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ABSTRACT 

 

The relationship between the London fog and nineteenth-century London can be 

understood as both actual and symbolic. Both types of understanding inform, play 

between, and are embedded in popular and scholarly knowledge. As such, London fog 

can be acknowledged as a defining characteristic, indeed, a symbol of nineteenth-

century London. What is not often acknowledged, and has until now gone relatively 

unexamined in art historical scholarship, is the presence of empire in this actual and 

symbolic relationship. The intention of this thesis, then, is to identify, explore, analyse, 

and define the actual and symbolic connections between the idea and practice of empire 

and the foggy atmosphere of nineteenth-century London in order to extend the 

parameters of art historical scholarly discussion in this field. This is undertaken through 

a thematic focus on a range of imperial symbolism conveyed by the London fog (and 

other related atmospheric conditions such as mist, smoke, steam and smog) as it appears 

in a selection of nineteenth-century artworks, mostly of imperial London, as well as 

other sites of empire.   

Fog, in any of its various guises or associated modes, is a capricious entity, difficult to 

understand, describe, predict, or control. Such material, behavioural and conceptual 

slipperiness affords fog a supple and generous capacity for symbolic meaning and 

practice. In this thesis, capricious fog is identified as an accommodating, wide-ranging 

symbol of nineteenth-century empire, and revealed as operating on a variety of levels in 

the art works examined. For example, I propose that in some works, smoke, a man-

made variety of fog which billowed out of nineteenth-century British factory chimneys, 

sometimes functions as a simple sign of imperial production. In other works, I contend 

that in the form of the complex, engulfing London fog, which colonised space, 

spreading ever outwards from the imperial heart, fog works on a higher symbolic level 

as a convincing metaphor for the expansion of empire. Fog’s various characteristics and 

behaviours—especially its ability to concentrate and expand, to explore and colonise, to 

conceal and reveal, to homogenise and transform, to transgress and transcend, and to 

build, blight and beautify—exhibit degrees of correspondence with the characteristics 

and behaviours of an, at times, equally capricious empire. Such correspondence 

strengthens fog’s efficacy as an apposite symbol of empire. 
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Nineteenth-century artistic representations of London’s foggy atmosphere are a 

relatively untapped treasure-trove of symbolic imperial meaning. The works selected for 

examination here are drawn, not just from high art, but from a variety of materials 

including for example popular newspapers, books, maps, advertisements, guidebooks, 

and even a childrens’ board game. There is also copious use of literary sources. Each of 

the materials engages with a particular theme examined in this study. Sometimes a 

certain image (visual or literary) may connect with several themes enabling cross-genre 

examination All describe, reveal, contribute to, and may, I reason, sometimes even 

originate, meanings of empire through their symbolic use of fog and its related 

conditions in their visions of London and other imperial sites.  

This thesis interprets fog’s meaning in nineteenth-century imagery in ways which lie 

outside its general, established art historical interpretation. Traditionally read as a sign 

of season, climate, time, place, mood, mystery, or distance, this thesis uniquely works to 

establish a strong argument for fog (and its atmospheric relations) as a symbol of 

empire. Thus, the thesis proposes that in nineteenth-century artistic representations of 

London and other imperial sites, fog is a flexible and effective signifier of a diversity of 

imperial meanings extending variously, though not exclusively, through notions of 

power, concentration and expansion, centre and periphery, exploration and discovery, 

the civilised and the savage, religion, faith and God, knowledge, production, aesthetics 

and spectacle. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Thesis focus  
 
This thesis derives from my interest in fog, steam, mist, and smoke as materials for 

making art. As an artist, I had been using smoke, steam and mist in my installations and 

photographic work for some time. This led me to research, not only the materiality of 

such atmospheric conditions, and their potential meanings, but also to look at how they 

are being used, and have previously been used, by other artists. My early research, 

through reading and art practice, eventually led me to nineteenth-century London, the 

heart of the British Empire, and arguably the foggiest, smokiest, smoggiest, mistiest, 

most atmospherically unique time and place ever known to Western artists. I became 

interested in the many nineteenth-century contemporary paintings of the smog-

smothered imperial city. In turn, I also discovered the smoke-fed fogs in other artistic, 

and even literary, representations of imperial London such as popular engravings, book 

illustrations, photographs, cartoons, guidebooks, board games, books, poems, and 

personal accounts. 

 
This thesis primarily asks whether there is a symbolic relationship between fog1

 

 and 

empire in the nineteenth-century artistic reproduction of London. In other words, I look 

at what symbolic connections can be identified between such atmospheric conditions 

and empire, why they might exist, how they operate and are manifest, where they are 

evident, and what conditions accompany them in nineteenth-century art. The study 

explores what all this might mean for fog, London, and empire in the art of the 

nineteenth century. 

While fog and empire are sometimes drawn together in the literature and art of 

nineteenth-century Britain, what has been written about the connection tends to be 

underdeveloped and fragmented, ad hoc and uncontested, an aside to other more 

‘important’ ideas, more about the fog than empire, or vice versa. There has been no 

thorough, focussed or developed account across art (or literature) of what I contend is a 

                                                             
1 From this point on, the term ‘fog’ is generally used as the collective term for all the atmospheric 
conditions of Imperial London, and to an extent of other parts of empire, although at times other terms, 
such as smoke and steam, are used where the atmospheric condition is distinct. A thorough defence of this 
strategy is provided in the definition of key terms later in this introduction. 
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long, deep, and broad symbolic relationship between fog and empire. This research 

attempts to address this problem.  

What also needs re-thinking in this area is the acceptance and dominance of the already 

established ways of representing and symbolising empire. Usually it is, for example, 

diagrammatically represented through mapping, architecturally embodied in 

monumental buildings, personified through the Monarchy, and conceptualised through 

symbols such as light. It can be argued that reliance on, and repetition of, such 

traditional symbolism, limits opportunities for other symbolic understandings of 

empire.2

The overarching research questions of this thesis ask, how does fog function as a 

symbol of empire in nineteenth-century representations of London, and what meanings 

are made through this relationship? The narrower research questions that derive from 

this statement are: Can the evidence be used to form a coherent thesis? Do the various 

practices of empire, such as exploration, colonisation, religion, civilisation, science, 

industry or aesthetics, interact with the imperial symbolism of fog in similar ways, or 

are there differences between them?  

 Similarly, another issue that this thesis seeks to address is the narrow symbolic 

role that has regularly been assigned to misty atmospheric conditions, such as fog, in 

visual culture. Often seen as representative of climate, time of day, distance, seasons, 

and mood, fog’s symbolic capacity is limited and consequently rather diminished. The 

thesis attends to this problem by investigating an alternative, higher order, 

understanding of the symbolic capacity of fog to represent empire in art that is as 

variable and elusive as the various forms of fog itself. 

My argument is that in selected nineteenth-century artistic representations of London, 

and other imperial sites, fog operates as a symbol of empire in varying degrees from a 

simple sign to a complex metaphor. I further argue that if fog is a symbol of empire, and 

empire is most concentrated in nineteenth-century London, the heart of the empire, then 

fog should be equally concentrated there too, and represented as such in relevant 

images. And so, I also propose that in selected images fog is a symbol of nineteenth-

century imperial London in particular, and of nineteenth-century empire in general. In 

fact the relationship between the microcosm and the macrocosm is crucial where fog 

and empire are concerned. 
                                                             
2 A similar idea is proposed by Paul Hills in his discussion of Titian’s use of fire; Paul Hills, ‘Titian’s 
Fire: Pyrotechnics and Representations in Sixteenth-Century Venice’, Oxford Art Journal, vol. 30, no. 2, 
2007, p. 187. 
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It should be stated here that fog in nineteenth-century images of empire does not always 

bear an imperial meaning, but I would argue that in many cases such meaning is never 

far away. Equally, there are times when fog is in fact thoroughly imperial even though it 

may not readily appear to be so. Moreover, empire is also more than one thing and 

manifests in many ways, from the more recognizable and traditional to the less obvious 

and ingenious. 

I also argue that fog (and its atmospheric cousins) is suited to its role as a symbol of 

empire, and of imperial London, due to several factors. First, its capricious materiality, 

which reveals and conceals, is silent yet magnifies sound and slows movement, can be 

seen and felt but is somehow unfathomable, concentrates and expands in space, seems 

ubiquitous and uncontainable, can be natural or man-made, and can be seen as beautiful, 

ugly, or something in between affords it a supple and flexible capacity for symbolic 

meaning. Fog is therefore powerful and enigmatic enough to stand for the complexity, 

enormousness, intensity and particularity of empire. 

Secondly, in the guise of the smoke-fed fogs of nineteenth-century London, fog had a 

long and intimate relationship with nineteenth-century empire. A mix of the climatic 

conditions of low-lying, swampy London, the prevailing weather conditions of the area 

in the 1800s, and the coal-fed, smoky exhausts of London’s countless domestic and 

industrial chimneys, the unique phenomenon of nineteenth-century London’s visible, 

thick atmosphere was more or less generated by the city and the imperial practices 

gathered within it. As such, I argue that empire was the source of its own foggy symbol, 

a close relationship indeed. 

Thirdly, fog shares some characteristics with empire. In particular fog and empire both 

explore and colonise space, both can homogenise what they envelop, both can be at 

times calm, light, and even dreamy and at other times chaotic, dark, and brutally 

affecting, both can be weak and powerful forces, sometimes insignificant, at others 

overwhelming and hard to ignore or counter. Finally, I suggest both were perceived as 

constants of nineteenth-century London. The similarities between the two entities create 

an easy slippage of meaning between them, resulting in a potentially rich and complex 

symbolic relationship. 

The scope of this study is corralled within the limits of time, place and imagery. The 

thesis generally covers the period between the beginning of the 1800s and the beginning 
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of the 1900s, a period sometimes referred to as the Imperial Century.3

The significance of this research lies in the benefits of the results. The results should 

benefit scholarship in my field and related fields in several ways. First, by 

demonstrating that fog was used by artists (and writers) to symbolise empire in the 

nineteenth century; secondly by widening understandings of the symbolic and actual 

relationship between empire and fog by using an interdisciplinary approach organised 

by theme; thirdly, by identifying how the foggy symbolism of empire was adapted by 

artists (and writers) to suit the specific aspect of empire they were interested in; and 

fourthly, by revealing the extent to which the artist (and the writer) was an active 

contributor to imperial understandings through their symbolic use of fog.  

 Imperial London 

forms the geographical focus of the thesis, although sometimes other places beyond 

London are considered, especially in the first two chapters. In such cases, this is a result 

of needing to expand and develop the argument about the symbolic relationship of fog 

to empire through ex-London examples, but always these other sites are imperial. 

Various contemporary images are examined, and range from the high art of serious oil 

paintings, watercolours and photography, to more popular forms of imagery such as 

Punch cartoons, newspaper illustrations, board games, posters and advertisements. The 

literature examined also encompasses both high and popular forms. 

This thesis makes an original contribution to art historical scholarship by being the only 

study to my knowledge to ask if there is a symbolic connection between fog and empire 

in nineteenth-century artistic representation of London, and other imperial sites. The 

study is also original in the way it draws together what has been until now what Eric 

Hobsbawm would describe as, ‘an assembly of separate topics.’4

                                                             
3 Ronald Hyam’s book, Britain’s Imperial Century, 1815–1914, also focusses on the same period; Ronald 
Hyam, Britain’s Imperial Century, 1815–1914, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke and New York, 2002. 

 The thesis attempts a 

thematic exploration of fog as a symbol of empire in nineteenth-century representations 

of London through connected concepts such as industry, religion, railways, exploration, 

civilisation, poverty, aesthetics, the heart of the empire and the edge of the empire. 

While there are various individual books, catalogues and papers that revolve around 

specific artists, works or ideas related to this thesis, there is no comprehensive, 

developed account of the larger visual culture of the themes, symbolic interconnections, 

and real, represented and imagined links between fog, empire and imperial London.  

4 Eric J. Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire, 1875–1914, Cardinal, London, 1991, first page of two-page 
preface, n.p. 
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The methodology of this research follows the established patterns of the discipline of art 

history. Art historical methods such as visual analyses were employed in the research 

phase and are also reported and developed here as a major contribution to the written 

thesis. Historical methods included wide reading on the notion of empire generally, the 

British Empire in the nineteenth century, and imperial London and the London fog in 

particular. Many primary sources, ranging from newspaper and journal articles, to 

novels, to letters, to political speeches, to philosophical treatises and so forth were 

examined. Secondary sources were also considered, particularly in reference to more 

recent ideas about empire, nineteenth-century London, its famous smoke-fed fogs, and 

images of these. Databases of images, timelines of events, and bibliographies of primary 

and secondary readings were constructed for reference. The writing stage followed 

conventional art historical methodology and comprises an argument developed through 

the visual analyses of primary images and textual analyses of primary and secondary 

texts. The thesis is not built entirely upon a strictly chronological, survey-style 

methodology, but rather utilises a thematic approach within which a chronological 

scaffold of sorts supports the cross-disciplinary, subject-driven research.  

While this thesis is not an account of the environmental history of imperial London, nor 

a scientific investigation of the demographic influences on its air quality through the 

1800s, these two arenas represent major considerations of the researcher. Before any 

argument could be developed, a thorough understanding of imperial London’s 

environmental history and demographics was required and could only be developed 

through extensive and early reading and research in these two fields.  

 

Key terms  

Fog: This thesis uses the term fog as a collective noun for all the different possible real 

and represented atmospheric conditions of empire characterised by airborne particulates. 

Thus, fog becomes an umbrella term which covers atmospheric phenomena such as fog, 

smoke, smoke-fed fog, smog, steam, haze, vapour, fumes, gas, mist, miasmas, vitiated 

airs, the London fog, even clouds and so on, as needed. The term fog was selected to 

stand as a collective term for all the previously mentioned conditions and more as it is 

the most commonly used term, or adaptation of a term, in the primary sources. While 

fog is used in this thesis in a general, collective way, at times it seems to be an 

unsatisfactory term, and is often an uncomfortable fit. This, however, reflects the use of 
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the term in the original literature, which often employed the term fog in ways which do 

not tally with twenty-first century understandings.  

Nineteenth-century writing often mistakenly confused the various atmospheric 

conditions of nineteenth-century London and their terminology. Additionally, the 

contemporary terminology used to describe London’s atmosphere seems to have been, 

almost arbitrarily, interchangeable. This indicates how little was actually understood 

about the nature, behaviour and cause of such conditions at the time. Such mixing up of 

names and descriptors can be bewildering for the researcher and writer, and so the 

broadly encompassing term fog becomes a useful generic label when grappling with the 

confusing mix of nineteenth-century terminology. 

In addition, many nineteenth-century writers used highly descriptive and often 

idiosyncratic labels for the nineteenth-century smoky London variety of fog. Charles 

Dickens dubbed it the ‘London particular’,5 John Ruskin called it many things, but most 

famously ‘the storm cloud’,6 and perhaps most eccentrically ‘the sulphurous chimney-

pot vomit of blackguardly cloud’.7

For some time, the portmanteau term, ‘smog’, was under consideration as a collective 

noun.  But, this word is not suitable for discussion of paintings of a spiritually misty St 

Paul’s Cathedral for example, and does not fit well with more romantic symbolism. In 

any case it is attributed as being coined as late as 1904,

 Claude Monet, James Abbott McNeill Whistler, and 

Arthur Streeton knew it simply, but inaccurately by today’s standards, as fog. ‘Pea-

souper’ was a phenomenologically expressive term, ‘day-darkness’ a visual one, while 

the shorter, yet more emotive, ‘gloom’ was common.  The collective term fog then, 

becomes one way to corral such fanciful terminology. However, when it is clear what 

the atmospheric condition under consideration is, its correct label is used in this thesis. 

So, smoke is used in this thesis when discussing the emission of domestic and industrial 

chimneys, steam is employed in description of steam trains and ships, and London fog 

is used when others have identified it as such in discussion of the culturally-loaded 

condition of nineteenth-century imperial London’s atmosphere. And so forth.  

8

                                                             
5 Charles Dickens, Bleak House, [orig. date 1852], Wordsworth Classics, Ware, 2001, p. 25. 

 too late for sustained 

discussion about earlier times, and with an essentially different set of symbolic 

6 John Ruskin, The Storm Cloud of the Nineteenth Century, in E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn 
(eds), The Works of John Ruskin, vol. 34, George Allen, London, 1908, p. 7. 
7 ibid., p. 38. 
8 H. A. Des Voeux, ‘The London Fog’, The Times, no. 37588, 27 December 1904, p. 11. Details of this 
significant nomenclature follow below, in this introduction. 
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connotations belonging to a wider, global environmental phenomenon. As such, it is 

used only occasionally in this thesis. I also pondered more creative, and scientific, ways 

of signifying, in written language, London’s visible atmosphere, perhaps in the manner 

of Hubert Damisch’s, /cloud/, cloud, and ‘cloud’.9 In A Theory of /Cloud/, the 2002 

English translation of Damisch’s 1972 book, the term /cloud/ is used, ‘every time the 

analysis requires it to be identified as a signifier’,10 the term cloud, ‘only when used in a 

strictly denoting capacity’,11 and the term ‘cloud’,  ‘when it refers to that which is 

signified’.12

Empire: ‘Empire’ and ‘imperial’ are terms which can be applied to a period in British 

history which ran for over four hundred years, and can be divided into an early period 

often described as the first empire, and a later stage sometimes described as the second 

empire. The second empire is the most recent phase and began in the late 1700s. 

Britain’s so-called ‘Imperial Century’ occurred within this period of the second empire, 

from the beginning of the 1800s through to the beginning of the 1900s. 

 But, such a semiotic re-signification of fog only seemed to add to the 

plethora of confusing terminology and did not help with the quest for a more 

generalised, collective term for the various atmospheric manifestations. Also, it felt at 

odds to employ semiotic terminology in a thesis in which the exploration of the imperial 

symbolism of fog is not as closely wedded to semiotic theory, as cloud is in Damisch’s 

work. So, the simple nineteenth-century favourite, ‘fog’, has remained. 

13

                                                             
9 Hubert Damisch, A Theory of /Cloud/: Toward a History of Painting, trans. Janet Lloyd, Stanford 
University Press, Stanford, 2002. 

  It is the 

Imperial Century that this study focusses on, a time that also roughly coincides with the 

reign of Queen Victoria (1837 to 1901). While general consensus seems to be that the 

British Empire as a territorial, political and economic force lasted well into the twentieth 

century (in fact, many of its effects and legacies are with us still), I recognise the huge 

impact that the First World War had on the world, and the dramatic changes this 

produced in the British world system. As such, the way in which I use the terms 

‘empire’ and ‘imperial’, (that is, as in the larger philosophical idea of imperial power 

and the real and ideological practices of empire) belongs to a pre-World War One 

British world system.  

10 ibid., p. 14. 
11 ibid., pp. 14, 15. 
12 ibid., p. 15. 
13 Hyam, Britain’s Imperial Century. 
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In this study, empire is also recognised as a ‘large, diverse, geographically dispersed 

and expansionist political entity… a project which originates in the metropolis’.14 As 

such, this thesis presupposes that empire was not only ‘out there’ among its colonies 

and territories, but that it was also a presence ‘at home’ in Britain’s countryside and 

towns. However, even though ‘[a]bove all, imperialism is a concept of power and 

influence’,15 empire’s domestic, especially urban, power and influence has not been 

well documented in British history until relatively recently.16 This may be because, as 

Catherine Hall and Sonya O. Rose claim, ‘[the] Empire’s influence on the metropole 

was undoubtedly uneven’.17 But, due to its erratic influence, Hall and Rose argue that, 

‘[e]mpire mattered to British metropolitan life and history in both very ordinary and 

supremely significant ways: it was simply part of life.’18

Within this thesis, empire is also understood to be a complex state of ongoing 

fragmentation and cohesion, liberation and contradiction, spectacle and ordinariness, 

revolution and stability, power and progress, concentration and expansion, which 

radiates out from a powerful centre to create a network of physical, ideological and 

imagined relationships, conditions and practices. As a result, the term empire carries 

with it a vast array of potential meanings. I argue here that various forms of complex 

empire can often be recognised in its artistic representations, but that such artistic 

representations of empire are also often somewhat enigmatic, erratic, even chaotic. The 

use of fog to symbolise empire in nineteenth-century art (and writing) in particular can 

have the dual effect of both compounding and revealing the complex meanings of 

empire. 

  

 

Literature review  

This thesis does not contain a separate, extensive literature review chapter. Instead, a 

shorter literature review appears here as a section of this introduction. This approach 

was used because there is no individual, comprehensive or definitive text or theory (or 

scholar) with an already developed argument for fog as a symbol of empire in 
                                                             
14 Catherine Hall and Sonya O. Rose, ‘Introduction: Being at Home with the Empire,’ in Catherine Hall 
and Sonya O. Rose (eds), At Home with the Empire: Metropolitan Culture and the Imperial World, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2006, pp. 5, 6. 
15 Robert Johnson, British Imperialism, Palgrave MacMillan, Basingstoke and New York, 2003, p. 2. 
16 Modern scholars—Edward Said, Ronald Hyam and John M. MacKenzie, for example—were 
instrumental in moving imperial history towards a recognition of the presence of empire ‘at home’. 
17 Hall and Rose, ‘Introduction: Being at Home with the Empire,’ in Hall and Rose, p. 2. 
18 ibid., p. 30. 
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nineteenth-century images of London for this study to develop or refute. The 

publications that appear in this review section have been selected as examples of the 

point at which knowledge stops in the various fields which feed into this study. As such, 

some of the older, established texts listed represent broad preparatory reading conducted 

prior to the writing process, while other, more recent texts have been relevant 

throughout the project. Both types of texts were significant, in various important ways, 

to the development, shape, and argument of this thesis.  

 
On Empire: 

Hobsbawm’s, The Age of the Empire 1875–1914 (1991),19 first published in 1987, is 

still an important, comprehensive source of historical knowledge about the late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth century period of buoyant, global imperialism. 

Hobsbawm’s book presents a holistic picture of the quality of ‘empire-ness’ as it was 

variously manifest around the world through its attention to the historical minutiae of 

imperialism. While Hobsbawm’s book contains a chapter on art, it is a general 

explanation of the eurocentric changes in art movements of the time, such as the rise of 

the Avant Garde, the Arts and Crafts movement, and the late-nineteenth-century arrival 

of cinema. Also, Hobsbawm’s Industry and Empire provides an invaluable account of 

the role of Industrial Revolution and its economics in the rise of empire as it took shape 

as the British world system.20

The Oxford History of the British Empire series was consulted throughout this thesis for 

general background support.

 

21 In particular, volume 3, The Nineteenth Century,22

                                                             
19 Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire. 

 edited 

by Andrew Porter, was a valuable source of comprehensive fact and broad, 

contemporary analysis of the long nineteenth century, the period ranging from the 1780s 

to 1914. This was the period that saw the greatest expansion of the British Empire and 

the development of what can be described as the British world system. The book is a 

very thorough history of the expansion and rule of imperial Britain, its economics, 

defence, colonisation, science and so forth, but does not include expansive discussion of 

imperial art or empire ‘at home’.  

20 Eric J. Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1977. 
21 William Roger Louis (ed. in chief), The Oxford History of the British Empire, vols. 1–5, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 1998. 
22 Andrew Porter (ed.), The Nineteenth Century, vol. 3, The Oxford History of the British Empire Series, 
Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1999. 
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The Cambridge Illustrated History of the British Empire, edited by P. J. Marshall, was 

also very useful as a contemporary, broadly-scoped background for imperial 

understanding.23

Empire: How Britain made the Modern World by Niall Ferguson is a more recent 

account specifically of the rise of the British Empire.

 

24 It is something of a re-packaging 

of the traditional historical view of the expansion of the British Empire. It re-examines 

the ideas behind, and the characteristics and practices of, the British Empire that made it 

so powerful, and that led to its rise, achievements, legacies and ultimate decline. While 

criticised in a recent edition of London Review of Books for its lack of ‘original 

scholarly contribution’,25 Ferguson’s 2003 publication of his book, upon which a BBC 

television documentary series was based, is richly illustrated with many painted, print 

and photographic representations of imperial places, people, events and so on. Ferguson 

understands some of these images—such as, Neptune Resigning the Empire of the Seas 

to Britannia, (who is joined in the painting by British Imperial personifications of 

Navigation, Commerce and Industry) —as conscious symbols of empire, although he 

rarely elaborates on their meaning beyond a few sentences.26

Other significant scholars of imperial history whose work helped shape the ideas of this 

thesis include Ronald Hyam, John M. MacKenzie, Edward Said and Bernard Porter. 

 The scholarliness of this 

source is adequate, but the real value of this book to the researcher was located in the 

collection of imperial images that Ferguson used to illustrate his story of the British 

Empire’s rise. 

 

On nineteenth-century London:  

London 1808–1870: The Infernal Wen,27 written by Francis Sheppard in 1871, was 

useful to the researcher as it remains one of the most comprehensive and cohesive 

attempts to describe illimitable London between 1808 to 1870. Sheppard claimed that at 

the time of writing, ‘nobody else has hitherto ventured to cover the whole of my chosen 

field, at least for many years past,’28

                                                             
23 P. J. Marshall (ed.), The Cambridge Illustrated History of the British Empire, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 1996. 

 and that no-one before him had attempted to ‘take 

24 Niall Ferguson, Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World, Penguin/Allen Lane, London, 2003. 
25 Pankaj Mishra, ‘Watch This Man’, London Review of Books, vol. 33, no. 21, 3 November 2011, pp. 10–
12. 
26 Ferguson, pp. 164–5. 
27 Francis Sheppard, London 1808–1870: The Infernal Wen, Secker and Warburg, London, 1871. 
28 ibid., p. xiii. 
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in the whole gigantic landscape at one glance’.29

Peter Ackroyd’s London: The Biography,

 Sheppard’s work is a richly detailed, 

cross-referenced charting of London as the British capital, across various areas of mid-

nineteenth-century interest including the money market, transport, industry, commerce, 

health, education, religion, and politics. The book is essentially about London as the 

capital of Britain, rather than as the heart of empire.  

30

London’s smoke-fed foggy air and empire are both discussed to a limited extent by 

Ackroyd. Helpfully, Ackroyd offers a useful insight into the supple capacity of fog for 

symbolic meaning. He identifies and explains some of the fog’s positive and negative 

symbolic roles in painting through various remarks about the foggy London works of 

Monet, Gustave Doré, and Whistler. Ackroyd also acknowledges that while for some 

nineteenth-century artists the fog was a dirty nuisance, there were others who ‘saw the 

fog as London’s greatest attribute’.

 originally published in 2000, provides a 

remarkably broad and detailed, culturally-oriented contemporary exploration of 

London’s centuries-long history. As the title suggests, this substantial, detailed and 

vividly imagined book is more a narrative of London’s long and full life than a tightly 

controlled historical survey. Covering the whole of London’s life story—from its pre-

history to the year 2000, through an exploration of a wide range of sources from serious 

political, historical and economic documents and accounts to urban myth, sensational 

journalism and personal letters—Ackroyd’s book updates the stories, and the approach, 

and fills many of the cultural gaps of previous histories on London. Almost 

encyclopaedic in structure yet with a story-telling style, Ackroyd’s study is copiously 

filled with valuable primary-sourced information on London, which he interprets from a 

twenty-first century point of view.  

31

 

 

On nineteenth-century British and imperial art: 

Francis D. Klingender’s Art and the Industrial Revolution is a seminal text on the 

history of the art of the Industrial Revolution in Britain.32

                                                             
29 ibid. 

 Klingender’s small book is 

direct and clear, yet richly evocative. It was the first, and is still among the best, on the 

effects of the Industrial Revolution on British landscape, and so, on British visual 

30 Peter Ackroyd, London: The Biography, Vintage, London, 2001. 
31 ibid., p. 436. 
32 Francis D. Klingender, Art and the Industrial Revolution, Paladin, London, 1972. 
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culture. Klingender makes the art of Britain’s Industrial Revolution the focus of his 

discussion, with the rest of the book a wide-ranging catalogue of various images, such 

as etchings, watercolours, oil paintings and engineering drawings. Smoke is noted in 

many of the images and Klingender often understands this dark, sometimes black and 

billowing smoke, especially if connected to mines or forges, as a sublime suggestion of 

some kind of Hell both horrifying and fascinating to the viewer. In this response, 

Klingender taps into the Burkean idea of the sublime as an overwhelming confusion of 

darkness which invoked awe and a delightful terror, through the distancing medium and 

processes of art.  But, Klingender also recognises that nineteenth-century responses saw 

smoke as connected with immense physical power and with the sense of exhilaration 

that comes from an experience of power. Klingender’s analysis of artistic 

representations of industrial smoke and steam covers much symbolic ground, but he 

does not directly connect such misty emissions with empire, or indeed with London.  

Editor and writer Katharine Lochnan’s Turner Whistler Monet is one of the most 

contemporary sources of rigorous art historical analysis of selected foggy, misty, smoky 

paintings of nineteenth-century London.33 This book is the catalogue of a touring 

exhibition of the same name held at the Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto (June–

September, 2004), Galaries Nationales du Grand Palais, Paris (October 2004–January 

2005)), and Tate Britain, London (February–May 2005). The catalogue essays, 

particularly Lochnan’s, ‘Turner, Whistler, Monet: An Artistic Dialogue’,34 Jonathan 

Ribner’s, ‘Poetics of Pollution’,35 and John House’s, ‘From Realism to the 

“Impression”’,36

The disadvantage of this document is that while the catalogue essays are richly 

researched they are, by necessity, short. And, while the essays do discuss the works of 

other artists against a backdrop of the social, political, industrial and cultural activity of 

nineteenth-century London, the great emphasis is naturally on the paintings of Turner, 

Whistler, and Monet. However, what this publication offers overall through its 

consideration of the three key figures in the representation of nineteenth-century 

 present some of the most valuable recent art historical scholarship in 

regard to Joseph Mallord William Turner, Whistler, and Monet’s representations of 

nineteenth-century London and its famous smoke-fed fogs.   

                                                             
33 Katharine Lochnan (ed.), Turner Whistler Monet, Tate Publishing in association with the Art Gallery of 
Ontario, London, 2005. 
34 Katharine Lochnan, ‘Turner, Whistler, Monet: An Artistic Dialogue’, in Lochnan, pp. 15-35. 
35 Jonathon Ribner, ‘The Poetics of Pollution’, in Lochnan, pp. 51–63. 
36 John House, ‘From Realism to the “Impression”’, in Lochnan, pp. 109–11. 
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London and its atmosphere is clearly focussed, highly informed and stimulatingly 

current. 

Finally, London in Paint: Oil Paintings in the Collection at the Museum of London,37

 

 

authored by Mireille Galinou and John Haynes, is a survey of oil paintings of London 

currently held by the Museum of London. This volume is most useful as a historical 

survey of the various ways in which painted representations of London changed over 

the centuries from Stuart London through to Modern London. Its limitations lie in the 

fact that it only presents oil paintings held in the collection of the Museum of London, 

and that the catalogue essays and the text accompanying each work are more descriptive 

than analytic. Even so, by taking the representation of London over the centuries as its 

subject this book honours London as the focus for artistic attention. This is its strength. 

On fog:  

Peter Brimblecombe’s, The Big Smoke: A History of Air Pollution in London since 

Medieval Times,38

Peter Thorsheim’s Inventing Pollution: Coal, Smoke and Culture in Britain charts the 

various social and political reactions to the atmospheric pollution of Britain and London 

over the last two hundred years.

 presents a history of atmospheric pollution in London, its domestic 

and industrial causes, and its effects and consequences. Brimblecombe’s work pitches 

this history against the parallel history of environmental awareness and pollution 

controls. The work includes a specific examination of the role of smoke in the 

formulation of the London fog. Brimblecombe, an atmospheric chemist, also 

incorporates some discussion of nineteenth-century literary and artistic responses to 

London’s atmospheric pollution, although such discussion forms a relatively short 

section within a chapter and is undeveloped in art historical terms. Brimblecombe often 

uses imagery to illustrate a point of his history, and he does not closely scrutinise the 

symbolism of nineteenth-century London’s atmosphere.  

39

                                                             
37 Mireille Galinou and John Hayes, London in Paint: Oil Paintings in the Collection at the Museum of 
London, Museum of London, London, 1996. 

 Written by an environmental historian, this book 

essentially frames nineteenth-century London’s smoke-fed foggy atmosphere as 

pollution. Thorsheim argues that coal, the source of the smoky pollution, was 

38 Peter Brimblecombe, The Big Smoke: A History of Air Pollution in London since Medieval Times, 
Routledge, London and New York, 1987. 
39 Peter Thorsheim, Inventing Pollution: Coal, Smoke and Culture in Britain since 1800, Ohio University 
Press, Athens, 2006. 
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fundamental to Britain’s development into an imperial power, in his words, ‘literally 

fuelling Britain’s rise as the most powerful manufacturing, trading, and imperial power 

the world had ever seen’.40

As well as demonstrating the link between London’s coal-polluted atmosphere and 

empire, Thorsheim also discusses the ambiguous symbolic capacities of the coal-smoke 

of Britain and London. He determines, for example, that the smoke was seen as both an 

ever-burgeoning sign of prosperity, as well as a filthy symbol of decline and 

degeneration. In a few paragraphs, artists’ reactions to the smoke of London are 

examined. According to Thorsheim, artists’ responses tended to fall one of two ways. 

Artists could see coal-smoke as a nuisance, an obscuring impediment to the task of 

painting the view, or they could see it as an aid to the visual, especially the Romantic, 

imagination. While this taxonomic recognition of the different artistic ways of 

responding to Britain’s airborne pollution offers a valuable insight into the symbolic 

potential of smoke-fed fog for visual artists, there is no sustained analysis of actual 

paintings, or other significant images.  

  

 

On imperial fog:  

There is a paucity of scholarly secondary sources on this topic, but one twentieth 

century writer, Brigitte Bailey, is notable for addressing the subject with understanding 

and discernment, even if her engagement with it is primarily a literary one. Bailey’s 

article, ‘Travel Writing and the Metropolis: James, London and “English Hours”’ 

published in the American Literature journal in 1995 examines and explains turn-of-the-

century American writer, Henry James’ speculation that sometimes the London fog can 

stand for empire, particularly through its ability to shape, discipline, emblemise and 

symbolise.  In his 1905 description of a foggy boat journey along the Thames, James 

claimed, ‘the atmospheric impurities become richly suggestive. It sounds rather absurd, 

but all this smudgy detail reminds you of nothing less than the wealth and power of the 

British Empire at large.’41

                                                             
40 ibid., p. 1. 

 Bailey understands that for James, the agency of the fog 

‘dissolves the specific structures and inhabitants of the imperial city into a tonal 

consistency that then stands in for a general impression of commercial might,’ and as 

41 Henry James, English Hours, [orig. date 1905], Mercury Books, London, 1963, p. 103.  
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such the London fog, ‘represents first this imperial/industrial force.’42

James’s aesthetic response…transmutes the ‘smudgy detail’ into a unified 

impression: ‘the wealth and power of the British Empire at large.’ By allowing 

his consciousness to become complicit with the shaping force of the imperial 

fog, James has access to a conceptual reach that mimics the commercial reach of 

the empire.

  Bailey goes on to 

assert that the fog, and: 

43

Bailey’s insights into the analogies she finds in James’ work between fog and empire, 

and the way in which she sees James’ aesthetic response as aligned with the character 

and behaviour of the imperial fog, are shrewd and well-developed. However, Bailey 

does not go on to extend her ideas to nineteenth-century contemporaneous art, which is 

the focus of this thesis.    

   

This selection of works is an example of the extent of the scholarly knowledge on the 

subject of this thesis. There are many other informative literatures which in various 

ways shed light on the nineteenth-century use of fog to represent empire in its art, but 

they are too minor to be included here even though they appear throughout the thesis 

chapters and bibliography. My research aims to address the perceived gaps as I have 

identified them above. But more importantly, my research will increase the knowledge 

base of the symbolic relationship between fog and empire in nineteenth-century 

paintings of London by developing new knowledge, offering a fresh approach and view. 

While this may not necessarily ‘fill’ gaps in the knowledge, it will hopefully go some 

way towards it, as well as complementing the scholarship which already exists. 

Before I give an overview of my chapters it would be useful to underpin the specifically 

nineteenth-century topic of my thesis with a brief history of the social attitudes that 

precede, support and succeed it.  

 

A brief history of social attitudes towards London fog 

While London’s fogs had been around for centuries they were not clearly understood by 

the population until at least the mid-twentieth century. Before then, even though science 

could explain much about the chemical composition of London’s fogs for example, such 
                                                             
42 Brigitte Bailey, ‘Travel Writing and the Metropolis: James, London and “English Hours”’, American 
Literature, vol. 67, no. 2, June 1995, p. 209. 
43 ibid. 
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knowledge was not distributed or applied effectively and was not coordinated or 

developed in significantly cohesive ways.  Especially, knowledge did not filter down to 

the lower classes. Even within the higher classes myth, superstition, habit and tradition 

contributed to what amounted to a confused set of social beliefs and attitudes about the 

make-up, character and effects of London’s fogs.   

Significantly enough for this thesis on the smoggy symbolism of imperial power, the 

King James Bible begins and ends with atmospheric symbolism. Probably the oldest, 

written story of western civilisation, and the key moral guide to much of the British 

Empire’s mission, the first book, Genesis, 2:6 describes a life-nurturing mist which 

covers the whole surface of the earth; Genesis, 2:6, (KJV). And, the last book, 

Revelation, 9:2, describes the smoke rising from the bottomless pit, like ‘the smoke of a 

great furnace’, shutting out the light of the sun and the sky; Revelation, 9:2, (KJV). I 

believe this provides a very early use of the enormous symbolic capacity of airborne, 

atmospheric conditions, to represent vast and complex concepts and ideologies, an 

understanding which has been developed by writers and artists since then. 

Earnest attempts to explain the source, nature and effects of London’s thick atmosphere 

began in the seventeenth century with the work of John Evelyn, who was, from 1662, 

‘Commissioner for the improvement of city streets’.44 In 1661 Evelyn wrote, 

Fumifugium: or The Inconveniencie of the Aer and the Smoak of London Dissipated 

[sic].45 At twenty-six pages, it is one of the earliest developed texts to seriously discuss 

the causes and effects of the smoky, foggy atmosphere of medieval England’s capital. 

According to Evelyn the main cause of London’s poor air quality was not the naturally 

occurring fog from the river or the low-lying swampy parts of the town. Nor was it the 

smoke from the domestic cooking fires of London, which he describes as ‘being 

weak’.46

some few particular Tunnels and Issues, belonging only to Brewers, Diers, 

Lime-burners, Salt, and Sope-boylers, and some other private Trades, One of 

whose Spiracles alone, does manifestly infect the Aer, more, than all the 

Chimnies of London put together besides [sic].

 Instead, he identifies the source as:  

47

                                                             
44 ‘Prefatory Note’, in John Evelyn, Fumifugium: or The Inconveniencie of the Aer and Smoak of London 
Dissipated, [orig. date 1661], The Rota at the University of Exeter, Exeter, 1976, first page, n.p. 

  

45 Evelyn.  
46 ibid., p. 6. 
47 ibid. 



 
 

 
 

17 

The effect, to Evelyn’s eyes, was that London had come to resemble, ‘Mount Ætna, the 

Court of Vulcan, Stromboli or the Suburbs of Hell [sic].’48 In Fumifugium, Evelyn 

suggests, as a solution to London’s problems, the removal of the smoky industries from 

the centre of London to its open outskirts, downwind.49

Such widespread cleansing of London was unexpectedly, but effectively, realized in 

1666 when ‘the Great Fire removed without charge many of the problems of the 

medieval London that Evelyn so much deplored’.

 According to Evelyn, such a 

measure would immediately reduce the amount of smoke in the air and open up space in 

the centre of the city, and it would allow fresh winds and sunlight to penetrate the 

interior of the city and clear out the fetid air of the labyrinthine streets. As the windows 

and doors of houses and shops would no longer need to be closed against the adulterated 

air they could be thrown open to ventilate and brighten the dwellings and the people 

who inhabited them.  

50

At present, people see fogs, not because there are fogs, but because poets and 

painters have taught them the mysterious loveliness of such effects. There may 

have been fogs for centuries in London. I dare say there were. But no one saw 

them, and so we don’t know anything about them.

 Although the rebuilding of London 

was a piecemeal affair and did not assume the grand design of elegant spaces that 

Christopher Wren or Evelyn himself proposed, London did eventually renovate and 

refurbish itself. It can be supposed that under the demanding and urgent circumstances 

of the rebuilding that air quality was not a pressing issue. I argue that this, together with 

an underlying acceptance of the smoke-fed fogs as an unavoidable part of life, both 

before and after the fire, are two of the reasons why the debate which Evelyn had with 

such foresight so strenuously begun in 1661, but which in some ways sounds 

surprisingly modern, lost its momentum for much of the next 150 years. This lack of 

concern appears to have been the prevailing response during these years leading up to 

the nineteenth century even though London’s air continued to be filled by ever thicker, 

more odiferous and increasingly vivid fogs generated in large part by the growing city. 

So marked is the loss of interest in London’s filthy air even into the nineteenth century 

that in 1889 Oscar Wilde was able to claim the following: 

51

                                                             
48 ibid. 

 

49 To combat the bad smells Evelyn also suggested the planting of borders and fields of fragrant trees and 
shrubs around the periphery of London; ibid., pp. 23–6. 
50 ‘Prefatory Note’, in ibid., n.p. 
51 Oscar Wilde, ‘The Decay of Lying’, [orig. date 1889], in Isobel Murray (ed.), Oscar Wilde: The Major 
Works, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2000, pp. 232, 233. 
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More recently Ackroyd put it slightly differently suggesting that, ‘[d]espite written 

records of great fogs in previous eras, it is commonly believed that nineteenth-century 

London created the foggy darkness.’52

Evelyn’s accusation that industrial smoke was the major source of London’s fetid air 

was ahead of its time. In the 1800s there was still much confusion over the composition 

of the smoggy atmosphere and of the range of effects of both smoke and fog. While at 

the start of the 1800s both the mists and miasmas of nature, and the man-made airborne 

elements such as industrial and domestic smoke and steam, were understood as playing 

a part in the poor condition of the London air, the role each played and to what degree 

they contributed to the unhealthy and unsightly atmosphere of London was not well 

known. And, these ideas continually shifted as the century progressed.  For the first half 

of the 1800s up until around the 1850s, the bulk of the responsibility for the poor quality 

of London’s air was usually laid at the feet of nature: 

 Such a noteworthy phenomenon suggests that 

London’s fog only became ‘real’ to the populous through its symbolic meanings. Other 

major nineteenth-century cities, such as Paris and Berlin and even the aging imperial 

Venice, although smaller than London, were also sometimes very smoky and foggy yet 

none of these cities have a famous meteorological phenomenon named after them, nor 

was their fogginess ever to become a defining characteristic, or a symbol of a time and 

place.  

By the middle of the nineteenth-century coal smoke filled many British cities, 

yet few people saw it as detrimental to either human health or the wider 

environment. In their view, pollution came not from energy use or industry, but 

from natural biological processes. They blamed disease on miasma, an invisible 

gas thought to be given off by decaying plant and animal matter. Thus, the most 

polluted environments were those in which the greatest quantities of 

decomposing biomass were found: marshes, jungles, graveyards, cesspools, and 

sewers. Many people not only considered coal smoke to be harmless, but 

actually thought of it as an antidote to pollution. According to the miasma 

theory, the acids and carbon in smoke were powerful disinfectants.53

This belief had serious implications for early-nineteenth-century London, situated as it 

was in a swampy valley, fed by a polluted river, crammed with living, breathing people 

and animals, full of decomposing graveyards, and having no sewer system or sanitary 

  

                                                             
52 Ackroyd, p. 434. 
53 Thorsheim, p. 2. 
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control. The natural ‘[v]apours of animal and vegetable matter’54 and ‘subterraneous 

vapours’55 excreted into the air were of more concern than the columns of smoke which 

spewed into the sky from every industrial and domestic chimney of London. In 1837, 

John Hogg, an advocate of the re-breathing theory of air contamination, in which the 

continual re-breathing of the same air by man and beast robbed it of its freshness,56 

claimed that because of ‘the immense mass of living beings occupying it, the air of 

London… is more loaded with impurities… than it is in most other places in the 

kingdom.’57 The implication here is that the overcrowding in slum areas caused the poor 

air quality so reducing the level of civilization attainable. Such beliefs about ‘vitiated’ 

air were common at the time and alongside Hogg, Hector Gavin,58 J. Milner-

Fothergill,59 James Cantlie,60 and John Edward Morgan,61

In contrast to natural fog and other natural atmospheric conditions, smoke at this early 

time, was regarded as more or less harmless and benign. Some even felt it to be 

beneficial to health. Smoke had an ancient and positive lineage in English history and it 

had long been used in religious ceremonies as a symbolic purifying agent, in agriculture 

as an acceptable method of efficient land management, and in food production as an 

effective and safe preservative. In the nineteenth-century, industrial smoke also came to 

be regarded as a sign and agent of progress. As it billowed into the air from the 

towering chimneys and giant smoke stacks of the world city, it must have been very 

difficult to see smoke as anything other than a visible, copious and active symbol of 

imperial power, progress, expansion and wealth.  

 all well-respected medical 

professionals, advocated theories of miasma, re-breathing and vitiated air as the cause of 

the poisonous London atmosphere and continued to do so well into the nineteenth 

century. The dirty, miasmic London atmosphere was perceived as an agent of stagnation 

contributing to low levels of health and suppressing other aspects of civilized practice 

such as leisure, work, education, aesthetics and movement around the city. 

                                                             
54 John Hogg, London as It Is, [orig. date 1837], Garland Publishing, New York and London, 1985, p. 
185. 
55 ibid. 
56 Hogg. 
57 ibid., p. 184.  
58 Hector Gavin, Unhealthiness of London and The Necessity of Remedial Measures: A Lecture Delivered 
to the Western and Eastern Literary and Scientific Institutions, [orig. date 1847], Garland Publishing, 
New York and London, 1985. 
59 J. Milner-Fothergill, The Town Dweller, His Needs and Wants, [orig. date 1889], Garland Publishing, 
New York and London, 1985. 
60 James Cantlie, Degeneration Amongst Londoners: A Lecture Delivered at the Parkes Museum of 
Hygiene, January 27, [orig. date 1885], Garland Publishing, New York and London, 1985. 
61 John Edward Morgan, The Danger of Deterioration of Race from the Too Rapid Increase of Great 
Cities, [orig. date 1866], Garland Publishing, New York and London, 1985. 
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Midway through the nineteenth century, the belief that nature’s emissions were the 

source of London’s adulterated air slowly began to shift to encompass the view that 

smoke may also have been a contributor. Nature started to be seen (somewhat 

nostalgically) as a source of life, health, restfulness and happiness. This belief came 

about partly through the growing feeling that London, by contrast to the country, was 

becoming a ‘monster city,’62

Eventually, by the late 1800s, the smoke that issued from both industrial and domestic 

fires was widely accepted as a major contributor to London’s poor air quality, although 

‘discussions of air pollution during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries 

frequently revolved around whether the factory or the household was the greater 

offender’.

 full of the dirt, stench, poverty and disease directly created 

by Britain’s Industrial Revolution and the production of imperial civilization. 

Additionally, many of the once-feared organic, miasmic sources began to be disproven 

as the poisonous source of London’s dirty atmosphere. For example, Dr John Snow’s 

evidence in 1854 that cholera was in fact waterborne and not, as previously believed, 

airborne, led opinion away from the idea that man was always at the mercy of miasmic 

nature. Also, those natural miasmas which might still be dangerous were starting to be 

controlled through such civilized practices as sanitary reform and town planning. While 

the natural topographical and climatic conditions of London, such as the river, the low 

lie of the land, the prevailing winds, and the climate cycle continued to be 

acknowledged as contributing to the problem, over the course of the second half of the 

nineteenth century the smoke of human activity came to be increasingly regarded as the 

more significant negative factor in the quality of London’s air.  

63

At the close of the century the filthy atmospheric phenomenon which seemed to 

emanate from, and cling to, the Imperial City was more or less understood to be a 

combination of both fog and smoke, but ‘so close was the association between fog and 

 In any case, imperial London was the primary source of its own famous 

smoke-fed foggy atmosphere. In the last decades of the 1800s and around the turn of the 

century, London’s atmospheric problems intensified, in reality and in the imagination. 

This was also the time that empire was reaching its apogee. And so, I propose that the 

smoke-fed London fogs began to embed themselves as an imperial trope in the late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth century, part of the landscape and iconography in 

paintings of the heart of empire.   

                                                             
62 Flora Tristan, The London Journal of Flora Tristan, 1842, trans. Jean Hawkes, Virago Press, London, 
1982, p. 16. London as a monster was a popular nineteenth-century image.  
63 Thorsheim, p. 82. 
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smoke that urban residents often referred to their combination simply as fog’.64

“smog,” to show that it consists much more of smoke than of fog. It is this 

condition which so commonly affects London when the surrounding districts are 

free.

 On 

Christmas Day, in 1904, the treasurer of the Coal Smoke Abatement Society, physician 

H. A. Des Voeux, wrote to the ‘Letters to the Editor’ section of the Times in London. In 

his letter Des Voeux explains that the London fog was indeed a combination of fog and 

smoke, but that he would like to re-name the phenomenon and instead call it, 

65

And so, the portmanteau word ‘smog’ was publicly coined and fell more or less into 

circulation. Significantly, about the time the London ‘smog’ got its name, the condition 

it described finally began to abate, due mainly to changing weather patterns. By the 

First World War, which marked a sort of ideological clearing out and repositioning of 

imperial ideas and practices, the smog had all but gone. Throughout the twentieth 

century, London’s ‘smog’ became less and less evident, and though it made some 

frighteningly brutal and staggeringly lethal comebacks,

  

66 it was never the power it used 

to be in London again.67 Nor was empire, which is generally supposed to begin its 

decline with the onset of World War One.68

 

  

Overview of chapters   

This thesis comprises this introductory chapter, then four longer, main chapters. Each of 

the main chapters explores a theme of empire, and is divided into several parts. A 

conclusion closes the discussion and is followed by a selected bibliography. Illustrations 

are listed and arranged in volume two.  

The thesis tells a story, but is not primarily structured through linear time. Rather, the 

narrative—which is about the nineteenth-century artistic use of fog to symbolise 

empire— is delivered through interconnected imperial themes, with each chapter 

comprising one or more themes. Each thematic chapter is related to the other three 

                                                             
64 ibid., p. 30. 
65 Des Voeux, p. 11. 
66 In 1952, the deaths of thousands of Londoners were attributed to one period of intense fog. This 
resulted in the passing of the Clean Air Act of 1956 which brought about the control and end of much of 
London’s atmospheric pollution; Brimblecombe, pp. 165–9. 
67 For an account of ‘The Mysterious Disappearance of the Edwardian London Fog’ refer to; Henry T. 
Bernstein, ‘The Mysterious Disappearance of the Edwardian London Fog’, The London Journal, vol. I, 
1975, pp. 189–206; also Brimblecombe, pp. 111, 112. 
68 Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire. 
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chapters, and together they reveal linked understandings of fog as a symbol of empire. 

In particular, fog as a symbolic agent of concealment, revelation, transformation, 

sublimity, homogenisation, aesthetics, concentration and expansion, seem common in 

varying degrees to all themes.  

Imperial London, the idea and practice of nineteenth-century empire, and nineteenth-

century London’s famous smoke-fed foggy atmosphere are the threads which run 

through all the chapters regardless of their particular theme. All chapters also contain 

several central visual analyses of nineteenth-century art works, and the argument is 

supported by inclusion in the discussion of many other images, mostly of London, but 

also of other selected imperial sites.   

Chapter One argues that in certain nineteenth-century artistic representations of London, 

fog is a symbol of imperial London specifically, and of empire generally. And, that if 

empire is most concentrated in nineteenth-century London, then fog (both real and 

represented) should also be at its most concentrated there. Further, I ask, if fog is most 

dense at the heart of empire, what might this imply for atmosphere on the edge of 

empire, and artists’ representations of it? 

Nineteenth-century London was not only a concentration of empire, it was also a 

concentration of imperial fog. The correspondence between the two concentrated and 

unique conditions of both empire and fog existing within London at the same time 

makes them easy symbolic bedfellows. Through visual analyses of a selection of 

contemporaneous images of London as the heart of empire, I explore how smoke-fed 

fog, a blend of natural and man-made atmospheric substances, symbolises the 

concentration and expansion of empire by operating as a measure of imperial power, 

intensity and progress, as an inky imperial brand, as a symbol of the force of empire, 

and as an agent of transformation.  

In the second half of the chapter the peripheral visions of the heart of empire created by 

expatriate foreigners or colonial returnees are examined. Through visual analyses of the 

works, I explore the various ways in which London’s smoke-fed foggy air is made to 

stand for the concentration and expansion of empire. Among artists’ uses of it, I argue 

that London’s thick, visible atmosphere is employed to symbolise the temporality of 

empire and operate as a measure of imperial time; construct empire through its dense 

materiality; mediate an intense phenomenological experience of empire by symbolising 
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the dreaminess of imperial sublimity; reformulate or shift public/political imperial space 

into poetic space; and transform actual, physical London into the ideal Imperial City.  

The chapter closes with a discussion of the atmosphere in paintings of Perth, Western 

Australia, an early-nineteenth-century settlement on the edge of empire. The discussion 

speculates on the apparent ‘emptiness’ of the atmosphere represented on this edge of 

empire, and what this might mean for the role of fog as a symbol of an expanding 

empire. 

While this chapter explores the foggy symbolism of imperial concentration in London, 

the heart of empire and the imperial home, the following chapter widens the focus. It 

considers other imperial territories and examines the symbolic role of fog, and related 

atmospheric conditions, in visual and textual representations of the imperial exploration 

and discovery of some other imperial territories, new and old. 

Chapter Two argues that fog, and its atmospheric relations, are a condition of empire 

and used by nineteenth-century artists to symbolise the imperial practices and territories 

of exploration and discovery.  

The imperial practice of exploration had its own verbal and visual language. I argue that 

fog was part of the visual language of imperial exploration and was used in a variety of 

ways depending on the territory being explored, and the type of explorer doing it. I 

propose here that fog—as a vehicle of revelation, concealment, sublimity, 

transformation and transgression—represents the agencies of foggy symbolism that can 

be identified in nineteenth-century literature and imagery of exploration.  

The manifestation and work of such symbolic fogs is examined in this chapter through 

various sections with each focussing on a different, specific ‘territory’ of imperial 

exploration and the various attendant explorer figures. The chapter begins with 

examples of colonial exploration in which journalist Henry Morton Stanley and doctor 

and explorer David Livingstone explore and discover ‘darkest Africa’.69

                                                             
69 Africa was selected as the example of colonial exploration because I suggest that much of the 
exploration culture and language that was absorbed into nineteenth-century British life was influenced by 
the writings and books of Livingston and Stanley.  

 Then, ‘darkest 

England’, William Booth’s ‘African Parallel’ in the heart of empire, is infiltrated by the 

figure of the urban explorer. The modern, imperial explorer figures of the policeman 

and the detective investigate the mystery of criminal London. The dark and mysterious 

internal landscape of the imperial self is revealed by scientist Dr Jekyll, and searched 

after by lawyer, Mr Utterson, in Robert Louis Stevenson’s foggy The Strange Case of 
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Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde.70

This chapter examines the way the representation of fog was used to symbolise the 

various earthly and psychological imperial territories and realms, and the attendant 

practices of imperial exploration and discovery. The next chapter moves into the 

spiritual realm as it investigates the ‘religion’ of the imperial railway, the spiritual 

apotheosis of railway-related fog, and London as the imperial nexus of spirituality and 

the Victorian railway. 

 Finally, iconic London, including the Thames and dockside 

London and the London fog, is discovered by the exploring figures of the visitor and the 

tourist.  

Chapter Three argues that the apotheosis of the railway into an imperial religion can be 

recognised by the appropriated, creative and adaptive symbolic use of mist, steam and 

smoke in certain artistic representations of the railway, as the century progressed.  

 
Mist, appearing in this chapter mostly in the guise of smoke, steam, and misty 

combinations of the two, is part of a code of traditionally religious symbolism 

appropriated by the nineteenth-century railway to enhance its spirituality in order to 

intensify its imperial power and veracity. Mist is an appropriate symbol for both 

religion and empire as, within both realms, mist can be perceived as expansive, 

transposable, transforming, transcendent, enigmatic, omniscient, sublime, and unifying. 

In selected paintings examined in this chapter, representations of railway-related mist, 

smoke, steam and combinations of all three are identified specifically as imperio-

religious symbols of, for example, the domination of space and time, change, 

conversion and reformulation, revelation, ascension, and apotheosis. The symbolic role 

of mist is explored in this chapter through visual analyses of a range of nineteenth-

century ‘religious’ imagery of the railway within an imperial context. 

The fourth and final chapter also investigates fog’s role as a symbol of empire by 

drawing together the seemingly divergent, even conflicting, realms of the physical and 

the conceptual, this time of dirt and beauty, or more precisely, the productive power of 

imperial industry, and the aesthetic power of imperial spectacle. 

Chapter Four argues that the industrially augmented fog depicted in certain images of 

nineteenth-century London works firstly as a highly visible sign of the dirty industrial 

                                                             
70 Robert Louis Stevenson, The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, [orig. date 1886], in Susan J. 
Wolfson and Barry V. Qualls (eds), Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, The Secret Sharer, and Transformation: 
Tales of Three Doubles, Pearson Longman, New York, 2009, pp. 59–122. 
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practices of a productive manufacturing empire, and secondly, as a symbol of the grand 

idea of imperial spectacle, and of the imperial aesthetic, including imperial beauty.  

London was the biggest industrial city in the empire for much of the nineteenth century. 

Industry can be identified as a key fact of imperial progress.  The abundant smoke, 

which spewed out of London’s industrial chimneys and which augmented the often 

already thickly foggy air, was a sign of the empire’s industrial productivity, progress 

and power. I contend that as a highly visual, dynamic sign of empire, the smoke-fed 

London fog created a link between dirt, greatness, and beauty in imperial London. As 

such, the smoke-fed foggy atmosphere of industrial London became part of an imperial 

aesthetic, sometimes operating as a symbol for the spectacle, and the beauty, of empire.  

For many British landscape painters the industrially-nourished London fogs worked to 

obscure the view, shutting down landscape and so limiting their representations of it, 

rather than opening up artistic creativity through the requirement for imaginative 

projection. Turner was the earliest serious British artist who came to envision imperial 

power, progress and modernity through the painterly symbolism of London’s smoke-fed 

fogs. As something of an anomaly among British landscape artists in this respect, 

Turner did not appear to inspire other British painters. This left a gap in the nineteenth-

century representation of British landscape which would be addressed mostly by foreign 

artists interested in imperial modernity, and who were not affected by the British 

landscape painters anti-industrial prejudices.  

The Americans—painter Whistler, and writer Henry James—and French painter Monet, 

all visited later nineteenth-century London and responded to the imperial potential of its 

industry-boosted fogs. Each of them used the London fog to symbolise various ideas 

about empire including its power, its sublimity, its spectacle, and its beauty from the 

point of view of outsiders. In most cases in the paintings and literature it was the smoke-

fed fogs’ transformative agency which changed, reformulated, homogenised, connected 

and aestheticized London, and its various parts, into a beautiful sign of empire. As such, 

dirty London became an imperial spectacle.  

It is necessary to comment here finally on the capaciousness of fog, both real and 

representational, as a symbol of empire. Actual fog, the real substance which physically 

filled the atmosphere of nineteenth-century London, and the contemporary ideas about 

it, inform this enquiry. But, it is the artistic representation of fog, and what this might 

mean in terms of empire, which is the primary focus. In each chapter, every attempt is 
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made to distinguish between real and represented fog; however, at times they are 

considered together, as their embroglio with the phenomenon of empire can make them 

difficult to distinguish. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The concentration of the London fog, and the heart of the empire  

 

In this chapter I will argue that London, as the heart of empire, was the place where 

imperialism not only began, ended and was most concentrated, but was also where the 

famous smoke-fed fog germinated, grew and was most dense. I argue that one result of 

the concentration of both empire and fog in nineteenth-century London was that the fog 

came to be a symbol of the heart of empire specifically, and of empire generally, and 

that this can be seen in nineteenth-century representations of London. Later in the 

chapter, I ask what this concentration of empire and fog in real and represented London 

might mean for empire, its symbolic atmosphere, and the artistic representation of each, 

at a site such as Perth in the Swan River Colony, settled in 1829 on one of the furthest 

edges of empire.  

 

Concentration and expansion 

Niels Möeller Lund’s The Heart of the Empire (1904) (fig. 1.1), captures on canvas the 

monumental idea that nineteenth-century London was the actual and ideological locus 

of ever-expanding imperial power. With an aerial viewpoint from the rooftop of the 

Royal Exchange, the viewer of this large-scale painting looks down on an area known 

as Bank Junction, the financial powerhouse of the City of London and the economic 

centre of the empire, and then out to the imperial horizon. The sweeping, westward 

view also encompasses other powerful and iconic institutions of the British Empire. To 

the left of the Royal Exchange building1—the traditional centre of commerce and 

exchange whose chimneys flank the viewer’s gaze—is Mansion House,2

                                                             
1 The current Royal Exchange, upon the roof of which Lund’s viewer is positioned, was opened on 1st 
January in 1845. It is the third successive Royal Exchange building to be erected on the site since 1579, 
when Queen Elizabeth I opened the first exchange there. Sir Thomas Gresham ‘introduced exchanges into 
England, but they had been popular in most of the commercial cities of Italy, Germany, and the 
Netherlands, many years prior’; Charles Dickens Jr., Dickens’s Dictionary of London 1888: An 
Unconventional Handbook, [orig. date 1888], Old House Books, Moretonhampstead, 2007, p. 217. The 
trade-related symbolism of the allegorical tableau, within the tympanum, positions the Royal Exchange as 
the declarative and central institution of commerce within the British Empire.  

 the residence 

2 ‘The building of a house for the Lord Mayor was suggested immediately after the Great Fire of London 
in 1666,’ and Mansion House, as the official residence of the Lord Mayor, was occupied for the first time 
in 1752; Sally Jeffery, The Official Guide to the Mansion House, City of London, London, 1994, p. 3. 
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of the Lord Mayor of the City of London. To the right of Mansion House is the 

triangulated, neo-gothic building of Mappin and Webb,3 which at the turn of the century 

was one of London’s leading jewellers and a royal silversmith. Directly behind Mappin 

and Webb is St Paul’s Cathedral.4 The tallest structure in the painting, the cathedral is 

located almost in the centre of the composition, thus reflecting its central symbolic and 

practical role in the power of the British Empire. Scattered throughout the scene, 

radiating out from St Paul’s and expanding its influence, are dozens of church spires. To 

the left of St Paul’s is the Thames,5 the recognisable arches of Blackfriars Bridge 

standing out against the silvery surface of the vital artery of trade and transport.6 In the 

bottom right corner of the work can be seen the Bank of England, the institution upon 

which the empire’s, indeed, much of the world’s, financial power and growth was 

built.7 Finally, there is also a glimpse of a statue of the Duke of Wellington, one of 

empire’s greatest military heroes and leading politician.8

                                                                                                                                                                                   
The Lord Mayor is the chief magistrate of the City of London and, within the city, ‘ranks immediately 
after the sovereign,’ in importance; ‘The Office of Lord Mayor’, City of London website, 2008, viewed 
31/07/08, < http://www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/scripts/htm_hl>.  Mansion House, as a British institution, 
represents truth, justice and good governance.   

