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  What do writers such as Charles Dickens and Peter Ackroyd, Iain Sinclair and Robert Louis Stevenson have in common? The answer lies in the use these authors make of London as a fictional setting. Yet in these works and in those of other London writers the city is much more than merely a backdrop, instead becoming a character in its own right and creating a sense of place that is both a reflection and a reworking of the city. Here London is presented as a living organism, a huge and mysterious labyrinth, and the source of endless imagination. A whole world is contained by the city and within it the entire spectrum of human experience. From Bleak House to Hawksmoor, from Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde to White Chappell Scarlet Tracings, London has continued to generate a series of fantastic visions. The humorous and the tragic, the grotesque and the bizarre, everything is possible here.






In this book, Merlin Coverley examines the major themes in the development of the London novel from its origins in the Victorian metropolis and onward to the present day and the revival of London writing. On the way he explores the Occult Tradition and London Noir, the Disaster Novel and the rise of Psychogeography, and alongside the recognised classics of the genre he recovers some of those lost London writers whose works have been unjustly neglected. 
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Introduction



‘In this city everything connects.’ Peter Ackroyd, London: The Biography



Where to begin? If there is one point on which London writers appear to agree, it is the fact that London is endless, illimitable, a world too huge and complex to be accurately captured by a single author, let alone a single text. Yet not only is the city regarded as an unknowable labyrinth, it is also eternal, defying chronological order through an endless cycle of decline and regeneration. If this is true of the city, then it is equally true of the writing it has inspired. Iain Sinclair has described the growth of London writing as similar to a viral culture, one writer both leading back toward his predecessors and anticipating those who are to follow; each text an accumulation of the past and a prediction for the future together creating new genres and traditions and branching off in new and unexpected directions. In a city where everything connects, where does one begin?

The writers that I wish to include here all treat London as something more than a mere backdrop. In these works, London becomes a character in its own right, whose presence is bound together with the lives that are lived within its fictional borders. Of course, in the absence of a rigorous definition of what constitutes London writing (as opposed to that which is simply writing about London), there must inevitably be a largely arbitrary and subjective nature to one’s choices, while others become necessary due to the limitations of this project. It is difficult to imagine a pocket that could find room for an overview of London writing in its entirety and so boundaries must be drawn. The most obvious way of achieving this seems to be to decide upon the type of writing to be included. The strongest and most clearly sustained tradition of London writing and the one that is most widely represented today is that of the novel. Poetry and plays, biography and history, essays and journalism all have had, and continue to have, a strong claim upon the history of London writing, but it is to the novel that I will confine myself in this book. Of course, this means that at a stroke some of the greatest names in London, and indeed world, literature are omitted, amongst them Chaucer and Shakespeare, Samuel Pepys and Dr Johnson, Spenser and Blake, De Quincey and Charles Lamb. Furthermore, not only am I choosing the most representative London novelists, but I am also choosing their most representative London novels and each writer will be confined here to a single entry. In this way, I will be able to draw up a shortlist of the 30 essential London novels.

In his book, The Soul of London (1905), Ford Madox Ford famously observed:



‘England is a small island
The world is infinitesimal
But London is illimitable.’




And writing almost a century later Peter Ackroyd echoed these comments:



‘London goes beyond any boundary or convention. It contains every wish or word ever spoken, every action or gesture ever made, every harsh or noble statement ever expressed. It is illimitable. It is infinite London.’




Now having chosen the novel as the most representative strand of London writing, it is necessary to decide which writers and which novels most closely reflect these sentiments. 

If the starting point of the novel is taken to be the early eighteenth century, there are few obvious candidates who describe the city with a sufficient sense of place to be identified as having written the first London novel. Daniel Defoe in Moll Flanders (1722) and later Roxana (1724) records with great relish both London’s lowlife and the opulence of the King’s Court, but his best remembered account of London is that of the plague years of his youth in A Journal of the Plague Year (1722), which, while certainly in large part a work of fiction, was at least presented as a work of fact.

Henry Fielding and Tobias Smollett were both novelists whose work might be considered a suitable starting point for the London novel. Fielding’s Jonathan Wild (1743) offers a fictional account of one of the most famous Londoners of his day. Similarly, Tom Jones (1749) also deals with the underworld of Georgian London, contrasting urban scenes of vice and degradation with the honest simplicity of the rural existence beyond the city’s boundaries. Both novels provide significant descriptions of the London of that era, but here the city is never more than a part of a wider canvas and these are primarily morality plays in which London symbolises only one part of human behaviour, the seedier part, without the totalising sense of a self-contained world that is the hallmark of the true London novelist. In a similar vein, Smollett’s picaresque London adventures continue a fascination with London’s squalid underbelly that has rarely diminished since. But once again, neither The Adventures of Roderick Random (1748) nor The Expedition of Humphrey Clinker (1771) really reflect the stature of London as a world-city. To be fair, it is perhaps less a question of the stature of these novels than the stature of the city they are describing, for London in its Georgian incarnation was still a long way from attaining the unimaginable magnitude and complexity that was to define the Victorian megalopolis. If we are looking for a fictional representation that equates London with the world, then we must fast-forward to the nineteenth century and the birth of the city that remains in many respects the one that still exists today.

Once in the Victorian era, we can breathe a sigh of relief and immediately give up the pretence that anyone other than Charles Dickens is the man to begin a survey of the London novel. So huge and influential are his portrayals of London that one could easily devote this entire survey to his novels alone. Needless to say, once his name has been introduced, the novelists that precede him become little more than precursors who, while influential, seem rather lightweight by comparison. For just as Shakespeare is often said to have invented the English language, so Dickens appears to have not so much described London as to have invented our conception of it and it is to this source that almost all subsequent London fiction is indebted.

Having found a starting point, it is now necessary to devise a principle by which order can be brought to the chaotic mass of authors and novels that have since placed London at the heart of their work. At first, it is tempting to see London’s history and its parallel history in the novel as a straightforward narrative unfolding in a linear progression, but time in London appears to be governed by its own laws, operating at different speeds in different quarters of the city, seeming to progress only to relapse back to an earlier stage. In this way, events are repeated and different histories replayed as time moves in a circular fashion. In his mammoth biography of the city Peter Ackroyd notes:



‘There are many forms of time in the city, and it would be foolish of me to change its character for the sake of erecting a conventional narrative. That is why this book moves quixotically through time, itself forming a labyrinth. If the history of London poverty is beside a history of London madness, then the connections may provide more significant information than any historiographical survey.’





