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VICTORIAN OTHER WORLDS:  

A VICTORIAN NETWORK CONFERENCE 

 

Sarah Crofton, Melissa Dickson and Fariha Shaikh 

(Kingôs College London) 
 

The first Victorian Network conference, held at Senate House in December 2012, 

took óOther Worldsô as its theme. Across a day of rich papers and thought-provoking 

exchanges, delegates explored the multifaceted ways in which nineteenth-century 

society responded to ideas of alterity, and the new real and virtual horizons towards 

which the Victorian spirit of exploration turned its ever-extending reach. Our 

speakers responded to the call for papers on the Victorians and their óelsewheresô with 

that diversity and depth of interest that makes ours so rewarding a field in which to 

work. 

 In the midst of this thematic sense of expansion and an imaginative diaspora, 

the conference itself was underpinned by a sense of what was held in common. 'Other 

Worlds' was itself a shared world, where researchers from across the Victorian period, 

from across a multiplicity of institutional and career experience, and from across the 

world came together to explore our own sense of the realm of 'Victorianism' as a 

communal space.  

 The proceedings collected in this special conference-inspired issue of Victorian 

Network represent only a partial glimpse into the event which we, as a committee, 

were proud to host. Victorian Network is dedicated to publishing and promoting the 

work of early-career researchers working on all facets of Victorian studies, and the 

papers in this issue are an eloquent testament to the diversity of such research. We are 

pleased to be able to present in the pages of our journal papers which provoked 

interest and discussion at the óOther Worldsô conference. Yet conference proceedings 

are always a strange mirror of the event from which they emerge. The pages of our 

journal are a print world of their own; and these proceedings we might consider, in 

the words of Conrad's Marlow, not as the kernel of the conference, but as the glow 

that brings out the haze.  

 One of the most satisfying and striking facets of the day itself was the sense of 

community among those who came to speak and listen at our conference. Early-

career researchers and academics more advanced in their careers or working in fields 

outside of the university circuit, intermingled indiscriminately to share insights, 

questions, advice, resources, new ideas and unexpected connections, creating bridges 

between their worlds in every direction. Throughout the day we were asked many 

times whether there were some formalised way in which one might become an 

official member of óThe Victorian Networkô.  

 To the committee as a whole, óVictorian Networkô has been a descriptive, 

rather than proscriptive choice of moniker for our project. It began as the name of our 
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journal, and an apt one, to describe a pre-existing community of collaborative co-

existing researchers. Victorian Network as a journal sought to fill a gap in recognising 

the valuable role of early-career research in adding to the conversation of 

Victorianism as a whole. Yet throughout the day at óOther Worldsô there was a very 

clear sense that what Victorian Network was describing was more than that.  

 The written research work that we produce is our lifeblood, and the editorial 

board are proud and privileged to have had the chance over the past four years to 

publish work of the highest calibre and make it available in a peer-reviewed, publicly 

accessible form. In the wake of óOther Worldsô we wish to take this further: to find a 

way to also use the online and offline spaces we have to foster the communal world 

of the early-career researcher in Victorian studies. In conjunction with the publication 

of this conference issue we are also rebuilding our website. The Victorian Network 

committee will use our webspace to share resources, highlight ongoing events, offer a 

platform for researchers wishing to reach the wider community, promote exchange of 

information, review new publications, and plan future collaborative events. Please 

keep an eye to victoriannetwork.org and the Victorian Wire over the coming months, 

and contact us if you wish to become involved in any of our projects.  

 It remains to thank those people who have formed the community which has 

made Victorian Network a success and whose work provides the impetus for our 

ongoing desire to expand our own horizons. We are grateful to all our contributors, 

our guest editors, our peer-reviewers, our copy-editors and those who helped to make 

the óOther Worldsô event possible through their enthusiasm and diligent work.  

 



Cora Kaplan  

Victorian Network Volume 5, Number 1 (Summer 2013) 

3 

INTRODU CTION: VICTORIAN OTHER WORLDS  

 

Cora Kaplan 

(Southampton University / Queen Mary, University of London) 

 

 

Victorian Britainôs óother worldsô, like our own, were connected to and inspired by 

the material world of everyday life. The nineteenth-century fascination with alterity 

of every kind is grounded in its industrial and imperial expansion ï perhaps 

especially when it seeks to escape from their effects. The Victorian imagination ï by 

no means confined to literary and visual art, but expressed there with astonishing 

richness and brio ï was energized by the dizzying and disruptive pace of modernity. 

The threats and promises of political reform, from the abolition of slavery to the 

extension of the franchise, not to mention the changing and contested relations 

between men and women and the accelerated development of scientific knowledge all 

find their possibilities and drawbacks tried out as romance or fantasy, often 

juxtaposed with the detailed depiction of the grim conditions of work in Victorian 

Britain, as they are in Charles Kingsleyôs Water-Babies: A Fairy Tale for a Land-

Baby (1863), but also erupting in his social novels of the late eighteen forties, Yeast 

(1848) and Alton Locke (1850). Mid-century adult fiction was a mixed genre in which 

realism and fancy were intertwined. The alternative to dystopian futures draws 

longingly on the past. The fondness for medieval stories and settings in Tennyson or 

the Pre-Raphaelites, the idealizing of feudal society in Disraeliôs fiction, draw this 

invented past forward, appropriating conservative social imaginary in the face of 

radical challenges to it in the Victorian everyday. What is óotherô can be as far away 

as the orient, imagined in this issue through Dickensôs references to its commodities 

in his fiction, or as socially and emotionally distant as Disraeliôs brutal assessment in 

Sybil (1844) that in Britain there were óTwo Nations between whom there is no 

intercourse and no sympathy; who are as ignorant of each otherôs habits, thoughts and 

feelings, as if they were dwellers in different zones, or inhabitants of different 

planetsô.
1
 We can see these class adversaries ï and the repulsion between them ï 

depicted in any number of literary texts. For a particularly egregious example see 

Elizabeth Barrett Browningôs detailed, repellant description of a dehumanized and 

vicious urban residuum in her novel-poem Aurora Leigh (1855) which in part 

addresses class division and the condition of England that preoccupied so many 

politicians, writers and reformers. Visitors from other planets were not typically the 

other half of the nation, as Disraeli had put it, but rather elevated strangers regularly 

conscripted by Victorian writers as astute but dispassionate figures who can observe 

without prejudice the radical differences between humans they encounter. Just such 

                                                 
1
 Benjamin Disraeli, Sybil, or the Two Nations, ed. by Sheila Smith (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2008), p. 65. 
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an alien appears in the 1840s in a popular ethnographic work by James Cowles 

Prichard, The Natural History of Man (1843), as a foil for the greater knowledge of 

the human scientist. 

What is other need not be feared races or classes, but can also be objects of 

desire. Charlotte Brontëôs governess, Jane Eyre, looking out from the rooftops of 

Thornfield over ósequestered field and hillô, wishes for a cosmopolitan rather than a 

provincial life; she longs for óa power of visionô which ómight reach the busy world, 

towns, regions full of life I had heard about but never seenô. From Janeôs perspective 

the óbusy worldô is other and unattainable but the other world of her imagination 

compensates with óa tale [é] narrated continuously; quickened with all of the 

incident, life, fire, feeling, that I desired and had not in my actual existenceô.
2
 The 

imagination does not always conjure up benign alterity: its incident, its narratives can 

just as often be the stuff of nightmare. This effect is not only a matter of creation but 

also of interpretation. At the opening of Jane Eyre (1847) the child Jane, looking at 

the illustrations of the bleak landscapes of the frozen north in Berwickôs History of 

British Birds, merges its images with the often frightening stories that the servant 

Bessie tells her. Locked by the servants at her Aunt Reedôs command in the Red 

Room ï the master bedroom of her dead uncle ï Jane sees her own reflection in the 

glass as absolutely other: óhalf fairy, half impô (p. 11). In the breakdown that ensues 

her favorite book, Gulliverôs Travels, becomes a compendium of terror where óthe 

giants were gaunt goblins, the pigmies malevolent and fearful imps, Gulliver a most 

desolate wanderer in most dread and dangerous regionsô (p. 17). Both the child Janeôs 

prior pleasure in the ordered agrarian landscape of Lilliput, a scaled-down model of 

an ideal settler society, and her post-Red Room vision of a violent and adversarial 

colonial setting with restive, racialised natives and frightened, isolated Europeans 

represents both sides of Imperial alterity, a glimpse of the abyss reinforced later in the 

novel when Rochester describes the horrors of his Jamaican experience.  

