgery of housework suggests an intrinsic 

distinction between the strains of her ballad-singing and those of the comic songs performed for 

audiences in the commercially-oriented metropolitan music halls that flourished in England in 

the second half of the nineteenth century.15 

Additionally, the relationship between Tess and Angel acquires more nuance when 

viewed through the modality of sound. Significantly, sound is the means through which Tess’s 

feelings of attraction for Angel at the May-Day dance are stirred. Her preference for the stranger-

gentleman and the dampening disappointment she feels at not being chosen to dance with him 

are attributed to her admiration of his speech. Despite the presence of other available partners, 

Tess finds them wanting in this – regard and reflects, longingly, “[T]hey did not speak so nicely 

as the strange young man had done” (25). The division that the narrator draws between the 

Wessex “dialect” and “ordinary English,” which occurs mere pages following this near-contact, 

prompts the reader to decipher these thoughts as an acknowledgement of the pleasing appeal of 

his standard English, which is marked foremost by its sharp swerve from the regional variation 

used by the Durbeyfields. Thus the “nice” qualities of Angel’s speech that awaken in Tess his 

desirability refer not only to such separate elements as grammar and vocabulary but more 

comprehensively to their emulsified production of the distinct system of sounds that bespeak his 

socioeconomic status and metropolitan orientation. Unsurprisingly, when their paths cross again 

at Talbothays, Tess recalls her discrete, fragmented impressions of him, among which his style of 

utterance is suggested as being etched most vividly in her memory: “Angel Clare rises out of the 

 
15 See Dagmar Kift, The Victorian Music Hall: Culture, Class and Conflict (1996).  
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past not altogether as a distinct figure, but as an appreciative voice, a long regard of fixed, 

abstracted eyes, and a mobility of mouth, somewhat too small and delicately lined for a man’s, 

though with an unexpectedly firm close of the lower lip now and then; enough to do away with 

any inference of indecision” (130). It seems reasonable to argue that what initially draws Tess to 

Angel is less the man, the individualized subject, than the idea of an interesting young man 

nested in a particular social identity, the signifiers of which are phonetically realized in the sound 

patterns of his speech. From this it can be further inferred that the extra-lexical properties that 

fuel her pull to him resonate with the less remarked frequencies of Tess’s character that find a 

measure of fascination, if not unalloyed by confusion and bewilderment, in the changes of 

modernization that are driven by an increasingly urban culture and led by the metropolis. This is 

glimpsed in the potent charm that Angel’s “nice” English holds for her as well as the high 

pedestal on which she places him as a “divine being,” one whose airs and comportment, even the 

more concrete, idiosyncratic facets of personality, she avidly absorbs: “His influence over her 

had been so marked that she had caught his manner and habits, his speech and phrases, his 

likings and his aversions” (220, 222). In molding herself according to his example, she manifests 

the implicit yearning to claim for herself the sophistication and forward-looking improvement he 

embodies. It seems worth keeping these more muted, modernity-leaning aspects in mind when 

considering the fact that the moment of Angel’s proper notice of Tess is awash in sound: seated at 

his own table apart from the others at Dairyman Crick’s homestead, he hears before he sees her, 

the striking notes of her speech—“What a fluty voice one of those milkmaids has. I suppose it is 

the new one”—causing him to seek her out with his gaze (135). Indeed, it is his captivation by 

her alluring vocal timbre that propels him to “observe” her intently and, importantly, do what he 

fatefully failed to do in their previous missed encounter by choosing her among her compeers, or 
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“select[ing] Tess in preference to the other pretty milkmaids” (136). The differing outcome 

supports the reading of the crucial role of speech sounds in the kindling and intensification of 

Angel’s feelings for Tess (which mirrors the active interest that Tess begins to take in him upon 

hearing him “speak so nicely”). It is unclear as to exactly why Tess’s voice enthralls him so; 

while one might presume the answer to point to the unique blend of her schooling-acquired 

standard English and the inflections of her Wessex nativity, it seems more to the point that the 

precise reason, should there even exist such a thing, lies beyond the realm of accessible 

intelligibility, in the murky space where the tangled skein of human motives remain 

impenetrable, inexplicable. Hardy’s focus on sound enables him to draw upon extra-lexical 

expressive qualities to convey the mixed, variegated factors at multiple levels at play in the 

coupling of Tess and Angel without reducing their elusive intricacies. He thus precludes any 

facile, clear-cut interpretation of either character’s psyche, susceptibilities, even the nature of 

their modernity, for whereas, as examined above, Tess is not wholly averse to its changes, Angel 

is spurred by his experiences, notably in the metropolis, to idealize the countryside and “secure 

rustic innocence” (258). In this vein, the opacity that Hardy maintains via the modality of sound 

encompasses even their unknowability to themselves.   

The decision to move away from language to sound indicates Hardy’s view of language 

as already compromised by the fact of its social production. This view intersects in meaningful 

ways with Marx’s and Engels’s discussion of language in a well-known passage from The 

German Ideology. They write: 

… man also possesses “consciousness”; but, even so, not inherent, not “pure” 

consciousness. From the start the “spirit” is afflicted with the curse of being “burdened” 

with matter, which here makes its appearance in the form of agitated layers of air, sounds, 
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in short, of language. Language is as old as consciousness, language is practical 

consciousness that exists also for other men, and for that reason alone it really exists for 

me personally as well; language, like consciousness, only arises from the need, the 

necessity, of intercourse with other men. (158) 

In Marx’s and Engels’s analysis, language is inseparable from consciousness, for whose social 

dimension—“the need, the necessity, of intercourse with other men”—it emerges; put another 

way, language and consciousness are inherently, inescapably ideological forms with a material 

basis that begins with the conjoining of the “spirit” with “matter,” or “agitated layers of air, 

sounds.” It would appear that their totalizing formulation of the materiality of language, which 

disallows even phonological categories from disavowing their embeddedness in ideology, is at 

odds with Hardy’s focus on sound to allude to a preserve of less flattened, less distorted meaning. 

However, to this one might argue that Hardy’s object lies not so much in contesting the 

thoroughgoing presence of ideology as in focusing on the aspects of language that do not lend 

themselves to explicit, straightforward description. He draws upon the ambiguous valences that 

they invite to suggest the multidirectional pulls of modernity, from both the cultural divide and 

enduring affinity between Tess and her mother to the mutual attraction between Tess and Angel 

whose origins Hardy locates in sound but does not specify. Centering these pairings is Tess’s 

education, prominently the inculcation of standard, or “ordinary,” English, that conditions her 

relationships by acting as either a bridge or fault line. The implication is that the program of 

education issued from the metropolis has not only altered her speech but more deeply the way 

she engages with others, from her family to strangers, as well as her sensibility, the latter of 

which, despite her having lived in the village of Marlott her whole life, finds a corresponding 

frequency in the metropolitan composition of Angel. From this viewpoint, Tess might be 
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described as a Wessex native whose schooling has already rendered her in substantive measure 

metropolitan.  

Thus the injunction to standardize that characterizes Tess’s education—and formatively 

informs her socialization outside the home—betokens uneven power relations that depend for 

their operation on the spatial concentration of authority in the metropolis. In other words, the 

ideological object of standardization is anchored in the material referent of urban agglomeration, 

from which is carried out the political aim of the formation of a uniform, coherent, manageable 

state. Tess’s formal learning offers a concrete, localized example of the deployment of this 

doctrine from the base of the metropolis in service of the agenda of molding individuals into 

citizens. Consequently, while it is a commonplace to speak of Tess as a novel that thematizes the 

senses of loss and anomie that entail the upheavals of modernization, deeper scrutiny of the 

protagonist’s experiences discloses the specific metropolis-oriented shape of these disruptions 

occurring at a particular juncture in the nation’s urbanization. To paraphrase, Wessex more than 

registers historical flux and turmoil; its transformation is induced by its pull into the orbit of the 

metropolis and its responses to the centripetal force. Therefore, its reconstitution from a distinct, 

singular region with its own culture and customs to a province increasingly cut according to the 

standard pattern of the metropolis renders Wessex a version of the center, even a provincial 

metropolis.
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CHAPTER IV 
 
 

Provincial Utopia 
 
 
 Forget six counties overhung with smoke, 

Forget the snorting steam and piston stroke, 
Forget the spreading of the hideous town; 
Think rather of the pack-horse on the down, 
And dream of London, small, and white, and clean, 
The clear Thames bordered by its gardens green. 

—William Morris, The Earthly Paradise 
 
 
 [E]very society … produces a space, its own space. 

—Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space  
 
 
Socialist Aesthetics 

 
The life and career of William Morris (1834-96) elides easy description: while he is 

perhaps best known as a designer, this label falls short of conveying the prolific range of his 

endeavors and accomplishments: in addition to the textiles and wallpapers for which he is 

famous (the fact that they have never been out of production attests to their enduring appeal), he 

was also a designer of books, carpets, tapestries, furniture, and stained glass, among others. He 

was deeply influenced by the art critic John Ruskin (1819-1900), whose critique of the 

dehumanizing conditions of work under industrial capitalism and parallel espousal of the 

synonymy of aesthetic beauty, pleasurable labor, and the moral health of a society—famously 

articulated in the essay “The Nature of Gothic” in the second volume of The Stones of Venice 

(1851-53)—Morris inherited. Indeed, such ventures as Morris and Co. (formerly Morris, 

Marshall, Faulkner and Co.), a successful decorating and manufacturing company that he 

founded with his associates in 1861, bear the mark of Ruskin’s emphasis on “healthy and 
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ennobling labour” (44). The guiding aim of “the firm,” as it was called, was the integration of the 

creative agency of the artisan and the production process of handcrafted objects. In particular, 

Morris was driven to elevate the “lesser” or decorative arts, whose devaluation as “trivial, 

mechanical, unintelligent, incapable of resisting the changes pressed upon them by fashion or 

dishonesty” he saw as the troubling sign of the vitiation of the means of “beautify[ing] the 

familiar matters of everyday life” (Collected Works 22: 3-4). His investment in imbuing simple, 

honest craftsmanship and the dignity of labor to such vernacular forms to raise their status to 

“intelligent popular art”—wrought by “makers of things [who are] artists also”—speaks to the 

aesthetic-political vision that remained constant throughout his varied pursuits (Collected Works 

22: 14). He was a key figure of the Arts and Crafts movement that emerged in the second half of 

the nineteenth century as a cultural countercurrent to the impersonal, machine-based techniques 

of the Industrial Revolution that were celebrated with the international spectacle of the Great 

Exhibition of 1851. (True to form, as a young man, Morris had declared the Crystal Palace, the 

home of the major event, and its vast collection “wonderfully ugly” [qtd. in Briggs, Victorian 

Things 36].)  