This conception of time will be my guiding principle too and accordingly this survey will be structured less by chronology than by theme. 

If, then, time in London is seen as cyclical, so too is the fictional tradition that seeks to reflect it. In this manner, writers who are fêted by one generation may subsequently disappear without trace, often to reappear once again at a later stage. Thus while Dickens may now shape our perception of the Victorian city, it was his contemporary GWM Roberts who commanded the greater readership in the early part of Victoria’s reign. Yet who can honestly claim to have heard of, let alone read, his melodramatic novel The Mysteries of London (1845). Similarly, while William Pett Ridge was amongst the most famous literary Londoners of his day and remains vigorously championed by writers such as Michael Moorcock, his London novels have long since been consigned to oblivion. I shall be devoting a chapter of this survey to lost London writers whose works have, in my opinion, been unjustly neglected. Yet many writers require no such resurrection, their works apparently transcending the cyclical current that has submerged so many of their contemporaries. These figures are the giants of London writing whose works now form the established canon and who created not only new characters and visions of the city, but in some cases inaugurated entirely new genres. 

Dickens’ heavyweight contenders include both William Thackeray and Anthony Trollope, but neither can be regarded as true London writers. For while Dickens’ imaginative universe is largely circumscribed by the city, Thackeray’s Vanity Fair (1847) treats London only as an oblique part of a larger whole and Trollope’s Palliser novels, whilst creating memorable observations of London’s political elites, remain less clearly realised than his rural Barsetshire. Elsewhere, however, the true inheritance of Dickens’ London gradually emerges as the bleak realism of London poverty is given voice in a range of novels from Arthur Morrison’s Tales of  the Mean Streets (1894) and A Child of the Jago (1896) to Israel Zangwill’s Children of the Ghetto (1892), so raising awareness of the squalid plight of many Londoners. Meanwhile, the comic tradition is extended through George and Weedon Grossmith’s Diary of a Nobody (1892) and Jerome K Jerome’s Thames-side excursion Three Men in a Boat (1889) and on through GK Chesterton’s whimsical tale of a future London, The Napoleon of Notting Hill (1892).

Indeed, images of future Londons are widespread in the novels of the late nineteenth century and find their most utopian expression in News From Nowhere (1891) by William Morris, in which we are offered a curious blend of socialist and pastoral idyll as blushing maidens and strapping young men furiously weave and thatch their way to an egalitarian paradise. Such a vision of London’s future is of course a return to London’s pre-industrial past and taps into early anxieties regarding the dangers of industrialisation. In a similar vein Richard Jefferies’ After London (1885) describes a city that literally drowns in its own effluent, but he is more ambivalent about the merits of a return to the land. Such prophetic novels generally combine a political critique of London present alongside a steadfast belief in a brighter future, but in combining such hopes and fears with an awareness of the potential of technological progress, HG Wells ushered in the new genre of science fiction. Wells was to write extensively about London in a realist mode, both in Anna Veronica (1909) and Tono-Bungay (1909), in which he explores the claustrophobia of Edwardian class structures and anxieties over the huge expansion in London’s population alongside controversial issues of sex, marriage and independence. Yet it is in his earlier ‘scientific romances’ that his enduring appeal lies and where we find the finest examples of his use of London as a setting. In The Invisible Man (1897) the newly invisible narrator tries to negotiate a familiarly overcrowded Oxford Street, while in The War of the Worlds (1898) we can once again enjoy the peculiar pleasure of witnessing London’s violent destruction. This book is an early example of the disaster novel that was later to reappear with renewed force in novels such as John Wyndham’s The Day of the Triffids (1951) and JG Ballard’s The Drowned World (1962).

Wells’ most enduring legacy to the London novel, however, is a work that has very little overt connection with the city. The Time Machine (1895) takes the stark inequalities of Victorian London to their logical conclusion by portraying a distant future in which the indolent Eloi are both served and consumed by their bestial underground cousins, the Morlocks, and the idea of an environment in which surface normality is undercut by an underground city in parallel with it finds great currency in recent London writing. Contemporary examples such as Christopher Fowler’s Roofworld (1988), Neil Gaiman’s Neverwhere (1997) and Conrad Williams’ London Revenant (2004) all explore Londons behind, below and above the city of our everyday experience.

Science fiction is not the only new genre to emerge during this period, for through such novels as Wilkie Collins’ The Moonstone (1868) the detective novel was to gain enormous and enduring popularity and remains especially important to London writing. It has been argued that the detective genre is particularly suited to London and its labyrinthine streets through the requirement of the plot for specific and recognisable coordinates for the set pieces, yet it seems to me that in much of London’s finest detective fiction, it is London itself that becomes not only the setting but a part of the mystery itself. Nowhere is this more true than in the works of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, whose creation Sherlock Holmes is so powerfully equated with the mythic London of swirling fog and hansom cabs that he is single-handedly responsible for much of the disappointment today’s tourists feel on encountering a city so conspicuously lacking in penny-farthings and deerstalkers. In novels such as A Study in Scarlet (1887) and The Sign of Four (1890), in addition to the numerous short stories, London is as much a puzzle as the crime itself; a maze that must be unravelled, and knowledge of the layout of the city is crucial to Holmes’ success.

A subtle mutation of the detective novel gave rise to the spy novel, and while Erskine Childers’ The Riddle of the Sands
(1903) leads the way, Joseph Conrad’s magnificent The Secret Agent (1907), based on a real life Anarchist ‘outrage’ in Greenwich Park, offers a truly prescient image of the hypocrisy and twisted motives behind terrorism and lays bare the reality of a profession that was soon to acquire a veneer of exotic attraction for later practitioners of the genre.

So, now we can begin to chart the emergence of those themes that have dominated London fiction since its inception – here we have both the acknowledged heavyweights of the canon, as well as its less celebrated exponents. There is both comedy and fantasy alongside the harsh realities of urban life. The utopian vision is contrasted with apocalyptic renderings of future London and, along with science fiction, we find the worlds of the criminal and the spy. Finally, there is that strand of London writing that is perhaps most clearly associated with the London of the late nineteenth century and is once again so widely appropriated today – the occult.

