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ABSTRACT

In the early nineteenth century. land remained the primarv source of political power in Britain.
Landscapes. in country estates and in art. had been constructed and reconstructed in way's that
supplied narratives underlying the right to govern. The railwayv shattered the landscape
conventions that had long disguised social tensions in the countrvside: it brought the “chaos’
of modernity into the heart of the rural 1dvll. This phenomenon has been extensively studied
In American histories of technology and culture. but less so in Britain. Such a studv can
provide an insight into the complex ebb and flow - and interweaving - of political power.

economic influence and cultural hegemony during the course of the nineteenth century.

This thesis looks at the portrayal of the railway in the nineteenth-century painted landscape.
using 1t to access changing class relationships in Britain. Strategies chosen by artists to deal
with the arrival and spread of the railway in the countryside are examined in the light of
eighteenth-century approaches to the landscape that became untenablc in the economic.
political and physical changes that accompanied industrialization. It 1s suggested that - more

than other technological developments - the railway was able to disrupt artistic discourses that

had served to maintain a ruling class i1deology.

The focus of the thesis 1s on those paintings classified as “fine art™ and the role of patronage
1s discussed as an important factor in the artist’s choice of subject. The study opens in the early
days of the railway. with the “Elephant’ puffing proudly to coal staithes in the north-east,
passcs through the middle years of the century when the railway had taken the centre of the
cconomic stage and Turner s Rain, Steam and Speed shocked the art establishment, and closes
in the 1870s, at a time of delicate political compromise, with Pissarro’s calm acceptance of the

train ensconced 1n his railway landscape at Penge West.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: FROM ELEPHANT TO PENGE WEST

T'he essence of what Ruskin then taught us was simple enough, like all great discoveries. It was really nothing
more recondite than this, that the art of any epoch must of necessity be the expression of its social life."

The eponymous steam engine dominates the painting of The Elephant (Fig. 1). Its tracks
cross the toreground on a horizontal embankment. To the right ships wait at staithes on the
estuary for the cargo of coal from Elephant’s laden wagons. The driver on the footplate is
diminutive against his engine’s massive boiler and towering chimney. The tall structures of
a pit head stand just behind the wagons and in front of a clump of trees, closing the left-hand
side of the composition, and there is evidence of other industrial activity in the background
of the picture. On the hill in the distance is a grand country house.? This is the north-east of
England, Tyneside, in 1815. The Steam Elephant - which acquired its name for fairly
obvious reasons - was a new phenomenon, a version of the steam driven locomotives that,
replacing horses, were transforming the haulage of coal from mine to dock. The painting is
in the naive, or vernacular, style which was popular at the time with prosperous farmers
who, enthused by agricultural improvement, wished to have a record of a prize agricultural
animal (see Fig. 2 which also makes use of the distant view of the owner’s grand house).
Such pictures were ‘a significant feature of the agricultural revolution in the closing decades
of the eighteenth century and on into the nineteenth.” By choosing an artistic convention

familiar to landowners, the artist has taken pains to show the pride taken in the creation of

' William Morris, quoted in Stephen F. Eisenman (ed), Nineteenth Century Art: A Critical History,
Thames and Hudson, London, 1994; 12.

* The Elephant is an oil painting of unknown provenance. It came into the possession of Beamish
North of England Open Air Museum in 1995. It is believed to be the earliest o1l painting of a railway scene.
Recent research has identified the country house as Carville Hall at Wallsend, located near the colliery and the
coal staithes on the Tyne. (A mid seventeenth century construction, the house was demolished in 1898 to make
way for what was to become the Swan Hunter shipyards.) The pit top that is glimpsed fits with illustrations of
the pit managed by John Buddle and the ropeworks belonging to William Chapman can also be seen. Buddle
and Chapman were the designers and builders of the Steam Elephant, of which this is an illustration, for use
on the colliery waggonway. For details of the research on the painting and on the engine itself, see Jim Rees,
‘The Strange Story of the Steam Elephant’ in Andy Guy and Jim Rees (eds), Early Railways, Newcomen
Society, London, 2001; 145-170. I am grateful to Sunderland Local History Library for additional information.
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the engine, the new prize animal, the ‘source not only of income, but also of prestige.” As
part of an integrated transport system, the Elephant, along with the industry that it served and
enhanced, brought prosperity and a sense of modernity. The north of England, and perhaps
especially the north-east, was a powerhouse of the country in terms of technological
Inventiveness and the growth of the new industrial capital. Moreover, about ten years later,
the north-east was to become home to the first public railway line in the world. between

Stockton and Darlington, a direct development from the experience of the private industrial

lines like that depicted here.