Jane Eyre is not an exceptional text for its times in its insistent evocation of 

frightening others, nor are the figures of malevolent imps and pygmies exclusive to 

Brontëôs novel. Merged representations of the non-human of British fable and story 

and the ethnographic depictions of distant races appear as disturbing and 

contaminating presences in rural rather than urban space. Little leering men up to no 

good in Christina Rossettiôs Goblin Market (1862) tempt two young sisters with 

exotic out of season fruit, a corrupting sign, as critics have argued, of the unnatural 

desires created by a global economy geared to luxury consumption. And in the early 

1840ôs the Royal Academy painter, William Mulready, famously depicted a strange 

rural scene: a nervous blond boy, still in small clothes, encouraged by two women, 

reluctantly offers alms to two crouching, sinister looking Lascars. These 

quintessentially urban figures ï sailors from the Indian subcontinent often stranded in 

                                                 
2
 Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre, 2nd Norton Critical Edition (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1987), 

p. 95. Further references are given after quotations in the text. 
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London and barred from employment in England ï are, in Mulreadyôs prize-winning 

painting, displaced into a timeless country setting. The lessons that readers and 

viewers are meant to learn from these pictorial and literary encounters with racialized 

and/or subhuman others are complex, but from the 1840s forward their imagined 

presence too often signals a contraction rather than an expansion of sympathy with 

human difference ï narratively marked by a retreat to a ósaferô world of racial, 

cultural and national affiliation. The wish to withdraw from an increasingly 

cosmopolitan, urbanized world to an imaginary space where menacing strangers are 

kept at bay is one response among many to the expansion of the British Empire and 

the domination of its peoples. 

Commerce, industry and rapidly changing technology all inspire entry to 

Victorian óother worldsô. Old materials become transformed by new production 

processes, and these give rise to extraordinary and elaborate visions. In Victorian 

Glassworlds: Glass Culture and the Imagination 1830-1880 (2008) Isobel Armstrong 

explores the óscopic cultureô that reigned for a half century, whose material reference 

points were the transparent glass walls and elaborate sparkling fountain of the Crystal 

Palace. Yet Armstrong argues that ó[t]he pellucid glass membrane ... inevitably 

generated double meanings ï the artificial lustre of consumer experience and urban 

pastoral, the spectacle as visual pleasure and reified commodity, economic 

exploitation and communal regenerationô.
3
 Grazia Zaffuto in her essay in this issue 

explores the class tensions revealed in attempts to provide óvisual educationô for a 

wider, less educated public at the Crystal Palaceôs post-Exhibition site at Sydenham. 

She observes that óby placing the Fine Arts Courts, the Industrial Courts, and 

commercial stalls inside the glass building, the Crystal Palace Company created quite 

evidently, multiple meanings, alluding specifically to the tensions of being all and at 

the same time a trader, an educator and an entertainment providerô (p. 13). The 1851 

Exhibition itself offered a packaged glimpse of past civilizations and present 

óprimitiveô societies. The Fine Arts Courts, Zaffuto suggests, were supposed to evoke 

very different responses from its segregated audiences ï the uneducated poor or the 

sophisticated, knowledgeable middle and upper classes. The global sources of 

Britainôs commodity culture, and the products themselves, among them domestic 

items such as household objects, consumables or fabrics, provide the metonymic link 

to trading nations and adjust the relationship of Britain and Britons to them ï the 

distance and intimacy that the possession of foreign things invoked. Hannah Lewis-

Bill explores the leitmotif of China and Chinese commodities in Dickens, with 

special reference to Dombey and Son (1846) where, she argues, tea itself becomes the 

vehicle for the simultaneous naturalization and estrangement of its referent, safely 

surrounded in domestic settings with British things. The other world of the orient is 

only a teacup away; it matters that Britain can control even that imaginative distance.  

                                                 
3
 Isobel Armstrong, Victorian Glassworlds: Glass Culture and the Imagination 1830-1880 (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 133. 
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The scopic culture that Armstrong explores continues its effects into the last 

decades of the nineteenth century, where social and aesthetic criticism turns towards 

the Utopian political imaginary as an alternative to the harsh realities of industrial and 

commercial culture. Owen Holland, in this issue, examines the genealogy of William 

Morrisôs use of óvisual metaphors and rhetorical devicesô related to sight in his 

utopian writings, including his 1890 novel News from Nowhere (or an Epoch of Rest), 

tracing them from the Romantics through Carlyle, Ruskin and Arnold. For Morris, 

Holland argues, the óutopian opticô is always political. A óslight shiftô in our 

perspective allows us to see within the present the possibilities for thinking and living 

otherwise, and further to imagine how this might, practically, be brought about. 

Holland tracks Morrisôs engagement with the traditions of individual and collective 

modes of vision through a close examination of what is often a contradictory ï but 

fascinating ï visual rhetoric. 

Morrisôs óNowhereô is a órealô place: London subtly altered as in a dreamscape, 

but with geographical signifiers in place ï Trafalgar Square, the Thames, the Houses 

of Parliament. In Elizabeth Corbettôs utopian novel, New Amazonia: A Foretaste of 

the Future (1889), women live in a future Ireland, depopulated by a war which leaves 

it open to colonisation by the excess women of England ï a fantasy, one might 

suggest, a bit too close for comfort to the depopulation caused by the Irish famine, 

and in its unstated imperialism not so far away after all from the Brontë childrenôs 

African juvenilia. However, Christina Lake, in this issue, argues persuasively for the 

radical nature of Corbettôs utopia. Freed from restrictive modes of dress and what 

Corbett thought of as other patriarchal impositions in Victorian England, and with 

reproduction guided by eugenicist and Malthusian principles, they have evolved into 

liberated superwomen. Lake suggests that Matthew Beaumontôs description of the 

gap in late-nineteenth-century feminist utopias óbetween the fantasy of collective 

social harmony [...] and the lonely individual consciousness of the woman writerô 

does not apply in Corbettôs case,
4
 since for her the like-minded community of 

women already existed in the reforming feminist group associated with the Womenôs 

Penny Paper. Corbett, a journalist and early successful author of detective stories as 

well as a suffrage campaigner, was a strong believer that scientific advances could 

benefit women. New Amazoniaôs athletic goddesses and celibate cadre of 

government leaders are proof of her faith in science coupled with ócommon senseô.  

Morrisôs narrator in News from Nowhere wakes up in a brave new world of our 

own millennium, a world where work is unalienated, unpaid and pleasurable, the 

Thames unpolluted by industrial waste and social relations between men and women 

freer and more egalitarian, if not quite a paradise for feminists. Nineteen-year-old 

Jane Eyreôs longing for the óbusyô cosmopolitan world has been replaced by an 

agrarian dreamscape. In the same passage Jane demands a world which recognizes 

                                                 
4
 Matthew Beaumont, Utopia Ltd.: Ideologies of Social Dreaming in England, 1870-1900 (Leiden: 

Brill, 2005), p. 90. 
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that  

 

women feel just as men feel; they need exercise for their faculties, and a field 

for their efforts, as much as their brothers do; they suffer from too rigid a 

restraint, too absolute a stagnation, precisely as men would suffer; and it is 

narrow-minded in their more privileged fellow-creatures to say that they ought 

to confine themselves to making puddings and knitting stockings, to playing on 

the piano and embroidering bags. It is thoughtless to condemn them, or laugh 

at them, if they seek to do more or learn more than custom has pronounced 

necessary for their sex. (p. 96)  

 

Yet in spite of this eloquent demand, still echoing down the centuries since it was first 

made, Jane settles for, and finds happiness with, her blind and disabled aristocrat in a 

remote house in the green heart of England. What she or her half Irish creator would 

have made Corbettôs Brobdinagian Amazons in a colonized Ireland is hard to 

envision. Nor are we any nearer to Morrisôs socialist paradise. What Charles Dickens, 

so keen on controlling ï in his fiction at least ï Englandôs commercial and cultural 

relations to the orient, would make of the entrepreneurial Chinese investors in Britain 

is even harder to conjure up. But perhaps the mid-nineteenth century backers of the 

Crystal Palace would be pleased (if puzzled) to know that the Chinese investment 

group ZhongRong has made a serious bid, welcomed by London Mayor, Boris 

Johnson, to build a ónewô Crystal Palace on the site of the original in South London, 

providing thousands of jobs and regenerating the area. ZhongRong Group chairman 

Ni Zhaoxing said: óLondon is renowned across the world for its history and culture 

and the former Crystal Palace is celebrated in China as a magnificent achievement. 