The canonical text here is Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886). Originally published as a ‘shilling shocker’, this novel made Stevenson’s reputation and has been enormously influential upon other practitioners of the London Occult, from Oscar Wilde to Arthur Machen. Here, the central idea of the split personality is projected onto the fogbound London streets and in recalling the horrible fascination of Dickens’ portrayals of the London slums, Stevenson succeeds in transforming London into a reflection of the psychological states he is describing. In this, he has rightly been described as London’s first psychogeographer, portraying London in cinematic, even mythical, terms. Indeed, the fictional world of Mr Hyde was soon to find factual support in the figure of Jack the Ripper, fusing the London of fiction and reality in such a powerful way that the London of this time has effectively foreshadowed everything that was to follow. As a consequence, the London fictions of the twenties and thirties in many ways describe a city still recognisably the same. Right up until the outbreak of the Second World War, London writing still resonates with images of poorly lit streets and yellow fog obscuring shady characters. 

As fog gaves way to smog, so occult themes gradually subsided as the ‘golden era’ of the crime novel arrived. Both Gerald Kersh’s Night and the City (1938) and later Margery Allingham’s The Tiger in the Smoke (1952) were to become films and both, with varying degrees of success, attempt to map the familiar routes of lowlife London, while the now totally forgotten works of James Curtis and Robert Westerby ensured that fictional crimes remained resolutely small time in their tales of failure and revenge in the boozers of pre-war London.

If much of the London writing between the wars is characterised by an obscurity in both its subject matter of invisible lives, as well as in the fate of these authors and their books, this period also produced markedly more memorable, or at least more widely remembered, fictions from a parallel London of picnics and blazers. For while small-time crooks were dreaming of a big heist, the 1920s and 1930s were, for the fictional characters celebrated by, amongst others, Evelyn Waugh, Aldous Huxley, Wyndham Lewis and Virginia Woolf, decades of seemingly unbroken leisure. Novels such as Mrs Dalloway (1925) and Point Counter Point (1928), Vile Bodies (1930) and The Apes of God (1930) recount, often in excruciating detail, the lives or sometimes simply the days of a small coterie of characters with artistic pretensions who wander between Bloomsbury and Mayfair on their way to an endless round of dinner parties.

In retrospect, the Second World War merely highlights the fragility of upper-class life in the London of this period, and certainly in post-war fiction the gulf between these two Londons of spivs and toffs is much less broad. The war may have continued class distinctions through the opposing ranks of officers and men, yet it also appears to have drawn together the more disparate strands of London fiction by producing its own easily recognisable sense of wartime dislocation. From Patrick Hamilton’s celebrated Hangover Square (1941) to Norman Collins’ less well-known London Belongs to Me (1945), the familiar London of pubs and boarding houses takes on a new sense of anxiety and unease in the face of the impending war. Elsewhere, Graham Greene’s The Ministry of Fear (1943) and Elizabeth Bowen’s The Heat of the Day (1945) explore the reality of the Blitz, during which life and relationships are overtaken by an eerie sense of disorientation
as the familiar landscape of the city is reduced to rubble. Henry Green most vividly portrays this sense of heightened unreality in his novel Caught (1943), in which an account of the Blitz from the perspective of the London firefighters, of whom Green was a member, is surprisingly underscored by an increasingly bizarre account of the relationships between them. Soon a novel that one might expect to provide a conventional wartime account of heroism and camaraderie gives way to a much less wholesome subplot of sexual intrigue and mental imbalance.

If, then, the war is to be taken as a definitive break with the past, both culturally and politically, it follows that such a break should be apparent within the tradition of London writing. For some writers, however, the war had only a minor impact and they remained largely oblivious to it as they sat marooned in the pubs of Soho and Fitzrovia. The most representative writer of a group that also included Dylan Thomas, is Julian McLaren-Ross, whose limited artistic output was a result of a protracted bout of ‘Sohoitis’, the inability to translate increasingly grandiose plans into any kind of material reality. McLaren-Ross, whose memoirs were unsurprisingly difficult to recollect and remained unfinished at the time of his death, did, however, manage to produce a quantity of short stories whose London settings have recently found a new audience.  

While writers such as Maclaren-Ross and the Fitzrovia set continued through the war years in much the same vein as before, much post-war writing about London returns to recreate these years in its fiction. Graham Greene’s The End of the Affair (1951) for example, is largely biographical, revisiting the Blitz and the house off Clapham Common where he once lived. But the 1950s are not entirely a period of nostalgic recollection, and while the shortages and austerity remained a constant reminder of the war, some writers such as Colin MacInnes were able to detect the youthful unrest that was to explode in the following decade. His London trilogy, City of Spades (1957), Absolute Beginners (1959) and Mr Love and Justice (1960), portray the early bohemian lifestyles of West London and are also notable for their reflection of the effects of post-war immigration and the tensions that culminated in the Notting Hill race riots of 1958. But this era finds its most authentic voice in Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners (1956), in which Selvon, himself a West Indian immigrant, uses the Trinidadian dialect to recreate accurately the conflicting sense of excitement and apprehension felt by many on arriving in London for the first time.

A few years later in Alexander Baron’s The Lowlife (1961), we are once again returned to the gambling, petty crime and cramped boarding houses that seem an eternal staple of London fiction. Baron provides access to a particularly fertile strand of Jewish London writing, which includes such figures such as Bernard Kops and Emmanuel Litvinoff whose autobiographical Journey Through a Small Planet (1972) vividly recalls the sights and smells of a Jewish East End that was soon to vanish forever.