Just over 50 years later Camille Pissarro, an artist associated with what was to become the
Impressionist group in Paris, lived in exile in London during the Franco-Prussian war. He
stayed 1n Upper Norwood, Surrey and while there he painted a landscape with another
rallway at 1ts heart in Penge West (Fig. 3). In the middle of the painting is a semi rural
rallway station, Penge West, on the London, Chatham and Dover Railway, where the line
curves round a hill through the burgeoning suburbs south of the city.? The tracks are vertical,
in the centre of the canvas, and on them a train steams directly at the viewer on its way out
of town. The landscape is both shaped by the railway line and shapes it. There is a peaceful
acceptance of functionality. By the time Penge West was painted, the country was covered,

from north to south, in a web of railway tracks.

These two pictures, 1n very different ways, portray a railway in a landscape that easily
accommodates it. In their specific historical moments they are both modern landscapes and
the role of the railway in that modernity 1s obvious. In the half century between the two
painted moments the rallway has made a journey from the north-east coalfields to the
London suburbs, and yet few records in fine art of that journey exist - or, at least, few that
were made for public consumption. This 1s a contentious statement: most rail enthusiasts
would say that there are dozens of railway paintings that have come down to us from the

nineteenth century. But this notion seems to derive from two pieces of evidence: first from

> James Ayres, Two Hundred Years of English Naive Art 1700-1900, Art Services International,
Alexandria, Va., 1996; 85, 87. See also Elspeth Moncrieff, Stephen and lona Joseph (eds), Farm Animal

Portraits, Antique Collectors’ Club Ltd., Woodbridge, 1996, 24.

* The station in this painting was for a long time identified as Penge West but has recently been re-
identified as Lordship Lane. The latter is no doubt a correct identification and has now been adopted by most
commentators as the name of the painting; but the original name lingers in the title of this thesis and will be

used throughout.
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the proliferation of lithographs of railway subjects and second from J.M.W. Turner’s famous

canvas, Rain, Steam and Speed in the National Gallery in London.

The lithographs covered almost every stage of the railway’s growth during the 1830s, 1840s
and 1850s. Some recorded the engineering achievements and some sought to show how little
disruption the railway caused in the countryside. The technology of lithography was new
itself and enabled images of the railway to be mass produced either singly or in books. They
sold 1n great numbers, almost certainly to people who were not normally collectors of art.’
They were a novelty, often very beautiful (undertaken, in many cases, by highly skilled
artists) and were, moreover, informative. Mary Poovey has described the historical
development of types of representation and defines the mass production of engravings and
mechanical printing as a ‘properly modern stage’. It became ‘possible for nearly everyone
to know about nearly everything before actually encountering it’.° Many were commissioned
by the railway companies as a way of promoting the existence of their new lines and in the
hope of presenting the new-fangled transport system as clean and quiet (which it certainly
was not), as safe (which it often was not) and as harmonious with 1ts surroundings (which,
especially in the early days just after construction, it rarely was); one could see them as an
early form of advertising. For the purposes of the current work, and for reasons that should

become clear, I intend to focus primarily on fine art of which Turner’s Rain, Steam and

Speed is the best known example.

Rain, Steam and Speed was produced for exhibition in 1844, on the cusp of the two or three
years that became known as the ‘Railway Mama’ when track mileage, that had grown from
500in 1838t02,000in 1844, leapt to 7,500 by 1852. In the two years 1840-1, only one new
railway line received parliamentary approval; but in 1846 alone, 272 companies were

sanctioned to build 4,540 miles of track.” The railways emerged from the decade with a poor

> At 12 shillings for one of the early books of lithographs of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway,
the purchasers must have been limited to professionals, business people and perhaps some of the top ranks of

artisans.