This project is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to bring its spirit back to life by 

recreating the Crystal Palace and restoring the park to its former gloryô.
5
 Proof, if 

proof were needed, that the real world will almost always outstrip the pastôs most 

radical hopes and most daring flights of fancy. If we could take utopian fictionôs 

liberty with time and space, we might say to the Victorians: be careful what you wish 

for. 

 

                                                 
5
 Anon., óCrystal Palace Ã500m Rebuild Plans Unveiledô, BBC News London 

<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-24375547> [accessed 16 November 2013]. 
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óVISUAL EDUCATIONô AS THE ALTERNATIVE MO DE OF LEARNING 

AT THE CRYSTAL PALAC E, SYDENHAM  
 

Grazia Zaffuto 
(Independent Scholar) 

 
Abstract 
The Crystal Palace at Sydenham, erected as a permanent cultural institution following the 

closure of the Great Exhibition of 1851, sought to bring direction to the long-standing 

inadequacies of pedagogy in existing state and philanthropic schools through the 

establishment of its own ónational schoolô. The simple teaching method chosen by the Crystal 

Palace was óvisual educationô, which constituted a form of moral awakening through sight 

rather than words.  This disciplined mode of looking associated solely with the sensual was 

directed towards working-class visitors in need of moral advancement and was completely 

separate from the rational mind. óVisual Educationô at the Crystal Palace was centred around 

the Fine Arts Courts, which were a series of model architectural buildings specifically 

designed to transform the complex historical theory of civilizations into a coherent visual 

illustration of the imperial history of nations. Thus the visual lessons of the Egyptian, 

Assyrian, Greek, Alhambra, Italian, and Pompeian Courts as well as others, were charged 

with moral enlightenment and rules of taste. In this article I argue that the conflicting and 

contradictory interpretations of the Fine Arts Courts in newspapers and periodicals exposed 

the inadequacies of a mode of learning focusing solely on the visual and that the tension 

between the moral lessons and the intellectual responses to óvisual educationô were shaped by 

the complexities of existing class hierarchies. Thus, by looking at commentaries in the press, I 

will show that the aim of educated middle and upper class visitors was not to enter the óvisual 

educationô of the Fine Arts Courts to acquire moral taste, but to mark their own social and 

intellectual advancement.   

 
 
The Crystal Palace at Sydenham highlights the extent to which Victorian society was 

characterised by an alternative mode of learning which interconnected with the 

popularisation of an expanding visual culture but at the same time it also maintained 

its links with a form of learning that embraced the traditional classical ideal. In theory 

óvisual educationô was a legitimate strategy for democratizing art, for making the 

manners, habits and customs of past civilizations, of other worlds, seem less strange 

but in practice the approach reinforced and intensified class divisions. To read the 

commentaries on the óvisual educationô of the Fine Arts Courts at the Crystal Palace 

in the Victorian press is to see that, in fact, there were two competing kinds of 

educational visions. Most strikingly, there is a divide between the óvisual educationô 

for less educated working class visitors, who were expected to engage with the 

artistic beauty of the Courts to conjure sensual and moral feelings. This form of 

pedagogy had firm links to the issue of working-class radicalism.
1
 On the other side 

                                                 
1
 Anon., óThe Opening of the Crystal Palaceô, Art Journal, 6 (1854), pp. 214-15 (p. 215); A.P. 

Donajgrodzki, ed., Social Control in Nineteenth Century Britain (London: Croom Helm, 1977), 
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there was óvisual educationô for an audience presenting themselves as art 

connoisseurs in the pages of the press, who engaged with the Fine Arts Courts on a 

different level. By drawing on academic sources, and applying their intellectual 

understanding of the aesthetic rules of taste, critics were able to judge the historical 

and artistic precision of the Courts and in so doing the press became the primary 

mechanism for establishing the popular view that the Fine Arts Courts were 

condemned to inferior status when compared with the noble qualities of original 

antiquities. However, in a similar way to the Great Exhibition, which initially 

restricted entrance for the working man through costly admission prices, the 

Sydenham Crystal Palace was in no way designed to encourage attendance of the 

working classes who were likely to be working when the Palace was open.
2
 As The 

Times aptly put it, óhitherto, nearly everything designed for the benefit of the 

multitude has, in some way or other, had its advantages absorbed by the classes 

immediately above themô.
3
 The restrictive opening times and high admission prices 

became a mechanism for managing the flow of working class visitors, which in turn 

strongly suggests that óvisual educationô was really intended for a middle class 

grouping eager to shape their own specific forms of social and cultural authority. 
At the close of the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations in 

October 1851, after much deliberation and discussion, a group of entrepreneurs, some 

of whom had been involved in the organisation of the Great Exhibition, set up a 

private venture in order to save the unique iron and glass building from destruction. 

After securing £500,000 the Crystal Palace Company purchased the building from the 

contractors and set about transferring it from its temporary site in Hyde Park to the 

picturesque village of Sydenham in South London during the summer of 1852. The 

Crystal Palace at Sydenham was officially opened on 10 June 1854 in the presence of 

Queen Victoria and Prince Albert. A nationalistic agenda was devised for a 

permanent Crystal Palace based on three fundamental objectives ï óamusement and 

recreation, instruction and commercial utilityô, which together formed a co-ordinated 

social policy strategy.
4
 This strategy of uniting education and entertainment was 

carried forward from the Great Exhibition, as a means of pacifying inter-class 

connections and elevating the minds of the working classes.
5
 In essence this meant 

that the educational and recreational programmes were purposefully designed with a 

view to generate profits for the shareholders and of course to sustain the building on 

an ongoing basis. The social mission which lay at the heart of the Crystal Palaceôs 
                                                                                                                                                                  

p. 23. 
2
 Paul Gurney, óAn Appropriated Space: The Great Exhibition, the Crystal Palace and the Working 

Classô, in The Great Exhibition of 1851: New Interdisciplinary Essays, ed. by Louise Purbrick 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001), pp. 114-45 (p. 119). 
3
 Anon., óThe Crystal Palaceô, The Times (24 July 1854), p. 9. 

4
 Anon., óThe Crystal Palaceô, The Times (12 June 1854), p. 9. 

5
 Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum (London: Routledge, 1995), p. 62; Gurney, óAn 

Appropriated Spaceô, p. 115. 
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existence was both serious and laudable, that is to teach the public the rudiments of 

good taste and design in order to improve the nation's commercial activities, and to 

ward off foreign competition in industry and commerce; and above all, to unite the 

British people in a programme of continuous improvement that served to elevate the 

character of the nation.
6
 But in a similar way to the Great Exhibition, where 

according to Thomas Richards, óthe era of spectacle had begunô, the Crystal Palace 

Company turned almost every display into a spectacle or show at Sydenham to fulfil 

its social mission.
7
 As I will argue, rather than fusing recreation and instruction, the 

educational exhibits became categorised in the minds of visitors as peculiar articles of 

modern consumerism, a world apart from the remote cultures and craftsmanship of 

past civilizations they were designed to represent. This relates to the separate sphere 

of production and consumption, which Guy Debord referred to as a form of 

commodification and which he also termed óspectacleô.
8
 Whilst the educational 

programme at Sydenham comprised both artistic and scientific displays, it was the 

former, as represented by the Fine Arts Courts, which formed the fundamental basis 

of the óvisual educationô programme at the Crystal Palace. 

Benjamin Waterhouse Hawkins, who produced the geological illustrations of 

extinct animals at the Crystal Palace, first referred to the term óvisual educationô 

during a lecture he delivered to the Society of Arts in May 1854. Hawkins attributed 

this intellectual awakening through sight rather than words to the eighteenth century 

Swiss pedagogue, Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi.
9

 This method of learning was 

explored by Pestalozzi through practical experiments in schools, where he concluded 

that the most effective method for children to acquire knowledge was through the act 

of engaging the senses.
10

 This sensory approach to learning was largely untested in 

Britain, but it was regarded as especially suited to the working class because it was 

generally believed that it was part of the working class character to seek óhappiness in 

sensual gratification aloneô.
11

 In his address, Hawkins was optimistic of the intended 

value of óvisual educationô. He said: 

 

The whole of the great scheme now working to completion, known as the 

Crystal Palace, might be properly described as one vast and combined 

experiment of visual education; and I think it would be easy to show that its 

                                                 
6
 Anon., óThe New Crystal Palaceô, The Times (6 August 1852), p. 5. 

7
 Thomas Richards, The Commodity Culture of Victorian England: Advertising and Spectacle, 

1851-1914 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), p. 3. 
8
 Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle (Detroit: Black and Red, 1983), p. 15. 