 Representing commerce, 

governance, religion, expansion, power and wealth, all architectural, topographical, 

sculptural, institutional and symbolic elements within Lund’s The Heart of the Empire, 

are visually composed so as to describe the concentration of empire at the site of Bank 

junction. 

3 Jewellers and silversmiths, Mappin and Webb has been directly associated with British Royalty and 
imperial ceremony since 1897 when it was granted royal warrants; ‘History’, Mappin and Webb website, 
2012, viewed 31/07/08, <http://www.mappinandwebb.com/information/history>.  
4 The relationship between spiritual St Paul’s and the commercial City of London has a long and complex 
history and is very much based on a process of mutual dependency. This specific relationship is examined 
in Stephen Daniels, Fields of Vision: Landscape Imagery and National Identity in England and the 
United States, Polity Press, Cambridge and Oxford, 1993. 
5 The Thames was the major imperial conduit connecting the heart of empire to its extremities. It is also 
significant in the history of London and the empire, for example by carrying the bodies of such figures as 
Queen Elizabeth I and Lord Admiral Nelson to Whitehall; Peter Cunningham, Hand-book of London, 
Past and Present, [orig. date 1850], EP Publishing, East Ardsley, 1978, p. 488. 
6 The new Blackfriars Bridge, completely rebuilt by Joseph Cubitt in the late 1860s is an example of 
famous Victorian engineering. It is recognisable by its five arches and low parapet. Dickens Jr., p. 38. 
7 From the mid-1840s Britain’s national economy, and so its influence in the world economy, had begun 
to stabilize and strengthen due to the effect of the Bank Acts in which gold standard sterling was 
introduced; Daniel M. Abramson, Building the Bank of England: Money, Architecture, Society, 1694–
1942, Yale University Press, New Haven, 2005, p. 201. As Daniel Ambramson states in his history on 
building the Bank of England, ‘From the 1870s on sterling also became the world’s leading reserve and 
commercial currency. London became the world’s unrivalled commercial capital assisted by the 
economic liberalism and the Pax Britannia of 1815 to 1914’; ibid.  
8 The statue of The Duke of Wellington faces west across Bank Junction and looks towards St Paul’s 
Cathedral, the site of the Duke’s funeral and burial in November 1852.  
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Writing in 1902 of the circulatory nature of the heart of empire, H. J. MacKinder 

claims, ‘[t]he City, the place of business, is the nucleus of London’,9 and ‘St Paul’s 

Cathedral, the Mansion House, the Royal Exchange, and the Bank of England are its 

significant monuments’.10 For Eric Hobsbawm, looking back from 1987, the same turn-

of-the-century City of London seemed ‘more than ever, the switchboard for the world’s 

international business transactions’.11 More recently, Stephen Daniels maintains that in 

Lund’s vision of the city, there is a sense of the past, present and future imperial 

centrality of the City of London by declaring that Lund’s title, The Heart of the Empire, 

‘alludes to contemporary geo-political theories of imperial destiny’.12

But empire was not the only entity concentrated so densely at this core site of 

nineteenth-century London. Popularly known as the London fog, the intensely thick and 

dark atmospheric mixture of naturally occurring fog, and the smoke from London’s 

thousands of domestic and industrial chimneys combined, collected and concentrated 

itself there too. According to the satirical magazine Punch, ‘[i]n the neighbourhood of 

St Paul’s and the Banks... the Fog, is at its thickest [sic]’.

 And which, I also 

argue may intimate empire’s ultimate stagnation and decline. 

13 Hippolyte Taine’s 

declaration that in London, ‘[e]verything is on a large scale… the clubs are palaces, the 

hotels are monuments; the river is an arm of the sea; the cabs go twice as fast’,14

In the surrounding country it was a foggy day, but there the fog was grey, 

whereas in London it was, at about the boundary line, dark yellow, and a little 

within it brown, and then browner, and then browner, until at the heart of the 

City… it was rusty-black.

 

describes an environment that permits extremes. In such an environment, London’s 

home-grown fog could hardly have been anything other than the darkest and thickest of 

fogs. Charles Dickens also describes the darkening degrees of smoky, foggy obscuration 

which intensified the closer you got to the centre of the city in Our Mutual Friend: 

15

                                                             
9 H. J. MacKinder, Britain and the British Seas, [orig. date 1902], Greenwood Press, Westport, 1969, p. 
257. 

 

10 ibid. 
11 Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire, p. 51. 
12 Daniels, p. 31. 
13 ‘London Fog Rules’, Punch, vol. 65, 20 December 1873, p. 246. 
14 Hippolyte Taine, Notes on England, trans. W. F. Rae, Henry Holt and Co., New York, 1874, pp. 16, 17. 
15 Charles Dickens, Our Mutual Friend, [orig. date 1864–5], Penguin Books, Hamondsworth and 
Middlesex, 1984, p. 479. 
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In 1857, Nathaniel Hawthorne describes a similar thickening and darkening of 

London’s smoke-fed fogs the closer he got to St Paul’s Cathedral after leaving the 

National Gallery: 

From the Gallery I almost groped my way towards the city, for the fog seemed 

to grow denser and denser as I advanced; and when I reached St. Paul’s, the 

sunny intermixture above spoken of was at its minimum, so that the smoke-

cloud grew really black about the dome and pinnacles.16

It seems that in reality as well as in literature’s representation of life, the London fog 

was most concentrated in the powerful centre of the City of London. So it is in Lund’s 

vision of the heart of the empire.  

  

Catherine Hall and  Sonya O. Rose claim that ‘at its heart, empire is about power’,17

Accordingly, Iain S. Black,

 and 

in Lund’s painting the smoke-fed fog not only fills and collects at the powerful imperial 

heart but seems also to be generated by the powerful institutions which reside there. 

Smoke can be seen issuing from the chimneys of the Royal Exchange, the Bank of 

England, and Mansion House, three of the most significant agencies of imperial 

London. This is no ordinary smoke then.  As it mingles with the already smoke-

adulterated murky fog, the exhausts of a powerful empire claim and colonise the 

atmosphere within the imperial heart before expanding out towards the imperial 

horizons.  

18 Jane Jacobs,19 and Daniels,20

a landscape of power, the monumental buildings signifying the City’s historic 

role as a world centre of finance and trade. The view... stretches away to the 

horizon suggesting the vastness of the imperial metropolis, and contrasting the 

teeming activity of the centre with the diffuse networks of commerce and 

exchange which made power possible. Lund’s vision of the imperial city also 

links past and present, populating an historic built environment shaped by the 

 all discuss Lund’s work as a 

landscape of imperial power. According to Black, Lund’s painting is, without question,  

                                                             
16 Nathaniel Hawthorne, Our London Home, and, English Notebooks,  vol. 2, Houghton, Mifflin and Co, 
Boston and New York, The Riverside Press, Cambridge, 1897, p. 594. 
17 Catherine Hall and Sonya O. Rose, ‘Introduction: Being at Home with the Empire,’ in Catherine Hall 
and Sonya O. Rose (eds), At Home with the Empire: Metropolitan Culture and the Imperial World, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2006, p. 6. 
18 Iain S. Black, ‘Rebuilding the Heart of the Empire: Bank Headquarters in the City of London, 1919–
1939’, in Dana Arnold (ed.), The Metropolis and its Image: Constructing Identities for London, 
Blackwell Publishing, Oxford and Malden, 1999, pp. 127–52. 
19 Jane M. Jacobs, Edge of Empire: Post-colonialism and the City, Routledge, London, 1996, pp. 38–69. 
20 Daniels, pp. 13–15 
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rebuilding of London after the Great Fire and remodelled in incremental fashion 

over the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, with the dynamism of trade and 

commerce at the dawn of the twentieth century.21

According to Jacobs, the painting is composed such that the viewer must consider the 

central role of London in the expansion and progress of empire as their gaze is drawn 

first to St Paul’s ‘dome and then beyond to the edge of empire’.

 

22Jacobs describes 

Lund’s painting as depicting ‘the monumental, thronging hub of nineteenth century 

imperial might,’23 which, ‘seethes with the life of empire... a vibrancy that had derived, 

quite literally, from the wealth obtained from exchanging raw materials from the 

colonies for manufactured goods in the core’.24 Jacobs’ seething ‘life of empire’25 is 

most effectively evoked through the smoke-fed fog which also seethes in Lund’s vision. 

This is the very smoke-fed fog that, in its industrial form, signifies the transformation of 

raw materials, torn from the edges of empire then collected in London where they are 

turned into domestic produce for internal consumption or export back to the imperial 

outposts, noted by Jacobs.26

But, neither Black’s nor Jacobs’ detailed and insightful readings of the painting’s 

representation of London as the heart of empire discuss the all-pervading smoky foggy 

atmosphere. Admittedly, both authors have a commercial, economic focus to their 

examination of the painting’s imperial power, yet while checking off the other signs of 

empire that according to Black makes Lund’s work ‘the paradigmatic representation of 

the City of empire’,

  

27

                                                             
21 Black, ‘Rebuilding the Heart of the Empire’, in Arnold, p. 129. 

 neither writer discusses the smoke-fed fog. This is despite the fact 

that the smoky, foggy atmosphere, which by 1904, when the painting was created, had 

long been recognised as a feature of the imperial city, occupies easily more than half of 

the physical surface of Lund’s canvas. It fills the pictorial background, much of the 

middle ground, and features dominantly in the foreground. In fact, the viewer has to 

peer through the painted foggy veil to see all the other elements on which Black and 

Jacobs comment. Even though Black and Jacobs do not respond to it, I argue that the 

smoky fog, especially as it begins its life as smoke swirling out of the two huge 

22 Jacobs, p. 53. 
23 ibid., p. 39, caption fig. 1. 
24 ibid., p. 53. 
25 ibid. 
26 Mappin and Webb, the jewellers whose building features in Lund’s painting, represents one of the 
industries complicit in this process. They are perhaps especially significant here as their end product was 
destined for the Monarchy and other leaders of empire. 
27 Black, ‘Rebuilding the Heart of the Empire’, in  Arnold,  p. 128. 
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chimneys atop the Royal Exchange at the front of the work, can be read as a major focus 

of this landscape of concentrated and expanding imperial power.   

Daniels is the only scholar of the three who comments on the smoke in The Heart of the 

Empire, significantly describing Lund’s work as a ‘dynamic image of the Victorian city, 

smoking with power’.28

Lund engages with the nineteenth-century fascination with biological analogies by 

selecting the contemporary phrase ‘the heart of the empire’ as his title. The powerful 

phrase, when attached to the view in question, symbolises the core significance of the 

site of Bank Junction, and so London, in the idea and practice of empire, as well as 

acknowledging a belief in a real and metaphorical imperial heart. The heart is a 

powerful organ, being not only the perceived centre of an organism, but also its life-

support system and its moral compass. In Lund’s vision, Bank Junction is like the heart 

of the empire as physically it is at the centre of the City of London, which is itself at the 

centre of greater London, and by extension Britain and the British Empire. It is also the 

beating life-support of empire, near and far, circulating its wealth, finances and 

influence through its expansive economic system:  

 Daniels’ reading, coming out of an interest in landscape 

imagery and national identity, effectively assigns the smoke of the City of London’s 

chimneys a symbolic role in Lund’s representation of empire. Thus, Daniels identifies 

smoke as a signifier of British power, and, as such, complicit in the production, practice 

and nature of empire. I also argue that the visual significance of the smoke should not 

be forgotten here, and that the smoke idealises and generalises much of imperial London 

while allowing its monuments to be seen. I further suggest that in this image smoke’s 

ability to represent imperial power can also be linked to the symbolism of the heart, 

used in the work’s title. 

The life of the great metropolis at the beginning of the twentieth century 

exhibits a daily throb as of a huge pulsating heart. Every evening half a million 

men are sent in quick streams, like corpuscles of blood in the arteries, along the 

railways and the trunk roads outwards towards the suburbs. Every morning they 

return, crowding into the square mile or two wherein the exchanges of the world 

are finally adjusted.29

                                                             
28 Daniels, p. 15. 

  

29 MacKinder, p. 257. 



 
 

 
 

33 

And, the imperial city’s role as the ‘true north’ of imperial morality is reflected in the 

compositional proximity of and visual relationship between St Paul’s and Bank 

Junction. 

I argue then that the smoke-fed fog in Lund’s painting strengthens the belief in the city 

as a heart, and London as the heart of the empire, in ways related to the notions of 

centrality, circulation and morality. First, the artery-like chimneys of the Royal 

Exchange, the Bank of England, and Mansion House pump out streams of smoke 

which, like the blood of a real heart, gathers and fills the spaces of the central imperial 

organ. Secondly, the smoke circulates through the imperial organism like life-

supporting blood, first around its heart and then pulsing on to its extremities. Finally, in 

Lund’s painting, the chimneys’ smoke is decidedly moral, acting like the needle of a 

spiritual compass pointing, as it rises, up towards Heaven.  

But, the smoky London fog operated as a symbol of nineteenth-century empire in other 

ways too. In particular, it had an expressive engagement with space. In Lund’s painting, 

the smoke-fed fog, like empire, is involved in the exploration and colonisation of space, 

and charts and actualises the success and attainment of spatial expansion. Lund’s 

painting of the spaces of the heart of the empire is divided horizontally in two, 

identifying the separate, yet adjacent, territories of man and God in the manifestation of 

empire. The bottom half of the image depicts the horizontal, terrestrial, humanised 

spread of imperial London reaching out to the horizon, suggestive of actual British 

imperial expansion beyond it. This expansion across, and colonisation of, the land is 

charted, verified and matched by the searching swirls of fog, fed by the smoke of the 

chimneys, which spread out and explore, colonising every part of the terrain of the city. 

The top half of the canvas is devoted almost entirely to the foggy atmosphere above 

London. In the painting, the sky can be read as a symbolic territorial frontier. In the sky, 

smoke, fog, mist and cloud explore like scurrying advance scouts of empire, while the 

monumental dome and lantern of St Paul’s Cathedral heave up to breach the horizon 

line much as would a British ship on a campaign of exploration. This image suggests an 

imperial attempt to claim and colonise vertical space too, perhaps it is even an attempt 

at the colonisation of Heaven itself. 30

                                                             
30 Fog and mist as a sign of imperial exploration is examined more closely in chapter two. 
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Lund’s early twentieth-century painting presents the viewer with a ‘portrait of a 

decidedly nineteenth-century world’.31

David Harvey claims that ‘[i]f a picture or map is worth a thousand words, then power 

in the realms of representation may end up being as important as power over the 

materiality of spatial organisation itself’.

 It gathers together, as a kind of centralised, 

concentrated proof of empire, the symbols of the idea and practice of empire. The 

smoke-fed fog included by Lund can then, be read as one such symbol of empire, as 

well as successfully representing the power and concentration of empire within the 

space of nineteenth-century London and its expansion out to imperial horizons. 

32 Certainly, in the nineteenth century, 

according to Mark Crinson, ‘the establishment of the image of centrality was as 

important as the fact of London as an economic and political hub’,33 and, a pulsing 

centre of imperial power. This was perhaps because ‘it also suggested that without a 

heart or centre there could be no empire’.34

 

 I suggest in this chapter that the visual 

symbol of the smoke-fed London fog was ideally suited to the need to establish the 

power of empire through the image of centrality that Crinson discusses. As the real fog 

concentrated itself evocatively in the imperial capital so the represented fog was thus 

pictured. But, before developing this exploration of the imperial relevance of the 

London fog in the artistic representations of nineteenth-century and early twentieth-

century London, it is important to first establish something of the visual culture of 

London’s perceived centrality to empire. Further, the representation of several key sites 

within London, each of which was at some stage during the nineteenth century 

identified as the centre or heart of empire, is also explored. 

Centrality 

The Imperial Federation—Map of the World Showing the Extent of the British Empire 

in 1886 (fig. 1.2), is an illustrated map of the spatial, historical and political 

relationships of empire as they were understood in 1886. As if to confirm a core–

periphery organisation of nineteenth-century imperial ideology, this geopolitical map of 

empire is edged with illustrations of the peoples, animals, plants and objects found at 
                                                             
31 Black, ‘Rebuilding the Heart of the Empire’, in Arnold, p. 128. 
32 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change, Basil 
Blackwell, Oxford and Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1990, p. 233. 
33 Mark Crinson, Modern Architecture and the End of Empire, Ashgate, Aldershot and Burlington, 2003, 
p. 8, my italics. 
34 ibid.  
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the remote and distant limits of empire. Inside this external frame of the imperially 

peripheral sits the map of the world. Right at the centre of this mapped world-space 

(with the 1886 holdings of the British Empire scattered around it in red) can be found 

the small, red shape of Great Britain.35 In another example, even though its focus was 

the India and Colonial Exhibition, the Map of the World Shewing the Extent of the 

British Empire in 1886 [sic] (fig. 1.3), re-created the hierarchical organisation of exotic, 

edge-of-empire scenes, framing a map of the world with Britain at the centre. And, the 

1895 map, The British Empire Coloured Red (fig. 1.4), showing the Castle Line 

shipping routes running in and out of South Africa from the Castle Line Atlas of South 

Africa,36

For Britain to be centrally positioned on this world map is not an arbitrary occurrence. 

The cartographical representation of the world, which locates Britain at the centre, is a 

contrivance that reveals the central view the British had created of themselves and their 

relationships to the rest of the world. The British perception of the centrality of Britain 

relative to the rest of the world was the result of a broad and extensive imperial history. 

Indeed, as Tim Champion claims, ‘[t]he concepts of centre and periphery, in various 

ways and in various degrees of specificity, have had a long history in western European 

thought’.

 adapted the same design with an outer frame full of animals and landscapes of 

imperially peripheral Africa. This frame surrounded the world map, in the middle of 

which was Great Britain. Well into the twentieth century, even as the power of empire 

was waning, Britain was still regularly positioning itself cartographically, ideologically 

and symbolically at the centre of empire, the world, and even, as can be seen in 

Highways of Empire (1927) (fig. 1.5), the cosmos.  

37

Britain had in fact been imagining a central imperial position for itself for hundreds of 

years, based not so much on an actual, physical centrality perhaps, as on the idea of 

Britain as the natural hub of imperial influence and power. As the nation’s capital, 

London was ideally placed to become the Imperial City. According to Felix Driver and 

David Gilbert, ‘[t]he idea of the Imperial City is as ancient…as the idea of empire 

 

                                                             
35 A small map-insert shows the comparatively diminutive extent of the British Empire a hundred years 
earlier in 1786 
36 The Castle Line was a South African shipping company and the map showed the Castle Line routes to 
and from Great Britain.  
37 Tim Champion, Centre and Periphery: Comparative Studies in Archaeology, Routledge, London, 1995, 
p. 2. 
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itself’.38 They go on to claim that ‘[a]ll empires require centres, capitals or seats of 

power, and frequently these places have been explicitly portrayed as imperial cities’.39 

In the nineteenth-century world of  British Imperialism, a venture, which, according to 

Hall and Rose, originated in the city and expanded out from there,40 London, the capital 

of Great Britain, effectively took on the role of imperial city.41

An early-nineteenth-century description of London as the Imperial City comes from 

English architect James Elmes’ book Metropolitan Improvements of London in the 

Nineteenth Century (1829). Elmes writes: 

 

The reign and regency of GEORGE THE FOURTH have scarcely done less, for 

the vast and increasing Metropolis of the British Empire: by increasing its 

magnificence and its comforts... by making solid roads and public ways, 

scarcely inferior to those of ancient Rome, which have connected the extremest 

points of the empire, and have brought its provinces and seaports, many days 

journey nearer to the Metropolis... and, by beginning, and continuing with a 

truly national perseverance, a series of desirable improvements... LONDON 

[was made into], the ROME of modern history [sic].42

With this ardent imperial rhetoric, which identified the geographical and political links 

between London and the ever-widening territorial extremities of empire, Elmes 

validates his claim of London as the ‘Metropolis of the British Empire’.

 

43 And, by 

claiming London as the, ‘ROME of modern history [sic]’,44 and comparing the British 

Empire’s improvements to those of the earlier, mighty Roman Empire, Elmes 

strengthens London’s entitlement to the position of Imperial City.45

                                                             
38 Felix Driver and David Gilbert, ‘Heart of Empire? Landscape, Space and Performance in Imperial 
London’, Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, vol. 16, no. 1, 1998, p. 11. 

 There is then, 

according to Elmes, a geographical, historical, experiential, and symbolic focus of 

39 ibid. 
40 Hall and Rose, ‘Introduction’, in Hall and Rose,  p. 6. 
41 This was the case during the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, although other 
imperially developed cities such as Manchester, Liverpool, Birmingham, and Sheffield also boomed 
during these years, at times posing a considerable challenge to London as the Imperial City. 
42 James Elmes, Metropolitan Improvements of London in the Nineteenth Century: Being a Series of 
Views, of the New and Most Interesting Objects, in the British Metropolis and its Vicinity, [orig. date 
1829], illus. Thomas H. Shepherd, Benjamin Blom, New York and London, 1968, pp. 1, 2. 
43 ibid., p. 1. For a concise explanation of the rise of the British Empire please refer to the thesis 
Introduction chapter. 
44 ibid., p. 2.  
45 In fact, in drawing parallels between modern London and ancient Rome, Elmes is only continuing a 
tradition which in 1700 saw John Toland, the political writer declaring London as, ‘a New Rome in the 
West.’; John Toland, cited in Justin Champion, Republican Learning: John Toland and the Crisis of 
Christian Culture, 1696–1722, Manchester University Press, Manchester, 2003, p. 107. 
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empire in the City of London such that London could be justified as the heart of the 

empire.46

Elmes’ text is accompanied by well over 100 detailed images by Thomas H. Shepherd, 

which are presented as a series of views. The book does not identify or press a single 

prototypical vision of nineteenth-century London. This is partly because of the 

somewhat democratic approach of the book to the sites of London that it serialises. But 

it may also be due to London itself, which for much of the century was often described 

as being more like a series of individual villages which resisted becoming one coherent 

town. In 1843 John Fisher Murray proposed: 

  

A town London assuredly is not; it may, if you please, be a collection of 

neighbourhoods. A town implies a coherence of parts—an integrity of the 

whole—a centre, with a church and a market-place, and suburbs, with dirty 

lanes and puddles to tumble into... London has none of these local or provincial 

attributes. There is no harmony of parts, no aggregation, no coherence... 47

Much later, in 1896, Mark Twain was still able to insist that greater London at least was 

not a cohesive city but rather an assortment of ‘fifty villages massed solidly together’.

 

48 

But, despite the city’s hotchpotch manifestation, ‘[t]he Victorian makers and re-makers 

of London succeeded in reconciling what might have seemed the irreconcilable: density 

at the centre with openness at the periphery’.49

George Cruikshank’s cartoon, All the World Going to See the Great Exhibition of 1851 

(fig. 1.6), corroborates Driver and Gilbert’s claim that ‘[f]rom at least the time of the 

Great Exhibition in 1851, Londoners found a variety of ways to think of their city as the 

 Throughout the nineteenth century, the 

notion of complex, fragmented London as a complete Imperial City, the dense heart of 

an open, receptive, ever-expanding empire, grew. And so did the list of sites within 

London which claimed a central, if often impermanent, imperial status. In 1851, an 

opportunity for a single, spectacular, visual resolution of the idea of London as the 

centre of modern empire emerged.  

                                                             
46 London has been regarded as the nation’s capital from the twelfth century onwards, although there is no 
official commencement date recorded. It had also been the acknowleged capital for a short period during 
the reign of Edward the Confessor (1042–1066). 
47 John Fisher Murray, The World of London, vol. 1, William Blackwood and Sons, Edinburgh and 
London, 1843, p. 19. Murray’s italics. 
48 Mark Twain, in Harriet Elinor Smith (ed.), Autobiography of Mark Twain: The Mark Twain Papers, 
vol. 1, University of California Press, Berkeley, Los Angeles and London, 2010, p. 108. 
49 Donald J. Olsen, The Growth of Victorian London, B. T. Batsford Publishers, London, 1976, p. 327. 
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centre of the empire, and by implication, the world’.50

Cruikshank’s image is of London as the gathering, immersive, central distillation of 

empire. It is an image of concentrated imperial power as well as an image of the power 

of empire to concentrate itself. As Ford Madox Hueffer claimed in 1905, London ‘is 

vast because of its assimilative powers’,

 In the cartoon, Cruikshank 

positions a monumental representation of Crystal Palace, the 1850s icon of the modern, 

Imperial City, as the centre of the world sitting atop the globe like a great crown. 

Around the rest of the globe, the Egyptian pyramids, Asian and Indian temples, grass 

huts, palm trees, deserts and mountain ranges are dwarfed by Crystal Palace. From such 

distant, imperially peripheral sites, all the people of the world race upwards and inwards 

towards London’s Great Exhibition site. Like an irresistible imperial magnet the Crystal 

Palace attracts, draws in and unites not only the vast array of objects in the exhibition it 

hosts, but also the massive concentration of its visitors moving in towards London from 

the edges of the empire. This is an image of an inward-focussed understanding of 

imperial circulation. 

51 describing it a few pages later as, ‘a great... 

magnet’.52 In, The Criminal Prisons of London and Scenes of London Life, published in 

1862, Henry Mayhew and John Binny estimate that at the time of the 1851 census, 

London numbered, ‘2,362,236 souls within its boundaries!’53 The Great Exhibition held 

the same year only added to the number of people massed within the Imperial City as it, 

‘attracted six million visitors to the capital... Never had London played host to so many 

potential Londoners as in those six hectic months from May to October’.54 The effects 

of such concentration of humanity, according to Joseph Cowen, are such that while, ‘the 

gathering of men into crowds has some drawbacks... [t]he concentration of citizens, like 

the concentration of soldiers, is a source of strength’.55

Other Cruikshank cartoons of 1851 also pivot on the idea of London as the concentrated 

centre of empire. The two complementary cartoons, London, in 1851 (fig. 1.7) and, 

 Certainly imperial London was 

strong, and powerfully concentrated, as well as being full of people. 

                                                             
50 Driver and Gilbert, p. 23. 
51 Ford Madox Hueffer, The Soul of London: A Survey of a Modern City, Alston Rivers, London, 1905, p. 
12.  
52 ibid., p. 24. 
53 Henry Mayhew and John Binny, The Criminal Prisons of London, and, Scenes of London Life, [orig. 
date 1862], Frank Cass and Co., London, 1968, p. 11. 
54 Jerry White, London in the Nineteenth Century: A Human Awful Wonder of God, Vintage Books, 
London, 2008, p. 103. 
55 Joseph Cowen, [orig. date 1885], cited in B. I. Coleman, (ed.), The Idea of the City in Nineteenth 
Century Britain, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London and Boston, 1973, p. 165. 
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Manchester, in 1851 (fig. 1.8), depict a view of the streets of both cities during the 

Great Exhibition. While London’s streets are pictured as chaotically clogged with 

masses of people all trying to get to Crystal Place, the streets of Manchester are shown 

as desolately empty, apart from one slumped figure, possibly a drunkard. The 

implication is that Manchester, usually itself a thriving hub of imperial activity, 

industry, culture and wealth, has been evacuated by its citizens who have, as can be seen 

from the signs in front of all the closed businesses, ‘GONE to the GREAT 

EXHIBITION’. According to Friedrich Engels, in Manchester the working areas in 

particular were normally plagued by ‘the smoke of all the factories... that the working 

people alone may breathe’.56 It follows that if there is no smoke to be seen in the streets, 

then there are no workers in the factories, and so no production of empire in 

Manchester. It seems that even for those geographically, culturally and ideologically 

engaged in the physical, smoky production of empire, the draw of London, and the 

concentration of empire represented by the Great Exhibition and Crystal Place, was still 

irresistible. 57

 

 

London’s ‘many centres of empire’58

While Crystal Palace was indeed an early icon of concentrated, modern, imperial power 

and influence, it was not the only site within London that was represented as the centre 

of empire, even during the Great Exhibition. Driver and Gilbert discuss London’s 

‘many centres of empire’,

  

59 and suggest that a broad, ‘popular consciousness of imperial 

centrality’60 was evident well into the twentieth century. An example of an alternative to 

the choice of Crystal Palace as the centre for empire can be found in the 1851 Illustrated 

Guide: The Sights of London (fig. 1.9).61

                                                             
56 Friedrich Engels, The Condition of the Working-Class in England in 1844: With Preface Written in 
1892, [orig. date in German in 1845, in English in 1892], trans. Florence Kelley Wischnewetzky, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2010, p. 59. 

 The newspaper-style guide suggested to 

visitors of the Great Exhibition a seven-day itinerary for touring the key sights of 

57 While there is no smoke in the cartoon of London either, I argue that the imperial symbol of the Great 
Exhibition, and the ‘fog’ of people who are engulfing it render any literally smoky representation of 
empire unnecessary. Also, as the exhibition was held in the summer months there would have been less 
smoke from domestic fires, and given the evidence of the crush of people from out of town, perhaps the 
view of London pictured by Cruikshank occurred on a holiday, or a Sunday, when no-one was working.  
58 Driver and Gilbert, p. 18. 
59 ibid. 
60 ibid., p.23. 
61 Illustrated Guide: The Sights of London, 1st edn., John Such and William Fitch Publishers, London, 
1851, n.p. 
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London. Despite claiming to be explicitly produced ‘[f]or the year of the Great 

Exhibition 1851’,62 the tour begins not at Crystal Palace, the site of sparkling imperial 

modernity, but at the historical and sacred site of St Paul’s Cathedral, the long-standing 

spiritual heart of imperial London.63

understanding the city’s place in a modern world. Rather than presenting the 

city as a site of newness, vibrancy and movement, it could be presented as a site 

of power and a unifying central place. This element was most commonly used in 

interpreting the landscapes of the capitals of the imperial powers.

 According to David Gilbert, modern guidebooks 

for old, established European cities often offered alternative ways of: 

64

Thus, the Illustrated Guide to The Sights of London selects St Paul’s as the core site at 

which visitors may experience the power and unity (i.e. the concentration) of imperial 

London. Other guidebooks sometimes chose other sites. In fact, over the century, ‘[t]he 

ways in which guidebooks expressed London’s imperial centrality changed markedly’,

  

65 

even if the focus of ‘London’s role not only as a domestic capital but also as the centre 

of the world’s largest and most powerful empire’66

The attempt by Routledge’s Popular Guide to London and its Suburbs (1862) to express 

London’s imperial centrality rested on the guide’s claim of London as central in just 

about every conceivable category of worldly civilisation: 

 did not change.  

London is the political, moral, physical, intellectual, artistic, literary, 

commercial and social centre of the world. In no other city are so many distinct 

aspects presented; in no other city are so many individual traits and peculiarities 

observable; no other city possesses the wealth, the importance, and the 

abounding population which distinguish it.67

While listing and describing the sites of London and suggesting various itineraries for 

tours, Routledge’s Popular Guide… never definitively claims one site as key in the 

core/periphery discourse of empire. In fact the guide claims a plurality of central 

 

                                                             
62 ibid., front page. 
63 Rebecca Pierce contends that St Paul’s cathedral plays a central, symbolic role in the visual, emotional, 
spiritual and ideological representation and identity of London and the British Empire; Rebecca Pierce, 
National Identity and the British Empire: The Image of Saint Paul’s Cathedral, Masters’ Thesis, 
Graduate College of Marshall University, Huntington, 2004, 53 pages. 
64 David Gilbert, ‘“London in All its Glory—Or How to Enjoy London”: Guidebook Representations of 
Imperial London’, Journal of Historical Geography, vol. 25, no. 3, 1991, p. 281. 
65 ibid. 
66 ibid., p. 279. 
67 George Frederick Pardon, Routledge’s Popular Guide to London and its Suburbs, Routledge, Warne 
and Routledge, London, 1862, p. 1.  
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imperial significance within the Imperial City by suggesting that ‘[t]here are many ways 

of seeing London: just according to the taste of the visitor will his steps be led in this or 

that direction’.68

 

 Other nineteenth-century media also identified a variety of different 

central imperial sites within London, including Bank Junction, Trafalgar Square, 

Whitehall, The Victoria Embankment, and the Thames. And so, in the nineteenth 

century, there developed a multiplicity of understandings about London as the heart of 

empire.  

Fog—As a sign of empire 

Maps, series of views, and guidebooks were not the only cultural devices to construct a 

vision of nineteenth-century empire which radiated around and out from a centralised 

London. A Tour Through the British Colonies and Foreign Possessions (circa mid-

1850s) (fig. 1.10) is a board game which ‘starts and finishes in London (the dome of St 

Paul’s can be seen in the central illustration) emphasising the status of Britain and its 

capital city’.69

The game’s central, circular vignette of London boasts a spume of dark black smoke 

surging out of a tall industrial chimney right next to St Paul’s. The smoke gathers 

densely in the very middle of the view pictorially colonising the image. It is thickest at 

its centre and thins towards its edges as it expands and spreads out across the image. In 

so doing, the smoke mimics the nature and practice of empire, which also expands out 

from its centre of London. The smoke claims not only the prime position of the middle 

of the central image of the circular game-board, but also, by obscuring much of the view 

 Even as London is represented in the game as both the beginning and end 

of empire, the central vignette of iconic London, this time depicting a view of St Paul’s, 

Blackfriars’ Bridge and the Thames, also firmly visualised the city as the imperial core. 

This is supported by the purpose of the game, which is to get to the centre. What is 

different about the game’s visual representation of London as the incontestable centre of 

empire as compared to the cultural devices previously discussed, is that it not only 

includes, and actually makes a feature of London’s smoke-fed foggy atmosphere, but 

that the smoke, which is clearly black and dirty, is presented as the signifier of the city 

at the heart of a powerful, expansive empire.  

                                                             
68 ibid., p. 20. 
69 Ashley Jackson and David Tomkins, Illustrating Empire: A Visual History of British Imperialism, 
Bodleian Library, Oxford, 2011, p. 166. 
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of London, asserts itself as a usurper of traditional imperial symbolism. That the smoke 

flies flag-like in the air suggests its widening acceptance as a defining visual signifier of 

the Imperial City.  

As such, the smoke stands as a sign of Imperial London, even as the smoky air pictured 

also symbolises the difficulty of seeing, locating and understanding the increasingly 

illimitable and unfathomable imperial centre. As Dickens claims, ‘London was a sooty 

spectre, divided in purpose between being visible and being invisible, and so being 

wholly neither’.70

In this chapter, I claim that dirty smoke-fed fog stands as a symbol for imperial London 

in particular, and empire in general. This is contrary to the popular, alternative 

symbolism of empire as the light-flooding, shadow-eliminating agent of civilization, an 

example of which can be seen in the advertisement What is Wanted in Darkest Africa is 

the Electric Light (fig. 1.11).

 In its ability to obscure and reveal, concentrate and expand, I consider 

that the smoke depicted in this board game is an early example of how the nebulous 

smoke-fed fog could be used as an ambiguous and therefore adaptable symbol of 

nineteenth-century imperial London, a supple alternative to the usual, more rigid, 

established symbols. As well, it is an example of the transformative agency of 

representation which, in this case, is transforming something bad (filthy, smoke-fouled 

London) into something good (the ideal heart of the empire). 

71 Even though ‘London long had the reputation as 

Britain’s smokiest urban area’,72 sometimes there was no place for its dirty smoke in the 

lucid and luminous representation of an empire of sparkling civilisation. The Crystal 

Palace is an architectural example of the concept and symbolism of such imperial 

radiance. It is popularly perceived that the Crystal Palace, whose very appellation 

invokes the bright sparkle and clarity of light passing through a transparent material, 

was named by Douglas Jerrold, a leading wit and writer for Punch. One of Jerrold’s 

regular satirical characters, Mrs Amelia Mouser, describes a dreamt vision of ‘a palace 

of very crystal and sky looking in through every bit of roof’. 73

                                                             
70 Dickens, Our Mutual Friend, p. 479.  

 The glittering imagery of 

optical acuity was repeated in the press of the day and very quickly the idea of a ‘crystal 

palace’ struck the nineteenth-century imagination. As such, the concept and symbolism 

71 John M. MacKenzie (ed.), The Victorian Vision: Inventing New Britain, V&A Publications, London, 
2001, p. 167.  
72 David Stradling and Peter Thorsheim, ‘The Smoke of Great Cities: British and American Efforts to 
Control Air Pollution, 1860–1914’, in Environmental History, vol. 4, no. 1, January 1999, pp. 7, 8. 
73 Douglas Jerrold, ‘A Bit of My Mind’, Punch, vol. 19, July to December 1850, p. 21. 
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of imperial radiance, as embodied in Crystal Palace, is linked to the notion of a 

civilising empire, particularly as ‘spectacle’.  

A spectacle, by definition, needs to be seen, and so the abundant, obfuscating smoke-fed 

fogs of London do not often appear in artistic visions of the Crystal Palace.74 However, 

although Crystal Palace was usually depicted in a clear, bright atmosphere, a French 

lithograph (fig. 1.12) by Charles Riviere75

Further evidence of the close symbolic connection between sparkling empire and dirty 

smoke comes in the form of one of the main exhibits given pride-of-place at the Great 

Exhibition. Prominently displayed in the entrance of Crystal Palace, through which the 

exhibition visitors passed, was, ‘a gigantic symbol of what underpinned Britain’s 

extraordinary power: a 24-ton lump of coal’.

 shows that in reality the glittering Crystal 

Palace was flanked by two enormous octagonal water towers which, in the image, 

appear to be releasing smoke, or possibly steam and mist, high into the air around it. 

This image establishes the physical existence and close proximity of mist, smoke and 

steam, indeed its very genesis, even at a central site of clearly dazzling empire. In fact, 

many nineteenth- and twentieth-century exhibitions, which pitched themselves as 

sparkling spectacles of empire-fostered modernity, were in reality full of mist, steam 

and smoke (fig. 1.13). It could be argued then that there is an implicit ideological, even 

semiotic, connection between that which is pristine and shiny, and the misty, smoky 

practices that allow its production.  

76

The specimen of a slab of fog, too thick, until broken, to pass through Temple 

bar, has been brought to Mr Punch, who—in the proportion of one-twentieth of 

an inch to a foot—here gives its grain and texture. It has a very fine sulphurous 

flavour, and is perhaps the best specimen of the real London article. Mr Punch 

  Such prominent display of the coal 

demonstrates that organisers had found a way of acknowledging the role of dirty coal in 

the rise of shimmering empire. In which case, it is interesting to speculate on whether 

the organisers would have exhibited the smoke-fed fog itself if it could actually have 

been commodified in the way Punch imagined it in 1850, shortly before the exhibition 

opened: 

                                                             
74 The role of the London fog in artistic responses to the spectacle of empire would change considerably 
at the end of the century with Claude Monet and James Whistler’s paintings. A fuller discussion of 
London fog and the spectacle of empire follows in chapter four. 
75 Felix Barker and Peter Jackson, The History of London in Maps, Barrie and Jenkins, London, 1991, p. 
137. 
76 Jeremy Paxman, The Victorians: Britain Through the Paintings of the Age, BBC Books, London, 2009, 
p. 157. 
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thinks that London fog might become a very profitable article of commerce, 

inasmuch as there can be little doubt that, when cut, it is susceptible of a very 

high polish, and might be worn as mourning-rings, or shirt studs.77

In Mr Punch’s fantasy, the London fog is so dense that, apparently through the physical 

process of deposition, it has changed its state directly from a gas to a solid. The 

accompanying illustration is of a flat, densely black rectangle (fig. 1.14). Ordinarily a 

waste product of empire, a sign of imperial practice, the fog is here elevated, albeit 

ironically, to the status of a pristine imperial end product, or commodity. As such, a 

thing it becomes valuable as a raw material, not unlike the gold and gems sourced at the 

very edges of empire then honed, buffed and burnished back in London as jewellery, 

ornaments and other conceits of imperial wealth. The freshly ‘quarried’ London fog, if 

indeed, ‘susceptible of a very high polish’,

 

78

 

 would lose its physical and symbolic 

dirtiness and instead sparkle like the other exhibits inside the Crystal Palace.  

As a propellant of imperial circulation 

Cruikshank also visually connects mist and smoke with the gleaming Crystal Palace. In 

The Dispersion of the Works of All Nations from the Great Exhibition of 1851 (fig. 1.15) 

everything that had been gathered together in the one compacted, central space of the 

Crystal Palace is swept up in an enormous, escaping maelstrom of swirling fog. The fog 

propels the exhibits out of Crystal Palace bearing them away from the concentrated 

centre of empire either back to whence they came, or out to new homes around empire. 

In effect the fog in this image is complicit in what Cruikshank has this time shown as an 

outward-looking understanding of imperial circulation. The fog appears most obviously 

as a powerful, pressurised accelerant, as if concentrated empire could no longer contain 

itself, and so bursts out of its glass and iron confines, pressure-cooker-like, high into the 

sky and out into the wider world.79

                                                             
77 ‘Specimen of a Bit of London Fog’, Punch, vol. 19, July to December, 1850, p. 265. 

 Cruikshank’s misty dispersal of the various objects 

of empire is a sort of misty apotheosis, part of a larger art historical symbolism, which 

includes the cloud-propelled scattering of Renaissance angels out from Heaven, or the 

ascendance of previously mortal beings towards Heaven. It is as if the mist propels the 

imperial exhibits, like their Renaissance angel-counterparts, to places where their power 

is most needed, to where their civilising influences would have most effect. It also a 

78 ‘Specimen of a Bit of London Fog’, p. 265. 
79 This aspect of imperial mist will be examined more fully later in the chapter. 
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powerful anticipation of Lund’s painting of the smoke-fed foggy symbolism of empire 

expanding out from the chimney pots of Bank Junction as discussed earlier. 

In comparison to Cruikshank’s previously examined cartoon, All the World Going to 

See the Great Exhibition of 1851 (fig. 1.6), which showed the magnetic-like drawing in 

of empire towards its ever-more-concentrated centre, this image presents the 

complementary procedure. While the earlier cartoon shows how empire concentrates 

itself, the cartoon here, of the dispersal of exhibition works, depicts empire’s ability to 

expand. What is left after the misty maelstrom has dissipated is Crystal Palace, which 

emerges as a clear centre, a shiny symbol of the bright idea of empire found behind all 

the foggy, smoky, steamy imperial practices. It is as if Crystal Palace had done its job, 

which indeed it had. At the end of the exhibition, after the dispersal of goods was 

complete, Crystal Palace was moved to Sydenham where it was ultimately destroyed by 

fire in 1936, coincidently around the time that the British Empire was irretrievably in 

decline. 

 

As a measure of imperial reach  

In Lund’s The Heart of the Empire (fig. 1.1), the smoke-fed London fog had been, 

among other things, portrayed as a measure of the capacity and dimensions of imperial 

power marking out the concentration, circulation and expansion of empire in varying 

degrees of smoggy density. The cartoon In a November Fog (fig. 1.16), published in a 

1910 collection of Punch cartoon and stories,80

In the cartoon, two well-dressed gentlemen stand talking in the street. One man is 

British, the other is a French visitor. It is the Frenchman’s first encounter with both the 

heart of the empire and the famous London fog. The London street is represented as 

murky-aired, thick with an impenetrable mix of black fog and smoke. From within this 

 also utilises the capabilities of the fog to 

describe the dimensions of empire. The cartoon turns on the spatial correspondence 

between the Imperial City’s concentration of dense, dark fog and the massive expansion 

of empire around the globe. It also relies on the role of representation to transform 

something bad, again London’s air pollution, into something good, this time the 

expansion of empire. 

                                                             
80 J. A. Hammerton (ed.), Mr Punch’s Life in London, illus. Phil May, et al., The Educational Book Co., 
London, 1910, p. 26. 
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gloom the Frenchman turns to his English friend and says in astonishment: ‘Ha, ha! My 

frien’, now I understan’ vot you mean ven you say ze sun nevaire set in your dominion, 

ma foi!, It does not rise! [sic].81

 

 The cartoon comments on the superlative density of 

smoke-fed fog in imperial London. Such a satirical comment implies a smoke-induced 

corroboration of London as the concentration of empire. The cartoon then infers the 

ubiquity of empire by using smoke as a comparative measure of the empire’s 

concentration in, and expansion beyond, London. This implies an actual and a symbolic 

correspondence between smoke and empire by acknowledging the smoke-intensified 

fog firstly as a quantifiable product of empire, secondly as a sign of empire, and thirdly 

as measure of the dimensions of the greatness of empire. This cartoon uses fog to 

perform the same symbolic function for empire that it does in Lund’s work, though in 

the cartoon the symbolic work of the fog is made explicit through the dialogue. It is also 

given a satirical twist as the Frenchman, portrayed as a foolishly naive foreigner, is 

inadvertently revealing the ‘dark side’ of British pride in empire. 

As the inky brand of empire 

In 1850, the English satirical magazine Punch published a cartoon that linked thick, 

sooty London fog to imperial power. The cartoon illustrated an article titled Smoking 

the Duke of Wellington (fig. 1.17). 82 In the sketch, a blackened chimney sweep scrubs 

the layers of accumulated sooty residue off the statue of the Duke of Wellington. As the 

‘Hero of Waterloo’, and twice Prime Minister of Britain, the Duke was a key imperial 

figure, a locus of imperial leadership and power, as well as being popularly considered 

the archetypal Englishman.83

                                                             
81 The work was probably published prior to its inclusion in Hammerton’s 1910 collection; ibid. A 
version of this phrase was introduced to the public by John Ruskin in his public lectures on The Storm 
Cloud of the Nineteenth Century, and his words, ‘that the Empire of England, on which formerly the sun 
never set, has become one on which he never rises’, were believed to be in response to a short ditty about 
the lack of sun at the heart of imperial London published in, ‘Occasional Notes’, Pall Mall Gazette, no. 
5891, 23 January 1884, n.p.; John Ruskin, The Storm Cloud of the Nineteenth Century, in E. T. Cook and 
Alexander Wedderburn (eds), The Works of John Ruskin, vol. 34, George Allen, London, 1908, p. 41. 
Further discussion of Ruskin’s use of this phrase occurs in chapter four of this thesis. 

 All of this imperial meaning is distilled into the 

commemorative statue that stands in Bank Junction, flanked by other imperial icons 

such as the Bank of England, the Royal Exchange, and Mansion House, and is also seen 

in Lund’s painting. The text accompanying the sketch draws out the close physical and 

82 ‘Smoking the Duke of Wellington’, Punch, vol. 18, January to June, 1850, p. 30. 
83 Peter Sinnema, The Wake of Wellington: Englishness in 1852, Ohio University Press, Athens, Ohio, 
2006. 
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symbolic proximity of smoke-nourished foggy dirt and filth to imperial practice by 

quipping:  

We know that Wellington swept everything before him on the continent, but his 

statue at the Royal Exchange, looks as if he had swept everything behind him, 

including the chimnies in the rear, as well as the flues of this great metropolis 

[sic].84

The accompanying article declares, ‘[w]e know that every statue may exclaim, “To this 

complexion must we come at last.”’

  

85 Thus, the statue is acknowledged as accepting its 

fate of being stained with the inky mark of the smoke-fed fog of empire, ‘the uniformly 

black hue that covers everything’.86 Here then, the London fog is shown as operating as 

an agent of imperial branding, for ‘in addition to darkening city skies, smoky chimneys 

deposited a fine layer of soot and sulphuric acid on every surface’,87

As well, though, this cartoon is a joke of sorts, and there is something jarring about a 

monument to an imperial hero being daily covered in soot then unceremoniously 

scrubbed clean by a menial worker whenever the dirt gets too thick. One possible 

reading of this is that even the Duke of Wellington, a stalwart of empire, especially in 

his monumental form, is not above the democratic branding of imperial London’s sooty 

air. As a major imperial figure, perhaps it is even fitting that he is stained and 

overwritten with the sooty ink of the imperial brand. Indeed, two different translations 

of Frenchman, Taine’s, description of the stains on London’s Somerset House both 

invoke the perpetuity of the surface stains by selecting the terms ‘inked’,

 that etched, layered 

and marked itself onto London’s surfaces. The filthy, sooty rendering on the surface of 

the real and the cartoon statue, applied day after day, year after year, establishes the 

lasting imperial centrality of the Duke and his bronze likeness. The grimy statue is a 

sort of palimpsest, a ground already rich in imperial meaning onto which empire will 

continually mark the history of its progress, production, power and existence in the ink 

of its own coal-blackened fog.  

88 and ‘inked 

in’,89

                                                             
84 ‘Smoking the Duke of Wellington’, p. 30. 

 to describe the marks left by the fog. In other examples, just like in certain print 

processes, the acidic smoke bit deeply and permanently into the stone of imperial 

85 ibid. 
86 Théophile Gautier, ‘A Day in London’, in Esther Singleton (ed.), London: Described by Great Writers, 
trans. Esther Singleton, Dodd, Mead and Company, New York, 1902, p. 47. 
87 Stradling and Thorsheim, p.8. 
88 Taine, trans. W. F. Rae, p. 10.  
89 Taine, Hippolyte, Notes on England, trans. Edward Hyams, Thames and Hudson, London, 1957,  p. 9. 
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London, not merely inking but actually etching itself onto significant monuments of 

empire such as the Houses of Parliament.90 The living inhabitants of nineteenth-century 

London could also find themselves, and their clothing, repeatedly stained with the inky 

mark of London’s atmosphere. This was such a common occurrence that in his small 

1854 book, London Shadows, architect and urban reform-journalist George Godwin 

complained about the smoky air as the cause of increasing laundry bills while 

sympathising with the immense burden, which fell upon the legions of London’s 

washerwomen.91

More supporting evidence of this concept appears as an untitled cartoon (fig. 1.18) by 

English illustrator John Brown, also found in Godwin’s London Shadows: A Glance at 

the “Homes” of the Thousands.

 Thus, the concepts of the London fog as a medium of writing, 

marking, printing, staining or branding, and the city’s statuary, architecture, people and 

clothing as grounds or even palimpsests awaiting such branding is supported.  

92 As well as being one of the more inventive ways in 

which, as Driver and Gilbert assert, mid-nineteenth-century Londoners imagined their 

city as the centre of the empire,93

In the cartoon two sheep stand talking in Hyde Park. The sheep on the left is white and 

described as ‘[a] stranger clean from the country’.

 the cartoon is also an example of the inky agency of 

imperial branding imposed by the London fog.  

94 The sheep on the right is black, the 

caption beneath describes him as ‘[a]n inhabitant of Hyde Park’.95 The colour 

discrepancy between the two sheep is not due to different breeding, but to where each 

sheep has been living most recently. The white sheep is so coloured as he has been 

living in the clean air of the country and has only just arrived in the London park. The 

other sheep is black because, being resident in central London’s Hyde Park, his white 

fleece has been stained by long exposure to the sooty, smoky London fog.96

The conversation begins with the white country sheep’s naive exclamation, followed by 

the black city sheep’s erudite response: 

  

                                                             
90 Thorsheim, p. 60. Cleopatra’s Needle was also, famously, defiled by the London fog. 
91 George Godwin, London Shadows: A Glance at the “Homes” of the Thousands, [orig. date 1854], 
Garland Publishing, New York and London, 1985, p. 59. 
92 Godwin. 
93 Driver and Gilbert, pp. 11–28. 
94 Untitled cartoon caption, in Godwin, p. 58. 
95 ibid. 
96 Edward Owen, who worked in the park for over twenty years in the late nineteenth century describes 
the regular occurrence of thick fogs in Hyde Park; Edward Owen, Hyde Park: Select Narratives, Annual 
Events, etc, during Twenty Years’ Police Service in Hyde Park, Simpkin, Marshal and Hamilton, Kent, 
1906. 
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Yokel (in alarm). –  “Thou beest wondrous grim, sure!”  

Londoner. –  “To this complexion ewe must come at last.” [sic] 97

In this exchange, the white sheep’s rural origins are betrayed by its unsophisticated 

language. The black ‘Londoner’ sheep’s clever conversation displays the attributes of 

someone who has benefitted from the concentrated effect of a civilising empire, 

presumably the result of living in London for so long. His educated, punning reply to 

the white sheep modifies the same phrase used in the article on the sooty statue of the 

Duke of Wellington. The phrase, in the case of the sheep cartoon, ‘[t]o this complexion 

ewe must come at last’, parodies an expression popularised in the nineteenth century 

and which appears to be an adaptation of the line, ‘to this she must come...’

 

98

 

 from 

William Shakespeare’s play about Hamlet, Prince of Denmark. The phrase as used by 

Hamlet alludes to the change from life to death, but in the nineteenth century the phrase 

was more generally employed to refer to any inevitable change, while sometimes 

retaining the vanitas implication. Certainly, the blackened sheep speaks with the 

authority of Hamlet even as the inevitable change of which he speaks seems on the 

surface to allude only to the colour shift from white to black. But, the deeper story of 

the other inevitable changes, of the Industrial Revolution-led exodus of people (and 

sheep) from the country to the city, from imperial periphery to imperial centre, from 

primitive ignorance to civilised awareness, from rural innocence to a Hamlet-like 

decline is also documented, and so measured by degrees, in the slow, yet inevitable 

daily blackening of the fleece. As such, the white sheep is at once marked as 

condemned and also saved by the various effects of the London fog. The cartoon is a 

distortion of the previously mentioned agency that fog has for changing something bad 

into something good. Here the dirty London fog warps into a contorted symbol of 

imperial progress (although it might also be read as symbolising personal decline).  

Domestic responses to fog and empire  

London’s smoky fogs are generally thought to have been produced by a combination of 

meteorological conditions and the industrial and domestic exhausts of the nineteenth 

century’s imperial heart. The resulting atmospheric cocktail often led to the slathering 

                                                             
97 Untitled cartoon caption, in Godwin, p. 58, Brown’s italics. 
98 William Shakespeare, The Tragicall Historie of Hamlet Prince of Denmark [sic],  act 5, scene 1, line 
26, [orig. date 1603], The Bodley Head, London, 1923, p. 66.  
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of the city with the smoggy mark of empire. But the filthy atmosphere was more than an 

imperial brand, or misty measure of imperial reach, or the propulsion of a circulating 

imperial influence as has been previously argued. The fog was also a unique product 

and identifying characteristic of London and so was used to symbolise empire as it was 

manifest within the city in various, sometime ambiguous, creative and transforming 

ways by engaging the aesthetic faculties of imagination and emotion. Often, fog was 

employed by writers to communicate the more negative aspects of imperial London:  

Like Dickens before them, novelists and poets from every level of the literary 

hierarchy appropriated the London fog as a potent symbol of... poverty and... 

deprivation. In so doing, they probed an even more sombre darkness at the heart 

of metropolitan and imperial projects. Gissing and Conrad worked this seam.99

But, while some writers focussed on the negative symbolism of London’s fog, others 

(often London dwellers) were moved to write with what can only be described as a 

sense of pride in their unique fog. And, they did so from early in the century.  In the 

second decade of the 1800s, Sir Richard Phillips wrote of a walk from London to Kew. 

Looking back from the road after walking for a while, Phillips ‘obtained a view of a 

phenomenon, which can be seen nowhere in the world but at this distance from 

London.’

   

100 It was a view of the unique, dense, atmospheric pollution, which was 

physically generated by and came to stand for London. In 1837, John Hogg describes 

the fog in detail, explaining its unique peculiarities of density, colour, composition and 

behaviour. Hogg finishes his description by claiming that ‘[t]his state of atmosphere is 

considered peculiar, and has the appellation of the London fog,101

Fogs are, no doubt, not peculiar to London. Even Paris itself can occasionally 

turn out a very respectable work in this way, and the American visitor to 

 a statement that weds 

the uniqueness of the fog to the city that created it. Over seventy year later, Charles 

Dickens Jr. was still able to claim this particular atmospheric pollution as unique to the 

Imperial City by contrasting it to other significantly foggy places: 

                                                             
99 Bill Luckin, ‘“The Heart and the Home of Horror”: The Great London Fogs of the late Nineteenth 
Century’, in, Social History, vol. 28, no. 1, Routledge, January 2003, p. 44. While it is true that British 
writers in particular often used the fog to represent negative aspects of empire and the city at its heart 
British painters were noticeable less easily lured in this direction. Samuel Luke Fildes is a rare example of 
a nineteenth century British painter who did explore the wretched and confronting symbolism of the 
combination of smoke-fed fog, poverty and imperial London. His work will be examined in chapter 
two.99 
100 Sir Richard Phillips, A Morning’s Walk from London to Kew, J. Adlard, London, 1817, p. 130. 
101 John Hogg, London as It Is, [orig. date 1837], Garland Publishing, New York and London, 1985, 
p.187, Hogg’s italics. I suggest that the word ‘peculiar’ is used by Hogg to mean particular and unique. 
This is one of the earliest mentions of the naming of the phenomenon.  
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England will probably think, in passing the banks of Newfoundland that he has 

very little to learn on the subject of fog. But...what is more usually known to the 

natives as a “pea-souper”, will very speedily dispel any little hallucination of 

this sort. As the east wind brings up the exhalations of the Essex and Kentish 

marshes, and as the damp-laden winter air prevents the dispersion of the partly 

consumed carbon from hundreds of thousands of chimneys, the strangest 

atmospheric compound known to science fills the valley of the Thames.102

Thicker, darker, more abundant and longer lingering than the industrially augmented or 

natural fogs of other sites around the world, the exceptional atmosphere was named the 

London fog after the city that birthed it, fed and housed it, and watched its progress with 

a mixture of parental-like anxiety and pride.

 

103 Nineteenth-century London, the 

concentrated centre of empire, was then also the place where the smoke-fed fog was 

thickest, where, according to Dickens, ‘the dense fog is densest’.104

By the later nineteenth century, while London’s polluted atmosphere had become the 

cause of mounting consternation and debate, the dense, ubiquitous, unique phenomenon 

was also increasingly used to celebrate the romantic splendour and magnificence of 

empire.

  

105

An example of fog used positively to symbolise the concentration and expansion of 

imperial power is John O’Connor’s, The Embankment (1874) (fig. 1.19). In this 

painting, the viewpoint is from the sunny and clear-aired viewing terrace of Somerset 

House. Built in the late 1770s by the British government, Somerset House was intended 

to accommodate all the public offices other than ‘the Treasury, the Secretary of State, 

the Admiralty, the War, and the Excise’.

 Such transformative symbolism was often based on positive understandings 

of the concentration and expansion of imperial power and is well articulated in certain 

contemporary paintings of London. 

106

                                                             
102 Dickens Jr., p. 107. 

 From this centralized site of political 

imperial power the viewer looks along the newly-finished Victoria Embankment. The 

vast re-development of the riverbank included the reclamation of over 37 acres of land 

from the river, new, wide roads, a state-of-the-art sewage system, street lighting and 

103 In a prophetic twist to the parental-like concern about smoke and steam, the Punch cartoon, ‘What 
Will He Grow To?’, depicts the giant, fuming figures of old King Steam and old King Coal discussing the 
bright future of Electricity, personified as a baby in a cot; ‘What Will He Grow To?’, Punch, vol. 80, 25 
June 1881, p. 295. 
104 Charles Dickens, Bleak House, [orig. date 1852], Wordsworth Classics, Ware, 2001, p. 1. 
105 See chapter four for the aesthetics and spectacle of empire. 
106 James Elmes, London and its Environs in the Nineteenth Century: Illustrated by a Series of Views, 
[orig. date 1829], illus. Thomas H. Shepherd, Benjamin Blom, New York and London, 1968, p. 42. 
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major railway works.107

This painting by O’Connor, an Irishman from one of the closer edges of empire, is of a 

geographically central site within London laden with signifiers of imperial power. The 

two stone English lions that watch over Somerset House symbolise the mythological 

power of empire; the Grenadier Guards marching down the Embankment, ‘probably 

heading for the Tower of London’,

 On completion, it was an astounding example of the coming 

together of various imperial practices, the power of Victorian engineering and science, 

and so the triumph of man over nature. The Victoria Embankment then was a site 

saturated with imperial meaning. 

108 symbolised the empire’s military power; St Paul’s 

Cathedral and other smaller churches identifiable only by their steeples represent the 

civilising power of faith and belief embedded in imperial ideology; the power of 

imperial law is invoked by the inclusion of Middle Temple Hall and Temple Gardens; 

two enormous gasometres, Cannon Street railway station, and Blackfriars Bridge replete 

with steaming trains stand for the scientific, technological and engineering power of 

empire; the empire’s industrial and manufacturing power is embodied in the multiple 

factory chimneys; and the power of imperial trade and exploration is symbolised by the 

great imperial artery of the busy River Thames.109

O’Connor’s rich, imperially-loaded image is also filled with fog. Unlike Cruikshank’s, 

The Dispersion of the Works of all Nations from the Great Exhibition of 1851 (fig. 

1.15), which depicts the mist-propelled dispersal, circulation and expansion of empire, 

O’Connor’s painting can be read as representing the concentration of imperial power. 

Although, in O’Connor’s vision the steam, smoke and murky air produced at the 

imperial centre is concentrated to such a degree as to suggest the inherently expansive 

nature of empire. The thick, visible, smoky atmosphere is shown building and gathering 

in London as well as expanding out with a certain inevitability over the landscape to the 

horizon. With imperial-like ambition, the smoke-fed fog in the painting colonises not 

only the earth-bound territories but also concentrates in the sky, the clouds of which 

appear analogous with the fog and smoke produced by the chimneys of empire below. 