6 Mary Poovey, Making a Social Body: British Cultural Formation 1830-1864, University of Chicago
Press, Chicago. 1995; 185n.

"M.J. Daunton, Progress and Poverty: An economic and social history of Britain 1700-1850, Oxford
University Press, Oxford, 1995; 311; Edward Royle, Modern Britain: A Social History 1750-1997, Amold,
London, 2nd edit., 1997 [first pub. 1987]; 11. C. Hamilton Ellis, British Railway History Vol. 1 1830-1876,
George Allen and Unwin Ltd., London, 1954; 154.
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reputation for financial dealings, but with their presence in the landscape firmly established.
Landscape art was at its zenith in Britain from the late eighteenth century and through the
nineteenth century: ‘More than a third of exhibited paintings at the Royal Academy were in
this category, and the prints and publications on the subject were legion.”® Artists like
Turner, Constable and Gainsborough were enormously popular in their own time and remain
so today. Yet, at a time when railways were spreading so rapidly, and despite the extent to
which they impinged on the public consciousness, Turner’s painting was one of a very tiny
number of railway landscapes that managed to get into the Royal Academy, notwithstanding
the example set by the foremost landscape painter of his day. There are records in fine art
of the railway’s journey through the middle years of the century, but most were produced for
the home, for private spaces. The Elephant would itself almost certainly be in this category,
produced for private or, at most, local display.” This thesis will look at why this should be
and at why 1t might be that the aggressive - and magnificent - declaration of the railway’s
presence 1n station architecture 1n city spaces took so long to appear in the public spaces of

landscape art.'”

The railway’s journey took it through a society coping with radically altered ways of life,
with challenges to established power relations and demands from both middle and working
classes for enfranchisement and political reform. The shifts in economic power, the contlicts
over political reform and new roles for many groups in society led to a crisis in both
collective and individual identities. I will contend that art was one of the areas for such
conflicts to be played out and that this can be seen in an examination of the fate of the
railway in landscape art in particular. For Pierre Bourdieu the very ‘definition of art ... 1s an
object of struggle among the classes’ and Andrew Hemingway sees ‘pictorial sign systems’,
although ‘neutral material entities’ in themselves, becoming ‘the focus for conflicts of

interest between different social groups, which take the form of struggles over meaning and

8 William Vaughan, British Painting: The Golden Age from Hogarth to Turner, Thames and Hudson,
London, 1999; 183.

? Vernacular art is actually on the fringes of what is generally included in ‘fine art’, although it goes
in and out of fashion and, therefore, assessed quality. David Fraser has defined it as ‘the high art of low
cultures’. See David Fraser, Primitive Art, Thames and Hudson, London, 1962; 13.

19 See Jeffrey Richards and John MacKenzie, The Railway Station: A Social History, Oxford
University Press, Oxford, 1986; Steven Parissien, Station to Station, Phaidon, London, 1997; Charles
Sheppard, Railway Stations: Masterpieces of Architecture, Todtrl, London, 1996; Nicholas Faith, Locomotion,
BBC Books, London, 1993, esp. Chapter 8 pp 165-183; Carroll L.V. Meeks, The Railway Station, Castle

Books, Secaucus, 1978.
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use.”'' Dianne Sachko Macleod has studied changing patterns of art patronage during the
nineteenth century and has said that ‘art was a key element in the affirmation of a middle
class identity that was distinct from the leisured existence of the aristocracy’. She suggests
that 1t 1s ‘open to debate ... whether the middle class manipulated the cultural field for its
own ends, or whether it simply used it to legitimate itself’.'* The railway’s position in this
cultural field becomes significant when one considers Geoffrey Channon’s view that it
played a critical role ‘in one of the most significant transformations in modern British
history: that is the process by which the traditional landed classes lost their historical
identity.”'* This thesis will try to link and make a contribution to these debates. It will be
mainly concerned with the years between Elephant and Penge West, roughly 1820 to 1870.
The visual marker for 1870 as a cutoff point is the proliferation of railways in art works
thereafter; Rieger and Daunton have also identified 1870 as a watershed: for them it was the
beginning of the ‘age of mass politics’ ushered in by the Reform Act of 1867 and the year
when ‘public discussion about the modern’ broadened out. They pinpoint it as the moment