9
 Waterhouse Hawkins, óOn Visual Education as Applied to Geology: With a Special Reference to 
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educational powers and design constitute its legitimate claims to the support of 

all civilised Europe.
12

 

 

At the Crystal Palace the visual approach to learning took on universal significance, 

as Samuel Laing, Chairman of the Crystal Palace Company, announced at the 

planting of the first column at Sydenham in 1852, that óThe tendency of the age was, 

not to appeal to the faculties by dry abstraction or words, but to appeal to the eyeô.
13

 

After all, the Directors of the Crystal Palace had witnessed the power of spectacle at 

the Great Exhibition, which had attracted an enthusiastic mass audience. Moreover, it 

was all too aware of the visual culture that was being embedded in society through 

the new pictorial magazines and newspapers such as the Penny Magazine (1832-45) 

and (though for a different readership), the Illustrated London News (1842-2003).
14

 

Art spectatorship in particular, as Rachel Teukolosky argues, defined oneôs 

appreciation of taste and culture and for this reason it became a matter of national 

pride and political urgency for all classes.
15

 Kate Flint, too, in her study of Victorian 

visual culture emphasises the widespread fascination with the act of seeing, 

reinforcing the extent to which the human eye became an object of knowledge and 

interest during the nineteenth century.
16

 As well as the focus on óvisual educationô 

the Crystal Palace, itself a gigantic display case, took much pleasure in exhibiting in 

the Stationery Court the new technologies of vision, such as the camera and 

stereoscope, alongside the usual items of stationery ï pens, paper, and envelopes ï to 

reinforce the Crystal Palaceôs tripartite role to provide education and entertainment as 

well as the much sought after shopping experience. This explicit linkage of cultural 

display with scientific and mechanical invention reinforces Jonathan Craryôs 

argument that optical devices in the nineteenth century should be regarded as ópoints 

of intersection where philosophical, scientific, and aesthetic discourses overlap with 

mechanical techniques, institutional requirements, and socioeconomic forcesô.
17

 It is 

these apparatuses, he goes on to argue, that are the outcome of a complex 

reformulation of the observer óinto something calculable and regularizable and of 

human vision into something measurable and thus exchangeableô.
18

 Thus at the 
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Sydenham Crystal Palace, the optical devices on display, particularly the stereoscope, 

were fundamentally regarded as forms of mass entertainment but they also reminded 

visitors that such devices emerged from new empirical research on the physiological 

status of the individual, thus emphasising the dominant status of the observer in the 

acquisition of knowledge. 

 The Crystal Palace building and the glass display cases inside it can together 

be considered as optical devices to draw the eye to the exhibits and the articles for 

sale. This supports Rachel Bowlbyôs argument that the Crystal Palace and the 

Universal Exposition buildings in France closely resembled, in architecture, the more 

everyday óPalaces of consumptionô simply because they made use of glass and 

lighting to create spectacular visual effects to entice potential customers to their 

trade.
19

 Isobel Armstrong goes further in her analysis of urban glass buildings, 

arguing tható[t]he pellucid glass membrane [...] inevitably generated double meanings 

ï the artificial lustre of consumer experience and urban pastoral, the spectacle as 

visual pleasure and reified commodity, economic exploitation and communal 

regenerationô.
20

 Armstrongôs argument is wholly applicable to the Crystal Palace at 

Sydenham. By placing the Fine Arts Courts, the Industrial Courts, and commercial 

stalls inside the glass building, the Crystal Palace Company created quite evidently, 

multiple meanings, alluding specifically to the tensions of being all and at the same 

time a trader, an educator and an entertainment provider. The Athenaeum in 1854 

supported this mass educational mission: óThe age is growing, we hope, too wise for 

the tap-room, and needs a larger playground and different toys. In this great school-

room we shall all be learnersô.
21

 This statement promoted an educational system 

suited for all classes, which contrasted with the inequity and class segregation of 

existing educational provision. 

 óVisual Educationô was introduced by the Crystal Palace Company as a 

feasible solution to the inadequacies of existing pedagogy. In taking into account the 

poor literacy levels amongst the lower classes and criticising the rote learning in 

existing state and philanthropic elementary schools, particularly the  
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Figure 1 Court of Lions, Alhambra Court, Crystal Palace at Sydenham 

 

Grandgrind-like lessons of facts, facts and more facts, which had dimmed the natural 

instinct of observation, the Crystal Palace Company was, in theory, planning to 

introduce a new era that would break with centuries of social segregation by 

proclaiming that the visual and sensual basis of its educational and recreational 

programmes were suited to all classes of people.
22

 It seemed to the Art Journal in 

1856 that as the Fine Arts Courts were presented in a form so simple and attractive, 

they would bring popular appetite and elevated pleasure to all visitors who would be 

eager to profit from their examination.
23

 The hope was that every class could be 

united at the Crystal Palace on equal terms through the óvisual educationô of the Fine 

Arts Courts. 
The primary role of óvisual educationô was to impart high moral lessons to the 

masses specifically through the design and polychromatic effects of the monuments 

and artefacts on display. The Alhambra and the Pompeian Courts at the Crystal 
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Palace were both practical examples of the civilising influences derived from 

polychromy in art. The Alhambra Court was designed by the  
 

 
 

Figure 2  Pompeian Court, Crystal Palace at Sydenham 

architect and designer, Owen Jones, who visited the original Alhambra Palace in 

Granada in 1837 and took drawings and accurate casts of every ornament of 

importance. The interior of the Court of Lions, in the Alhambra Court, was literally 

covered from end to end with rich arabesque work, in coloured stucco, mainly in red, 

blue and gold. The Spectator in 1854 described the effects of the jewel-like colours 

of the Alhambra Court, as conjuring óa mystery full  of repose for wearied eyesô and 

Jones himself said that ó[t]he eye, the intellect, and the affections are everywhere 

satisfiedô.
24

 The colouring of the Pompeian Court at the Crystal Palace, designed by 

the architect Matthew Digby Wyatt, was considered especially important for visitorsô 

moral instruction. The Pompeian Court was designed to the specifications of the 

House of the Tragic Poet in Pompeii, discovered in 1824; and as the Illustrated 

Crystal Palace Gazette  explained in 1853, the gradations of colours found in the 

Pompeian Court, with the deepest at the base of the walls and lighter towards to the 
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upper sections, produced an óagreeable sensation of harmony to the feelings as well 

as the eyeô.
25 

 The colours of the Alhambra and Pompeian Courts were intended to naturally 

appeal to the sensibilities of visitors, to bring their manners to a state of calmness and 

equilibrium and convincing the mind that these were objects of a sacred or ethereal 

nature. 
 This one-to-one connection between the objects and their moral meaning 

however was not a matter of concern for critics and journalists. The Fine Arts Courts 

were largely examined in the press from an art historical perspective and the value of 

acquiring moral lessons through observation was considered almost second nature, as 

something that was inevitable by the very act of looking, as the Builder in 1855 put it: 

óA large number of visitors look up on its contents in a moral point of view, and 

regard it as having some ultimate bearing upon the character of the nationô.
26

 Ruskin, 

on the other hand, made an impassioned appeal to examine works of art from a moral 

perspective which involved the right use of the eye going beyond óordinary sightô and 

seeing ówithin the temple of the heartô.
27

 For this precise reason, Ruskin supported 

the educational mission of the Crystal Palace at Sydenham, where as he put it, 

ócontemplation maybe consistent with rest, and instruction with enjoymentô.
28

 The 

type of óvisual educationô that was generally adopted by journalists and critics in 

examining the Fine Arts Courts involved the eye making a connection between the 

physical form of the object and the literature associated with it. Such application of 

structure, rigour and logic to the visual process emphasised a rational approach to 

learning. Critics implied that this form of engagement should take priority over the 

emotional and sensory approach to óvisual educationô and as such it was a mode of 

learning reserved for the educated upper and middle classes who considered 

themselves exempt from any self-reflective moral learning. 
The Crystal Palace Company issued no formal instruction or guidance on how 

to engage with the óvisual educationô of the Fine Arts Courts. Visitors were left to 

their own devices when it came to engaging the eye and judging the courts by their 

moral content. This unscripted and unaided experience left visitors with the problem 

of interpreting what they saw. In her examination of visual culture Kate Flint has 

shown that the very act of seeing gave rise to questions of reliability of the human 

eye, pointing specifically to the fact that each individual contributes their own 

meaning to an object based on the cultural conventions and values of the individual.
29
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For this precise reason the visual interpretation of the Fine Arts Courts themselves 

became a problematised category and open to conflicting interpretation. Another 

reason for the discord of views concerning the Fine Arts Courts at the Crystal Palace 

is that the Courts and their contents were casts of original monuments, sculpture, 

artefacts and  

 