The 1950s, however, are equally memorable for the re-emergence of a quite different mode of London writing, that of the disaster novel. Following in the footsteps of Jefferies and Wells, the novels of John Wyndham and John Christopher, and later Christopher Priest and M John Harrison, all recount a variety of catastrophic scenarios. Yet out of what is essentially a British subgenre of quite conventional and conservative sympathies, JG Ballard’s early disaster novels have introduced some of the most experimental and disturbing images of the modern city. His first, and by his own admission largely forgettable, novel, The Wind from Nowhere (1962), depicts London at the mercy of increasing winds, and shortly afterwards The Drowned World (1962) was once again to describe a London of the near future. This time the catastrophe is flood, as rising temperatures return London to the state of a primordial swamp, albeit a rather comfortable one with the protagonist ensconced in a penthouse at the Ritz. This later novel is a far more accomplished attempt to portray a post-apocalyptic city, but it was criticised by many as continuing the convention of the ‘cosy catastrophe’, in which the future demise of the city allows the survivors to live a strangely glamorous lifestyle. In this sense, Ballard’s novel fulfils this criterion for comfort, but also proceeds to undermine our expectations as the protagonist gradually succumbs to the primordial charm of the drowned city and ultimately wanders off into the jungle in a mood of dream-like passivity.

Ballard’s novels of the 1960s and 70s combine both a radical experimentalism with a cautionary note to those inspired by an unwavering belief in the potential of technological change. Crash (1973) Concrete Island (1974) and High-Rise (1975) form a loose trilogy of novels exploring the newly developing world of motorways, airports and supermarkets, a neon-lit non-place of suburban anonymity that barely qualifies as London writing, describing as it does that marginal zone where the city loses its identity, becoming that familiar yet indistinguishable space that seems to encircle all modern urban centres. Ballard explores the bizarre and unexpected behaviour such a landscape may provoke and in his preference for the suburbs he follows a trajectory away from the historical centre of the city that has been extremely influential on other London writers such as Iain Sinclair and Chris Petit.

Meanwhile, the largely unheralded novels of Maureen Duffy continue to explore peripheral communities within London and her London ‘triptych’, Wounds (1969), Capital (1975) and Londoners (1983), both anticipates the radical changes wrought by Thatcherism, as well as dramatising London’s history in a manner that has become much more fashionable today. Another writer operating in the 1960s and 70s who explores the marginal places and lives of the city was Robin Cook (later to become Derek Raymond), a crime novelist of the darkest and bleakest variety who depicts a city of windblown refuse and decay populated by the lonely, vulnerable and violent. Early satires such as The Tenants of Dirt Street (1971) were followed by a switch to the crime novel and books such as I Was Dora Suarez (1991) burn with anger at the declining fortunes of a city that is always implicated in the sordid crimes Raymond describes. Raymond was a friend of Sinclair, who in turn was an admirer and sometime collaborator of Ballard and Moorcock, and it seems that much of the London writing of this period and indeed the present day is largely a closed shop of self-promoting and self-mythologising writers engaged in a shared agenda. Sinclair’s ‘London Project’, which describes his mixture of fiction and documentary writings on the city, combines many of the traditional themes of London fiction such as the criminal and the occult, with a powerful political critique of contemporary London. This political engagement was especially apparent throughout the Thatcherite period and challenged an ideology that resulted in the bland and unimaginative redevelopment of large swathes of the city. The key novels here are Peter Ackroyd’s Hawksmoor (1985), a detective fiction that uses the pretext of an occult alignment between Hawksmoor’s six remaining London churches to establish a vision of 1980s London through the eyes of its emerging underclass. This novel was largely inspired by Iain Sinclair’s Lud Heat (1975), a prose poem which first expounded this occult theory, and Sinclair’s London novels such as White Chappell Scarlet Tracings (1987) and Downriver (1991), which use an occult content to expose and satirise the profound effects of Thatcherite policies on the fabric of the city. In a similar vein but with a historical sweep encompassing the city from the time of the Blitz to the 1980s, Michael Moorcock’s Mother London (1988) has been described as a love letter to a city now largely forgotten. This epic novel is filled with the voices of earlier Londoners whose stories still resonate through the streets.

This interweaving of historical detail, political protest and occult significance forms the hallmark of much contemporary London fiction, and writers as diverse as Chris Petit in Robinson (1993), Geoff Nicholson in Bleeding London (1997) and Stewart Home in his ultra-violent parody Red London (1994) continue to produce off-beat accounts of a largely overlooked city. Of course, these writers themselves have in many instances gone unnoticed, but in other genres London writing continues to flourish. In crime writers such as Mark Timlin and Anthony Frewin we have natural successors to Derek Raymond’s London Noir, whilst Christopher Fowler, Neil Gaiman and Alan Moore reflect the revival of interest in Gothic representations of the city and a return to the occult preoccupations of the late nineteenth century.

While the novels and authors outlined above will always remain a largely subjective and sometimes idiosyncratic selection from a potentially limitless source of London writing, it will become clear in the following selection of the 30 essential London novels that in large part I have purposely favoured the obscure over the celebrated and the marginal over the mainstream. And while Martin Amis’ London Fields (1989) appears impossible to ignore regardless of its faults, other recent and similarly popular London novels such as Zadie Smith’s White Teeth (2003) and Monica Ali’s Brick Lane (2000) have not been included in this account. For despite these London-orientated titles, I immediately felt a sense of resistance to their inclusion in a survey such as this. The reasons for this resistance are difficult to articulate clearly, but there remains a sense that these hugely successful and greatly acclaimed novels conform less to a tradition of London writing that celebrates the hidden and obscure than to a ‘brand’ of London writing, a marketed image of the city too heavily sponsored by a sense of what London ought to be rather than what it has actually become. Of course, notions of what is ‘real’ London and what is not can never be satisfactorily resolved and in the end one is always forced back upon questions of personal taste. But as this survey must inevitably provide a cross-section rather than a whole, it is a sample that, however inconsistent and unconventional, and however haphazard in its choices, can confidently claim to represent a city that is equally unreliable, equally disordered and by its very nature equally impossible to grasp in its entirety.