Yet even this is a partial inventory: in the realm of the literary arts, his impact can be 

gauged from his renown as one of the foremost poets of his age, a reputation that was established 

by his first volume of poetry, The Defence of Guenevere, and Other Poems (1858), the popular 

narrative poem The Life and Death of Jason (1867), and the masterful epic poem The Earthly 

Paradise (1868-70). In 1877, he declined the position of Professor of Poetry at the University of 

Oxford: “I have a lurking doubt as to whether the Chair of Poetry is more than an ornamental 

one, and whether the Professor of a wholly incommunicable art is not rather in a false position” 

(Collected Letters 1: 347). He was also rumored to have been seriously considered for the office 
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of Poet Laureate upon Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s death in October 1892. Despite what some 

regarded as his incontestable claim—“It is well known that Mr William Morris might have been 

Poet Laureate if he liked” (qtd. in Miller, Slow Print 190)—he denied having received any such 

offer. Moreover, in a letter addressed to his friend James Bryce dated October 27, 1982, he 

acknowledged the untenability of such an appointment for a man of his political principles: “I am 

a sincere republican, and therefore could not accept a post which would give me even the 

appearance of serving a court for complaisance sake” (Collected Letters 3: 460). In both 

instances, we can espy the trademark mix of idealism and pragmatism that informed Morris’s 

stance on art and politics. Notably, the belief that the commercialism of modern society rendered 

the conditions for “real art” impossible spurred his conversion to socialism in 1883: he joined the 

Democratic Federation (later Social Democratic Federation) and, the same year, at a lecture 

entitled “Art under Plutocracy,” delivered at University College, Oxford (with Ruskin in the 

chair), publicly proclaimed, “For I am ‘one of those people called Socialists’” (Collected Works 

23: 172). In 1884, Morris was among a group of disaffected members who broke from the Social 

Democratic Foundation and established the Socialist League; from 1885 to 1890, he helmed its 

newspaper, Commonweal, until he was forced to resign by the anarchist contingent of the 

League, whose radical individualism he opposed. In 1890, he formed the Hammersmith Socialist 

Society. In 1891, he founded the Kelmscott Press, his last creative enterprise, which combined 

his lifelong admiration for medieval history and literature, the art of book design, traditional 

craftmanship, and cooperative labor practices. Tireless in his activism, he devoted himself to 

lectures, meetings, and publications for the socialist cause: “Apart from the desire to produce 
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beautiful things, the leading passion of my life has been and is hatred of modern civilization” 

(Collected Works 23: 279).1 

This is all necessary preamble for this chapter’s discussion of News from Nowhere; or, An 

Epoch of Rest, Being Some Chapters of a Utopian Romance, which is a narrative tapestry 

interweaving these diverse strands of Morris’s beliefs, values, passions. News from Nowhere was 

originally serialized in Commonweal from January to October 1890 and released without 

changes as a book in 1890. A new edition containing significant revisions, which this chapter 

uses, was published in 1891. The direct stimulus for the penning of News from Nowhere was the 

runaway success of American novelist Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward: 2000-1887 (1888), 

which was one of the bestselling novels of the century (second only to Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowly [1852]). Morris rejected Bellamy’s vision of 

socialism built upon centralization and mechanization; in a letter dated May 13, 1889, he avows, 

“I wouldn’t care to live in such a cockney paradise as [Bellamy] imagines” (Collected Letters 3: 

59). His review detailing his objections to the novel appeared in Commonweal the following 

month; and, six months later, as mentioned above, these grounds were worked into serial 

installments of his own utopian romance. News from Nowhere seizes upon the same animating 

conceit as Looking Backward—a time-traveling nineteenth-century protagonist awakens in a 

world where the ills of capitalism have been solved—to articulate Morris’s alternative 

conception of the ideal socialist future. The imprint of these events and developments—Morris’s 

unwavering socialism and his frustrations with diverging, sometimes conflicting, socialist 

agendas—are evident from the outset: the first chapter opens with William Guest, (a thinly 

 
1 The appendices of Eugene D. LeMire’s The Unpublished Lectures of William Morris are valuable for the window 
they provide into the zeal with which Morris immersed himself in his socialist activism. In particular, “Appendix I: 
A Calendar of William Morris’s Platform Career,” pp. 234-90, lists 578 meetings at which Morris spoke between 
1883 (the year of his conversion to socialism) and his death in 1896. 
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disguised fictional version of Morris), returning home from a socialist meeting riven by disunity 

among its members. His frustration with what he perceives as myopic infighting that detracts 

from the overarching goal of freedom from the dismal conditions of what another character 

describes as “commercial slavery” fuels his yearning for a glimpse of the future he believes to be 

possible: “If I could but see it! if I could see it!” (4). His wish is promptly gratified: in the second 

chapter, Guest awakens to discover that he has been transported to twenty-second-century 

England, a society whose revolutionary triumph over capitalism and subsequent fulfillment of 

“pure Communism” have engendered radically altered forms of relationality, which are built 

upon, among others, the restored dignity of labor and craftmanship, the vitality of pleasure in 

beauty and creative work-cum-art, and equality between the sexes and classes (90). The story 

that follows comprises Guest’s learning of the ways and mores of Nowhere. Structurally, the first 

half involves his exploration of the regeneration of London with his native guide Dick on their 

way to the British Museum, where he meets Dick’s great-grandfather, Old Hammond, a 

historically-minded elder who explains to the nineteenth-century visitor the details of “how the 

change came.” The chapters containing their lengthy conversation mark the midway point of the 

narrative. In the second half, Guest and his entourage embark upon a journey up the river 

Thames to take part in the annual haymaking festival; along the way, they encounter an 

enchanting woman named Ellen, to whom Guest feels an inexplicably strong attraction. Upon 

their arrival at Kelmscott Manor in Oxfordshire, which marks the completion of Guest’s 

“conversion” to Nowhere’s socialism, and thus the endpoint of the narrative, he finds himself 

back “in [his] house at dingy Hammersmith” with renewed hope for the future: “Yes, surely! and 

if others can see it as I have seen it, then it may be called a vision rather than a dream” (181-82).  
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Morris’s conscious undoing of the chokehold of capitalism assumes a variety of forms; 

arguably most salient among them is the rejuvenation of the environment. Indeed, one of the first 

signs of his foreign surroundings is the absence of the accustomed sights of nineteenth-century 

England: “‘How clear the water is this morning!’” “[H]ow all was changed from last night! The 

soap-works with their smoke-vomitting chimneys were gone; the engineer’s works gone; the 

lead-works gone’ and no sound of riveting and hammering came down the west wind from 

Thorneycroft’s” (6-7). Notably, the city is no longer steeped in its trademark muck of industrial 

byproduct. As Guest observes, “the grimy sootiness which I was used to on every London 

building more than a year old” is no more (8). In their places are the pellucid Thames, charming 

architecture, and lush, thriving greenery. As Old Hammond definitively proclaims, “This is how 

we stand … [England] is now a garden, where nothing is wasted and nothing is spoilt, with the 

necessary dwellings, sheds, and workshops scattered up and down the country, all trim and neat 

and pretty” (62). This emphasis on Nowhere’s verdancy and harmonious relationship with the 

natural world, which is of a piece with Morris’s sustained critique across his writings of the 

destructive environmental ramifications of industrial capitalism, has sparked increasing interest 

in his legacy as “a pioneer of responsible ‘ecological’ consciousness” (Thompson 801). In 

particular, News of Nowhere is read as a work whose “central thesis … is that by abolishing the 

production of surplus value, the new society was able to lessen its impact on the rest of nature” 

(O’Sullivan 179); for this reason, it has been labeled “the first ‘ecotopia’” (Kumar “News from 

Nowhere” 143) and, more recently, as “a post-extractive utopia,” or “an environmental 

alternative to extraction-based life” (Miller, Extraction Ecologies 169-71).  

Unsurprisingly, this consensus on Morris’s prescient ecological sensibility has lent 

support to a popular understanding of News from Nowhere as a work of uncompromising anti-
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urbanism—an interpretation that is likely boosted by the pairing of both the pointed references to 

the flourishing natural beauty of Nowhere and Morris’s own excoriation of cities: “Not only are 

London and our other great commercial cities mere masses of sordidness, filth, and squalor, 

embroidered with patches of pompous and vulgar hideousness, no less revolting to the eye and 

the mind when one knows what it means” (Collected Works 22: 170). Yet more unsparingly, in a 

piece aptly entitled “Ugly London,” published in the Pall Mall Gazette in 1888, he declared, 

“There is … something soul-deadening and discouraging in the ugliness of London; other ugly 

cities may be rougher and more savage in their brutality, but none are so desperately shabby, so 

irredeemably vulgar as London” (1). Certainly, such undisguised hostility seems to suggest the 

non-belonging of cities, “revolting” and “vulgar,” in Morris’s socialist utopia. As George Levine 

states, “the city barely exists for Morris. The city is part of that civilization which Morris 

unequivocally hated, and it has no place either in the socialist future or the organic, romantic 

past” (510-11). This construed absence of cities has fed into characterizations of Nowhere as 

rustic, agrarian: “With its debt to Greek arcadias, News from Nowhere could be apprehended as a 

late Victorian pastoral idyll” (Ledger 144). Indeed, Guest’s own verdict—“So much for what was 

once London”—would seem to bolster such a view (59). 

However, in contradistinction to such assessments—which only serve to reinscribe the 

city/country binary framework—I argue in this chapter the centrality of the city to Morris’s 

vision by probing the double valence of Guest’s words: that is, he is both right and wrong. 

Specifically, while, on the one hand, London is no more, on the other, it persists, albeit 

comprehensively transfigured, as a result of its uncoupling from industrial capitalism: put 

another way, “ugly London” has withered away to be replaced by a version that is beautified, 

sustainable, post-capitalist—and, significantly, still very much a city, rather than the exclusively 
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rural paradise that it is often made out to be. Its robust presence can be gathered from the still-

standing landmarks, its continuing role as a busy hub of social activity, and the forms and 

practices of urban sociality that endure. Thus, a careful examination of Guest’s exploration of 

Nowhere reveals that what has been thoroughly extirpated are not cities categorically, but more 

precisely their nineteenth-century iteration, that is, a form of urban settlement exemplified by 

such features as density and commercial activity. In other words, Morris points to the modern 

city’s boundedness to a particular type of socioeconomic structure and thus its historical 

specificity to suggest the possibilities of its overturning. Thus he depicts a London that remains 

convivial and bustling yet no longer mired in the plagues of pollution, overcrowding, wariness 

among strangers. In this way, this reclamation of the city, which is a key cornerstone of his vision 

of the ideal socialist future, reveals Morris as a critical thinker of the urban: more simply, the 

imagination that propels News from Nowhere does not so much forsake the city as it envisions it 

anew. 

 

Monumental Change 
 

For all its antipathy to cities, significantly, there are no decisive measures taken in News 

from Nowhere to do away with them completely. To take the case of London: despite major 

changes, the lie of the land hews closely to the one of Guest’s memory to position the visitor, 

who muses early on in his journey, “Although there was nothing familiar to me in its 

surroundings, I knew pretty well where we were, and was not surprised when my guide said 

briefly, ‘Kensington Market’” (23); elsewhere, accustomed landmarks spur recognition, as in the 

cases of Westminster Abbey and Trafalgar Square (27, 36). To pick out this constancy that 

London retains from its form of old is not to negate the ways in which the city has made 
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meaningful headway, for it indubitably has: the substantiality of its strides is such to elicit from 

Guest the understanding that he is in qualitatively foreign territory. Yet, at the same time, it bears 

mentioning that the intensity of these alterations stops short of obliterating all traces of London 

of former times: for instance, the above sentence evinces a curious tension in its straddling of, on 

the one hand, estranging disorientation—“there was nothing familiar to me”—and, on the other, 

an assured, Intimate knowability (“I knew pretty well where we were”). To take seriously these 

simultaneous impulses is to temper the notion of Nowhere as a clean slate only, or a discrete, 

freestanding entity, by factoring in the lingering—and, in this way, insistent—presence of 

Guest’s nineteenth-century London, and thus tend to the productive defamiliarization of the city 

that the speculative fiction enacts. Importantly, this double vision of past and future, reality and 

possibility, serves as the wellspring of Morris’s formulation of an improved, rehabilitated version 

of the city that is indivisible from the consummation of a healthy, sustainable, egalitarian society. 