of transition for Britain ‘from an industrializing to an industrial society.’"*

Landscape as metaphor

Arguments for the metaphorical content of paintings can be met with scepticism; this has
been so since at least the early nineteenth century. John Barrell describes the view put
forward by the art critic William Hazlitt who 1nsisted that ‘the only legitimate satisfactions
that painting can offer are private satisfactions’ and that commentators should not ‘impose
upon them a political concern which their authors give no sign of sharing.” Barrell’s

response to such a stance is that ‘to fail to see that concern i1s to impose upon them the

'l Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: a social critique of the judgement of taste, Routledge, London, 1989;
48. Andrew Hemingway, Landscape imagery and urban culture in early nineteenth-century Britain,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1992; 9.

'2 Dianne Sachko Macleod, Art and the Victorian Middle Class: Money and the making of cultural
identity, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1996; 1, 15.

13 Geoffrey Channon, Railways in Britain and the United States, 1830-1940, Ashgate, Aldershot,
2001: 194.

' Martin Daunton and Bernard Rieger (eds), Meanings of Modernity: Britain from the Late-Victorian
Era to World War 11, Berg, Oxford, 2001 2-3.
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private concerns of the present, and of an identifiable class interest.”’> Yet when David
Solkin, in his catalogue notes to a 1982 Tate exhibition of Richard Wilson’s late eighteenth
century landscapes, suggested that the works went beyond the documentation of
contemporary anxieties and expressed approval of a patrician view of the world, he caused
uproar 1n the art establishment, was vilified in, notably, the Daily Telegraph, and there were
suggestions that the Tate should censor future catalogues.'® Bourdieu has stated categorically
that ‘art and cultural consumption are predisposed, consciously and deliberately or not, to
fulfill a social function of legitimating social differences’'’ and in the nineteenth century
artists and critics from Constable to Ruskin and Schelling all expressed the need for
landscape painting ‘to play an important discursive role in the unfolding of politics, ethics

and morality.’'®

In 1965 Theodor Adorno, 1n a discussion on the autonomy of art, concluded that it was
‘simultaneously socially determined and autonomous.’"” Given the material basis of art and
that the ‘imagination of the artist is not a creation ex nihilo ... there 1s no material content,
no formal category of artistic creation, however mysteriously transmitted and itself unaware
of the process, which did not originate in the empirical reality from which it breaks free.”*
This builds on Erwin Panofsky’s work on iconology (as opposed to iconography) 1n the
1930s. He defined iconology as the process of understanding the documents of a civilization
in which

we deal with the work of art as a symptom of something else which expresses itself in a countless

variety of other symptoms, and we interpret its compositional and iconographical features as more

particularized evidence of this ‘something else’. The discovery and interpretation of these

‘symbolical’ values (which are often unknown to the artist himself and may even emphatically difter
from what he consciously intended to express) is the object of what we may call ‘iconology’ as

'> John Barrell, The Political Theory of Painting from Reynolds to Hazlitt, Yale University Press, New
Haven, 1995 [first pub. 1986]; 340.

16 See Neil McWilliam and Alex Potts, ‘The Landscape of Reaction: Richard Wilson (1713?7-1782)
and the Critics’ in A.L. Rees and Frances Borzello (eds), The New Art History, Camden Press, London, 1986;

106-9. David Solkin, Richard Wilson: The Landscape of Reaction, Tate Gallery, London, 1982.

7 Bourdieu, Distinction; 7.
'8 Eisenman, Nineteenth Century Art; 189.

' John Roberts, ‘A fter Adorno: Art, Autonomy, and Critique’, Historical Materialism 7, Winter 2000;
227.

20 Theodor Adorno, ‘Commitment’ in Emnst Bloch et al, Aesthetics and Politics, New Left Books,
London, 1977; 190.
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opposed to ‘iconography’.?’