The London Canon



‘Then the vision of an enormous town presented itself, of a monstrous town more populous than some continents and in its man-made might as if indifferent to heaven’s frowns and smiles; a cruel devourer of the world’s light. There was room enough there to place any story, depth enough there for any passion, variety enough there for any setting, darkness enough to bury five millions of lives.’ Joseph Conrad, Author’s Note (1920) to The Secret Agent




Much of this Pocket Essential is devoted to the neglected and the overlooked, to those figures and texts that occupy the margins of London’s literary history, and yet residing over and in opposition to this forgotten tradition is the London Canon, the roll-call of those celebrated novels that demand inclusion within any overview of London writing. These novels act as milestones upon a literary journey that begins in the Victorian city and while I have explored the origins of the London novel in my introduction and have clearly demonstrated the primacy of Dickens’ position within the London Canon, there are other novelists whose works have also unmistakeably stood the test of time to become classics. The novels that are included here are not incidentally about London – they are great novels precisely because of their success as great London novels. While the examples I have chosen represent a brief period and are largely the product of the Victorian and Edwardian eras, this remains a particularly fertile period for the London novel, encompassing both the naturalism of the late nineteenth century and the emerging modernism of the early twentieth.

One might certainly make a case for later London novels to be included here, but I have been reluctant to extend the London Canon to include novels whose inclusion might be premature. Penguin might feel able to reissue Martin Amis’ Money (1984) as a modern classic less than 20 years after it was written, but such an example seems to me simply to reinforce the need for caution in ascribing classic status. Furthermore, this is a list that is to be read alongside those writers featured in the following chapters who in pioneering other genres might as easily have warranted inclusion here, amongst them Robert Louis Stevenson and William Morris, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and HG Wells.

Throughout this book I have followed the principle of choosing only one novel to represent the work of one author and nowhere has this rule been more severely tested than in the case of Charles Dickens. Dickens’ entire oeuvre is dominated by his portrayal of London and its inhabitants and there are several notable contenders for his greatest London novel, amongst them Oliver Twist (1838), Little Dorritt (1857), and Our Mutual Friend (1865). In choosing Bleak House (1853), however, I have included a book that best captures the labyrinthine aspect of the city and in whose opening lines we find perhaps the most resonant passage of London prose yet written.

George Gissing is as close an English writer we have to the harsh realism of Zola and his novel New Grub Street (1891) is in many ways the London novelist’s London novel, describing both the joy and the despair, but mainly the despair, of those who have attempted to record the lives of their fellow Londoners. 

Joseph Conrad, unlike many of the other figures discussed here, is by no means primarily a London writer, but his sole London novel, The Secret Agent (1907), is one of his finest and uses a real-life terrorist incident to inspire what is one of the earliest fictional accounts of espionage. Conrad is noticeably more modern in his approach than his predecessors, with his tale of betrayal and twisted motives anticipating the moral uncertainties of Graham Greene.

Mrs Dalloway (1925) is the high-water mark for Modernist London fiction and is certainly something of an acquired taste. Her account of a single day in the life of Clarissa Dalloway is undoubtedly a sophisticated attempt at rendering the varied sights, sounds and impressions of the city as they ebb and flow but is more likely to inspire admiration than affection in its readership.

Finally, Evelyn Waugh, like Woolf, remains firmly bound by the narrow class distinctions of his day, but Vile Bodies (1930) injects some much needed humour into a Canon whose prevailing mood is one of hopeless misery.

In all these novels we can recognise the emergence of new ways of apprehending the city and many of the themes that are explored later in this book are rehearsed here. For the London Canon explores the city in its entirety from the slums of the East End to the power and privilege of the City and records the experiences of its inhabitants as they move from comedy to tragedy, from the outlandish to the everyday.



Charles Dickens, Bleak House (1853)



Author and Background: Charles Dickens was born in Portsmouth in 1812 and after a happy childhood in Chatham moved to London in 1823. Soon faced with financial disaster, however, Dickens began work in a blacking factory while the remainder of his family were placed in the debtors prison, an experience that was to haunt him for life.

Having received a rudimentary schooling and after a brief stint as a solicitor’s clerk and parliamentary reporter, Dickens produced his first novel, The Pickwick Papers, in 1836–7. Published as a cheap serial publication, the success of the novel made Dickens’ name and many more were to follow, including Oliver Twist (1838) and Nicholas Nickleby (1839). A period of travel in the USA and Europe ensued; by now, Dickens was a publishing phenomenon and in great demand. Writing at a prodigious rate, Dickens completed the novels on which his fame now rests, with the largely autobiographical David Copperfield (1850), followed by Bleak House (1853), Little Dorritt (1857) and Great Expectations (1861). His later years were dogged by ill health and his final novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, remained unfinished at the time of his death in 1870.

London looms large throughout Dickens’ writing and especially so in novels such as Bleak House (1853) and Our Mutual Friend (1865), in which the sentiment of Dickens’ earlier works gives way to strong social criticism. Dickens’ astonishingly broad vision of the city encompassed almost the entire spectrum of London life, effectively defining the city for future generations.



Plot Summary: More than any other of Dickens’ gargantuan novels, Bleak House resists all attempts at summary. At the heart of this complex web of interwoven stories lies the unresolved lawsuit of Jarndyce and Jarndyce, on whose outcome the family inheritance rests. From this protracted case and the law courts of Chancery Lane where the case is periodically heard, a series of events spirals outward affecting those myriad characters whose divergent fortunes are to varying degrees bound up with the arbitrary and absurd processes of the legal system. 

Richard Carstone and Ada Clare are Wards of Court and live with their relative John Jarndyce in the family home of Bleak House. Here they are joined by the novel’s heroine and primary narrative voice, the supposed orphan, Esther Summerson. Meanwhile, the aristocratic Lady Dedlock begins the search for her illegitimate child (Esther), a search that leads inexorably to death and disgrace, while elsewhere the mysterious murder of old lawyer Tulkinghorn results in the introduction of Inspector Bucket. Alongside murder and scandal we also witness poverty and degradation in the form of the penniless and illiterate Jo, while love blossoms between Esther and the young Doctor Woodcourt. Needless to say, this love affair does not run smoothly and at one stage Esther is set to marry John Jarndyce before he finally releases her from her engagement. As the novel closes so the lawsuit is finally concluded, only for the inheritance Richard Carstone was expecting to be consumed in legal fees. He dies, but leaves his wife with a son she names Richard. A degree of happiness is finally attained for Esther as she marries Woodcourt, despite having had her beauty marred by the ravages of smallpox. 