In the course of Guest’s reacquaintance with London, which comprises the first half of 

his exploration of Nowhere, the repeated nods to physical vestiges accentuate the socialist 

community’s inherited urban structure that remains unvarying from the past despite the dramatic 

shifts in their content and meaning. Thus the time traveler is able to infer his coordinates from 

sightings of such extant buildings as Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament that once 

characterized the city—only to discover that their functions have been drastically repurposed. 

Risibly, the former has been “clean[ed]” or emptied of its “beastly monuments to fools and 

knaves,” and, yet more caustically, the latter, now called the “Dung Market,” has been converted 

into “a sort of subsidiary market, and a storage place for manure,” which not only designates the 

Houses of Parliament as at its core a dung heap but, moreover, suggests that its adaptation into a 

dung market is the more superior, because more useful, occupation of the same space than what 
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took place in earlier times: again, old Hammond ventriloquizes, “Well, well, dung is not the 

worst kind of corruption; fertility may come of that, whereas mere dearth came from the other 

kind, of which those walls once held the great supporters” (27, 36, 99, 28, 65).  

Strikingly, the sweeping reworking of these iconic edifices, while maintaining their 

prominence, recalls Henri Lefebvre’s theorization of the ambivalence of monuments as at once 

symbols of power—“The monument is essentially repressive. It is the seat of an institution … 

Any space that is organized around the monument is colonized and oppressed”—and loci for 

collective identity formation—“It is the only conceivable or imaginable site of collective (social) 

life. It controls people, yes, but does so to bring them together” (Urban 21).2 This dialectical 

tension—“Oppression and domination, and thus power—but also splendor and meaning—are 

inherent in the very word ‘monument’”—points to the contradictions or permeable gaps that 

contain the seeds for appropriation and, in turn, the production of what Lefebvre terms 

differential space, by which he refers to an alternative to the violent homogeneity of the abstract 

space of the capitalist mode of production (State 227).3 In Nowhere, the defamiliarization of such 

renowned monuments—which are even today synonymous with state power and authority—

instantiates Morris’s imaginative explosion of such interstices and thus his exploration of the 

potential of appropriation at its most radical, even subversive. No longer imposing, and hollowed 

out of their former prestige, such buildings as Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament 

are now regarded dubiously by the majority of the inhabitants as “worthless, and public 

 
2 See also Lefebvre’s discussion of the spatiality of monuments and their conferral of group identity and their 
interpellation of individuals as subjects: “Monumental space offered each member of a society an image of that 
membership, an image of his or her social visage. It thus constituted a collective mirror more faithful than any 
personal one” (Production 220).  
 
3 Lefebvre generatively modifies Marx’s concept of appropriation by drawing a distinction between appropriation 
and domination. This clarification enables him to refine and move beyond the more rigid relationship between 
humans and nature to which Marx’s formulation tends. See Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 165.    
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nuisances,” whose survival owes only to the intervention of a “queer antiquarian society” (a nod 

to the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings, nicknamed Anti-Scrape, founded by 

Morris in 1877). Indeed, excepting the use value of the Houses of Parliament as a dung market, 

their scant merit veers toward the negative in the sense that they serve as mirrors of a time no 

longer relevant, the dismal past that Nowhere has blessedly left behind. Dick opines, “I must say 

that when all is said I am glad of [their preservation]: because you know at the worst these silly 

old buildings serve as a kind of foil to the beautiful ones which we build now.” His remark that 

these once venerated structures, now considered “poorish,” are indulgently permitted to remain 

standing reveals an unconcerned easiness that illustrates the neutralization of their auratic hold 

and, more fundamentally, the thoroughgoing dissolution of the capitalist ideology in which they 

were embedded (28). To paraphrase, while these buildings continue in their distinction as 

monuments, as now bearers of defunct forms that have been shed and overturned, the basis for 

their noteworthiness has shifted profoundly to lie, ironically, in their obsolescence, their being 

plainly at variance with their surroundings. In the specific case of the Houses of Parliament, its 

claim to weighty cachet as the embodiment of English power has been effectively dispelled. As 

old Hammond explains, “Now, dear guest, let me tell you that our present parliament would be 

hard to house in one place, because the whole people is our parliament” (65). This transfer of the 

location of “parliament” from edifice to social collective—from particular place to the nowhere 

of everywhere—evacuates the structure’s supposed intrinsic meaning and disenchants, exposes 

the palace as mere building—altering, in turn, the spatial relations it organizes with its pivotal 

presence, even as now-invalidated “monument.” Indeed, the cancellation of such defining 

landmarks works alongside the renewed environment to jar Guest’s long-held perception of the 

city as the seat of concentrated imperial power and home to the “market of the world” (58). In 
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other words, changes in monuments beget changes in spatial texture, to use Lefebvre’s term, or 

the entangled context in which spatial practices occur: “a texture is made up of a usually rather 

large space covered by networks or webs; monuments constitute the strong points, nexuses or 

anchors of such webs” (Production 222). Hence the socialist appropriation of monuments in 

Nowhere represents the society’s extensive reinscription of space, the re-texturing of spatial 

relations, and compellingly advances the Edenic future that Morris depicts as perhaps the 

epitome of Lefebvre’s concept of differential space, or “space that is other” (Production 391 

emphasis in original). Moreover, such a reading is solidly congruous with the utopian 

possibilities of differential space that the social theorist identifies as emerging from 

appropriation: “appropriation, turning the world upon its head, may (virtually) achieve dominion 

over domination, as the imaginary and the utopian incorporate (or are incorporated into) the real” 

(Production 348). Thus this investigation into the role of these bygone monuments underscores 

the utopian dimensions of the rewoven sociospatial fabric of Nowhere’s London, which dovetails 

with the tactics that Lefebvre prescribes as key to unlocking other, different futures.  

 

Urban Sociality 
 

Much as the still-standing, yet completely reharnessed, monuments speak to the radical 

continuity between past and present that is anchored in the spatiality of London, Guest makes 

other discoveries that render the city simultaneously strange and familiar. Namely, its 

renunciation of primary status as the capital city notwithstanding, there are evocative whispers of 

this former national ascendancy in its power to attract large numbers of people. Upon arriving in 

Piccadilly, a well-known fashionable shopping center in London’s West End in the nineteenth 
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century, Guest learns that the lure of this part of the city, and its concomitant fixture of a rise in 

milling bodies, remains in essence unchanged: 

Said Dick: ‘Here, you see, is another market on a different plan from most others: the 

upper stories of these houses are used for guest-houses; for people from all over the 

country are apt to drift up hither from time to time, as folk are very thick upon the 

ground, which you will see evidence of presently, and there are people who are fond of 

crowds, though I can’t say that I am.’ 

I couldn’t help smiling to see how long a tradition would last. Here was the ghost of 

London still asserting itself as a centre,—an intellectual centre, for aught I knew. (29) 

Dick’s introduction more conforms than departs from the London of the nineteenth-century 

visitor’s knowledge and experience: even in this distant future, Piccadilly holds sway as a 

popular destination with the power to inspire “people from all over the country […] to drift up 

hither from time to time.” His testimony to its broad appeal intimates the diversity to which it 

plays host by drawing people from a wide range of regions and backgrounds—a glimpse, 

perhaps, of Morris’s cosmopolitan ethics that is grounded not in the unceasing circulation of 

commodities, but rather the variegated social relationships among free, equal, whole persons.4 

This vibrancy of Piccadilly as a meeting place for many from far and near further establishes the 

city, and this area more pronouncedly, as a focal point for the social fulfilment of needs and 

wants of all kinds, and thus accounts for its acting as a spur to “the propensity [in human nature] 

 
4 For discussions of William Morris’s cosmopolitan ethics, see Regina Gagnier’s Individualism, Decadence, and 
Globalization: On the Relationship of Part to Whole, 1859-1920 (Palgrave, 2010), wherein she elaborates on what 
she terms Morris’s “situated cosmopolitanism,” by which she refers to the writer’s “equal commit[ment] to a nativist 
love of the land and socialist internationalism” (155). See also Tanya Agathocleous’s Urban Realism and 
Cosmopolitan Imagination in the Nineteenth Century: Visible City, Invisible World (Cambridge UP, 2011), for her 
analysis of Morris’s use of the epistemologies of allegory and ethnography as well as the extra-textual elements of 
the serialized and printed forms of News from Nowhere to “concurrently promote cultural difference and global 
brotherhood” (162).  
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to truck, barter, and exchange one thing for another” (Smith 117). As Guest witnesses, the place 

brims with the lively spirit of mutual dealings, although he is careful not to project onto such 

scenes the notion of “shopping” in the nineteenth-century sense of profit-seeking transactions. 

He notes, “the lower part of these [houses] I should have called shops, if it had not been that, as 

far as I could see, the people were ignorant of the arts of buying and selling. Wares were 

displayed in their finely designed fronts, as if to tempt people in, and people stood and looked at 

them, or went in and came out with parcels under their arms, just like the real thing” (29). Morris 

shows that his objection lies not in the supply and acquisition of goods but, more specifically, the 

subsumption of such timeless behavior under the dictates of capitalism; put another way, he 

honors the sociality of such reciprocal, interdependent relations while divesting them of their 

baleful distortions of the profit motive. Likewise, the phrase “just like the real thing” mocks the 

nineteenth century from which Guest hails by drawing attention to its meagerness—that is, by 

throwing into stark relief the deficiencies of the prior period’s reality vis-à-vis the waking dream 

that is his journey in Nowhere. The discrepancy is further driven home in Guest’s attempt at 

“shopping”: he commits the faux pas of offering to pay for an exquisite pipe and a liberal heap of 

tobacco, thus betraying his “extinct commercial morality.” For the pair of children shopkeepers, 

the pleasure that the products elicit—“of course I like it,” Guest admits—and their practical 

utility, even in the event of misplacement—says the young girl: “don’t trouble about losing it. 