Studies of the 1deological content of paintings developed further during the 1970s as cultural
history became popular. In the early heady days Nicos Hadjinicolaou wrote that ‘in all
socleties up to our times the history of the production of pictures is the history of ruling class
visual ideologies.”** T.J. Clark qualifies this statement, maintaining that painting is never a
‘'simple’ reflection of an ideology: it may ‘become intelligible only within the context of
given and imposed structures of meaning; but in its turn it can alter and disrupt these
structures.’* Ideology is, itself, a highly contested term in marxist literature (and elsewhere)
but for present purposes I am accepting Terry Eagleton’s definition of ideologies as ‘sets of
discursive strategies for displacing, recasting or spuriously accounting for realities which
prove embarrassing to a ruling power; and in doing so, they contribute to that power’s self-

legitimation.’*

In the present work Gramsci’s concept of hegemony will be of particular use. As Raymond
Williams describes it, ‘hegemony’ goes far deeper than mere i1deology, ‘saturating the
consciousness of a society’, forming the ‘limits of common sense’; it is ‘the central, effective
and dominant system of meanings and values, which are not merely abstract but which are
organized and lived ... It 1s ... our ordinary understanding of the nature of man and of his
world.’® What is especially important for my thesis is Gramsci’s theory of the ‘subaltern
groups’ within a hegemonic structure. I take this term to cover those classes and groups

which emerge in society through ‘developments and transformations occurring in the sphere

of economic production’ and which ‘attempt to influence the programmes of [dominant

2! Erwin Panofsky, Meaning inthe Visual Arts, Doubleday Anchor, New York, 1957 [first pub. 1939];
26. See also useful discussion of iconology and iconography as disciplines in art history in Jane Turner (ed),
The Dictionary of Art, Vol. 15, Macmillan, London, 1996; 89-98. For a more entertaining explanation of the
theory and the practice (and the dangers) of iconology, as well as the manner in which a knowledge of history
can specifically shed light on landscape painting - and vice versa - see Michael Frayn’s novel Headlong, Faber

and Faber, London, 2000; esp. p26.

** Nicos Hadjinicolaou, Art History and Class Struggle, Pluto Press, London, 1978 [first pub. in
French 1972]; 102.

2T J. Clark, Image of the People: Gustave Courbet and the 1848 Revolution, Thames and Hudson,
London, 1982 [first pub. 1973]; 13.

24 Terry Eagleton (ed), ‘Introduction’ in /deology, Longman, London, 1994; 8.

2 Raymond Williams, ‘Base and Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory’, New Left Review, 82,
June 1973; 9.
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political] formations in order to press claims of their own.’ Such groups are ‘always subject
to the activity of ruling groups, even when they rebel and rise up: only “permanent” victory
breaks their subordination, and that not immediately.”* The existence of these groups may
explain why, as we shall see, a painting may ‘have ideology ... as its material [but] ... it
works that material; it gives it a new form and at certain moments that new form is in itself
a subversion of ideology’;*’ but there is no necessary, direct or immediate relationship to

perceived economic or political change. This will prove fundamental to my analysis of the

relation between railways and art.

David Matless has said, ‘[l]andscape carries meanings as well as minerals and agricultural
wherewithal.’*®* A number of writers in recent years, from a variety of different disciplines
including geography, archaeology, history and art history, have looked at the meaning that
landscape, both real and represented, held (and holds) for different audiences. Landscape,
it has been argued, 1s a ‘way of seeing’, a way of organizing perceptions of the environment.
It 1s a way of seeing that emerged at the same time as early capitalism, during the
Renaissance.” It began with pictorial representations and moved on to include reified chunks
of the environment. As an artistic genre its very name 1s fraught: all ‘[t]he complex relations
between nature and culture or nature and art are summed up in the term “landscape”.’* In
the introduction to a recent book, Michael Rosenthal provides a concise history of the status
held by eighteenth and nineteenth century British landscape art during the course of the
twentieth century. It is only since the 1960s that it has been widely recognized as worthy
of study. The results of the studies that have emerged from the last 30 to 40 years - by,
amongst others, Stephen Daniels, John Barrell, Ann Bermingham - lead him to conclude that

‘landscape painting, aesthetics and politics in Britain are not only indissolubly linked but

2 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from Prison Notebooks, Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1978; 53-55.
[My italics. ]

* Clark, Image of the People; 13.