In-between these episodes are woven numerous other events peopled by a huge cast of minor characters from the comic to the pitiful, and while many of these themes go unresolved and are sometimes inconsistent, Dickens successfully depicts a society that, though appearing outwardly orderly, is in reality chaotic and unpredictable.



Key London Scene: The novel opens with the chapter ‘In Chancery’ and one of the most evocative descriptions of the city ever penned:



London. Michaelmas term lately over, and the Lord Chancellor sitting in Lincoln’s Inn Hall. Implacable November weather. As much mud in the streets, as if the waters had but newly retired from the face of the earth, and it would not be wonderful to meet a Megalosaurus, forty feet long or so, waddling like an elephantine lizard up Holborn Hill. Smoke lowering down from chimney-pots, making a soft black drizzle with flakes of soot in it as big as full-grown snowflakes – gone into mourning, one might imagine, for the death of the sun. Dogs, undistinguishable in mire. Horses, scarcely better; splashed to their very blinkers. Foot passengers, jostling one another’s umbrellas, in a general infection of ill temper, and losing their foot-hold at street-corners, where tens of thousands of other foot passengers have been slipping and sliding since the day broke (if this day ever broke), adding new deposits to the crust upon crust of mud, sticking at those points tenaciously to the pavement, and accumulating at compound interest.




Evaluation: Bleak House
is not an easy book to complete. The plot, as far as there is one, is fragmentary and full of circuitous paths and sudden digressions. In this sense the book itself allegorises both the interminable and unintelligible legal system at its heart, as well as providing a further allegory for the city itself. Such a book is, like the London it mirrors, is almost impossible to grasp in its entirety, and while its disjointed and unwieldy form may result from the demands of a serialised publication, it is perfectly suited to its portrayal of the city. This city is organic, but it is an organism that is far from healthy and the recurrent motif of the novel is one of decay and corruption. The body of London is diseased, the smallpox and cholera of the day once again allegorical of wider ills, as the legal and business ‘system’ actively impoverishes and represses large sections of society. Written at a time when London was an Imperial city that had confidently celebrated its status in the Great Exhibition of 1851, Dickens was able to reveal the human cost of a system that in elevating a minority to wealth and prestige condemned the masses to misery and despair.



George Gissing, New Grub Street (1891)



Author and Background: Born in Wakefield in 1857, George Gissing was educated at Owens College, Manchester, but was dismissed in 1876 following his theft of money to help the prostitute Nell Harrison, later to become his wife. This unhappy episode was the first of many in a conspicuously miserable life. After serving a month’s hard labour, Gissing spent a year in America before returning to pursue a literary career. Years of poverty were to follow along with the death of his wife in 1888, yet despite these setbacks Gissing produced a series of novels, beginning with the publication of Workers in the Dawn in 1880. The Nether World (1889) attracted some critical attention, but it was with New Grub Street (1891) that Gissing’s reputation was secured. Further novels include Born in Exile (1892), The Odd Women (1893), In the Year of Jubilee (1894) and The Crown of Life (1899). Gissing moved to France in 1899 and died in 1903.

Much of Gissing’s work concerns the plight of the urban poor and in his unsentimental depiction of misery and humiliation, New Grub Street reads as much as a sociological document as a work of fiction. Heavily influenced by the naturalism of Zola, Gissing’s novel captures a cross-section of the literary London of his day and reflects his own position as a struggling writer. Characterised by pessimism and an acute empathy, it was bitterly ironical that Gissing was not to profit from his one acknowledged masterpiece, having sold the copyright for £150. Through his analysis of the divergent forces of the commercial and the creative, Gissing’s novel was to be influential on later accounts of literary aspiration in novels such as George Orwell’s Keep the Aspidistra Flying (1936).



Plot Summary: Gissing’s great London novel explores the opposing claims of trade and art in the literary world through the interwoven stories of two quite different couples. Set in the by now familiar, fogbound streets of the late Victorian city, the novel is populated by writers and editors, journalists and agents, caught up in a commercial jungle in which only the successful survive.

Edwin Reardon is a minor novelist with an ambitious wife, Amy. A tortured figure, Edwin’s pitiful literary output comes at great cost both physically and psychologically and a combination of writer’s block and broken health clearly mark him out as a victim of the literary struggle. Jasper Milvain, on the other hand, is a commercially aware journalist who plays the system to his advantage. He is courting Marian Yule, but his emotions are at odds with his plans to marry into money, and so having proposed to Marian on the understanding of an inheritance, he all too quickly retracts this proposal when the money is not forthcoming.

So we witness the divergent fates of these two writers. His work neglected and abandoned by his wife, Reardon’s life disintegrates and he soon succumbs to pneumonia. Meanwhile, Jasper rejects Marian in favour of the newly wealthy Amy and in the final irony Jasper publishes a tribute to Reardon’s neglected novels.

Alongside these twin narratives is a host of minor characters, from the embittered Alfred Yule, the victim of an unhappy marriage, to Whelpdale the failed novelist cum ‘literary adviser’ and the miserable figure of Biffen, whose life ends in suicide. All of these figures are made or broken by their literary endeavours in a city blind to their suffering and indifferent to their artistic pretensions.



Key London Scene: As Marian toils away in the reading-room of the British library, she likens her surroundings to a book-lined prison:



The fog grew thicker; she looked up at the windows beneath the dome and saw that they were a dusky yellow. Then her eye discerned an official walking along the upper gallery, and in pursuance of her grotesque humour, her mocking misery, she likened him to a black, lost soul, doomed to wander in an eternity of vain research along endless shelves. Or again, the readers who sat here at these radiating lines of desks, what were they but hapless flies caught in a huge web, its nucleus the great circle of the Catalogue? Darker, darker. From the towering wall of volumes seemed to emanate visible motes, intensifying the obscurity; in a moment the book-lined circumference of the room would be but a featureless prison-limit.




Evaluation: Gissing’s work lacks both the humour and the sentiment of Dickens, and while David Copperfield describes the struggles of the would-be writer it in no way touches upon the depths of personal disillusionment with which Gissing imbues his tale. This unremitting bleakness can be rather deflating and would appear wilfully morose were it not for the fact that so many of the deprivations recorded here are based upon Gissing’s own experiences. New Grub Street demonstrates the risks facing the writer choosing to take London as his subject matter. For in recording the emerging figure of the professional writer, Gissing’s book is a pioneering account of a time when writers literally starved for their art and in capturing the tortured and sometimes fatal relationship between the writer and the city it has never been surpassed.