 
 

Figure 3  Aboo Simbel statues, Crystal Palace at Sydenham 
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Figure 4   Facade of the Assyrian Court, Crystal Palace at Sydenham 

mural decoration. The casts enabled the Directors of the Fine Arts Courts to employ 

very specific techniques to provoke a reaction from visitors. For instance, in the effort 

to popularise the óhigh artô on display, the colours of many of the architectural and 

sculptural embellishment were deliberately overstated, which aroused scathing 

criticism in the press. In taking up this technique, many critics believed that the 

Directors had debased the high-minded principles of óvisual educationô. Lady 

Eastlake, in her role as arbiter of taste, complained that óunder the high-sounding, but 

now even ridiculous name of Polychromy they have introduced an element which 

may be familiar to the sailor in his figure-head, to the mechanic in his tea-garden, and 

to the child of five years old in the  

picture bookô.
30

 This was especially evident in the two Egyptian seated colossi of 

Ramses taken from the ancient temple of Aboo Simbel in Nubia, which were 

reconstructed to the exact size of the originals ï sixty feet high ï and placed in the 

North Transept. 
 Lady Eastlakeôs response to them was critical to the point of abusive: óthat 

barbarity of colour has been superadded to barbarity of formô she wrote, óand tanks to 

polychromy, what was simply grotesque is now unmitigatedly hideousô.
31

 For similar 
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reasons, the colouring of the monuments in the Assyrian Court at the Crystal Palace 

received disapproval from the press. This Court was designed by the architect, James 

Fergusson, with the expert supervision of Austen Henry Layard whose discoveries on 

the banks of the Tigris in 1845 were to form the basis of the plan at Sydenham. 
 In comparing the original human headed winged bulls in the British Museum 

with the reconstructions that guard the entrance to the Assyrian Court at the Crystal 

Palace, there is a huge difference: there are no signs of colour on the originals whilst 

those at Sydenham were decorated with bodies of a brownish-red colour, beards were 

black, head-dresses white and their wings blue and yellow. Overall they had a 

theatrical look about them, arguably more fitting for a childôs picture book or the 

stage set for a popular musical. The Spectator in 1854 made its views very clear: the 

ancient remains of Nineveh in the British Museum excited feelings of a higher order 

because they represented a kind of órefinement and impassive vitalityô whilst the 

copies at Sydenham were characterised by óan aggressive unreposeô which produced 

óa sense of oppression and discomfortô.
32

 According to the critic there was no way 

that these specimens of antiquity could be touched up for modern requirements with 

any satisfactory results.
33 

 The Crystal Palace Company should have been more open and transparent 

about the purpose of the Fine Arts Courts, which were not meant to function as 

substitutes for the authentic objects but as methods of making other civilizations ï 

their art, their homes, their public buildings and everyday utensils ï seem less strange 

and remote. For this reason the Company did not consider it essential to reconstitute a 

past with complete rigour, and scientific truth on the basis that as long as their 

arrangement within the Crystal Palace exemplified a continuous story of civilization, 

one that hung together and unfolded, they were fulfilling the fundamental 

requirements of óvisual educationô. The Fine Arts Courts were laid out on two sides 

of the Crystal Palace. On the north east side of the building visitors would commence 

their education with the Egyptian Court, as the story of civilization began with the art 

of the pyramids, temples and tombs of the great Pharaohs. From the Egyptian Court, 

visitors would then move on to the Greek Court, with its more natural and realistic 

forms of architecture, sculpture and decorated pottery. Next in the arrangement was 

the Roman Court where visitors were introduced to models of the Pantheon, Forum 

and the Coliseum as well as the triumphal columns and arches of the emperors. The 

story of the ancients finished with the Alhambra Court. Then on the south-west side 

of the Crystal Palace, directly opposite these ancient Courts, visitors would resume 

their óvisual educationô with the Byzantine Court. According to the Hand Book, the 

Byzantine Court took up this ópeculiar positionô because it represented the transition 

from classical to gothic, with its emphasis on traditional sacred symbols, it was 
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logically overtaken by the gothic as represented by the Mediaeval Court, then on to 

the Renaissance Court and ending the entire sequence with the Italian Court.
34 

Critics and journalists considered the advantages and disadvantages of placing 

the Fine Arts Courts within a specific chronological narrative, and in short this 

attempt to distil the history of civilization was to many critics little short of an 

outrage. As one contemporary critic pointed out: 

 

Why have we no sample of Mexican art? Why none of Chinese, Hindu, or 

Japanese? Why no Russian modifications of Byzantine? Why no mosque or 

mausoleum, in addition to the Alhambra Court? More than half of mankind are 

unrepresented.
35

 

 
The space of representation at the Crystal Palace was formed in the context of 

disciplinary knowledge, which reflected a particular ideological view. Mexican, 

Chinese, Hindu and Japanese civilizations were representatives of óalienô cultures that 

did not fit into the ómaster narrativeô of Western imperial history.
36

 The Assyrian and 

Pompeian Courts, which also formed part of the Crystal Palaceôs educational 

programme, were placed outside the sequence for a very specific reason: the Crystal 

Palace Directors were able to emphasise Britainôs triumphant archaeological 

discoveries for visual contemplation and study, without complicating the ómaster 

narrativeô of historical progress. In other words the past of Assyria and Pompeii did 

not form part of the official history of civilizations, because experts were yet to agree 

that their history was worthy of preservation. According to the Sydenham Crystal 

Palace Expositor in 1854 the inaccuracy of the fixed arrangement had serious 

consequences for visitors. As it explained: 

 

Even the most learned among us are still disputing about ancient dynasties and 

ancient races; nor do they agree about the chronology of empires that have 

disappeared. These matters are, and will remain, mysteries to the millions; and 

when the first emotions of wonder are satisfied by a view of the monuments of 

antiquity, they will cease to be attractive, because they will not be 

understood.
37

 

 

The Builder in 1855 reached a similar conclusion by pointing out that, once visitors 

with some textual knowledge had satisfied their curiosity, there would be no 
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incentive to return to the Courts for a thorough examination because óthe courts, as a 

whole [...] seem to have been placed where they are by mere accidentô.
38

 This forced 

the critic to conclude that óthe arrangement of so many beautiful objects is managed 

so as to astonish rather than educate, perplex rather than defineô.
39

 

 Such responses to the Fine Arts Courts in the press are a sign of the lack of 

faith in a solely visual method of education. Critics and journalists were not the only 

ones who were confused. The observation made by the Crystal Palace Herald in 

1854 proves that general visitors were unable to make associations with the Fine Arts 

Courts as it wrote, óon every side you will hear the popular voices exclaim, óñItôs all 

very pretty, and must have cost a sight of money, and we should like it very well if 

we could understand itòô.
40

 The Court which really captured the popular imagination 

and was understood by visitors was the Pompeian Court. The reason that visitors 

were able to associate with this Court was not so much that it contained magnificent 

examples of art, but that as a whole, it represented a familiar object ï a house. The 

plan of the Pompeian Court in George Scharfôs handbook, entitled The Pompeian 

Court, made clear to its readers that the building was laid out to give an impression of 

a habitation of the time. The Illustrated London News in 1854 commented that it was 

óso real in appearance that one might almost fancy oneself in a home of our own 

dayô.
41

 Some visitors would have associated with the Pompeian Court because they 

were familiar with William Gellôs book Pompeiana (1832), which focused 

extensively on the House of the Tragic Poet, and visitors acquainted with Edward 

Bulwer Lyttonôs magical novel, The Last Days of Pompeii (1834) would also have 

recognised Lyttonôs influence over the design of the Pompeian Court.
42

 As S.J. Hales 

rightly points out, these texts gave the Pompeian Court a useful contextual narrative 

but even if one had not made their acquaintance, visitors would have known the 

purpose and function of each room ï atrium, peristyle, triclinium, cabicula and so 

forth ï by the simple act of looking.
43

 The Pompeian Court was aptly situated in the 

south transept, close to the Industrial Courts, where visitors could examine the style 

of each room and consider applying the luxurious design elements of this respectable 

classical dwelling to their own homes. Ready to turn the idea into a reality was the 

manufacturer, R. Horne, who just a stones-throw away in the Furniture Court, was 
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selling óPompeian and other panelled decorationsô, making consumers believe that 

this other world could be recreated and was in a very real sense linked with their 

own.
44

 The Furniture and Pompeian Courts enabled visitors to unite with 

considerable ease, the modern pursuit of óconsumerismô with the rudiments of 

ócultureô. This successful union of ócommerceô and ócultureô was in effect the essence 

of óvisual educationô, where remote past civilizations could be remoulded and 

traditional classical learning could be reformulated to meet modern requirements. 