What will it matter if you do? Somebody is sure to find it, and he will use it, and you can get 

another”—constitute the simple yet more than sufficient grounds for the purveyance (32).5 Thus 

 
5 It is hardly a coincidence, especially given the repeated emphases on Nowhere as “the second birth,” or, yet more 
tellingly, “the second childhood of the world,” that Guest’s first—and only—contact with its “economy” has him 
engaging with shopkeepers who are children (113, 117). Significantly, their shopkeeping takes the form of play: the 
young girl shows “the most solemn countenance of a child playing at keeping shop,” and Guest finds himself 
“feeling as if [he] were assisting at a child’s game, and wondering if [he] should get anything but make-believe” 
(31). According to Michael Holzman, “It is not by chance that these first shopkeepers are children; it is an indication 
that in a quite significant way all the inhabitants of Morris’s dream-adventure enjoy a mode of existence only 
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this hands-on tutorial in the “shopping” culture of “this most unbusinesslike people” conveys 

Morris’s commitment to friendly cooperation, even among transiently associating flocks of 

people, in a way that is markedly shorn of the bewildering sophistication of nineteenth-century 

commercial practices (29). Consider, in this context, old Hammond’s incisive—and 

characteristically scornful—description of the past’s “vicious” Sisyphean enterprise of churning 

out commodities in the name of the tyranny of the “World-Market”: 

“[Men] had reached a wonderful facility of production, and in order to make the most of 

that facility they had gradually created (or allowed to grow, rather) a most elaborate 

system of buying and selling, which has been called the World-Market; and that World-

Market, once set a-going, forced them to go on making more and more of these wares, 

whether they needed them or not. So that while (of course) they could not free themselves 

from the toil of making real necessaries, they created in a never-ending series sham or 

artificial necessaries, which became, under the iron rule of the aforesaid World-Market, 

of equal importance to them with the real necessaries which supported life” (80). 

The “most elaborate system of buying and selling” of which capitalism consists sharply contrasts 

with Guest’s observation in Piccadilly that, “as far as [he] could see, the people were ignorant of 

the arts of buying and selling.” Indeed, the “artless” encounter in the “shop” at Piccadilly that 

fulfills with immediacy a real, specific need lays bare the superfluity of the former, whose 

impersonal machinery is incentivized to produce “a never-ending series [of] sham or artificial 

necessaries.” Importantly, this juxtaposition further supports this section’s analysis of urban 

spatiality as the crux of Morris’s Nowhere: namely, in contradistinction to the “World-Market,” 

 
conceivable in Morris’s everyday world in terms of childhood […] To show people who are not reduced to functions 
of the commercial economy, the only example available to him was that arising from the projection of idealised 
nineteenth-century bourgeois childhood into an idealised Communist future” (33).  
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which denotes a scale born of abstracted relations, Morris portrays Piccadilly, already a distinct, 

concrete locality, as a place of simple, frank desires and direct, dynamic relations that is the 

antithesis to the expansionism and mystifications that capitalism favors. In so doing—that is, by 

harnessing this famous, popular area of London and reinscribing its busy (yet not excessive) 

traffic as a font of mutuality and active social energy—Morris further delineates the major role 

that the city continues to play in his imagination of a more equal future society: in this instance, 

the particular neighborhood of his focus is refashioned into one that is less mercenary, more 

communal, and, significantly, still recognizably Piccadilly, undeniably urban—and, as such, 

perhaps not as foreign as it appears at first blush. 

Granted, the ways in which Nowhere’s London has changed are neither minor nor 

inconsequential: that is to say, the aspect in which the future city diverges most noticeably from 

its historical antecedent—aside from its omnipresent gardens—is density, or the perceptible lack 

thereof: while, as Dick says, “folk are very thick upon the ground”—enough to form “crowds”—

there is no mistaking the fact that the swarms of cities, and their resulting concatenation of such 

plights as overcrowding, slum dwelling, and unsanitary conditions have been soundly dispersed. 

To more fully appreciate this transformation, the statistics that enumerate the prodigious growth 

of the British capital over the course of the nineteenth century are worth rehearsing: in 1801, the 

year of the first modern census, the population of the conurbation of Greater London was almost 

1.1 million (1,096,784, to be precise); in 1851—the year of the Great Exhibition—records 

reported a more than double increase at over 2.5 million (2,651,939); in 1901, the number had 

surged exponentially to 6.5 million (6,506,889). In effect, the city grew six-fold over the span of 

a century. While, to be sure, these numbers put into perspective the sheer rapidity at which the 

metropolis swelled in size and enable insight into the unprecedented challenges posed by an 
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ever-burgeoning mass of bodies, on a more basic level, they point to the visuality that 

accompanied such concentrations—that is, the unignorable visible proof of what could otherwise 

be only vaguely grasped as a confusing, unintelligible multitude. As Emily Steinlight states, “To 

speak of population is almost inevitably to speak of cities, and vice versa, since modern cities are 

defined as such by the size and density of their population and since it is in urban space that 

otherwise abstract statistical indications of human aggregation become empirically perceptible” 

(75). Yet, for such a conspicuous phenomenon, Guest catches no traces of unmanageable 

congestion—in Henry James’s memorable phrase, “the horrible numerosity of society” (27)—

despite “using [his] eyes with all [his] might” (27). This non-detection is especially salient given 

the narrative’s recurring emphasis on the truth or evidence of this ideal society that the 

protagonist is able to gather via his sense of sight. When, for instance, old Hammond falls into 

yet another one of his rhapsodic praises of the resplendence of Nowhere, Guest avers, “‘It seems 

true,’ said I, ‘or ought to be, if what my eyes have seen is a token of the general life you lead’” 

(114). It thus follows that this glaring absence of the overpeopled streets is a critical component 

of the changes Morris deemed prerequisites for a more perfect future. Unfailingly, Old 

Hammond affirms what Guest registers optically: London’s throngs are not, he expounds, what 

“they once were, since we discourage 160laneuse160ion160n all we can” (58). This undoing of 

urban agglomerations, or what is arguably the quintessence of nineteenth-century cities, raises, in 

turn, the question of whether what remains post-erasure still qualifies as a city; indeed, this 

seemingly constitutive change suggests the principal reason for the frequent characterization of 

Morris’s vision as “anti-urban” (Claeys 197; Jacobs 37). 

Yet this voiding of one overt marker of cities never quite amounts to a complete 

nullification. In fact, while the excesses of overcrowding are no more, crowds remain a 
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prominent feature of the social life of Nowhere. And their presence, as outgrowths intimately 

bound up with urban environments, renders more persuasive the understanding that the city has 

not so much been disavowed entirely as it has been substantially altered, with some core 

attributes, such as large gatherings of people, preserved. This interpretation seems even more 

convincing when considering the fact that mass assemblages are common occurrences, as old 

Hammond states—“In the city we have a thickly-dwelling population”—and Guest verifies as he 

and his company make their way through the London streets in the early evening to return to 

Hammersmith: “We could hardly go but fair and softly all the way, as there were a great many 

people abroad in that cool hour” (58, 119). In the latter example, the continuous steam of bodies 

that is sufficiently sizeable to delay their commute—but without any mention of jostling and 

disorderly chaos—upholds the inference that Nowhere’s London, while still abounding in 

people, has benefited from decentralization, which has eased its disproportionate numbers and 

ameliorated the most egregious problems of overcrowding. Accordingly, the use of the adjective 

“thick” in both Dick and old Hammond’s descriptions is expressive of the particular 

configuration in which the city’s density consists: specifically, Morris draws upon the word to 

point not to packed hordes, but rather the active, lively atmosphere to which decent-sized crowds 

uniquely lend. In thus showing his favor for the energetic bustle of moderate degrees of density, 

he also conveys his support or endorsement of the urban forms from which they emerge. His 

stance of problematizing not numbers, but rather their grossly uneven distribution, is further 

perspicuous in the following exchange, wherein old Hammond tells Guest that, in terms of 

demographics, Nowhere remains more or less unchanged from what it was two centuries prior: 

‘I am rather surprised,’ said I, ‘by all this, for it seems to me that after all the country 

must be tolerably populous.’ 
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‘Certainly,’ said he; ‘the population is pretty much the same as it was at the end of the 

nineteenth century; we have spread it, that is all.’ (63) 

This information—that the fair-sized, tenable crowds of Nowhere arise from judicious handling 

of the population, rather than, say, blunt reduction (perhaps in an oblique rejoinder to the 

Malthusian specter of a “redundant population” and its calls for population control)—pinpoints 

the conditions that enabled unbridled centralization and overcrowding as the target of Morris’s 

objection, as the root cause of urban problems, rather than cities themselves. Thus his taking 

issue with, and resolving, these underlying structures—while, at the same time, keeping such 

benign qualities as animated social activity—gestures to his imagination of the concrete 

possibility of alternative urban forms. In this way, this reading of Nowhere’s London as, above 

all, a city, and thus the inheritor of Guest’s nineteenth-century London, is all the more 

compelling on account of the resonances with the stress that the narrative lays on the linkage 

between past and present. More simply, Nowhere’s London still being a city—like the nineteenth 

century, but different—reinforces the continuity over time on which Morris’s vision of 

transformation, as opposed to invention, is based and from which it thus acquires its radical 

potency. 

The value that Morris assigns to the congregations and flurry of busyness to be found in 

cities is still more ascertainable from revelation that the introduction of these specific qualities 

was integral to achieving the all-encompassing splendor of Nowhere. In other words, the vigor 

and dynamism of this future society’s social and natural environment owe to the blending of 

what was in the nineteenth century the bifurcated realms of city and country. As old Hammond 

explains, the termination of capitalist relations paved the way for the collapse of this mutually 

damaging divide, which had been responsible for engendering the respective extremities of 
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commotion, on the one hand, and enervation, on the other. His distillation of the process of their 

integration is worth noting for what it reveals about Morris’s own views concerning the 

advantages of cities: 

The town invaded the country; but the invaders, like the warlike invaders of early days, 

yielded to the influence of their surroundings, and became country people; and in their 

turn, as they became more numerous than the townsmen, influenced them also; so that the 

difference between town and country grew less and less; and it was indeed this world of 

the country vivified by the thought and briskness of town-bred folk which has produced 

that happy and leisurely but eager life of which you have had a first taste. (62) 

This reciprocal exertion between city and country that old Hammond recounts—whose initial 

stages, framed along the lines of wartime “inva[sion],” carries overtones of belligerent 

forcefulness, perhaps to indicate the sheer width of the gulf that separated them—clarifies 

Morris’s conviction of the beneficence of the qualitative properties of the city for the country. In 

particular, in remarking upon the distinctive power of the former to “vivif[y]” the latter, he 

alludes to the listlessness of the latter. In his 1889 Commonweal article “Under an Elm-Tree; or, 

Thoughts in the Country-Side,” Morris reiterates this contrast more explicitly: “For as the round 

of the seasons under our system of landlord, farmer and labourer produces in the country 

pinching parsimony and 163laneuse, so does the ‘excitement of intellectual life’ in the cities 

produce the slum under the capitalist system of turning out and selling market wares not for use 

but for waste” (219). This sentence, which captures Morris’s keen perception of the ways in 

which the systemic structure of capitalism lays waste to town and country alike, shows that he 

sees “pinching parsimony and 163laneuse” to be equally pernicious as their urban counterpart, 

that is, the unruly overgrowth of what might be touted as the “‘excitement of intellectual life,’” 
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but which is, he notes, cognate with the city’s miserable vices of the creation of “slum[s]” and 

useless “market wares.” Significantly, while he recognizes their origins in capitalism’s artificial 

widening of the city/country disparity, he nonetheless acknowledges the meanness and stagnancy 

ascribed to the country as serious failings that require an injection of the city’s “‘excitement of 

intellectual life,’” but without the ruinous intemperance of the nineteenth century, which tended 

to the creation of slums, squalor, overcrowding. In this respect, the “intellectual life” of which he 

speaks—a phrase that Guest also uses in one of the passages above when thinking to himself 

about London’s evidently enduring status as an “intellectual centre”—perhaps shares its 

sentiment with Marx and Engels in The Communist Manifesto, wherein they describe the urban 

transformation of the country under capitalist development: “The bourgeoisie has subjected the 

country to the rule of the towns. It has created enormous cities, has greatly increased the urban 

population as compared with the rural, and has thus rescued a considerable part of the population 

from the idiocy of rural life” (40). As Eric Hobsbawm elucidates, “idiocy,” deriving from the 

Greek term “idiotes,” is to be more properly understood as “164lane[ing] not to ‘stupidity’ but to 

‘the narrow horizons’, or ‘the isolation from the wider society’, in which people in the 

countryside lived” (11). Marx and Engels’s awareness of the susceptibility of the country under 

the capitalism-driven urban process to this “idiocy” of stunted sociality is one that Morris 

likewise apprehends and seeks to remedy. Thus, in Nowhere, decentralization and the consequent 

intermingling of the urban and the rural have brought about the even apportionment of “the 

thought and briskness of town-bred folk” that he openly prizes for the vitality that they impart. 