Joseph Conrad, The Secret Agent (1907)



Author and Background: The facts of Conrad’s life are certainly as remarkable as any of his fictional inventions. Born in the Ukraine in 1857 to Polish parents, Jósef Korzeniowski went to sea at the age of 16 and in 1878 joined the English Merchant Marine. Having spent almost 20 years as a sailor, Conrad became a British subject in 1886 and began a career as a full-time writer. Novels such as Lord Jim (1900) and Nostromo (1904) established his reputation, but critical acclaim was not matched by commercial success and it was not until his later life that Conrad was financially secure. By the time of his death in 1924 Conrad was recognised as a literary giant, his sophisticated tone and complex technique placing him as a bridge between his Victorian forebears and the emergence of literary modernism.

The Secret Agent
(1907) is loosely based on a factual event – the explosion that took place in Greenwich Park in 1894, in which the hapless terrorist Martin Bourdin was the only victim. This episode is skilfully woven into a text that explores a city whose darkness reflects the twisted motives of political extremism and whose anonymity provides a home, both then as now, for those unseen figures who move amongst us while plotting our downfall.



Plot Summary: Mr Verloc, his wife Winnie, her elderly mother and idiot brother Stevie run a small shop in Soho selling pornography. Yet behind this squalid exterior Verloc leads something of a double life as an informant and spy moving in a circle of would-be revolutionaries. A fat and lazy man, Verloc’s life of espionage takes place mainly through animated conversations with his similarly ineffectual comrades. But having been summoned to a meeting with his controller, the sinister Mr Vladimir, Verloc is persuaded that words must be replaced by action and he is charged with executing a ‘bomb outrage’ at the Royal Observatory in Greenwich Park.

Soon realising that his circle of misfits is not up to the job, Verloc callously persuades the kind-hearted but simple Stevie to be his accomplice. But his plans go horribly wrong as Stevie fumbles and blows himself up. Hiding the truth from Winnie by claiming that Stevie is visiting relatives in the country, Verloc plans his escape. Soon, however, Chief Inspector Heat is on the case and after discovering a scrap of Stevie’s jacket with an address label sewn in, his suspicions fall upon Verloc. Eventually he confronts Verloc with the truth, only for Winnie to overhear his confession. After an attempt to justify his actions, his wife stabs him through the heart. The novel ends with a panic-stricken Winnie turning to Verloc’s comrade Ossipon for help, but he betrays her and steals her money; Winnie throws herself overboard while escaping to France on the steamer.



Key London Scene: In Conrad’s novel the police are no better than their criminal counterparts, with them all clearly lacking in compassion and understanding. Here, the Assistant Commissioner walks through London’s streets revelling in the anonymity they afford:



A pleasurable feeling of independence possessed him when he heard the glass doors swing to behind his back with a sort of imperfect baffled thud. He advanced at once into an immensity of greasy slime and damp plaster interspersed with lamps, and enveloped, oppressed, penetrated, choked, and suffocated by the blackness of a wet London night, which is composed of soot and drops of water.
Brett Street was not very far away. It branched off, narrow, from the side of an open triangular space surrounded by dark and mysterious houses, temples of petty commerce emptied of traders for the night. Only a fruiterer’s stall at the corner made a violent blaze of light and colour. Beyond all was black, and the few people passing in that direction vanished at one stride beyond the glowing heaps of oranges and lemons. No footsteps echoed. They would never be heard of again…




Evaluation:
In The Secret Agent, Conrad demonstrates that The Heart of Darkness does not lie in the far reaches of Colonial Africa but closer to home within the streets of Imperial London. Conrad relishes his descriptions of these grotesque characters and his portrayal of the city itself is no different as he depicts an equally unattractive portrait of an overcrowded and decaying metropolis. Life in London is characterised by acts of violence and despair and is conducted both cynically and deceitfully with criminal and authority equally culpable. From the familiar squalor of Soho to the opulence of Kensington, London is a site of darkness in which the inequities of Empire are revisited upon the city and in which the savagery that lies beneath the veneer of civilisation is finally revealed.

  

Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway (1925)



Author and Background: Virginia Woolf is the central figure in the intersection between literary modernism and London writing. Born in 1882, a difficult childhood was the prelude to a series of breakdowns and mental ill-health. She married Leonard Woolf in 1912 and together they established the Hogarth Press. Along with figures such as Lytton Strachey, Vanessa Bell and Roger Fry, they formed the literary and artistic circle that came to be known as the Bloomsbury Group. Her first novel, The Voyage Out, appeared in 1915 and was followed by an increasingly experimental series of novels that includes Jacob’s Room (1922), Orlando (1928), The Waves (1931), The Years (1937) and Between the Acts (1941). Virginia Woolf committed suicide in 1941.

Much of Woolf’s writing was engaged with the city in which she lived, but nowhere is this more apparent than in Mrs Dalloway (1925). Using an impressionistic tone to capture the thoughts and sensations of her characters through one summer’s day in 1923, Woolf’s combination of interior monologue and acute observation vividly realises a single moment in the life of the city while also establishing something of a blueprint for the modernist novel.



Plot Summary:
The events recorded in Mrs Dalloway take place on a single day – 13 June 1923, and are portrayed principally through the memories and impressions of the novel’s heroine, Clarissa Dalloway, the wife of an MP who is preparing for a dinner party that evening. Elsewhere, Peter Walsh, Clarissa’s old lover who has recently returned from India, wanders through the city recalling their relationship and his regret at its ending. Meanwhile, Septimus Smith, a shell-shocked war veteran, is increasingly falling victim to madness as he begins to interpret his surroundings in bizarre and frightening ways. Through the course of this summer’s day these lives gradually intersect, and as we learn their thoughts so we see a picture of both their society and the city itself.