However, such shared visual references do not detract from the general 

difficulty and multiple ways of interpreting art through visual methods and for this 

reason, the Crystal Palace at Sydenham can be regarded as ócultural battlefieldô, a 

term coined by Jeffrey Auerbach in his study of the Great Exhibition.
45

 Auerbach 

argues that the displays at the Great Exhibition were purposefully selected and laid 

out to encourage visitors to consider an industrialized market society that 

promulgated notions of manufacturing innovation and artistic taste, as he puts it, óa 

society built on both commerce and cultureô.
46

 However, despite the best efforts of 

the organisers, it became very clear that visitors had their own agendas and that in the 

end, the Great Exhibition became quite simply a commercial event.
47

 Similarly, the 

Crystal Palace Company introduced óvisual educationô at the Sydenham Crystal 

Palace in order to encourage visitors to think actively about the union of commerce 

and culture; but it soon became evident that this was never going to be achieved as 

visitorsô reactions to the novelty of the Courts did not go hand-in-hand with the 

serious instruction in ancient and remote civilizations through observation of original 

artefacts and reading of authoritative texts. 
In issuing handbooks to the Courts, the Crystal Palace Company admitted that 

it was difficult to obtain any kind of meaningful instruction by simply looking at the 

objects on display. The handbooks were intended to provide the essential context that 

brought the Courts and their contents to life. Indeed, Samuel Laing revealed that 

óvisual educationô was intended to be a two-stage process: firstly to draw visitorsô 

curiosity and interest through the senses; and secondly to develop their knowledge 

through reading. As he explained: 

 

the veil once raised they [the visitors] will be disposed to extend their inquiries, 

and enlarge their spheres of knowledge by reading and criticism; and this is 

one of the educational forms under which the utility of the Crystal Palace may 

be demonstrated; for had not these objects been palpably represented to the 

                                                 
44

 Samuel Philips, Guide to the Crystal Palace and Park (London: Bradbury & Evans, 1854), p. 

167. 
45

 Jeffrey A. Auerbach, The Great Exhibition of 1851: A Nation on Display (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1999), p. 5. 
46

 Auerbach, The Great Exhibition of 1851, pp. 94, 97. 
47

 Auerbach, The Great Exhibition of 1851, pp. 108-9. 



Grazia Zaffuto  

Victorian Network Volume 5, Number 1 (Summer 2013) 

23 

senses, they would have remained unknown to the millions who have neither 

the leisure nor the opportunity to pursue historical and scientific works, and 

who want a friendly guide to conduct them to the portals of the temple of 

knowledge.
48

 

 

The handbooks to the Crystal Palace were therefore intended to help visitors bring 

comprehensible order to the Courts. Whilst the authors of the handbooks ï Samuel 

Philips, J.B Waring, Austen Henry Layard, George Scharf and others ï were all 

dedicated and accomplished scholars in their own right, they did not fully appreciated 

the value of writing clearly and interestingly for a general audience. There are many 

examples in the handbooks and guides of passages made up of specialist language 

which would have failed to enlighten even the most avid reader, and Charles Dickens 

himself found them, as he put it, óa sufficiently flatulent botheration in themselvesô.
49

 

In essence, the handbooks and guides failed to efficiently explain what to look at and 

how to look at it and to translate the visual into the verbal, which meant that the 

authors were assuming a certain amount of preconceived knowledge amongst their 

readers, one that prevented them from fully engaging their visual faculties. 

 The Fine Arts Courts failed to evoke any kind of passionate interest and their 

failure can, to a large extent, be attributed to the criticisms in the press. The blend of 

art historical accuracy and artistic fantasy disturbed many critics and consequently 

their reviews of the Fine Arts Courts failed to delight a public who expressed a 

greater desire to view original artefacts in their mutilated and ravaged state at the 

museums in and around London. Owen Jones in particular was utterly convinced of 

the value of his own artistic interpretations; this is particularly evident in his essay 

titled An Apology for the Colouring of the Greek Court (1854) which was bound and 

sold along with the other handbooks to the Courts. In his Apology Jones asserted that 

the colouring of the Parthenon frieze in the Greek Court had resulted from his 

profound and extended study of respected authorities, in particular the writings of 

G.H. Lewes, W. Watkiss Lloyd and Professor Gottfried Semper, also taking extracts 

from the Elgin Marbles committee of 1836 as well as extracts from the Institute of 

British Architects report of 1842.
50

 Jones took a traditional academic stance in order 

to convince his readers of the value of his own artistic interpretations and the fact that 

he published his paper in the form of a handbook signifies that his approach and the 

debate surrounding it were not simply confined to academics and connoisseurs of art. 

But Jonesôs Apology did not openly urge the public to look at the reconstructed 

Parthenon frieze and examine all sides of the argument. One can even go so far as to 
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say that Jonesôs Apology was no apology at all since he refused to acknowledge the 

inherent difficulties of depicting the mysteries of the ancient past. What emerges 

clearly from my examination of the Fine Arts Courts is that the representation of past 

civilizations, of other worlds, was deliberately contrived to compel visitors into a new 

way of seeing in order to awaken the desire for further inquiry. As Ruskin opined, 

óhow many intellects, once dormant, may be roused into activity [...] and how these 

noble results may go on multiplying and increasing and bearing fruit seventy times 

seven-fold, as the nation pursues its careerô.
51

 But the handbooks and especially the 

countless responses to the Fine Arts Courts in the press revealed a very different 

approach to óvisual educationô, one that did not encourage the act of seeing but was 

instead focused for the most part on providing art historical interpretation to cultural 

worlds that one needed specialist knowledge to enter. For authors, journalists and 

critics alike, engagement with the handbooks and the objects on display were used to 

confirm the social class to which they belonged, or to which they strived to belong. 

Art criticism, as Teukolosky rightly argues, ócan be seen as both a product of and 

reaction against the new kinds of visual culture invented in the nineteenth centuryô, 

which was, as we have seen, particularly evident at the Crystal Palace.
52

 In short, the 

authors of the handbooks and the art critics in the press paid no attention to teaching 

the public how to visually engage with the works of art on display but were instead 

concerned with reinforcing their own contributions to historical and contemporary 

debates. Thus on the one hand, óvisual educationô served as a facile means of 

becoming acquainted with lost civilizations but on the other, the responses to the Fine 

Arts Courts in journals and newspapers exposed that óvisual educationô at the Crystal 

Palace provided a false encounter with the past and this tension in itself became 

embedded in the wider conflict of competing class values. As a consequence of this 

tension, the Courts were, according to Lady Eastlake, ósimply a puzzle to the ignorant 

and a torture to the enlightenedô.
53 
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óTHE WORLD WAS VERY BUSY NOW, IN SOOTH, AND HAD A LOT TO 

SAYô: DICKENS, CHINA AND CHINESE COMMODITIES IN DOMBEY 

AND SON 

 

Hannah Lewis-Bill  

(University of Exeter) 
 

Abstract 

Dickensôs interest in transnational locales is evident throughout his oeuvre. Whilst his 

journalism is highly critical of some of these locales, Dickensôs novels offer a more nuanced 

perspective. This article addresses Dickensôs representation of China and of Chinese 

commodities, primarily tea but also silk and chinaware. It asks how Dickens uses these 

commodities, as well as ideas and terms relating to commercial trade, to explore the 

relationship between China and Britain. Focusing in particular on Dombey and Son, I show 

that transnational value is defined for the British readership in commodity terms in the novel, 

and I reflect more broadly on what this commercial value offers to the social fabric of 

nineteenth-century Britain and contemporary understandings of Britishness. 