This blunting of the most acute edges of nineteenth-century density by way of population 

dispersion and the hybridization of city and country actuates the pleasing medium of Nowhere, 

whose successful cross-fertilization of once-disparate ways of life can be espied in the 
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summation, “that happy and leisurely but eager life.” Thus News from Nowhere culminates what 

for Morris had been an ardently expressed desire since at least 1894, when, in an address on 

“Town and Country” given to the Ancoats Brotherhood at Manchester, he unequivocally 

declared, “For this is what I want done in this matter of town and country: I want neither the 

towns to be appendages of the country, nor the country of the town; I want the town to be 

impregnated with the beauty of the country, and the country with the intelligence and vivid life 

of the town” (Mackail 2: 305). 

Morris’s refusal to adhere to the contrived city/country polarity induced under capitalism 

is thus an important factor that sets his vision apart from Edward Bellamy’s, whose bestselling 

1888 utopian novel, Looking Backward: 2000-1887, famously served as the catalyst for the 

writing of News from Nowhere. In Looking Backward, the nineteenth-century protagonist, Julian 

West, falls into mesmeric sleep in Boston, Massachusetts in 1887 and awakens over a century 

later in the year 2000 to discover that turmoil and class conflict have been replaced by harmony 

and cooperation. While Morris was clearly influenced to draw upon the same premise for his 

own romance, their similarities end there, for he was inspired to provide a counter-vision to what 

he saw as the shortcomings of Bellamy’s socialist ideas. Prior to the publication of News from 

Nowhere, the kernels of his scorn were laid out in a review of Looking Backward that was 

published in the Commonweal in June 1889, in which he takes umbrage at Bellamy’s state 

socialism, whose “machine-life” he saw as depicting not so much meaningful, fundamental 

change as the mere ironing out of the kinks in the existing system in pursuit of efficiency and 

regimentation: “[Bellamy’s] scheme may be described as State Communism, worked by the very 

extreme of national centralisation. The underlying vice in it is that the author cannot conceive, as 

aforesaid, of anything else than the machinery of society” (emphasis in original). For Morris, this 
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“half-change,” which represents the writer’s failure to imagine beyond the bounds of industrial 

capitalist ethics, finds symptomatic expression in the predominantly urban character of social 

organization upon which his ideal future society is founded (“Looking Backward” 194). He 

asserts,  

Mr. Bellamy’s ideas of life are curiously limited; he has no idea beyond existence in a 

great city; his dwelling of man in the future is Boston (U.S.A.) beautified. In one passage, 

indeed, he mentions villages, but with unconscious simplicity shows that they do not 

come into his scheme of economical equality, but are mere servants of the great centres of 

civilisation. This seems strange to some of us, who cannot help thinking that our 

experience ought to have taught us that such aggregations of population afford the worst 

possible form of dwelling-place, whatever the second-worst might be. (194) 

To paraphrase, Bellamy’s decision to “beautif [y]” Boston by simply removing its smoke and 

strife—Julian West confesses that “the complete absence of chimneys and their smoke is the 

detail that first impressed [him]” about his new surroundings—while simultaneously retaining 

the city/country cleavage smacks of myopia, or an “unconscious simplicity” that verges on false, 

wishful thinking (Bellamy 24). In other words, the binary partition between such urban sites as 

Boston—“the great centres of civilisation”—and the villages whose role is to function as “mere 

servants” for the former’s operations is incongruous with “economical equality” and only plays 

into the logic of centralization that drives “aggregations of population” that, in turn, make for 

unendurable density and its attendant social ills. More to the point: Bellamy reproduces—and in 

so doing participates in reinforcing—the structures that underpin the very challenges he purports 

to solve. Thus this review offers trenchant insight into the gravity that Morris attaches to the 

dismantling of the city/country antagonism that capitalist relations aggravate. His critique also 
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helps to contrast the two writers’ competing urban visions more starkly: whereas Bellamy shows 

himself to largely subscribe to the city that emerges from this disjunction, Morris chooses to 

forge a new form of the city by addressing the processes that propel its production. It would thus 

be reductive, even a misnomer, to describe the balance at which he arrives as solely agrarian: as 

Nowhere’s merging of city and country attests, Morris’s utopian quest runs deeper, in no less 

than the radical reimagination of conceptions of the city. 

Hence Morris demonstrates, more piercingly than Bellamy, his cognizance of the fact that 

the objects of decentralization and the fusion of city and country at which he aims ineluctably 

require the transformation of the economic base from which the superstructure of ideology and 

consciousness emanates. He indirectly refers to this advocacy of such far-reaching changes that 

more extensively restructure “sentiments, delusions, modes of thought and outlooks on life” in 

such passages as the following from his “Town and Country” address. Here he nudges in the 

direction of constructing an altogether different world, a different way of being, that is consistent 

with basic needs shared by all universally (Marx 56): 

I think I may assume that, on the one hand, there is nobody here so abnormally made as 

not to take a pleasure in green fields, and trees, and rivers, and mountains, the beings, 

human and otherwise, that inhabit those scenes, and in a word, the general beauty and 

incident of nature: and that, on the other, we all of us find human intercourse necessary to 

us, and even the excitement of those forms of it which can only be had where large 

bodies of men live together. (Mackail 2: 301) 

Morris’s framing of the twin elements of city and country as, by nature, equally important and 

necessary for pleasure and contentment hints at his eventual, more ambitious project of 

envisioning alternative social arrangements capable of catering to genuine fulfillment. The 
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inverse of his logic paints the city/country split as working against such aspirations, and thus 

human happiness, which, in turn, suggests its unhealthy, deforming nature. Consequently, the 

allusion to the limits of well-being that this divide imposes, by spotlighting want and privation, 

acquires a political valence, which is yet more crystallized in the penultimate paragraph of his 

review of Looking Backward. Above all, he complains, “individual men cannot shuffle off the 

business of life on to the shoulders of an abstraction called the State, but must deal with it in 

conscious association with each other.” The sterility of a society whose state monopoly 

purchases streamlined productivity at the dear price of “conscious association” among its 

members is hardly a blueprint for the good life. He continues, “That variety of life is as much an 

aim of true Communism as equality of condition, and that nothing but an union these two will 

bring about real freedom” (195). In other words, “conscious association,” which prompts people 

to become more alert and responsive to the ways in which each person is beholden to others in 

the community in real, concrete, interdependent relations, checks the stupor of monotony and 

gives rise to the “variety of life” that is as constitutive of freedom as “equality of condition”; the 

implication is that the prioritization of one over or at the expense of the other can never qualify 

as freedom in the truest sense. He thus distinguishes his definition of freedom by accentuating 

not, as does Bellamy, the mere completion of “a process of industrial evolution,” which is 

followed by passive, cog-like compliance with an abstract system, but rather the bold harnessing 

of the means that lead to the actualization of individual potentiality (Bellamy 29). Accordingly, 

Morris insinuates, its self-proclaimed allure of a jovial, frictionless future society 

notwithstanding, the capacity for willed, purposeful, self-directed social interaction among its 

inhabitants that his imagination downplays, even disallows, ultimately makes for a vision of 

decided unfreedom. 
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Morris’s formulation seems to find common ground with Isaiah Berlin’s notion of 

positive freedom, which the philosopher defines as autonomy or self-mastery: “The ‘positive’ 

sense of the word ‘liberty’ derives from the wish on the part of the individual to be his own 

master.” More so than its negative counterpart, which is centered on the absence of external 

constraints, positive freedom concerns the internal realm of a self-determining agent: as Berlin 

describes, “I wish, above all, to be conscious of myself as a thinking, willing, active being, 

bearing responsibility for my choices and able to explain them by reference to my own ideas and 

purposes” (178). The “conscious[ness]” of “thinking, willing, active being[s]” who do not 

unthinkingly follow the dictates of customs and conventions—however “improved” upon—but 

rather choose to exercise “master[y]” over their existence to achieve self-realization, by even 

revolutionary means, shares with Morris’s emphasis on a non-alienated mode of being. Thus this 

conception of freedom helps to more finely demarcate the diverging philosophies encoded in the 

two writers’ respective urban iterations: from Morris’s standpoint, as long as it is bound to the 

instrumental rationality of its state socialism, Bellamy’s Boston, despite its claims to the perfect 

mix of greenery and cleanliness, conceals beneath its glossy exterior the perpetuation of more or 

less the same conditions that in the nineteenth century precluded the attainment of “real 

freedom”; more succinctly, Bellamy’s city is the expression of this specious freedom. From this 

vantage point, Morris’s efforts to depict a future London whose energetic yet pleasant pace of 

life embodies both “variety of life” and “equality of condition” mark the imperfections of the 

former’s utopia as well as his own emancipatory politics. And, significantly, it is the space of the 

city through which he renders this articulation to intensifying effect. 

 

Flânerie Reimagined 
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Additionally, the “variety of life” that Morris stresses is further exemplified in the 

portrayal of crowds in Nowhere’s London. This section has already considered the ways in which 

the city, by incorporating features of the country, has been transfigured in terms of its 

surroundings, sensibilities, and patterns of sociality: specifically, the lively exchanges and 

moderate population density witnessed in Piccadilly were drawn upon to substantiate the 

importance with which Morris imbues “the thought and briskness of town-bred folk,” which, 

defanged of their harmful excesses, can serve as benign stimulants to the social life of the 

community. To this Morris adds yet another layer reinforcing the “variety of life” that comes 

with such sizeable gatherings of “people from all over the country.” It is especially worth noting 

that he does so by rewriting what is perhaps the most paradigmatic figure of urban modernity, the 

flâneur. The passage of Guest’s flânerie in the market in Hammersmith bears quoting at length: 

‘Are these the regular country people? What very pretty girls there are amongst them.’ 

As I spoke, my eye caught the face of a beautiful woman, tall, dark-haired, and white-

skinned, dressed in a pretty light-green dress in honour of the season and the hot day, who 

smiled kindly on me, and more kindly still, I thought on Dick; so I stopped a minute, but 

present went on:  

‘I ask because I do not see any of the country-looking people I should have expected to 

see at a market—I mean selling things there.’  