The visibly dense air dominates the imperial landscape, filling over half the canvas, 

 This painting then, is bursting with 

signs of empire.  

                                                             
107 Mireille Galinou and John Hayes, London in Paint: Oil Paintings in the Collection at the Museum of 
London, Museum of London, London, 1996, pp. 222, 223. 
108 ibid., p. 222. 
109 ibid., pp. 220–3. 
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enveloping the imperially iconic practices, processes and places which are depicted by 

O’Connor. 

The only section of the London scene that O’Connor portrays with atmospheric clarity 

is the terrace of Somerset House in the foreground of the work. On the terrace is a 

family group, comprising the impeccable figures of a woman, a small child, and a baby. 

The sharp shadows from the balustrade indicate that here, unlike in the murky 

background, the air is clear and the sun is shining. There are alternatives for interpreting 

this display of clarity and brightness in an otherwise concentrated foggy vision of 

empire. One alternative is that contemporary domestic beliefs of empire sometimes 

seem to pitch the radiant idea of empire (embodied in the ideal end product of the group 

of figures) against the essentially dirty, murky, even brutal imperial practices that strove 

to create such an ideal. In 1899, twenty-five years after O’Connor produced his 

painting, Joseph Conrad articulated a similar relationship between ugly imperial 

practices and the radiant imperial idea when he claimed that ‘[t]he conquest of the 

earth... is not a pretty thing when you look at it too much. What redeems it is the idea 

only... something you can set up, and bow down before’.110

In O’Connor’s vision, the relationship between imperial idea and practice is made 

explicit by the woman’s gaze, which directly connects the ideal (even immaculate) 

family group to the variously foggy and dirty imperial machinations that helped create 

it.

 And, in O’Connor’s 

painting as in the imagery around Crystal Palace examined earlier in this chapter, there 

is again an ideological connection between the pristine imperial ‘product’ and the 

smoky industrial practices that created it, which is communicated through a sort of 

lexicon of semiotic fog effects. Through the process of turning reality into a painted 

representation in which the varying degrees of mist, smoke and steam in the air work 

accumulatively to bring the idea and ideal of empire into sharp relief, O’Connor also 

manages to elevate the dirty, murky, ugly practices of empire into worthy and positive 

emblems of concentrating and expanding imperial power.  

111

 

 

                                                             
110 Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, [orig. date 1899] Vintage Books, London, 2007, p. 8. 
111 There is also an argument that the sun-drenched aspect of the woman and child on the Somerset House 
balcony represents the dreamy, ideal empire that will be imagined by Olive Christian Malvery later in this 
chapter. Or, perhaps the symbolic convention of the bright light of imperial civilisation is emanating from 
the Somerset House offices of imperial governance. Or, indeed, the scene is a vision of the radiant 
imperial future, as is captured in the early paintings of Perth discussed at the end of this chapter.  
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Visitors’ accounts of fog and empire  

The gaze of foreign visitors also, fell on foggy imperial London. Their written accounts 

can sometimes seem rather melodramatic, even alarming by comparison to O’Connor’s 

grand, yet calm vision, and Dickens’ Jr., Hogg, and Phillips’s obvious domestic pride. 

They often have more in common with the dark foggy symbolism in the fictional 

writings of Arthur Conan Doyle, Richard Jefferies, George Gissing, and Conrad, even 

though foreign writing about London and its fog is often more expository. In some cases 

the melodramatic response of the visitor was due to the clash of an often long-cherished, 

imagined ideal with the sudden, physical reality of London. In other cases, it was simply 

the shock of the first experience of a true London fog.  

While conceding in her London journal, as early as 1842, that, ‘London is the 

commercial and financial centre of the British Empire’,112 and that at night, ‘in the 

magic light of millions of gas-lamps, London is superb!’,113

[a]bove the monster city a dense fog combines with the volume of smoke and 

soot issuing from thousands of chimneys to wrap London in a black cloud 

which allows only the dimmest light to penetrate and shrouds everything in a 

funeral veil... In London melancholy is in the very air you breathe and enters 

every pore... Only succumb to its influence and... a profound despair, 

unaccountable anguish, cantankerous hatred for those one loves the best, disgust 

with everything, and an irresistible desire to end one’s life by suicide [is the 

result]. On days like this, London has a terrifying face: you seem to be lost in 

the necropolis of the world, breathing its sepulchral air.

  French social-reformer 

Flora Tristan, goes on to complain bitterly of the psychological and emotional effect of 

the vast, crowded, fog-ridden Imperial City. For Tristan then, the smoky London fog 

was arguably the most affecting (albeit negatively) aspect of nineteenth-century 

London. In her published journal of 1842 she describes how:  

114

According to Tristan, the London fog is more than an imperial brand or mark that 

coated the surface of a thing, applying a new layered meaning to the outside. It is in fact 

an agent of change capable of physically and metaphorically transforming the ordinary 

into the fantastic. For Tristan, the magnificent, splendid Imperial City becomes, in the 

grip of a great, thick London fog, a dismal graveyard, a medley of walking corpses and 

 

                                                             
112 Flora Tristan, The London Journal of Flora Tristan, 1842, trans. Jean Hawkes, Virago Press, London, 
1982, p. 17. 
113 ibid. 
114 ibid., p. 22. 
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tomb-like houses, netted together and constrained by the lustreless, funereal shroud of 

decaying air.115 Here, as Tristan’s context implies, London is changed into a nether-

wordly core of a purgatorial empire where people suffer the torturous conditions of 

progress.116 Dickens (though a Londoner) would later also use the imperial city’s 

smoke-fed atmosphere to create intimate imagery of a grief-stricken London ‘gone into 

mourning, one might imagine, for the death of the sun’.117

Another mid-nineteenth-century visitor, the American writer Hawthorne, also saw fog 

as an agent of Hellish transformation and transportation. He describes one encounter 

when the fog was: 

  

very black, indeed more like a distillation of mud than anything else; the ghost 

of mud, -the spiritualized medium of the departed mud, through which the dead 

citizens of London probably tread in the Hades whither they are translated.118

In both Tristan and Hawthorne’s accounts, the dynamic heart of an ideal empire, where 

citizens reap the rich rewards of imperial civilisation such as Elmes promoted in his 

series of views, is gone. Not just covered over by a layer of foggy grime, London is in 

fact transformed, changed into a different place.  

  

In a later visitor description, Olive Christian Malvery, a young East Indian woman from 

the Punjab, left her home on the edge of the empire in 1898 and journeyed inward 

towards the imperial heart. One wonders about her expectations of London. Coming 

herself from a land of fabulous wealth and riches many weeks’ travel away, one must 

assume that Malvery’s expectations of London, the cultural, political and financial 

concentration of all things imperial, were high indeed. Writing in 1843 of visitors’ 

initial impressions, and later realisations, of nineteenth-century London, Murray 

suggests that: 

[i]t may amuse any one who takes the trouble to recall the origin of his ideas 

about a given subject, to compare his preconceived notions of any place with 

their realization; and it may, we think, be taken as a general rule, that fancy 

colours its pictures too highly... Thus, perhaps our readers may recollect a time 

                                                             
115 ibid. 
116 Tristan’s book is a closely observed discussion of the lives and conditions of the working classes in 
London between 1826 and 1839. While patchy due to its journal structure, Britain’s social and political 
policies and the effects of these are carefully explored, considered and reported.  
117 Dickens, Bleak House, p. 1. 
118 Hawthorne, p. 595. 
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when they had in their mind’s eye a London of marble, of precious stones and 

metals, without mud, dirt, bad weather, noise, or confusion...[sic]119

In the 1906 edition of her book The Soul Market, the young Malvery recalls indeed 

imagining London to be a ‘city of a thousand dreams’.

 

120

Presently the train slowed down, and we began passing over what seemed to me 

a black-looking wilderness strewn with disused flower pots of strange shapes—I 

had never seen an English chimney-pot in my life, and when confronted with 

miles of them for the first time, I was absolutely puzzled to know what they 

were. It was growing dark and was very cold when we reached London Bridge. 

The guard came to my carriage door and said, “This is London, Miss”. My heart 

sank like lead. This London! This horrible black place, the city of a thousand 

dreams!

 But, her candid recollections 

of her first views of the real London stand in stark contrast to the dreamy, ideal city she 

was anticipating. It seems she was to encounter an aspect of the real London 

immediately upon arrival. She writes: 

121

An anti-climax of the greatest proportions, London, the centre of empire, the most 

powerful city in the world, was, in reality ‘a black-looking wilderness… [a] horrible 

black place’

  

122

To Malvery’s young and foreign eyes the smoke-blackened desolation of London was a 

shock and a disappointment, but it was still the most arresting aspect of her first view of 

the imperial city.

 stained and tarnished, choking on the smoky exhausts of empire. While 

for Tristan, the smog transformed actual London into phantasmagorical London, for 

Malvery the filthy atmospheric agent of change operated in reverse and made the 

fantasy city confrontingly real.  

123 At the turn-of-the-century, English journalist and imperialist,124 

George Warrington Steevens, declared, ‘London is beyond comparison the dirtiest 

capital in the world’,125

                                                             
119 John Fisher Murray, p. 6. 

 and that of all its distinctive features, ‘you will always come 

120 Olive Christian Malvery, The Soul Market, 8th edn., Hutchinson and Co., London, 1906, p. 10.  
121 ibid. 
122 ibid. 
123 Malvery went on to become a kind of social celebrity-reformer/photo-journalist braving London’s 
physical and moral filth to live as the poor lived in order to expose the problem through her newspaper 
series in the hope of improving the conditions of the working class. 
124 Ronald Hyam, Britain’s Declining Empire: The Road to Decolonisation 1918-1968, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 2006, p. 1. 
125 George Warrington Steevens, ‘The Apotheosis of Dirt’, in, Singleton  p. 97. 
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back in the end to the one that struck you first—dirt’.126

Such accounts by continental or colonial visitors must challenge the myth of empire, 

and the vision of the imperial heart, that was perpetuated in the education systems of 

colonial territories, and elsewhere. However, for some colonial or otherwise peripheral 

figures, the London which greeted them upon arrival in the heart of empire may have 

exceeded expectations. In the next section of this chapter visions of imperial London 

created by painters from the periphery of empire will be examined.  

 I suggest that Malvery’s 

response was the result not only of the clash between the long-cherished, dreamy ideal 

with the unexpectedness of the black reality, but shock at the sheer, unimaginable, 

never-before-encountered intensity of London’s fog-induced, dirty blackness.  

 

Peripheral visions of the heart of the empire  

Typically, images of imperial London would sometimes make their way out to the 

colonial territories where it can be assumed there was a fair amount of interest in such 

representations of the imperial ‘home’ and heart. Usually such images were produced 

domestically as prints and were widely circulated in sets, books, newspapers and 

serialised journals and magazines. Others were serious works of art created by painters 

from the colonies, or by foreigners, on visits to London. The painted visions of the heart 

of empire by imperially peripheral figures are a central concern to this chapter. Lund, 

whose vision of the imperial heart has already been examined, is one such peripheral 

individual. Although, he arrived in Britain when he was four years old, grew up in 

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, and worked mainly in London where he eventually died, Lund is 

usually described as Danish.127 Born in Faaborg, Denmark, and studying his painterly 

craft in London and Paris, he is an ambiguous figure located both inside and outside 

empire.128

                                                             
126 ibid. 

 Lund’s impression of imperial London has already been examined but will be 

revisited now through comparison with the work of Canadian painter, Frederic Marlett 

Bell-Smith, another type of peripheral character, the British-born, naturalised Canadian  

migrant returning ‘home’ to the imperial heart.  

127 Marshall Hall, The Artists of Northumbria: An Illustrated Dictionary, Artists of the Regions Series, 
vol. 1, Marshall Hall Associates, Newcastle-Upon-Tyne, 1982, pp. 111, 112. 
128 There is in fact conflicting information about Lund’s nationality. He is variously described as being 
born in Denmark and in Norway, being Danish, Norwegian and Swedish, and having died in both London 
and Sweden. In any case, he can be described as an ambiguous figure, somewhat outside of empire.  
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One of the features of the turn-of-the-century period of imperial modernity, with its 

expansive and efficient networks of travel and communication running in and out of 

London, was the return, or visit, to London by subjects from the imperial peripheries. 

Guidebooks, such as W. S. Percy’s The Empire Comes Home,129

in the interests of the Empire that the capital should rise to the height of its great 

position, and so order its affairs that these distant citizens of the Empire may 

return to their several homes proud of their capital and of their position as 

citizens of the British Empire.

 were even produced 

specifically for the tourist returning home from the colonies and territories to visit the 

imperial heart. The need to impress imperial visitors with their own empire’s heart was 

voiced by Lord Reginald Brabazon, The Earl of Meath, chairman and founder of the 

Empire Movement, in his chapter, London as the Heart of Empire, first published in 

1921. The Earl declares that it is: 

130

Bell-Smith was one such figure, a colonial returnee who revealed a vision of the heart of 

empire seen by looking in from the outside. In so doing Bell-Smith may have offered a 

more intense revelation than was possible from some of the domestic painters who were 

perhaps jaded by the ubiquitous murky mist, or anxious that ‘London was failing to live 

up to its status as imperial capital’

 

131 due to ‘its dirt and congestion and its lack of 

spectacular urban landscapes’.132 When Bell-Smith returned ‘home’ to London in 1909 

to paint the Imperial City,133

There are obvious parallels between Bell-Smith’s, The Heart of the Empire, of 1909 

(fig. 1.20), and Lund’s 1904 painting of the same name. As well as the title, the two 

works also share the financial hub of Bank Junction as the setting. However, the 

effectively contiguous works differ in several significant ways. First, unlike Lund, Bell-

Smith does not offer a nostalgic vision of a conspicuously nineteenth-century imperial 

landscape. By choosing an easterly prospect which concentrates the viewer’s gaze on 

the busy and bustling activity of people and traffic in front of the architectural 

 the result was a vision caught between nineteenth-century 

and twentieth-century ideas of empire, seen through the gaze of a peripheral eye.  

                                                             
129 W. S. Percy, The Empire Comes Home, Collins, London, 1937. 
130 Lord Reginald Brabazon, The Earl of Meath, ‘London as the Heart of the Empire’, in Sir Aston Webb, 
(ed.), London of the Future, E. P. Dutton and Company, New York, 1921, p. 254. 
131 Gilbert, p. 284. 
132 ibid. Indeed, it is interesting to note here that Joseph Mallord William Turner was more or less the 
only serious nineteenth century British landscape painter to celebrate the London fog. This situation is 
discussed more fully in chapter four. 
133 Bell-Smith was Canadian by virtue of his immigration from Britain over forty years earlier. 
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monoliths of the Royal Exchange and the Bank of England, Bell-Smith focusses on the 

resurging commercial and financial power of the empire, offering more of a twentieth-

century focus on a new imperial era. Any signs of the religious traditions of the 

nineteenth-century empire, as contrived in Lund’s work, are absent in Bell-Smith’s 

image as St Paul’s Cathedral lies well out of the frame somewhere behind the viewer’s 

shoulder.  

The second significant difference in the two works is in the Canadian painter’s selection 

of a street-level, human-scale viewpoint over Lund’s omniscient, elevated position of 

spiritual (and imperial) superiority. In choosing such a human-scale viewpoint Bell-

Smith brings the notions of ever-changing, man-made modernity and the haphazard 

chaos of work-a-day modern life, into an otherwise familiar image of monumental, 

traditional empire. Compared to Lund’s more reflective and rather detached vision of a 

nineteenth-century London, essentially empty of all but the longstanding architectural 

monuments of empire and smoky fog, Bell-Smith’s image of the heart of the empire 

possesses a foreground filled with signs of imperial life and modernity. Omnibuses, 

advertising, street lighting, print media, and the modern general public, who exhibit ‘a 

broad and contrasting cross-section of occupations among the multitude of people’,134

The painting, with its mix of fog and clarity, harmony and turmoil, solidity and change, 

tradition and life brings to mind a passage from Charles Baudelaire’s The Painter of 

Modern Life, written in 1863. In the passage, Baudelaire describes the artistic 

experience of modernity as embodied in the city: 

 

populate the scene. 

He [the painter] marvels at the eternal beauty and the amazing harmony of life 

in the capital cities, a harmony so providentially maintained amid the turmoil of 

human freedom. He gazes upon the landscapes of the great city—landscapes of 

stone, caressed by the mist or buffeted by the sun. He delights in fine carriages 

and proud horses, the dazzling smartness of the grooms, the expertness of the 

footmen, the sinuous gait of the women, the beauty of the children, happy to be 

alive and nicely dressed—in a word, he delights in universal life.135

                                                             
134 Ellen L. Ramsay, ‘Modernity and Post-Colonialism: The Heart of the Empire (1909) by F. M. Bell-
Smith’, Labour/Le Travail (online journal), Fall 2003, n.p., viewed 03/05/12, 
<http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_hb6394/is_52/ai_n29057155/?tag=content;col1>.  

 

135 Charles Baudelaire, ‘The Painter of Modern Life’,  in Jonathon Mayne (ed.), The Painter of Modern 
Life and Other Essays, 2nd edn, trans. Jonathon Mayne, Phaidon Press, London, 1995, p. 10. 
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As such, the Bell-Smith’s painting appears to invoke the future by revealing the 

colourful modernity of an empire entering the twentieth century.  

Not only a painting of the heart of London, Lund’s enormous image was also: 

very much a vision from the heart of empire too: purchased for Lord Mayor Sir 

William Treloar and later donated to the Corporation of London, the painting 

was locked into an inner circle where City authority and its representation 

seamlessly merged (Black’s italics).136

It was a painting of London, from London, specifically for London, a work that, like 

many of the nineteenth-century guidebooks, allowed London to see itself, especially as 

it remained in London. By comparison, Bell-Smith’s later, smaller, watercolour, The 

Heart of the Empire appears intended for an imperially peripheral audience as it was, 

Ellen L. Ramsay explains, successfully exhibited in Canada, in three separate 

exhibitions in 1909, the year of its completion.

 

137 It was subsequently purchased by the 

Studio Club and gifted into Vancouver’s then nascent art collection.138 Painted by a 

Canadian for a Canadian audience then, Ramsay claims the work is related to Bell-

Smith’s ‘unique perspective as a colonial interloper,’139 and that ‘while Bell-Smith 

would appear to be holding true to a neo-imperial viewpoint, he and his work are 

situated in a post-colonial reality’.140 I argue that Ramsay’s post-colonial positioning of 

Bell-Smith and his work reinforces a temporal as well as political interpretation of the 

painting by underlining the historical import of the self-governing status of Canada in a 

modern twentieth century. According to Ramsay then, this painting is ‘a kind of 

parchment or palimpsest on which various ideas of empire are inscribed’.141

The work’s temporal character is generated in part through its compositional mix of 

established and modern imperial elements from both the nineteenth and the twentieth 

century. It is a shifting vision of the complex City of London which, according to 

Sidney Dark writing only a few years later in 1924, was in reality ‘a fascinating 

combination of unqualified and almost blatant modernity and ancient picturesque 

 And, it is a 

palimpsest that is particularly layered with overlapping meanings of imperial time, writ 

by layers of London fog.   

                                                             
136 Black, ‘Rebuilding the Heart of the Empire’, in Arnold, p. 129. 
137 Ramsay, n.p. 
138 ibid. 
139 ibid. 
140 ibid. 
141 ibid. 
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dignity.’142

modern European imperial city, a space which articulates the apparently 

diverging trajectories of modernity and imperialism. On the one hand, 

contemporaries often described it as a place of chaos and restless commerce, 

difficult to render as a whole, perhaps even incapable of representation; on the 

other, it was pictured as a unity, the site of imperial power, the heart of the 

world.

 Bell-Smith’s painting is also an example of Driver and Gilbert’s similar 

consideration of a: 

143

The London fog was part of London’s central imperial identity too, and was caught up 

in many written (as well as pictorial) visions of the imperial city. In 1905 Hueffer 

describes his own misty vision of London as ‘of a city... brought into composition by 

mists, great shadows, great clouds or a bright and stippled foreground’.

 

144

In particular, Bell-Smith softens the constant, solid imperial icons of the Bank of 

England and the Royal Exchange with the smoke-fed fog, while leaving the modern, 

ever-moving imperial foreground, created from busyness and life, clear, hard and bright. 

The highly coloured lucidity of the painting’s foreground, into which the progressive 

people and traffic of modern life emerge from out of the foggy grey haze of imperial 

tradition behind, seems to describe the closing of the period of sure and solid 

nineteenth-century empire, and predict its melting dissolution into the shape-shifting, 

time-colliding modernity of the twentieth century.

 Bell-Smith’s 

work seems to be a painterly version of Hueffer’s atmospheric manifestation of the 

mutable Imperial City translated through the selection and arrangement of visible and 

invisible airy materiality. That is, the materiality of fog, and of clear air, and its 

alternating arrangement on the canvas, describes and charts the evolution and changes 

of imperial London over time as well as space.  

145

In some ways, although I contend that this painting is more about imperial time than the 

concentration and expansion of imperial power and space, it exhibits some 

correspondence with O’Connor’s The Embankment, discussed earlier. In O’Connor’s 

work the clear, sunny foreground suggests a link, an indebtedness perhaps, to the murky 

  

                                                             
142 Sidney Dark, London, MacMillan and Co., London, 1924, p. 115. 
143 Driver and Gilbert, p.11. 
144 Hueffer, p. 7. 
145 This idea of modernity is encapsulated in the phrase coined by Karl Marx: ‘all that is solid melts into 
air’; Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party, William Reeves, London, 1888, 
p. 10. Marshal Berman explores the idea more fully in; Marshall Berman, All that is Solid Melts into Air: 
The Experience of Modernity, Verso, London, 1983. 
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imperial practices that come before and create such a bright result. And, I suggest that 

Bell-Smith’s bright, clear foreground, which reveals the busy details and minutiae of 

this present moment of empire, acknowledges a similar debt, this time not to imperial 

practice and effect but rather to the earlier period of traditional empire upon which 

imperial modernity was built. The alternatively foggy, and then clear, atmospheric 

materiality in Bell-Smith’s work suggests the oscillating status of a traditional and 

modern empire at the nexus of change. Fog and its imperial symbolism then seems less 

important to future incarnations of empire. As such, this work, with a foggy background 

and comparatively clear foreground, seems suited to its intended audience in a ‘new’ 

country that was building its modern future on imperial foundations and practices.  

Another colonial returning to a putative imperial heart, first ‘seen’ through his education 

and imagination, also produced a painting of a foggy heart of empire. Arthur Streeton 

was an artist from the imperial edge of Australia who was drawn ‘home’, in towards the 

imperial heart where he painted The Centre of the Empire (circa 1901) (fig. 1.21). 

Streeton first arrived in London in 1897 to further a painting reputation already well-

established in Australia. For Streeton, ‘success in life meant—as it did for so many of 

his Australian contemporaries—success in London’.146 Such an imperio-centric attitude 

to success is a pertinent example of the broad contemporary societal perception of the 

central importance of London. According to Ann Galbally, ‘Streeton’s sights were set 

on “The Heart of the Empire”, feeling that... there was no greater centre for success.’147

With skills honed on the edge of empire, in a dry and distant land full of strong light, 

big skies and long perspectives, Streeton’s paintings often dealt with the experience of 

varying conditions of the air and the atmosphere. The Centre of the Empire, painted 

before either Lund or Bell-Smith’s pictures, is a fine example of his interest in the 

experience of London’s light and atmospheric conditions, rather than in their 

appearance. The misty work also reveals some of Streeton’s influences, such as the 

hazy, atmospheric paintings by the likes of Turner, Edward Degas, James Abbott 

McNeill Whistler, and Alfred Sisley, whose works he had seen in London.

  

148

                                                             
146 Ann Galbally, Arthur Streeton, Lansdowne Press, Melbourne, 1969, p. 38. 

 It also 

honours his involvement with Australian painters of light and air, such as Charles 

Conder and Tom Roberts. 

147 ibid., p. 36. 
148 ibid. 
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By comparison to Bell-Smith and Lund’s selection of the centuries-old Bank Junction 

as the centre of the empire, Trafalgar Square, Streeton’s choice, was a relatively new 

imperial space. In 1812 the architect John Nash designed the square to be a free public 

space, a consciously modern addition to London’s imperial sites, as well as the hub that 

linked them: 

Located at the intersection of Pall Mall to the west, Whitehall to the south, and the 

Strand and Fleet Street to the east, the square stands at the meeting point of the British 

monarchy, parliamentary government, commerce, art and literature.149

Intended as an imperial emblem, even declared by Percy in The Empire Comes Home, 

to be “truly the centre of the Empire”,

 

150 Trafalgar Square was then a site for a 

progressive empire. While there appears to be no evidence of why Streeton chose this 

site for his painting, such contemporary beliefs about Trafalgar Square, coupled with 

the unique meteorological phenomenon of the London fog, especially affecting in the 

vast, open spaces of the square (and which was generally counter to the comparatively 

clear atmosphere on the Australian edge of empire that Streeton was familiar with), may 

well have been the triggers for the choice.151

From an elevated viewpoint, looking in a south-westerly direction down upon the 

square at the centre of empire, the thick, rosy mist is the most powerful element of 

Streeton’s painted landscape. It overwhelms even such significant imperial symbols as 

Sir Edwin Landseer’s mythical English lions, the lyrical fountains designed by Sir 

Edwin Lutyens and the wistful silhouette of William Railton’s Nelson’s Column. In 

Streeton’s image, the fog effaces the difference between the statuary of the square and 

the real people in it as they resonate in the pink and violet mist, which evokes the 

condition of a dream. Beyond the square, the distant skyline dissolves into a quixotic 

vision in pale, dusky magenta. The whole space of the square, seen through the gauzy 

fog, is represented as the intense poetic experience of concentrated empire.

  

152

                                                             
149 Philip Carter, ‘Trafalgar Square in History’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography website, 2011, 
viewed 05/04/12, < http://www.oxforddnb.com/public/themes/94/94299>. 

 Such an 

150 Percy, p. 24. 
151 It must be noted here that Streeton did in fact paint images of the mist and smoke of Australian 
stations and wharfs, for example, From McMahon’s Point-Fare One Penny (1890),The Railway Station 
(1893), and Sirius Cove (1893). And, Australia was not always clear-aired, just as London was not always 
thickly foggy, so Streeton’s paintings of Australian country landscapes often contain suggestions of mist, 
cloud, distant rain, and the smoke of bush fire. 
152 Edward Said, in his explanation of Gaston Bachelard’s analysis of the poetics of space claims, ‘space 
acquires emotional and even rational sense by a kind of poetic process, whereby the vacant or anonymous 
reaches of distance are converted into meaning.’; Edward Said, Orientalism, Penguin Books, London 
1995, p. 55. 
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image echoes the ideas of Henry Mayhew who much earlier described the London fog 

as sublime in a letter to the Morning Chronicle in 1850. In the letter Mayhew claimed: 

the haze which hung over like a curtain of shadow before and over everything, 

increased rather than diminished the giant sublimity of the city... the great 

metropolis—such as one might see it in a dream, with here and there stately 

churches and palatial hospitals, shimmering like white marble...while the rest of 

the scene was all hazy and indefinite.153

Certainly the London fog in Streeton’s image is so intense that it engulfs the space with 

the reverie of imperial sublimity.  

  

Streeton’s image also ably illustrates Mrs E. T. Cook’s later observation, in 1902, that 

the smoky:  

mist of the great city often gives to London scenes something of the quality of 

dissolving views. Seldom is a vista perfectly clear; rather does it often suggest a 

vague intensity of misty glory.154

Streeton’s, The Centre of the Empire, is nothing if not a ‘vague intensity of misty 

glory’.

  

155 Streeton creates this by privileging the experience of modern empire 

concentrated in the self-consciously imperial Trafalgar Square over its appearance, 

employing fog to do the symbolic work. With such a strategy he is able to use the same 

atmospheric conditions of Malvery’s smoke-blackened wilderness, and Tristan’s, 

suicide-inducing sepulchral London to produce a concentrated poetics of aesthetic space 

and so visually conjure a glorious, ethereal, experience of empire. While Cook uses 

written language to describe how the actual mist transforms the square’s ‘fountain 

alchymised to a molten mass of pearl-white, its geysers to sparkling brilliants’,156

Streeton’s painting was described in 1919, by P. G. Konody to be, ‘one of the most 

fascinating poetic studies of mysterious atmosphere ever produced’.

 

Streeton employs visual language to invoke a similar aesthetic and poetic experience.  

157

                                                             
153 Henry Mayhew, ‘Labour and the Poor’, The Morning Chronicle, no. 26010, 11 April 1850, p. 5. 

 Over seventy 

years later, Geoffrey Smith declared of Streeton’s painting, ‘The Centre of the Empire is 

154 Mrs E. T. Cook, Highways and Byways in London, MacMillan and Co., London and New York, 1902, 
pp. 388, 389. 
155 ibid. 
156 ibid., p. 412. 
157 P. G. Konody, ‘Streeton’s English Paintings’, in Sydney Ure Smith (ed.), The Art of Arthur Streeton, 
Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1919, p. 18. 
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a masterful image of suffused light’.158 Streeton himself felt it was a good work, 

describing it in a letter to fellow Australian Roberts as ‘the best I’ve done yet in 

England’.159 Even now, Streeton’s image seems an exceptional work, a dreamy, poesis 

of an intensely imperial space. The work was exhibited in the Paris Salon of 1902 and 

eventually purchased by Sir Walter Baldwin Spenser, the British-Australian academic, 

scientist and expeditionist who lived and worked in Australia for most of his adult life, 

and was ‘Streeton’s greatest private patron’.160

Lund, Bell-Smith, and Streeton all looked into the centre of empire from its edges. The 

imperially peripheral statuses of the artists and the variety of the final homes of their 

works, suggest a wide (domestic, colonial and foreign), contemporary fascination with 

London as the centre of empire.

 And so, Streeton’s foggy visual 

experience of the centre of empire was, like that of Bell-Smith’s, transported to one of 

the least smoggy peripheries of empire. In Streeton’s case the work was initially held in 

Baldwin Spenser’s private Australian collection, only later becoming available for 

public viewing.  

161

 

 Despite differences in point of view, content, formal 

elements, technique, period, and audience, all three artists use the uniquely dense, 

smoke-fed London fog as the visual sign with which to symbolise the idea of the 

concentration of empire within London. But, if mist is thickest at the heart of empire, 

what does this mean for the atmosphere on the imperial edges? 

Picturing the atmosphere on the edge of empire 

In Nation and Narration, Homi Bhabha’s concluding comments on the development of 

national identity revolve around the weather. He claims that ‘[t]o end with the English 

weather is to invoke, at once, the most changeable and immanent signs of national 

difference’. If as Bhabha suggests, the English weather ‘encourages memories of the 

“deep” nation crafted in chalk and limestone; the quilted downs; the moors menaced by 

the wind; the quiet cathedral towns; that corner of a foreign field that is forever 

                                                             
158 Geoffrey Smith, Arthur Streeton, 1867-1943, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, 1995, p. 140. 
159 Even so, in England Streeton never achieved the eminence that he had enjoyed in Australia; Galbally, 
p. 38. 
160 Geoffrey Smith, p. 140. 
161 O’Connor, as an Irishman, also has a claim to be included here as an imperially peripheral 
painter of the heart of empire. 
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England’,162

Later in his writing, Bhabha goes further, proposing that the English weather also 

‘revives memories of its daemonic double; the heat and dust of India; the dark 

emptiness of Africa; the tropical chaos that was deemed despotic and ungovernable and 

therefore worthy of the civilising mission’.

 then, I argue, the London fog’s invocation of the nineteenth-century heart 

of empire could be added to his list. The smoke-fed London fog fits Bhabha’s criteria of 

changeability and immanence as it was a type of very English weather which was 

extremely capricious, certainly belonged to its landscape, and which invoked empire in 

its concentrated and expansive forms.  

163

While the meteorological (and ideological) haze found at the edges of empire might be 

different to the English varieties (perhaps thinner, inconsistent or unfamiliar for 

example), it does indeed seem to loop neatly back, through the imaginative processes of 

memory, nostalgia, narrative and perhaps even reverie, to the English weather. In the 

case of the early images of Perth,

 All Bhabha’s weather descriptions are of 

the atmospheres of imperial outposts: exotic India’s airborne heat and dust; Africa’s 

emptiness, which was atmospherically dense with ideological darkness; and the 

ungovernable tropical chaos, which invoked a heavy air charged with an explosive 

humidity. Like the London fog, these atmospheric phenomena cling to, and yet are 

constantly changing within, their particular landscape. In this way, as in their 

materiality, they reflect the nature and identity of their ‘place’. 

164

How then might Bhabha’s theory be fitted to the weather of Perth, the early-nineteenth-

century town site of the Swan River Colony, settled in 1829 on one of the remotest 

edges of empire?

 an isolated outpost of nineteenth-century empire, it 

could be reasoned that the memory-loop leads back, above all, to the densely 

concentrated London fog at the centre of empire.   

165

                                                             
162 Homi K. Bhabha, ‘DissemiNation: Time, Narrative, and the Margins of the Modern Nation’, in Homi 
K. Bhabha, (ed.), Nation and Narration, Routledge, London, 1990, p. 319. 

 Can the clear air of Perth, as represented in the paintings from the 

first thirty years of settlement, be included as one of Bhabha’s doubles to the English 

weather, especially to the thick, black London fog back ‘home’ in the heart of the 

empire? Does the behaviour and materiality of Perth’s clean air reflect the site’s nature 

163 ibid. 
164 Particularly between 1827 (pre-settlement exploration expedition) and the 1860s when paintings of 
steam ships first began to appear. 
165 The Swan River Colony was founded in 1829 when the passenger ship Parmelia, captained by James 
Stirling arrived with the first load of free-settlers. Perth was the town site. The settlement was part of 
Australian Federation in 1901. 
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and identity? The different ways of addressing these questions leads to a clearer 

understanding of how varying atmospheric conditions can be a sign of the concentration 

and expansion of empire.  

If the word, ‘empty’ is used to describe the sparklingly clear air in early paintings of 

Perth (figs. 1.22–1.26) then the clear air may very well do as Bhabha suggests and 

reflect the nature and identity of a place similarly perceived as empty, benignly waiting, 

tabula rasa-like to be filled, or like a palimpsest to be overwritten, and so imperially 

embedded and activated.166

Early paintings of Perth’s atmospheric emptiness (fig. 1.29) are somewhat reminiscent 

of Cruikshank’s cartoon, Manchester, in 1851 (fig. 1.8), discussed earlier in this 

chapter. In Cruikshank’s image, Manchester’s air is empty of both smoke and people as 

the stokers of Manchester’s imperial forges are absent, away at the Great Exhibition in 

London, the centre of empire. In the cartoon, no smoke means there is no production of 

empire. Manchester’s emptiness, due to the draw of the Great Exhibition, underlines 

even its peripherality to the centre of empire.

 If this is the case then Perth’s air could indeed be a daemon-

double to the English weather, especially the smoke-fed London fog. I suggest that 

Perth air’s ‘emptiness’ evokes English weather in two ways. First, it stands as a bright 

and clear counterpoint to England’s gloominess generally, and London’s dark, dense 

fogs in particular (fig. 1.27). Secondly, its existence is part of the visual code of 

England’s once rural, Arcadian past, now lost to the Industrial Revolution’s smoggy 

imperial concentration (fig. 1.28, detail).  

167

                                                             
166 While Australia was inhabited, organised and maintained by indigenous people for tens of thousands 
of years before British colonisation, there was no acknowledgement of this by British settlers. As the 
rules and laws of the indigenous population were not written down and so could not be legally proven to 
the immanent settlers’ satisfaction, the British claimed sovereignty over the land by occupation, as 
allowed under the law of Terra Nullius, (Terra Nullius can be interpreted as land which is owned by no-
one).  

 In early images of Perth, the air is just 

as empty of smoke, mist, haze and so on as Manchester’s. Similarly, most of the Perth 

views are devoid of figures. As such, there is exceptionally little smoky evidence of the 

production of empire. The only early painting which comes close to showing the smoky 

production of empire prior to the 1860s is Horace Samson’s, Perth, (1847) (fig. 1.28, 

detail). In this work several small puffs of white smoke, barely perceptible in the full 

image (fig. 1.24), rise from cottage chimneys indicating the presence and home-based 

industry of imperial settlers. Otherwise, the mostly clear atmospheres of the early 

167 Manchester was one of the most populated, biggest and richest towns of imperial Britain, and so 
intimately linked to the production of empire. 
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paintings highlight the predominantly agricultural settlement’s geographical, economic 

and ideological distance from the imperial centre. 

I suggest this fits well with Bhabha’s theory of imperially peripheral doubles to the 

weather at the centre of empire, as the empty air of such a remote imperial settlement 

should lack the densely smoky sign of concentrated empire. As such, the air appears 

virtually empty and clean, as would the air found at, and beyond, the expanding edges 

of a smoke cloud. In this way the clear, empty air of Perth invokes the extreme, outer 

limits of an imperial expansion symbolised by smoke-fed fog.  

The clear-aired scenes of Perth are also somewhat like the clear space of the Somerset 

House terrace, in O’Connor’s The Embankment (fig. 1.19). In such a case, the 

atmospherically clear space of the new settlement of Perth could be read as a pristine, 

perhaps even ideal, creation of the murky, smoky, foggy practices of empire, the result 

of imperial progress and expansion, and the antithesis to imperial concentration of 

London. The clarity of the Perth images also resonates with the clear foreground in 

Bell-Smith’s, The Heart of the Empire (fig. 1.20). The Canadian painter’s clear 

foreground invokes a sense of progress and potential, and describes a shift in imperial 

time. The atmospheric clarity of the Perth paintings likewise suggests the potential of 

Perth as a new, modern settlement, as well invoking a sense of colliding time as 

England’s lost rural past reappears as the Swan River Colony present, or even as the 

future of the expansive British Empire. Bhabha’s idea that English weather and the 

weathers of more far-flung imperial places are somehow linked through a shared 

cultural ‘memory’ seems to be supported in this analogy.168

Painted much later in the century, in 1889, this work by Herbert Gibbs depicts his 

daughter in their Murray Street Cottage in clear-aired Perth, absorbed in the foggy 

narrative of an earlier, though related imperial place and time, and an opposite, though 

related imperial atmosphere. In the famous opening paragraphs of Bleak House, 

Dickens declares: 

 It is also evident in the 

painting, May Gibbs reading Dickens’ Bleak House (fig. 1.30).  

Fog everywhere. Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits and 

meadows; fog down the river, where it rolls defiled among the tiers of shipping, 

                                                             
168 From the 1860s onwards, paintings of Perth finally began to include industrial smoke, initially in the 
guise of the steam boats emissions on the river. Even so, the steam and smoke the boats emitted was 
usually lost to the overwhelmingly picturesque views and played down by appearing distant, singular and 
visually insignificant within the still predominantly sparklingly clear skies. 



 
 

 
 

69 

and the waterside pollutions of a great (and dirty) city. Fog on the Essex 

marshes, fog on the Kentish heights. Fog creeping into the cabooses of collier-

brigs, fog lying out in the yards, and hovering in the rigging of great ships; fog 

drooping on the gunwales of barges and small boats. Fog in the eyes and throats 

of ancient Greenwich pensioners…fog in the stem and bowl of the afternoon 

pipe of the wrathful skipper…fog cruelly pinching the toes and fingers of his 

shivering little ‘prentice boy on deck. Chance people on the bridges peeping 

over the parapets into a nether sky of fog, with fog all around them, as if they 

were up in a balloon, hanging in the misty clouds.169

For Herbert Gibbs to immortalise in paint his daughter’s reading of Dickens’ tale of the 

mid nineteenth-century, fog-defined Imperial City while living in a sparklingly clear-

aired, edge-of-empire future town of Perth surely captures the aesthetic, ideological, 

phenomenological and symbolic import of the related atmospheres at opposite ends of 

the same empire. In the painting the young girl seems to have just read the first pages of 

the novel which so effectively evoke the foggy nineteenth-century Imperial heart. 

Engrossed in the narrative, the girl has internalised Dickens’ description as an imagined 

‘memory’ perhaps all the more vivid because of the contrast with her twentieth century, 

imperially peripheral home.  

 

That the early paintings of Perth are topographical and atmospherically clear is an 

attempt to communicate information about the site, which can also be read as linked in 

visual and symbolic ways to the dense fog of the imperial heart. This is particularly true 

of Frederick Garling’s earliest images (figs. 1.31, 1.32), which were specifically made 

to promote the new settlement and which would entice would-be-settlers from smog-

embattled towns and cities. Many of the other images were also used in a similar way, 

and some were intended to be sent ‘home’ to show families what Perth was like. It 

could therefore be argued that the observation, engagement, understanding and 

subsequent visual recording, which comes with settlement, in significant ways, dispels 

the fogs of ignorance, mystery and promise inherent in an unknown site and future.  

This chapter’s aim was to explore the nineteenth-century artistic representation of fog 

with its shifting degrees of concentration and expansion to determine what the symbolic 

meaning of this might be for empire generally and imperial London specifically. My 

argument in this chapter is embedded in the idea that fog was a highly effective visual 

symbol of the complex cognizance of empire because both fog and empire were most 
                                                             
169 Dickens, Bleak House, p. 1.  
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concentrated in London. Moreover, if London was the heart of empire, the place at 

which empire was most concentrated, it follows that its fog should be perceived and 

represented (and actually be) equally concentrated there too. Correspondingly, as 

empire expands out across space and time away from its central source it becomes less 

concentrated, much as happens to thick fog around its outer reaches. This is an imperial-

scale example of Dickens’ description of the ever-increasing density and darkness of 

London’s fog as you moved from the outskirts of London into the city centre. It seems 

appropriate then that the air and atmosphere of the Swan River Colony town of Perth, 

located on the very edge of imperial space, should be artistically represented as clear, 

almost clear, or exhibiting only the merest intimation of the thick, dense, filthy fog at 

the imperial heart. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

The fogs of exploration and discovery, and imperial territory 

 

In this chapter I will argue that fog (and other related atmospheric states) is a condition 

of empire and in selected images symbolises the nineteenth-century imperial practices 

of exploration and discovery. As an agent of concealment and revelation, transformation 

and transgression, fog is an ideal symbol to represent imperial exploration and 

discovery. The relationship between fog, empire, exploration, and discovery can be seen 

in certain contemporary images of nineteenth-century exploration of various sites, from 

distant imperial territories to districts of London at the very heart of empire itself.  

In painting, the strategy of depicting the far-flung features of natural landscape as hazy 

or misty is an artistic device of aerial perspective, which creates the illusion of physical 

distance but which, by invoking a sense of mystery and allure, can also suggest 

symbolic distance.1 The mysterious, light and atmospheric mistiness of distant 

mountains, valleys, cliffs, oceans, islands, and horizons symbolises them as places not 

yet reached, unexplored and therefore unknown, especially as compared to the all-to-

familiar, black, dense fog of certain imperial metropoles . Their veil of painted mist 

conceals the secrets of such sites yet also marks them as places of potential revelation.2

                                                             
1 It is important to note here that the fog and misty atmosphere in the distance of eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century exploration paintings is very rarely examined in scholarly, or in primary texts. 
When it is mentioned it is usually in terms of its use as an aerial perspective device used by painters 
to create the illusion of distance. Occasionally, the actual air of newly explored territories, the misty 
representation of which is produced in some paintings, might be described in the accompanying 
text as evidence of a ‘warm and fine Climate’[sic], or as the ‘wholesome air’ enjoyed by native 
peoples of bountiful country; John McDonald, Art and Australia: Exploration to Federation, vol. 1, 
Pan Macmillan, Sydney, 2008, p. 28. Light (rather than atmosphere) is more often discussed by art 
historians. Sunlight and clear air is more usually noted, especially in early Australian paintings, but 
this is often interpreted as the artist’s direct observation and therefore as simply slavish 
topographical representation of the clear air and bright sunshine discovered in the new country. 
Sometimes, sunshine is understood symbolically as a symbol of hope, reward or a promising future, 
as in John Glover’s My Harvest Home of 1835, but it must be remembered that this is not an 
exploration painting but a painting of nineteenth-century imperial settlement; ibid, p. 98. 

 

They invite and await exploration. Discovery and revelation is yet to occur. The 

atmospheric clarity that can follow such discovery and revelation (and is seen in the 

clear–aired images of the early settlement of the Swan River Colony discussed in 

chapter one) is still only a potential outcome. Imperial exploration painting contains 

2 Fog is less smoke-fed in such paintings and is more often presented as a misty, tonal, sometimes even 
glowing, peculiarity of nature. 
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many samples of this inviting,3 alluring mist and can be seen, for example, in the works 

of William Hodges (figs. 2.1, 2. 2), the artist on board Captain Cook’s second voyage of 

discovery in the late eighteenth century.4

‘empire’ was itself given visual and conceptual definition by 

Hodges’s…representations of the non-European world. At the very least, they 

provided or consolidated the cognitive assimilation of the territories depicted, 

by making an explicit connection…between those territories and the British 

metropolis...his work…provide[s] an important case study of the exchanges, 

relations, alignments and misalignments, congruencies and fractures between 

the metropolitan and non-metropolitan spaces of empire.

 For the nineteenth century audience of 

potential explorers viewing Hodges’ work back in the heart of empire Hodges’ mist 

creates a sense of mystery, promise and potential revelation around various aspects of 

newly discovered edge-of-empire landscape. This reading of the exotic, yet beckoning 

mist as linked with the expansive idea of empire and the practice of imperial discovery 

depicted in Hodges’ work seems to be supported by Geoff Quilley and John Bonehill’s 

suggestion that: 

5

I suggest that the mist in Hodges’ works is one of the key elements though which this 

occurs.  

  

The symbolic use of mist and fog in connection with notions of imperial exploration 

continued to have a wide and lasting artistic application during the following centuries. 

Mist and fog were also used symbolically in the nineteenth century when they engaged 

with, and advanced, the notions of exploration and discovery in significant ways. 

Whereas the eighteenth-century paintings of sea-going adventure and 

circumnavigational exploration tended towards rather optimistic misty symbolism of 

promise and allure, the mist and fog that appeared throughout the nineteenth-century 

exploration-discovery discourse seems more ambiguous. Nineteenth-century fog and 

mist often shifted their meaning, oscillating between negative and positive poles, or 

presenting somewhere outside such a continuum, often as the ambiguous, or as the 

sublime. Edward Lear’s painting, Mount Kangchenjunga from Darjeeling West Bengal 

(1877) (fig. 2.3), is a good example of such ambiguous, or sublime mist. In this work, 

                                                             
3 This stands in opposition to the always clear topographical renderings of the expedition-cartographer or 
map-maker. 
4 Good reproductions of Hodges’ work can be seen in: Geoff Quilley and John Bonehill (eds) William 
Hodges, 1744–1797: The Art of Exploration, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 2004. 
5 ibid, p. 1. 
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the thick, almost tangible fog swamps the valley in the middle distance. It appears 

impenetrable, mysterious and alien, yet also captivatingly beautiful, and as such incites 

a fluctuating sense of fascination and fear in the viewer as they imagine what horrors 

and wonders might be encountered within it.   

But, within the nineteenth-century culture of imperial exploration, mist appeared in 

literature more often than in art. Literature was also where the misty symbolism of 

imperial exploration assumed its most negative forms. This can be seen in the vivid, 

written accounts of imperial explorers who began to investigate the shadowy interiors of 

continents previously only sailed around. The hopeful and optimistic mists of 

eighteenth-century exploration had been succeeded by the often confronting and 

troubling mists of nineteenth-century discovery. 

 

‘Darkest Africa’ 

Stories of ‘darkest Africa’ in particular produced more negatively construed forms of 

fog and mist and recorded their effect on imperial expeditions. For example, Henry 

Morton Stanley, the American journalist who famously discovered the missing Dr 

David Livingstone in Ujiji in 1871, wrote in his 1890 book In Darkest Africa: 

We observed that the mornings were muggy and misty—that we were chilly and 

inclined to be cheerless in consequence; that it required some moral courage to 

leave the camp to brave the cold, damp and fogginess without... that the feelings 

were terribly depressed in the dismal twilight from the want of brightness and 

sunshine warmth; and the depression caused by the sombre clouds.6

In this passage, Stanley links the gloomy physical effect of the fogginess with the 

depressed psychological demeanour of the men. The fog is savage, base, almost 

immoral as it blocks out the light and warmth of sunshine as well as the feelings of hope 

and courage among the men. Later in his account, Stanley goes on to implicitly link the 

gloom and slumping clouds with the mission to civilise, one of the key principles of 

imperial exploration: ‘It was a stern and sombre morning, gloomy with lowering and 

heavy clouds. It struck me on this dull and dreary morning... that Nature in this region 

 

                                                             
6 Henry Morton Stanley, In Darkest Africa, or the Quest, Rescue and Retreat of Emin, Governor of 
Equatoria, Sampson Low, Marston, Searle and Rivington, London, 1890, p. 92. 
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seems to be waiting the long expected trumpet-call of civilisation’.7 With the growth of 

such exotic, heroic and often sensational exploration literature filled with strange, 

‘dense clouds of mist’8 and adversarial atmospheres ‘full of floating globules of water’,9

Even though the journal accounts, diaries and articles by nineteenth-century imperial 

explorers contained references to fog and mist, many of the prints and illustrations, 

which accompanied these texts did not. This was primarily a result of the topographical 

purpose of such images, which was to clearly document the discoveries uncovered by 

imperial exploration (figs. 2.4, 2.5). 

 

Victorian England vicariously engaged in a fascination with the fog-invoked sublimity 

of the imperial exploration narrative. 

10

This exceptional mist, which propels the imperial exploration myth, is of a high 

symbolic order and operates through its metaphorical power to transgress boundaries, 

invert reality, and transform space and time. This is the mist, which conceals and 

reveals, transforming the real, tangible, natural world of lakes, forests and villages into a 

mysterious, Victorian gothic other-world of dark labyrinths, shifting shadows and 

disoriented time. As in Hodges’ earlier paintings, the mist of these places conceals their 

spatial and temporal secrets, yet also identifies them as sites which invite exploration. 

But, like Lear’s nineteenth-century painting of Mount Kangchenjunga, such mist 

transgresses the boundaries of reality by filling ‘empty space’ with a kind of vaporous 

visual solidity. It also changes day into night, and transforms the familiar into the 

unknown. Indeed, in the sense that Edward Said might understand it in Orientalism, , 

‘[t]he objective space… is far less important that what poetically it is endowed with’,

 I argue, however, for a pictorial exception to this 

mist-less situation. An example of this can be found in Stanley’s In Darkest Africa, as 

we will see.  

11

It is as though such mist seeps off the surface of the page or the canvas and enters the 

imagination, in effect transgressing boundaries of representation. Although not frequent, 

this type of mist does sometimes appear in the accompanying illustrations of 

exploration literature. For example, the image, Elephant Trap (fig. 2.6) from Stanley’s 

 

perhaps the true purpose of such mist is to occlude reality, to conceal the actual meaning 

in order to reveal the symbolic meaning.  

                                                             
7 ibid., p. 96. 
8 ibid., p. 119. 
9 ibid., p. 114. 
10 It is also worth noting that climatic atmosphere can be problematic to reproduce in graphic print form. 
11 Edward Said, Orientalism, Penguin Books, London 1995, p. 55. 
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In Darkest Africa, comprises a leafy jungle scene with a clear foreground in which an 

African elephant trap is positioned, and a background which is smothered with sight-

inhibiting, imagination-activating mist. The mist-filled image invokes the danger, 

expectation and the role of chance inherent in the notion of the hunt, a core 

methodology of the imperial explorer narrative. The viewpoint is from the clear 

foreground and presumably through the eyes of the waiting hunters. The elephant—that 

which is hunted—exists ‘somewhere’ in the concealing misty background, out of which 

it may appear at any moment.  

The concealing effect of the mist encourages the viewer’s closer visual exploration of 

the image and therefore a more intimate engagement with the idea of the search, of the 

hunt. The lack of visibility also heightens a sense of suspense and a strong awareness of 

displacement and disorientation in time and space, of being a stranger in a strange land. 

The mist in this image is also the catalyst for the potential transgressive re-ordering of 

the roles of the hunter and the hunted, for in the thick, opaque, aerial suspension the 

roles risk being reversed with man becoming the hunted and the elephant the hunter. 

The mist facilitates such transposition of roles through the capricious nature of its 

floating, atomised materiality, which may unexpectedly conceal or reveal at any 

moment.  

What is especially significant about the image is the way it articulates a sort of 

hierarchy of explorer–hunter status. In the image, the elephant is identified as the prey 

by the setting of the trap; but, as has been discussed, the elephant may become the 

hunter at any moment, a change of status enabled by the concealing–revealing 

behaviour of the capricious mist. Also, the African hunter who set the elephant trap may 

have become ‘the hunted’ in that he has been discovered, collected anthropologically in 

deed, word and image on the pages of Stanley’s book. Meanwhile, the imperial 

explorer–hunter, although presumed to be at the top of the hierarchy, is nevertheless 

also at risk of slipping down to the status of the hunted. This may be due to a surprise 

charge out of the mist by the elephant. Or, the imperial explorer–hunter may be subject 

to capture by the African tribes, and an uncertain end. Indeed, on the page facing the 

Elephant Trap image, Stanley writes that ‘[t]wo Egyptians, a corporal and a Cairo boy 

of fifteen, both light complexioned, were captured near Fort Bodo during my absence, 

and no one discovered what became of them. It is supposed they were made prisoners,’ 
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and taken to a Wambutti tribe camp.12

 

 The unpredictable nature of the mist, its 

capricious character and chance-linked abilities to conceal and reveal make it a suitable 

symbol for the transient status of the imperial hunter and the hunted, and for the notion 

of exploration and discovery. 

Imperial treasure hunting  

It was the exploration of Africa which, arguably, provided the most comprehensive and 

popular narratives of global imperial adventure in the Victorian era, and some of its 

finest paintings, especially in the second half of the nineteenth century. As well as 

Stanley, Livingstone, initially as a missionary, then later as an explorer of empire,13 also 

described the savagery and exoticism he found in Africa to an appreciative audience 

already interested in the culture and language of imperial exploration. Certain painters 

also met the expectations of the waiting British public. British painter Thomas Baines 

accompanied Livingstone on his second expedition to Africa begun in 1858, and later 

‘painted the first views ever made of the great natural wonder of the Victoria Falls. One 

of these first views was, Herd of Buffalo, opposite Garden Island, Victoria Falls, circa 

1862–5 (fig. 2.7).14

Wanting to honour, and no doubt gratify, Queen Victoria, Livingstone had been looking 

for ‘an opportunity of offering a tribute of respect to the Royal Lady’ while on his 

 This painting depicts white and African hunters pursuing a herd of 

buffalo to the lip of a precipice engulfed by voluminous clouds of natural mist which 

arise from the massive natural waterfall that Livingstone would name Victoria Falls. 

The painting clearly articulates a visual and symbolic relationship between mist, empire 

and exploration, and again incorporates the unstable hierarchy of the hunt. But, it also 

articulates the idea of the imperial trophy. The buffalo, which are the hunters’ prize, 

cannot be allowed to retreat into the foggy mist, as for them to plunge into the misty 

abyss of the falls would mean loss rather than reward. On the other hand, given no other 

way out, the buffalo may turn and confront the hunters, subverting the notion of the 

reward (as well as the hierarchy of hunting). But, the painting is connected to the idea of 

the imperial trophy in another misty way too. 

                                                             
12 Stanley, p. 365. 
13 Lionel Lambourne, Victorian Painting, Phaidon Press, London and New York, 2005, p. 435. 
14 ibid. 
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African expedition of discovery.15 Livingstone clearly understood the significance of 

the exploration and discovery of Africa for the empire as, in an 1855 letter, he 

comments that such a tribute to the Queen-Empress would ‘look better in a map of 

Africa than in frozen regions which henceforth nobody will ever go back to see’.16

In his journal, Livingstone describes the overwhelming sight of the voluminous clouds 

of mist that enveloped the Falls. He states that when approaching by river: 

 In 

naming the abundantly misty falls after Victoria, Livingstone, purportedly the first 

European to see the natural spectacle, claims the greatest imperial trophy and also 

transplants the very essence of the radiant, civilised imperial self into the middle of the 

imperial Other of darkest Africa. Such acts of imperial appropriation and interpolation 

both exaggerate the imperial difference between London and Africa, civilisation and 

wildness, self and Other, and yet signal the Falls as central to imperial identity. I 

propose that one of the reasons this is possible is because the Falls could claim to be the 

mistiest place in the empire and as mist transforms and transgresses, its capricious 

nature allows the status of things also to transform and transgress (as has been 

demonstrated with the hierarchy of hunter and the hunted). The vast quantities of mist at 

Victoria Falls enable this transformation of status on an imperial scale.  

We viewed for the first time the vapour or, as it is appropriately called, ‘smoke’, 

arising exactly as when large tracts of grass are burned off. Five columns rose 

and bended in the direction of the wind... and seemed at this distance (about 6 

miles) to mingle with the clouds.17

Baines captures this almost spiritual grandeur on a truly imperial scale in his work, 

Victoria Falls at Sunrise, with ‘The Smoke’, or ‘Spraycloud’, (1863) (fig. 2.8). Here the 

mist transgresses its physical meanings and becomes symbolic by transcending its 

earthly bounds and rising towards the heavens in its own exploration and colonisation of 

the firmament. The mist of the Falls is the central element of the composition, and the 

largest, dwarfing the tree in the foreground whose organic shape it magnifies in the sky. 

I argue then, that the smoke-like mist of the Falls, rather than the falls themselves, 

forms the subject of the work. Its acknowledgment as ‘smoke’ in Baines’ title is not 

only a gesture towards the native appellation, however. The term ‘smoke’ also 

 

                                                             
15 David Livingston, cited in I. Schapera (ed.) David Livingstone’s African Journal 1853-1856, vol. 2, 
Chatto and Windus, London, 1963, p. 326. Of course the Falls were already known and named by the 
local people; ibid. 
16 ibid. 
17 ibid.  
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encompasses an understanding of nature’s power and man’s effective harnessing of 

such power, an awareness also evident in Livingstone’s comment about smoke as a sign 

of the agricultural taming of the landscape.  

The discovery of the enormous waterfalls by Livingstone and the capture of their mist 

on canvas by Baines demonstrates a key concern of imperial exploration as the falls 

became a symbolic treasure, or trophy, of empire. It is even possible to read such an 

imperial gain as an appreciated, perhaps even looked for, compensation for the empire’s 

loss of America and its magnificently misty symbol of Niagara Falls (fig. 2.9).18

 

 

‘Darkest England’  

Fog and mist then were a feature of the nineteenth-century imperial exploration 

narrative, especially in the literature and art of British expeditions through Africa. The 

African exploration narrative in particular was a familiar one to Victorians, and its 

language and practice was repeatedly reiterated at home in the urban and social 

investigation of the poorer areas of dirty, fog-filled London. One of the most well-

known of these investigations was William Booth’s In Darkest England and the Way 

Out, published in 1890 shortly after Stanley’s In Darkest Africa.  

In his book, Booth directly employed the language and practice of Stanley as ‘[t]he 

intrepid explorer’,19 in what Booth termed ‘the African parallel’20 to ask, ‘[a]s there is a 

darkest Africa is there not also a darkest England?’21 In his opening chapter Booth 

compares the Equatorial forest’s ‘dank, dark air, filled with the steam of the heated 

morass... the full horror of that awful gloom’22

                                                             
18 Frederic Edwin Church’s, Niagara Falls, from the American Side (1867) (fig. 2.9), is very misty but its 
mist is configured differently, evenly suffused and populated by rainbows, when compared to Baines’ 
dramatic, defined, almost quantifiable treatment of the mist of Victoria Falls. For Church, Niagara Falls 
were foremost an example of God’s hand in nature, of the spirituality of the landscape; Lambourne, pp. 
395, 396. From Livingstone’s remarks and Baines’ image, Victoria Falls can be understood as more about 
power and possession; ibid. 

 with ‘the foul and fetid breath of our 

19 William Booth, In Darkest England and the Way Out, [orig. date 1890], Charles Knight and Co., 
London, 1970, p. 9. 
20 ibid., p. 11. 
21 ibid.; To compare two imperial Others, the African savage and the East End savage, and then use these 
portraits as a way of proving a kind of moral, civilised, racial superiority of the central imperial self is 
ethically questionable and can be understood as a version of Edward Said’s, ‘Orientalism’. As Said 
claims, ‘the Orient [in this case configured as Africa and the East End] has helped to define empire (or the 
West) as its contrasting image, idea, personality, experience.’; Said, pp. 1, 2.  
22 William Booth, p. 9.  
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slums... almost as poisonous’.23 The gloomy fog and mist of the imperial exploration 

narrative are key symbols of the savagery and despair of the imperial Other, whether 

such figures and sites are found on the edges of empire or at its very heart. As Joseph 

McLaughlin claims in his book on reading empire into London, ‘ways of describing 

people, places and experiences on the periphery of empire became an effective 

rhetorical strategy for imagining the imperial centre’.24

Booth’s book was one of a long line of similar social explorations and inquiries into 

London’s poverty.

 To McLaughlin’s claim, I add 

that the imperial symbolism of fog was one of the ways in which such meanings were 

created.  

25 Indeed, by the last decades of the nineteenth century, ‘[i]t was 

already a cliché... that another world lay beyond the fine frontages and thoroughfares of 

the metropolis, waiting to be explored, colonized and civilised’.26 But this only attests to 

the validity and currency of exploration culture at the time, and the notion of social 

exploration permeated many areas of Victorian culture. Indeed, according to Peter 

Keating, ‘there is barely an area of nineteenth-century fictional and non-fictional prose, 

in which the central attitudes and terminology of social exploration do not appear.’27

In Fildes’ important painting, it is evening, dark enough for the dim lamp to be lit above 

the entrance to the ward in one of London’s workhouses. Two policemen are in 

 I 

suggest that nineteenth-century painting also saw the influence of the culture of social 

exploration, although to a narrower degree perhaps. Samuel Luke Fildes, Applicants for 

Admission to a Casual Ward, (circa 1872–74) (fig. 2.10) is a significant example of one 

such painting in which the imperial exploration narrative is evident in the symbolic 

relationship between empire, urban exploration and mist in the form of the London fog.  