 

The passage around the globe is still a fetishized idea: visiting new countries and 

exploring new cultures continue to hold value in terms of personal, cultural and, 

indeed, social growth. Throughout his novels and journalism, Dickens defines his 

own cultural identity ï and that of is readers ï by drawing on a cultural frame of 

reference that goes far beyond Britain in order to shape an understanding of the 

increasing connections that were made in trading terms between Britain and other 

countries. Dombey and Son, which appeared in nineteen serialised parts between 1 

October 1846 and 1 April 1848, reveals an interest in a new form of transnationalism, 

which, due to advances in transport, trade and commerce contracted global distances. 

Interest in China and tea is well documented throughout the nineteenth century, 

and China can be seen to play an increasingly important role in commodity terms in 

British life. Dickensôs contemporaries were keenly interested in China and Chinese 

trade. A search of nineteenth-century British newspapers such as the Observer and the 

Guardian on Proquest generates more than 17,208 articles, published between 1812 

and 1870, that relate to tea and China. In 1846, when Dickens started publishing 

Dombey and Son, the Observer and the Guardian published more than 843 articles 

relating to Chinese tea; this was an increase of more than 113 articles over the 

previous two years. This is indicative of a growing interest in China and its trading 

output, an interest that is also present in Dickensôs oeuvre where references to both 

the locale and the commodities of China reveal an awareness and engagement with 

this nation. Dickensôs curiosity about China and Chinese commodities was probably 

increased by British-Chinese trading links, by Dickensôs anxiety about the 

ramifications of trade after the first Opium war of 1839-42, as well as by the 

European revolutions which occurred in 1848 when Dickens was nearing completion 

of his novel. In the years following the publication of Dombey and Son, articles were 
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published in Dickensôs magazines Household Words, Household Words Narrative and 

All the Year Round with titles such as óChinese Competitive Examinationsô, óColonies 

and Dependenciesô, óUp and Down Cantonô, óThe Great Exhibition and the Little 

Oneô, óChina with a Flaw in itô and óNew Yearôs Day in Chinaô to name but a few.
1
 

Whilst not all of these articles were authored by Dickens, his intense editorial control 

of his magazines means that we can trust these articles to have been sanctioned by 

him for publication in his journals.
2
 This interest in China and tea can be traced 

throughout the whole of Dickensôs oeuvre but it is particularly conspicuous ï and 

particularly significant for my own reading ï in his novels which reveal that there 

was an increasing sense of unease about commodity trade with China. My article 

focuses on Dickensôs fiction ï rather than his journalism ï as it is here, I argue, that 

Dickensôs depiction of trade allows for a reading of cultural and social attitudes 

towards China that can be explored through the representation of commodities such 

as tea. 

Prior to the nineteenth century China had been viewed as a highly developed 

country and one that was, in many ways, far more developed than European 

countries. As Roy Porter has noted, in the eighteenth century and óat variance with 

Foucaultôs stress on discipline, surveillance and control, much enlightened thinking 

was directed towards dissent and disestablishment, was about dismantling ñthe thingò 

ï or doing your own thingô.
3
 This liberality of thought did not continue in the 

nineteenth century, and this can be particularly noted with regard to China. As Susan 

Shoenbauer Thurin asserts: óA dominant view of China during the second half of the 

nineteenth century was of a decaying culture deserving to be reconstructed with 

Western valuesô.
4
 By imaginatively óreconstructingô China, the British were able to 

create a cultural picture of this other country that fulfil led a very clear social function. 

Dickens does not present an enlightened view of China, indeed he frequently 

commodifies China and uses the commodities the nation produces in order to define 

its culture. It is through the discussion of these commodities that Dickens pictures the 

                                                 
1
 Anon., óChinese Competitive Examinationsô, All the Year Round, 12 (17 December 1864), pp. 

445-53; Anon. óColonies and Dependenciesô, Household Narrative (January 1850), pp. 17-19; 

Anon., óUp and Down Cantonô, All the Year Round, 14 (29 July 1865), pp. 16-19; [Charles 

Dickens and Richard H. Horne], óThe Great Exhibition and the Little Oneô, Household Words, 3 

(5 July 1851), pp. 356-60; [Henry Morley], óChina with a Flaw in itô, Household Words, 5 (3 July 

1852), pp. 368-74; [Charles Dickens], óNew Yearôs Day in Chinaô, Household Words, 19 (12 

February 1859), pp. 258-60. 
2
 Important work has been undertaken on commodity culture in Household Words. See Catherine 

Waters, Commodity Culture in Household Words: The Social Life of Goods (Farnham: Ashgate, 

2008). 
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 Roy Porter, Enlightenment: Britain and the Creation of the Modern World (London: Penguin, 

2000), p. 482. 
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threat that China allegedly posed due to its desirable commodities. By including tea 

in this way, Dickens raises important questions about Britainôs increasing commercial 

dependence on China and about the influence this has on British identity. Shanyn 

Fiske acknowledges that óChina could neither be homogeneously absorbed into nor 

excluded from Englandôs imperial identityô.
5
 This inability to be either absorbed or 

excluded is central to a Dickensian sense of the world beyond Britain. Britain needed 

China to maintain its exoticism in order for its produce to be fetishized and this could 

only be achieved by homogenizing the culture of this vast country. By ensuring that 

China was defined by a set of commodities, its broader societal importance could be 

limited. As Fiske continues to assert: 

 

The study of Sino-British relations in nineteenth-century England provides a 

vital component in the understanding and reinvention of this relationship not 

only because it forces us to confront the sources of stereotypes and ineffectual 

categories that persist in limiting current relations but because it offers the 

possibility of rediscovering productive models of ideological exchange and 

cross-cultural dialog.
6
 

 

Fiskeôs argument helps to form a cultural dialectic which acknowledges the 

importance of paying attention to the representation of commodities from 

transnational locales. For the purposes of this article Dickens is the primary focus 

and, whilst Fiske is speaking more broadly about nineteenth-century concepts, the 

theoretical framework she develops is a valuable one. Fiske recognises that through 

the process of reinvention one is forced to confront stereotyped cultural images. This 

cross-cultural dialogue provides a compelling means of engaging with Dickensian 

depictions of China and tea, and it prompts us to investigate how Dickens links his 

portrayal of foreign commodities to his exploration of both Chinese and British 

identity. 

 

 

Geography, Transport and Time: Chinaôs Place in Dombey and Son 

 

The movement of sailors and tradesmen around the world and the introduction of 

foreign commodities into British culture enabled commodity travel, if not physical 

travel, and Dickens reveals an increasing awareness of the world beyond Britain ï a 

world that was shaped in commodity terms. As Arjun Appadurai has suggested, óit is 

in the fertile ground of deterritorialization, in which money, commodities, and 

                                                 
5
 Shanyn Fiske, óOrientalism Reconsidered: China and the Chinese in Nineteenth-Century 

Literature and Victorian Studiesô, Literature Compass, 8 (2011), pp. 214-26 (p. 218). 

<http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1741-4113.2011.00788.x /full>. 
6
 Fiske, óOrientalism Reconsideredô, p. 223. 
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persons are involved in ceaselessly chasing each other around the world, that the 

mediascapes and ideoscapes of the modern world find their fractures and fragmented 

counterpartô.
7
 The imagined fragmentation of territories has the paradoxical double 

effect of giving rise to a sense of interconnectedness as well as disconnectedness, and 

both notions contribute to the culturally fabricated meanings of nationality and 

nationhood. Appaduariôs choice of the verb óchasingô has a somewhat predatory 

inflection and in fact this predatory inflection captures the nature of nineteenth-

century Britainôs trade abroad, which privileged the rights of the homeland Britain 

over the transnational óOtherô of China. Dombey and Son discusses British trade in 

these terms, but it is also possible to find in the novel what Appadurai calls ófractured 

counterpartsô ï aspects that forge connections between the process of Othering and 

British identity. 

Dickensôs interest in transnational locales such as China, India and Africa is 

evident throughout his oeuvre and it is apparent that there is a fascination on both the 

part of the author and on the part of his readers, whose delving into Dickensôs 

fictional worlds allowed them to travel imaginatively to foreign countries. Whilst 

Dickens limited his physical travels to Europe, America and North America, he sent 

his sons further afield: Charlie to Australia, Walter to India and Alfred to China. It is 

interesting to reflect on this sending away: whilst Dickens himself did not travel to 

these shores, members of his family did. This travelling by proxy mirrors that of the 

reader who, by reading Dickensôs works, goes on mental journey to these lands. 