‘I don’t understand,’ said he, ‘what kind of people you would expect to see; nor quite 

what you mean by ‘country’ people. These are the neighbours, and that like they run in 

the Thames valley. There are parts of these islands which are rougher and rainier than we 

are here, and there people are tougher in their dress; and they themselves are tougher and 

more hard-bitten than we are to look at. But some people like their looks better than ours; 
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they say they have more character in them.—that’s the word. Well, it’s a matter of taste—

Anyhow, the cross between us and them generally turns out well,’ added he, thoughtfully.   

I heard him, though my eyes were turned away from him, for that pretty girl was just 

disappearing through the gate with her big basket of early peas, and I felt that 

disappointed kind of feeling which overtakes one when one has seen an interesting or 

lovely face in the streets which one is never likely to see again; and I was silent a little. 

(22) 

This excerpt contains striking parallels to the flânerie described in Edgar Allan Poe’s well-known 

short story, “The Man of the Crowd” (1840). In this tale, the unnamed convalescent narrator 

observes the passing crowd from a London coffee house until the unusual, inscrutable 

countenance of an old man captivates his interest—“I felt singularly aroused, startled, 

fascinated”—and spurs him to follow (88). Ultimately, despite his dogged pursuit of the stranger, 

the exhausted narrator is forced to capitulate and acknowledge the other man’s unknowability. 

Determining that “[t]his old man … is the type and the genius of deep crime,” he connects him to 

the city and its teeming crowds, adding, “He refuses to be alone. He is the man of the crowd. It 

will be in vain to follow; for I shall learn no more of him, nor of his deeds. The worst heart of the 

world is a grosser book than the ‘Hortulus Animæ,’ and perhaps it is but one of the great mercies 

of God that ‘es lässt sich nicht lesen’” (91 emphasis in original). This final phrase—“it does not 

permit itself to be read”—which also opens the short story, thus underscores the enthralling 

impenetrability of urban dwellers. Like Poe’s narrator, Guest is intrigued by a visage he spots 

amidst the stream of wayfarers, and his words brook no equivocation that this is an urban 

encounter, fleeting and marked by a transient tracking of gazes among a bustling mass of bodies. 

Moreover, his drawing from personal experiences when recounting the accustomed sensation 
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that the ephemeral contact evokes—“that disappointed kind of feeling”—shows his projection of 

his nineteenth-century urban background on to the context of Nowhere, thus blurring the 

distinction between the two Londons insofar as their identities as cities are concerned; put 

another way, the fact that the conditions of Nowhere’s London permit Guest to reflexively, 

seamlessly indulge his accustomed flânerie regardless of the temporal lapse of two centuries 

punctuate their common, enduring urban fabric. 

However, despite obvious similarities, the radically diverging circumstances under which 

Guest assumes the position of the flâneur warrants further examination. In order to better 

understand Morris’s recasting of flânerie, it is worth recalling here Charles Baudelaire’s essay, 

“The Painter of Modern Life” (1863), in which the French poet refers to Poe’s short story in his 

influential characterization of the figure of the flâneur as, above all, a creature of the urban 

masses. He asserts, “The crowd is his domain […] His passion and his profession is to merge 

with the crowd.” He continues, “For the perfect idler, for the passionate observer it becomes an 

immense source of enjoyment to establish his dwelling in the throng, in the ebb and flow, the 

bustle, the fleeting and the infinite” (399). This oneness with the crowd, and especially his 

heightened sensitivity to the multiplicity and heterogeneity that the urban setting affords, endows 

the flâneur with the artistic gift to “distil the eternal from the transitory,” or extract beauty from 

the banality of ordinary life (402); as such, for Baudelaire, the flâneur represents the hero of 

urban modernity. It would thus appear that this near-synonymity of the flâneur and the modern 

city excludes by definition flânerie outside these concentrated seats of high capitalism. Yet, as 

seen in the above passage, Morris subverts this familiar trope of nineteenth-century life by 

dissevering this interlocking pairing: specifically, by installing in his depiction of a future post-

capitalist communist society a patent instantiation of flânerie, he wrests a space within this 
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narrow formulation that keeps the thrills, the novelty, the heterogeneity that so inspired 

Baudelaire, but without their tether to the city made in the image of capitalist spatialization. 

Thus, inevitably, Morris’s flâneur departs unambiguously from the Baudelairean hue. Indeed, as 

he notes in his reading of Baudelaire’s flâneur, Walter Benjamin sees the voyeuristic urban 

stroller, who objectifies the world around him, as steeped in commodity culture to the point of 

sharing his ontological status with the commodities by which he is swarmed:  

The crowd Is not only the newest asylum of outlaws; It Is also the latest narcotic for those 

abandoned. The flâneur is someone abandoned in the crowd. In this he shares the 

situation of the commodity. […] The intoxication to which the flâneur surrenders is the 

intoxication of the commodity around which surges the stream of customers. […] 

Empathy is the nature of the intoxication to which the flâneur abandons himself in the 

crowd. (Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire 55)  

In thus tracing the affinity between the Baudelairean flâneur and the commodity, Benjamin 

brings to view the figure as an incarnation of the logics and rhythms of capitalist urban 

modernity; in other words, ambiguously, the flâneur surrenders to, and accordingly reinscribes, 

the alienation and culture of commodity culture he critiques. On the whole, regardless of 

analytical position, the flâneur has very rarely been treated apart from the metropolises of 

capitalist societies, a fact that renders Morris’s conception of flânerie grounded in “conscious 

association” and community integration all the more striking and significant. Pivotally, Morris’s 

elimination of capitalistically-defined spatiality as the necessary condition for the flâneur to go 

“botanizing”—in this case, not on the asphalt but the “garden city”—signals his deeper, more 

momentous object of seeking ways to reclaim the urban without the modern city (Benjamin, 

Charles Baudelaire 36). 
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To delve further into the qualitative distinctions that Morris draws in this regard: unlike 

either Poe’s narrator or Baudelaire, Guest practices a flânerie that is not among illegible, 

unfathomable drifters with most likely seedy, unsavory depths; rather, the transformation of the 

urban context has fostered new sociospatial dynamics that make for new practices of walking, 

observing, interpreting amidst people who are more friendly neighbors than strangers—and 

herein lies Morris’s crucial revision of nineteenth-century flânerie. It is worth recalling the fact 

that the flâneur, who embodies a new kind of (typically bourgeois male) urban subjectivity 

capable of navigating and deciphering the enigmatic signs of the vast, complex modern city, has 

drawn comparisons to the detective. For instance, in his essay, “The Flâneur,” Benjamin cites 

Poe’s stories in his discussion of the urban infrastructure that underpins the genre of the detective 

story: “The original social content of the detective story was the obliteration of the individual’s 

traces in the big-city crowd” (Charles Baudelaire 43). Famously, he propounds “The Man of the 

Crowd” as “something like the X-ray picture of a detective story,” explaining, “In it, the drapery 

represented by crime has disappeared. The mere armature has remained: the pursuer, the crowd, 

and an unknown man who arranges his walk through London in such a way that he always 

remains in the middle of the crowd.” If “[t]his unknown man is the flâneur,” so is the 

narrator/pursuer, whose perambulations through the city are prompted by the man whose 

singularly arresting physiognomy he is at a loss to categorize (Charles Baudelaire 48). Thus 

Poe’s story sheds light on the duality of the flâneur as pursuer/pursued and, as Benjamin 

illuminates, detective/criminal, reader/(unreadable) text. This is the “[d]ialectic of flânerie: on 

one side, the man who feels himself viewed by all and sundry as a true suspect and, on the other 

side, the man who is utterly undiscoverable, the hidden man” (Benjamin, Arcades Project 420). 

It is this dyadic relationship that Is of special Importance here: both modes of flânerie, birthed 
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and nursed by the modern urban crowd, are caught up, by the same progenitor’s amorphous, 

unprecedented scale, in the unbridgeability of their mutual opacity. Moreover, as Poe alludes, 

this unintelligibility carries psychic implications: consider, for instance, narrator’s verdict, on the 

basis on the wandering old man’s inexplicability—his imperviousness to any attempt to render 

him “readable”—of “deep crime.” The gravity of this charge—yet more intensified by his 

mention of “[t]he worst heart of the world”—is, of course, no more than the projection of the 

narrator’s own failed knowledge. Yet, so long as these dialectical opposites remain equidistant, 

never meeting—which the nature of the (nineteenth-century) urban environment ensures—this 

epistemological gulf promises to only keep nourishing the imagination that, with neither outlet 

nor resolution, gravitates to forming conjectures of other urban dwellers at their most vile, 

corrupt, reprehensible. Seen thus, flânerie becomes the embodied language of the atomization 

and alienation of the modern city. 

By contrast, Morris presents a form of flânerie whose freedom from the overcrowded 

urban spaces of capitalism spells the demise of such division, isolation, disintegration—and 

instead engenders a pleasurable sociality among Nowhere’s inhabitants, even strangers, whose 

strangeness never eclipses the primacy of their “conscious association.” This is marked by their 

everyday language, which shows them using the word “neighbor” in a universal gesture of 

kindly amiability, even to such conspicuous outsiders as Guest, whose self-likening to a “being 

from another planet” is met with an affirming echo by old Hammond, who refers to him as “a 

native of another planet” (47, 65).6 The values, sentiments, ideology sedimented in language 

 
6 The near-verbatim repetitions of Guest as a being from, or a native of, “another planet” are too numerous to 
mention here (there are at least nine instances), but suffice it to note that such references occur with most 
concentrated frequency during Guest’s interview with old Hammond, which largely corresponds to chapters 9-18, or 
the second third, and thus the middle section, of the utopian romance. While this punctuation of his utter 
estrangement is clearly a narrative device meant to elicit from old Hammond—and thus expound to the reader—the 
comprehensive details of “how the change came” (the title of the seventeenth chapter), it also suggests the depth of 
the hospitality that he, despite his manifest unbelonging, receives as a “neighbour” from the inhabitants of Nowhere. 
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exert their affective viscosity when they transfer and stick to Guest’s vocabulary, almost near-

immediately upon his arrival in Nowhere: “‘But, neighbours’ (I had caught up that word)” (16). 

Significantly, in the above passage of Guest’s flânerie in the market at Hammersmith, Dick 

questions Guest’s use of the phrase “regular country people,” which, judging from the former’s 

confusion, has become an anachronistic descriptor—yet another example of the far-reaching 

consequences of the melting away of the once-stark city/country dichotomy: “‘I don’t 

understand,’ said he, ‘what kind of people you would expect to see; nor quite what you mean by 

‘country’ people. These are the neighbours, and that like they run in the Thames valley” (22). 