As the day passes we are introduced to other characters such as Septimus’ wife, Rezia, Clarissa’s husband, Richard, and Clarissa’s friend, Sally, and through the use of flashbacks we gradually learn their histories and relationships. The novel was originally planned as a series of vignettes and certainly there is little plot as such. But as we follow these characters across the city and alternate between present and past, the comfortable and largely conventional existence of Clarissa Dalloway and her friends is increasingly contrasted with the suffering and delusions of Septimus Smith and his wife, and as the novel ends at Clarissa’s dinner party we learn in passing of the suicide of Septimus Smith.



Key London Scene:
As we are introduced to Clarissa Dalloway, the sound of Big Ben’s chimes reaffirms her love of London:



For having lived in Westminster – how many years now? over twenty, – one feels even in the midst of the traffic, or waking at night, Clarissa was positive, a particular hush, or solemnity; an indescribable pause, a suspense (but that might be her heart, affected, they said, by influenza) before Big Ben strikes. There! Out it boomed. First a warning, musical; then the hour, irrevocable. The leaden circles dissolved in the air. Such fools we are, she thought, crossing Victoria Street. For Heaven only knows why one loves it so, how one sees it so, making it up, building it round one, tumbling it, creating it every moment afresh; but the veriest frumps, the most dejected of miseries sitting on doorsteps (drink their downfall) do the same; can’t be dealt with, she felt positive, by Acts of Parliament for that very reason: they love life. In people’s eyes, in the swing, tramp, and trudge; in the bellow and the uproar; the carriages, motor cars, omnibuses, vans, sandwich men shuffling and swinging; brass bands; barrel organs; in the triumph and the jingle and the strange high singing of some aeroplane overhead was what she loved; life; London; this moment of June.




Evaluation: Mrs Dalloway can be a difficult book to warm to. It’s sophisticated form and acutely rendered observations may demand admiration, but the characters themselves inspire little of the emotional engagement to be found elsewhere in the London Canon. When placed in sequence, Mrs Dalloway simply cannot compete with the appalling miseries of some of these earlier novels, and even Septimus Smith’s breakdown and suicide are unable to provoke a powerful response. Perhaps it is the realisation that Woolf’s London is rendered here with great depth but little corresponding width that diminishes its appeal. For in its examination of a particularly narrow social class, Clarrisa Dalloway’s passionless and conventional existence ultimately seems of surprisingly little consequence.



Evelyn Waugh, Vile Bodies (1930)



Author and Background: Evelyn Waugh was born in Hampstead in 1903 into a literary family and was educated at Lancing and Oxford. His first book, a biography of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, was published in 1928. That year also saw the publication of his first novel, Decline and Fall, which was followed by Vile Bodies (1930), Black Mischief (1932), A Handful of Dust (1934), Scoop (1938) and Brideshead Revisited (1945). Waugh travelled widely during these years and also produced a number of travel books. He served in the Army during the war and was to use these experiences as the basis for his Sword of Honour trilogy, comprising Men at Arms (1952), Officers and Gentlemen (1955) and Unconditional Surrender (1961). The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold appeared in 1957. Waugh left London for the West Country where he spent many years with his wife and six children until his death in 1966.

Vile Bodies
perfectly captures that short-lived period between the wars when the ‘Bright Young Things’ of Mayfair lived a hedonistic life of endless partying. Waugh described himself as ‘a member rather on the fringe than in the centre’, and this distance allowed him to record with a satirical eye an anarchic moment of youthful rebellion.



Plot Summary: Beginning on a turbulent boat crossing to Dover, we are immediately introduced to a bizarre selection of characters, from the Jesuit Father Rothschild and the evangelist Mrs Melrose Ape to Agatha Runcible and Miles Malpractice of the ‘Younger Set’. It is to the writer, Adam Fenwick-Symes, however, that much of the novel is devoted and to his inept attempts to raise enough money to secure the hand of his lover, Nina Blount. Once back in England the action moves swiftly to London and to Lottie Crump’s hotel in Mayfair, and from here we begin a varied sequence of accidents and embarrassments as the parties move from house to house (memorably including No. 10 Downing St), then from London to the countryside and back. Amidst all this drunken partying the only work that seems to be conducted is that of writing the gossip column for the Daily Excess, a job that is held at one point by most of the characters. 

As Adam swings from wealth to poverty chasing a drunken, one-eyed Major who owes him a fortune, so his engagement to Nina remains uncertain and despite his attempts to win over Nina’s eccentric father, Colonel Blount, the novel ends with Nina marrying her childhood friend Ginger. Needless to say, none of these events is taken with any seriousness whatsoever and even the novel’s conclusion in a gloomy but prescient hint at things to come, as war is declared and Adam finds himself transported to a desolate battlefield, is handled with customary humour. 



Key London Scene: Travelling from bar to bar in search of a party, Mayfair becomes the setting for endless revelry as an unlikely cast of characters try to keep the champagne flowing:



There were about a dozen people left at the party; that hard kernel of gaiety that never breaks. It was about three o’clock.
“Let’s go to Lottie Crump’s and have a drink,” said Adam. So they all got into two taxicabs and drove across Berkeley Square to Dover Street. But at Shepheard’s the night porter said that Mrs Crump had just gone to bed. He thought that Judge Skimp was still up with some friends; would they like to join them? They went up to Judge Skimp’s suite, but there had been a disaster there with a chandelier that one of his young ladies had tried to swing on. They were bathing her forehead with champagne; two of them were asleep.
So Adam’s party went out again, into the rain.
“Of course, there’s always the Ritz,” said Archie. “I believe the night porter can usually get one a drink.” But he said it in the sort of voice that made all the others say, no, the Ritz was too, too boring at that time of night.
They went to Agatha Runcible’s house, which was quite near, but she found that she’d lost her latchkey, so that was no good. Soon some one would say those fatal words, “Well, I think it’s time for me to go to bed. Can I give any one a lift to Knightsbridge?” and the party would be over.




Evaluation: Waugh creates a fantasy London of absurd characters and equally ludicrous events and yet beneath this whimsical surface lies a real time and place in which Mayfair became a self-contained world. To these extraordinary characters, life is to be lived free from either the traumatic memories of the Great War or anxieties over an uncertain future. For a short-lived period a youthful and privileged few lived purely for the moment and despite Waugh’s thankfully outdated prejudices Vile Bodies remains a genuinely funny book; indeed, it is something of a welcome relief from the unbroken misery of many London novels.




End of sample
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