Dickens not only conceptualised these unknown worlds for his readership, he did so 

for himself. Whilst much of Dickensôs journalism relating to China points to a 

negative portrayal of this land his novels, due in part to their length, enable a far more 

nuanced reading of foreign countries. As Sabine Clemm has noted with reference to 

Charles Dickensôs and Richard Horneôs article óFrom the Great Exhibition to the 

Little Oneô, published in Household Words on 5 July 1851, the Chinese were 

ósummarily and stereotypically ridiculed as stagnant, superstitious, pompous, 

ignorant, despotic, dirty, starved, pigtailed and parochialô.
8
 This highlights explicitly 

what I would state to be the central difference between Dickensôs approach to China 

in his journalism and in the novels. Whilst Dickens in Dombey and Son and  other 

novels includes commodity and place references to China, he rarely comments on 

Chinese people or their physical characteristics. In his journalism, however, he 

frequently references these latter aspects which clearly identifies a functional 

difference between his methodologies in the two modes of publication and serves to 

underscore the important role that commodities, such as tea, play in establishing 

cultural reference points and markers of Chinese influence on British culture in the 
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novel. 

Whilst Dombey and Son identifies key Chinese commodities and their infinite 

interest to the nineteenth-century consumer, they are used as cultural markers and, as 

such, they become representative ï be this accurate or inaccurate ï of the locale.  

Jeff Nunokawa considers this in terms of advertisement and suggests that 

[i] n a book like Dombey and Son, the commodity form doesnôt need the agency 

of advertising to make itself known; its native talents are their own publicity. 

According to the view of the Dickens novel, the commodity is not merely 

advertised or exhibited; it is itself already advertisement and exhibition.
9
 

 

This is a highly productive way of considering the commodities produced by China in 

Dombey and Son. Whilst Nunokawaôs reading of commodities in Dombey and Son 

considers these in domestic terms and in relation to personal property, my reading of 

the novel considers the commodities in trading terms and foregrounds the effect they 

have on British identity. Nunokawaôs discussion of commodities in terms of 

óadvertisementô and óexhibitionô is fruitful for my own approach to the novel. If the 

commodities are able to facilitate an advertisement of the locale independently then 

their inclusion in the novel becomes even more highly charged. The placement of tea 

in the narrative can, therefore, be read as a way of shaping cultural awareness and 

emphasising the power and influence of foreign locales, such as China, on Britain and 

Britishness. This also engenders questions about the stability of British identity and 

the influence of other cultures that have the potential to modify traditional cultural 

and social mores. This highlights the potential threat that can be read into the 

representation of China in the novel. 

Both Dombey and Son and Dickensôs journalism are interested in the idea of 

discrete cultural and national identities, but they also acknowledge a sense of global 

interconnectedness which, due to advances in transport, brought a large world ever 

nearer. There is also, significantly, a recognition of the ramifications of this: Dickens 

explores in what ways such interconnectedness and ever-increasing dependence on 

foreign commodities and trading nations might present a danger to British cultural 

identity. Whilst Dickens recognises the advantages of these relationships ï although 

primarily for the British public rather than for the Chinese ï he also recognises the 

reciprocity of the relationship where, in commodity terms, these transnational locales 

were needed by the British consumers to fulfil their commercial desires. In this sense, 

the Other worlds that Dickens writes of can be perceived as being less dependent on 

Britain and instead as more inter-dependent. This, I would argue, reveals Dickensôs 

anxiety about an increasing dependence on Chinese commodities ï an anxiety that 

suggests more broadly a fear of a cultural dependence. Here, Benedict Andersonôs 

work, most notably his study Imagined Communities, is helpful. Anderson thinks of 
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these óimagined communitiesô not only in terms of a cultural community but also as 

óan imagined political community ï and imagined as both inherently limited and 

sovereignô.
10

 When applying this concept to Dickensôs work, it is clear that his 

concern with British national identity was not simply a cultural concern but a political 

one too, in part due to anxieties about the Empireôs future success but, in equal 

measure, due to a political awareness that dependence and co-dependence came from 

these commodity transactions which, it was believed, could be controlled through 

taxation. 

Elaine Freedgood identifies the ways in which the Victorian novel featured 

objects and things, and the significant role they played in acting as cultural signifiers: 

The Victorian novel describes, catalogues, quantifies, and in general showers 

us with things: post chaises, handkerchiefs, moonstones, wills, riding crops, 

ships, instruments of all kinds, dresses of muslin, merino and silk, coffee, 

claret, cutlery ï cavalcades of objects threaten to crowd the narrative right off 

the page.
11

 

 

Freedgoodôs argument prompts us to consider how objects ï such as Chinese tea in 

Dombey and Son ï can become cultural signifiers and barometers. 

Ideas about globalisation are also central to this analysis and as Tope Omoniyi 

has stated: óWhereas colonisation invokes a binary relationship between the 

colonisers and the colonised, globalization operates within a wider, more complex 

network of relationships of power and capital distribution; including linguistic and 

language power and capitalô.
12

This distinction between the term coloniser and the 

more expansive term globalisation acknowledges the importance of the ónetwork of 

relationshipsô.
13

 Whilst the nineteenth-century relationship between Britain and 

China was fraught, in terms of power and capital, the relationship is productive as it 

privileges the value of commodities in establishing a transnational consciousness. 

Dickensôs representation of a global network of commodities contributes to this 

transnational consciousness: these commodities do not form a basis of global balance 

or equality but instead serve to support the idea of a method of engaging with spaces 

in terms of their trading output which is separate from their cultural heritage. This 

notion is reinforced when Dickens describes the scenes by the London docks where: 

 

Just around the corner stood the rich East India House, teeming with 
                                                 
10

 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism (New York: Verso, 1991), p. 15. 
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suggestions of precious snuffs and stones, tigers, elephants, howdahs, hookahs, 

umbrellas, palm trees, palanquins, and gorgeous princes of a brown 

complexion sitting on carpets with their slippers very much turned up at the 

toes. Anywhere in the immediate vicinity there might be seen pictures of ships 

speeding away to all parts of the world; outfitting warehouses ready to pack off 

anybody anywhere, fully equipped in half an hour; and little timber 

midshipmen in obsolete naval uniforms, eternally employed outside the shop 

doors of nautical instrument makers in taking observations of the hackney 

coaches.
14

 

 

This cornucopia of objects is striking; the origin of the objects is clear ï the East ï 

but in Orientalist terms as established by Edward Said,
15

 it is the Otherness of 

peoples and objects that is being held in tension here. The fact that the East India 

House is óteeming with suggestionsô indicates that the docks are a hive of activity and 

trade is playing a central role ï yet these are just hints and suggestions, they are not 

necessarily the reality. A wide range of exotic objects is referenced which conform to 

stereotypes about transnational locales such as India or Africa. There is a sense of a 

cataloguing of commodities and this cataloguing of a countryôs produce syncretises 

with the soon-to-be-organised Great Exhibition of 1851, a mere three years after the 

novelôs publication. It is apparent that in commodity and trading terms, global spaces 

are contracting and there is an increasing engagement with the worldôs commodities 

at the London docks. There is a great sense of potential movement created in the 

passage; the ópicturesô of the ships, described as óspeedingô, add to the sense of a 

world connecting rapidly and the network of the seas is the initial focal point and yet, 

as they are pictorial, they are static. 

The Hackney coaches passing by the river are watched by the wooden 

midshipmen; there is at once the sense of the eternal action of the city, and the arrival 

of objects reflects this, yet this rushing by seems to be problematic for Dickens. This 

is a world, as well as a nation, on the move. There is no sense of stasis apart from that 

which is artificially introduced and the ramifications of such progress are addressed 

by Dickens in commodity terms as a challenge to British independence. As Juliet 

John has stated, óa new structure of literary communication [é] a far more powerful 

structure of communication than any political movement could contemplateô was 

being developed.
16

 It is within this structure, I would suggest, that Dickensôs 

literature enabled exotic locations to be conceived, conceptualised and made part of 

the national psyche whilst recognising the inter-dependence that was being developed 

between these nations and Britain. As John Plotz posits: 
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