28 David Matless, ‘An occasion for geography: landscape, representation, and Foucault’s corpus’,
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, Vol 10, 1992; 44.

2% Denis Cosgrove, Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape, Croom Helm, London, 1984; 70.

30 yohn Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination: English culture in the eighteenth century, Harper
Collins, London, 1997; 620.
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also demanding of scrupulous and sophisticated analysis.”*' In the Preface to the catalogue
for an exhibition of English landscapes in 1977, Andrew Wilton wrote: ‘While portraiture
and genre painting have reflected social history in a literal sense, providing circumstantial
records of the changing conditions of men’s lives, landscape painting in England offers a

subtler commentary on the philosophical development of the culture that produced it. -

At least from the seventeenth century English landscape had been constructed and
reconstructed through agricultural improvement schemes (typified by the enclosure
movement). From the eighteenth century, further reconstruction was introduced by the
landscape gardening movement which partly sought to obscure the ravages of the
‘improvements’ and to maintain (or create) the illusion of a leisured country life free of
economic dependency. Land was intimately bound up with the governing class in Britain:
on the one hand, political enfranchisement was based on land holding while, on the other
hand, the philosophy of civic humanism that underpinned the right to rule in the eighteenth
century contained the belief that the ownership of land provided the freedom from economic
need that was essential to a disinterested exercise of power. (This will be enlarged upon in
Chapter 2.) As the basis for enfranchisement was increasingly challenged in the nineteenth
century ‘[l]Jand and its changing role in defining relations of power are at the center of the

political conflict’*

and representations of the land and of the country became increasingly
contested. Daniels argues that ‘the power of landscape then as now was to give the
impression that far from being implicated in the commodification of land and any attendant
class tensions, it represented a world of nature, or a world where land and life were in
harmony’** while, in his recent book, Kenneth Olwig analyses the political construction of

the landscape over time and how, far from revealing a nation’s true character, i1t has been

31 Michael Rosenthal, ‘Introduction’ in Michael Rosenthal, Christiana Payne, Scott Wilcox (eds),
Prospects for the Nation: Recent Essays in British Landscape, 1750-1880, Yale University Press, New Haven,
1997: 1. And see John Barrell, The Dark Side of the Landscape: The rural poor in English painting 1730-
1840, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1980; Ann Bermingham, Landscape and Ideology: The English

Rustic Tradition, 1740-1860, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1986; Stephen Daniels, Fields of Vision:
Landscape Imagery and National Identity in England and the United States, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1993.

32 Andrew Wilton, ‘Preface’ in Christopher White, English Landscape 1630-1850: Drawings, Prints
& Books from the Paul Mellon Collection, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1977; xi.

33 Elizabeth K. Helsinger, ‘Land and National Representation in Britain’, in Rosenthal ef a/ (eds),
Prospects for the Nation; 25.

34 Stephen Daniels, ‘Marxism, culture, and the duplicity of landscape’ in Richard Peet and Nigel
Thrift (eds), New Models in Geography Vol l1. Unwin Hyman, London, 1989; 206.

19



consciously constructed to display the required characteristics.” In order to construct the
required social world, representations of landscape in paintings and in gardens laid claim to
a rural 1dyll based on ‘specific histories and broad ideological assumptions about the nature

of social relations, such as the notion that the prevailing socio-political hierarchy is both

natural and beneficent.’>®

The railway, I will suggest, intruded into this constructed Arcadia and disrupted both the
landscaped estates and the artist’s raw material. The present work is an attempt to assess
what the railway’s journey from Elephant to Penge West may have done to changing ideas
of the landscape as i1t fell to the artist to mediate the conflicting messages contained in and

implicitly (or, sometimes, explicitly) required of any representation of landscape. The arrival

of the railway revealed profound tensions between ideologies of landscape and ideologies
of progress and is representative of a highly nuanced hegemonic struggle. An examination
of the railways in art in their social and ideological context is fraught with complexities but
can shed light onto a period of massive change. As Michael Freeman has shown, the railway

functioned ‘as a cultural metaphor, a symbol of a radical crisis that permeated all of

society.”?’