The absence of substantive differences between city and country have made such rigid 

appellations a misnomer, a relic of the past when it was the norm for such designations to be 

used innocuously, unthinkingly, on account of their pronounced prevalence. Instead, Dick subtly 

corrects, the people around them are “neighbours,” a term that, in comparison to “country 

people,” is oriented less toward spatial differences—including the essentialization and 

hierarchization implicit in such divisions—and more toward an ethos of mutual respect and 

congenial fellowship—an ethos, moreover, that bespeaks an underlying certitude in the 

hospitality of others, or what might perhaps be described as a kind of social intimacy, even 

toward those one has yet to meet. This change in language is worth noting when considering 

Morris’s design of inserting at regular intervals the ways in which the system of communication 

has evolved in tandem with the historical eradication of the capitalist ideological framework. For 

instance, in addition to “country people” (and its implied counterpart, “city people”), other words 

that have fallen into disuse in the twenty-second century—“school,” “aristocracy,” “vulgar,” 

among others—are held up to convey the reverberations of the profundity of the transition to 

communism (24, 138, 168). The extinction of such capitalism-specific concepts and thought 
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patterns are underscored yet more forcefully when Guest tries to explain the meaning of “country 

people” by rephrasing his own words—“What I mean is, that I haven’t seen any poor people 

about—not one,” “I mean poor people, you know; rough people”—to which Dick only responds 

with a good-natured, but still uncomprehending, “I really do not know” (22). Thus, in this 

process, Guest reveals his nineteenth-century bias—the blank equation of “country people” with 

economic deprivation and crude unsophistication—which further speaks to his tendency toward 

abstraction—or, to borrow from Morris, his want of “conscious association.” 

The defunct categories of “city people” and “country people,” Ih, as Dick explains, have 

been replaced by the more inclusive term “neighbours,” accordingly transposes the terms of 

flânerie; specifically, in the market at Hammersmith, the “beautiful woman” who catches Guest’s 

eye—neither a city- nor country-dweller but, as Dick informs, a “neighbour”—occurs in a spatial 

context that, while located in London, might be more accurately described, per old Hammond’s 

report, as a blending of the urban and the rural. Altogether, these components make for a version 

of urban rambling that is consistent with, but also notably departs from, the definition of flânerie 

as “a form of looking, observing (of people, social types, social contexts and constellations), a 

form of reading the city and its population (its spatial images, its architecture, its human 

configurations)” (Frisby 82-83 emphasis in original). In other words, while Guest likewise 

partakes in the visual activity of “looking” and “reading” his urban surroundings, and in so doing 

builds his sociological insight into the unfamiliar society to which he has been transported, 

unlike the nineteenth-century flâneur, he is presented with no element of mystery, no need for 

investigation, no lurking presence of criminality—indeed, no source of “epistemological 

anxiety”—but rather “neighbours” whose implied knowability lends them an ontological 

dimensionality unavailable to the surface types that is the primary occupation of the flâneur to 
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scour (Brand 88). This qualitative change in the dynamics of flânerie is paramount: despite key 

parallels, ultimately, Guest’s walking and gazing are not predicated upon the active male 

viewer/passive female object binary that arises from an urban environment of consumer 

capitalism, but instead emerge from a milieu of non-alienation and communist social relations 

that transforms the class- and gender-based power imbalance of the former into a trusting, more 

equality-based urban practice. Thus this distinction necessarily textures the analysis of Guest’s 

attraction toward the “beautiful woman”—a scene which, on the surface, seems to reproduce the 

classic account of flânerie as male scopic privilege as noted by Elizabeth Wilson: “[The flâneur] 

represents men’s visual and voyeuristic mastery over women. According to this view, the 

flâneur’s freedom to wander at will through the city is an exclusively masculine freedom, which 

means that the concept of the flâneur is essentially and inescapably gendered” (79). And, to be 

sure, Guest’s open admiration of the market-goer’s appearance—she is a “beautiful woman,” or a 

“pretty girl” with a “lovely face”—seems to hew quite closely to this formulation: there is a 

discrepancy between, on the one hand, the exposition of the male onlooker’s stirred fancy and, 

on the other, the unpermitted, seemingly passively rendered, thoughts of the female in question 

to whose thoughts the reader is not privy that is hard to miss. From this angle, Guest quite 

unerringly evinces his subscription to the heteronormative framework of the nineteenth century. 

To be clear, however, the purpose of this section lies not so much in scrutinizing Guest’s flânerie 

as a reproduction of its past iteration as in heeding the ways in which it departs, quietly yet 

profoundly, from this worldview. Most saliently, upon closer examination, the passage reveals 

the woman on the receiving end of Guest’s appreciation to be far from a pliant object of visual 

consumption. Specifically, her “smil[ing] kindly on [Guest], and more kindly still … on Dick” 

shows her to be as much as of a observing subject as Guest; in fact, the suggestion of her 
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preference for Dick over Guest, as communicated by the unmistakable optical language of her 

“more kindly still” smile, diminishes the power of Guest’s gaze to the level of trifling, non-

threatening, and overhauls the nineteenth-century conception of flânerie as the one-sided practice 

of “men’s visual and voyeuristic mastery over women.” Thus, while there remains the walking, 

looking, even the elusive erotic energy of the crowd—“The delight of the city-dweller is not so 

much love at first sight as love at last sight. The never marks the high point of the encounter, 

when the poet’s passion seems to be frustrated but in reality bursts out from him like a flame”—

such experiences are no longer an exclusively male prerogative (Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire 

45 emphasis in original). If anything, Morris’s insertion of this superficially familiar instance 

flânerie, only to subvert its contents by arguably conferring the most agency to the passing 

“neighbour” woman, whose glances undercut Guest’s and forthrightly projects the direction of 

her own desires, shows his understated yet radical revision of the uneven urban sexual politics of 

the nineteenth century. Indeed, this reading is further bolstered by the evidence of the 

extraordinary leveling of the power dynamics between the sexes. Morris’s dramatic departure 

from his nineteenth-century Weltanschauung is traceable in the subplot of Dick and his partner’s 

Clara’s reconciliation after their separation from the latter’s taking leave of the relationship to 

pursue romantic passion with another person (48). There is a remarkable absence in the narrative 

of any kind of moral judgment or condemnation toward Clara’s fluctuating attachments—a 

resounding indication of Nowhere’s recognition of women, including such mothers as Clara, as 

autonomous sexual agents. And Morris reinforces this power and self-expression still: as Guest 

notes during the trio’s boat trip up the Thames, Clara makes no effort to conceal her attraction to 

her lover, “admiring [Dick’s] manly beauty and heartily good-natured face, and thinking, I fancy, 

of nothing else” (124). In another instance, Guest catches her “look[ing] at [Dick] fondly, and I 
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could tell that she was seeing him in her mind’s eye showing his splendid form at its best amidst 

the rhymed strokes of the scythes” (125). Significantly, in these moments, it is Clara, not Dick, 

who acts upon the desires she feels; the fact that her frank ownership of her sexuality is on 

transparent display, indubitable for even such a third party as Guest, speaks to the extent to 

which women’s positions have shifted from passive objects relegated to the private, domestic 

sphere to active subjects in public spaces. This change is tellingly relevant for what it informs 

about Guest’s flânerie in the market at Hammersmith, namely, its drained nineteenth-century 

contents of asymmetrical power relations. Instead of being simply the target for other men’s eyes 

to fix upon, the “beautiful woman” assumes an equal right to the city as other flâneurs, asserts 

the power of her own gaze as a flâneuse. 

Thus this bold re-envisioning of flânerie as a more inclusive, democratic practice aligns 

on a deeper level with Morris’s revolutionary politics. The previous paragraph has explored how 

the precepts of “equality and Communism” have extended to a transformation of the city space 

of Nowhere’s London, where the flâneuse, whose existence has been influentially argued by such 

scholars as Janet Wolff to be an “impossib[ility] by the sexual divisions of the nineteenth 

century,” is now plainly visible (110, 154).7 It is worth noting the implications of these “sexual 

 
7 For key feminist scholarship on the figure of the flâneuse, see Janet Wolff’s seminal 1985 essay, “The Invisible 
Flâneuse: Women and the Literature of Modernity,” reprinted in The Problems of Modernity: Adorno and Benjamin, 
ed. Andrew Benjamin (Routledge, 1989), pp. 141-56; Griselda Pollock’s “Modernity and the Spaces of Femininity” 
in Vision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism and Histories of Art (Routledge, 1988), pp. 50-90; and Elizabeth 
Wilson’s The Contradictions of Culture: Cities, Culture, Women (Sage, 2001). Whereas Wolff and Pollock contend 
that women’s exclusion from the public sphere made the flâneuse, or the female equivalent of the flâneur, an 
impossibility, Wilson challenges what she views as the overdetermining role of ideology in these accounts, which 
“automatically … accept at face value and on its own terms the nineteenth-century ideological division between 
public and private spheres” (79). By contrast, she argues that it is the flâneur who is invisible, as “a figure to be 
deconstructed, a shifting projection of the angst of modernity rather than a solid embodiment of male bourgeois 
power.” She continues, “The flâneur therefore represented not the triumph of masculine power, but its attenuation. 
[…] His masculinity is unstable, caught up in the violent dislocations that characterized urbanisation” (87-88). See 
also Judith Walkowitz’s City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London (U of 
Chicago P, 1992); Deborah Epstein Nord’s Walking the Victorian Streets: Women, Representation, and the City 
(Cornell UP, 1995); Deborah L. Parsons’s Streetwalking the Metropolis: Women, the City, and Modernity (Oxford 
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divisions”—as well as their disappearance—beyond inequitable spatial access. As such scholars 

as Silvia Federici have noted, the gender-based separation of spheres, according to which the 

private realm of women’s unwaged domestic labor is subjugated by the male world of material 

production, is a sexual division of labor in the service of capital accumulation. Thus this binary 

was the extractive linchpin on which the rise of capitalism, a system founded upon the generation 

of surplus value, depended. In the nineteenth century, Morris’s contemporary, Friedrich Engels, 

likewise identified the capitalist functions of the private sphere of the monogamous nuclear 

family: “The modern individual family is founded on the open or concealed domestic slavery of 

the wife, and modern society is a mass composed of these individual families as its molecules.” 

His choice of words—"open or concealed” draws attention to the peculiar irony of this 

barefacedly oppressive structure, whose blatancy is shrouded in ideological conceptions of the 

family. Bluntly, he points to the capitalist structure replicated in gendered miniature in the home: 

“Within the family [the husband] is the bourgeois, and the wife represents the proletariat” 

(Origin 105). Thus these critiques cogently penetrate the ideological mystification that codes as 

“natural” the economic exploitation and social devaluation of the work that women perform.8 

According to Federici, “the power differential between women and men in capitalist society” can 

 
UP, 2000); and Erika Rappaport’s Shopping for Pleasure: Women in the Making of London’s West End (Princeton 
UP, 2000). 
 