                                                             
23 ibid., p. 14. 
24 Joseph McLaughlin, Writing the Urban Jungle: Reading Empire into London from Doyle to Eliot, 
University Press of Virginia, Charlottesville and London, 2000, p. 1. 
25 See, for example: Hogg’s, London as It Is (1837); Friedrich Engels’, The Condition of the Working 
Class in England in 1844 (1845); Gavin’s, Unhealthiness of London and The Necessity of Remedial 
Measures (1847) as well as his later, The Habitations of the Industrial Classes (1850); George Godwin’s, 
London Shadows: A Glance at the “Homes” of the Thousands (1854) and his subsequent, Town Swamps 
and Social Bridges (1859); John Hollingshead’s, Ragged London in 1861; James Greenwood’s, The 
Wilds of London (1874); Andrew Mearns’, The Bitter Cry of Outcast London (1883); George Sims’, How 
the Poor Live, and, Horrible London (1889); Robert Williams’, London Rookeries and Colliers’ Slums 
(1893); and from early in the twentieth century, Jack London’s, The People of the Abyss (1903), and 
Mary Higgs, Glimpses into the Abyss (1906). This list does not include the many socially aware writers of 
fiction such as Charles Dickens, George Gissing, Elizabeth Gaskell and so on. 
26 Felix Driver, Geography Militant: Cultures of Exploration and Empire, Blackwell Publishers, Oxford 
and Malden, 2001, p. 170. 
27 Peter Keating, ‘Introduction’, in Peter Keating (ed.) Into Unknown England, 1866–1913, Manchester 
University Press and Rowman and Littlefield, Manchester, 1976, p. 13. 
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attendance at the door.28

Similar images were produced by Gustave Doré a few years earlier in, London, A 

Pilgrimage, written by Blanchard Jerrold. In particular, two of Doré’s illustrations, 

Refuge-Applying for Admittance (fig. 2.11) and, Scripture Reader in a Night Refuge (fig. 

2.12)

 It appears very cold with a thin layer of snow on the ground 

and a dirty, freezing fog hanging thickly in the air. In the foreground, to the left, a 

snarling dog bares his teeth, ribs show through his mangy pelt. In the background is the 

dirty brick wall of the casual ward upon which are posted reward notices for 

information on murderers, runaways, lost dogs and children. Lined up along the wall is 

a queue of people hoping to be admitted to the ward and so be given a bed for the night. 

Some of the figures, particularly the children, have bare arms and legs, hands and feet, 

exposed to the cold and fog through their tattered clothing. One figure is slumped on the 

ground, others shrink back against the wall or huddle together. The work explores and 

exposes the hidden poverty of imperial London, but the miserable scene can also be 

read as a visual representation of urban investigation and discovery.  

29

To prepare their book, Doré and Jerrold had to explore urban London. In the 

introduction to their work they take pains to ensure that the reader understands that they 

saw their role as a rambling exploration, turning up whatever it may, rather than an 

academic investigation, which followed a prescribed research agenda. The emphasis is 

on the engaged and adventurous exploration and discovery of London:  

 represent a similar captured moment of the desperate reality of the lives of the 

poor as Fildes’ painting. But, Jerrold’s book is littered with Doré’s foggy images of 

London’s desperate poor in which the savage and the destitute often seem sealed off 

from civilised life, corralled by the fog, or other impenetrable agents of enclosure (figs. 

2.13, 2.14). In fig. 2.13 for example, a group of homeless people huddle together with 

their backs turned to the wall and the cathedral, while the fog (perhaps as impermeable 

as the wall), seals them off from the potential redemptive power of the cathedral in the 

background. 

We are pilgrims, wanderers, gipsy-loiterers in the great world of London – not 

historians of the ancient port and capital... Under the magic influence of its 

                                                             
28 The role of the police will be examined later in this chapter. 
29 Here the scripture reader represents a very real nineteenth-century belief, especially amongst those who 
politically and financially supported the workhouse system, that the poor were poor because they were 
immoral. Poverty was seen by many as a result of stealing, lying, prostitution, laziness and so on, not, as 
would generally be considered today, a cause of such immoral behaviour. To reform morally was seen as 
a way out of poverty, hence the provision of a scripture reader in the night refuge. 
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vastness; its prodigious unwieldy life, and its extraordinary varieties of manners, 

character, and external picturesqueness; a few pleasant days’ wanderings 

through the light and shade of London, became the habit of two or three 

seasons. Our excursions in quest of the picturesque and the typical, at last 

embraced the mighty city, from the Pool to the slopes of Richmond. We are 

wanderers: not, I repeat, historians.30

In Chapter 18, Whitechapel and Thereabouts, Doré and Jerrold outline the complex 

preparations necessary for exploring the dark interior of London’s slums:  

 

You put yourself in communication with Scotland Yard to begin with. You 

adopt rough clothes. You select two or three companions who will not flinch 

even before the humours and horrors of Tiger Bay: and you commit yourself to 

the guidance of one of the intelligent and fearless heads of the detective 

force...31

In this passage, the sense of impending exploration is high, mirroring as it does the sort 

of groundwork needed, such as approval from authorities, gathering of a robust and 

adventurous crew, getting kitted out with the correct gear, and commissioning of a 

guide, before embarking on an overseas imperial exploration venture.  It also invokes 

something of the danger and uncertainty inherent in the imperial hunt. 

 

By the turn of the century, Jack London also dressed in ragged clothing and lived for 

several months with the poor, as one of them, in order to write, The People of the 

Abyss,32 published in 1903. At the beginning of the book, in a Hades metaphor, London 

claims he ‘went down into the under-world of London with an attitude of mind which 

[I] best liken to that of an explorer’.33 Over twenty five years earlier, Fildes had already 

assumed the attitude, if not the disguise, of an explorer when he descended into the 

‘abyss’ of his time to investigate the underworld subject of his painting, Applicants….34

                                                             
30 Blanchard Jerrold, London, A Pilgrimage, [orig. date 1872], illus. Gustave Doré, Dover Publications, 
New York, 1970, pp. 1, 2. 

 

Fildes went out at night to meet and talk with people queuing outside a workhouse and 

31 ibid., pp. 141, 142. 
32 Unlike the earlier Fildes who met the poor as himself, London dressed in tattered clothing and lived 
with the poor as one of them for several months.  
33 Jack London, The People of the Abyss, [orig. date 1903], Arco Publications, London, 1962, p. 11. 
34Although Fildes did not assume a disguise and went as himself, visiting rather than living with the poor. 
It is also worth noting here that William Hogarth had earlier addressed such territory, before even Fildes, 
in his representations of the interiors of Fleet prison and Bedlam hospital in the series, A Rake’s Progress 
(circa 1730s). 
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to sketch aspects of the scene. He also ‘reportedly hired occupants of casual wards’35 as 

life models for his work in an attempt at authenticity. That the subject of London’s poor 

was regarded as adventurous for an academic painting, and the act of painting it 

virtually akin to heroism, is reflected in the comments of a reviewer from the Illustrated 

London News who remarked, ‘[a]ll honour to the artist also for his courage in dealing, 

undeterred by its repulsiveness’,36

The thick, dark yellow mist in Fildes’ work represents the infamous London fog, a 

combination of the naturally occurring fog of low-lying riverside London and the smoke 

of its uncountable industrial and domestic chimneys. As well, the fog contained what 

was often at this date still thought by many to be the vitiated air of a highly populated 

city, deadly disease-ridden miasmas from bad sanitation, and the overwhelming stench 

of the dirty, neglected slums and rookeries. In this abundant capacity, the fog filled and 

inhabited the spaces of poverty within London, branding them as alien or Other to the 

perceived glamour of the ideal city. The fog transformed the shining idea of the 

Imperial City into a dirty reality as it closed down on poverty. But, at the same time as 

the opaque fog obscured the details of poverty, it also revealed its essence. It is the very 

fact that the details of poverty cannot be seen, that poverty subsists in murky shadows 

and foggy darkness, that deepens and spreads the savagery and despair of it.  

 with the subject of the poor.  That Fildes also 

encountered the Imperial City’s ubiquitous, dirty fog and poisonous air in the urban 

slums areas he explored at night is evident in his painting. In the work, the darkly 

symbolic role of the London fog can be likened to that of the mists described by Stanley 

in his nineteenth-century exploration of savage, wild, dark Africa.  

I argue the dirty, fetid fog in Fildes painting can be read as the ‘element’ of the poor, the 

element most aligned with the savages of darkest England. The poor, in both Doré’s 

print and Fildes’ painting, do not exist in the traditional life-supporting elements of 

light, or fresh air; they do not have clean water, or the heat of a fire, or even a patch of 

earth to which they are entitled. They have only the fog, which cleaves to them in a 

desperate embrace of belonging. Doré’s image of the fogbound poor, Houndsditch (fig. 

2.15) seems to support this assertion. 

In Fildes’ work, lined up as they are, the row of poor people resembles a collection of 

biological specimens gathered on an expedition of discovery into other dark imperial 
                                                             
35 Malcolm Warner, The Victorians: British Painting, 1837-1901, National Gallery of Art, Washington, 
1996, p. 149. 
36 ‘The Royal Academy’,  Illustrated London News, no. 1811, 9 May 1874, p. 446. 
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interiors. The painting contains the poor within its frame much as a sealed specimen jar 

holds its biological specimens. The fog in the painting can be read as the equivalent of 

the chemical suspension formalin, a solution of formaldehyde, which was used to 

preserve specimens collected on expeditions of discovery in the nineteenth century. 

Viewed through this symbolism, there is no escape for the poor once they are caught in 

the poverty trap, then identified, categorised, and here displayed as such. Bearing out 

the idea that the language and practice of exploration pervaded all areas of Victorian 

life, an Illustrated London News review of the exhibition of Applicants... identifies the 

figures in the painting using a sort of scientific taxonomy of poverty, which reflects the 

language and practice of scientific discovery methodology. For example: 

a series of types of the most abject forms of London misery, whether arising 

from misfortune, crime, sickness, drunkenness or ignorance... The bloated sot 

propping himself up in brutalised stolidity; the young widow or female outcast, 

hastening for shelter with her babe and a little weeping toddler at her side; the 

out-of-work artisan with a large family hanging about him and his broken 

hearted wife; the ruffian garrotter or ticket-of-leave burglar cowering in the 

shadows; the starveling cad, with his staring eyes and hydrocephalic head; the 

professional beggar with his crutch and red coat.37

The same Illustrated London News review claimed Fildes’ work addressed, ‘a subject in 

the sad moral of which we are all more or less implicated’,

 

38 thereby accusing 

nineteenth-century London society specifically, and, I argue, by association the empire 

at large, of neglecting its responsibilities to the poor. Such neglect is symbolised by the 

filthy mist in Fildes’ painting. In Bleak House, Charles Dickens more directly links 

imperial exploration, neglect and filth through the example of Mrs Jellyby, a 

philanthropist who worked tirelessly in support of the civilisation of Africa while 

neglecting her own family at home. According to Karl Ashley Smith, ‘Mrs Jellyby’s 

devotion to the African Mission literally produces filth at home by allowing her to 

evade her responsibilities’.39 Mrs Jellyby’s situation, Dickens famous ‘telescopic 

philanthropy’, can be read as a metaphor for the larger imperial situation. I suggest this 

metaphor is analogous with the situation depicted in Fildes painting. The result of 

similar neglect, of an imperial scale, ‘literally produces filth at home’,40

                                                             
37 ibid. 

 in the form of 

38 ibid. 
39 Karl Ashley Smith, Dickens and the Unreal City: Searching for Spiritual Significance in Nineteenth-
century London, Palgrave MacMillan, New York, 2008, p. 77. 
40 ibid. 
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the dirty, stinking, poisonous air which enwraps London’s poor in Fildes’ painting, as 

well as producing poverty. Such neglect is personified as the misty, ghost-like figure of 

Death in the Punch cartoon, The Nemesis of Neglect (fig. 2.16). In the cartoon, rather 

than being an unlooked for result of inaction, neglect is revealed as a choice. Only those 

people with power to do so could exercise such choice. 

While the fog in Fildes’ painting can be read as a sign of the poor, a physical result of 

imperial neglect, it also operates as a device that interferes with the visibility of such 

poverty. The fog both conceals and reveals poverty. The concealing agency of fog has 

several implications in terms of the idea of exploration. According to Raymond 

Williams, the darkness and obscurity of fog stops us ‘from seeing each other clearly and 

from seeing the relation between ourselves and our actions, ourselves and others’.41 The 

nineteenth-century example of delayed sanitary reform given by Smith also 

demonstrates this. He claims that, ‘the neglect and inaction of parliament creates a 

miasmic smokescreen that allows the wealthier classes to evade their responsibilities’,42 

a claim that is, I argue, both literal and metaphorical. Williams’ fog and Smith’s 

‘miasmic smokescreen’ both act as interference that obstructs visual and social 

connections with others.43 In this way exploration of the problem and discovery of 

solutions is inhibited. The visual obscurity and social isolation of the poor make it easier 

to divest oneself of any feelings of responsibility towards them.44

Paradoxically, while the concealing agency of fog did much to assuage the troublesome 

problem of poverty from the gaze of those better off (out of sight, out of mind), it also 

contributed to the Victorian fear of the ranks of the invisible poor thought to be 

amassing, threateningly, behind the fog. In fact, ‘the “invisibility” of the poor was a 

source of fear’ for the social elite throughout the nineteenth century.

 

45 Imperial 

London’s poverty was usually out of sight of the privileged eye, being geographically or 

culturally segregated and hidden by the fog. In Fildes’ painting, London’s concealed 

poverty is revealed and explored in one of ‘the most remarkable pictures of the year’.46

                                                             
41 Raymond Williams, The Country and the City, Oxford University Press, Oxford and New York, 1973, 
p. 156. 

 

Through the existence of the painting as object, and the act of its exhibition, the gaze of 

the imperial elite was directed at the collected specimens of the poor. Whether the 

42 Karl Ashley Smith, p. 77. 
43 ibid. 
44 ibid. 
45 Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, The Politics and Poetics of Transgression, Methuen, London, 1986, 
p. 134. 
46 ‘The Royal Academy’, p. 446. 
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response was of fear or of fascination, what was usually socially peripheral to the 

imperial elite suddenly became symbolically central. This mirrored the situation with 

the objectification and exhibition of other ‘savage’ people from more distant dark, 

imperial interiors during, for example, the Great Exhibition in 1851. 

In Fildes’ painting, there is an attempt to explore, discover, identify, reveal, and 

understand the poor. While, as Patrizia Lombardo claims, ‘Baudelaire characterised the 

big city as the place of the homeless’,47

[w]hen notions such as ‘civilisation’ and ‘reason’ are in danger of being called 

into question their definition, as well as their identification with a particular 

people, is established by pointing to their supposed opposites, to what can be 

designated as ‘savagery’ and ‘madness’.

 for London’s elite to gaze upon this image of 

foggy homelessness and poverty was to see, perhaps for the first time, not only the 

savage Other of domestic imperial civilisation but also an inverted reflection of their 

own refined self. It is possible that one of the reasons for the Victorian attachment to 

exploration culture was because it fed into and relieved imperial doubt about the self 

and the broader imperial identity.  For example: 

48

Peter Stallybrass and Allon White explain that a definition of self can be construed 

through ‘a psychological dependence upon precisely those Others which are being 

rigorously opposed and excluded at the social level.’

  

49

 

 For the late-nineteenth-century 

Victorians of London, the supposed Other, which confirmed their own central identity 

and their own perception of their central place within civilisation, could be found in two 

places, darkest Africa and darkest England.  

Fog, crime, and detection as urban exploration 

In his work Applicants..., Fildes includes the figures of two policemen, or police-

inspectors. Like the poor, which they attend at the door to the workhouse, they are also 

shrouded in mist. However, unlike the poor, they are symbols of paternal, authority and 

so not subject to the deprivations of the fog. Their thick, warm uniforms identify their 

position and keep the effects of the fog at bay. They are there to keep law and order in 
                                                             
47 Patrizia Lombardo, Cities, Words and Images: From Poe to Scorsese, Palgrave MacMillan, New York, 
2003, p. 62, my italics. 
48 David Spurr, The Rhetoric of Empire: Colonial Discourse in Journalism, Travel Writing, and Imperial 
Administration, Duke University Press, Durham and London, 1993, p. 76. 
49 Stallybrass and White, p. 5. 
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the foggy territory but also to guide, as they can be seen doing with the figure of the 

‘new’ applicant in Fildes’ painting. They are figures of exploration and discovery by 

virtue of their work and their knowledge. Walking their beats as they did in cold, dark, 

foggy Victorian London, the police explored their patch gathering information, both 

factual and tacit, about the people and the spaces they encountered. The police also 

explored crime, hunting down savage criminals as African explorers might hunt wild 

animals or quell savage people. In this way they can be understood as analogous to the 

figure of the imperial explorer.50

Images in the Illustrated Police News and other illustrated papers often represented the 

police, shining their bright beams of torch light into the foggy darkness of Victorian 

London (figs. 2.17 to 2.19).

 

51 Doré presents a similar image in The Bull’s-Eye (fig. 

2.20). If we agree the fog represents barbarian, uncolonised savagery and the space of 

imperial exploration, then the beam of torchlight which penetrates it symbolises the 

police force as both a beacon of civilisation and an agent of exploration, enquiry, 

scrutiny and authority. Other media, such as the satirical magazine, Punch, sometimes 

presented a different take on the relationship between the police, crime, London and its 

filthy atmosphere. In the illustration, Blind-Man’s Buff ,52

A strange mad game to play in such a place! 

 (1888, fig. 2.21) a blindfolded 

policeman, with arms stretched out before him into the fog, is trying to catch one of the 

four criminal types which surround him, just out of reach, as if playing a game. The fog 

in the image emphasises the bewilderment of the blundering policeman, satirising the 

police as mired in a fog of befuddlement and ineffectuality, and also demarcating the 

space of exploration in a ludicrously literal fashion. The image actualises the potential 

in the earlier image of ‘darkest Africa’, Elephant Trap, as here the roles of the hunter 

and the hunted do in fact seem reversed. The accompanying poem to the cartoon 

contextualises the image, implying that the contemporary policing methods amount to a 

children’s hide-and-seek version of proper investigative, exploratory law enforcement:  

The monster City’s maze, whose paths to trace, 

                                                             
50 A thorough and convincing account of the evolving imperial status, and ways in which, the 
detecting policeman, ‘could serve as a representative of the British Empire,’ and indeed was 
required to do so, can be found in Caroline Reitz’ fascinating book, Detecting the Nation: Fictions of 
Detection and the Imperial Venture;  The Ohio State University Press, Columbus, 2004, p. xiii. 
51 The Illustrated Police News, 20 October 1888, no. 1288, p. 1; ‘London: Jack the Ripper’, BBC Home 
website, 2008, viewed 04/04/12, 
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/london/content/image_galleries/jack_the_ripper_gallery.shtml?5>.  
52 ‘Blind-Man’s Buff’ illustration, Punch, vol. 95, 22 September 1888, p. 139. 
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Might tax another Theseus, the resort, 

Of worse than Minotaurs... 

 

Fearless of following where no foot may find, 

Firm resting, where the foetid fumes that bland, 

The reeking mists that palsy, guard its lair: 

So Crime sneaks to the slums seclusion.53

 
 

In this verse, the filthy air is clearly implicated in creating the slum conditions, which 

were thought to lead to crime and in preventing the penetration of authority.  

The London fog also features in a later Punch cartoon, Whitechapel, 1888 (fig. 2.22)54 

which comments on the inability of the police to solve the Whitechapel murders, 

suggesting the low numbers of police in the area as part of the problem. In the image 

two members of the ‘criminal class’ slink along a street in the foggy darkness while a 

policeman walks away from them around a corner into the light, his gaze directed 

elsewhere and seemingly oblivious to their presence. In the caption, the first criminal 

claims, ‘Fine body o’ men, the per-leece!’ [sic],55 while his companion answers, 

‘Uncommon fine! It’s lucky for hus as there’s sech a bloomin’ few on ‘em!!!’ [sic].56

In terms of the nineteenth-century narrative of imperial exploration, the savages of 

London’s dark criminal interior seem, like Fildes’ poor, much more in their foggy 

element compared to the police, who are engaged in the domestic version of ‘the white 

man’s burden’. Indeed, it was partly in response to the perceived lack of policing results 

that the greatest explorer of criminal London’s dark and foggy maze, the true moral 

 

While the cartoon’s speech alludes to a contemporary debate about low police numbers, 

the cartoon’s dirty fog seems to have more to say about the conditions of criminal 

London, especially Whitechapel, and plays upon the contemporary fear of the perceived 

relationship between physical filth and immorality. In the cartoon, the murky air clearly 

favours the criminals by concealing them from the police. They appear to negotiate the 

fog and the fog-bound city with ease as they steal along unnoticed behind the policeman 

who remains neutralised by the light of the street lamp.  

                                                             
53 ‘Blind-Man’s Buff’ poem, Punch, vol. 95, 22 September 1888, p. 138. 
54 ‘Whitechapel, 1888’, Punch, vol. 95, 13 October 1888, p. 175. 
55 ibid. 
56 ibid. 
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compass of nineteenth-century civilised imperial behaviour was conceived. The figure 

of the modern detective arrived in the middle decades of the nineteenth century, but 

while such a figure was a source of great interest to society, generally it was the 

fictional detective that really caught the public imagination of imperial Britain.  

According to Ronald R. Thomas, the fictional detective became popular towards the end 

of the century because ‘[a]s the function of empire increasingly became a policing 

function, the reading public at home became increasingly obsessed with the literature of 

crime and detection’.57 Thomas explains that nineteenth-century British detective fiction 

‘served an imperial function for the national psyche: it reassured the public that order 

could at least be preserved at home and that the wounds of empire could be healed by 

native British intelligence and moral values’.58

Detective characters, whose explorations of criminal London led the reader on journeys 

of discovery into the mysterious and foggy spaces of their own beloved imperial capital 

city, began to appear more often in the fiction of the second half of the nineteenth 

century. Dickens’ Bleak House detective, Inspector Bucket,

 The new public interest in the policing, 

maintenance, and governance of imperial concerns, including those at home, might be 

characterised imperially as a shift in foggy focus from the promise of exploration, 

through the shock of discovery, to the reality of imperial settlement.  

59 is one of the first to 

appear in English literature, and exemplifies Dickens’ ‘fascination with the detective’s 

ability to infiltrate cabals and alien environments’,60 and with people’s desire to 

vicariously explore savage and ‘“exotic” new experience.’61

The most famous detective character of nineteenth-century London is Sherlock Holmes. 

Created by Arthur Conan Doyle, Holmes first appeared in print in Beeton’s Christmas 

 It is interesting to note that 

this very early appearance of a detective in English fiction occurs in the Dickens’ novel 

most intimately involved with the London Fog. London fog, and the urban exploration 

of dark interiors then, has been fictionally linked since the beginning of the detective 

genre.   

                                                             
57 Ronald R. Thomas, Dreams of Authority: Freud and the Fictions of the Unconscious, Cornell 
University Press, Ithaca and London, 1990, p. 247; Owing to ‘uprisings in various parts of the empire, the 
original impulse to liberate and illuminate the colonies was being replaced by the necessity to control and 
perhaps profit by them’; ibid. 
58 ibid. 
59 The term ‘inspector’ is a pertinent one in its connection to the idea of visual perception, searching and 
exploring. The ‘detective’ also frames his exploratory purpose through his nomenclature. 
60 Karl Ashley Smith, p. 96.  
61 ibid. 
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Annual of 1887 (fig. 2.23).62 From the very first story, A Study in Scarlet, Doyle links 

empire, exploration, London and the famous fog in narratives which explore the 

mysterious, savage and hidden landscapes of Victorian London and, on occasion, even 

exotic, wild spaces linked to empire further afield. The first page of A Study in Scarlet, 

introduces Dr Watson as an army doctor sent to serve his empire in India and 

Afghanistan. His health, ‘irretrievably ruined’,63 by injury and sickness sustained on his 

imperial military adventures, the convalescing Watson is sent back to England where he 

‘naturally gravitated to London, that great cesspool into which all the loungers and 

idlers of the Empire are irresistibly drained’.64 In fact, many of the characters in the 

Holmes’ stories, be they civilised or savage, have links with empire.65 Back in London, 

Watson meets, and arranges to share lodgings with, Holmes. When pressed by Watson 

for an explanation of his occupation Holmes states, ‘I suppose I am the only one in the 

world. I’m a consulting detective’.66

The ‘London Metropolitan Police established the first detective branch in 1842; that 

unit became the Criminal Investigation Department (CID) in 1878’.

 

67

Here in London we have lots of Government detectives and lots of private ones. 

When those fellows are at fault, they come to me, and I manage to put them on 

 The CID was 

developed in response to a perception that the police force needed to do more to combat 

serious crime and seems to reflect a popular interest in crime, detection and the 

revelation of Victorian London. This interest grew around the time of the Jack-the-

Ripper murders in Whitechapel in the late 1880s, early 1890s when the murders drew 

attention not only to the dreadful conditions of the poor and their slums but also to the 

ineffectuality of the police. That Victorian London’s police force, including its 

detectives, were seen as incapable, blindly bumbling about in a real and metaphorical 

fog in search of clues, is also apparent in Doyle’s stories and seems to confirm the view 

of the Punch cartoons previously examined. Holmes explains: 

                                                             
62 Arthur Conan Doyle, ‘A Study in Scarlet’, Beeton’s Christmas Annual, Ward, Lock and Co., London, 
1887, pp. 1-95. So popular were the Sherlock Holmes stories that Doyle continued to write and publish 
into the early twentieth century producing fifty nine stories, both long and short, in total. 
63 Arthur Conan Doyle, A Study in Scarlet, [orig. date 1887], Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2008, p. 6. 
64 ibid. 
65 Thomas claims that detective fiction characters such as Dr Watson often had a strong, sometimes dark, 
connections with empire and that with such characters’ return to the home country, ‘the crimes of empire 
came home,’ too.; Ronald R. Thomas, p . 247. 
66 Doyle, A Study in Scarlet, p. 19. 
67‘Police: Detective Policing in England and the United States’, Encyclopædia Britannica Online website, 
viewed 02/05/11, <http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/467289/police>.  
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the right scent... Lestrade is a well-known detective. He got himself into a fog 

recently over a forgery case, and that was what brought him here.68

Doyle introduces the London fog as a key symbol early on in the first Holmes’ story, 

right at the moment when Holmes and Watson leave Baker Street together to embark 

upon their first ever case. Watson explains:  

 

It was a foggy, cloudy morning, and a dun-coloured veil hung over the house-

tops... My companion was in the best of spirits...I was silent, for the dull 

weather and the melancholy business upon which we were engaged, depressed 

my spirits.69

Here, Doyle’s early introduction of the London fog into the narration of the 

investigation immediately connects fog to the process of exploration. The fog indicates 

mystery in its ability to conceal, here operating as a kind of literary version of Hodges’ 

misty islands awaiting discovery on the horizon. But, it also signals the potential for 

revelation in the way it clears, Also of note in this passage is the depressing effect of the 

fog on Watson’s spirits, which parallels Stanley’s description of the gloomy effect of 

the mist on his expedition in the Equatorial forest. From this significant beginning the 

London fog becomes synonymous with Holmes’ explorations and investigations of the 

exotic and savage landscape of criminal London. 

 

As is the case with illustrations that accompanied accounts of explorations of Africa, 

fog does not appear prolifically in the illustrations for detective fiction even though it is 

often a significant part of the London exploration narrative. However, even though the 

majority of images in the Holmes stories portray interiors and characters, some of the 

images represent exteriors and settings do sometimes depict fog. In these cases the 

focus is often on the fog’s transformative properties, its ability to make the familiar 

strange, the normal exotic and the real mysterious. For example in American illustrator, 

Frederic Dorr Steele’s illustration for The Adventure of the Bruce-Partington Plans 

(1908) (fig. 2.24) published in the U.S. magazine, Collier’s Weekly, the late nineteenth-

century city of London is only recognisable through the hazy, romantic silhouettes of 

the iconic horse-drawn cabs, the glowing street lamps, and the thick London fog itself, 

                                                             
68 Doyle, A Study in Scarlet, p. 20, my italics.  The Oxford English Dictionary (online version) dates this 
particular usage of the word fog, which connotes a sense of bewilderment, to 1818 and Keats; ‘Fog, v.2, 
entry 2’, Oxford English Dictionary website, 2012, viewed 31/03/12, 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/72394>.  As such, its usage is dated as  nineteenth-century and so 
entirely appropriate for Holmes and for this paper on nineteenth-century fog and imperial exploration.  
69 Doyle, A Study in Scarlet, p. 25. 
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which fills and transforms the whole image.70

I suggest that in the case of Steele’s image, the American audience might respond to the 

London fog as a characteristic of a distant London, and engage with the fog in its ability 

to transform the real London into their imagined London. The fog in this illustration 

romanticises the whole of London, creating a sense of mystery and an exciting 

invitation to explore a dream world. By contrast, in Twiddle’s image, the fog represents 

a far more threatening transformation as it completely smothers London producing more 

of an anxious, film noir sublimity than sentimental romanticism. To the English 

audience, perhaps more familiar with the real London, criminal London and the reality 

of the London fog, Twiddle’s fog does not encourage an exploration of London with the 

promise of an exciting journey of discovery and revelation so much as signalling, 

through its sublime potential, the attraction and repulsion of the nightmare-ish city to 

the detective-explorer and his fascinated readers.

 Another image in the same story and by 

the same illustrator again uses the evocative, foggy silhouette technique (fig. 2.25). The 

British magazine, The Strand, published the same story earlier in the same year but it 

was accompanied by an illustration by Englishman, Arthur Twiddle (fig. 2.26). 

Twiddle’s image appears to have much less focus on the romantic transformative 

agency of the London fog, instead presenting an interior view of Holmes (and Watson) 

looking out through a window. However, the view upon which they look is smothered 

beneath a thick, impenetrable, burgeoning blanket of train steam mixed with fog. Unlike 

Steele’s imagery, which invitingly represents an iconic London romanticised beneath a 

gauzy veil of picturesque mist, Twiddle’s fog is so substantial and overwhelming as to 

completely deny attempts at easy penetration and disallow any hint of London to be 

glimpsed through it. 

71

As if it wasn’t enough to explore the empire’s own foggy back yard and discover the 

unsavoury, even criminal, imperial savage so close by, by the late nineteenth century an 

interest was developing in the even more intimate exploration of the self and the 

discovery of the savage within.

  

72

                                                             
70 While the story was published in 1908 it is set in 1895, and in November, perceived by many towards 
the end of the 1800s as the foggiest month. 

 

71 Over the years, the perceived connection of fog with the Holmes detective stories appears to have 
increased and is evident in the various visual media which engage with the stories. Covers of later 
editions of the books and even posters of the films (figs. 2.27–2.32) abound with mist and fog fusing the 
idea of fog to the notion of detection, investigation and exploration within a Holmesian London. 
72 Psychoanalysis, as a science, was pioneered by Sigmund Freud in the late-nineteenth and early-
twentieth centuries. Around that time in London, other related areas of interests flourished (such as the 
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The murky interior of the imperial self 

London fog obliterated difference. Concealed and transformed by the thick, visually 

impairing fog, distinction and differentiation of people and place becomes problematic. 

The foggy moratorium on identity and recognition suspends culture while amplifying 

nature.73 In the autonomous space of the modern city street filled with homogenising 

fog,74 people from all walks of life associate and connect (fig. 2.33). An untitled Punch 

cartoon (fig. 2.34) clearly articulates the ability of fog to obscure identity and transform 

reality, and in so doing create an experience on the street of vulnerability and fear. By 

depicting an atmospherically clear view of two gentlemen passing each other in the 

street, and beside it, a fog-filled view of the same scene, the cartoon highlights the way 

that fog makes the familiar strange, exotic and savage in a kind of Jekyll-and-Hyde 

effect. The caption reads, ‘Nobody that knows them could doubt the respectability of 

these two gentlemen, yet, you would hardly credit the unnecessary panic their 

imaginations caused them the other night in the fog’.75

The way the fog denies identity, obliterates difference, conceals activity and transforms 

experience has implications for the idea that the imperial self is discovered and 

identified in its opposite of the imperial Other. If the homogenising fog obliterates 

difference, then within it the imperial elite and the imperial savage may not exist 

separately to each other as distinct ‘opposites’ but can be seen as belonging to the same 

overall imperial identity, existing as two parts of the same whole. The standardising 

 In the fog the two gentlemen are 

not able to recognise each other’s civilised ‘type’, so each becomes an unknown threat 

to the other, appearing not only as physically shadowy and dark but also as symbolically 

shadowy and dark. The umbrella carried by one gent, and the walking stick carried by 

the other, morph into potential weapons instead of the accessories of weather protection 

and class-based fashion that they are.  

                                                                                                                                                                                   
after-life) and spawned the founding of the Society for Psychical Research in 1882. The society’s ambit 
was to, ‘apply scientific principles to the investigation of unexplained phenomena.’; Marina Warner, 
Phantasmagoria: Spirit Visions, Metaphors and Media into the Twenty-first Century, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, 2006, p. 236. Membership of this serious scientific society included scientists, politicians 
and writers, among others. The society was a reflection of general cultural attitudes of the time and 
according to Warner, ‘[s]pirit theories fundamentally challenged the idea of the bounded person, and [so] 
permeate the psychology of writers who flirted with the paranormal,’ such as Robert Louis Stevenson; 
ibid, p. 247. 
73 When caught in the fog, the biological drive to survive (by slowing down movement, staying close to 
solid structures, staying inside, tightly clustering in small groups, moving towards light, and so forth) 
outweighed the cultural behavioural requirements of class-based etiquette and social habits.  
74 Lynda Nead, Victorian Babylon: People, Streets and Images in Nineteenth-Century London, Yale 
University Press, New Haven and London, 2000, pp. 9 and. 62-80. 
75 ‘Nobody that knows them...’, Punch, vol. 57, 19 February 1870, p. 72. 
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effect of the fog allows the savage to be also civil but equally for the civilised to be also 

savage. In Rhetoric of Empire, David Spurr suggests that ‘[t]he Freudian model locates 

savagery within us’,76 thus positioning the debate about civilised and savage identities 

coexisting within the one person in the late nineteenth/early twentieth centuries.77

The idea of dual personalities is the major theme explored in Robert Louis Stevenson’s, 

The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde.

  

78 Set in London and published in 1886, the 

book’s immediate and enduring success is probably due to its fascinating and yet 

shocking insinuation that there is a savage degenerate inside every one of us. The book 

is of interest here for three reasons. First, the novel can be read as an example of 

‘imperial gothic’,79 as, according to Thomas, ‘it evidences a displaced engagement with 

the social and political problems of a declining empire’.80

In political terms, Britain’s Dr Jekyll was turning into a Mr Hyde. The empire 

was speaking in two voices at once… By the 1870s and 1880s, the nation 

seemed to vacillate between faithfulness to its loftier ideal and admiration for its 

own power, between preserving its honour and retaining its influence—a kind of 

political schizophrenia…

 As such, through the 

metaphor of the dual personality of Dr Jekyll–Mr Hyde, the novella explores the split 

psychological identity of an empire founded on principals of morality and civilisation 

yet which engaged in brutal, savage acts: 

81

Secondly, the novel’s form employs the language, reportage formula and some 

investigative processes common to imperial exploration, as well as symbols of 

investigative procedures such as the medical theatre, the science lab, test tubes and so 

on. And, thirdly, various forms of mist are employed to symbolise exploration, 

concealment, mystery, revelation and transformation of imperial identity.  

 

                                                             
76  Spurr, p. 77.  
77 The notion of a ‘second self’ was a theme of interest to both fiction and non-fiction writers during the 
nineteenth and early twentieth century, E.g.: See, Joseph Conrad’s, The Secret Sharer, Mary Shelley’s, 
Transformation and Frankenstein, parts of Charles Darwin’s, The Voyage of the Beagle and conclusion of 
The Descent of Man, and Max Nordau’s, Degeneration; Susan J. Wolfson and Barry V. Qualls, ‘About 
this Edition’, in Susan J. Wolfson and Barry V. Qualls (eds), Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, The Secret Sharer, 
and Transformation: Tales of Three Doubles, Pearson Longman, New York, 2009, pp. vii, viii. 
78 Variations on the theme of dual identity, or the relationship between the savage and the civilised, 
appear popular throughout nineteenth-century literature: ibid, p. viii. 
79 Patrick Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness: British Literature and Imperialism, 1830–1914, Cornell 
University Press, Ithaca and London, 1988, p. 232. 
80 Ronald R. Thomas, pp. 245–6. 
81 ibid., pp. 246, 247. 
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In its exploration of the psychological landscape of imperial identity, The Strange Case 

of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde utilises two explorer figures. First, there is the upstanding and 

highly civilised Jekyll who sees his psychological self as a ‘polity’,82 an ‘empire of 

generous or pious aspirations’.83 Jekyll’s exploration of this internal imperial self-

territory leads him to discover and eventually succumb to the degenerate and savage 

alter-ego of Mr Hyde, or as Thomas describes it, within the Jekyll-Hyde character, ‘the 

reign of one empire is simply replaced by that of another’.84 Jekyll’s experimental 

exploration of the self reflects contemporary scientific methodology and parallels the 

investigative practices of exploration expedition scientists. Jekyll also reports his 

observations and discoveries in letters that have the feel of dispatches, journal accounts, 

or even entries in a ship’s log on long voyages of discovery. The second explorer figure 

is the lawyer Utterson, the height of civility, interested in truth and justice, intelligent 

yet reserved, a quintessential Englishman.85

Peter Ackroyd claims The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde to be ‘the greatest 

novel of London fog’,

 Unlike Jekyll, who also begins as an 

upstanding citizen, Utterson remains morally constant, a reticent detective-explorer, a 

lone beacon of righteousness in the dark wilderness of shifting fogs and shifting 

identities. Utterson narrates the mystery of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde through a series of 

letters and journal-like writing and reportage, which again mimics the style of the 

imperial explorer. In so doing he slowly reveals the discoveries he makes during his 

investigation, including the ultimate, savage, uncivilised truth.  

86 and directly connects the idea of transformation with the story’s 

continually shifting fogs.87

                                                             
82 Robert Louis Stevenson, The Strange Case of Dr Jeckyll and Mr Hyde and Other Tales of Terror, [orig. 
date 1886], Penguin Classics, London, 2003, p. 56. Thomas goes on to enlarge on this idea of Dr Jeckyll-
Mr Hyde’s mind as a polity by describing it as, ‘modelled after a government whose constituents are in a 
state of “perennial war”.’; Ronald R. Thomas, p. 247. 

 Certainly, London’s unruly fog plays a key role in signalling 

the sense of impending change. In the fog, anything might happen, rules can change, 

hierarchies can crumble, and difference can be obliterated. This is true for Jekyll, but 

also for empire which, by the time that Stevenson was writing his novel on public and 

private identity, was beginning to be seen as a bully even by some of its own. Through 

the symbolism of its capricious nature, the unpredictability of its appearance and 

83 Stevenson, p. 59.    
84 Ronald R. Thomas, p. 247. This has a certain correspondence in the way some British people in India 
shifted their imperial identity so far as to ‘go native’.  
85 In fact his description bears a remarkable resemblance to the Duke of Wellington who, after his death 
in 1852, came to represent the ideal Englishman, even though he was born in Ireland to an Anglo-Irish 
family. 
86 Ackroyd, p. 435. 
87 ibid. 
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disappearance, and its enigmatic materiality, the fog in Stevenson’s book also 

transformed the space and time of London, turning the ordinary into the unusual and 

back again, challenging the expectations of empire and its people: 

It was by this time about nine in the morning, and the first fog of the season. A 

great chocolate-coloured pall lowered over heaven, but the wind was 

continually charging and routing these embattled vapours; so that as the cab 

crawled from street to street, Mr Utterson beheld a marvellous number of 

degrees and hues of twilight; for here it would be dark like the back-end of 

evening; and there would be a glow of a rich, lurid brown, like the light of some 

strange conflagration; and here, for a moment, the fog would be quite broken 

up, and a haggard shaft of daylight would glance in between the swirling 

wreaths. The dismal quarter of Soho seen under these changing glimpses...and 

its lamps, which had never been extinguished or had been kindled afresh to 

combat this mournful reinvasion of darkness, seemed... like a district of some 

city in a nightmare... 

As the cab drew up before the address indicated, the fog lifted a little and 

showed him a dingy street, a gin palace, a low French eating house, a shop for 

the retail of penny numbers and twopenny salads, many ragged children huddled 

in the door ways, and many women of many different nationalities passing out, 

key in hand, to have a morning glass; and the next moment the fog settled down 

again upon that part, as brown as umber, and cut him off from his blackguardly 

surroundings.88

In this passage, the various, multiple and changing conditions of the fog signal the 

extent of changes in the psychological landscape of Jekyll, and the moral geography of 

empire, as well as the unpredictable nature of change and its results. The lawyer, Mr 

Utterson, becomes an urban explorer penetrating the mists of ‘darkest England’, 

observing the inexplicable marvels on his journey to discover the savagery within the 

strange, unfamiliar land. Like many imperial explorers, Utterson even gets cut off, but 

in his case it is from the horrors that surround him rather than the civilisation which he 

represents and carries with him, thus demonstrating the true strength and power of 

imperial civilisation against the savage other. Nevertheless, Utterson is a lone figure of 

civilisation negotiating an unpredictable and hostile landscape and a savage people.  

 

                                                             
88 Stevenson, p. 23. 



 
 

 
 

96 

Within the story are other forms of mist beside the London fog. These mostly take the 

form of the chemically induced smoke, vapours or fumes of Jekyll’s chemical 

explorations, or the writer’s metaphorical, imaginary mist. Both kinds are used to 

represent the process and the notion of transformation. Stevenson uses ‘small fumes of 

vapour,’89 and other misty forms to indicate the physical and chemical change in the 

tincture Jekyll mixes, as well as to signal the agency of the concoction to induce the 

transformation of known Jekyll into mysterious Hyde: ‘I compounded the elements, 

watched them boil and smoke together in the glass, and when the ebullition had 

subsided, with a strong glow of courage, drank off the potion’.90

a side light began to shine on upon the subject from the laboratory table. I began 

to perceive more deeply than it has ever yet been stated, the trembling 

immateriality, the mist-like transience, of this seemingly so solid body in which 

we walk attired.

  Stevenson also uses 

mist to symbolise Jekyll’s sudden realisation that the body was not fixed, stable, single 

or solid, but that it could change:  

91

The photograph, Mr Mansfield (circa 1895) (fig. 2.35) used to advertise the stage play 

of the same name performed in American and England, represents Mr Hyde as a misty 

shadow of Dr Jekyll. While not a representation of mist or fog in itself, the misty, 

transient figure created by the photographic trick of double exposure, invokes the misty 

symbolism of transformation and the shadow of a new, potentially savage, self, which is 

evident in the words of Stevenson’s novella. Punch magazine used a similar misty, 

doppelganger technique in the cartoon, Dr M’Jekyll and Mr O’Hyde (fig. 2.36). In it the 

British imperial concerns about the result of Irish home rule are personified in the 

wraith-like figure of the savage Irishman Mr O’Hyde escaping to do who-knows-what, 

from within the outwardly upstanding (but perhaps misguided and naive) British Dr 

M’Jekyll.

  

92

And finally, Stevenson’s mist is also used to imply another sort of change: that of an 

unexpected revelation of horror and remorse, outlined in Jekyll’s letter of explanation 

and confession. In the letter, Jekyll states that, as Mr Hyde: 

  

                                                             
89 ibid., p. 53. 
90 ibid., p. 57. 
91 ibid., p. 56. 
92 The misty ‘shadow’ in such images as the cartoon and the photograph also references the mist-like trick 
photography of mesmerists, theosophers and spirit photographers of the nineteenth century. 
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With a transport of glee, I mauled the unresisting body, tasting delight from 

every blow; and it was not till weariness had begun to succeed, that I was 

suddenly, in the top fit of my delirium, struck through the heart by a cold thrill 

of terror. A mist dispersed; I saw my life to be forfeit; and fled from the scene of 

these excesses...93

Here the mist described by Jekyll-Hyde may well be actual London fog. The clearing of 

it, and the subsequent exposure of Jekyll/Hyde to the public view, may be what causes 

his sudden awareness of his position. But it is more certainly a metaphorical self-

delusion, a symbolic literary device indicating an abrupt change in perception from the 

Hyde-influenced delirious rage into a Jekyll-influenced revelation of culpability. The 

mist here signals discovery and revelation and symbolises change; the explorer is now 

the dual character of Jekyll-Hyde, the territory explored being the interior landscape of 

the imperial identity.  

 

 

Visitor and tourist fog 

The London fog did not play favourites. It bestowed its grimy gift democratically across 

all levels and layers of London and society. It did so with a ubiquity that gathered 

London’s residuum to the rest of London society in the same bubble of atmospheric dirt, 

even though neither faction may have realised it. Dickens articulates this well in, On 

Duty with Inspector Field: 

How many people may there be in London, who, if we had brought them 

deviously and blindfold to this street, fifty paces from the Station House, and 

within call of St Giles’s church, would know it for a not remote part of the city 

in which their lives are passed? How many, who amidst this compound of 

sickening smells, these heaps of filth, these tumbling houses, with all their vile 

contents, animate and inanimate, slimily overflowing into the black road, would 

believe that they breathe this air? (Dickens’ italics) 94

The extract suggests that many Londoners did not perceive the London fog as an agent 

which bound them intimately, corporeally, symbolically to the poor and savage of the 

city they shared. In which case, it is possible to argue that responses to the fog could 

 

                                                             
93 Stevenson, p. 64. 
94 Charles Dickens, ‘On Duty with Inspector Field’, Household Words, no. 64, Saturday 14 June 1851, p. 
265. 
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vary. So, while nineteenth-century urban exploration art and literature tended to portray 

London’s, ‘poorer districts...as existing in an almost perpetual darkness’,95 invoking 

visions of wildness, savagery and sin, the dense, dirty fog which also smothered 

wealthy, fashionable, iconic, and imperial London, might arouse different responses in 

other types of explorer. There was also, ‘more than one way to explore the imperial 

city’,96 and the method depended on who was doing the exploring. By generally 

rummaging97 and rambling98

‘Among history’s imperialists the British were... the greatest creators of towns... 

urbanism was the most lasting of the British imperial legacies’,

 around in foggy London, the visitor-tourist claimed whole 

swathes of the iconic city as a valid site of (often unsystematic) exploration and 

discovery.  

99

“You know London?” asked the taskmaster. 

 and London was the 

greatest and most powerful of Britain’s imperial city legacies. As a result, London was 

physically and conceptually enormous, rendering it impossible to understand at one 

glance. George Warrington Steevens expresses the problem thus: 

“London,” I answered; “why, of course I do. I’ve lived in London—” 

“Then, can you tell me—what nobody else seems to be able to do—why 

London is so enormous, and always increasing?... What a place London is! And 

we know nothing at all about it… London knows nothing of itself… It’s simply 

endless… Endless. And we know—” 

“Nothing—” 

“At all about it.” 

“I shall begin,” I said resolutely, “to explore London to-morrow”100

                                                             
95 Driver, p. 182 

 

96 Driver, p. 171. 
97 The notion of rummaging is used by twentieth century writer, David Trotter, to describe a kind of 
aimless exploration which is less scientific and more aesthetic, an activity from which, ‘[n]othing at all 
may emerge...On the other hand, we may find what we were looking for; or, even better, we may find 
what we were not looking for.’ ; David Trotter, Cooking with Mud: The Idea of Mess in Nineteenth-
Century Art and Fiction, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2000, p. 24.  
98 Nineteenth-century contemporary writer Mrs E. T. Cook, prefers the word ‘ramble’; Mrs E. T. Cook, 
Highways and Byways in London, MacMillan and Co., London and New York, 1902.  
99 Jan Morris, Stones of Empire: The Buildings of The Raj, Oxford University Press, Oxford and New 
York, 1983, p. 196. 
100 George Warrington Steevens, ‘Greatness of London’, in Esther Singleton (ed.), London: Described by 
Great Writers, trans. Esther Singleton, Dodd, Mead and Company, New York, 1902, pp. 1–5. 
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In fact, being such an enormous and chaotic centre of civilisation, London required 

thorough exploration in order for the visitor to begin to understand it: 

London... takes a lot of understanding. It is a great place. Immense. The richest 

town in the world, the biggest port, the greatest manufacturing town, the 

Imperial city—the centre of civilisation, the heart of the world... It’s a 

wonderful place... a whirlpool, a maelstrom!101

The seemingly omnipresent, dense, concealing London fog only added to the difficult 

mission of exploring London as a visitor-tourist. Steevens once betrayed his relief on 

finally coming to the end of an adventurous attempt to walk across late nineteenth-

century London by concluding, ‘I felt like Stanley emerging from darkest Africa’,

  

102

But a sightseeing expedition of the city during the nineteenth, and even early twentieth 

century could be rendered all the more thrilling when carried out in a bona fide ‘pea-

souper’.

 a 

declaration which invokes the obfuscating nature of both the African mists and the 

London fogs. Indeed, the visitor–tourist’s exploration and discovery of the heart of 

empire was often a process that was enacted within the London fog.  

103

Having started out from Hampstead I was approaching Mornington Crescent 

when without the slightest warning the sky suddenly became enveloped in a 

thick, yellowish shroud, which grew still thicker... I wondered why the day-time 

should be turned into night so soon, as it was only about three o’clock. Tempted 

by this strange sight, I got down from the bus and preferred to walk. Hardly 

seeing anything, I walked on the pavement and had many amusing adventures; 

once I struck a pillar-box, then I found myself clutching a man’s hands: as we 

bumped into each other we broke into a laugh but could not see each other’s 

 Chinese painter, poet and writer, Chiang Yee recollects the attraction of the 

fog, and the way it can suspend or alter time and space, for the tourist-explorer: 

                                                             
101 H. G. Wells, Tono-Bungay, Collins Clear-Type Press, London and Glasgow, circa 1909, p. 82. 
102 George Warrington Steevens, ‘The Crossing of London’, in Singleton, p. 170. 
103 According to the online version of the Oxford English Dictionary the date of ‘pea-souper’ is 1890; 
‘Pea-souper’, Oxford English Dictionary website, 2012, viewed 16/04/12, 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/139366?redirectedFrom=pea-souper#eid>. However, it is possible to 
find associations between the fog and pea soup much earlier on in nineteenth-century literature. For 
example in 1852 Thomas Miller compares the fog to yellow peas-pudding; Thomas Miller, Picturesque 
Sketches of London Past and Present, Office of the National Illustrated Library, London, 1852, p. 243. 
And, around the same time, John Timbs describes the colour of one particular species of London fog as, 
‘pea-soup yellow’; John Timbs, Curiosities of London, David Bogue, London, 1855, p. 309. In 1880, 
Rollo Russel claims the over-use of coal for cooking, ‘contributes to the peasoup atmosphere of London’; 
Rollo Russell, London Fogs, Edward Stanford, London, 1880, p. 33. The term and the condition 
sometimes re-surfaced even late into the twentieth century, and the researcher’s own experience is of 
getting lost in what was loudly declared by a London bus conductor to be ‘a right pea-souper’, sometime 
in the 1970s. 



 
 

 
 

100 

face clearly. At last I thought a light in a shop-window was that of a bus coming 

nearer me very steadily, so I tried to avoid it by walking closer to the side and 

did not realise I was walking into a mews... My eyes sparkled continuously and 

I just wanted to walk on and on.104

Yee also described London’s fog in paint, and the image, Fog in Trafalgar Square (fig. 

2.37), appears as an illustration in his book. While the silhouetted top of Nelson’s 

column, the pale blobs of the lions at its base, and the dome of the National Gallery 

beyond can be discerned in Yee’s painting, the real subject of the work is fog.  

 

In Chinese landscape-painting tradition, the, ‘illusion of clouds or mists is generally 

suggested by the volumes of the solids around them’.105 As such, in Fog in Trafalgar 

Square, Yee leaves the paper untouched where he wants to represent fog and only paints 

in the forms of the architecture and statuary that loom within it. He explains, ‘I left the 

blanks there to suggest the fog, but I just want to ask the onlookers whether they saw 

only blank spaces, or felt them to be not quite empty’.106

In Chinese landscape-painting tradition, fogs and mists can symbolise actual things such 

as weather and seasons. But, in a paradoxical use of the hermetic tradition of withdrawal 

from the city to the cloudy mountains, fogs and mists can also stand for concepts such 

as otherworldliness,

 Here Yee understands the 

symbolic power of fog (and the painterly rendering of it) to conceal, obliterate, 

homogenise, transform, and reveal. As such, Yee’s unpainted fog does not mean blank 

space, emptiness or nothingness. Instead it has a meaning and symbolises ‘something’. 

107 immortality,108 or transcendence,109 I argue that in the context of 

his exploration of London and the book he writes about it, the meaning of Yee’s fog is 

used in a similar, paradoxical way. Yee’s fog means what it conceals, that is, the 

concept, the spirit, the essence, the iconic-ness of a London built upon an imperial 

foundation.110

Even as a Chinese visitor, remote from this subject, Yee still understood the London fog 

as an agent of concealment, transformation, transgression and revelation. In fact, such 

  

                                                             
104 Chiang Yee, The Silent Traveller in London, Country Life, London, 1938, pp. 55, 56.  
105 ‘Catalogue entry no. 62’, in Liu Yang with Edmund Capon and Stephen Little, Fantastic Mountains; 
Chinese Landscape Painting from the Shanghai Museum, Art Gallery of New South Wales, The Domain, 
2004, p. 180. 
106 Yee, p. 62. 
107 Liu Yang, ‘Fantastic Mountains: A Transcendent Presence in the Natural World’, in Yang with Capon 
and Little, p. 36. 
108 ‘Catalogue entry no. 4’, in Yang with Capon and Little, p. 57. 
109 ‘Catalogue entry no. 62’, in Yang with Capon and Little, p. 180. 
110 The ‘imperialness’ of a fog-bound Trafalgar Square is explored in more detail in chapter one. 
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ideological and geographical distance helps to highlight the intimate connection of the 

London fog with the notion of tourism. Certainly in Yee’s description the fog is not 

only interesting for its ability to change day into night, the familiar into the strange, or 

to obliterate difference and homogenise space, but it is also a worthy ‘sight’ in itself and 

good enough to be tempted down for from a bus.  

As Yee’s recollections and paintings of London fog occurred between the two world 

wars during a period of imperial decline, also a time during which the London fog lost 

much of its actual and symbolic potency, they do not serve sufficiently as primary 

commentary on nineteenth-century imperial London and its fog. However, I consider  

that Yee’s historical distance from the nineteenth-century imperial exploration culture 

and his acute understanding (as an artist and writer) of the symbolic capacity of fog 

strengthens his demonstration of the tenacity of the connection between fog and 

exploration in a late-imperial London. 

An earlier nineteenth-century painter, Frenchman James Tissot, himself a long-term 

‘visitor’ to London,111 also often rendered the thick, smoke-fed, foggy atmosphere in his 

paintings of nineteenth-century London (figs. 2.38, 2.39).112 In his 1874 work, London 

Visitors (fig. 2.40) the figures and nearest building are painted in sharp detail, but by 

contrast, the air in the background is a thick, dense, glowing emulsion of mist, smoke-

fed fog and cloud. According to Christopher Wood, Tissot’s ‘predominantly grey and 

muted tones are evocative of London on a dull and wintry day: the smoky atmosphere 

of the city fascinated Tissot, and this is undoubtedly one of his best renderings of it’.113 

Michael Wentworth understands the misty, grey atmosphere of London Visitors as more 

than an evocative rendering of weather though, and suggests that Tissot’s use of 

weather, among other things, was often a way of symbolising emotion, to ‘heighten and 

activate feeling’.114

                                                             
111 That Tissot ‘never sought British citizenship but maintained a distinctly expatriate identity, suggests 
that he consciously positioned himself as a Frenchman in a strange city, intending perhaps to convey an 
outsider’s perspective on his new surroundings… As a visitor, he could literally “see” things the English 
could not’;  Nancy Rose Marshall and Malcolm Warner, James Tissot: Victorian Life/Modern Love, Yale 
University Press, New Haven and London, 1999, p. 71. 

 Indeed, I suggest here that in London Visitors the misty atmosphere 

is dramatic, mysterious and alluring in a way that recalls the purpose of Hodges’ use of 

112 The Emigrants (circa 1873) (fig. 2.38), is a print of an oil painting now lost but which was exhibited 
by Tissot at the Grosvenor Gallery in 1879, ‘the subject relating to Tissot’s Thames-side themes.’; 
Krystyna Matyjaszkiewicz (ed.), James Tissot, Phaidon Press and the Barbican Art Gallery, Oxford, 
1984, p. 128. 
113 Christopher Wood, Tissot: The Life and Work of Jacques Joseph Tissot, 1836-1902, Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson, London, 1986, p. 69. 
114 Michael Wentworth, James Tissot, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1984, p. 7. 
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it in his eighteenth-century paintings of imperial exploration. Wentworth also claims 

that ‘Tissot always used such backgrounds to promote dramatic intent’,115

London Visitors depicts five figures standing in the portico of the National Gallery in 

London. The two boys are Londoners, students of Christ’s Hospital School. Of the three 

adults, there was contemporary conjecture about whether they were foreigners, or 

English tourists.

 and I add that 

in this image the concealing, revealing, and transforming fog symbolically activates 

London as a site of potential touristic exploration.  

116 The woman–tourist in the background seems to be listening to 

directions, or perhaps information about London, from one of the school boys. Of the 

two well-dressed tourists in the foreground, the man appears to, ‘scrutinise a guidebook 

on the steps of the National Gallery.’117  The woman standing next to him turns her 

head away from the unseen view of Trafalgar Square to stare out at the viewer, 

disinterested in the guidebook or, perhaps, the misty prospect of the square. The 

woman’s furled umbrella is oddly extended in the direction of the unseen view. In one 

way, it is reminiscent of a traveller’s compass, which points out the direction of true 

north. Maybe the umbrella-compass is indicating that the real London cannot be 

discovered in a guide book but is out there in the fog despite the fact it cannot be seen. 

Or, perhaps the umbrella is a protection against potential hostile discoveries within the 

fog. Certainly, it is thrust forward almost in the attitude of a sword or rifle as if 

advancing into other unexplored imperial territories such as ‘darkest Africa’. Either 

way, the umbrella appears complicit in the foggy symbolism of imperial strategies of 

exploration and discovery.118

Ultimately, the umbrella may well be of more use than the guidebook in the visitors’ 

sightseeing expedition given the evidence of the famous London fog, which smothers 

the view beyond the nearest architecture. Indeed, not only was the fog capable of 

concealing (and revealing) the sights of London, but it could also transform iconic 

London into an unfamiliar, other-wordly place in ways which may not have conformed 

to guidebook specifications. For example, ‘[t]he particular view of London before 

which Tissot’s visitors stand, across Trafalgar Square… was a famous and 

  

                                                             
115 ibid. 
116 Marshall and Warner, p. 73. 
117 ‘Degas, Sickert and Toulouse-Lautrec: London and Paris 1870-1910, Past Exhibitions’, Tate website, 
2011, viewed 17/05/11, <www.tate.org.uk/britain/exhibitions/degas/room1.htm>.  
118 As it does in On The Thames, (1876), another painting by Tissot which is examined below. 
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recommended perspective’ of the imperial city.119

We are in the beginning of our foggy season, and today we are having a yellow 

fog, and that always enlivens me... Even the gray, and even the black fogs make 

a new and unexplored world not unpleasing to one who is getting palled with 

familiar landscapes.

 But, to experience it in the fog may 

have turned it into an uncanny, even a new, world for some. Indeed, in 1888, American 

poet, James Russell Lowell explains how the familiar, even dull, London becomes an 

enticing new territory to explore when the fog comes down:  

120

For other less adventurous visitors, such as the disengaged woman in Tissot’s painting 

perhaps, to see (or rather not to see) Trafalgar Square during a fog may have been a 

disappointment, as the fog would have obscured their view. But, there were also 

visitors, such as Yee, for whom the London fog was a ‘sight’ in its own right, and 

exploring the fogged-in Trafalgar Square would have been as much about discovering 

and exploring the famous fog of London as the iconic square of London.

   

121

In fact, according to Peter Brimblecombe’s twentieth-century assessment of nineteenth-

century visitor expectations, many visitors were ‘[d]isappointed if they were not 

confronted by “London’s Particular”. Somehow they felt that they had been cheated if 

they hadn’t seen a fog’.

 In important 

ways, then, I argue that the famous London fog was symbolically linked to the 

exploring act of tourism in nineteenth-century imperial London. 

122 As such, the unique London fog, a defining characteristic of 

the nineteenth-century imperial heart, was a reason in itself to visit London. M. H. 

Dziewicki declares that while London may have, ‘no advantage over other cities’123 and 

may even be ‘inferior to some’,124 it did have something of which no other city could 

boast: ‘that which can be seen nowhere but in London... is... its fog.’125

The unique London fog was able to advance itself as prime among imperial sights and 

symbol through its superlative ability to conceal, still more, to obliterate. So effective 

was this agency that the fog was even capable of completely, ‘annihilating to the eye the 

  

                                                             
119 Among other views; Marshall and Warner, p. 72. 
120 James Russell Lowell, ‘The Attractions of Fog, (letter to Miss Sedgwick)’, in Walter Allen (ed.), 
Transatlantic Crossing: American Visitors to Britain and British Visitors to America in the Nineteenth 
Century, Heinemann, London, 1971, p. 135. 
121 See discussion of Arthur Streeton’s, The Centre of Empire (1909) in chapter one. 
122 Peter Brimblecombe, The Big Smoke: A History of Air Pollution in London since Medieval Times, 
Routledge, London and New York, 1987, p. 116. 
123 M. H. Dziewicki, ‘In Praise of London Fog’, in Singleton, p. 171. 
124 ibid. 
125 ibid. 
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mighty dome of St. Paul’s.’126

I... groped my way towards the city, for the fog seemed to grow denser and 

denser as I advanced; and when I reached St Paul’s, the smoke-cloud grew 

really black about the dome and pinnacles and the statues of the saints looked 

down dimly from their stand-points... It was very grand, however, to see the 

pillars and porticoes, and the huge bulk of the edifice, heaving up its dome from 

an obscure foundation into yet more shadowy obscurity; and by the time I had 

reached the corner of the churchyard near Cheapside, the whole vast cathedral 

had utterly vanished, leaving “not a wrack behind,” unless those thick, dark 

vapours were the elements of which it had been composed, and into which it 

had again dissolved.