The radical crisis

The Elephant uses iconography that was standard in landscape art of the period. It presents
an ‘ideal of social order and harmony [which] is represented visually in the image of the
country house situated upon a hilly prominence, at one with the surrounding landscape’.”
However, the foregrounding of the engine and pit workings radically subverts the message

by presenting industry (in all senses of the word) as the source of wealth; more would need

33 Kenneth Olwig, Landscape, Nature andthe Body Politic: From Britain’s Renaissance to America’s
New World, Wisconsin University Press, Wisconsin, 2002.

*¢ Kay Dian Kriz, ‘French glitter or English nature? Representing Englishness in landscape painting,
c. 1790-1820° in Andrew Hemingway and William Vaughan (eds), Art in Bourgeois Society, 1790-1850,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1998; 79.

37 Michael Freeman, ‘The railway as cultural metaphor: “What kind of railway history?” revisited’,
Journal of Transport History, 3rd ser., 20/2, Sept. 1999; 162.

38 Kriz, ‘French glitter or English nature?’ in Hemingway and Vaughan (eds), Art in Bourgeois
Society; 9.
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to be known about the iconology of The Elephant to ascertain the degree to which this

subversion is intended and the degree to which it is expressive of the crisis in the

harmonious social order.

So what 1s the ‘radical crisis’ in society to which Freeman refers? and why was the railway
its symbol? The railway appeared in Britain in a land that was experiencing, until 1848.
regular bouts of unrest in both city and countryside. There were hopes, on the one side, and
fears on the other, that major political change might be possible. The public railway, from
1ts inception, inadvertently became a symbol of the conflict. On 15 September 1830, the day
of the inauguration of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway, the celebrations were
seriously disrupted by a large and angry political demonstration directed at the Prime
Minister, the Duke of Wellington. He had acknowledged the significance of the first
mainline railway and had consented to be a guest in one of the special trains. Manchester
textile workers also recognized the significance of the event and were protesting at the
spread of machinery and the resultant unemployment and poverty in the town. The Duke was
a prime target as he had adamantly refused to contemplate political reform. A huge loom
was erected above the railway line and a tattered man sat at it ‘to protest against this triumph
of machinery, and the gain and glory which the wealthy Liverpool and Manchester men were
likely to derive fromit’.”? A planned civic dinner in Manchester had to be abandoned for fear
of serious civil disturbance. Klingender believes that there is ‘little doubt that the opening
ceremony was designed in part to distract the attention of the people from other and more
dangerous topics’ - although obviously to little effect!*” By the end of the 1830s the railway
had become an important tool in the government’s armoury, being the most ettective way
to move soldiers and police around the country at speed to meet and quell unrest, as in 1839

when a force of London policemen was sent to Birmingham by train.*

Historians have argued about whether any of the riots and other manifestations of unrest in

the first half of the nineteenth century should be taken seriously as threats to the state. Many

3 Letter from Fanny Kemble to her sister, quoted in Francis Klingender, Art and the Industrial
Revolution, Paladin, London, 1968 [first pub. 1947]; 128.

*0 Klingender, Art and the Industrial Revolution; 128.