8 It seems apposite to consider in this context Morris’s socialist position on what he perceived as the tyranny 
intrinsic to the bourgeois nuclear family. In a letter addressed to John Bruce Glasier, dated April 24, 1886, he states, 
“when Socialism is complete the new economics will have transformed the family […] Meantime we must be clear 
about one thing that in opposition to the present Bourgeois view we hold that children are persons not property and 
so have a right to claim all the advantage which the community provides for every citizen.” He adds, “Of course we 
must claim absolute equality of condition between women & men” (Collected Letters 2B: 545 emphasis in original). 
In another letter addressed to William Sharman, dated during the same period, Morris frames the enclosure or 
isolation of the family unit as an unjust obstruction that impedes children’s rights to reap the advantages that the 
whole of society has to offer: “On the whole, experience has shown me that the parents are the unfittest persons to 
educate the child; and I entirely deny their right to do so, because that would interfere with the right of the child as a 
member of the community from its birth to enjoy all the advantages which the community can give it” (Collected 
Letters 2B: 547).  
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be traced to “a social system of production that … mystifies [the production and reproduction of 

the worker] … as a natural resource or a personal service, while profiting from the wageless 

condition of the labor involved” (Caliban 8). Elsewhere, she asserts more forcefully, 

“Housework was transformed into a natural attribute, rather than being recognized as work, 

because it was destined to be unwaged. Capital had to convince us that it is a natural, 

unavoidable, and even fulfilling activity to make us accept working without a wage” (Revolution 

16). Thus the sociocultural construction of “natural” “sexual divisions” that translate into spatial 

discipline and further constrain women’s experience of public urban spaces—as Wolff argues—

has its roots in the capitalist organization of society. To return in this vein to the flânerie in the 

market at Hammersmith: the equality and freedom that the “beautiful woman” exercises in her 

open, unself-conscious glances, her unencumbered mobility—in short, her occupation of the 

city—more fundamentally signifies the unraveling of the ideological colonization of space that 

prescribes and concretizes the unnatural, manufactured gender norms through which capitalism 

seeks to perpetuate itself; put another way, the alternative city of Morris’s anti-capitalist 

imagination not only dismantles the urban/rural split but moreover inevitably involves the 

undoing of the artifice of the public/private binary that is inscribed in space. Thus failure to take 

proper account of Morris’s post-capitalist urbanism—or mistaking its “countryfied … 

appearance” for outright anti-urbanism—risks reducing or losing sight of this radical political 

valence, which Wilson neglects in her assessment of Morris as a writer whose naïve nostalgia for 

the past hinders his ability to move beyond the patriarchal order and feel anything other than 

unreserved hostility toward cities (20). Morris, she writes, “advocated a return to medieval 

village architecture and ways of life—a life in which women would be once more safely 

ensconced in the domestic sphere. That Morris is still so popular on the Left (especially with 
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men), and received so uncritically, is an index of the strength of left-wing romantic anti-

urbanism” (91). On the contrary, women in Nowhere are not confined to the home but are active 

in both spheres, whichever of their choosing, from housework to market strolling to creative 

work (notably, in this artisanal paradise, the “best carver” is a woman named Philippa) (150). 

Thus, while it is unsurprising, if reductive, that a reading that focuses on what appears as 

Morris’s facile investment in the doctrine of separate spheres is in accord with the imprecise 

detection of his aversion to cities, in fact, as this chapter has consistently shown, closer 

inspection of the narrative reveals a far more complex picture of extensive social transformation 

that renders futile such demarcations. In other words, Morris’s rewriting of the city does away 

with the “sexual divisions” integral to the capitalist mode of production that further condition 

urban space according to a heteronormative, patriarchal logic; without this determining 

framework, Morris presents a new kind of urban environment whose characterization, falling 

under neither public nor private, accordingly precludes segregation along gender lines. 

 

Surface Fullness 
 

The dissolution of the distinctions of public/private thus implies the disintegration of the 

ideological policing of spatial boundaries; put another way, there being no more divisions of 

inside/outside, Nowhere is in essence a smooth, uninterrupted expanse in which the seamless 

correspondence between signifier and signified represents the society’s state of non-alienation. 

This explains the narrative’s emphasis on the visuality of Nowhere. As aforementioned, Guest 

experiences the wondrous changes of the new world primarily through his eyes. In particular, his 

delight in regarding the physical attractiveness of its people is described in terms one would use 

when admiring artwork. Indeed, Morris seems to suggest a near-ontological equivalence between 
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the beautiful men and women of Nowhere and exquisite, frame-worthy pictures. For instance, in 

one scene, he confesses, “I found it difficult to keep my eyes off the wall-pictures (for I thought 

it bad manners to stare at Clara all the time, though she was quite worth it)” (86). His words 

convey the absence of meaningful variance between the “wall-pictures” and Clara, both being, in 

essence, pleasing to behold. It is along these lines that he describes Ellen, a woman the group 

encounters residing with her old grandfather in Runnymede whose “strange wild beauty” Guest 

finds most captivating: “I was pretty busy watching [Ellen] moving about as beautiful as a 

picture” (137, 128). Ellen’s picturesque charm forms a familiar refrain: Guest shares, “[Ellen] 

paused a little, and I for my part could not help staring at her, and thinking that if she were a 

book, the pictures in it were most lovely” (130). Significantly, this mode of looking is hardly 

peculiar to Guest: at the British Museum, old Hammond’s fond gazing of the reunited lovers, 

Dick and Clara, is depicted as being “like an artist who has just painted a picture nearly as well 

as he thought he could when he began it” (85). And, at another juncture, Dick more overtly 

likens Ellen’s loveliness to a fairy tale character brought to life:  

‘Just look a moment.’  

I looked, and over the low hedge saw Ellen, shading her eyes against the sun as she 

looked toward the hayfield, a light wind stirring in her tawny hair, her eyes like light 

jewels amidst her sunburnt face, which looked as if the warmth of the sun were yet in it. 

‘Look, guest,’ said Dick; ‘doesn’t it all look like one of those very stories out of Grimm 

that we were talking about up in Bloomsbury? Here are we two lovers wandering about 

in the world, and we have come to a fairy garden, and there is the very fairy herself 

amidst of it: I wonder what she will do for us.’ (133)  
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The use of such pictorial language blurs the distinction between art and reality; as moving, living 

pictures, life in Nowhere has come to achieve artwork status that compels visual recognition and 

manifestly bears evidence of the society’s resplendence. In this way, Morris underscores the 

centrality of veneers, which act as transparent windows rather than covers that conceal or 

disguise, in this future society. In other words, in this world in which the separation of 

inside/outside has collapsed, the visible comes to function as the keeper of meaning; more 

simply, face value is all there is. The depthless surfaces of Nowhere attest to the fullness of 

Nowhere’s non-alienation; to put it yet another way, there is no valorization of the notions of 

complex depth or interiority that are the hallmarks of bourgeois individual subjectivity. This 

position seems to correlate with the self-stylization of News from Nowhere as a utopian 

romance—that is, decidedly not a novel. Indeed, the narrative is interspersed with less than 

flattering assessments of the ways in which, in Morris’s view, the nineteenth-century realist 

novel serves as an aesthetic vehicle for the promotion of the bourgeois ideology of the liberal 

autonomous subject at the expense of a more politically-oriented collective consciousness. Ellen 

acts as Morris’s mouthpiece in the most eloquent and emphatic articulation of this perspective:   

Some [novels], indeed, do here and there show some feeling for those whom the history-

books call ‘poor,’ and of the misery of whose lives we have some inkling; but presently 

they give it up, and towards the end of the story we must be contented to see the hero and 

heroine living happily in an island of bliss on other people’s troubles; and that after a long 

series of sham troubles (or mostly sham) of their own making, illustrated by dreary 

introspective nonsense about their feelings and aspirations, and all the rest of it; while the 

world must even then have gone on its way, and dug and sewed and baked and built and 

carpentered round about these useless—animals. (130) 
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Ellen characterizes both the form and content of the nineteenth-century realist novel as complicit 

in promoting a privatized, atomized mode of living, thinking, and being: whatever kernels of 

insight into social ills are gleaned, such discoveries are ultimately set aside in favor of the 

teleological orientation toward an ending that myopically centers the isolated felicity of the 

monogamous nuclear family and in so doing turns a blind eye to the structural inequality that it 

then reproduces. The stationariness of the “island of bliss” on which novel plots terminate 

contrasts with the litany of thankless, unending toil of the lower classes (“dug and sewed and 

baked and built and carpentered”). From this vantage point, the novel’s plumbing of the depths 

of the psyche amounts to little more than “dreary introspective nonsense,” that is, an affective 

strain of the manufactured, gratuitous exercise in self-absorption that is bound up with the cult of 

bourgeois individualism. This understanding of the novel’s role as ideological handmaiden to the 

construction of the social fiction of a cavernous, psychological interiority—which, in turn, works 

to further compound the atomization of society—explains Morris’s deep suspicion of the rhetoric 

of inside/outside, interior/exterior, and converse gravitation toward superficiality, that is, to 

surfaces whose depthlessness constitute the unassailable self-evidence of their authenticity.9 

Thus the alignment of the narrative with the imaginative play of romance, and not the 

realism of novels, leads Morris to locate value in manifest meaning rather than hidden, mystified 

 
9 See also Elizabeth Carolyn Miller’s discussion of the “geocritical dimension” of what she terms Morris’s 
“aesthetics of surface” (“William Morris” 395). Morris’s “surface aesthetic,” or “oft-noted tendency toward 
exteriority and ornamentation,” she writes, “might productively be juxtaposed with the extractive process of 
mining,” a mode of wealth generation under capitalism that she suggests the writer is likely to have recognized for 
its damaging impact on Earth’s ecological balance (“William Morris” 402). Seen thus, this emphasis on surface 
beauty and resources can be read as “a prescient eco-socialist analysis of extraction capitalism and coal emissions” 
(“William Morris” 395). Relatedly, Patrick Brantlinger cites the lack of plot and developmental arc as well as the 
narrator’s “‘artless,’ simple and straightforward” language to point to the ways in which News from Nowhere 
diverges from the conventions of “great novels” and is, in effect, “a deliberate work of non-art, or … an anti-novel” 
(42, 40). While he does not explicitly draw upon the language of depths and surfaces, his attention to the prose 
fiction’s conscious self-distancing from narratives centered on the impetus for “progress”—and the resulting 
absence of the tensions that motivate plot and development—resonates with what this section has put forward as the 
depthless surfaces, or the flat, even consistency, by which Morris characterizes the harmonious integration of a 
society no longer fettered by the spatial and psychological divisions of bourgeois capitalist ideology.  
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recesses, whose ideological prescription, as this section has shown, is of a piece with the 

gendered division between public and private spheres that codes the city as a masculine domain. 

In other words, this recognition of the complete equality with which Morris replaces the undoing 

of bourgeois capitalist relations is pivotal to grasping the magnitude of the transformed urban 

environment that he depicts. Specifically, Nowhere’s London, more than merely a cleaner, less 

crowded, more flourishing version of what it was before, is a qualitatively altered space, not only 

because of its visible signs of thriving, but more fundamentally owing to the nullification of the 

socio-spatial doctrines by which it was governed in Guest’s nineteenth century. It is with this key 

distinction in mind that his practice of flânerie must be considered: despite the seeming 

heteronormativity of his gaze, which takes visual pleasure in observing a female passerby, a 

close reading that factors in this scene with the larger context of Nowhere’s communitarianism 

reveals the radicality of the future society’s actual norm: with the dissolution of the patriarchal 

bourgeois order and its spatial configurations, women, no longer passive objects, stake equal 

claim to public urban spaces and wield as much power as men in terms of their gaze and sexual 

desire. Without the segregation and differentiation of uneven power dynamics, Nowhere consists 

of a smooth, unvarying, continuous expanse—in essence, a surface: put another way, Nowhere’s 

flatness bespeaks the fullness, the non-alienation, of its equal, egalitarian society.
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