 Nathaniel Hawthorne described the experience of 

looking for, but ultimately not seeing, St Paul’s Cathedral in the London fog: 

127

Here, in hiding the cathedral from the view of the visitor, and perhaps even replacing 

the very stuff of which the cathedral is made, the fog at once denies the tourist the 

imperial prize of their sightseeing exploration while offering itself as an alternative, a 

surprise discovery. Such an image of fog as an imperial trophy reminds us of Baines’ 

paintings of Victoria Falls whose mist obscures the actual river, cliffs, and much of the 

cascading water, yet signals the Falls as a more valuable imperial treasure as a result. 

Through a process of transgression, the London fog subsumes the iconic cathedral 

appropriating its imperial status and taking its place, physically and symbolically.   

 

Dziewicki also describes the concealing effect of the fog, which this time obliterates all 

evidence of nineteenth-century London for the viewer standing on the Charing Cross 

railway foot bridge. Dziewicki explains, in what might almost be a literary version of 

Yee’s Chinese landscape painting technique: 

It was broad daylight... And yet I could see neither whence I came nor whither I 

was going... in all the broad expanse before me, I could not tell where the dark-

brown hue of the Thames melted into the pale azure of the firmament. Nothing 

could be distinguished—absolutely nothing. The nearest bridges above and 

below, the houses on either side, Cleopatra’s gigantic Needle, the boats and 

coal-barges—if, indeed, any were then moored upon the river—were 

                                                             
126 ibid., p. 175. 
127 Nathaniel Hawthorne, Our London Home, and, English Notebooks,  vol. 2, Houghton, Mifflin and Co, 
Boston and New York, The Riverside Press, Cambridge, 1897, p. 594. Hawthorne’s description is also, 
possibly, a foggy allegory of imperial rise and fall.  
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completely out of sight. I was suspended in the air between the dimly-seen sky 

and the dimly-seen waters, on a bridge that neither ended nor began... 128

Here too, by becoming the only thing to see in nineteenth-century London, the fog 

transgresses its meteorological bounds and leaps into the symbolic realm elevating itself 

to the status of the sign of the Imperial City. 

 

 

Fog, London, and empire from above 

Despite the concealment, alluring mystery, and uncanny transformations of London by 

its unique fog, you were sure you had discovered the real London, no matter which bit 

you were trying to see, if it was glazed with London fog. Sometimes it appears as 

though it did not matter if the sight-seer could actually recognise or even see what they 

were looking at for the fog, which enshrouded simple pillar-boxes and buses, also veiled 

iconic imperial tourist sites such as St Paul’s Cathedral and the Houses of Parliament 

melding all together into one homogenised, concentrated mass of London-ness. For 

example, commenting on certain lofty and panoramic views of the imperial landscape of 

a turn-of-the-century London, F. M. Holmes declares: 

The difficulty of recognising even familiar objects amid the misty mass is 

sometimes very great… on the Stone Gallery of St. Paul’s we heard a spectator 

positively assert that the two towers of St. Pancras Station were the lofty heads 

of the Houses of Parliament.’129

Holmes’ remark reminds us of the homogenising effect of the fog as a symbol of 

London, which brands all it touches as imperial, joining together all the individual bits 

of empire in the larger imperial landscape. In fact, Holmes devotes some time to 

describing and evaluating the ‘sea of misty London’,

 

130 seen from atop the Monument, 

in particular noting that, ‘you soon notice that the view is clearer to west and north-west 

than to east and south, because in these districts a greater number of factories belch 

forth their smoke’.131

                                                             
128 Dziewicki, ‘In Praise of London Fog’, in Singleton, p. 173. 

 William Lionel Wyllie’s, London from the Monument (1870) (fig. 

2.41) is an appropriate image with which to illustrate Holmes’ remarks. 

129 F. M. Holmes, ‘London from Above’, in Singleton, p. 107. 
130 ibid., p. 106.  
131 ibid., pp. 106, 107. 
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In Wyllie’s painting, the south-west aspect of nineteenth-century London spreads out 

below a viewpoint from the top of the Monument. The misty, smoky atmosphere of the 

industrial foreground accumulates and, optically, appears even thicker over Westminster 

and towards the horizon. The various architectural icons of empire, such as the bridges 

of the Thames, the chimneys of Lambeth’s industry, the Bethlem Royal Hospital,132

a hymn to the beauty of the industrial city and the heart of the Empire which 

makes no concession to acknowledged landmarks, reducing the Palace of 

Westminster to a spectral presence on the horizon while glorying in the dark 

silhouette of Cannon Street Station and the smoke of a locomotive crossing the 

bridge towards it.’

 and 

the Houses of Parliament, are almost hidden in the fog. This creates a game of imperial 

hide and seek in which the fog conceals and reveals various recognisable bits of empire, 

as well as branding, homogenising, all it touches as imperial. From the benefit of a 

twenty-first century perspective, Tim Barringer is able to describe Wyllie’s work as:  

133

Here, while also commenting on the undifferentiated, homogenised nature of the 

imperial city, Barringer employs the language of the explorer-traveller when he 

comments on architectural ‘landmarks’ and their visual and perceived relationship to 

geographical markers such as the ‘horizon’. In this way Wyllie’s painting works like a 

mapping of London. In it, the fog not only plots the geography and architectural 

landscape of the centre of empire implying its transcendent reach as it spreads out to the 

horizon where it seamlessly joins with the sky, but it also expresses the sameness of the 

imperial condition. From the high viewpoint of the monument, the viewer has at once 

the whole of imperial London within his view yet discovers very little difference in it.

   

134

A bird’s eye view was appropriate for the reconnaissance of such a vast city as London. 

During the nineteenth century, the hot-air balloon was probably the highest way to gain 

  

In this case then, in the absence of the usual imperial icons it is the fog, in its imperial 

sameness, that makes this a landscape, a territory, of empire, its presence gathering 

together and branding the whole of London as a place of imperial discovery and 

promise. 

                                                             
132 Commonly known as ‘Bedlam’, and which now houses the Imperial War Museum. 
133 Tim Barringer, ‘“Tracing the Finger of God”: Landscape Painting in Victorian England’, in Pre-
Raphaelite and Other Masters: The Andrew Lloyd Webber Collection, Royal Academy of Arts, London, 
2003, pp. 142, 143. 
134 The actual view from the real monument is wholly panoramic. Wyllie’s painting, by comparison, 
appears more as a cropped photographic shot. 
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an overall view of a cityscape.135

We had seen the Great Metropolis under almost every aspect. We had dived into 

the holes and corners hidden from the honest and well-to-do portion of the 

London community. We had visited Jacob’s Island (the plague-spot of the 

British Capital) in the height of the cholera, when to inhale the very air of the 

place was to imbibe the breath of death. We had sought out the haunts of 

beggars and thieves, and passed hours communing with them as to their 

histories, habits, thought, and impulses. We had examined the World of London 

below the moral surface, as it were; and we had a craving, like the rest of 

mankind, to contemplate it from above...

 The use of the balloon to explore and reveal the whole 

condition and full extent of London, and to effectively explore and colonise the vertical 

space above the heart of empire, is an augury of our present day images of earth from 

space before which mankind could only imagine what the planet looked like as a whole. 

Henry Mayhew and John Binny, who made a balloon ascent in 1862, articulate what 

they describe as a common desire among men to explore the city of London in different 

ways, but in particular to discover it from on high: 

136

Their published reports of the balloon exploration cast the London fog and smoke in 

two different ways. In one way, it appeared to the balloonists as an impenetrable barrier 

to exploration, with London concealed under the ‘dense canopy of smoke hanging over 

it’, 

 

137 similar to the dark and forbidding mists of colonial exploration of which Stanley 

wrote. Alternatively Mayhew and Binny also claim that ‘the town seemed to blend into 

the sky’,138

 

 suggesting that the transgressive and transformative agencies of the 

ubiquitous smoke-fed fog created a horizon-less landscape, vertical as well as 

horizontal, full of the possibility of transcendent exploration.  But, unexpected views of 

London could also be revealed from sea level, and the Thames was also a favourite site 

for the London visitor-tourist 

 

 

                                                             
135 A claim that is demonstrated by its long use by various militaries. 
136 Henry Mayhew and John Binny, The Criminal Prisons of London, and, Scenes of London Life, [orig. 
date 1862], Frank Cass and Co., London, 1968, p.8. 
137 ibid., p. 9. 
138 ibid. 
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Fog, London, and empire at the docks 

As the heart of empire,139 London was ‘at the centre of a web of commodification. The 

city sucked in natural resources and raw materials, consumed or processed them, and 

spewed them out along... transport routes’,140 which often began and ended at the docks. 

A site intimately connected with imperial exploration and discovery, London’s docks 

operated as the gateway for much of the empire’s material wealth.141 As such, it was 

populated by fleets of impressive ships dedicated to exploration, discovery, colonisation 

and trade. For the tourist looking to explore more than the standard, iconic sites of 

imperial London, Baedecker’s guide offered suggested tours and sights of the London 

docks, as well as maps and even contact information for visitors wanting the more 

specialised experience of, for example, exploring inside particular dockside 

warehouses.142

[t]hese dingy docks, these blackened wharves, represent, in reality, the world’s 

great treasure-house. For to this vast port of London comes all “the wealth of 

Ormus and of Ind,” all the riches of “a thousand islands rocked in an idle main,” 

all the luxuriant produce of new-world farms, of colonial ranches, of tropical 

gardens... Jewels such as the Queen of Sheba might have dreamed of, or a 

Sinbad fabled, from “far Cathay”; ivory and gold from the mysterious East; 

spices, bark and coral from many a land of reef and palm; these, with every 

commercial product of the globe, are daily poured into the ravenous and never-

satisfied maw of London.

 At the turn of the century, writer Mrs E. T. Cook also believed that 

London’s docks were worthy of exploration for visitors and residents alike as:  

143

Many visitors have described their experiences of the docks. This is probably because 

for many visitors the docks represented their first views of London. When writing of the 

revelation of the sheer size of the docks while sailing through them, Frenchman, 

Hippolyte Taine complained, ‘[a]stonishment at last gives way to indifference; it is too 

 

                                                             
139 According to Andrew Thompson and Gary Magee, there is , ‘a long tradition of political thought…that 
not only acknowledges the role of empire, but places it at the heart of late nineteenth-century economic 
development’ and is based on assumptions about the ‘power relations between the metropolis and 
periphery.’ Andrew Thompson and Gary Magee, Empire and Globalisation: Networks of People, Goods 
and Capital in the British World, c. 1850-1914, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2010, p. 10.   
140 William Beinart and Lotte Hughes, Environment and Empire, Oxford University Press, Oxford and 
New York, 2007, p. 152. Thompson and Magee, [p.16],  view empire and its economic practice as a web-
like network. 
141 Generally this was achieved by receiving the rich, raw materials gathered from imperial outposts and 
also by sending out goods, manufactured in Britain, to the world.   
142 K. Baedeker, London and its Environs: Handbook for Travellers, 9th edn., Karl Baedeker Publishers, 
Leipsic and London, 1894, p. 130. 
143 Mrs E. T. Cook, pp. 47, 48. 
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much’.144 But, Taine also recognised the imperial significance of the site by noting that, 

‘[t]he sea reaches up to London by way of the river... It is here that New York, 

Melbourne, Canton and Calcutta touch first.’145

a vast forest of masts and rigging grows out of the river... They are enveloped in 

a fog of smoke irradiated by light. The sun turns it to golden rain... the diffusion 

of light trapped in vapour. The white and rosy luminosity playing over all these 

colossal objects, spreads a kind of grace over the monstrous city.

 Taine also notes the way in which the 

essentially dirty smoke-fed fog becomes a constituent of the halo-like glow, which 

seems to validate and sanctify the massive docks of the imperial city:  

146

Before disembarking at Custom House quay, Théophile Gautier too, was awed by the 

size and magnificence of London’s docks, which he characterises as both the start and 

the end of imperial exploration practice:  

 

The West India docks are something enormous, gigantic, fabulous and almost 

beyond human proportions... Here it is that are built, refitted and repaired that 

innumerable army of vessels that go out in search of the riches of the world in 

order afterwards to pour them into that bottomless gulf of misery and luxury 

called London... The Commercial Docks, on the opposite bank, the London 

Docks, and St Katharine Docks just below the tower are no less wonderful.147

Edmundo De Amicis, another visitor, describes the three-hour-long seaward journey 

down the Thames, through the docks on his way to Antwerp. The lengthy journey is 

portrayed as a continual discovery of new expressions of the immensity of London, its 

real and idealised extended empire, and the exploration upon which the empire is 

founded: 

 

The fabulous grandeur of London is not entirely revealed until you ascend or 

descend the Thames... You advance always between endless walls, numberless 

ships...smoke, whistles, departures, arrivals, flags of every nation under the sun, 

figures of all colours, words of unfamiliar tongues...peculiar clothes, and savage 

cries which suggest to your imagination seas and distant rivers... and, as your 

eyes are riveted, the thought leaps across continents, taking the great voyages 

described upon the globe by the myriads of ships that meet and salute, and takes 

                                                             
144 Hippolyte Taine, Taine’s, ‘Notes on England’, [orig. date 1860-1870], trans. Edward Hyams, Thames 
and Hudson, London, 1957, p. 7. 
145 ibid. 
146 ibid., p. 8. 
147 Théophile Gautier, ‘A Day in London’, in Singleton, pp. 42, 43. 
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part in the fatigues and infinite perils and the perpetual coming and going, upon 

land and water,—the eternal and indefatigable work of mankind.148

This vast, tantalisingly liminal space, intimately connected to other, grander versions of 

imperial exploration and discovery, was itself a treasure trove of imperial sights, smells 

and sounds for the tourist game to explore it. In some ways, the docks were like an 

imperial world-in-miniature where the spectacle of imperial exploration was 

domesticated by the mere tourist.  

    

The intensely imperial site, which was a site of tourism too, was also thoroughly awash 

with the foggy symbol of imperial exploration boasting some of the densest atmospheric 

pollution of nineteenth-century London. French visitor, M. Gabriel Mourey’s account of 

the imperial docks and their foggy atmosphere clearly links the two powerful and 

inexorable forces of empire and atmosphere, entwining them in a hide-and-seek process 

of exploration, discovery and adventure: 

The immense traffic on the river is evident from the constant passage of 

steamers, no less than by their frequent calls at the wharves whose blackened 

walls... receive the riches of the entire world... Steam tugs whistle, pant and 

hurry... An enormous steamer advances majestically;... her masts are lost in the 

mist. The river suddenly widens, the thick smoke of the atmosphere almost 

prevents one from seeing the other side...The ever-changing sky is a continual 

wonder. A while ago the sun, like a disc of melting cream, disappeared in 

yellowish mists, scattering reflections like dirty snow. Now through a clearing, 

he appears like the altar-glory of a Jesuit church; raining waves of golden light; 

the surrounding cloud-flocks are in a moment tinged with brilliance. And again, 

he is suddenly eclipsed; all returns to dullness and gloom: it might be the sad 

dawn of a rainy day.149

Here, the docks and their imperial markers are involved in a misty game of hide and 

seek, being alternatively revealed, concealed, scattered, reflected, ‘lost’, ‘eclipsed’ in 

the smoke and the fog. But, as can be seen in Wyllie’s, Toil, Glitter, Grime and Wealth 

on a Flowing River (1883) (fig. 2.42), the smoke-fed fogs, which created the 

‘blackened’, ‘dirty’, dull and gloomy docks were also complicit in their transformation 

into golden, glowing, brilliant, almost spiritual experience. Mourey’s description brings 

to mind the passage from, The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, in which 

 

                                                             
148 Edmundo De Amicis, ‘The Immensity of the Docks’, in Singleton, pp. 70, 72. 
149 M. Gabriel Mourey, cited in Mrs E. T Cook, p. 46. 
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Utterson, too, observes the rapidly changing conditions of the fog, in which the agency 

of the fog can make London seem scattered, dirty, gloomy and melancholy, and yet 

glorious, wondrous and brilliant by turns.  

While a sightseeing trip to the industrially smoky, foggy docks may have been 

somewhat different to a trip to the spiritually misty St Paul’s Cathedral, at both sites the 

tourist could expect to find signs of the immensity and power of empire. According to 

the London Baedeker of 1894, nothing would, ‘convey to the stranger a better idea of 

the vast activity and stupendous wealth of London’,150 than an exploration of the docks 

and their warehouses.151

Tissot’s narrative painting depicts an undisclosed, possibly composite, area of the Pool 

of London. The river is depicted as brown and sluggish. The air is darkly tainted and 

thick with black smoke and brown-grey fogs. The light is low; it may be evening but the 

orange tint to the light is more probably the effect of the sun shining through the thick, 

sulphurous air. The background is crowded with ships and boats of every size and 

purpose, some are rigged sailing ships, many others are powered by steam. In the 

foreground is a smart leisure-launch, on the launch are three well-dressed figures. The 

man is attired in a nautical style, but his class and status are not clear. The two 

unchaperoned women appear to be of the leisured class. Whether the women were 

English or French (and what this might mean for the women’s virtue) was a point of 

some anxious conjecture among the audiences of the day. But, nationality and its related 

perceptions of morality are not as important to this thesis as the fact that the figures are 

clearly visitors to the area.

 As such, tourism of the docks was not so unusual during the 

nineteenth century and it became the subject of painting.  Tissot’s, On The Thames 

(1876) (fig. 2.43) depicts the Pool of London, one of the busiest sections of the Thames 

and the docks, as a site of tourism and adventure. In the painting, a boating party of 

three young people experience the smoky, misty hub of imperial maritime exploration, 

trade and colonisation from the intimate vantage point of the Pool itself.  

152 They do not belong to the smoggy habitat of the docks.153

                                                             
150 Baedeker, p. 130. 

 

In what seems to be an eccentric kind of waterborne flâneur-ism, the Thames tourists 

151 It can be assumed that dirty, smoky, foggy atmosphere was part of the experience.   
152 The association of physical dirt, sin and immorality was strong in the late nineteenth century, and 
Tissot’s dirty-brown toned, morally compromising, On The Thames was, and is still, often alluded to in 
such terms.  
153 As compared to Fildes’ poor, for whom the filthy fog is their element. 
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idle through the docks, exploring the smoky environment.154

When the painting was first publically exhibited, Tissot was criticized for his vivid 

depiction of the cloying atmosphere of the docks replete with ships churning out 

billowing cascades of filthy steam and smoke.

 Tissot’s characters may 

well be heading up stream for a picnic in a quieter and greener part of the Thames, but 

their starting point, pictured here by Tissot, is in the middle of the Pool, in the middle of 

the docks, in the very heart of empire. As one of the smokiest, foggiest sites of empire, 

the Pool of London must have appealed to Tissot’s fascination with London’s 

atmosphere. 

155 A reviewer from the Times reputedly 

complained that ‘what happens to be disagreeable in nature needs no repetition in 

art’,156 suggesting that, at the time of the painting’s exhibition in 1876, London’s 

atmosphere was starting to be a public concern. That Tissot not only includes the smoky 

air in his painting of the imperial docks, but seems to revel in it, suggests an alternative 

view which presents the smoky fog as a powerful and ubiquitous sign of the progress, 

wealth, power and attraction of London. Here, the overwhelming, dense and shifting 

smoke- and steam-fed fogs mark the Pool of London as a significant imperial site, and a 

spectacle of empire.157

Indeed, there is much to explore and see in Tissot’s vision of this supremely smoky, 

foggy imperial site, not the least being the sight of the smoke-fed fog itself. Tissot’s 

rich, black, smoke billows commandingly, triumphantly, out of at least three ship 

funnels, two of which (belonging to the same ship) are placed prominently, almost 

centrally in the work. This reveals the symbolic importance of smoke and steam to the 

exploration, trade and colonisation activities that begin and end in the port. Distinctive 

plumes of white steam also pump out of other ships in the dock adding to the already 

 It attracted tourists and visitors as an abundantly rich, sometimes 

savage, sometimes exotic, site of exploration.  

                                                             
154 Charles Baudelaire’s, The Painter of Modern Life, which in part describes the street flâneur and his 
conscious practice of urban exploration, observing, and being observed was published in 1863, in plenty 
of time for Tissot to have adapted the Flâneur figure into his paintings of London and the English. 
Alternatively the group may be picnickers, (potentially immoral ones judging by the bottles of 
champagne, and the open umbrellas which, in the absence of any rain may protect against unwanted 
glances as much as the smutty air), making their way higher up the river beyond the prying eyes of the 
city and its docks. 
155 Marshall and Warner, p. 66. 
156 Article in The Times, 22 May 1876, p. 6, cited in ibid. The researcher would like to note here that 
while a negative review of Tissot’s, On The Thames did indeed appear on page 6 of the Times on 22 May, 
1876, the words quoted above are not contained in the copy of the article sighted. However, the 
researcher recognises that Marshall and Warner’s reference may contain an unintentional misprint and the 
quote exists elsewhere. Despite attempts to do so, the researcher has not located the quote in other Times 
reviews of a similar date.  
157 For a more detailed consideration of the fog as a spectacle of empire please refer to chapter four. 
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spectacular, visibly dynamic atmosphere. Sometimes the smoke and mist operate as 

agents of concealment hiding things from view, while at other times they are agents of 

transformation as they change elements of the dock site into alluring, inviting, dreamy 

spaces and objects. For example, in the hazy background, high up on the cliff of the 

south bank on the right of the painting, is a blurry silhouette of what promises to be 

revealed as a gasometer. And, more centrally in the background haze, a wraith-like ship 

in full sail can be glimpsed, as well as the domed, misty shape of a church, both of 

which invoke explorations of imperial imagination, reverie and memory.158

The whole smoky vision of the grimy working port is heightened by its contrast to the 

leisured elegance of the floating tourists. I suggest that it is the device of the black 

umbrellas that most directly connects the tourists to the smoky site of exploration.

 

159 In 

the absence of rain the umbrellas appear to work as protection against the thick, smutty 

air, a defence against the discomforts, stains and scars caused by the physical 

exploration of an imperial frontier. According to Brimblecombe, the use of the umbrella 

to ‘ward off the inky rain’160 might explain why the item is traditionally coloured black. 

While there is no evidence of ‘inky rain’161

I have argued in this chapter that mist and smoke-fed London fog are symbols of the 

nineteenth-century imperial practices of exploration and discovery. As such, fog and 

mist also become conditions of empire, recognisable in a range of imperial territories 

from the edge of empire, to the heart of the empire, and even the interior landscape of 

the imperial self. 

 in this image, a pale-coloured parasol would 

certainly be ruined in such a dirty, smoky atmosphere. Armed with a black umbrella 

then, the London visitor tourist was ready to engage with the foggy heart of empire 

Imperial exploration and discovery had its own visual language. Beginning in the 

eighteenth century with Hodges’ paintings, fogs and mists of imperial exploration spoke 

of allure, promise and adventure. In the nineteenth century, the practice of exploring 

became more intimately linked to actual ‘contact’ discovery, especially localised and 

attentively documented and analysed forms of discovery. As a result, the visual 

language of imperial exploration shifted to accommodate the change in practice and fog 

began to operate more as a discovery-oriented symbol and agent of revelation and 

                                                             
158 Imperial mist and Christianity are discussed more closely in chapter three.  
159 As may be argued for Tissot’s work, London Visitors (1874) examined earlier in this chapter. 
160 Brimblecombe, p. 64. 
161 ibid. 
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concealment, transformation and transgression, sometimes even representing the 

ambiguity and sublimity of bewilderment and confusion of imperial explorers. 

The nineteenth-century explorer figure, in all his guises, encountered various types of 

real and symbolic fog in his nineteenth-century explorations. In particular, the 

expeditions of the London-based ‘explorers’ into the symbolic fogs at the heart of 

empire, and their written and pictorial representations of it, began to establish imperial 

London as the framework for something that is more than the physical, political and 

material centre of empire. Contextualised within the imperial practice of exploration and 

discovery, illimitable London begins to be suggested as an empire of the mind. Indeed, 

to be able to include a discussion of the interior psychological territory of the imperial 

self in this chapter attests to the currency of such a notion that makes empire a state, or a 

practice, of mind. This is an arena that would be explored by later twentieth-century 

writers and artists. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Spiritual mist, and the apotheosis of the imperial railway 

 

In this chapter, I will argue that the eventual apotheosis of the Victorian railway into an 

‘imperial religion’ can be recognised in the use of symbolic steam, smoke and mist in 

selected nineteenth-century representations of the railway. The approach of this chapter 

is to explore how steam, smoke and mist were used by artists to describe the railway as 

both spiritual and imperial at various stages in its development. I argue here that steam, 

smoke and mist were part of a system of symbolism appropriated from religion by the 

railway, and increasingly developed and built upon throughout the nineteenth century as 

symbols of spirituality, signs of empire and markers of industrial modernity. I propose 

that the purpose of this appropriation was to enhance the railway’s sense of spirituality 

and so intensify its real and perceived imperial influence. 

There is something appropriate about the way that the two singular and distinctive 

imperial icons of St Pancras Station and St Paul’s Cathedral appear adjacently in 

Dickens’s Dictionary of London, 1888.1

                                                             
1Charles Dickens Jr., Dickens’s Dictionary of London 1888: An Unconventional Handbook, Old House 
Books, Moretonhampstead, 2007, pp. 220-1. 

  Clearly, a dictionary must order its entries 

alphabetically, but there are non-lexiographic reasons why these two buildings belong 

together. While on the one hand a cathedral and a railway station, and the religion and 

railway engineering for which they stand could not seem more different, on the other 

they exhibit certain similar characteristics. Both cathedrals and railway stations 

represent journeys; both are complicit in the destinies of people and nations; both are 

symbolic architectural embodiments of the attempt by man to control time and space; 

both are involved in the business of expansion and unity; both are sites of conversion, 

command, and authority; both impose moral systems by ordering and managing life and 

the world; and both are enmeshed in human progress and the improvement of the 

human condition. Such characteristics, as revealed in cathedrals and railway stations, 

help to identify both religion and railway engineering as philosophical, ideological, 

imperial practices.  
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While I argue here that cathedrals and railway stations are alike, it is the spirituality of 

the railway station, rather than the secular quality of the cathedral that is of interest to 

this thesis. In fact, I suggest that as icons of empire, the railway’s St Pancras Station and 

religion’s St Paul’s Cathedral both traded on a sense of spirituality, a condition which 

was enhanced by artists’ use of mist, smoke and steam in nineteenth-century paintings 

of the two structures. As a secular building, St Pancras Station’s use of spiritual 

symbolism (especially misty symbolism) in order to embed itself into the culture of 

empire is the primary focus. However, it is necessary to first establish the analogy 

between railways and cathedrals in order to later explain the spiritual nature of the 

steam and smoke that emanates from locomotives. 

 

The ‘cathedral of the railways’ 

Even those who did not like the gross physicality of the enormous modern railway 

stations sometimes used spiritual, even religious, terminology to describe them. For 

example, in the first decades of the Railway Age when railway engineering was still 

establishing itself, John Ruskin used such language, albeit ironically, in his discussion 

of them. In particular Ruskin compared the station to a religious site, calling the railway 

station, ‘the very temple of discomfort’.2 He continued his religious metaphor by 

claiming the railway station to be a result of the ‘evil tendencies of the present day... to 

the decoration of the railroad station’,3 and that, ‘if there be any place in the world in 

which people are deprived of that portion of temper and discretion, which is necessary 

to the contemplation of beauty, it is there’.4

St Pancras Station (fig. 3.1), the engineering jewel-in-the-crown of the Midland 

Railway Company was one of the last of the great London termini to be constructed.

  

5

                                                             
2 John Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture, [orig. date 1849], in E. T. Cook and Alexander 
Wedderburn (eds), The Works of John Ruskin, vol. 8, George Allen, London, 1903, p. 159, my italics. 

 

With its vast, high interior voids and evocative gothic architecture, the station has been 

compared to a cathedral for much of its life. Indeed, since its construction in the 1870s 

there have been ‘several eminent men who reputedly referred to St Pancras Station as 

3 ibid. 
4 ibid., my italics. 
5 Gwilym Roberts, ‘St Pancras Station: Victorian “Cathedral of the Railways”’, Proceedings of the 
Institute of Civil Engineers: Engineering History and Heritage, vol. 162, no.E.H.3, 1 August 2009, p. 
157. 
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“The Cathedral of the Railways” in the shape of rhetoric rather than in print’.6 For 

example, Archibald Tait, a Bishop of London in the 1860s, is known to have used the 

phrase.7 In fact, the term was also repeated in much popular literature of the times, and 

fell into such general use that it is still heard today. But, looking back from the 

twentieth century, John Betjeman describes all Victorian London’s major railway 

termini as ‘Cathedrals of the Railway Age’,8

It is essentially peaceful and when some rather fussy penitent told his father 

confessor that he could find nowhere in London where he could meditate in 

quiet and peace, he was astonished to hear the caustic answer: ‘Have you tried 

Marylebone, my son?’

 and indeed, other imperial termini were 

often seen, upon reflection, to embody the characteristics of such a monumental sacred 

structure (figs. 3.2 to 3.4). For example, in the 1950s Canon Roger Lloyd was to say of 

Marylebone station: 

9

Even by the early twentieth century, G. K. Chesterton could reflect that one will ‘find in 

a railway station much of the quietude and consolation of a cathedral. It has many of the 

characteristics of a great ecclesiastical building; it has vast arches, void spaces, coloured 

lights, and… recurrence or ritual.’

 

10 Significantly for this thesis, Chesterton goes on to 

add that the cathedral-like train station ‘is dedicated to the celebration of water and fire, 

the two prime elements of all human ceremonial’.11

                                                             
6 Revd Jonathan Barker, Vicar of St Pancras Station, [email reply to Julia Alessandrini], 24 February 
2010. This email was sent to the vicar of St Pancras Station in an attempt to access information directly  
from  the religious locus of St Pancras Station.  

 Water and fire are identified in 

Chesterton’s remark as fundamental to the spirituality of the station. To locate water 

and fire so centrally and so primarily in an understanding of the spirituality of the 

railway also implies the importance of steam and smoke, the products of the railways’ 

use of water and fire. Steam and smoke are part of a visual language, a code of symbols, 

which artists used to do the same job of spiritualising the railways in pictures that 

Chesterton, Betjeman, Tait, and Lloyd did in words. Painter, John O’Connor makes 

good use of the visual language, symbolic potential, and appropriateness of steam and 

smoke in his late-nineteenth-century large painting From Pentonville Road Looking 

7 ibid. 
8 John Betjeman, London’s Historical Railway Stations, John Murray Publishers, London, 1972, first 
page of preface, n.p. 
9 Roger Lloyd, The Fascination of the Railways, Allen and Unwin, London, 1951, p. 91. 
10 G. K. Chesterton, Tremendous Trifles [orig. date 1909], Lightening Source UK, Milton Keynes, 2010, 
p. 112. 
11 ibid. 
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West: Evening, (1884) (fig. 3.5), a work which takes St Pancras Station, the ‘cathedral 

of the railways’, as its subject. O’Connor’s painting symbolises railway engineering’s 

ultimate apotheosis into an imperial religious practice. The symbolic role of mist in 

such images forms the focus of this chapter. But, before embarking upon a visual 

analysis of O’Connor’s misty painting it will be helpful to understand some of the 

relevant history and culture of St Pancras Station.  

The completion of the double-faceted project of St Pancras Station in 187612 came at 

the end of a period of Railway Mania which had ebbed and flowed since its beginning 

in the mid-1830s.13 The monumental building consisted of two separate construction 

projects, a train station (fig. 3.6) and a station hotel (fig. 3.7), which were physically 

attached. St Pancras Station’s train shed was designed by William Henry Barlow, 

previously the Midland Railway’s chief engineer.14 To help him build it, Barlow 

engaged, ‘one of the leading experts in Europe on cast-iron construction’,15 R. M. 

Ordish, who had already worked on another of Britain’s secular yet cathedral-like 

building, the Crystal Palace.16 Upon completion, the glass and iron arched roof of St 

Pancras Station’s train shed was the largest, single-span roof anywhere in the world, 

216 metres long, 73 metres wide and 30 metres high from the level of the platform,17 to 

its famous, flattened gothic-arch crown.18 When the train shed was finished in 1868, 

two decades before the completion of the Eiffel Tower, it became the biggest existing 

bounded, single space in the world.19

[a]bove major station platforms, to protect travellers from bad weather and, 

crucially, to unify the space, were erected gigantic roofs whose physical—and 

 In effect, St Pancras’ Station’s train-shed roof 

became a glass and iron symbol of man’s ability to conquer nature’s laws. And, in its 

spatial and dimensional similarity to the vast roof and void spaces of the cathedral, the 

station can be read as a monument to the modern, spiritual apotheosis of the railway. 

Such symbolism was characteristic of other, vast London stations too, including King’s 

Cross and Paddington stations. Indeed, 

                                                             
12 Jack Simmons, St Pancras Station, George Allen and Unwin, London, 1968, p. 46. 
13 Ben Marsden and Crosbie Smith, Engineering Empires: A Cultural History of Technology in 
Nineteenth-century Britain, Palgrave MacMillan, Basingstoke and New York, 2005. 
14 Roberts, p. 157. 
15 Simmons, St Pancras Station, pp. 28, 29. 
16 ibid., p. 29. The Crystal Palace is discussed in chapter one as a key central site of empire, a position 
which is enhanced by its modern materiality, construction processes, and particular aesthetic. 
17 Roberts, pp. 159, 162. 
18 Simmons, St Pancras Station p. 32. 
19 ‘The Station: History and Restoration,’ St Pancras International website, 2009, viewed 30/11/09, 
<http://stpancras.com/The-Station/History-and-Restoration>. 
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spiritual—dimensions were the true source of the comparison with great 

churches.  

These structures were of necessity lofty, to permit the dispersal of locomotive 

steam, but that they were built with such verve demonstrates a powerful act of 

faith in the future offered by technology and industry.20

St Pancras’ wondrous train shed then not only visually referenced spirituality through 

its perceived physical similarities to a cathedral, but the very act of building it was 

considered a spiritual one. 

  

St Pancras Station’s luxury station hotel opened for guests in 1873.21 Designed and built 

by notable Victorian architect George Gilbert Scott, the opulent hotel was an Italianate-

Gothic-Revival extravaganza in red brick, a popular contemporary style which, 

beginning in the late eighteenth century, ‘had become an accepted ingredient of 

educated taste’.22 Scott, a ‘moderate High Churchman’,23 had considerable experience 

‘in the building of new churches and the restoration of old ones’.24 This interest in 

church buildings, along with his belief that the most contemporary architectural style of 

the time, the Neo-Gothic, was also the ‘only true “Christian” style’,25 may have 

influenced the cathedral-invoking design of the St Pancras station hotel.26

Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin similarly believed that for both aesthetic and 

spiritual reasons, ‘Gothic was the perfect style’,

  

27 and, like Scott, was a supporter of the 

Gothic style as an architectural manifestation of morality for new, secular buildings 

such as train stations.28 Both Scott and Pugin felt that Gothic was a style ‘morally 

correct by virtue of truth to materials and construction’.29

                                                             
20 Jean Dethier, All Stations: A Journey through 150 Years, Thames and Hudson, London, 1981, p. 25.  

 As such, it appears to be a 

suitable choice for buildings, which were purpose-built. It also meant that the Gothic 

style could move effectively from the sacred to the secular and in so doing imbue such 

21 Roberts, p. 162. 
22 Simon Bradley, St Pancras Station, Profile Books, London, 2007, p. 26. 
23 Betjeman, London’s Historical Railway Stations, p. 14. 
24 Simmons, St Pancras Station, p. 50. 
25 Betjeman, London’s Historical Railway Stations, p. 14.  
26 The connection between religion and architecture, morality and architectonic style, was suggested and 
explored by Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin in Contrasts, his 1836 in his book on medieval 
architecture. Pugin was one of the first to argue that the Gothic style was more moral than other 
architectural styles; Augustus Welby Pugin, Contrasts, [orig. date 1836], Leicester University Press, New 
York, 1969. 
27 David Watkin, Morality and Architecture: The Development of a Theme in Architectural History and 
Theory from the Gothic Revival to the Modern Movement, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1977, p. 3.  
28 Bradley, p.44. 
29 ibid., p. 38. 
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modern utilitarian structures as railway stations with a spiritual and aesthetic morality. 

The Gothic style also migrated out of Europe well and was easily assimilated into the 

imperial periphery as long as the materiality and construction was adjusted to local 

conditions. For example, ‘echoes of St Pancras are detectable at what is commonly 

regarded as the Empire’s greatest railway station, the Victoria Station... at Bombay... 

completed as late as 1887’,30 just in time for Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee (fig. 3.8). 

Principally Victorian Gothic, Victoria Station also exhibits, ‘elements of Indian 

architecture, and is built in the local red sandstone’.31

Reflecting on the myths surrounding the concept of the cathedral, Alain Erlande-

Brandenburg confirms that it was in the Romantic period of the nineteenth century that 

the combined qualities of the strength and power of religion and monarchy were seen to 

be symbolised by the Gothic style.

 

32 Such a focus on strength, power, monarchy and 

religion fits a British imperial aesthetic well, and these qualities, related as they all are 

to notions of morality, helped to make the Gothic a style that seemed suited to iconic, 

imperialist architecture. I suggest the perceived morality embedded within the 

resurrected Gothic style may have influenced the attitudes, beliefs and notions of 

spirituality, which grew up around the train station, especially St Pancras Station, in the 

late nineteenth century.  In this way, I suggest that the Gothic style used at St Pancras 

Station also contributed to the idea of all great train stations as cathedrals, as well as 

invoking something of the spiritual, even religious, about the railway generally.33

 

  

Time, space, ethics, and progress  

‘The railway in general and the station in particular entered the mainstream of Victorian 

painting with the rise of narrative realism in the middle years of the century,’34

                                                             
30 Bradley, p. 47. 

 a trend 

which was to continue through to the late 1800s. In 1884, O’Connor painted From 

Pentonville Road Looking West: Evening (fig. 3.5), in which, I argue, he delivers a 

31 ‘Victoria Terminus, Bombay’, 1878–87’, The Metropolitan Museum of Art website, 2011, viewed 
24/02/11, <http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/1985.1168.11>. 
32 Alain Erland-Brandenburg, The Cathedral; The Social and Architectural Dynamics of Construction, 
trans. Martin Thom, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1996, p. 1. 
33 Interestingly there is no mist, only crystal-clear details, in a nineteenth-century photograph of Victoria 
Station. The absence of mist in representations of imperial sites far away from London is discussed in 
chapter one. 
34 Jeffrey Richards and John M. MacKenzie, The Railway Station: A Social History, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford and New York, 1986, p. 317. 
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spiritual representation of St Pancras Station as the ‘cathedral of the railways’, the High 

Church of railway engineering, science, and technology. Often, nineteenth-century 

railway narrative paintings focussed on the activity inside the station, or the carriage, as 

if the scene were a self-contained play set on a stage. In O’Connor’s large work, 

however, seen from a distance, the misty, shimmering exterior of St Pancras Station is 

set against the broader theatre of nineteenth-century imperial London. This is not 

surprising given O’Connor’s primary activity as a scenery painter and his professional 

interest in invoking a sense of time, place and mood. 35

Jeffrey Richards and John M. MacKenzie emphasise the imperiality of St Pancras 

Station, and the ideology of the Victorian Age generally, by describing O’Connor’s 

painting thus: 

  O’Connor’s employment of 

mist, smoke, steam, and fog is significant here as he uses it specifically to make the 

station-cathedral seem grandly majestic and imperial, ideal even, appearing to transcend 

the mundane and earthly pantomime of arrivals and departures enacted within it.  

The canvas somehow encapsulates the ethos of the Victorian age. In the 

foreground occupying the bottom half of the canvas are the busy streets of the 

great metropolis, hub of the mightiest empire the world has ever seen: a tangled 

complex of open-top, horse-drawn omnibuses and hackney carriages, sandwich 

board men, children, dogs, workers, the mundane, bustling, energetic, everyday 

reality. Towering above it, and seeming to float in a golden mist, the romance, a 

fairy-tale castle of turrets and spires, symbol of Victorian aspirations, of a 

reaching out to the stars, onwards and upwards, excelsior. It is a permanent 

monument to the soaring imagination, boundless confidence, and sheer gusto of 

the Victorian age.36

Here, Richards and MacKenzie see the painted, golden mist as integral to the high-

Victorian identity of the station, and its transcendence into an ideal realm of imperial 

romance, fairy tale, myth, and worship. The clearer, nearer, highly coloured aspects of 

the town in the foreground of O’Connor’s painting only enhance this feeling of a 

separate, unearthly realm of lofty ideals in which St Pancras shimmers. Earlier in their 

book, Richards and MacKenzie bestow the highest imperial status on St Pancras Station 

 

                                                             
35 Mireille Galinou and John Hayes, London in Paint: Oil Paintings in the Collection at the Museum of 
London, Museum of London, London, 1996, p. 233. 
36 Richards and MacKenzie, p. 322. 
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by describing it as ‘the undisputed King, or more properly Queen-Empress, of 

stations’.37

But, I argue that, as well as depicting St Pancras Station as imperial, O’Connor’s tribute 

also casts it as a spiritual site. The diaphanous materiality of the ‘cathedral of the 

railways’ resembles the gauzy veils of religious mist which some nineteenth-century 

painters draped over St Paul’s Cathedral in their own paintings of imperial London.

  

38

Interestingly, within the material mélange of mist and station in O’Connor’s work, the 

station’s clock-face is painted with comparative clarity. The viewer can see the numbers 

and almost make out the time.

 In 

O’Connor’s painting, the moral neo-gothic spires meld with the cathedral-like iron-and-

glass arches of the last of the great termini, where they dissolve into a radiant, awe-

inspiring sunset. O’Connor’s misty, transcendent representation of the ‘cathedral of the 

railways’ makes the station seem to float, or hover. It almost seems to be on the point of 

ascension, about to rise up into the glorious, golden heavens above, creating a sort or 

vertical axis of spirituality. This shimmering vertical axis of spirituality is intercepted 

below by the solid horizontal axis of the physical railway with its heavy tracks fastened 

into the solid earth. In effect, O’Connor’s St Pancras Station is where the sacred vertical 

and the earthly horizontal axes meet, and can be described as an imperial nexus of God 

and man.  

39

I propose that in O’Connor’s picture the clock stands for the ethics of punctuality and 

precision in this new railway faith. If, as Théophile Gautier describes them, ‘[t]hese 

cathedrals of the new humanity are the meeting points of nations, the centre where all 

converges, the nucleus of huge stars whose iron rays stretch out to the ends of the 

earth’,

 A civic clock functions best when clarity of vision is 

ensured. While there is certainly some mistiness in the air around the clock, O’Connor 

has taken care to ensure the clock face is still legible. But, what is the purpose of the 

precise mechanical instrument of the clock in this painting of the spirituality of the 

imperial railway?  

40

                                                             
37 ibid., p. 25. Although, Victoria Station, built later in Bombay, is generally regarded as the greatest 
Imperial station. I would argue that its position in India, rather than in London, the heart of empire, does 
however reduce this claim for this thesis, which is based on the belief that empire is also found ‘at home’. 

 then a clock to enable and measure such temporal and spatial convergence, and 

pronounce it as precisely ethical, is a vital symbolic implement. Gustave Courbet 

38 This is discussed in more detail later in this chapter. 
39 The time appears to be twenty-five minutes to five, on a winter’s afternoon. 
40 Théophile Gautier, cited in Dethier, p. 6. 
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understands nineteenth-century train stations in a similar vein to Gautier as, ‘Churches 

of Progress’.41

There is also a historical connection between train stations, churches, and time-keeping. 

In the centuries before the railway, the sun was the measure of time, and the church-bell 

its alarm clock. With the arrival of the Railway Age, time had to become standardised 

across Britain and so station clocks became part of the fabric of the railways. Victorian 

science and engineering in the guise of the St Pancras Station clock tower does two 

things then. It supersedes the sun in the measurement of time, and it eclipses the 

intermittent church-bell by being the constant announcer of time. As such, clocks are 

complicit in the station’s and the railway’s self-promotion as precise, ethical, moral 

‘Churches of Progress’,

 Such a sacred institution of human progress, fashioned around the 

worship of essentially imperial technology, science, and expansion, requires an 

instrument of measurement to determine such progress, hence the importance of a 

visible, legible clock.  

42 and ‘cathedrals of the new humanity’.43

The development of the railways soon affected time-keeping across the country, and 

even beyond. While O’Connor’s vision of St Pancras Station and its clock was painted 

only four years after the ‘Statutes (Definition of Time) Act laid it down in 1880 that 

Greenwich time was to be observed throughout Great Britain’,

  

44 the use of Greenwich 

time as standard railway time had become ‘a commonplace’ decades before the 

painting,45

the South Eastern Railway for the transmission of time signals by means of a 

specially-constructed telegraph line from Greenwich to Lewisham station... It 

enabled time signals to be sent from the Observatory along the lines of most of 

the chief railways.

 or even the station itself, were completed. For example, as early as 1852 the 

Royal Observatory at Greenwich had formed a partnership with:  

46

                                                             
41 Gustave Courbet, cited in Jack Lindsey, Gustave Courbet: His Life and Art, Jupiter Books, London, 
1977, p. 225. The imperial architects of Bombay’s Victoria Station must also have understood the train 
station as an institution of progress as they included an enormous, sculpted personification of Progress on 
top of the station’s central dome, rather as one might expect to see the figure of Mary and Jesus, or a 
crucifix atop a church dome.   

  

42 ibid. 
43 Gautier, cited in Dethier, p. 6. 
44 Jack Simmons, The Victorian Railway, Thames and Hudson, London, 2009, p. 347. Interestingly, at 
Bristol Station there is still a ‘double’ clock which was used for telling passengers the time in both Bristol 
and London before the invention of Greenwich Mean Time. 
45 ibid., p. 346. 
46 ibid. 
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And the previous year, a similar link, but this time under the English Channel, had even 

‘opened up the possibility of extended communication with the Continent.’47

O’Connor’s late-nineteenth-century painting of the mistily transcendent St Pancras 

Station is a celebration of the magnificence of the railway as a symbol of empire, and 

the apotheosis of the railway into something resembling an imperial religion. But, how 

did the railway come to be construed as religious, and imperial, in the nineteenth 

century? It is best to begin answering this question by discussing the railway’s 

correlation with religion and with empire separately, even though in reality they were 

closely entwined. 

  

 

Religion and the railway 

The nineteenth-century British railways, the largest entity of a range of steam-based 

transport and communication technologies (which included other related systems such 

as the steamship) was sometimes known as ‘the great iron revolution’.48 Railway 

engineering evolved into a broad, intense and very public practice which was to so 

affect people’s values, attitudes, beliefs, and way of life that it was actually presaged as 

a philosophy by Henry Booth in his 1830 report on the Liverpool and Manchester 

railway: ‘From west to east, and from north to south, the mechanical principle, the 

philosophy of the nineteenth century, will spread and extend itself.’49 In many ways 

nothing could be less philosophical and more earth-bound than the physical 

manifestation of the railways, as they fastened its tracks firmly into the ground, 

tunnelled through mountains, plotted their way through new lands, and even negotiated 

subterranean territories. In order to make its uncompromisingly hard, loud, fast, 

enormous, smoky, steamy presence more acceptable to Victorian society as a 

‘philosophy’, indeed to position itself as a sort of new faith, the railway ‘looked to the 

context of religion’.50

                                                             
47 ibid. 

 This was a reasonable strategy given the interwoven history of 

science and religion. As science had traditionally been worked to find religious proofs, 

48 John Francis, A History of the English Railway: Its Social Relations and Revelations , 1820–1845,  
vol. 2, Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, London, 1851, p. 141. 
49 Henry Booth, An Account of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway, [orig. date 1830], Cass Library of 
Railway Classics Series, no. 3, Frank Cass and Co., London, 1969, p. 92. 
50 Marsden and Smith, p. 226. 
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now religion was being used to establish the validity and morality of science in the 

shape of the railways.   

Christianity can be described as a traditional religion since a traditional religion is 

conceived as ‘a system of symbols which provides ultimate meaning through reference 

to a transcendent power’.51

Vaporous atmospheres such as mist, smoke and cloud have, in fact, long been 

associated with Christianity. They appear throughout the Bible (King James Version) 

frequently as religious symbols. For example, in Genesis 2:6 it is written that after God 

created the world, ‘there went up a mist from the earth and watered the whole face of 

the ground’.

 In nineteenth-century London, traditional Christianity 

invoked the transcendent power of God through the meaning created by a particular 

system of symbols. The traditional symbols of British (Anglican) Christianity include, 

for example, the iconic St Paul’s Cathedral, its many smaller, affiliated churches, 

authority figures from archbishops down to curates, recognisable rituals and 

ceremonies, physical accoutrements such as the official hymn book and prayer book, 

and a congregation of worshippers. For the nineteenth-century artist there were also 

certain customary visual symbols, such as the crucifix and the dove, with which to 

represent religious meaning. However, by contrast to such specific iconography, this 

chapter focusses more on the broader, rather nebulous, symbolism of mist, steam, 

smoke and haze used by nineteenth-century artists of imperial London to symbolise 

religious meaning—often as the spiritual, the transcendent and the supernatural—in 

representations of the railway.  

52 In this example, mist is a symbol of hope, it is the spring of life, the 

source of future human civilisation. Symbolic smoke appears in Revelation 9:2: ‘And he 

opened the bottomless pit, and smoke arose out of the pit like the smoke of a great 

furnace. So the sun and the air were darkened because of the smoke of the pit’.53

                                                             
51 Charles S. Leibman and Eliezer Don-Yehiya, Civil Religion in Israel: Traditional Judaism and 
Political Culture in the Jewish State, University of California Press, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London, 
1983, p. 1. 

 Here, 

smoke symbolises the judgment, atonement and redemption of mankind and the chaotic, 

savage world man had created. Beyond the Bible, there are other religious examples of 

the spiritual symbolism of mist and smoke, including the smoke of burning incense, 

which for centuries has been used to symbolise prayers rising towards Heaven as well 

as the act of religious purification. In painting, spiritual mist can be found, for example, 

52 Genesis 2:6, (KJV). 
53 Revelation 9:2, (KJV). 
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in the billowing clouds upon which angelic communities negotiated the space between 

Heaven and earth during the Renaissance (fig. 3.9). And, more recently in art history, 

mist often appeared as the glowing haze, which sometimes accompanied God, angels, 

miracles, visions, virtuous people, moral endeavour, and sacred sites in many 

nineteenth-century paintings (figs. 3.10–3.12).54

By comparison to a traditional religion such as Christianity, a civil religion:  

  

embodies characteristics of a traditional religion—it projects a meaning system, 

expressed with symbols—but at its core stands a corporate identity rather than a 

transcendent power, even if it also refers to transcendent reality or even a 

supernatural power.55

I argue here that the Victorian railway can be understood as a civil religion in its 

embodiment of certain characteristics of traditional Christianity, and through its use of 

appropriated Christian symbols (including the misty ones) to express a meaning system. 

While the secular institution of railway engineering and the commercial railway 

companies and corporations lay at its core, the civil religion of the railway appropriated 

a system of symbols which sometimes, as happens in O’Connor’s painting of St Pancras 

Station, projected a sense of the transcendent, or alluded to a supernatural power. The 

system of religious symbols with which the railway did this included awe-inspiring, 

cathedral-invoking modern stations such as St Pancras Station; miraculous 

infrastructure such as bridges and viaducts (fig. 3.13), tunnels and train tracks, which 

vanquished God’s Nature (fig. 3.14); the seemingly supernatural steam trains, which 

flew along them (fig. 3.15); the specialised personnel, such as expert gentlemen-

engineers (fig. 3.16), who strove for God-like perfection;

 

56 the railway rituals and 

ceremonies of arriving, departing, waiting, buying tickets, finding your seat; and the 

railway-driven morality conferred upon its passengers through various rites and lessons 

such as timetables, signal systems, station clocks and rail networks which, ‘were meant 

to function like divine omniscience’.57

                                                             
54 For example, Dante Gabriel Rosetti’s, Beata Beatrix (circa 1864–70) (fig. 3.10), George Frederic 
Watts’, The Sower of the Systems (1902) (fig. 3.12), and Turner’s, The Angel Standing in the Sun (1846) 
(fig. 3.13). Paul Hills discusses the effect of such established use and explanation of symbols which he 
claims can result in art historical neglect of other, less traditional symbolism; Paul Hills, ‘Titian’s Fire: 
Pyrotechnics and Representations in Sixteenth-Century Venice’, Oxford Art Journal, vol. 30, no. 2, 2007, 
p. 187. 

 Richards and MacKenzie also appear to 

55 Leibman and Don-Yehiya, p.4. 
56 Marsden and Smith, pp 245-58. 
57 Peter Conrad, Creation: Artists, Gods and Origins, Thames and Hudson, London, 2007, p. 322. 
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recognise the railway’s civil religious appropriation of Christian symbolism, even 

noting steam as a symbol, which invoked incense, stating that: 

if the station is seen as a cathedral or chapel, it can also be seen to possess in its 

heyday a Bible every bit as imposing and sometimes as impenetrable as the 

Authorized Version (Bradshaw), incense (steam), and liturgical chanting (‘The 

train now standing at platform 3 is...’, ‘Close the doors and stand clear’, ‘All 

change’).58

The religious potential of the railways was comprehended by some quite early in the 

railways’ development. Writing in 1851, John Francis seems to presage the civil 

religious promise of the railway, seeing it at the very least as a challenge to the authority 

of traditional religion by reporting that ‘[t]he clergy of Hampshire petitioned against the 

new power, because the rustics kept away from church to see the trains pass by’ (figs. 

3.17, 3.18).

 

59 In fact, the railway’s perceived spirituality was not activated through its 

appropriation of Christian symbols alone. Various people actually saw the railway as 

already belonging to the traditional religion of Christianity (perhaps in a distorted echo 

of the historical role of science as provider of religious proofs). A passage from Isaiah 

40: 3, 4, was believed by certain individuals to have foreseen the coming of the 

railway:60

Prepare ye the way of the Lord. Make straight in the desert a highway for 

our God. Every valley shall be exalted, and every mountain and hill shall 

be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough 

places plain, and the glory of God shall be revealed. (fig. 3.19) 

 

61

According to Ben Marsden and Crosbie Smith, the passage was interpreted by Sir David 

Brewster as a statement that cast the railway as a divinely designed tool with which man 

could praise God and carry out His work. An early-nineteenth-century physicist, 

inventor, mathematician, writer, theologist, astronomer, and significantly, an evangelist, 

Brewster was an educated gentleman who was interested in the nexus of religion and 

science. 

 

                                                             
58 Richards and MacKenzie, p. 12. It is commonly reported that the station announcement for boat-trains 
leaving London and Liverpool for Australia in the early to mid-twentieth century ended with the phrase, 
‘…and God bless your souls’. 
59 John Francis, A History of the English Railway: Its Social Relations and Revelations , 1820–1845, vol. 
1, Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, London, 1851, p. 292. 
60 Marsden and Smith, p. 247. 
61 Isaiah 40: 3, 4, (KJV). 
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It seems that Brewster decided the railway must be a work of God as he was unable to 

find any one ‘single human originator of the railway’.62 Francis’ claim that the railways 

were also ‘preached on in the pulpit… [where] [e]difying sermons proved that railways 

were prophesied by the seers of old’,63 and that the words of the prophet Ezekiel were 

‘expounded to sanction and to sanctify the iron way’,64

However, the railway was also sometimes perceived as occupying the other end of the 

morality scale (though still foreseen in the Bible). There were various concerns about 

the railway as a diabolical contrivance, ‘an indication that humankind, seduced by 

material wealth and power, was heading evermore rapidly towards the last days 

prophesied in the scriptures’.

 seems to support this view as 

well.  

65 According to John Gage, whether seen as good or evil, 

‘any new source of power is a stimulus for religious awe’,66 and it seems that the 

railway’s ‘development was so momentous as to imply a species of Divine intervention 

in human affairs’.67

Awash with the symbolic appropriation of traditional religion, and even thought by 

many to be foretold in the Bible, the strong spirituality of the railway was revealed in 

certain contemporary imagery, which developed as the century progressed. By the end 

of the nineteenth-century, artists had established a set of appropriated religious visual 

symbols that were used and adapted to invoke meanings of the supernatural power, 

impossible feats, and transcendent potential of the railway. The cathedral-like stations, 

the miraculously self-propelled trains, the seemingly infinite extent of the straight and 

true train tracks and the God-like engineers imposing ‘order... from above’,

 

68

The richly illustrated union membership certificates of the nineteenth century provide a 

good example of the regular and creative appropriation of religious and mythical 

symbolism by new and modern fields of engineering endeavour such as the railways. 

 were all 

part of a system of symbolic meaning increasingly utilised in the spiritual representation 

of the railway and railway engineering throughout the century. Mist, steam and smoke 

were also vital symbols in such representation. 

                                                             
62 Marsden and Smith, p. 247. 
63 Francis, vol. 2, pp. 138, 139. 
64 ibid. 
65 Marsden and Smith, p. 164; this corresponds with the scene of the smoke rising from the bottomless pit 
in Revelation 9:2. 
66 Conrad, p. 335. 
67 John Gage, Turner: Rain, Steam and Speed, Allen Lane/The Penguin Press, London, 1972, p.11. 
68 Marsden and Smith, p. 147. 
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While James Sharples’ membership certificate for the Amalgamated Society of 

Engineers, Machinists, Millwrights, Smiths, and Pattern Makers (circa 1852) (fig. 

3.20),does not specifically deal with railway engineering alone it does serve to illustrate 

the desire of nineteenth-century engineering in general to position itself as morally 

founded, historically worthy, and distinctly British-Christian through its 

representation.69

Before examining the misty symbolism of this certificate in detail, it is important to 

look at some of its more standard symbolism. In the certificate, much of the 

appropriated symbolism is religio-mythical in nature, even as it may communicate 

imperial meaning too. 

 As the certificate is also a good example of the imperial claims of 

engineering (indeed, the spiritual and imperial are virtually inseparable in this image), I 

shall also discuss the certificate’s use of the symbolism of empire with regard to its 

engineering practice and the railways. A fuller discussion of the railway as imperial will 

follow this visual analysis. Significantly, steam, smoke and mist are effectively 

employed in this image as key symbols in the spiritual apotheosis of imperial 

engineering, appearing at once as a symbol of spirituality, a sign of empire, and a mark 

of industrial modernity.  

70 At the centre of the certificate is an architectural feature, 

somewhat like an altar or a temple. The bottom part of this structure has come to life 

allowing the viewer to see inside what appears to be a working factory instead of the 

expected church. Certain spiritual qualities usually associated with a temple or church—

for example, the sense of morality, ethics, contemplation, and faith—are thus 

appropriated by the clean, ordered factory. Mounted on the pediment façade of this 

temple-factory are the portraits of the three men most significant to the amalgamated 

engineering unions, James Watt (1736–1819), Sir Richard Arkwright (1732–1792), and 

Samuel Crompton (1753–1827).71

                                                             
69 James Sharples was a blacksmith who also worked intermittently as an artist. Sharples’ most well-
known painting is The Forge (1847); Francis D. Klingender, Art and the Industrial Revolution, Paladin, 
London, 1972, pp. 151–3Black and white, and hand-coloured prints were made by William Greatbach, 
after James Sharples; ibid., pp. 151, 152.  

 Watt, the father of the steam engine, is awarded the 

place of honour at the top of the trinity of portraits. Sharples depicts Watt in a classical 

toga thereby linking his nineteenth-century engineering practice to the revered 

principles of Roman engineering as well as elevating him to a heroic, mythical imperial 

70 I include classical mythology as part of my definition of British religion due to its influence on British 
self-beliefs and morality. 
71 Richard Arkright is generally regarded as a leading inventor of machines, such as the spinning frame, 
and systems, such as the factory system, during the British Industrial Revolution. Samuel Crompton 
invented the so-called spinning mule and was a leader and innovator of spinning manufactory. 
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figure. To the right of Watt, Mars, the Roman god of war, 72 is holding up a broken 

sword towards the figure of a modern blacksmith.73 The nineteenth-century smith is 

identifiable through his long, canvas apron, his exposed, muscular arms that hold a 

hammer, and fashionable mutton-chop side burns. The smith thrusts forward an open 

palm towards the broken sword in a gesture of refusal as if denying Mars’ request for 

help in its repair. In so doing, the smith is making clear the emerging role of the 

engineer as an instrument of creation and peace, rather than destruction and war. Indeed, 

from the middle of the nineteenth century, when the certificate was produced and unions 

were burgeoning, the British Empire was in a period of relative peace and progress, a 

time that also saw it begin to take its civilising mission to heart.  As such, the figure of 

the Victorian engineer refusing the Roman god of war is a rejection of the old methods 

for  increasing imperial power. While the message is that the future lies in forging 

progress through the advancement of modern engineering, and that modern engineering 

can provide a new ethical model of non-combative progress for the empire, the vignette 

is also an interesting example of a modern, secular figure standing up to a traditional 

religio-mythical symbol with a moral superiority all his own.74

To the right of this grouping, a corresponding set of figures depicts a Christian angel of 

peacedelivering a scroll of designs to the modern engineer who is leaning on a vice. 

  

75  

One can imagine the scroll may contain heavenly plans, or perhaps a newly developed 

blueprint,76 for the moral and physical growth and expansion of empire. The implication 

is that the engineer is engaged in God’s work, carrying out His plans. Hovering in the 

sky above and between the two engineering figures is a winged genius,77 probably the 

protective guiding spirit or angel dedicated to the engineering workers’ union. She 

demonstrates her protective abilities and the divine qualities of the engineers by holding 

laurel wreaths, symbols of honour or victory, over their saintly heads in the attitude of 

haloes. Directly above the winged genius is the Pentecostal dove.78

                                                             
72 Klingender, p. 153. 

 The dove also holds 

a sprig of laurel, which directly connects the achievements of mankind with the love 

73 ‘Amalgamated Society of Engineers union certificate’, National Museum of Australia, Collections 
webpage, 2010, viewed 28/04/12, <http://www.nma.gov.au/collections-search/display?irn=79459>.  
74 Such self-belief, based on a strident sense of morality and the mission to civilise is a key quality of the 
imperial character. 
75 Klingender, p. 153. 
76A cyanotype copying technique only recently invented in 1842 by British astronomer, John Herschell; 
Mike Ware, Cyanotype: The History, Science and Art of Photographic Printing in Prussian Blue, 
National Museum of Photography, Film and Television, London, 2004.  
77 Klingender, p. 153. 
78 ibid. 
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and protection of God by symbolizing the Christian notion of the triumph of humanity 

through the resurrection of Christ. In this allegorical image, ‘[c]lassical simplification is 

combined with realistic detail to express the heroism of the first-born sons of modern 

industry’.79

Mist, smoke and steam are used throughout this image to great symbolic effect. On one 

level they can be read as signifying the imperial nature of many of the engineering-

related practices pictured, and various types of engineering steam and smoke are 

included in the background illustration. On the left, is a portrayal of a speeding steam 

train rushing out of a dark tunnel, its trail of steam and smoke maps the annihilation of 

space and time. The significance of this is emphasised by the way the winds of nature 

blow the smoke of several nearby factory chimneys in the opposite direction to the 

train’s smoke and steam. The train’s annihilation of space includes subterranean space 

implied by the dark tunnel mouths out of which the train seems to have emerged. In 

fact, this railway-led imperial obliteration of time and space occurred not only on and 

under Britain but also at sea as some railway companies ran connecting steam ships, 

which allowed the companies to chart their steamy, smoky progress beyond Britain’s 

coastal boundaries (fig. 3.21).

 The imperial practices of engineering and religion become melded together 

through engineering’s appropriation of the traditional spiritual symbols of Christianity 

and classical mythology. The broader implication is that the British—for whom the idea 

of empire represented the combined ideals of religion, monarchy and British-ness—saw 

themselves as chosen by God to carry out His great work; and I suggest that the great 

work was perceived as the expansion of the empire.  

80

                                                             
79 ibid., p. 154. 

 Indeed, on the right of the certificate, the inclusion of a 

side-wheeler paddle steamer supports this, a gesture perhaps to Britain’s extensive 

maritime interests. The steamer’s funnel seems to be releasing a plume of grey and 

white steam and smoke, which dissipates into the air, visibly charting its journey but 

also invoking the wide distribution and eventual disgorgement of its cargo and 

passengers at the empire’s various shores. In the background of the certificate a group 

of distinctly nineteenth-century factories not only produce goods and materials but also 

the smoking exhausts of imperial industry pumped out through their enormous 

chimneys (higher even than many church spires). The billowing smoke from these 

80 The commercial relationship between steam trains and steam ships was often close. Sometimes railway 
companies would even have their own ships and shipping lines, as can be seen in Norman Wilkinson’s 
poster for the London and North Western Railway. In the poster, one of the railway company’s steamer 
ships crosses Dublin Bay; Simmons, The Victorian Railway, p. 141 (fig. 3.21). 
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aspirational chimneys is a reassuring sign of the productive capacity and progress of the 

industrial empire, as well as perhaps a visual reminder of the Victorian belief in the role 

of hard work, effort and industry in the civilising mission at home. 

But, as smoke and steam physically shift through fields of space and time, they can also 

shift symbolically through fields of meaning, and the imperial mists in this image also 

operate to symbolise the spirituality of engineering. While the individual plumes of 

steam and smoke from funnel and chimney certainly signify imperial practice, their 

ultimate gathering together into the massive arch of ‘mist’, which fills much of the sky 

in the background, creates a distinctly spiritual, emblematic presence. The gothic-like 

arch of smoke invokes the sacred architecture of the church in a similar process to the 

way the enormous glass and iron arch of St Pancras Station train-shed, and the interiors 

of several important London termini, seemed cathedral-like. Although, in this case the 

‘cathedral’ to engineering is built from smoke and steam, not iron and glass. As such, 

the individual mists of imperial engineering combine to mean something ideal; that is, 

they transcend their practical, imperial meaning and become spiritual through their 

confederacy. The implication is that nineteenth-century engineering saw itself as 

spiritual in nature, ambition and origin. It could even be argued that imperial 

engineering, especially in the guise of the railway, was akin to an imperial faith, a civil 

religion that drew mankind closer to, and was vouchsafed by, God (fig. 3.22).81

 

  

Empire and the railway 

As ‘[t]he railway was a child of the English North-East’, 82 and the later, ‘locomotive… 

was a uniquely native invention’,83 the railways, as a complete system of modern 

communication and transport, can be claimed as initially British. Its first British 

manifestation was as an early hand-pushed, or horse-drawn, ‘truck with wheels running 

on wooden planks or rails to reduce the friction’,84

                                                             
81 This sort of allegorical picture was not only found in practical, trade-related, nineteenth-century 
imagery. Benjamin West’s, Genius Calling Forth the Fine Arts to Adorn Manufactures and Commerce, 
(1789) (fig. 3.22), is a high-art example of a similar subject, symbolism and approach. 

 used by miners in the north of 

82 Michael Robbins, The Railway Age [orig. date 1962], Mandolin, Manchester, 1998, p. 11. Such a 
system was also used in parts of Europe, but it was the example from Britain’s own northern mines that 
was developed by the British themselves into what became the imperial railway system. 
83 William S. Rodner, J. M. W. Turner: Romantic Painter of the Industrial Revolution, University of 
California Press, Berkeley and London, 1997, p. 160. 
84 Harold Perkin, The Age of the Railway, Panther Books, London, 1971, p. 58. 
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England to haul coal up from the underground pithead and on to the waterside for 

distribution. 85 Eventually, through the improvements exerted by such British men as 

Richard Trevithick and his, ‘high-pressure steam engine of 1800’,86 Christopher 

Blackett and William Hedley and their engine Puffing Billy in 1814, and most notably 

George Stephenson, who, in 1829, ‘turned the crude colliery engines into a 

revolutionary means of public transport’,87

While the railway developed out of the demands of an Industrial Revolution centred 

mainly in the north of England,

 the modern railway was born in Britain.  

88 the power it gave those who controlled it grew so 

quickly that it was not long before London, initially for commercial reasons, was also 

connected to the system. As early as the end of the 1840s, ‘the main trunk railways 

between London and the provinces were completed’.89

could not have occurred before the Railway Age, at least on so large a scale and 

with such spectacular success, not so much because of the difficulties of 

assembling the labour and materials and exhibits... as of bringing together from 

every corner of the Kingdom the six million visitors.

 But, it was the Great Exhibition 

of 1851, the showcase of empire, which revealed the connective potential of the railway 

and helped validate it. In fact, the exhibition,  

90

Both within London and beyond it, railway engineering had a similar objective and 

methodology to empire. While becoming most concentrated in the imperial heart 

(indeed, by the 1880s and 1890s Britain’s ‘railway network centred on London as all 

provincial travellers had long known to their cost’),

 

91 the vast railway network 

expanded out across space spreading its influence in a grand and noble attempt to reach 

everyone and every place in the country. According to Michael Freeman, some of the 

companies that drove this expansion ‘were led by men with quite exceptional vision. 

They saw their task as one of carrying railway communication to the far corners of the 

land’.92

                                                             
85 ibid., p. 59. 

 Strategically, such expansion meant control over space, and control over space 

86 ibid., p. 71. 
87 ibid., p. 72. 
88 The Stockton and Darlington Railway officially hauled freight from 1825, and the Liverpool and 
Manchester Railway opened for passengers in 1830. 
89 Perkin, p. 100. 
90 ibid., p. 99. 
91 Asa Briggs, Victorian Cities, Odhams Books, London, 1964, p. 329. 
92 Michael Freeman, Railways and the Victorian Imagination, Yale University Press, New Haven and 
London, 1999, p. 2. 
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meant power.93 According to H. J. Dyos and D. H. Aldcroft, ‘[t]he struggles for power 

that now went on in board rooms and in parliamentary committees were not parish 

squabbles but epic contests for control of the great trunk routes—a species of 

imperialism, no less’.94

According to Paul Atterbury, eminent Victorian railway engineers, 

 I argue that in this way, the private railway companies and 

corporations, whose aim was increasing expansion and therefore control over ever-more 

peripheral territories, can be seen as operating imperially.  

threw their lines across hills and valleys, across marshland, mountains and great 

rivers with determination and style, and often regardless of cost. Viaducts, 

embankments, tunnels and bridges... and their stations, wondrous constructions 

on iron and glass95

changed the landscape, stamping it with the mark of imperial power. One such feat is 

commemorated in John Lucas’s oil painting, Conference of Engineers at Britannia 

Bridge (1851–3) (fig. 3.16). In this painting, Lucas celebrates the genius of Victorian 

engineering which resulted in the Britannia Bridge. Opened in 1850, it provided the first 

rail link across the Menai Strait connecting mainland Wales with the Island of 

Anglesey. The impressive bridge, notable for its length, strength and new, pre-assembly 

construction technique, was a significant moment in the railway’s ambition to 

efficiently and resolutely connect all parts of Britain, even the more peripheral places. 

The painting is also an image of professionalization in which different classes of 

workers are acknowledged, even if they are hierarchically ordered. For example, two 

labourers appear in the image. One labourer kneels down in the foreground and, in an 

attitude of subordination, looks up at the figure of the engineer who is situated centrally 

at the desk. The other labourer, while pictured standing, is also subordinate to the other 

professional men, being positioned outside the interior space looking in through the 

‘window’. Of the other twelve figures, eleven are well-known engineers and include 

  

                                                             
93 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change, Basil 
Blackwell, Oxford and Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1990. PAGES?? 
94 H. J. Dyos and D. H. Aldcroft, British Transport: An Economic Survey from the Seventeenth Century to 
the Twentieth Century, Leicester University Press, Leicester, 1971, p. 129.  
95 Paul Atterbury, ‘Steam and Speed: Industry, Transport and Communications’, in John M. MacKenzie 
(ed.), The Victorian Vision: Inventing New Britain, V&A Publications, London, 2001, p. 159. 
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such eminent men as railway innovator Robert Stephenson who was also the bridge’s 

designer, Isambard Kingdom Brunel, and Joseph Locke.96

Interestingly, even this ‘portrait’ of the professionalization of the railway still employs 

religious symbolism to enhance its power and importance. The interior space in which 

the figures gather is built of wood and has a large arched opening at the rear through 

which can be seen Britannia Bridge rising mistily in the far background. This small 

wooden interior space seems rather humble compared to the vast, technologically 

complex stone bridge in the view beyond. Indeed there is something of the stable or the 

carpenter’s workshop about the wooden room that invokes distinctly Christian imagery. 

Particularly, Lucas’ painting has a certain compositional, figural and tonal 

correspondence with John Everett Millais’, Christ in the House of His Parents (1849-

50), painted only a year or two before Conference of Engineers at Britannia Bridge. 

According to Marsden and Smith, the image of the Victorian engineer was ‘[c]ultivated 

in a Christian framework’,

  

97

[t]he railway pioneers were a notable body of men. Most of them began life 

with few advantages… Almost all of them, apart from I. K. Brunel of the Great 

Western, came from modest, if not actually humble, origins, and their 

biographers…were at pains to demonstrate them as shining examples of ‘Self-

Help’.

 an idea which seems to be corroborated by Lucas’ painting 

in which industrial engineers appear within the Christianised setting of a wooden-

roomed frame. Such an idea also reflects the aspect of Victorian culture that valued hard 

work as a moral duty as well as a reforming behaviour that allowed for the rise of the 

self-made man, and the middle class. Michael Robbins claims:  

98

Marsden and Smith go on to describe the religiously cultivated engineer as ‘the man 

best fitted to serve state, empire—and God’.

  

99

                                                             
96 Atterbury, ‘Steam and Speed’, in MacKenzie, The Victorian Vision , p. 160. 

  In so doing they draw together the 

seemingly disparate aims, beliefs and practices of the state, of empire, and of 

Christianity in to the figure of the Victorian engineer. I suggest that it was through their 

direct connection with the railway that the engineer seemed to embody such things.  

97 Marsden and Smith, p. 250.   
98 Robbins, p. 16.   
99 Marsden and Smith, p. 250. 
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Finally, in the background of Lucas’ painting can be seen the actual product of such a 

coming together of man, state, empire, railway, and God. Britannia Bridge rises 

magnificently, and mistily, above the small sailboat on the strait below. But, the boat is 

more than just an appropriate way to show scale and perspective. While the bridge 

dwarfs the sailboat in physical scale, it can also be read as a visual metaphor for the 

commercial usurping of traditional shipping and canal boating by the modern railway. 

The mist, which cloaks the bridge also seems to identify it as spiritual and imperial in 

the same way that St Paul’s Cathedral or St Pancras Station are also identified as such 

through the painterly use of symbolic mist. As we have seen in earlier chapters, great 

architectural icons of imperial London are often veiled in the homogenising and 

branding mist of empire. While this architectural structure is not located in London, it is 

linked directly into London through the network of ever-expanding railways and their 

architecture of bridges and tunnels. And, while the mist is not the smoke and steam-fed 

dirty London fog and must be a more local variety, I argue it is still a metonym within 

the paradigm of imperial mist, and so loops back to the London fog through the cultural 

facilities of memory and dream as explained by Homi Bhabha in chapter one of this 

thesis. The local mist then veils the bridge, and, in so doing, separates it from the room 

of people in the foreground of the painting. The sharply drawn and highly coloured 

foreground full of various important men of Victorian engineering represents the here-

and-now of the engineering present. The clarity of this part of the image works to 

symbolise the ethics of science, and the precise documentation of progress in much the 

same way as does the clearer air surrounding St Pancras Station’s clock face in 

O’Connor’s painting discussed earlier. In contrast, the misty bridge in the background 

appears more as a dreamy ideal, the ideal of a spiritual and imperial railway.  

 

Omnipresence 

The progress of the British railways was astounding. By 1845, in Britain ‘2,441 miles of 

railway were open and over 30 million passengers were being carried’100 while by the 

close of the century ’18,680 miles were in use and over 1,100 million passengers were 

being carried’.101

                                                             
100 Atterbury, ‘Steam and Speed’, in MacKenzie, The Victorian Vision, p. 158. 

 By 1913, and the eve of World War One, ‘there was already quite 

101 ibid. 
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enough railway in Britain—the total was 20,281 route miles’.102 In fact, the railways 

had so quickly and so extensively influenced the character and appearance of 

nineteenth-century Britain that Atterbury is able to claim that by the end of the century 

‘railways had come to be seen as a vital aspect of nation building’.103

While acknowledging Atterbury’s claim for the railways’ role in nation-building, I also 

argue, more ambitiously perhaps, for the railways’ role in empire-building. During the 

later decades of the nineteenth century when the railway networks around Britain were 

being consolidated, British engineers and British companies were also developing their 

railway networks, holdings and businesses beyond Britain. In a global adaptation of 

what Dyos and Aldcroft earlier described as ‘a species of imperialism’,

  

104

readily exported to many parts of the world, as a concept, and in component 

form. British capital and British engineers and constructors were involved… in 

many parts of Europe and South America… France, Italy, Belgium, Spain, 

Russia [and]… Argentina.

 the 

competitive and commercial railways began to expand into distant imperial colonies and 

territories such as India, Africa and, later, Australia. Geographically and culturally the 

railway infiltrated or influenced a large proportion of the empire, near and far. But, the 

railway did not confine itself merely to British Imperial territories. The uniquely British 

creation of the railway was also, 

105

Although the railways were essentially a conglomeration of individual, private 

companies fuelled by the free-market, their expansive ambition of power through the 

command of space, and their sense of entitlement to such power and command,

  

106 

certainly served, as well as mimicked, the empire’s self-interested ambitions, missions 

and methodologies. If, as Gage claims, it cannot be doubted that ‘the railways were, 

above all things, the creators of modern Empire’,107

                                                             
102 Robbins, p. 33. 20,281 miles is the equivalent of 32,639.106 kilometres. 

 then the railways’ role in the 

creation of imperial meaning, is likewise irrefutable. This merging of the railways’ and 

the empire’s self-interests can be measured most obviously in the massive extent of 

British steel tracks, which colonised imperial and even non-imperial space, the cultural, 

103 Atterbury, ‘Steam and Speed’, in MacKenzie, The Victorian Vision, p. 160. 
104 Dyos and Aldcroft, p. 129. 
105 Atterbury, ‘Steam and Speed’, in MacKenzie, The Victorian Vision, p. 159. 
106 The British government initially had a rather permissive attitude to the development of the railways, 
which were allowed to compulsorily purchase any land they needed, including the land of private estates.  
107 Gage, p.11. 
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territorial and material wealth this brought with it, and the domination of social and 

political power that such extensive control of space (and time) could yield.108

As early as 1850, Francis was able to explain the British railways’ civilising effect on 

the world as socially revolutionary and moral by virtue of its ubiquity: 

 

Ultimately, this led to an almost worldwide, railway-enhanced British influence which 

advanced the imperial metaphor.  

Other revolutions have scattered luminous influences over the world, but it 

remained for the new generation of railways to bring about one of the mightiest 

moral and social revolutions that ever hallowed the annals of any age... 

Omnipresence is one of the principals of their progress.109

Francis defends the idea that the railways would soon facilitate the spread of British 

influence around the world by explaining it as the next step in the long and broad 

history, indeed in the mythology, of empires. Francis proudly declared of the British 

railways: 

  

they are throwing a girdle round the globe itself. Far off India woos them over 

its waters, and China listens to the voice of the charmer. The ruined hills and 

broken alters of old Greece, will soon re-echo with the whistle of the 

locomotive, or be converted to shrines sacred to commerce, by the power of 

those magnificent agencies by which rivers are spanned, territories traversed, 

commerce enfranchised, confederacies consolidated; by which the adamantine 

is made divisible, and man assumes a lordship over time and space.110

As well as establishing the imperial status and agency of the railways, in this rather 

triumphant passage Francis also casts the imperial railways in a spiritual role with his 

references to mesmerism, shrines, conversion, power, miraculous events, and the 

governance of time and space.   

 

That the Victorians in their sturdy self-belief contemplated a new, global, civilised 

empire of their own engineering, in their own image, and which would eclipse all 

previous empires, is evident in the newspaper rhetoric of the day. One newspaper article 

reporting on the potential of the railways suggested it was difficult to: 
                                                             
108 For a detailed analysis of ‘time and space as sources of social power,’ and the growth of the Victorian 
railway, see Harvey, p. 233. 
109 Francis, vol. 2, p. 141. 
110 ibid. 
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[c]ontemplate unmoved the glorious prospect which will be opened to the 

world, if merely the vast and important works now in progress—works with 

which the useless Egyptian pyramids or the vaunted remnants of old Rome’s 

extravagance will not endure comparison—be carried into execution. The length 

of our lives, so far as regards the power of acquiring information and 

disseminating power, will be doubled, and we may be justified in looking for 

the arrival of a time when the whole world will have become as one great 

family, speaking one language, governed in unity by like laws, and adoring one 

God.111

The astonishing implication of this self-gratifying prophesy is that the imperial 

expansion, facilitated by the railways, would mean the whole world would be connected 

to Britain, controlled by Britain, speak English, live like the British, and worship a 

quintessentially British God.  

 

Such words romanticised, mythologised and glorified the early railway as an all-

powerful, spiritual and imperial force of globalisation, which infiltrated and yet also 

supported other places and other railways around the world. The British artistic 

representation of the railway from the same early decades was not, however, quite so 

absolute and boastful. Instead, the early images of the railway tended towards more 

straightforward topographical documentation of bridges, train tracks and tunnels even if 

such things were often positively presented as monumental and amazing aspects of the 

railways development. Simple, illustrative views of individual railway sites in a 

picturesque scene, rather than vividly creative visions of an ideal railway in a mythico-

imperial setting, predominated in the first few decades.    

 

Early imagery 

David Harvey claims, as we have seen in chapter one, that ‘[i]f a picture or map is 

worth a thousand words, then power in the realms of representation may end up being 

as important as power over the materiality of spatial organisation itself’.112

                                                             
111 Newspaper article, cited in ibid., p. 139. 

 Such an 

understanding is particularly pertinent to the Victorian railway as from their beginnings 

the space-invading, controlling and organising railways were understood as powerful, 

112 Harvey, p. 233. 
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even if some did not think this a good thing. As a new power, the railway tore through 

private land at will, ignited share markets and challenged traditional ways of 

communication, transport, land ownership, commerce and even aesthetics, and also 

attracted some opposition.113 In a promotional strategy, which appears to articulate 

Harvey’s understanding of the power of representation, some companies resorted to 

commissioning imagery, particularly printed works which were easily distributable to 

the collecting public, of their own railways. This was ‘a deliberate ploy to quell public 

fears and anxieties about the railway phenomenon’.114 Naturally, the strategy was all 

about staying in control, and the ‘object was to try to create a public and accessible 

image, one that bred confidence in railway enterprise’.115 As a result, ‘[w]ithout 

exception these prints stress the engineering miracles achieved by the railway builders, 

and highlight the grace, symmetry, and formal order of the railway system’.116

The railways’ novelty and the ‘strange sight of the self-propelling locomotive engine 

with its string of carriages and wagons’

 Such 

positive imagery of confident, large-scale railway engineering projects by artists such as 

A. F. Tait (fig. 3.23), T. T. Bury (fig. 3.24), and J. C. Bourne (figs. 3.25, 3.26) was 

usually achieved through the marketing-motivated, topographical documentation of a 

railway shown to be at ease within landscape of a picturesque temperament.  

117 was so new and visually interesting that it 

was also popularly captured and profitably distributed in images by professional 

topographical artists and engravers with no commercial affiliation with the railways.118 

Together, the combined efforts of the railway commissioned artists and engravers, and 

other autonomous individuals, produced about two thousand different, individual 

images of the railways for print distribution during the 1830s and 1840s.119

In such early images which, like the clear clock face in O’Connor’s painting of St 

Pancras Station, focus on legibility, precision, documentation and the measurement of 

 These works 

contributed to the early creation of a positive railway culture that stressed the benefits of 

progress, the positive abilities of humanity and the clever defeats of nature which must, 

indeed, have seemed like railway miracles.     

                                                             
113 Freeman, p. 215. 
114 ibid., p. 24. 
115 ibid., p. 215. 
116 Richards and MacKenzie, p. 316. 
117 Freeman, p. 24. 
118 Serious academy artists, with the exception of Turner, notably did not take up the subject of the 
railways. 
119 Freeman, p. 215. 
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progress, there is little steam, smoke or mist. This is perhaps to be expected, as imperio-

religious symbolic ‘mistiness’ is of little value to such early topographical images, 

which, while admittedly focussed on the railways’ positive progress are primarily about 

their birth and youthful development before they became the powerful empire-builders 

that they were eventually seen to be. As such, the still-nascent railway had not yet 

symbolically transcended into a thundering, omniscient, all-powerful, steamy, smoky, 

engulfing imperial religion of its own. 

Occasionally, however, individual works from the same topographical artists who 

produced the early illustrative views of the railways offered a hint of the spiritual 

potential of the railway, and an insight into how it would later often come to be 

represented. I consider such works to herald the civilly religious representation of the 

late-nineteenth-century railway. Such predictive early images usually borrow religious 

symbolism that is so distinctly Christian that it not only appears to cast the railway as a 

new, civil religion but also invokes, and in some ways even validates, the stories and 

lessons of the traditional religion of Christianity.120

Bourne’s The Working Shaft, Kilsby Tunnel, July 8th 1837 (circa 1837, lithographs 

1839) (fig. 3.27), depicts the scene inside a working shaft during the making of the 

London and Birmingham Line. The construction of this line was part of the early 

development of the railways in Britain and represents the beginnings of the railway’s 

role in the domestic expansion of empire.  It is an example of an image, which, although 

produced early in railway history makes a pitch for the potential spirituality of an 

essentially imperial railway through the appropriation of Christian symbolism. 

Accordingly, the image is not a ‘polite’ topographical documentary of the physical 

railways corralled by the needs of the quiet picturesque. 

 By appropriating the symbolism of 

traditional religion, railway engineering begins to be represented as a powerful practice 

of an expanding empire. As soon as this happens in art imperio-religious mistiness can 

be included as part of the visual symbolic language. 

In Bourne’s dramatic, chiaroscuro vision, the dark, subterranean, horizontal plane of the 

railway tunnel intersects with the vertical veil of misty, dust-magnified brightness, to 

form a sort of spiritual axis. A nexus between God and man is realised at the point at 

which the two axes meet, much like those already identified in O’Connor’s painting of 

St Pancras Station, and the union certificate. The railway tracks lead into the middle of 
                                                             
120 Science, once again, becomes a religious proof. 
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the picture and into the tunnel until they meet the vertical shaft of misty, dusty light. At 

this point in the image the tracks appear to stop but it seems as though they are in 

danger of going even beyond the level of the tunnel and might well descend into the 

shadowy, hellish bowels of the earth deep beneath. Indeed, later criticism of the 

construction of London’s underground railway system, first opened in 1863, included 

serious worries about mankind getting too close, literally, to Hell and the underworld.121

That one image can sustain apparently conflicting ideas about the spirituality of the 

railway is not unusual as the railways seemed to produce such mutually oppositional 

reactions in people too. For example, in 1848 ten years after Bourne’s picture and a time 

when the public should have been getting used to the railways, Charles Kingsley 

suggested the ‘lines of rail in looking along a vast sweep of railway’

 

In Bourne’s image, the potentially diabolical direction of the railway track is abated by 

the shaft of illuminated mist radiating spiritually, and powerfully, down onto the floor 

of the tunnel. Through the visual device of the intersection of darkness by light this 

image represents the two opposing yet often entangled views of railway which were 

developing at the time, one that the railway brought man closer to God and the other 

that it moved him further away.  

122 humbled a 

person, making them ‘feel very small’.123 He compared the same railway lines to a 

steamboat pier, which, stretched to infinity, resembling a wonderful ‘sort of Jacob’s 

Ladder, one end on earth and one in heaven’.124 Yet, in the same short passage Kingsley 

also likened the train to a terrifying ‘demon bridegroom’,125 and wondered if man would 

eventually ‘fall down and worship steam-engines... [and]... line iron’,126

Bourne’s rather theatrical image utilises oppositional design elements such as light and 

shadow, vertical and horizontal axes, and the straight line and the circular shape. Such 

treatment echoes the attitude of Étienne-Louis Boullée’s images of unbuildable 

memorials. Like Boullée’s design for Isaac Newton’s cenotaph (figs. 3.28, 3.29), I 

argue that Bourne’s work is concerned with reformulating scientific space in order to 

 suggesting a 

fearful concern with the false idolatry of the diabolical railways.  

                                                             
121 Peter Ackroyd, interviewed by Geraldine Doogue, ‘What Lies beneath London?’, Saturday Extra, 
ABC Radio National, 8:45am, 14th April 2012, podcast 28/04/12, 
<http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/saturdayextra/what-lies-beneath-london/3941128>.  
122 Charles Kingsley, ‘Line Iron’, in Humphrey Jennings (ed.), Pandaemonium: 1660–1886, The Coming 
of the Machine as Seen by Contemporary Observers, Andre Deutsch, London, 1985, p. 242. 
123 ibid. 
124 ibid. 
125 ibid. 
126 ibid. 
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promote a sense of cosmic spirituality. Specifically, in Bourne’s image the space, shape 

and scale of the tunnel, construed into a fat arch by the misty light, rounded tunnel 

walls, and hard, flat floor suggest the sacred space of a church, and the tunnel as a 

consecrated site.  As such, this is probably the earliest pictorial example of the massive, 

void, interior spaces of railway ‘architecture’ invoking a church or cathedral. That the 

union membership certificate of the mid-1850s also used this visual symbolism and that 

St Pancras Station is still today sometimes described as the ‘Cathedral of the Railways’ 

attests to the potency of such symbolism and the durability of the relationship between 

spirituality and the railway. The round, dome-like base of the tunnel vent cut into the 

high roof, through which the radiant mist falls, also contributes to the spiritual feeling of 

Bourne’s vision. As in the union certificate and O’Connor’s painting of St Pancras 

Station, mist (this time in the form of illuminated dust) is a key component in the 

representation of the railway as spiritual. 

Finally, and perhaps somewhat surprisingly, I suggest that the religious symbolism of 

the Nativity story might be read in Bourne’s vision of the beginnings of the railways. 

Although I have found no specific source for the image, when viewing it, a generic 

sense of a ‘Nativity’ scene is strongly suggested by various visual elements such as an 

underground ‘stable’ formed from the contrast of shadow and lighted dust, smoke and 

mist encircling a glowing ‘manger’ around which people kneel, as if in worship. Further 

out, groups of people and horses are arranged in a Nativity-like tableau. Above, a bright 

beam of light, magnified and concentrated by the motes of dust and smoke which float 

in it, is reminiscent of the guiding star in Bethlehem and shines down on the scene as if 

directing people towards the truth they seek. Angel-like figures ride on a platform along 

the shaft of radiant mist as if descending to earth, or ascending to Heaven, on a 

Renaissance cloud.127

                                                             
127 While I have found no scholarly work supporting this reading of Bourne’s image, I believe that such a 
speculative theory could be supported by showing the genealogy and currency of such iconography 
within past paintings of the Nativity. For example, Giotto’s, Nativity (1311-1320) fresco in Assisi has 
several elemental points of similarity with Bourne’s work including the vertical fall of atomised light 
which falls directly through a wooden-trussed roof into the space below (a motif  used with some 
regularity in very early western images of the Nativity, including for example, in Bartolo di Fredi’s 
Nativity and Adoration of the Shepherds (1383), in which the light actually pierces the stone roof of the 
cave), the mountain of stone cut away to reveal the area beneath which is sectioned into triangular space 
by wooden carpentry, the floating angels up high and the bent figures in the fore-ground. Similarly, El 
Greco’s The Adoration of the Shepherds (c1603-5) is also an historical precedent with comparable 
iconography. The same motif of a man-made, rounded arch of stone appears in El Greco’s Adoration… as 
in Bourne’s lithograph. In El Greco’s oil painting, also, a fore-ground figure stoops to kneel before the 
‘manger’ in a stance that is mirrored by two figures in Bourne’s image. Another striking similarity 
between these two works is the figure, located on the far left hand side of each image which appears to 
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Such symbolism of birth seems at first appropriate to represent the beginning of the 

railway period. But it is also problematic in that the railways were complicit in 

unearthing the scientific proof that helped demonstrate the geological age and creation 

of the earth, and the biological process of evolution. The fossils and geological samples 

that were exposed during the digging of tunnels and cuttings directly challenged the Old 

Testament’s Creation story. The railways then ‘offered a window into a distant past, 

which extended beyond the Flood and grappled with the new and disturbing science of 

evolution’.128

 

 And so, in important ways, the railway can be seen as anti-religious, or a-

religious, or even as an alternative religion. For Bourne to use the spiritual symbolism 

of the New Testament Nativity story then to symbolise a technology complicit in the 

erosion of traditional religious beliefs seems to position the railway as a potential 

alternative, a modern ‘imperial’ religion.  Indeed, this reading of Bourne’s image as a 

misty, subterranean, neo-gothic Nativity of the railway in some ways re-casts such 

traditional religious notions as re-birth, hope, consecration, and transcendence in the 

light of the modern imperial propensity for conversion. Through the birth and promise 

of the railway, the empire could ‘convert’ more people and more places than previously 

possible. 

Early writing 

According to Matthew Beaumont, ‘[i]t is odd, perhaps, that in the hundred or so years 

following the departure of George Stephenson’s steam locomotive Rocket from 

Liverpool in 1830… the railway remained peculiarly resistant to representation in 

literature’.129

                                                                                                                                                                                   
have its hands raised in an attitude of prayer. Also, the air-born angels in El Greco’s work appear to be 
descending, or are, at the very least, framed by a dome-shaped arch which seems analogous with the 
‘angels’ descending through the dome cut into the top of the tunnel in Bourne’s print.  There are, in fact, 
many such historical examples which might be used to bolster the genealogy of Bourne’s image as a 
Nativity, including the surprising number of Renaissance images that frame the Nativity scene within a 
rounded arch, often carved out of a mountain of stone, for example, Francesco di Giorgio Martini’s 
Nativity (1475) in Siena, Gentile da Fabriano’s Adoration of the Magi(1423) in Florence, and Fra 
Angelico’s Nativity fresco(c1440s) in San Marco. Since Bourne’s training is relatively unknown we 
cannot assume he looked at any of these works, but this list adequately evokes the relevant generic 
narration to which we can assume he would have responded. 

 It is certainly true that most mentions of the railway in nineteenth-century 

fiction and literature are exactly that, mere mentions of trains that ‘tend to be glimpsed 

128 Ian Kennedy, ‘The Formative Years in Europe’, in Ian Kennedy and Julian Treuherz (eds), The 
Railway: Art in the Age of Steam, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 2009, p. 61. 
129 Matthew Beaumont, ‘The Railway and Literature: Realism and the Phantasmagoric’, in Kennedy and 
Treuherz, p. 35. 
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only fleetingly’.130 Serious writing just did not seem to engage with the new engineering 

phenomenon. The only British exception is Charles Dickens’ 1846–48 Dombey and 

Son, which, while still only directly engaged with the physical railway for just a few 

brief pages, does use the metaphor of the train extensively as ‘both a plot device and, 

especially, as a socio-cultural metaphor’.131 In this piece of literature, the metaphor of 

the train is used to establish a general sense of the chaos and turbulence of life in a fast, 

modern nineteenth-century world, as well as being employed as a direct symbol of 

death. Dickens also comments here on the destructive and tyrannical aspect of the 

railway’s imperialist tendencies when he writes ironically of the train’s, ‘mighty course 

of civilisation and improvement’.132

It seems that it was the more apocalyptic extreme of the railway’s spirituality, its 

diabolical possibilities revealed in the cacophony of snorting smoke and hissing steam, 

and in the inhuman power of its energy and speed, which generally caught the 

nineteenth-century literary imagination, when it did.

  

133 In 1839, Lord Shaftsbury wrote 

in his journal, ‘[i]t is quite a just remark that the devil, if he travelled, would go by the 

train’.134

The whirl through the confused darkness, on those steam wings, was one of the 

strangest things I have experienced—hissing and dashing on one knew not 

whither... snorting, roaring we flew: likest thing to a Faust’s flight on the 

Devil’s mantle; or as if some huge steam night-bird had flung you on its back, 

and was sweeping through an unknown space with you, most probably towards 

London [sic].

  And, in 1839, in a letter, Thomas Carlyle describes a steam-propelled journey 

by train thus:  

135

It is perhaps not surprising that broader societal responses to the imperial enterprise of 

the railways, especially from around the mid-century onwards when the real advantages 

brought by the railway began to be challenged by the public debate on its effect on the 

landscape and the people, also often tended to focus on the overwhelming and 

 

                                                             
130 ibid. 
131 ibid., p. 39. The other novel that famously takes the train and the railways as its subject is Émile 
Zola’s, La Bête Humaine, published in France over forty years later in 1890. 
132 Charles Dickens, Dombey and Son, [orig. date 1848], Penguin Classics, Harmondsworth, 1970, p. 121. 
133 Gage, p. 28.  
134 Seventh Earl of Shaftsbury, ‘Diary entry dated 9 August 1839’, in Edwin Hodder, The Life and Work 
of the Seventh Earl of Shaftesbury, Cassell and Co., London, Paris, New York and Melbourne, 1888, p. 
136. 
135 Thomas Carlyle, ‘letter to John Carlyle’, in J. A. Froude, Thomas Carlyle: A History of His Life in 
London, 1834–1881, vol. 1, 4th edn., Longmans, Green and Co., London, 1885, p. 167. 
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expansive nature of its presence, power, size, speed and reach. ‘[C]onsidered the first 

industrial object in history with which everyone came into contact’,136 the railway in 

Britain, ‘fascinated and shocked all strata of society,’137 often doing both at the same 

time. Never before had humanity experienced such man-made, earth-shattering, and 

steam-engulfing, wonders and horrors. Attitudes and responses varied, but were often 

polarised as positive or negative, and expressed in absolute terms. For example, at the 

start of the railway era Francis Whishaw could whole-heartedly celebrate the Great 

Western Railway as the greatest of the great railways, ‘by far the most gigantic work of 

the kind, not only in Great Britain, not only in Europe, but... in the whole world’.138 By 

comparison, as Ruskin saw things in the 1880s, ‘Commerce has filched the Earth and 

Science shut the sky [sic]’ (figs. 3.30, 3.31).139

 

 Sometimes, the response to the railways 

was sublime, providing the opportunity to be both fascinated and fearful at the same 

time. This mid-century development of conflicting, polarised attitudes, as well as the 

more sublime, aesthetic responses, also began to be reflected in some of the developing 

artwork. But, only one artist, Joseph Mallord William Turner, claimed the Victorian 

railway as a significant and valid subject for the serious professional Academy painter. 

Turner’s response 

According to Stephen Daniels, while a great many early images depicted the railway in 

a reassuring and positive light, ‘affirming the triumph of the railway over slower-

rhythmed ways’,140 trying hard ‘not to make this seem too overbearing’141 and even 

sometimes striving ‘to harmonise old and new’,142 the counter-view, which grew more 

focussed from the middle decades of the century, produced, ‘anti-railway imagery 

which showed the railway as a volatile spectacle, destabilising the world it rushed 

through’.143

                                                             
136 Anette Freytag, ‘When the Railway Conquered the Garden: Velocity in Parisian and Viennese Parks’, 
in Michel Conan (ed.), Landscape Design and the Experience of Motion, Dumbarton Oaks Research 
Library, Washington, D. C., 2003, p. 215. 

  Daniels suggests that in Turner’s painting, Rain, Steam and Speed: The 

137 ibid. 
138 Francis Whishaw, The Railways of Great Britain and Ireland Practically Described and Illustrated, 
2nd edn., John Weale, London, 1852, p. 141. 
139 John Ruskin, Arrows of the Chase, in Cook and Wedderburn (eds), p. 572. 
140 Stephen Daniels, Fields of Vision: Landscape Imagery and National Identity in England and the 
United States, Polity Press, Cambridge and Oxford, 1993, p. 128. 
141 ibid. 
142 ibid. 
143 ibid. 
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Great Western Railway, of 1844 (fig. 3.15),144 ‘the imagery seems to hover between 

these views’.145

Despite the early years of Railway Mania which produced many informative and 

affirming topographical-style prints, print series, and guide book images, ‘among the 

more ambitious and the more imaginative painters there seems to have been no 

response; with the single exception of J. M. W. Turner’,

 While this is a claim with which I generally concur, I would add that in 

this work Turner has also liberated the spiritual power of the railway, which has resulted 

in a tipping of the balance towards a more phenomenologically affecting sublimity than 

Daniels might allow.   

146 who showed Rain, Steam 

and Speed: The Great Western Railway at the Academy in 1844, ‘the moment when 

railroads seemed omnipresent’.147 Jack Simmons claims that Turner was ‘an 

unconventional artist—the most unconventional, by far, in Britain’, implying that such 

unconventionality was a quality necessary for the eventual production of the first ‘great 

picture of a railway, with all its attributes’.148 Indeed, according to Ian Kennedy, 

‘[u]nlike the earliest railway images… Turner’s painting is the reverse of 

documentary’,149

In Turner’s painting the steam train hurtles out of the smoky and vaporous middle 

distance, a hazy symbolic signpost for the direction of London. The train speeds over 

the rail-bridge at the Maidenhead crossing on the River Thames, heading, 

compositionally, down towards the lower right-hand corner of the canvas.

 and I suggest here that Turner’s eccentricity allowed him to produce a 

portrayal of the railway, which is much more about affect and phenomenology than 

record and observation.  

150 The distant 

figure of a ploughing farmer can just be distinguished in the background on the right of 

the bridge, but the figure is almost lost in the rushing blur created by the train. On the 

left of the bridge, the river widens below and a small boat with two figures floats 

there.151

                                                             
144 Turner was in fact a shareholder in the Great Western Railway.  

 At the left-hand edge of the painting, the hazy, golden form of another, older, 

smaller bridge is compositionally subordinated by the brooding dominance of the larger, 

145 Daniels, p. 128. 
146 Gage, p. 13. 
147 Rodner, pp. 142, 143. 
148 Simmons, The Victorian Railway, p. 127. And, arguably, the only great nineteenth-century picture of 
the railway. 
149 Kennedy, ‘The Formative Years in Europe’, in Kennedy and Treuherz, p. 45. 
150 Rodner, p. 140. 
151 One of the boating party seems to have a black umbrella open, perhaps a visual prediction of Tissot’s 
much later work, On the Thames, discussed in chapter two. 
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darker, modern train bridge on the right. The sky is cloudy, and, according to the title, 

full of rain. The whole image is overwhelmed with swirling, pulsing, darting, dashing, 

squalling mist, steam, smoke, and rain. Such a dynamic and opaque atmosphere not 

only makes many of the landscape and architectural features indistinct, thereby 

absolving Turner of the documentary responsibilities and constraints of topographical 

painting, but also visually expresses the heightened feeling and experience of the 

frenzied speed, clashing energy and thundering power of the railway. As such, Turner 

shifts the subject of the railway into the phenomenological realm of affect.  

In fact, a phenomenological encounter with the painting reveals to the receptive viewer 

Turner’s sublime visualisation of the overpowering wonder and terror, the experiential 

revelation, or even vision-invoked epiphany of the railways. In this work, Turner has 

recognised the supernatural qualities and potential (be they good or evil) embodied by 

the speed and power of the imperial railways, and employed steam, smoke and mist to 

symbolise them. Turner’s seemingly supernatural portrayal of the overwhelming 

presence, dynamic power, burgeoning size, and shocking speed of Britain’s mid-century 

railway practice demands a more active and explosive variety of mist than encountered 

in the  images previously examined in this chapter. Rather than painting the same 

radiant, diaphanous, contemplative, gently transcendent, productive or unifying mists 

met with so far in this chapter, the mist in Turner’s painting is sublime; energetic, 

savage, unpredictable and exciting, possessed of a raw, untamed physical potential. For 

the viewer, a buffeting confusion of smoke, mist, steam, rain and wind shatters the usual 

order of reality, unleashing an engulfing visual metaphor of immense, atomised speed-

driven power, which seems to exist simultaneously in the real world and in the imagined 

world of fantasy, visions and nightmares. In this powerful and dynamic painting, the 

diabolically transcendent and supernatural are particularly evident in the way the train, 

whose steam and smoke unlawfully unites with nature’s mists to add to the atmospheric 

mayhem, seems to be less a machine than a hissing, snorting, seething behemoth 

thundering into or out of another dimension of real or other-wordly space and time.  

The diabolical and apocalyptic effect of Turner’s train was not lost on its contemporary 

audience. For example, upon viewing Turner’s painting, Gautier described the scene as:  

a real cataclysm. Flashes of lightening, wings like great fire-birds, towering 

columns of cloud collapsing under the thunderbolts, rain whipped into vapour 

by the wind. You would have said it was the setting for the end of the world. 
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Through all this writhed the engine, like the Beast of the Apocalypse, opening 

its red glass eyes in the shadows, and dragging after it, in a huge tail, its 

vertebrae of carriages.152

Despite such readings, perhaps even because of the potential for such spiritually stirring 

interpretations, ‘[t]he contemporary critical response to Rain, Steam, and Speed 

confirms that the art establishment gathered at the Royal Academy was prepared to 

receive such a novel subject’.

 

153 But, the way Turner painted this subject as a 

phenomenological, transcendent experience was also novel and, as Barry Venning 

declares, ‘Thackeray… was not exaggerating when he told his readers that “the world 

has never seen anything like this picture”’.154

Turner is known to have, ‘gloried in the sources of Britain’s leadership’,

 

155

                                                             
152 This is a translation of the French text; Théophile Gautier, Histoire du Romantisme: Suivie de Notices 
Romantiques et d'une Étude sur la Poésie Française, 1830-1868, [orig. date circa 1874], Bibliotèque-
Charpentier, Paris, 1911, p. 371. 

 and I 

contend that one of the ways he articulated his admiration for technology, and Britain’s 

superior control of it was via the conveyance of the imperial qualities of the railway. 

The imperial status of the railway and its place in nineteenth-century consciousness is 

communicated in Turner’s painting in several ways, often with the symbolic assistance 

of mist, smoke and steam. The space and time of imperial history is suggested by the 

misty golden glow of the classical structure of the smaller bridge (and other faintly 

suggested architecture) in the background towards the left. Such painterly treatment 

reminds us of Claude Lorrain’s paintings of that other great empire, headed by Rome. 

Significantly, the modern British train does not travel along this misty, golden, classical 

bridge. Instead, it explodes across a newer, larger, improved version of it, and the 

implied arches of the new bridge suggest a modernisation of the engineering 

architecture of previous empires. The modernity and speed of the British Empire’s 

glorious railway-supported future is implied by the way the energetic mists (created by 

the momentum of the train) not only symbolise the newly attainable levels of speed but 

also almost blot out the figure of the traditional farmer slowly ploughing in the 

background on the right. The dashing mists also make the train seems to ‘fly’ over the 

boat below. Moreover, judging by what appears to be a black umbrella and a fishing rod 

held by the figures in the boat, the boat on the river is represented as a contrivance for 

153 Rodner, p. 147. However, the positive reception at the Academy did not appear to encourage any other 
painters to explore the subject of the railway. 
154 Barry Venning, Turner, Phaidon, London and New York, 2003, p. 275. 
155 Rodner, p. 165. 
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leisure fishermen. As such, the boat and the river have been divested of their traditional 

meanings associated with work, transport, trade and industry. This implies a surrender 

of the slower, traditional, wind-, man- and horse-powered boating and shipping 

practices of an eighteenth-century empire, to the faster, steam-driven, technological 

practices of a modern empire. Finally, I suggest that the railway-enabled future of the 

British Empire is articulated by the implied space and time which lies over the viewer’s 

right shoulder and towards which the train is clearly speeding from out of the smoky, 

steamy, misty direction of imperial London. 

The Great Western Railway of Turner’s painting, or ‘God’s Wonderful Railway’156

 

 as it 

was known in a more devout version of its acronym, GWR, was one of the major 

railway lines in nineteenth-century Britain. Ultimately, it connected much of Wales and 

the west of England (including Bristol) with the heart of the empire. At the time of 

Turner’s painting, London was already a significant focal point for the concentration of 

the Victorian railways and for their growth, as well as the established core of imperial 

expansion generally. This was a mutually beneficial situation for the railway, for 

empire, and for London, a situation which was to flourish and develop in even more 

complex ways in the six or seven decades succeeding Turner’s painting.  

Later decades, back in the heart of the empire 

Looking back from the twentieth century, Donald Horne describes London as the 

distribution centre of empire by claiming that in the nineteenth century ‘decisions in the 

imperial city affected events more directly in more countries of more different types in 

more different parts of the world than had ever happened before’.157 A proud Walter 

Bagehot, writing 1864, explains how the railway was a principle player in the systemic 

dissemination of imperial ideas by declaring that ‘London ideas shoot out every 

morning and carry on the wings of the railway a uniform creed to each cranny of the 

kingdom, north and south, east and west’.158

                                                             
156 David St John Thomas, Journey through Britain: Landscape, People, Books, Francis Lincoln, London, 
2004, p. 151. 

 In this passage, Bagehot equips the railway 

with the supernatural, spiritual power of flight and so the reader can imagine the 

157 Donald Horne, God is an Englishman, Penguin Books, Middlesex and Ringwood, 1969, pp. 25, 26, 
Horne’s italics. 
158 Walter Bagehot, cited in Forrest Morgan (ed.), The Works of Walter Bagehot., vol. 2, [orig. date 1864], 
The Travellers Insurance Company, Hartford, 1891, p. 173.  
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‘London ideas’ and ‘uniform creed’ of empire winging their way, evangelically, into 

even the most geographically and ideologically distant parts of the empire. Bagehot’s 

words reveal the effectiveness and wide insinuation of the railway’s symbolic 

appropriation of traditional religion and classical mythology. His allusion to the 

miraculous flight of trains fixes on the railway’s sense of spirituality and supernatural 

power and in so doing intensifies its real and perceived imperial influence and power. 

Indeed, the link between spiritual power and imperial power is significant, which is 

perhaps why so many representations of nineteenth-century London feature St Paul’s 

Cathedral. According to Andrew Saint, a historian of St Paul’s Cathedral, by the late 

nineteenth century, ‘Britain had reached its apogee and St Paul’s had become a symbol 

of empire’.159 Saint’s claim for St Paul’s as an iconic sign of empire is supported by a 

wealth of nineteenth-century representations of London, which position a frequently 

misty St Paul’s at its centre. A pertinent example of this can be found in the image on 

the cover of The Illustrated London News’ special edition of the Queen’s Diamond 

Jubilee (fig. 3.32).160 The image shows Queen Victoria surrounded by cheering 

members of various imperial territories. Centrally, in the background, London’s St 

Paul’s Cathedral rises iconically from a bed of what, in the absence of other sources, 

must surely be spiritually imperial mists. The presence of St Paul’s Cathedral in the 

image ensures that, as well being the financial, political and geographical heart of 

empire, London was also the spiritual heart, the ‘true’ centre of imperial power. The 

nineteenth-century artist who wanted to invoke any aspect of the imperial power of 

London would have found it hard to resist including St Paul’s in their work,161 for as 

Sidney Dark commented later in 1924, ‘St Paul’s suggests the comprehensiveness of an 

empire’.162

In William Logsdail’s St Paul’s and Ludgate Hill, (1887) (fig. 3.33), St Paul’s is the 

central background to the compositional and ideological reading of London as the heart 

 

                                                             
159 Andrew Saint, ‘The Reputation of St Paul’s’, in Derek Keene, Arthur Burns and Andrew Saint (eds), 
St Paul’s: The Cathedral Church of London 604-2004, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 
2004, p. 459. 
160‘Happy and glorious, long to reign over us, God Save the Queen!’, Illustrated London News, vol. 110, 
no. 3036, 26 June 1897, Jubilee Edition (Special Number), p. 871. 
161 There are other examples apart from paintings examined in this chapter. For example, Benjamin 
West’s, Thaddeus Kosiusko, (1797) and Henry Wallis’, Death of Chatterton, (1856) both depict a mist-
enshrouded St Paul’s through a window open to empire in their romantic tributes to fallen heroes. 
Atkinson Grimshaw’s foggy, Nightfall Down the Thames (1880), portrays the ships of empire at rest and 
watched over by a dreamy, wraith-like St Paul’s. In 1872 Nicholas Chevalier painted the royal family on 
their way to a thanksgiving service for the recovery of the Prince of Wales at suitably misty St Paul’s.   
162 Sidney Dark, London, MacMillan and Co., London, 1924, p. 96. 
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of a powerful empire. The hazy, phantasmagoric icon of the British Empire resonates 

with imperial history and power, indeed with imperial comprehensiveness. The misty 

cathedral is presented as the spiritual anchor in the background of London’s intense, 

busy, modern Ludgate Hill.  But, despite the centuries-present St Paul’s, the site of 

Ludgate Hill and the view down Fleet Street did not become very popular with artists of 

nineteenth-century London until after the Ludgate Viaduct for steam trains was 

constructed there in the late 1860s. The compositional and symbolic significance of the 

new, often steam-enshrouded, elevated viaduct in an otherwise St Paul’s-dominated 

view, was seemingly not lost on a variety of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-

century artists who included the viaduct in their views of Ludgate Hill. 

Gustave Doré made one of his best-known engravings of this site, Ludgate Hill—A 

Block in the Street, (1872) (fig. 3.34), the purpose of which was to illustrate a chapter 

on the magnitude, concentration and energy of late-nineteenth-century working London, 

for the 1872 book, London: A Pilgrimage.163 While the viaduct and smoking train are 

only small aspects of Doré’s image (and like St Paul’s are not actually part of the title’s 

block in the street), they are significant modern inclusions in the conglomeration of 

layered chaos, which congests the London scene. About a decade later, A. H. 

Mackmurdo produced a more emotional, visual response to the same site in a dream-

like version of the view titled, Soul Strivings from Struggle into Calm (1883) (fig. 3.35). 

Mackmurdo’s image is notable for its arrangement of the exaggerated, phantasmic 

verticality of the spiritual axis of St Paul’s over the small but pivotal element of the 

dark, horizontal secular axis of the railway bridge, which, I argue, identifies Ludgate 

Hill as an imperial nexus of sacred and secular power.164

                                                             
163 Blanchard Jerrold, London, A Pilgrimage, [orig. date1872], illus. Gustave Doré, Dover Publications, 
New York, 1970, pp. 113–21. 

 In Mackmurdo’s image, the 

correspondence of the steam train’s rising plume of smoke with the whirlpool-like 

disturbance of the clouds directly over it (which may be pierced by the pinnacle of St 

Paul’s at any moment) only increases the sense of a site of intersection between the 

man-made forces below and spiritual forces above. O’Connor, whose other spiritual 

railway painting of St Pancras Station was discussed at the start of this chapter, also 

painted Ludgate-Evening (fig. 3.36), in 1887 in what is a similar rendering of the site to 

Logsdail’s work. O’Connor, however, chooses a slightly lower viewpoint which 

produces a calmer, visually more harmonious relationship between the bridge and the 

164 Used as the frontispiece to the book, Wren’s City Churches, 1883; Saint, ‘The Reputation of St 
Paul’s’, in Keene, Burns and Saint, p. 459. 
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church in what appears more as a ‘view’ than a ‘scene’. Jacques-Emile Blanche painted 

Ludgate Circus: Entrance to the City (November, Midday) (circa 1910) (fig. 3.37), in 

the first decade of the twentieth century. Julian Treuherz and Ian Kennedy explain that 

in Blanche’s work the, ‘significance of the view is underlined by Blanche’s choice of 

title, Ludgate Circus: Entrance to the City; at the turn of the century, London was 

regarded as the Heart of the Empire, and the City was its commercial powerhouse’.165 

Owing to the positioning and elevation of the viaduct, which allows for traffic to flow 

beneath, it could almost function as a sort of ceremonial gateway to the city, and to St 

Paul’s Cathedral. This gateway function is also apparent in Joseph Pennell’s illustration, 

Ludgate Hill (1924) (fig. 3.38). Around the same time as Blanche painted Ludgate 

Circus, Alvin Langdon Coburn photographed the same site under the title, St Paul’s 

from Ludgate Circus (circa 1905-09) (fig. 3.39), in which he ‘shows the train and its 

clouds of steam as an integral element of the city scene—in this case in London’.166 

Treuherz and Kennedy describe the train’s emissions in Coburn’s photograph as 

‘shifting clouds of smoke and steam, a manifestation of human energy transformed’, 

which shroud and only partly reveal St Paul’s behind.167

Clearly, the inclusion of the Ludgate railway viaduct replete with steaming trains is 

significant in each of these visions of London at the height of imperial power. I argue 

that in all the images, to varying degrees, the misty relationship between the cathedral 

and the train is the focus. Moreover, it frequently seems that while a hazy St Paul’s is 

often the larger inclusion compositionally and perhaps the first element to be 

comprehended by the viewer, it is the nearer compositional entity of the steaming train 

on the viaduct that ultimately draws the attention. According to writer and novelist 

Samuel Butler, working in 1882, the steam of the train is the key to the relationship 

between the cathedral and the train (and between religion and the railway) as it feeds the 

 Coburn presumably took the 

photograph from the viaduct itself, as only the steam and the top of the train’s funnel are 

visible in the lower foreground. While the viaduct is not in view its implied presence is 

strong and has a real immediacy. Though St Paul’s takes up a lot of Coburn’s 

composition it appears flat, inanimate and somewhat insubstantial by comparison to the 

train’s puffing steam and smoke.  

                                                             
165 Julian Treuherz and Ian Kennedy, ‘The Machine Age’, in Kennedy and Treuherz, p. 227. 
166 ibid., p. 225. 
167 ibid., p. 227. Other artists of the same era also tackle this view but space prohibits their discussion 
here. 
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mist of St Paul’s and so heightens the spiritual and imperial power of London 

generally.168

[a]dds greatly to the sense of size, and makes us doubly aware of the movement 

of life, the colossal circulation to which London owes so much of its 

impressiveness… Vast as is the world below the bridge, there is a vaster still on 

high, and when trains are passing, the steam from the engine will throw the 

dome of St Paul’s into clouds, and make it seem as though there was a 

commingling of earth and some far-off mysterious place in dreamland.

 Butler writes that the railway viaduct 

169

With these words Butler shows he has explicitly understood the site as a nexus of the 

secular and the sacred, and explains it through the symbolism of the train’s steam, 

which actively works to lubricate and draw together the connection between heaven and 

earth. In fact, in Butler’s vision (that is as directly observed by Butler rather than as 

interpreted by artists), the train’s steam works to enhance the spirituality of the scene. It 

is as if science is again thrown into its traditional role of supporting religious proofs, but 

by being itself also spiritual. Interestingly, it is not clear from Butler’s words if he 

includes the train in the earthly world below, the heavenly world above, or even on a 

plane of its own hovering somewhere between the two.  The railway’s symbolic status 

then is ambiguous, slippery enough to shift between two worlds of meaning, one 

grounded, physical and secular the other elevated, imagined and sacred. 

 

For many nineteenth-century Londoners the viaduct’s interruption of the view of St 

Paul’s had a brutal aesthetic effect and was sometimes seen as an embarrassment, a blot 

on the imperial magnificence of London. According to Walter Thornbury:  

Of all the eyesores of modern London, surely the most hideous is the Ludgate 

Hill Viaduct - that enormous flat iron that lies across the chest of Ludgate Hill 
                                                             
168 According to R. F. Rattray [Samuel Butler: A Chronicle and Introduction, Duckworth, London 
1935, p. 7.],  Samuel Butler (1835-1902) was believed by Bernard Shaw to be one of the greatest 
English writers of the second half of the nineteenth century. Butler’s greatest claim to fame is as the 
writer of  the novels, Erewhon (1872) and The Way of all Flesh (posthumously in 1903). Butler, who 
should have gone into the clergy after graduating from Cambridge, was assailed by the seemingly 
prevalent condition of Victorian religious doubt, and instead emigrated to New Zealand where he 
remained for five years working as a sheep farmer.  After returning to London, Butler published 
Erewhon anonymously, only later becoming well-known for his satirical, dystopian literature. As 
part of his interest in the bigger questions surrounding life, evolution, faith and society, Butler 
developed an interest in the evolution of machines and technology, and early in his career, while 
still in New Zealand, wrote a letter to the newspapers, entitled, Darwin among the Machines (1863), 
part of which was later included in a chapter of Erewhon. It is clear from Butler’s writing and 
interests that his views on the railway were well-considered, carefully developed and highly 
contemporary; ibid, passim.     
169 Samuel Butler, ‘The View Down Fleet Street’, in Jennings, p. 343. 
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like a bar of metal on the breast of a wretch in a torture-chamber... The railway 

bridge lies flat across the street, only eighteen feet above the roadway, and is a 

miracle of clumsy and stubborn ugliness, entirely spoiling the approach to one 

of the finest buildings in London... a combination that only the unsettled and 

imitative art of the ruthless nineteenth century could have put together. Think 

what the Egyptians in the times of the Pharaohs did with granite! and [sic] 

observe what we English men of the present day do with iron.170

More recently, Simmons qualifies his basic agreement with Thornbury by suggesting 

that to society generally ‘[t]hat bridge was an eye-sore, but artists loved the smoke that 

the engines puffed out as they crossed it’.

    

171

An interesting development of the idea of a sacred vertical axis intersecting with a 

grounded, earthly, horizontal axis occurs in Logsdail’s painting. Significantly, in his 

image the railway and tracks are not fastened firmly into the earth. Instead, they are 

elevated above the ground, ‘suspended’ by the viaduct within the vertical space usually 

reserved for the sacred. This is an urban evocation of the train bridges that miraculously 

spanned impossible valleys in wilder parts of the empire, such as the Britannia Bridge 

 What is ugly to some may well appeal to 

the visual artist, and I suggest that in various ways these misty images of St Paul’s and 

the Ludgate Viaduct address and even appease Thornbury’s attack on the viaduct’s 

aesthetics. In Logsdail’s painting though, the train’s steam and smoke and the generally 

misty atmosphere are more than just aesthetically interesting, or appeasing. While the 

permanent-looking, steady haze of St Paul’s Cathedral is a significant element of the 

work, so is the dynamic, steamy, white smoke dissipating into the air from the train on 

the viaduct. If the argument here is that mist was a religious symbol appropriated by the 

railway to increase its moral authority and power within the systems of empire, then, for 

the train’s mist to appear whiter, fresher and more dynamic than the cathedral’s grey, 

still haze implies a sort of coded, visual hierarchy of misty imperio-spiritualism. It can 

be argued that the modern railway, through the device of the viaduct that carries the 

productively steaming train, is challenging the traditional cathedral, jostling with it for 

symbolic authority within the familiar compositional axis of a material horizontal plane 

and a sacred vertical plane.  

                                                             
170 Walter Thornbury, Old and New London: A Narrative of its History, its People and its Places, vol. 1, 
[orig. date 1878], British History Online website, viewed 16/02/2011, <http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=45038>. Later in 1924 Dark comments, ‘If one were asked to find in 
London a striking proof of the soulless materialism that accompanied Victorian prosperity, one might 
well select the railway bridge across Lugate Hill,’; Dark, p. 93. 
171 Simmons, The Victorian Railway, p. 153. 



 
 

 
 

156 

discussed earlier. Enhanced by the upward-wafting of the train’s white steam, the 

elevated urban viaduct may well be another step up towards the railway’s imperio-

spiritual apotheosis. 

A final way in which Logsdail used mist symbolically rather than just aesthetically is as 

an aerial-perspective device for creating the illusion of spatial distance. By enshrouding 

St Paul’s in dirty, grey mist it looks fainter and so further away. This has the effect of 

appearing to detach the distant, sacred space of the cathedral from the nearer, and 

clearer, active human space of the city.172

The nineteenth-century railway is proposed here to be both spiritual and imperial. I have 

argued that the relationship between empire, religion and the railway can be seen in 

certain artistic representations of imperial London and Britain. Almost from the 

beginning of the Railway Age, images of the Victorian railway consciously and 

creatively appropriated religious symbolism to enhance its spirituality, a practice that 

was adapted and consolidated in the latter decades of the nineteenth century. In this 

spiritual capacity, the railway can be interpreted as an imperial idea and practice 

engaged in the real and imagined production of empire.  Mist, as mist, steam and 

smoke, was a symbol common to both imperial and spiritual meaning. I argue that it is 

precisely the insubstantial medium of such misty conditions that makes them so visually 

apt for mediating between the brute materialism and iron substance of the railway, and 

its spiritual aspirations. Through the symbolic appropriation of spiritual mist, the 

railway reformulated its hard, loud, uncompromising, man-made reality into a spiritual, 

 Indeed, the cathedral seems to glow in a space 

all of its own. Moreover, it seems to be existing in a time all of its own, the serene, grey 

haze enhancing the cathedral’s sense of history, when compared to the flurries of new 

white steam coming from the trains on the new viaduct. But, while such inclusion of a 

misty St Paul’s in the background of the painting recognises and even honours its 

traditional spiritual and imperial power, I contend its currency is challenged by the new 

spiritual and imperial power of steam that billows actively and accessibly in the front of 

the picture. The effect of all this is to reveal the Imperial City as mutable, competitive, 

strategic, and complex. Such an arena can be understood as both a source and a 

consequence of an imperial ideal and practice that can appropriate and even embrace 

symbols and notions of spirituality within the realms of the secular. 

                                                             
172 A similar painterly strategy of using mist to layer imperial elements of the scene is used by Frederic 
Marlett Bell-Smith in his, The Heart of the Empire (1909) (fig. 1.20). In Bell-Smith’s case, I suggest the 
detachment has more of a temporal basis, rather than a wholly spatial one, and is discussed in chapter one. 
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manifestation of divine providence, and so transcended its dirty, earthly bounds, and 

became imperially glorious. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The smoke-fed fog of industrial London, and the imperial aesthetic 

 

In this chapter, I will argue that in certain nineteenth-century imperial artistic 

representations of London, the smoke-fed London fog is recognisable as a symbol of the 

manufacturing and factory-centred industrial power and supremacy of empire. I argue 

that the industrially augmented fog depicted in such images works firstly as a highly 

visible marker of the industrial practice of the empire, and, secondly, as a sign of the 

idea of empire generally. I also argue here that such industrial, smoke-intensified dirty 

fog can symbolise the beauty and spectacle of empire as part of an imperial aesthetic 

ideal. These arguments will be demonstrated through an exploration of selected 

nineteenth-century art that positions smoky, foggy London as the industrial powerhouse 

of empire.  

 

Dirt, greatness, and beauty 

By the middle of the 1800s, Britain was widely known as ‘the workshop of the world’1 

and, while cities such as Manchester and Sheffield were fast developing as great centres 

of imperial industry, London remained the largest industrial city in the empire, even in 

the world, for much of the nineteenth century.2

Britain’s populous regional industrial cities paled beside London. Although not 

given over to any one specific industry, London prospered on a huge variety of 

small enterprises. In terms of its unprecedented, accelerating concentration of 

people—it had over one million inhabitants in 1801 and nearly twice as many 

by 1831—its commercial dominance, its immense and varied collection of 

manufacturers, and its ever-present pollution, London was the greatest 

metropolis of the Industrial Revolution.

 In fact, according to William S. Rodner:  

3

The Industrial Revolution’s first major impact on London occurred in 1802 with the 

building of the new docks. This was followed by a flourish of related industries and 

 

                                                             
1 ‘Trade and Industrialisation 1750-1900’, Museum of London website, 2006, viewed 12/05/10, 
<http://www.museumoflondon.org.uk>. . 
2 ibid. 
3 William S. Rodner, J. M. W. Turner: Romantic Painter of the Industrial Revolution, University of 
California Press, Berkeley and London, 1997, p. 122. 
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trades. 4

Manufacturing was London’s largest employment sector during the nineteenth 

century. Some 630, 000 Londoners, or nearly one in three (30 percent) workers 

living in the County of London in 1901, made things in factories, workshops or 

at home...The proportion in manufacturing seems to have been largely constant 

across the century...Throughout the century but especially towards its close 

giant factories were a feature of London’s working life.

  From this beginning, London’s industry developed into a practice based on the 

manufacturing and fabrication of goods and materials, as well as various dockside 

industries such as machining, fabrication, and engineering:  

5

In its industrial practice then, London was truly the centre of the empire. The colonies 

and territories on the periphery of empire could send their raw materials in to London 

where they were fabricated and manufactured into myriad goods and materials. Some of 

the finished goods and materials supplied the domestic market in London, but equally 

some of it was sent back out towards the extremities of empire, even beyond, in support 

of the expansive imperial mission. Alongside ‘demographic…religious, military or 

bureaucratic’

 

6

While parts of London’s industry were hidden behind sweatshop doors, or even inside 

the single-rooms of family enterprises, much of it was clearly visible, identified by its 

modern utilitarian architecture and copious smoky exhausts. At the turn-of-the-century, 

George Warrington Steevens portrayed London’s industry thus:  

 agencies, smoky industry and goods manufacturing were core practices 

of empire and imperial expansion. Moreover, I argue that the practice of industry and 

manufactory can stand for empire generally, and for imperial London in particular.  

[A] city of forges and engines and chimneys...On either side [of the Thames], in 

winding reaches behind you, low parallels opposite you, dwindling but endless 

perspective before you, toil the industries of London. Varnish-works, colour-

works, chain-works, chemical works [sic], rope-works, barge-builders, 

marmalade-factories – everything. Here is a mere open shed... opposite a 

building with serrated roof and squat chimney stacks... in front a dropsied 

gasometer... And everywhere tall chimneys—slim and stubby, plain and tricked, 

belching, belching black smoke to thicken the austere canopy overhead. All 

                                                             
4 Peter Whitfield, Cities of the World: A History in Maps, University of California Press, Berkeley, 2005, 
p. 107. 
5 Jerry White, London in the Nineteenth Century: A Human Awful Wonder of God, Vintage Books, 
London, 2008, pp. 172, 173. 
6 Andrew Thompson and Gary Magee, Empire and Globalisation: Networks of People, Goods and 
Capital in the British World, c. 1850-1914, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2010, p. 23. 
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along the river the blackening banks exude noisome stenches, twinkle with 

scarlet pin-points of fire, rattle and clang with the beat of iron on iron. Dirt in 

your nose and eyes, din in your ears, London closes down on you heavily, yet 

stirringly. Through this world of dirt, grim and unwearied, looms the greatness 

as well as the beauty of London.7

In this passage, Steevens does not baulk at listing and richly describing the extent of 

industrial dirtiness along this stretch of the Thames. This is because his ultimate aim is 

not to disapprove of such industry and its filthy effects on London. Instead, Steevens 

works the vision of the immensity, intensity and extremeness of London’s industrial dirt 

into an aesthetic understanding of London’s greatness and beauty. For Steevens then, 

dirt, greatness, and beauty were linked at the site of imperial London through the, 

‘belching, belching black smoke’,

  

8 in other words, through the aesthetics of the 

spectacle of the smoke-fed fog. This response to London’s filthy industry and air 

pollution was not Steevens’ alone, nor was it necessarily new. For example, much 

earlier, in 1852, Charles Dickens wrote of ‘[f]og up the river... fog down the river, 

where it rolls defiled among the tiers of shipping, and the waterside pollutions of a great 

(and dirty) city...’9

Spectacle and aesthetics are appropriate ways through which to engage with the arrival 

and progress of the Industrial Revolution in London, especially around the banks of the 

Thames. From the beginning of the nineteenth century, London’s river industries and 

the industrial south bank already had a strong presence and were well developed, and 

the enormous new docks rapidly augmented such industrial activity and growth. The 

observable growth of south London throughout the nineteenth century, with its 

industrial factories, chemical works, glass works, pottery and lime kilns, breweries, glue 

and blacking factories, tanneries, wool warehouses, soap, tallow, dye and vinegar 

manufacturers,

 in the opening paragraphs of Bleak House. It is a description that 

seems to presage Steevens’ own vision of the smoky spectacle of London.  

10 and so on, was ‘entirely driven by the need for industrial expansion 

and exploitation’.11

                                                             
7 George Warrington Steevens, ‘The Apotheosis of Dirt’, in Esther Singleton (ed.), London: Described by 
Great Writers, Dodd, Mead and Company, New York, 1902, pp. 100, 101. 

 While the numerous and noisy warehouses, factories and workshops 

filled the land, the sight, smell and touch of their malodorous, choking, sticky, thickly 

coloured airborne exhausts filled the atmosphere. As Peter Ackroyd comments, ‘it is 

8 ibid., p. 101. 
9 Charles Dickens, Bleak House, [orig. date 1852], Wordsworth Classics, Ware, 2001, p. 3. 
10 Peter Ackroyd, London: The Biography, Vintage, London, 2001, pp. 691–4. 
11 ibid., p. 693. 
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appropriate that the smell of industry itself should permeate the territory’12

Steevens’ portrayal of the dirty industrial atmosphere also mirrors the dark romance, 

and sometimes anthropomorphic behaviour, of fog similarly invoked by other writers of 

nineteenth-century imperial London. While Steevens’ dirty riverside industries ‘toil’, 

their smoky, man-made fogs are also, ‘belching, belching’ into the sky.

 of London’s 

industrial regions. And, as imperial London’s smoke-fed foggy atmosphere was a highly 

sensorial experience, and smell, touch and sound as well as sight all inform aesthetic 

response, it is apt that Steevens engages all the senses in his earlier description of 

smoky, foggy, turn-of-the-century industrial London.  

13 In the opening 

paragraphs of Bleak House, Dickens’s fog creeps and lies about, even, ‘cruelly pinching 

the toes and fingers’.14

 

 While the Bleak House fog initially hangs around the damp and 

polluted industrial river, its implied source, it is soon being depicted in non-industrial 

contexts as it escapes its waterside industrial bounds and infiltrates other sites. Like 

Steevens blackened industries and the smoky fog they produce overhead, the Bleak 

House fog also colonises the city. Both writers, then, use the personification of 

London’s smoke-fed fog to increase its dark and sinister potential but also to 

romantically heighten the sense of its abundant, mobile and encompassing power. In 

these important ways, such man-made fog can also represent various facets, from the 

mundane to the spectacular, of an empire built in no small part on an incomparable 

manufacturing industry. However, while assorted writers throughout the nineteenth 

century would regularly make comment on the dingy appearance and unpredictable 

character of the London fog, or perhaps use it as a plot device or even a protagonist 

character, some writers actually embraced and celebrated the aesthetics of London’s 

atmospheric dirt, seeing it as a sign of the city’s greatness and even its beauty. But, 

within the realm of painting, the ultimate court of aesthetics, the London fog did not 

fare well until the later decades.  

 

 

 

                                                             
12 ibid., pp. 693, 694. 
13 Steevens, ‘The Apotheosis of Dirt’, in Singleton , p. 101. 
14 Dickens, Bleak House, p. 3. 
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Aesthetic attitudes  

For most of the nineteenth century, London’s smoky industry was not generally 

regarded by established British painters as a suitable subject for serious landscape 

paintings, despite the fact that after the first decades London’s industry and its notorious 

atmosphere found its way into other cultural arenas such as literature, journalism, and 

politics.15 While writers such as Steevens, Dickens, Elizabeth Gaskell, H. G. Wells, 

George Gissing, and Arthur Conan Doyle responded in important ways to the smoke-

fed fogs and mist, Frances Spalding observes that ‘artists were noticeably less willing 

than novelists to come to terms with the effects of industrialisation’.16 Rodner, too, 

claims that ‘[c]ommentaries on London’s fog-pollution pervade the writings about the 

city from the first half of the nineteenth century, yet there were few significant parallels 

in the visual arts aside from The Thames above Waterloo Bridge’,17 by Joseph Mallord 

William Turner. In the first half of the century, and arguably even for the twenty years 

after his death in 1851, Turner seems to have been the only high art British painter or 

academician to have taken a serious interest in the industrial aspect of smoke-ridden 

London.18

Denis E. Cosgrove notes the continued general British disinclination towards industrial 

subjects during the latter decades of the century too, asserting that, ‘[i]t is a measure of 

how far removed they were from the realities of their supposed subject matter that late 

Victorian representational landscape painters offered little evidence... of industrial 

 Two of Turner’s works, London from Greenwich Park (exh. 1809) (fig. 4.1), 

and the later The Thames above Waterloo Bridge (circa 1830–35) (fig. 4.2), both of 

which will be examined more closely later in this chapter, demonstrate in different ways 

Turner’s engagement with the painted representation and the artistic aestheticisation of 

industrially polluted London.  

                                                             
15 Patrizia Lombardo contends that while it may be true that, ‘English literary tradition is strongly anti-
urban’ in the first decades of the 1800s, the situation quickly changes after that; Patrizia Lombardo, 
Cities, Words and Images: From Poe to Scorsese, Palgrave MacMillan, New York, 2003,  p. 69. Also, 
writers such as Charles Dickens, George Gissing, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Elizabeth Gaskell all 
made use of smoky city atmospheres. The Graphic, the Illustrated London News and Punch had regular 
stories on London’s air. It was also the subject of political debate, often in relation to health issues or poor 
reform, which ebbed and flowed, in print and in parliament, throughout the century. 
16 Frances Spalding, ‘Changing Nature: British Landscape Painting’, in Landscape in Britain 1850-1950, 
Arts Council, London, 1983, p. 10. 
17 Rodner, p. 124. 
18 Of course, images of London’s industry and its smoky effects had been available before Turner and 
even until the 1870s, but such pictures were cheaply produced by ‘popular illustrators’ and print-makers, 
or ‘provincial artists’ for the ‘utilitarian tastes of a local clientele,’ and not by important and serious 
painters of the academy who, while they may have ‘inserted steam-driven objects into their works,’ did 
not do it, ‘on the scale of Turner or with the confidence he demonstrated.’; ibid. 
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production in their works’.19 Throughout the nineteenth century, the British artists who 

did paint the urban environment often left out the smoke-fed fog and the factories that 

created it, instead producing images which celebrated other imperial features of the 

city.20

revealed generally clear vistas, sparkling facades, and informative detail; these 

works almost uniformly omitted significant references to recent mechanisation 

and the characteristic industrial and domestic fogs that plagued the 

metropolis…[in an] environmental cleansing of visual reality.

 Such images, which leaned towards an aesthetic of light, clarity, purity and 

radiance in their celebration of the imperial metropolis, 

21

The dark and dirty obfuscating smoke-fed London fog seemed to have no place then in 

such sparklingly clear, detailed, intricate paintings of the urban landscape by British 

artists. Right up until the twentieth century, British landscape artists resisted the London 

fog and industrial London as a subject even though foreign artists (including some 

important ones) were taking an aesthetic and symbolic interest. For example, Scotsman, 

John Anderson painted the atmospherically clear, detailed evening view of the powerful 

site of Westminster Bridge, the Houses of Parliament and Westminster Abbey seen from 

the River (fig. 4.3) in 1872.

 

22 Significantly, this was the same year that Frenchman, 

Gustave Doré produced his rather smoky, Houses of Parliament, by Night, (1872) (fig. 

4.4), and that American, James Abbott McNeill Whistler painted his darkly misty, 

Nocturne: Grey and Gold – Westminster Bridge, (1871-2) (fig. 4.5), and was only one 

year after Frenchman, Claude Monet produced the foggy, The Thames below 

Westminster (1871) (fig. 4.6). Such a resolute display of foggy representations of very 

similar London sites by a selection of foreign artists makes Anderson, as a British 

landscape painter, seem out of touch with his own capital city.23

                                                             
19 Denis E. Cosgrove, Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape, University of Wisconsin Press, 
Madison, 1998, p. 256. It should also be noted here that there are quite a few eighteenth-century 
representations of factories, and industrial sites of production but they are not generally represented in 
their dirty, fog-belching forms. And, sometimes the industrial continence of such structures has 
architecture that conceals them as other things, as castles, for example.   

 While Anderson’s 

20 Rodner, p. 124. 
21 ibid. 
22 John Anderson (1835-1919) was a topographical/landscape painter born in Scotland, but who lived 
most of his student and  working life in England. Completing his training at the Department of Science 
and Art in South Kensington, Anderson went on to spend 43 years at the Coventry School of Art as 
Headmaster; Mireille Galinou and John Hayes, London in Paint: Oil Paintings in the Collection at the 
Museum of London, Museum of London, London, 1996, p. 539.  His long involvement in what could 
arguable be described as fairly ‘mainstream’ style of painting might explain his tight, Pre-Raphaelite-
realist style.    
23 Admittedly, Anderson was working from a recognised realist position which was itself informed by the 
preciseness of the Pre-Raphaelite painting technique which required, ‘excruciatingly accurate depiction of 
detail.’ Alison Byerly, Realism, Representation, and the Arts in Nineteenth-Century Literature, 
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painting is not of the industrial bank of the Thames, it does depict Westminster which, 

positioned directly across the Thames from Lambeth, the site of the most concentrated 

industrial activity in the nineteenth century, was heavily affected by airborne industrial 

pollution, as is implied by the works of the foreign artists just listed. Turner’s 1830s 

work, The Thames above Waterloo Bridge (fig.4.2) soon to be examined, is probably 

the quintessential painting of the supremely smoky site of Westminster and Lambeth, 

and it can be assumed that the smoky effect of  Lambeth’s ever-growing industry 

depicted by Turner had only increased by the time of Anderson’s painting. In fact, 

during the latter half of the nineteenth century, the fog was such a nuisance in the part of 

London depicted in Anderson’s work that it sometimes even interfered with the running 

of Parliament (figs. 4.7, 4.8),24 by disrupting traffic and activity around Westminster 

and even getting inside the buildings during particularly bad days. Although the 

industrially-enhanced London fog was not impenetrably thick every day, its frequency 

and opacity generally increased over the course of the nineteenth century.25 Its 

presence—real and imagined—expanded over the decades until, by the end of the 

nineteenth century, it seemed ‘almost everybody in London was discussing the fogs’.26

However, despite its strong cultural and physical presence, it seems the fog was just not 

aesthetically acceptable to British painters. Perhaps the dark, gloomy, obfuscating fog 

simply got in the way of a good view. Indeed, the thick fog around Westminster would 

have obscured Anderson’s clear, detailed rendering of the impressively intricate 

architecture of a magnificent London, and may be why this painting is set at night time 

when all the factories are closed and their chimneys lie dormant. That industrial smoke 

was not valued by Anderson can also be assumed from the fact that, while steamboats 

had been plying their trade on the Thames since the early decades of the century, only 

one out of the nine or more boats depicted in this painting appears to be a steamer, and 

 

By the turn of the century, the London fog was commonly understood as a defining 

characteristic of nineteenth-century London. 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1997,  p. 193.  However, this prescriptive form of realisim had 
been abandoned by many painters by the 1870s. 

 
24 ‘Our Opening Day’, in Punch, vol. 78, 14 February 1880, p. 62; ‘The Parliamentary Meet in a 
November Fog’, in Punch, vol. 99, 29 November 1890, p. 262. 
25 Evidence suggests that it was very foggy for 51 days (+/– 15 days) in 1872. The figure would increase 
to 74 days (+/– 11 days) by the late 1880s; Peter Brimblecombe, The Big Smoke: A History of Air 
Pollution in London since Medieval Times, Routledge, London and New York, 1987, pp. 111, 114. 
26 Brimblecombe, p. 111. 
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even then its exhaust is barely discernable. The rest of the river craft in Anderson’s 

painting are either rowboats or sailing boats, which, along with a clear atmosphere, are 

common elements of the picturesque, which, as well as identifying the view as being 

worthy of looking at, also nostalgically invoke an earlier, pre-industrial London.  

Ultimately, I argue that Anderson’s work is a consciously fog-free celebration of 

magnificent London, communicated through an eighteenth-century inspired aesthetic of 

beauty and spectacle, which cannot encompass the dirty, obfuscating London fog even 

as a symbol of London’s greatness and power. Anderson, as a British Landscape artist, 

was not alone in employing this picturesque-engendered aesthetic of visual radiance. 

Cheyne Walk in Chelsea, by Moonlight (circa 1850) (fig. 4.9), and Trafalgar Square by 

Moonlight (1861–7) (fig. 4.10), both by Henry Pether, and both evening paintings, also 

sparkle with Canaletto-like moon-lit clarity, all the better to see the innumerable 

architectural elements of the scenes and the beauty of London. Similarly, Francis L. M. 

Forster’s large oil painting The Regent Street Quadrant at Night (circa 1897–8) (fig. 

4.11), of John Nash’s splendid street shows no signs of polluted, foggy air, presumably 

to facilitate the detailed cataloguing of the sophisticated, modern scene, which includes, 

‘the street’s artificial lighting...late Victorian Omnibuses... hansom cabs... [and] the 

early telegraph poles on the roof’.27

While it was not universally true of British painters for the duration of the nineteenth 

century, the inclination of many serious British landscape painters to leave out the 

London fog

   

28 and instead to accurately render the city with such visual acuity is so 

marked that in the early twentieth century Monet, a later champion of the London fog 

asked, ‘How could the nineteenth-century English painters render houses brick by 

brick? They had to paint bricks which they couldn’t and didn’t see!’29

 

 Here, I suggest 

that Monet is commenting more on such painters’ aesthetic rejection of the unique 

London fog as a major consideration in the representation of a great city, than in the 

way fog concealed the view of architecture. 

 
                                                             
27 Galinou, p. 281.  
28 The same aversion to industrial fog does not necessarily occur in the lower arts in country areas and 
outlying towns which, in contrast to the high art establishment, sometimes proudly depicted the arrival 
and success of local industry as evidence of economic viability and progress. 
29 Claude Monet, cited in René Gimpel, The Diary of an Art Dealer, trans. John Rosenberg, Hodder and 
Stoughton, London, 1966, p. 73.  
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John Ruskin, and filth 

In the early stages of the nineteenth century, British landscape painting was still 

stylistically bound by the aesthetic requirements of the previous century. So too was its 

subject matter, which often nostalgically recalled Britain’s agrarian past.30 The modern, 

industrial landscape of London did not fit the picturesque schema that the nineteenth-

century British landscape painter and the art market had inherited and become 

accustomed to. In addition, the influential Victorian art critic, John Ruskin had a strong 

philosophical and aesthetic dislike of wholesale dirty, utilitarian industry and its filthy 

exhausts.31 Ruskin’s negative view of industry became more extreme as time passed. 

Ultimately, Ruskin saw filthy industry and its air pollution as a result of, and mirror to, 

the moral decay of British civilisation. In his 1884 lectures entitled, The Storm Cloud of 

the Nineteenth Century,32 Ruskin attacks what he variously describes as, ‘the plague-

cloud’,33 ‘the sulphurous chimney-pot vomit of blackguardly cloud’,34 and ‘dense 

manufacturing mist’,35 which regularly descended over London and other industrial 

areas and even, to Ruskin’s horror, sometimes the pristine countryside. Ruskin believed 

that the industrially-polluted air was complicit in the immorality of the industrially-

spawned society that produced it. He claims the plague-cloud’s qualities of 

malignancy,36 ‘bitterness and malice’37 symbolised the ‘moral gloom’38

Such industry as caused Ruskin’s plague-cloud was felt, not just by Ruskin, to be 

particularly objectionable when it advanced into the countryside as, ‘[s]team-driven 

industry’s large-scale, regimented structures, built for a single purpose, were disruptive 

and intrusive to the picturesque temperament’.

 of England and 

her population. 

39

                                                             
30 Paintings of Perth and the Swan River Colony discussed in chapter one are also examples of this, 
although interestingly they are also paintings of a modern imperial present. 

 The perceived purity of the countryside 

was imagined by many to be under threat from the dirty industrial progress. Ruskin, in 

31 Although, in volume 5 of Modern Painters Ruskin appears to excuse, even accommodate, Joseph 
Mallord William Turner’s affection for dirt and fog; John Ruskin, Modern Painters, vol. 5, [orig. date 
1869], George Routledge and Sons, London, circa 1888, pp. 288–301. 
32 Lecture one, from which these quotes are taken, was delivered at the London Institute on 4 February 
1884. 
33 John Ruskin, The Storm Cloud of the Nineteenth Century, in E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn 
(eds), The Works of John Ruskin, vol. 34, George Allen, London, 1908, p. 9. 
34 ibid., p. 38. 
35 ibid., p. 37. 
36 ibid., p. 34. 
37 ibid. 
38 ibid., p. 40.  
39 Rodner, p. 9. 
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particular, worried that industry would impinge on Brantwood, his country house, 

declaring in the 1883 re-arrangement of Modern Painters, vol. 2: 

From my dining room, I am happy in the view of the reach of Coniston Water, 

not because it is particularly beautiful, but because it is entirely pastoral and 

pure. Were a single point of chimney of the Barrow ironworks to show itself 

over the green ridge of the hill, I should never care to look at it more.40

Ruskin wanted paintings to embody a ‘truth to nature’,

 

41

In London the smoke is found to blight or destroy all vegetation… Other 

phenomena are produced by its union with fogs, rendering them nearly opaque, 

and shutting out the light of the sun; it blackens the mud on the streets by its 

deposits of tar while the unctuous mixture renders the foot-pavement slippery; 

and it produces a solemn gloom when ever [sic] a sudden change of wind 

returns over the town the volume that was previously on its passage into the 

countryside.

 which invoked meanings of 

purity and virtue, a doctrine which could not encompass the filthy modern city with its 

smoke-spewing industry. Ruskin’s authoritative attitude only encouraged the prevailing 

British feeling that the industrial city was not a suitable subject to be celebrated in 

landscape painting.  In London itself, the smoking factory chimneys, forges and 

furnaces only added to the already dirty, foggy, chaotic scene: 

42

Throughout the century, imperial Britain’s industrial smoke was regularly described in 

such anti-aesthetic terms, from the popular belief at the very beginning of the 1800s

 

43 

that William Blake’s ‘dark Satanic mills’44

                                                             
40 John Ruskin, Modern Painters, vol. 2, [orig. date 1883], re-arranged edn., George Allen, London, 1906, 
p. xiii. 

 symbolised the dirty, smoky factories which 

41 This is an idea which was embedded in William Wordsworth’s semi-autobiograhical poem published 
after his death in 1850. Ruskin was greatly affected by Wordsworth’s ideas and his poetry.  
42 Sir Richard Phillips, A Morning’s Walk from London to Kew, J. Adlard, London, 1817, pp. 131, 132. 
43 According to David V. Erdman, these smoking mills produced ‘dark metal, iron and steel, for diabolic 
purposes’ such as the empire’s aggressive and militaristic expansion during the eighteenth century and 
just after; David V. Erdman, Blake: Prophet Against Empire, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1977, 
p. 396. 
44 William Blake, ‘Jerusalem’ excerpt, [orig. date 1804], in Stanley B. Greenfield and A. Kingsley 
Weatherhead (eds), The Poem: An Anthology, 2nd edn., Appleton Century Crofts, New York, 1972, p. 
176. There is current conjecture about whether or not Blake was referring to factories with this phrase. 
Indeed, in 2007, Dr N. T. Wright, the Bishop of Durham, stated that the, ‘“dark satanic mills” were not, 
after all, as some imagine, the cotton-mills and steel-mills of the new, noisy and smoky industrial 
revolution. They were the great churches, like Westminster Abbey and St Paul’s Cathedral, which Blake 
saw as being hopelessly in thrall to the follies of the world’,; Dr N. T. Wright, Bishop of Durham, ‘Where 
shall Wisdom be Found?, homily at Cathedral Church of Christ, Blessed Mary the Virgin and St Cuthbert 
of Durham, Durham, Saturday 23 June 2007, paragraph 2. If this is the case then the phrase brings the 
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blighted ‘England’s green and pleasant land’,45 through to the ‘dense yellow fog... the 

greasy, heavy brown swirl’,46 which made for the, ‘drab existence’47

General anti-aesthetic perceptions of manufacturing industry and its attendant smoke, 

the lack of a suitable landscape-painting schema within which it could be 

accommodated, Ruskin’s authoritative condemnation of the signs of industry as dirty 

and immoral, and the confident rise of the new, ‘assured urban middle-class market... 

[which] had no desire for the traditional landscape way of seeing to be challenged either 

technically or in content’,

 of Sherlock 

Holmes in Doyle’s turn-of-the-century stories.  

48 may all have fuelled the established British landscape 

artists’ inclination to ignore the recent, industrialized, modern, urban landscapes. 

Generally speaking, serious nineteenth-century British landscape painters did not paint 

London’s smoke-fed fog, especially as an acknowledgement of its industrial source or 

as a symbol of British imperial greatness or beauty, even as this would begin to change 

in the early twentieth century. For most of the nineteenth century, then, Turner was 

virtually alone in his pursuit.49

 

 

Turner, and the imperial sublime 

Turner, arguably the greatest British painter of all time, was prepared to consider the 

industrial smoke-ridden city of London as a legitimate subject for landscape painting, 

even though, according to Maxine Berg, he lamentably remained ‘the only artist of his 

time to depict urban modernity as fine art’.50

                                                                                                                                                                                   
church itself into stark relief as a dark, oppressive force, or an institution which was itself governed by the 
demands of empire.  

 One of the drivers for Turner’s life-long 

interest in London was surely his understanding of other empires and imperial cities that 

he had developed through his extensive historical knowledge, his own experience, and 

45 Blake, ‘Jerusalem’ excerpt, in Greenfield and Kingsley, p. 176. 
46 Arthur Conan Doyle, ‘The Adventure of the Bruce-Partington Plans’, [orig. date 1908], in George 
Stade (ed.), The Complete Sherlock Holmes, vol. 2, Barnes and Noble Classics, New York, 2003, p. 412. 
47 ibid. 
48 Cosgrove, p. 256. 
49 While it could be argued that the Camden Town painters (1911-1914) painted realist depictions of the 
dirt of early twentieth-century London, they did not generally paint the fog. If fog did occasionally appear 
in their works, I argue that it certainly did not represent empire. Mireille Galinou and John Hayes claim 
that ‘The Camden Town painters did not see the fog…or if they did, they did not paint it, and their vision 
of London was opposed to that of the ‘atmospheric’ painters.’ London in Paint: Oil Paintings in the 
Collection at the Museum of London, Museum of London, London, 1996, p. 343.  
50 Maxine Berg, ‘Representations of Early Industrial Towns: Turner and his Contemporaries’, in Michael 
Rosenthal, Christiana Payne and Scott Wilcox (eds), Prospects for the Nation: Recent Essays in British 
Landscape, 1750-1880, Yale University Press, Newhaven and London, 1997, p. 129. 
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his painting influences.  As someone steeped in eighteenth-century learning, Turner had 

a far more classical conception of empire than most of his less learned contemporaries, 

and this was augmented by actual experience.51 ‘Having witnessed the spectacle of 

Napoleon’s dominions growing and collapsing within a generation, Turner seems to 

have become convinced that all empires and civilisations followed a pattern of rise and 

fall’,52 and his belief, which was not uncommon during his lifetime, was that ‘another 

nation [presumably Britain] would eventually enjoy the cultural pre-eminence once 

associated with Italy’.53 Turner’s fascination with Italy, ancient Rome and the notion of 

empire was manifest in many of his works throughout his life. Such subjects inform 

paintings like Snow Storm: Hannibal and his Army Crossing the Alps (1812), Dido 

Building Carthage: or the Rise of the Carthaginian Empire (1815), and The Decline of 

the Carthaginian Empire (1817), all of which are, ‘concerned with the rise and fall of 

Carthage and its rivalry with the Roman Republic’.54 They were also stimulated by 

notions of empire, and had their conceptual, ‘origins in the rise of Napoleon and the war 

between France and England’.55

Italy also entered his consciousness in another… important way, through his 

study of the work of Claude Lorraine… Claude’s paintings depicted Italy—

albeit an idealised Italy or, as Turner himself put it in 1811, one “made up of 

bits”. 

 When discussing the various influences on Turner’s 

painterly interest in Italy and Italian subjects, Cecilia Powell claims: 

56

In the first decade of the 1800s, Turner painted London from Greenwich Park (exh. 

1809) (fig. 4.1), a picturesque view of an area of the Thames, between the smoky, foggy 

city of London found on the horizon, and the smaller, clearer maritime town of 

Greenwich in the foreground. The capital city in the distance can be identified by the 

  

                                                             

51 With the youthful, formative part of his life spent well within the 1700s, Turner (1775-1851) was 
indeed suffused with many of the classical art and art historical lessons of the eighteenth century. 
According to Cecilia Powell [p. 1], as a boy Turner ‘had been studying and copying Italian scenes,’ made 
by earlier eighteenth century artists and in this way was exposed to classical imperial iconography early 
in his life. Turner went on to make a special study of the works of such painters as Claude Lorraine and J. 
R. Cozenz, both of whom painted real and imagined images of classical Rome. As well, in 1819 and 
again in 1828 Turner travelled to Rome himself to extensively sketch, draw and paint what Powell often 
describes in imperial terms as the grandeur and the magnificence of the city. Powell demonstrates that 
Turner immerses himself in the relevant classical literature and guidebooks, full of imperial narrative as 
they were, for this purpose. See: Turner in the South: Rome, Naples, Florence, Yale University Press, 
New Haven and London, 1987, passim. 
52 Barry Venning, Turner, Phaidon, London and New York, 2003, p. 139. 
53 ibid., p. 156. 
54 Powell, p. 7. 
55 ibid., p. 8. 
56 ibid., p. 3. 
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iconic dome of St Paul’s Cathedral, which penetrates London’s blanket of smoke-fed 

fog to the clear air above it.  ‘Between 1805 and 1810, Turner exhibited a series of 

about twenty oil paintings focussing on the river Thames’, and its surrounds.57 Of this 

series, London from Greenwich Park, is the only work ‘to depict contemporary London, 

suggesting that Turner could not at this date reconcile the thrusting modernity of his 

native city with a sensibility wedded to the established aesthetics of an earlier age’.58 

This, then, is an early attempt to paint the subject of burgeoning, industrial London by 

‘sneaking’ it into the eighteenth-century scheme of the picturesque, with the result that 

the work ultimately expresses, ‘the incompatibility of the city with the traditional 

landscape aesthetic’.59 Indeed, ‘[e]mploying a landscape mode to represent the 

cityscape, and so the spaces and values of a new urban economic order, was highly 

problematic’.60

In London from Greenwich Park, the viewer looks out through the clean air of 

Greenwich Park in the foreground towards a densely foggy London beyond. For several 

reasons, atmospherically clear Greenwich is a most suitable place from which to gaze 

upon what would later become known as the heart of the empire. First, as Sarah Monks 

claims, all orders of polite society (including its most vulnerable, such as women and 

children) could marvel at the  

 As such, it exists as an example of Turner’s pioneering role in 

challenging existing artistic conventions through his recognition of the practice of 

industry in imperial London as a worthy subject for fine landscape painting.  

metropolis from the safety of this rural estate-like landscape. The cityscape 

beyond, filtered by the connotations of social hierarchy and moral virtue 

allowed by the park’s rural character, was thus rescued from its own dangerous 

implications…61

In other words, the physically (and morally) dirty city could be enjoyed aesthetically as 

a spectacle through the mediation of history, social order, and physical, moral and 

symbolic distance.

  

62

                                                             
57 Ian Warrell, ‘Catalogue entry no. 3’, in Katharine Lochnan (ed.), Turner Whistler Monet, Tate 
Publishing in association with the Art Gallery of Ontario, London, 2005, p. 78. 

 Secondly, Greenwich was the point from which all imperial time 

and space was measured and interpreted. As such, the symbolism of atmospheric acuity 

58 ibid. 
59 Sarah Monks, ‘National Heterotopia: Greenwich as Spectacle, 1694–1869’, Rising East: The Journal of 
East London Studies, vol. 2, pt. 1, 1998, p. 162. 
60 ibid., pp. 161–162. 
61 ibid., pp. 162–3. 
62 ibid. 
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at this imperial site is significant, not least in its role of enhancing the legibility of 

empire.63

Empire, like the smoke-fed London fog, could be worryingly sublime. Within this 

predominantly picturesque work, it seems that Turner, who would later come to, ‘see 

sublimity in views over great industrial cities,’

 Thirdly, Greenwich was the home of Britain’s empire-exploring imperial 

navies. Finally, the compositional arrangement of concentrated London to spacious 

Greenwich, and by implication the rest of the empire, also highlights London’s 

industrial centrality to an expansive empire. The dense, smoking city of London exudes 

a sense of power, industriousness and expansion, which is emphasised by the park’s 

rural, clear-aired, even somewhat stagnant nature. This reveals the suitability of the 

industrially charged London fog as a symbol of the expansion of both city and empire.  

64 had even at this early stage in his 

career begun to address the anti-aesthetic problem of the monstrous, dirty industrial 

landscape of London through the mechanism of the artistic sublime. As Edmund Burke 

describes the sublime, ‘[w]hen danger or pain press too nearly, they are incapable of 

giving any delight, and are simply terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain 

modifications, they may be, and they are, delightful, as we everyday experience’.65

In writing about Turner’s attitudes to industrialisation, Rodner states that, ‘Turner came 

to welcome industrialism... He rendered utilitarian technology visually interesting and at 

the same time advanced some of its claims to inevitability, promise, progress and 

affluence’.

 To 

represent the smoke-belching, fog-billowing city at the centre of empire as the distant 

sublime buffered by the safer, closer picturesque of Greenwich reveals Turner’s 

growing interest in the aesthetic potential of London’s industrial pall as well as an 

appreciation of the importance of industry in the physical and visual production of 

imperial London. 

66

                                                             
63 The symbolic relationship between atmospheric clarity and science is discussed in an analysis of  John 
O’Connor’s painting of St Pancras Station in chapter three. 

 Rodner’s four declarations of industrialism can also describe aspects of 

empire, and are, I argue analogous. I suggest that this indicates a possible symbiotic 

relationship between the two. The parallel claims are, I believe, evident in Turner’s 

symbolic use of smoke in London from Greenwich Park. First, suggestive of the 

characteristic of imperial affluence, is the surfeit of industrial fog, which is abundantly 

64 Cosgrove, p. 232. 
65 Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful 
[orig. date 1757], in Adam Phillips (ed.), Edmund Burke: A Philosophical Enquiry, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, 1998, pp. 36, 37. 
66 Rodner, p. 2, my italics. 
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concentrated over the wealthy city at the heart of empire. Secondly, glimmering on the 

horizon just out of reach, actively smoking London appears as a bright, revelatory, 

prophetic vision in its suggestion of imperial promise. Thirdly, the assertion of imperial 

progress is embodied in the smoke, not only as a marker of production, but also in the 

way in which it builds, overwhelms, and then breaches the physical boundaries of 

London, the powerhouse of empire. Finally, inevitability is seen in the seemingly 

unstoppable expansion and growth of industry and empire, predicted by the exploration 

and colonisation of the surrounding air by the ubiquitous smoke of imperial industry.  

When first exhibited in 1809, London from Greenwich Park (exh. 1809), was 

accompanied by several lines of poetic verse about London penned by Turner himself, 

which read: 

Whose murky veil, aspiring to the skies, 
 
Obscures thy beauty, and thy form denies, 

Save where thy spires pierce the doubtful air, 

As gleams of hope amidst a world of care67

 
  

According to Tamsin Pickeral, these lines suggest that, ‘Turner was far from impressed 

with the pollution and industrial activity of the capital city’.68 This, however, seems a 

simplistic response, and does not take into account Turner’s acknowledged interest, and 

even pride, in Britain’s industry and machines.  In a more considered reaction to 

Turner’s ode, Ian Warrell proposes that while appearing to condemn the smoky skies of 

London, the poem was ‘possibly conceived chiefly to appeal to an audience... weaned 

on Augustan verse’.69 Thus, for Warrell, the lines represent more of a cultural 

convention of the times. However, the ode is significant even today as with it Turner 

focusses audience awareness on the relationship between London and its smoky fog. 

Moreover, it reveals the complexity of Turner’s artistic engagement with London’s 

‘murky… aspiring… doubtful air’,70 which is positioned in the poem as a counterpoint 

to and enhancer of ‘gleams of hope’,71 ‘beauty’,72 and ‘form’.73

                                                             
67 ‘Tate Collection: James Mallord William Turner, London from Greenwich Park’, Tate website, viewed 
14/05/10, < http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/turner-london-from-greenwich-park-n00483 >. 

 Turner uses terms such 

68 Tamsin Pickeral, Turner, Whistler, Monet, Flame Tree Publishing, London, 2005, p. 162. 
69 Warrell, ‘Catalogue entry no. 3’, in Lochnan, p. 78. 
70 ‘Tate Collection: James Mallord William Turner, London from Greenwich Park’, n.p. 
71 ibid. 
72 ibid. 
73 ibid. 



 
 

 
 

174 

as ‘murky veil’74 and ‘doubtful air’75 to describe the visual obliteration of the city, but 

the romantic tone of the rhyme betrays a certain regard for the power of the fog and an 

appreciation of its ability to transform. That the ‘murky veil’76

Ruskin, an influential advocate of Turner’s work, believed Turner’s attitudes to the 

pollution and fog of his native London were the result of a childhood spent roaming in 

the dirty streets near Covent Garden and the banks of the Thames. Looking back from 

1869, Ruskin argued that such an upbringing meant that Turner could:   

 is imagined to ‘aspire to 

the skies’ is not only a visualization of the smoke-fed fog’s powerful ubiquity but also 

an acknowledgement of its grand ambition.  

endure ugliness which no one else, of the same sensibility, would have born 

with for an instant... anything fishy and muddy... had a great attraction for him... 

and every possible condition of fog...You will find these tolerations and 

affections guiding or sustaining him to the last hour of his life; the notablest of 

all such endurances being that of dirt...Turner devoted picture after picture to 

the illustration of effects of dinginess, smoke, soot, dust, and dusty texture.77

The effect of intense childhood exposure to dirt and fog was also Ruskin’s explanation 

of why other great English painters, such as Thomas Gainsborough and Joshua 

Reynolds, both of whom were, ‘bred in country villages’, full of fresh, pure air, did not 

like to paint foggy London. 

 

78 While Ruskin’s argument seems sensible at first, if it is 

fully extrapolated, it would suggest that there should be many other landscape paintings 

of filthy London and its polluted air by the artists who had also experienced childhoods 

in the dirty city. Moreover, Turner’s apparent affinity with London fog was certainly 

not unconditional. His biographer and friend, Walter Thornbury, admits that in a letter 

to acquaintances, Turner, ‘alludes bewailingly to the November fog that stops his 

painting’.79

                                                             
74 ibid. 

 It seems that as an aesthetic device and visual symbol the fog was fine, but 

in its mundane, physical form it could hamper Turner’s activities just as much as 

anyone else’s. That Turner was in fact the only British artist to paint dirty, smoggy 

London so evocatively, spectacularly and for such an extensive and productive period of 

time, is perhaps explained as much by Turner’s unique genius than by Ruskin’s claims.  

75 ibid. 
76 ibid. 
77 ibid., p. 291. 
78 Ruskin, Modern Painters, vol. 5, p. 292. 
79 Walter Thornbury, The Life of J. M. W. Turner, R.A.: Founded on Letters and Papers Furnished by his 
Friends and Fellow-academicians, [orig. date 1862], Ward Lock Reprints, London, 1970, p. 332. 



 
 

 
 

175 

In stark contrast to the picturesque London from Greenwich Park, in which the viewer 

sees filthy London from a safe and detached distance, Turner’s The Thames above 

Waterloo Bridge (circa 1830–5) (fig. 4.2), painted around twenty years later, positions 

the viewer at the very centre of the smoking, foggy maelstrom of a sublime industrial 

London.  

This dynamic painting of industrial sublimity was never exhibited while Turner was 

alive, and it has seldom been on public display since, probably because of what appears 

to be its unfinished state.80  Of course, it is impossible to know what Turner’s intentions 

were for this ‘evidently unfinished’ work,81 but the fact that Turner did not discard his 

stylistically innovative painting of the industrial heart of 1830s London, even though he 

chose not to exhibit it, suggests that the Thames above Waterloo Bridge was important 

to him. As such, though the painting was not publicly known during Turner’s life time, 

it seems significant enough to be described as ‘[c]entral to Turner’s conception of 

modern London’.82

Rodner defends this claim by arguing that the work is:  

  

[a]n imaginative evocation of the new, early-nineteenth-century environment of 

all-consuming haze, it attests to Turner’s understanding of the nature of urban 

industrialism and his ability to communicate, through observation and 

imagination, the essential characteristics of industrial activity. The result 

bespeaks an artificial landscape of both apparent and submerged complexity, 

energy, and crowded humanity.83

Rodner’s words link the chaotic sense of energy and the impression of a simulated, 

shifting landscape with the all-consuming haze which is only enhanced by the lack of 

details and ‘finish’.  

 

                                                             
80 As very little is currently known about The Thames above Waterloo Bridge it is only possible to 
speculate on the status of its finish but, at 90.5 x 121.0 cm I suggest that the work is likely too large to 
have been intended as a sketch, although it has some stylistic similarities to the series of much smaller 
watercolour sketches of the burning of the Houses of Parliament painted by Turner around the same time 
in the early 1830s. If not a sketch, then the possibility of the work being unfinished is reinforced. The 
importance of ‘finish’ is evident in the practice of the Royal Academy’s ‘varnishing day’ in which artists 
could make the final touches and apply the sealing varnish to works already hung in preparation for the 
exhibition opening. There is a well-known oil painting of Turner himself at work on one of his own 
paintings on such a day, entitled, Turner on Varnishing Day, painted in 1846 by William Parrott, now 
hanging in Sheffield City Gallery.  
81 Rodner, p. 123. 
82 ibid., p. 3. 
83 ibid. 
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In addition, Rodner’s description reminds us of Turner’s explanation of Claude’s 

classical idealisation of Rome and Italy as here Turner’s London is also ’made up of 

bits’,84 idealised, mythologised and invoked through imagination as much as 

observation. I suggest the perceived association with Claude in this image of empire’s 

hazy industrial sublime is a valid one. Indeed, according to Powell, ‘[t]he influence of 

Claude…on Turner in the 1830s is beyond dispute.’85

In this mid-1830s attempt to paint the smoky, industrial cityscape Turner shows that his 

industrially sublime London no longer needed to be neutralised, buffered, or filtered by 

the distancing strategy of the picturesque. Here, Turner pushes the turbulent atmosphere 

of industrial London up closer to the viewer, placing them in the middle of the smoke, 

fog, and airborne filth. This strategy increases the awful and awesome sense of 

sublimity of the fog-bound industrial exhausts. The cityscape is so smothered in the 

thick, industrial vapours that the viewer must refer to the title of the work to identify the 

distant, architectural structure of Waterloo Bridge and confirm a north-easterly view 

down the river Thames between the areas of political Westminster on the left and 

industrial Lambeth on the right. However, despite the lack of such visual details as 

Anderson would have included in his landscape of Westminster for example, Turner’s 

dynamic work is easily recognisable as an industrial landscape of imperial power 

through the smoke, the Roman-imperial-esque architecture of the bridge, and other 

engineered, mechanised, and urbanised correspondences.  

 Certainly, in this work it is 

possible to see compositional and atmospheric parallels with Turner’s Claude-ian 

influenced paintings of a classical Italy, especially, for example, with his Southern 

Landscape with an Aqueduct and Waterfall (1828). 

The district on the left hand side of The Thames above Waterloo Bridge, invisible in the 

thick atmosphere, is Westminster. This is the site of imperial governance, and contains 

the Houses of Parliament and other Whitehall institutions such as Downing Street, 

Horse Guard’s Parade, the offices of the Admiralty and Army, Scotland Yard, and 

Westminster Abbey. On the right hand side of the painting, on the right bank of the 

Thames, is the industrial centre of Lambeth. Equally smoky and foggy, it is an area of 

nineteenth-century London arguably just as integral in its way to the progress and power 

of empire as Westminster. The argument for Lambeth as a site of imperial power is even 

more compelling if Lambeth’s historical significance as the official home of the 

                                                             
84 Turner, cited in Powell, p. 3. 
85 Powell, p. 177. 
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Archbishop of Canterbury, and so its centuries-long reign as an established site of 

religious power, is acknowledged alongside its potency as a central site of industry.86

By the time of Turner’s painting, the sights and smells of ‘timber yards, vinegar makers, 

dye manufactories and the makers of soap and tallow’

  

87 which had been operating in 

Lambeth since the eighteenth century, existed side-by-side with more recently arrived 

trades and industries, such as, Messrs. Maudslay, Sons and Field’s machine and marine 

engineering company. 88 Lambeth was also the location of the new Lambeth Lead 

Works’ shot tower, which contributed to the empire’s supply of both small and large 

shot. This nineteenth-century south bank landmark, built in 1826 by David Riddle 

Roper,89

In contrast to the generally dark and heavy treatment of the work, the pale, misty form 

of Waterloo Bridge hovers gently in the middle of the horizon.

 is the only identifiable architectural structure in the painting apart from 

Waterloo Bridge. Turner’s decision to feature a modern, industrial building in such a 

landscape of imperial power can be read as a willingness to acknowledge, even 

celebrate, industrial progress as worthy subject matter. The utilitarian silhouette of the 

shot tower looms enigmatically out of the surging bank of grey and white murkiness 

that is Lambeth. It challenges British landscape painting’s traditional architectural 

symbols of empire and stands in stark contrast to the usual image of St Paul’s Cathedral 

piercing the sky. It might also be confidently claimed that Turner’s hazy tower 

foreshadows Whistler’s campanile-like factory chimneys, and in so doing is another 

link to imperial Italy. The sky above the river scene is a mélange of brown and grey 

smoke, fog, steam and cloud as though the sky, too, was manufactured by imperial 

industry, a by-product of the factories which lie below.  

90

                                                             
86 Lambeth Palace, the official residence of the Archbishop of Canterbury, does not appear to be visible in 
Turner’s painting. 

 The tonal variations, 

placement of detail and treatment of the river, all lead the viewer’s eye towards the 

hazy, shimmering area around the bridge in the background, beyond which lies the City 

of London, the powerful square mile at the very heart of the empire. The contemporary 

viewer would have been aware that Temple, St Paul’s Cathedral, Mansion House, the 

Royal Exchange, the Bank of England, and the enormous docks were situated just 

87 Ackroyd, p. 691. 
88 Rodner, p. 127; White, p. 173. 
89 Rodner, p. 129. 
90 This bears a resemblance to effect of the sun setting through cloud in Sir Edmund Yeamans Walcott 
Henderson’s, Fremantle Harbour (1862) (fig. 4.12). Perhaps Henderson, whose painting forms part of the 
early representation of the port of the Swan River Colony, Western Australia,  had seen Turner’s painting 
before it was first publically exhibited in 1906.  
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beyond the gateway of Waterloo Bridge, and certain paintings of such iconic imperial 

sites have been discussed in earlier chapters. These places represent various other core 

practices of empire, such as religion, governance, expansion, colonisation, and finance. 

As such, they are fittingly symbolised by the foggy imperial haze that glows golden in 

the distance, behind the bridge.  However, in Turner’s image such imperial practices 

take a back seat to the practice of industry.  

In this painting, industry is Turner’s focus and he fills the scene with voluminous 

amounts of industrially created smoke, steam, and fog. Against the Westminster bank 

on the left of the image, ‘lies at least one steamer, with two dark funnel shafts shooting 

heavy, thick plumes of gray smoke…into the already murky air’.91 On the right of the 

painting where Lambeth lies, ‘bold patches of gray-white smoke and steam… race 

skyward and out to the centre of the canvas’ [sic].92 These differently sourced mists 

meet in the sky in a thick, almost tangible, mixture of technological mist,93 forming a 

‘bridge’ of vapours, which unites one side of the image with the other. This atmospheric 

bridge arches over the famous bridge of stone beneath, and also links both banks.94

If London from Greenwich Park, in which Turner swaddled distant, filthy, sublime 

London in the safe and ordered arms of the traditional picturesque, is seen as an 

embryonic attempt to assimilate the landscape of industrial London into the landscape 

painting schema of the early 1800s, then the later, sublime The Thames above Waterloo 

Bridge, can be understood as a more mature, confident, industrial landscape painting of 

the imperial city. By privileging London’s smoke-fed fogs, Turner successfully applied 

the artistic scheme of the sublime to the industrially-polluted built environment of 

nineteenth-century imperial London. The smoky atmosphere, which also includes mists 

of nature, such as swirling clouds, floods the image, much like ink dropped into clear 

water. The sheer quantity of mist, smoke and fog acts as a visual measure of the awe-

inspiring productivity and progress of the industrial practice of empire and symbolises 

the overwhelming capacity of empire and imperial practice generally.  

 By 

joining the left bank, the site of governance, to the right bank, the site of industry, I 

argue the two bridges represent an actual, pictorial and ideological synergy between the 

practice of industry and the practice of governance in this image of imperial power.  

                                                             
91 Rodner, p. 123. 
92 ibid. 
93 ibid. 
94 ibid. 
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That the impenetrable smoke-fed fogs of London were pictorially celebrated as a 

product, and then a sign, of empire is confirmed from an unlikely source. Ruskin, whose 

dislike of industry meant that he ‘turned a blind eye to Turner’s industrial subjects’,95 

insinuated that the smoggy gloom of late nineteenth-century London was indeed 

imperial by adapting a popular expression, versions of which have been discussed in 

earlier chapters, to claim ‘that the Empire of England, on which formerly the sun never 

set, has become one on which he never rises’.96

That Turner understood the industrial practice of nineteenth-century Britain contributed 

economically, politically, culturally, and symbolically towards the creation of the 

British Empire is at the heart of Rodner’s claim that ‘[m]any of Turner’s steam 

paintings identified industry with national greatness’.

 

97

 

 But, as interested as he was in 

extolling in paint the empire’s industrial greatness, with London as the centre of it, 

Turner did not inspire the next generation of great British painters to continue 

investigating the link between British imperial greatness and industry. This left a void in 

urban landscape painting in Britain, which would be filled by artists who were not 

restricted by the British landscape painters’ anti-industrial prejudices.    

Foreign artistic attitudes to the industrial city and its smoke-fed fog 

In his Salon review of 1859, the French art critic and commentator of modern life, 

Charles Baudelaire, stated that in painting, ‘there is a lack... of a genre which I can only 

call the landscape of great cities... [t]hose majestic accumulations of stone... those 

obelisks of industry, spewing forth conglomerations of smoke against the firmament’.98

                                                             
95 Katharine Lochnan, ‘Turner, Whistler, Monet: An Artistic Dialogue’, in Lochnan, p. 23. 

 

A general survey of nineteenth-century Western art verifies Baudelaire’s observation of 

the paucity of industrial city landscapes. Portraiture, historical and allegorical works, 

and rural landscapes predominated. Although by mid-century some French painters 

were interested in modernity and the city, their works tended to deal with the social and 

96 While here Ruskin was specifically suggesting that the physical gloom was a result of the moral gloom 
caused by Britain’s aggressive, sometimes war-driven expansion, the actual cause was the smoke-fed fogs 
of London’s industry, some of which was indeed part of the British war machine. Ruskin’s comment was 
an adjunct to the ditty which appeared in, ‘Occasional Notes’, Pall Mall Gazette, no. 5891, 23 January 
1884, n.p.; Ruskin, The Storm Cloud of the Nineteenth Century, in Cook and Wedderburn, p. 41. 
97 Rodner, p. 165. 
98 Charles Baudelaire, cited in Jonathon Mayne (ed.), Art in Paris 1845-1862: Salons and other 
Exhibitions Reviewed by Charles Baudelaire, [orig. date 1859], trans. Jonathon Mayne, Phaidon, Oxford, 
1981, p. 200. 
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cultural experiences of it. Signs of industry usually appeared in the background.99 

According to Charles Hemming, this ‘French Impressionism, although urban, was 

largely Parisian Impressionism, and Paris was not an industrial city. Yachts, parasols 

and cafes outnumbered factory chimneys by a hundred to one in their pictures’.100

Britain, the home of smoke-enshrouded London, where proud, imperial towns had been 

forged from industry alone, seems the ideal nation to take up Baudelaire’s challenge. 

However, for much of the century British landscape painting was predominantly 

concerned with the rural, being firstly ‘an account, then a memory of landscapes lost to 

the smokestack capitalism of the Industrial Revolution’.

 But, 

as is evident in Georges Seurat’s Bathers at Asnières (1884) (fig. 4.13), in which 

workers from the industrial factories pictured in the background of the work relax by the 

river that runs through the industrial suburb of Asnières, even though industry was only 

represented in the visual and subjective background, at least it was there. 

101 While there was a market for 

urban subjects in Britain and ‘urban genre pictures sold, urban landscape did not, and 

more than perhaps elsewhere painters deeply resented the steady destruction of a rural 

landscape which they saw as an aesthetic legacy’.102 British landscape painters therefore 

‘hardened their sight against the rising continental Impressionism’,103 which was 

beginning to chip away at the city and industry taboos of landscape painting, and 

‘pursued an anti-industrial celebration of the pastoral land’.104

By 1866 urban industry had overtaken agriculture as the prime occupation in the 

United States, and the same rising industrial group bought pictures as did so in 

Britain. New York’s slums were already as squalid as anything in Victorian 

England, so harvest scenes were popular’.

 Such practice can be 

found repeated in the painting of some other industrialised, Western countries. For 

example, in industrial Germany and the United States, escapist images of wild, untamed 

wilderness, or picturesque idylls, appeared. Of the situation in the U.S., Hemming 

quips: 

105

                                                             
99 Charles Hemming, British Landscape Painters: A History and a Gazetteer, Victor Gollancz, London, 
1989. 

  

100 ibid., p. 79. 
101 Berg, ‘Representations of Early Industrial Towns: Turner and His Contemporaries’, in Rosenthal, 
Payne and Wilcox (eds), p. 115.  
102 Hemming, p. 79. 
103 ibid. 
104 ibid. 
105 ibid. 



 
 

 
 

181 

In many places around the world, it seems that the more industrialised and dirty cities 

became, the more the urban, middle-class art market wanted paintings of the country. 

Hence, paintings of industry were not popular with either buyers or painters. In Britain, 

this was the context surrounding Ruskin’s thrust for paintings of God’s nature, and his 

equating of the filthy London air with the immorality, materialism, competition and 

ambition of the city.  

 

Whistler, and imperial aestheticism 

Against this existing background of British painters’ anti-industrial prejudices Whistler 

took Baudelaire’s reflection on the state of urban landscape painting to heart.106

The earliest of Whistler’s London works to take on the subject of the industrial city is 

the dock-side landscape, Wapping (1860-64) (fig. 4.14), begun in 1860 or possibly the 

year before when Whistler first arrived in London.

 As a 

cosmopolitan, expatriate American trained in France, the unconventional, idiosyncratic 

and often defiant Whistler was well placed to take on the challenge of painting the 

industrial cityscape of London. While exact reasons for Whistler’s affiliation with dirty, 

industrial London are not certain, his internationally educated artist’s eye, his New 

World lack of deference to the Old World systems of propriety and tradition, and the 

development of his art practice from realism to a new and original aestheticisim, helped 

him to see meaning and value in the smoking industrial landscapes of great cities such 

as nineteenth-century London. In short, Whistler came to imperial London as an 

‘outsider’ on almost every count. I suggest that it is this outsider status that allowed 

Whistler, of all painters examined so far, to create beauty out of dirt through the strategy 

of aesthetic detachment, as we shall see.  

107  At this early date, Whistler was 

still influenced by the French realist approach of Gustave Courbet.108

                                                             
106 Lochnan, ‘Turner, Whistler, Monet: An Artistic Dialogue’, in Lochnan, p. 18. 

 As a result, 

Whistler first painted what he saw around him, and Wapping, is notable for its realist 

inclusion of polluted air. The black emissions of smoke and steam from the steamship 

and industrial chimney in the background signal the generally filthy environment of 

London’s industrial docks. While Wapping is well known as an ‘unflinching portrayal 

107 Gordon Fleming, James Abbott McNeill Whistler: A Life, The Windrush Press, New York, 1991, p. 83. 
108 Donald M. Murray, ‘James and Whistler at the Grosvenor Gallery’, American Quarterly, vol. 4, no. 1, 
Spring 1952, p. 51. 
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of louche riverside mores’,109 in which a prostitute is depicted entertaining in a dockside 

tavern narrative, it is also one of the first paintings in which Whistler juxtaposes the 

river, the industrial landscape, and London’s characteristic air in order to create a 

particular aesthetic effect or mood.110 As such, it signals Whistler’s developing interest 

in the aesthetic qualities of the dirty industrial landscapes and smoky fogs of London, 

rather than in Courbet’s realism or even Ruskin’s moral implications. During the 1860s 

and 1870s, the mist, which engulfed the Thames, became ever more important to 

Whistler’s landscapes of London, eventually becoming the most valuable pictorial 

element of all enabling him to focus on the aesthetics of painting. According to John 

House, while Whistler’s Thames paintings ‘were not picturesque, with their factory 

chimneys and warehouses’,111 his mists ‘transformed them into scenes that were worth 

painting’112

Mist was a vital aspect of Whistler’s landscape painting practice in London and he 

loved to paint it. Such was his affinity with the smoke-fed London fog that William 

Rossetti was only one among several contemporary commentators to observe that ‘[t]he 

fogs, beauties and oddities of our river... bid fair to become Mr Whistler’s specialité’.

 (figs. 4.15, 4.16).  

113 

Whistler promoted himself in the same way. In a letter to his sister, written from a 

wintery Venice, he proclaimed, ‘I begin to rather wish myself back in my own lovely 

London fogs. They are lovely those fogs—And I am their painter!’114

Whistler, however, was not the only non-native resident, who, at the time, saw the 

aesthetic value of the smoke-fed, London fog. Fellow American, Henry James, also 

made London his home from 1876 until 1897, although he did not appear to be a close 

associate of Whistler.

 As a self-

proclaimed aestheticist interested in ‘Art for Art’s sake’, Whistler, who seems to have 

understood the dirty smoke-fed fog as a defining condition of imperial London, also 

recognised it as a thing of beauty in itself, as well as an agent of aesthetic change. 

115

                                                             
109 Jonathan Ribner, ‘Catalogue entry no. 26’, in Lochnan, p. 112. 

  James wrote about London’s smoke-fed fog as one of the 

110 According to John House, the first painting is The Thames in Ice, finished in 1860, in which the 
opposite bank dissolves into the clouds of smoke issuing from the factory chimneys situated there; John 
House, ‘From Realism to the “Impression”’, in Lochnan, p. 109.  
111 ibid. 
112 ibid. 
113 William Michael Rossetti, Fine Art, Chiefly Contemporary: Notices Reprinted with Editions, [orig. 
date 1867], AMS Press, New York, 1970, p. 272, Rossetti’s italics. 
114 James Whistler, ‘Letter to Helen Euphrosyne Whistler’, The Correspondence of James McNeill 
Whistler, Special Collection, University of Glasgow website, 2003, viewed 01/06/10, 
<http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/correspondence/subject/display/?rs=5&indexid=187 >.  
115 Donald M. Murray, p. 49.  
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sources of London’s style. In 1888, James claimed that ‘the atmosphere, with its 

magnificent mystifications... flatters and suffuses, makes everything brown, rich, dim, 

[and] vague’.116 While accepting that ‘the pestilent compound’ was disliked by some, 

including, ‘the London-hater—for there be such perverse reasoners’117, he shrewdly 

observed that ‘[w]e are far from liking London well enough until we like its defects’.118

the low, magnificent medium of the sky, where smoke and fog and the weather 

in general... the emanations of industries and the reflections of the furnaces, the 

red gleams and blurs that may or may not be of sunset—as you never see any 

source of radiance you can’t in the least tell—all hang together in a confusion, a 

complication, a shifting but irremovable canopy. They form the undertone of the 

deep, perpetual voice of the place.

 

In his articles on London, James constantly positions London’s thick, industrially-

activated atmosphere as a sort of synaesthesia of the underlying personality of the 

imperial capital claiming: 

119

Particularly, James associated London’s smoke-fed fog with empire, picturing it as both 

an indicator of the imperial condition, and the expansive, connective medium that 

bound all the individual bits of empire to each other, sometimes even reaching all the 

way from the heart of empire to its extremities. James’ fog resembled the soft focus lens 

of the twentieth-century film industry in the way it could assuage the harsh reality of 

empire and its practice, exoticising and romanticising them into an enchanting dream. 

For example, James declared of the London fog as it enveloped staid and stuffy 

Westminster, that ‘[t]his same dense and conscious air plays such everlasting tricks to 

the eye that the Foreign Office, as you see it from the bridge, often looks romantic, and 

the sheet of water it overhangs poetic—[and] suggests an Indian palace bathing its feet 

in the Ganges’ (fig. 4.5).

 

120

I argue that the aesthetically transformative role of London’s smoke-fed fog in James’ 

writing is equally readable in Whistler’s nocturne paintings. In the following quote from 

English Hours, it is tempting to think that James is describing one of Whistler’s 

Nocturnes rather than his own boat journey along the Thames (fig. 4.17). Indeed, even 

though James, whose work included reviewing London’s art for American papers, was 

 

                                                             
116 Henry James, English Hours, [orig. date 1905], Mercury Books, London, 1963, p. 11.  
117 ibid., p. 8. 
118 ibid., p. 20. 
119 ibid., p. 8, James’ italics. 
120 ibid., p. 16. This is almost the same view of Westminster as Anderson’s crystal clear night painting. 
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known to have initially disliked, and later only tolerated, Whistler’s paintings, 121

For miles and miles you see nothing but the sooty backs of warehouses, or 

perhaps they are the sooty faces: in buildings so utterly expressionless it is 

impossible to distinguish. They stand massed together on the bank of the turbid 

stream, which is fortunately too opaque to reflect the dismal image. A damp-

looking, dirty blackness is the universal tone. The river is almost black... The 

little puffing steamer is dingy and gritty [fig. 4.19]—it belches a sable cloud that 

keeps you company as you go. In this carboniferous shower your companions, 

who belong chiefly, indeed, to the classes bereft of lustre assume an harmonious 

greyness; and the whole picture, glazed over with the glutinous London mist, 

becomes a masterly composition... Like so many of the aspects of English 

civilisation that are untouched by elegance or grace, it has the merit of 

expressing something very serious. Viewed in this intellectual light the polluted 

river, the sprawling barges, the dead-faced warehouses, the frowsy people, the 

atmospheric impurities become richly suggestive. It sounds rather absurd, but all 

this smudgy detail reminds you of nothing less than the wealth and power of the 

British Empire at large... I don’t exactly understand the association, but I know 

that when I look off to the left at the East India Docks, or pass under the dark 

hugely piled bridges [fig. 4.20], where the railway trains and the human 

processions are forever moving, I feel a kind of imaginative thrill. The 

tremendous piers of the bridges, in especial, seem the very pillars of the Empire 

aforesaid.

 it is 

possible that the writer ‘borrowed’ imagery from Whistler even though he disapproved 

of the painter’s work. What unites James’ writing and Whistler’s painting is the similar 

aesthetic function of the fog (fig. 4.18):  

122

James’ clearly articulated literary association (if not precisely understood by him) of the 

dirty, blurring fog made by industry, with the ‘power of the British Empire’,

 

123 can be 

considered analogous with Whistler’s nocturnes, in which, ‘atmospheric impurities 

become richly suggestive’ of empire..124

                                                             
121 Donald M. Murray, pp. 49–65. Although, authors may indeed borrow from artists even though they 
may not like them. 

 I argue the reason why fog can bear this 

imperial symbolic weight is on account of its precise semiotic capacity to obliterate 

difference, homogenise contrasting identities and abridge apparent distances.  

122 James, p. 103. 
123 ibid. 
124 ibid. 
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Brigitte Bailey explains that contemporary consumers of James’ writing and Whistler’s 

painting of London and its fog regularly perceived similarities and parallels in their two 

approaches.125

dissolves the specific structures and inhabitants of the imperial city into a tonal 

consistency that then stands in for a general impression of commercial might. 

Here he seeks not the total visual grasp of place promised by the picturesque but 

the intuitive grasp of the shaping power of the city. London is less an object 

than a process.

 Certainly James’ writing is littered with terms that make reference to 

painting or the visual. It is this painterly visuality that turns the description of the 

industrial fog of London into a metaphor for empire. Bailey explains how James’ use of 

visual techniques, 

126

The writer has become a painter using the pigment of the smoke-fed fog to dissolve, 

shape, colour, compose, construct, homogenise and frame empire in a process which 

mimics his subject and is analogous with Whistler’s nocturnes. As well as an 

explanation of how James’ process works, Bailey also identifies two things that are 

represented by James’ fog: 

  

[i]t represents first this imperial/industrial force, which disciplines both the 

structures in the landscape... and the working-class inhabitants... into a 

“harmonious” composition. But it also represents the consciousness of the elite 

metropolitan spectator, who at once stands apart from the scene and is 

empowered by it. As does the fog, James’s aesthetic response... transmutes the 

“smudgy detail” into a unified impression: “the wealth and power of the British 

Empire at large.” By allowing his consciousness to become complicit with the 

shaping force of the imperial fog, James has access to a conceptual reach that 

mimics the commercial reach of the empire... such industrial and architectural 

aspects of the scene as the trains and bridge piers lose their specificity and 

become symbolic of the endurance of empire, while the figures peopling the 

riverscape blend with the industrial engines into greater anonymity and become 

emblematic of the apparently natural, eternal flow of life and power... through 

the structures of empire.127

                                                             
125 Brigitte Bailey, ‘Travel Writing and the Metropolis: James, London and “English Hours”’, American 
Literature, vol. 67, no. 2, June 1995, p. 209. 
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According to Bailey then, the London fog stands for empire as part of the semiology of 

imperial metaphor. That the fog can stand for empire, and become a metaphor for the 

reach and power of the imperial consciousness, is due to the elite, urbanite viewer’s act 

of detached looking. The same two-part argument can be applied to Whistler’s 

nocturnes, and test them for analogous transference.128

First, Whistler’s fog is an expansive, powerful, visual symbol of the empire and the 

industrial practices that created it. In Whistler’s work, the fog, which colonises time and 

space just like empire, is unstoppable, overwhelming and powerful, again like empire. 

Secondly, Whistler’s works repeatedly distance the viewer from the landscape scene 

using the visual device of the veil of fog. The painted fog distances the spectator by 

disabling their recognition of things, physically coming between the eye and the object. 

This device does not deny the gaze completely however, but directs it, allowing for a 

particular type of looking, which is elite, educated and powerful. Only such a viewer 

has a chance of seeing more than just fog. Bailey declared that James’ London essays 

revealed the: 

 

elite spectator becoming conscious of the ways in which his privileged gaze 

enacts empire and coming to this consciousness not through the refusal to 

participate in looking but through the repeated practice of the forms of looking 

his culture provides.129

The repetition of similar subjects, sites, palettes, tones, composition, mark-making, and 

even titles employed by Whistler in his collection of nocturnes constitutes a recurring 

re-presentation of the view, a repeated form of looking, which can be accessed by the 

privileged, conscious viewer again and again. In addition, in the painting the veiling 

effect of the fog perversely encourages the viewer to repeatedly engage in the act of 

looking, to re-examine, to scrutinise more closely in an attempt to see meaning in the 

enigmatic images. And, as the nocturnes were usually exhibited ‘[f][ramed under glass 

like watercolours, they resemble views seen through a window, and invite 

contemplation’,

  

130

                                                             
128 However, this process is primarily a speculative one given the paucity of primary and secondary 
sources in this field.  

 a practice closely aligned with reverie-like detachment. In effect, in 

Whistler’s nocturnes the detached, elite viewer may be able to infer empire in the 

London fog, because the foggy quality of the paintings encourages detached repetitive 

129 ibid., p. 226. 
130 Lochnan, ‘Turner, Whistler, Monet: An Artistic Dialogue’, in Lochnan, p. 21. 
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viewing as well as acting as a symbolic imperial lens or filter, which continually 

mediates the gaze.   

Angela Miller also identifies an elite, detached viewer in her analysis of the ‘making of 

the national landscape’ in nineteenth-century America.131

This ability to move from the local to the transcendent, whether the latter was 

defined in spiritual or national terms, was required of an aesthetic intelligence 

marked by social class—literate and genteel, at several removes from the crassly 

utilitarian. The national landscape was only accepted and understood as such by 

a certain aesthetically and ideologically conditioned sector of the public capable 

of making the leap beyond literalism... The gap between those capable of 

grasping the cultural abstractions necessary to aesthetic appreciation and those 

with more mundane concerns was thus a measure of social differences in the 

mid-nineteenth century. At the lowest level of aesthetic appreciation were those 

who simply confused art and reality, followed by those who insisted on factual 

accuracy. Only a privileged few responded poetically, seeing through the thing 

to the spiritual essence or idea that it represented. This was the true mark of 

aesthetic refinement.

 Her thoughts on the function 

and context of American national landscape painting help to explain the process of 

reading the nationalistic (and, I would argue in the context of the larger thesis, the 

spiritualistic) idea of empire into written and visual images of London’s smoke-fed fog:  

132

‘Those with more mundane concerns’

  

133 are James’ lustreless working class and, if the 

analogy is extended, Whistler’s dark, flat, featureless figures. Such beings do not have 

the distance from which to consider the higher, philosophical truth of the smoke and fog 

in which they were forced to live and work. According to Miller’s theory then, only the 

truly civilised had the chance of seeing beyond the physical fog to the higher imperial 

truth it symbolised. It is no surprise then that the leaders of empire, the cultured and 

sophisticated men of the privileged classes who controlled the wealth, the power, the 

land, the factories, the manufacturing and trading companies, or who, by virtue of their 

Western, elite upbringing, had the privilege of education, travel and leisure, might also 

be able to see an imperial truth in the smoke-fed fog of London. 134

                                                             
131 Angela Miller, ‘Everywhere and Nowhere: The Making of the National Landscape’, American 
Literary History, vol. 4, no. 2, Summer 1992, p. 207.  

 

132 ibid., p. 214-5.  
133 ibid., p. 215. 
134 Women, children and the masses were not considered capable of the required degree of rationality. 
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John Barrell claims that it was Sir Joshua Reynolds, the first president of the Royal 

Academy who initially thought an important role of painting might be ‘to convince us... 

as philosophy does, of the truth of a general proposition’,135 rather than ‘to persuade us 

to act, or to wish to act, virtuously’ as painting’s role was often thought to be.136 

Whistler’s paintings are a good example of Reynolds’ understanding of painting’s 

function, as, while the nocturnes do not urge the viewer towards honourable actions, 

their generalising fog can be read as a form of idealization that confers on the viewer the 

aesthetic equivalent of an overall detachment from London that might persuade the 

viewer of its beauty within a higher empire of aesthetic truth that merges with, even as it 

transcends, London’s industrially polluted atmosphere.137

That Whistler may have set out to aestheticise the contentious London fog and seamy 

Thames-side industry is an attempt to move away from representing the more 

established narrative and moral meanings of dirty London and its fog.  By privileging 

the aesthetic meaning of the smoky fog through a process of abstraction the viewers are 

tacitly disassociated from the identifiable means of smoke production, reducing their 

need to take a moral position or consider any causes and effects. This would release 

viewers to engage in a new way of seeing if they were open to ‘aesthetic truth’. If we 

take the lead offered by James’ writing about imperial fog, this results in shifts of 

attitude that might permit the smoke-fed London fog to be seen as beautiful in 

accordance with a higher understanding of empire that reaches beyond the limits of 

nationality to achieve a universal, transnational ‘empire’ of aesthetic sense, which in 

  

                                                             
135 John Barrell, ‘Sir Joshua Reynolds and the Political Theory of Painting’, Oxford Art Journal, vol. 9, 
no. 2, 1986, p. 38.  
136 ibid. 
137 Even though Whistler wrote prolifically on many contemporary issues his views on empire are not 
explicit, and must more usually be winkled out of a communication on another subject (such as his 
famous quote on the correspondence between factory chimneys and campanile). One piece of distinct 
evidence that Whistler thought highly of the empire is his 1887 request to Queen Victoria asking for the 
Society of British Artists (of which Whistler was the founder and President) to be re-named the Imperial 
Society of British Arts. However, according to a letter sent to Whistler from Godfrey Lushington, 
Permanent Under-Secretary at the Home Office from 1885/1895, 30 July 1887, ‘I am to inform you, with 
reference to previous correspondence, that it would be contrary to usage for the Queen to sanction the use 
of the name “Imperial” for a society having its operations wholly in the United Kingdom, but as it is 
desired to use the word “Royal” instead, Her Majesty’s pleasure will be taken on the subject.’ Godfrey 
Lushington, ‘Letter to James McNeill Whistler’, The Correspondence of James McNeill Whistler, Special 
Collection, University of Glasgow website, 2003, viewed 15/05/13, 
,http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/correspondence/recno/display/cid=01836. The subsequent use of the 
term ‘Royal’ caused much confusion with, and annoyance within the Royal Academy. This may, in fact, 
be the reason why Whistler originally asked for his society to be ‘Imperial’, however this is not clear from 
the sources available. Though, even if this was the case, it shows that at the very least Whistler thought of 
the term ‘Imperial’ as positively equivalent to, and as aesthetically desirous, as the term ‘Royal’. 
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Whistler’s case arises from his cosmopolitan citizenship of British, French, American, 

Japanese and Italian aesthetic taste.   

A token aesthetic imperialism then, inferred from the liberation of aesthetic meaning 

from a smoky imperial heart, might then be developed through the repeated, detached 

act of looking at Whistler’s foggy London nocturnes, or even for that matter, his misty 

works of Venice, for his effects emancipate the viewer from merely nationalistic 

attachment to specific locales. 

  

Imperial fog of London and Venice 

It is easy to forget that in the past Venice was subject to the same forces of 

industrialization as many other parts of the developed world, and that during the 

nineteenth century, London was not the only city to suffer from thick, smoke-fed fogs. 

Despite Whistler’s lament about missing the London fogs in the letter to his sister, fog 

and smoke were atmospheric conditions common to Venice when Whistler was there in 

1879 and 1880.138 For much of the century, in fact, ‘Venice was a major European 

industrial centre’.139 Steam trains regularly passed in and out of Venice from the 1840s 

onwards. As well as various large industries, such as gas works, Venice boasted a 

‘substantial number of blacksmiths and mask makers, whose furnaces had been in use 

long before the advent of the steam engine’.140

...the evening mist clothes the riverside with poetry, as with a veil – and the 

poor buildings lose themselves in the dim sky—and the tall chimneys become 

 Along with the industrial pollution of the 

atmosphere, another condition common to London and Venice is the fact that both can 

reasonably be described as imperial cities. Venice was the elegantly decaying misty 

capital of the once great Venetian Empire, and London was the monstrous, dirty, 

smoking capital of the burgeoning, modern British Empire. Whistler was probably 

aware of this imperial comparison, and it is tempting to think that it is the influence 

behind his famous 1885 quote, which seems to compare the architecture and visual 

experience of dirty, imperial London with decaying, imperial Venice: 

                                                             
138 Ribner, ‘The Poetics of Pollution’, in Lochnan, pp. 60–2. 
139 ibid., p. 61. 
140 ibid. 
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campanile—and the warehouses are palaces in the night—and the whole city 

hangs in the heavens, and fairyland is before us...141

The strategy of comparison, which Whistler employed in this passage, relies on his use 

of the smoke-fed fog to obscure and homogenise in order to create a foggy confusion. It 

is this foggy confusion, this misty imperial homogenisation, which I argue means the 

viewer is not sure if they are looking at a chimney or a campanile, at modern London, or 

at ancient Venice.

 

142 Contemporary art historian, Elizabeth Prettejohn, appears to be 

thinking of the same quote when, in a thorough critique of Whistler’s Nocturnes (of 

both Venice and London), which includes significant mention of muted, indistinct, 

mistily veiled chimneys, towers and spires, she asks of his Nocturne in Blue and Silver: 

The Lagoon, Venice (1879-1880): ‘is this Venice as fairyland, or a scene much like 

home?’143

When exhibited in New York, Whistler’s, Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling 

Rocket (1875) (fig. 4.22), a painting of fireworks at Cremorne Gardens in London, was 

assumed, by some, to be a painting of Venice.

  

144 This misunderstanding was probably 

the result of the combination of a lack of topographical details, the enigmatic title, the 

fact that some of Whistler’s etchings of Venice were also shown in the exhibition, and 

that, in the nineteenth century, Venice, like London, suffered from fogs mixed with 

industrial smoke.145 Moreover, Venice and London had long been compared as imperial 

cities, even before Canaletto arrived to paint London in 1746.146

                                                             
141 James Whistler, ‘Mr Whistler’s Ten O’Clock’, The Correspondence of James McNeill Whistler, 
Special Collection, University of Glasgow website, 2003, viewed 23/03/10, 
<http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/miscellany/tenoclock/ >.  Elizabeth Prettejohn also suggests that 
Whistler may have deliberately played on foggy poesis in his Nocturnes too to cause confusion over sites 
within London such as industrial Battersea on the left bank, and residential Chelsea on the right bank: 
‘[i]n the dimness of night and fog, it may be difficult to tell the difference between the two banks; not 
only Victorian cirtics, but also some modern scholars, have mistaken one for the other.’ Elizabeth 
Prettejohn, Art for Art’s Sake: Aestheticism in Victorian Painting, Yale Universtiy Press, New Haven and 
London, 2007, p. 177.   

 In addition, I suggest 

the viewers’ confusion over which city Whistler had painted could also have been the 

142 Is it possible that Whistler’s words were influenced by a very real confusion embodied in the 
nineteenth-century conversion of the Venetian campanile of ‘the former church of San Girolamo... [in]to 
a steam-engine chimney,’ (fig. 4.21 ); Ribner, ‘The Poetics of Pollution’, in Lochnan, p. 61. Whistler may 
have seen the actual campanile-chimney (or heard stories about it) as well as Giovanni Pividor’s 1850 
engraving of the, ‘odd landmark which startled tourists by emitting smoke instead of chimes,’ when 
bankruptcy problems forced him to take refuge in Venice in 1879/80; ibid. 
143 With ‘home’ being London. Prettejohn, p. 180. 
144 John Siewert, ‘Art, Music and an Aesthetics of Place in Whistler’s Nocturne Paintings’, in Lochnan, p. 
144. 
145 ibid.; Ribner, ‘The Poetics of Pollution’, in  Lochnan , pp. 60, 61. 
146 Michael Liversidge and Jane Farrington (eds), Canaletto and England, Merrel Holberton, in 
association with Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery, London, 1993. 
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result of the imperial quality or essence conferred by the homogenising mist, and which 

can be read in his works of each city.  

Such a merging of imperial time and space does not necessarily obstruct meaning. Other 

painters also merged the foggy experiences of Venice and London. When Turner 

painted his European subjects—which included imperial Venice—he imbued them with 

mists which, according to a writer from the Athenaeum, were actually the transposed 

fogs of London.147 Monet was also to paint misty Venice later, in the first decades of the 

twentieth century, a few years after his London series, and ‘found once again the special 

atmosphere of a landscape shrouded in mist’.148 And, the Venetian associations of 

Whistler’s views of London have an exotic surprise about them similar to James’ 

comparison of the dull British Foreign Office with an enchanting Indian palace on the 

Ganges. The resulting confusion, a kind of capriccio effect of one place merging into 

another through fantasy and projection, paradoxically helps to confirm the imperial 

identity of each.149

Mist, as a capricious, fluid-like material, exists in both time and space and, as such, is 

an effective symbol of temporal and spatial entities like empire. In the case of 

Whistler’s paintings of Venice, the city is swathed in a mist, which reaches back 

through time from the surface of the painting to Venice’s imperial past temporally 

linking contemporary nineteenth-century ideas of empire to a far older history. In 

Whistler’s paintings of London, I argue the imperial mist operates spatially due to the 

geography of industrial exchange and expansion across the world, and through the 

pictorial comparison of the imperial spaces of developing London, and decaying 

Venice.

  

150

                                                             
147 ‘Reviews’, The Athenaeum, no. 1526, 24 January 1857, p. 109.  

 That Whistler used mist to compress the imperial time of Venice and 

displace it into the foggily compressed imperial space of London, suggests the 

possibility of mist being not only an aesthetic condition of empire and imperial symbol, 

but also an agent of aesthetic transformation.  

148 Sylvie Patin, ‘The Last Act: Turner, Whistler and Monet in Venice’, in Lochnan, p. 205. 
149 William Marlow’s, Capriccio: St Paul’s and a Venetian Canal (circa 1795?), is a good example of 
this. 
150 William Marlow’s, Capriccio: St Paul’s and a Venetian Canal (circa 1795?), also draws ‘attention to 
parallels between Renaissance Venice and modern London… Marlow’s picture could be interpreted as a 
fantasy of the ultimate imperial city’.; ‘Tate Collection: William Marlow, Capriccio: St Paul’s and a 
Venetian Canal’, Tate website, viewed 18/06/12, <http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/marlow-capriccio-
st-pauls-and-a-venetian-canal-n06213>.  
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By the late nineteenth century, London was a mega-metropolis, the central powerhouse 

of a massive and wealthy industrial empire. Still, at this time ‘[t]he Industrial 

Revolution met with aesthetic censure,’151 even when it was taken as the subject of a 

painting. A review in The Anthenaeum, a journal of science, arts and literature, 

dismisses the industrial aspect of Whistler’s nocturnes by describing Nocturne in Blue 

and Silver- Cremorne Lights (1872) (fig. 4.23), as rendering ‘with exquisite gradations 

and perfect truth one of those lovely effects of dimly illuminated morning mists on the 

Thames which nature evidently intended Mr Whistler to paint’.152 Only the mists of 

nature seem to be identified here as primary aesthetic producers. The role of the smoke 

and mists produced by the urban centre is not acknowledged. But, as Jonathon Ribner 

explains, ‘[i]n the twilight fog of the Nocturnes, Whistler’s nuanced tonal range 

subsumed a poignant tension between urban toughness and aesthetic subtlety’.153 Here it 

seems Ribner is stating a case for the mists, fogs and smoke of urban London’s industry 

as aesthetic producers too through their supple symbolic capacity to transform industrial 

harshness into a landscape of loveliness.  At this point in the history of the 

representation of London’s smoke-fed fogs then, Whistler’s slow ‘twilight fog’154 and 

darkly ‘nuanced tonal range’,155

Whistler’s fog and mist provided the spatial, temporal, and aesthetic context for the 

tough, industrial practice of empire and the beautiful idea of empire to jostle together on 

the canvas so as to suggest a complex symbolic relationship between the two. By this 

stage, the gentle yet pioneering aesthetic reform of the mist, fogs and smoke of 

nineteenth-century London’s industry embodied in Whistler’s series of nocturnes had 

paved the way for more confident, even riotous painted celebrations of it.  

 transformed symbolic meaning through a sort of 

aesthetic amelioration. In Whistler’s paintings, dirty, industrial riverside London was 

softened and assuaged by its own smoke-fed fog and mists into something lovelier and 

more aesthetically pleasing.  

 

                                                             
151 Rodner, p. 8. 
152 ‘The Grosvenor Gallery Exhibition (First Notice)’, in The Athenaeum, no. 2845, 6 May 1882, p. 576. 
The painting I have identified here is, to the best of my knowledge, the painting discussed in the review 
and despite its date of 1872 was exhibited at the Grosvenor Gallery in 1882; Siewert, ‘Catalogue entry no. 
46’, in Lochnan, p. 152. However, due to Whistler’s titling system for his nocturne works and the 
subsequent lack of accuracy in their historical recording, the correct title for many of his nocturnes is 
sometimes difficult to confirm. 
153 Ribner, ‘The Poetics of Pollution’, in Lochnan, p. 62. 
154 ibid. 
155 ibid. 
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Monet, and imperial spectacle 

Claude Monet first painted London, when, in 1870-71, he sought refuge there from the 

Franco-Prussian War. Monet’s, The Thames below Westminster (1871) (fig. 4.6), and, 

the Pool of London (1871) (fig. 4.24), are both paintings from that period, and 

foreground London’s developing modernity. These two works are the earliest in which 

Monet combines imperial London’s iconic architecture and river with the famous 

London fog. However, the images were created at a time when Monet was more 

interested in modernity than fog, or even empire, preceding his important French 

railway paintings by only a few years.  

Monet did not begin to paint the London fog and its effects specifically as a subject 

until 1899, though in 1887 he had indicated his interest in the subject of fog in letters to 

the critic, Théodore Duret: ‘I plan to go to London... I would even like to try to paint 

some effects of fog on the Thames there.’156 This quote suggests that Monet was 

responding to his earlier works that depicted modern London in the fog. In his remark to 

Duret, Monet is elevating the effect of fog to the status of a subject worth painting in its 

own right, over and above the subject of modern London. That Monet should express 

such an understanding of the painterly potential of the fog so long after his first 

paintings of London in 1871 indicates the ways in which his practice had developed in 

the intervening sixteen years. Indeed, it was not until 1874, three years after the first 

London paintings, that Monet’s Impression—Sunrise, the important work that helped 

give Impressionism its name, was exhibited. From then on, French Impressionism, as a 

movement, steadily matured, and Monet’s reputation within it likewise grew. In 1891, 

Monet completed the two series, Haystacks, and Poplars. Both these series of works 

engaged with the problems of atmosphere and light within a mature Impressionist style, 

as well as establishing the usefulness of the ‘series’ as a mode for evoking changes in 

time, space and visual sensation.157 The same year, 1891, was also when Monet seems 

to have reiterated his desire to return to London to his friend Camille Pissarro.158

                                                             
156 Claude Monet, ‘Letter to Duret’, cited in Sylvie Patin, ‘The Return of Whistler and Monet to the 
Thames’, in Lochnan, p. 179. 

 I argue 

that it is not insignificant that it was during this year of intense impressionist 

production, of shimmering haystacks and effervescent poplars, that Monet became 

motivated to return to London, and to the potential of the effects London fog, a subject 

157 Stephen Koja, Claude Monet, Prestel, Munich and New York, 1996, pp. 114–15. 
158 Koja, p. 130; Karin Sagner-Düchting (ed.), Monet and Modernism, Prestel, Munich, London and New 
York, 2001, pp. 58, 59. 
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most worthy of an  impressionist painter. Almost thirty years after his first visit to 

London, Monet finally embarked upon his long-held desire to paint London’s fog in 

1899, returning twice to continue the campaign in the winters of 1900 and 1901.  

What brought Monet, a French impressionist painter already of great renown, to cold, 

foggy, dirty turn-of-the-century London is a matter of some conjecture, though at the 

time, a French painter in London was not such an unusual event. The English and 

French painting establishments followed each other’s developments in their respective 

newspapers and through the movement and activities of artists and art students.159 

Particularly towards the end of the century, joint exhibitions of works by the artists of 

both nations were popular in England and France:160

French artists from the time of Géricault’s visit in 1820 had not only felt at 

home in England, but had devoted sympathetic study to their British confréres, 

especially Constable and Turner. Both Corot and Manet crossed the channel 

during the 1860s. At the time of the Franco-Prussian War Monet, Pissarro and 

Sisley lived in London; and they, along with Van Gogh and Toulouse-Lautrec, 

made other visits in subsequent years.

  

161

A more personal reason for Monet’s turn-of-the-century visits may have been that he 

wanted to spend time with his son, Michel, who was then in London.

 

162 Monet’s good 

friend, Whistler, was also living in London during this time. The two painters kept up a 

friendly correspondence throughout their lives, and held similar attitudes to art and 

painting, fashioned on the ideas of modern, contemporary writers such as Baudelaireand 

Stéphane Mallarmé.163 Monet and Whistler also admired each other’s work, first 

exhibiting together in 1872, and continuing to do so in both London and Paris whenever 

possible.164

                                                             
159 Douglas Cooper, The Courtauld Collection: A Catalogue and Introduction, University of 
London/Athlone Press, London, 1954. 

 

160 Reviews and articles of such events regularly appeared in the Times newspaper, for example, see: ‘Art 
Exhibitions’, The Times, no. 32038, Tuesday 5 April 1887, p. 4; ‘Art Exhibitions’, The Times, no.34231, 
Friday 6 April 1894, p. 4; ‘Art Exhibitions’, The Times, no. 34262, Saturday 12 May 1894, p. 8; ‘Art 
Exhibitions’, The Times, no. 34827, Monday 2 March 1896, p. 7.   
161  E. D. H. Johnson, ‘Victorian Artists and the Urban Milieu’, in H. J. Dyos and Michael Wolff (eds), 
The Victorian City: Images and Realities, vol. 2, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London and Boston, 1973, 
p. 465. 
162 Koja, p. 196. 
163 Lochnan, ‘Turner, Whistler, Monet: An Artistic Dialogue’, in Lochnan, p. 29, 32; James A. Ganz and 
Richard Kendall, The Unknown Monet: Pastels and Drawings, Yale University Press, New Haven and 
London, 2007, p. 258. 
164 Lochnan, ‘Chronology’, in Lochnan, pp. 248–50. 



 
 

 
 

195 

According to James A. Ganz and Richard Kendall, some of Whistler’s images of the 

Thames (fig. 4.25):  

might almost be preparatory studies for Monet’s later oil paintings of these sites. 

Though exquisitely finished, Whistler’s, Evening, Little Waterloo Bridge... 

effectively formed the kind of monochrome base on which dense layers of 

colours would be superimposed in Monet’s pastels,165

Virginia Spate’s view on Monet’s presence in London is that the idea of painting in 

London again ‘was probably influenced by Monet’s desire to return to earlier motifs’ 

that he had only just begun to explore before.

 (fig. 4.26).  

166 This was a strategy Monet sometimes 

used as a way of synthesizing and reconciling his earlier ideas with his current interests. 

However, while London was indeed a past theme, and its modernity may well still have 

interested Monet, it seems that ‘modernity was not to be the focus of his attention’167

That Monet was interested in the imperial spectacle of turn-of-the-century London is 

evident in his letter to his wife, Alice, written during his final visit to London to work 

on the London series. The letter describes the event of Queen Victoria’s funeral in 1901, 

and includes a description of people in attendance at the house from which Monet 

viewed the procession. Among the people Monet mentions are his expatriate American 

painter-friend John Singer Sargent who, as well as being an important portrait painter of 

influential people and later described as ‘the unrivaled recorder of male power’,

 in 

his turn-of-the-century London series. I argue instead that Monet appears to have been 

rather more focussed on imperial London, particularly as its manifestation as a foggy 

spectacle. As a nineteenth-century Frenchman growing up and living in a modern 

France, which had emerged from a comparatively recent period of extremes of empire 

and emperors, war and popular revolution, Monet had a strong historical connection 

with imperialism, and spectacle, and indeed with monarchy. I contend that it was 

Monet’s status as a foreigner, at once outside of the British Empire yet culturally 

cognizant of the idea, practices and legacies of empire generally, that enabled him to re-

order empire in aesthetic terms. 

168

                                                             
165 Ganz and Kendall, p. 258. 

 also 

had an interest in the imperial cause through his commission as a war artist by the 

166 Virginia Spate, The Colour of Time: Claude Monet, Thames and Hudson, London, 1992, p. 246. 
167 Paul Hayes Tucker, Monet in the ‘90s: The Series Paintings, Yale University Press, New Haven and 
London, 1989, p. 248. 
168 Robert Hughes, cited in Trevor Fairbrother, John Singer Sargent, Harry N. Abrams, New York, 1994, 
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British ‘Ministry of Information’ later in 1918. James who, as previously noted, was 

fascinated by  London’s imperial aesthetic was also there. According to Monet’s letter, 

James ‘spoke wonderful French and was very kind to me, explaining everything, 

showing me all the court personages etc’.169

I’m very happy to have seen it, for it was a unique sight, and to add to it the 

weather was superb, a light mist... the cavalry officers had red coats, wonderful 

helmets, and a mass of uniforms from every country in the world!... the hearse, 

a field cannon drawn by magnificent bays, covered in gold and coloured 

drapes... As for the king, he looked stunning on a horse and finely turned out. It 

was superb. What a feast of gold and colour and the ceremonial carriages, the 

horses! It almost hurt my eyes...

 Monet goes on to describe the spectacle of 

the funeral of Her Imperial Majesty, Defender of the Faith and Empress of India, the 

matriarch of British imperial power, Queen Victoria. Monet’s interest in the imperial 

spectacle is evident in his description of the event to Alice: 

170

What Monet describes, his excitement at the extent of the global representation, his 

emphasis on the show of military colour and his delight at the magnificence of the regal 

splendour reads more like a celebration of imperial power than the grief of a nation at 

the death of its elderly queen. That Monet specifically mentions the misty weather as a 

‘superb’addition to the ‘unique sight’ reveals his interest in the aesthetic link between 

mist and empire. 

 

171 And, his claim that the visual feast ‘almost hurt my eyes’ indicates 

the degree to which the sight was indeed a spectacle.172

                                                             
169 Claude Monet, cited in Richard Kendal (ed.), Monet by Himself, trans. Bridget Stevens Romer, 
Chartwell Books, Edison, New Jersey, 1996, p. 190. 

 The triangular relationship 

between London’s misty atmosphere, the ideas of empire, and notions of spectacle, 

evident in Monet’s description of the funeral procession can also be read in his 

contemporaneous works of Waterloo Bridge (figs. 4.27 to 4.29). For example, in 

Waterloo Bridge, Sunlight Effect (1903)(fig.4.27) and Waterloo Bridge (1903)(fig.4.28) 

the colourful misty atmosphere creates an almost carnival feeling for the viewer, 

producing a fragmented vision that ripples with energy and flickers with repetition and 

memory. The procession of highly-coloured figures and modes of transport across the 

bridge adds to the sense of a carnival and injects a degree of performance that also lifts 

the view into the realm of spectacle. The industrial chimney smoke, also quite highly 

coloured, seems to fly flag-like in the air announcing itself as part of the spectacle, 

170 ibid. 
171 ibid. 
172 ibid. Of course, it must be remembered that Monet was writing as a painter. 
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while the chimney stacks themselves metamorphose into the fantastical minarets and 

exotic spinnacles of lands at the further edges of the empire. The feeling of jubilant 

ceremony invoked by these elements raises the painted views out of the ordinary world 

and into an aesthetic empire, similar to the one described by Richards and McKenzie in 

their account of O’Connor’s painting of St Pancras Station.    

Monet painted his views of Waterloo Bridge from London’s luxury Savoy Hotel, which 

stood on the opposite bank to industrial Lambeth. Prior to Monet’s stay, Whistler too 

had once taken up, ‘temporary residence among the comforts of the Savoy, where a 

suite of evanescent watercolours and lithographs of the Thames gradually unfolded’.173 

It seems ‘[t]he hotel was evidently an ideal site for a painter who wanted to paint fogs 

on the Thames’.174 The opulent hotel was also significant as a viewpoint for works that 

exploited the privileged detachment of the viewer to communicate high aesthetic ideas 

of dirty empire. It seems artists were not the only ones to value the smoke-fed fogs and 

their aesthetic contribution to the unique visual experience of the imperial heart for, ‘the 

hotel itself used its panoramic views over the misty Thames as a central element in its 

advertising’ (fig. 4.30).175

In all the works of the Waterloo Bridge set painted through the window of the Savoy, 

the composition remains constant. Monet paints the iconic Waterloo Bridge and the 

Thames in front of a battery of industrial chimneys. The chimneys pump out so much 

smoke and steam that the entire scene is engulfed and the whole landscape seems to 

smoke and pulse with energy, purpose, confidence, and power. According to Stephan 

Koja, the atmosphere and its effects are the true subject of the works, as he explains, 

‘[t]he pictures’ real theme consists in the struggle between light and fog and their 

hundred fold modulations, in the ever-changing reflections in the water, and in the 

dramatic colouration’.

 This indicates the degree to which fogs were a conscious part 

of London’s public identity and aesthetic. It is a measure of the symbolic capacity of 

mist that the airborne waste of the largest concentration of industry in the empire should 

become one of London’s most important aesthetic products, and identifying 

characteristics. 

176

                                                             
173 Ganz and Kendall, p. 258. 

 It is not difficult to perceive similarities between Monet’s 

Waterloo Bridge set and Turner’s later landscapes of London. In his later treatment of 

174 John House, ‘Visions of the Thames’, in John House, Petra ten-Doesschate Chu and Jennifer Hardin, 
Monet’s London: Artists’ Reflections on the Thames, 1859-1914, Museum of Fine Arts, St Petersburg, 
Florida, and Snoeck Publishers, Ghent, 2005, p. 30.  
175 ibid.  
176 Koja, p. 131. 
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London’s foggy landscapes,177 Turner, like Monet ‘had dissolved their objective 

references into pure, sometimes very luminous colours, and had celebrated chromatic 

harmonies for their own sake’.178

Waterloo Bridge, Soleil Voile (1903) (fig. 4.31), is one image from the Waterloo Bridge 

set, which communicates the spectacle of empire particularly through the beautiful fogs. 

That this painting is of an imperial landscape is evident in Monet’s inclusion of 

London’s vital imperial trading artery of the Thames, the busy Waterloo Bridge opened 

by the Prince Regent on the second anniversary of the great battle of empires after 

which it was named,

 However, this was not the case in Turner’s much 

earlier The Thames above Waterloo Bridge. In this 1830s work Turner produces a 

chaotic, sublime rendering of dark, industrial power. By comparison, Monet’s works of 

the same site, produced around seventy years later, yielded colourful and dynamic mists 

that invoked the spectacular beauty of the industrial empire. And, compared to 

Whistler’s poignant, contemplative images, which more or less conceal the 

discomforting industrial truth behind them, Monet’s daytime paintings of London reveal 

a new confidence in imperial industry, celebrating the spectacle of it, smoking chimneys 

and all.  

179

However, in this painting, as in the others of the same scene, the ubiquity and density of 

the fog make it more than a symbolic veil of misty imperialism thrown over the existing 

industrial landscape to ameliorate its appearance as Whistler would have done. In 

Monet’s painting the river, the sky, the bridge, the chimneys, and even the small boat in 

the foreground become ‘weightless phantoms’,

 and the monumental, modern smoking industrial architecture of 

the city at the manufacturing heart of empire. In the painting, these imperial elements 

are bound together by a combination of the smoke and fog created by the imperial city’s 

industrial practice. The smoke-fed fog is the most powerful imperial element of the 

image. It is even more powerful than the other signs of empire that it overwhelms.  

180

                                                             
177 ‘[W]hich Monet had been able to see in London’; ibid. 

 and actually seem to be composed of 

industrial smoke and mist. Monet re-makes the brick and concrete chimneys of imperial 

industry, building them anew out of their own smoky exhausts. Made from smoke, 

steam, mist and smoke-fed fogs, the chimneys becomes lovely, diaphanous, ideal forms. 

178 ibid. 
179 Sir Howard Roberts and Walter H. Godfrey (eds), 'Waterloo Bridge', in Survey of London: Volume 23: 
Lambeth: South Bank and Vauxhall, 1951, pp. 23-24, British History Online website, 2010, viewed 
09/06/10, <http://www.british-history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=47032&amp;strquery=waterloobridge>. 
180 William C. Seitz, Claude Monet: Seasons and Moments, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 
1960, p. 34. 
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In this way Monet’s transformational mists create an ideal London, a beautiful, 

spectacular display of a confident, composed empire.  

The ability of fog to transform the everyday into the spectacular is acknowledged by 

Monet in his comment about London to art dealer, René Gimpel, ‘[i]t’s the fog that 

gives it its magnificent breadth. Those massive, regular blocks become grandiose in that 

mysterious cloak’.181 For Monet, the smoke-fed fogs changed London from an ordinary, 

dull mass into a ‘magnificent’182 and ‘grandiose’183 spectacle. Monet also tells Gimpel 

that ‘without the fog London wouldn’t be a beautiful city’184 suggesting that fog is both 

an agent of aesthetic change as well as beautiful in itself. Monet’s understanding of the 

fog as both beautiful and beautifying derives from his position as a detached, elite 

observer and echoes the role of the privileged viewer discussed in relation to Whistler’s 

paintings and James’ writings. Conversely, if we accept that a position of privileged 

detachment is what enables such a high aesthetic response, then for those who had no 

choice but to live and work in the fog, like James’ lustre-less lower classes and the flat, 

black, featureless figures that sometimes appeared in Whistler’s nocturnes,185 the fog 

was less likely to be understood as beautiful, and more likely to be seen as dirt, grime 

and ugliness.186 The two oppositional aesthetic responses born of two socially and 

economically disparate positions suggest the symbiotic existence of two Londons, the 

real, dirty London physically inhabited by the poor and the menial workers, and the 

ideal, beautiful London, admired from an ideological (and sometimes actual) distance, 

by the privileged detached.187

 

  

 

 

                                                             
181 Claude Monet, cited in Gimpel, p. 129. 
182 ibid. 
183 ibid. 
184 ibid. 
185 And, Fildes’ poor as discussed in chapter two. 
186 It must be noted here that what the privileged classes were thinking about fog is much easier to 
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Two worlds, of dirt and beauty 

According to Asa Briggs, ‘The “two worlds” of London, one dark and mysterious, the 

other dazzling and ostentatious, were of increased public interest just because Late-

Victorian London was being thought of more and more as a “world city”’.188 Briggs 

suggests this duality developed during the later decades of the nineteenth century, 

‘partly because of the greater attention paid to London as the capital not only of a 

country but of an Empire’.189 This suggests that the duality was in part an imperial 

condition and, as such, was one of the things that defined London as the Imperial City. 

Specifically, I argue that of Briggs’ two world cities, his ‘dark and mysterious’190 

London can also be understood in terms of dirt, as filthy and full of sooty smog, and his 

‘dazzling and ostentatious’191

As a Frenchman who hardly spoke any English and could not read the English papers, 

Monet may not have been fully engaged with nineteenth-century British contemporary 

social theories of empire or the British class system. But, his beautiful paintings of the 

smoke-fed fog of dirty Lambeth, with their exaggeratedly high, detached points of view 

from a fourth floor window at the exclusive Savoy Hotel, reveal at least a general 

painterly understanding of the social politics of empire. In Monet’s Waterloo Bridge set, 

we see the shadows of real London, peopled by its dull, flat, lower classes whose 

presence is insinuated in the productive chimneys of industry beneath which the lower 

classes work. We also see the colourful, floating ideal London of the glittering upper 

classes, whose detachment, even absence, is implied by the device of the picture frame, 

the object of the painting itself, and the viewpoint from the Savoy Hotel.  

 London may also be seen as beautiful, spectacular and 

radiant. This is the imperial context within which we can read Monet’s London 

paintings today.  

The idea of two disparate classes, the rich and the poor, with the poor positioned as 

‘factory fodder’ working for the enrichment of their wealthy masters, was realised in the 

nineteenth-century factory system through which empire progressed and London grew 

ever dirtier, bigger, richer, and more powerful.192

                                                             
188 Asa Briggs, Victorian Cities, Odhams Books, London, 1964, p. 328. 

 London’s dual status as the biggest 

189 ibid. 
190 ibid. 
191 ibid. 
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Class in England in 1844 (1845), Elizabeth Gaskell’s, North and South (1855) and Charles Dickens’, 



 
 

 
 

201 

manufacturing centre, as well as the biggest consumption base, in the empire 

contributed to the visible and wide division between the rich and the poor. The working 

poor made things, and the rich elite bought them. It could be argued that one of the 

products that poor London worked to manufacture was the smoke, which fed the fogs, 

and that elite, rich London consumed this aesthetically. By the close of the nineteenth 

century, the more elevated and distanced their social and economic position became the 

more easily, theoretically, the leaders of empire could look out at the smoke-fed fog as a 

marker of imperial wealth, imperial truth, and imperial beauty. Monet, as a French 

Impressionist painter visiting London, a detached observer to whom the fogs did not 

belong or represent any degree of responsibility, could see the dirty, sulphurous, 

choking and dense fogs as beautifying and beautiful.   

By the end of the century, the smoke-fed London fog was widely understood as 

pollution, a filthy by-product of Britain’s industrial greatness, yet Monet’s primary 

response to it was aesthetic. Such a response can be explained by the aims of the 

Impressionists, which ‘emphasised the subjectivity of their vision, and insisted that their 

knowledge of the world around them had to be based on their sensations alone, stripped 

of any accretions of prior knowledge’.193 To Monet’s eyes, then, the fogs were 

experienced as beautiful, and beautifying, and he painted them as such. Monet 

pictorially achieved a full exchange in the aesthetic meaning of the London fog, from 

fog as dirt to fog as beauty, so realising Steevens’ quote about London’s dirt, greatness, 

and beauty with which this chapter began. An explanation of how Monet achieved this 

can be elaborated from Mary Douglas’ theory that ‘[w]here there is dirt there is 

system’194 and that dirt is simply ‘matter out of place’.195

According to Douglas’ theory, dirt can be understood as an anomaly. It does not belong. 

Its membership within the system is actively denied.  The smoky air of nineteenth-

century industrial London was considered dirty by many. It was particularly disliked by 

many serious British artists, who demonstrated that it did not belong in their still rather 

eighteenth-century-based, picturesque schema of landscape painting, that it was literally 

‘out of place’, by electing not to include it in their paintings. It was these painters that 

Monet mocked with his quip about painting unseen bricks. That Monet was able to 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                   
Hard Times (1854) all reflect a strong contemporaneous interest in social politics and sometimes use 
industrial smoke as the symbol of the division between classes in imperialist England. 
193 House, ‘From Realism to the “Impression”’, in Lochnan, p. 111. 
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include the mist, even making it the subject of his paintings, and showing ingeniously 

that beauty was his response to the industrial pollution, is because systems, which are 

about order, are essentially arbitrary and so can be re-ordered as required.  

When we are confronted with a system’s dirt, such as the industrial air pollution of 

nineteenth-century London, we have, according to Douglas, three options. First, we can 

ignore the dirt/pollution. This seems to have been the option chosen by those 

nineteenth-century British painters whom Monet scorned. Secondly, dirt/pollution can 

be acknowledged but only if it is recognised as such, and then strenuously condemned. 

This response was, at the turn of the century in London, a popular way of dealing with 

the dirty mist and can, I suggest, be seen in the increasing use of negative terms such as 

gloom and pollution, and in the invention of new terms such as smog and day-darkness 

to describe it.196 Samuel Luke Fildes painting, Applicants for Admission to a Casual 

Ward (circa 1872-74) (fig. 2.17), and many of Doré’s etchings of the poorer parts of 

London in London, A Pilgrimage,197 (for example, figs. 2.18 to 2.22), also acknowledge 

and then condemn dirt and dirty fog. More evidence of this response can also be found 

in the cartoons, newspapers, and political speeches of the day, and I suggest Ruskin 

would have been a proponent of this reaction. The third option, to ‘confront the 

anomaly and try to create a new pattern of reality in which it has a place’ was,198 I 

argue, the approach selected by Monet. As an experienced impressionist painter, as a 

foreign visitor to London, and as a privileged member of society Monet had the benefit 

of a superlative degree of detachment. This allowed him not only to notice rather than 

ignore the fogs, and then praise rather than condemn them, but also ‘to create a new 

pattern of reality’ in which London fog was indeed beautiful. In the Waterloo Bridge 

series Monet mapped out in paint and pastel his own system of reality, in which he 

would ‘break down the fabric of…[the]…environment’199 and re-build every landscape 

element out of fog, creating a complete and ideal world (fig. 4.32). Indeed, Monet often 

skirted close to the invention of new worlds within his works, and Sylvie Patin even 

describes Monet’s actual home in Giverny as a ‘universe he created’.200

                                                             
196 Brimblecombe, p. 118; Peter Thorsheim, Inventing Pollution: Coal, Smoke and Culture in Britain 
since 1800, Ohio University Press, Athens, 2006, p. 30.  
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The painterly system of alternative misty reality created by Monet pushed the London 

fog towards its highest aesthetic potential, shifting the dirty industrial smog up to the 

status of beauty, and beautifier. This was an end that Whistler strove for a few decades 

earlier with his dream-like, industrial river-scape, nocturnes. And, the origin of 

understanding London’s industrial fogs as beautiful, certainly as aesthetically engaging, 

arguably comes from the visually overwhelming maelstrom of misty power in Turner’s 

The Thames above Waterloo Bridge (fig. 4.2) from the 1830s.  

Indeed, according to Oscar Wilde, the key to the existence of the fogs was beauty: 

Where, if not from the Impressionists, do we get those wonderful brown fogs 

that come creeping down our streets, blurring the gas-lamps and changing the 

houses into monstrous shadows? To whom, if not to them and their master, do 

we owe the lovely silver mists that brood over our river, and turn to faint forms 

of fading grace curved bridge and swaying barge?... Things are because we see 

them, and what we see, and how we see it, depends on the Arts that have 

influenced us. To look at a thing is very different from seeing a thing. One does 

not see anything until one sees its beauty. Then, and then only, does it come into 

existence.201

Rather than merely recounting what he thinks happened, Wilde’s remark is really a 

comment (from what is essentially an elite position) on art as a decisive yet subjective 

imposition on the world that changes reality. Art, as an aesthetic system for organising 

meaning, activates and releases beauty.  This means that, through art, the aesthetic 

response to fog can be elevated over other possible responses (one of which was the 

previous centuries’ response of not seeing the fog). To see beauty, then, is, according to 

Wilde, akin to inventing the ‘thing’, to conjuring it up. This suggests that the smoke-fed 

fogs of an earlier London were not ‘seen’ as there was no aesthetic system (painterly or 

imperial) through which to make them present. London’s smoke-fed fog had to wait 

until the nineteenth century and the glorious reign of the British Empire for Turner, 

Whistler, and Monet to finally reveal it as beautiful and spectacular to an appreciative 

viewing audience. 

 

 

                                                             
201 Oscar Wilde, ‘The Decay of Lying’, [orig. date 1889], in Isobel Murray (ed.), Oscar Wilde: The Major 
Works, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2000, pp. 232, 233.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

‘Fog everywhere.’1

 
 

When, in 1905, Henry James claimed that the effect of the rich suggestiveness of 

London’s impure atmosphere on London itself ‘reminds you of nothing less than the 

wealth and power of the British Empire at large’,2

 

 he made explicit the complex 

symbolic relationship between fog, London, and empire. From an early twentieth-

century perspective, James was able to see, in the actual view of the foggy Thames, 

what I argue, from an early twenty-first century point of view, can be seen in many 

artistic representations of nineteenth-century London: that is, that real and represented 

fog is a powerful symbol of nineteenth-century empire and imperial London. The 

various ways in which fog can stand for empire, what the purposes of such a symbolic 

relationship might be, how it operated and was manifest, and what all this might mean 

for fog and empire have been the focus of this thesis.  

Summary 

This thesis has argued several main points. First, fog (and its related atmospheric 

conditions) can function as a symbol of empire in nineteenth-century representations of 

London on various levels, from a simple sign, such as the smoky industrial exhausts 

billowing from an imperial factory chimney in a minor newspaper illustration, to a 

complex metaphor, as in the sublime and transcendent imperial mists of which the 

shimmering St Pancras Station appears to be made in John O’Connor’s massive oil 

painting, From Pentonville Road Looking West: Evening. Secondly, several modes of 

operation can be identified in the production of imperial meaning in the works 

examined, and the various ways in which fog operates as a symbol of empire seems 

related to the different imperial themes. For example, while fog reveals and conceals in 

images of imperial exploration, it may work to spectacularize or beautify a dirty London 

in paintings of the industrial empire. Finally, the richness, substance and variety of such 

misty imperial artistic imagery encourages interdisciplinary connections that will 

hopefully deepen and complement current knowledge, and benefit the art historian as 
                                                             
1 Charles Dickens, Bleak House, [orig. date 1852], Wordsworth Classics, Ware, 2001, p. 1. 
2 Henry James, English Hours, [orig. date 1905], Mercury Books, London, 1963, p. 103. 
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well as historians of other disciplines, and artists, writers, and art-writers interested in 

imperial history. 

My overall argument is that fog operates as a symbol of empire in nineteenth-century 

representations of London, and other imperial sites. I argue that this symbolic 

relationship flourishes because the characteristics of fog generally lend themselves to 

the ethereal and chameleon qualities and practices of empire. Some of the more 

particular of these ‘shared’ characteristics are the abilities of both fog and empire to 

concentrate, expand, explore, colonise, reveal, conceal, obliterate, homogenise, brand, 

transcend, transform, and aestheticise. Nineteenth-century artists used the capacious 

symbolic capacity of fog for various reasons, but I argue in this thesis for their regular 

and effective use of it to communicate the various beliefs, ideas, attitudes, and positions 

about empire throughout much of the nineteenth century.  

The purposes of this thesis include the attempt to identify and demonstrate the use of 

real and imagined fog as a symbol of empire, as well as the development of a 

thematically-researched, comprehensive argument for the workings of such a symbolic 

relationship in nineteenth-century images. Also, this thesis has sought to establish a 

fresh and alternative point of entry into the art historical examination of the 

complexities of empire through the visual communications of the nineteenth-century 

artist. A particular advantage of the thematic approach to this research was the 

discovery of an unexpected breadth and depth of evidence of the currency of fog as a 

symbol of empire in nineteenth-century visual imagery (as well as in literary imagery). 

In addition, the extent of the artist’s often unacknowledged role in such symbolic 

representation was revealed. Finally, I believe one of the major accomplishments of this 

thesis is to liberate fog from its usual, limited visual and imaginative symbolic functions 

by the identification and demonstration of its capacious, capricious, sometimes subtle, 

and always supple capacity to carry and communicate meaning from the smallest and 

simplest of signs to the grandest and most complex of metaphors. 

 

Meaning 

Overall, I have attempted to show that there was a widespread use of fog as a visual 

symbol of the idea and practice of empire in nineteenth-century representations of 

London, and other imperial sites. These results mean that fog in images of empire can 
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often be understood as communicating far more than just the weather conditions of the 

century, the bleakness of the month of November in London, or the mystery or mood of 

a particular scene, and so on.  

Through the examination of a large variety of works, I have tried to show in chapter one 

that fog, in its capacity to concentrate and expand in space, and to colonise space, is a 

suitable symbol with which to represent a concentrating, expanding, and colonising 

empire. In chapter two, I have attempted to demonstrate that in its ability to conceal and 

reveal, to obliterate difference and, therefore, change and transform the familiar into the 

alien, fog becomes an ideal symbol and agent for the exploring and discovering 

practices of empire. In chapter three, I worked to determine if, with the facility to be 

appropriated, omniscient and sublime, and to transcend, transform and unite, fog can 

work as an able symbol of the spirituality of empire, whether such spirituality is 

grounded in religion or in more secular aspects of empire such as the railway. In chapter 

four, I have reasoned that the industrially augmented fog’s highly visible, billowing 

fecundity make it an effective sign of the spectacle and power of imperial production 

and progress, so that its transformative agency aestheticizes a dirty mundane empire 

into a beautiful ideal empire.  

Such broad findings demonstrate the significance of fog in the actual and represented 

idea and practices of empire across a variety of imperial themes, drawing some, such as 

religion and the railways, industry and spectacle, centre and periphery, and Self and 

Other, closer together. I believe this also shows that fog, and its multiple related 

atmospheric conditions collectively, was understood on some deep, connected cultural 

level (whether conscious or unconscious) by artists and the community generally as 

complicit in the real and imagined representation of empire.  

My results do not mean, however, that fog and its misty cousins always stood for 

empire in nineteenth-century representations of London, or the empire more widely. 

Sometimes, even in foggy paintings that took empire as their subject, the fog has a non-

imperial meaning. Also, in some paintings that are unquestionably of empire, there is no 

fog, mist, steam or smoke, only clean air, but the absence of a visible atmosphere does 

not mean the works are not imperial. In such cases, the very lack of fog, the counter-

point of the visual ‘emptiness’ of the atmosphere, may be exactly where the imperial 

meaning lies. These sorts of issues can, at times, blur the readability of misty imperial 

meaning in images. Such confusion is only increased by the seemingly illimitable 
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capacity for mist to behave symbolically in art, and, by empire’s propensity to be 

everywhere and yet nowhere evident at the same time. However, fog-induced 

bewilderment should not deter further research.  

Of surprise to me during the course of this research project was the breadth of the 

artistic evidence of the symbolic relationship between fog and empire. Paintings of 

early-nineteenth-century imperial exploration around the globe, late nineteenth-century 

book illustrations of the East End, mid-century board games of the geography of 

empire, early etchings of the first trains, turn-of-the-century pastels of London’s 

industry, oils of the financial sector chimney tops, print advertisements for London 

hotels, satirical cartoons of the London fog, photographs of the misty Thames, and 

serious paintings of London’s civilly religious cathedrals, and more, have all been 

included in this thesis for their use of fog as a visual symbol of empire and Imperial 

London. While, at the start of this thesis, I was aware of several oil paintings in which 

the relationship between fog and empire was, I believed, perceptible, I was unprepared 

for the extent of misty imperial symbolism across all types of artistic representations 

from academic art to popular culture, and for the variation in its use from complex 

metaphor to simple sign. This thesis has only benefitted by this unexpectedly diverse 

yet rich visual treasure trove. 

Another surprise was the degree to which the primary literature also engaged with, 

supported, and enriched my ideas. While this thesis is grounded in art history, evidence 

of a broad and layered contemporary literature which concerned itself in myriad ways 

with the relationship between fog and empire was exciting and affirming. Hence, the 

extensive use of literature throughout this work.   

 

Contribution 

I hope to have made a significant and original contribution to the field of art history in 

this thesis and believe the influence of this study could be described as broadly two-

fold. The first contribution, which I feel to be well articulated here, is the bid to identify 

and demonstrate the use and role of fog as a symbol of empire in nineteenth-century 

representations of London, and other imperial sites. The second contribution is the 

attempt to develop a scholarly, thematic and broadly scoping study of the argument for 
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fog as a complex, capricious and capable symbol of empire across many types of 

nineteenth-century representations of empire, including literary representation.  

My completed research may be of interest to the scholarly research community because 

of its engagement with the currently under-researched idea of fog as a symbol of 

empire. As a fresh and alternative way in to the art historical investigation of the visual 

symbolism of empire, it not only presents a different way of thinking about established 

ideas of empire and its representation, but also, I contend, possesses previously 

unacknowledged and so un-mined meaning of its own.  

While the idea of fog as a symbol of empire appears simple at first glance, its 

manifestation, effect and reach (across the time, space and representation of the 

nineteenth century) are enormous. Indeed, this thesis crosses into several diverse fields 

of research including literature, the intersection of which with the art also examined, can 

be understood as the main axis of interdisciplinary interest. Due to the diversity of 

subjects explored in this project, I trust it will be interesting to several types of scholars 

and researchers, including the art historians and literature historians whose research 

takes them into the arena of the nineteenth-century British Empire, of imperial London, 

and of empire generally. Visual artists, general historians, cultural theorists, and writers 

may find this research generally useful due to its broad scope and connected thematic 

approach. And, the historian or writer interested specifically in nineteenth-century art 

and architecture, literature, the railway, religion, tourism, exploration, industry, poverty, 

society, crime, aesthetics, and especially climate will hopefully also see sections of the 

research as stimulating and informative. I believe the overall value of the thesis lies in 

its interdisciplinary approach to the comprehensive establishment of fog as a symbol of 

empire in nineteenth-century representations of London, and other imperial sites. 

 

Further research and future directions 

I identify three main avenues for further research that arise out of this thesis. The first is 

to develop the current argument through other imperial themes. In particular nineteenth-

century imperial warfare offers a rich array of battle paintings in which smoke, dust, gas 

and other war-related atmospheric conditions can, I argue, be read as imperial. Such a 

chapter was not included in this thesis because while the occasional image of imperial 

warfare in London can be found, the critical mass of nineteenth-century warfare, and 
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battle, paintings depict arenas physically external to London. But, it is an area that I 

believe would yield interesting results for the future researcher, or research project. A 

second future direction would be to expand the argument through an examination of the 

representations of other empires for their symbolic use fog. Twentieth-century United 

States, fuelled by oil as Imperial Britain was fuelled by coal, is perhaps the first choice 

of empire to explore in this way. The iconic mushroom clouds of the American atomic 

bombs that ended World War Two beg to be examined in this regard too (and perhaps 

in regard to twentieth century imperial battle scenes as well). But, earlier empires such 

as the Venetian Empire, or the Roman and Ottoman Empires may also have produced 

imperial imagery veiled with misty symbolism. Thirdly, I believe a fruitful area for 

future research into the symbolic use of fog, mist, smoke, steam and so forth would be 

the use of it by contemporary artists. While there are contemporary artists whose current 

practice employs misty materiality and symbolism, the extent to which this may or may 

not engage with past (or indeed current) notions of empire is yet to be established.  
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Image: reproduced in Michael Freeman, Railways and the Victorian 
Imagination, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 1999. 



xviii 
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white book illustration, 23.5 x 19.0 cm.  
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