‘I Edward Royle, Revolutionary Britannia? Reflections on the threat of revolution in Britain, 1789-
1848, Manchester University Press, Manchester, 2000; 181.
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have seen them as purely economic protest when, for example, the price of grain was high.
or work or food was scarce. David Cannadine argues that, as in other such movements of the
early nineteenth century, support for Chartism was ‘never better than patchy and
ephemeral’.** However, Edward Thompson, in The Making of the English Working Class
in 1963 and Edward Royle, in Revolutionary Britannia? in 2000 have both argued
persuasively for the political content of economic protest and the power of human agency
in the making of history. In his examination of contemporary documents, Royle makes a
strong case for the fact that, at the time, the governing classes had a real fear of revolution.
The emotions generated by the French Revolution of 1789 lingered and were exacerbated
by revolutionary events in France in 1830 and throughout most of Europe in 1848. The years
from circa 1811 to 1816 were marked by the ‘Luddite’ riots directed against industrial
machinery, followed by Peterloo in 1819, the commencement of the Swing Riots aimed at
agricultural machinery in 1830, insurrection in Newport in 1831, the unrest generated by the
Reform Bill crisis of 1830-32, the betrayal felt by the working classes after the successful
passage of the Act, anti-Poor Law protests of 1834, the Anti-Corn Law League of 1838-
1846, all of which contributed to the People’s Charter in 1838 and the ensuing crises from
the late 1830s and culminating in 1848. Royle emphasizes the ‘potential for revolutionary
disturbances in Britain in the 1830s’ and the ‘1inherent instability which on occasions spilled
over from sporadic rioting into actual insurgency.’* In a discussion of one of the first
political achievements of the early years of unrest - the 1832 Reform Act - F.M.L.
Thompson explicitly connects it to the development of the railway, or at least to the railway
as symbol. He sees the Liverpool and Manchester railway as the ‘culmination of the
application of the new technological skills, enterprise and capital which had been
transforming the British economy for the previous half century or more’ and he suggests,

rather contentiously, that the ‘first Reform Act was an attempt to adapt political institutions

to the alteration in the balance of social forces brought about by this transformation.”**

The Reform Act did succeed in calming immediate protest and took the higher ranks of the

* David Cannadine, The Rise and Fall of Class in Britain, Columbia University Press, New York,
1999: 84.

43 Royle, Revolutionary Britannia?; 88.

* F.M.L. Thompson, The Rise of Respectable Society: a social history of Victorian Britain, 1830-
1900, Fontana Press, London, 1988; 13.
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middle classes off the streets but essentially the political and social structures were left intact
- leading to claims that the British aristocracy was exceptionally resilient.*’ Freeman claims
that ‘the railways ultimately helped to cement the persistence of the old order” as after mid
century the aristocracy came to realize that they were one of the more secure investments in

the country.* But the ‘leaders of popular radicalism ... felt betrayed by the Reform Act. ...

Out of this sense of betrayal, the Chartist movement was born.’*’ It was across this landscape

of ‘radical crisis’ that the railway began to spread.

The 1impact of the railway

There are few aspects of life in Britain that were not transformed by the development of the
raillway during the first half of the nineteenth century. In 1857 Samuel Smiles said that ‘the
founding of the railway system by George Stephenson and his son must be regarded as one
of the most important events, if not the very greatest, in the first half of this nineteenth
century’*® and in 1880 Benjamin Disraeli stated in Endymion, his last novel, that ‘railroads,
telegraphs, penny posts and penny newspapers’ were the four key developments of the
Victorian years to date. The impetus 1t gave to industrial development and the growth of
capitalism was huge, both economically and structurally: ‘They exhibit,” wrote Smiles, ‘the
grandest organisation of capital and labour that the world has yet seen.’*® It was an essential
piece in the jigsaw 1n Karl Marx’s detailed analysis of the workings of capital which ‘must
on one side strive to tear down every spatial barrier to intercourse, 1.e. to exchange, and
conquer the whole earth for its market, [while] 1t strives on the other to annihilate this space
with time, i.e. to reduce to a minimum the time spent in motion from one place to another.’”"

Railways were seen as the very embodiment of the power of capital.

> Royle, Modern Britain; 117.

%6 Michael Freeman, Railways and the Victorian Imagination, Yale University Press, New Haven,
1999; 34.

4 Royle, Revolutionary Britannia?; 89.

*8 Samuel Smiles, Lives of the Engineers, Vol. 111 ‘The Locomotive. George and Robert Stephenson’,
John Murray, London, 2nd edit., 1877; 380.

‘9 Smiles, Lives of the Engineers Vol. I11; 380.

>0 Karl Marx, Grundrisse, Pelican Books, London, 1973: 539.
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The railway encouraged manufacturing with the increased ease of access both to raw
materials and to markets while for consumers it cheapened the purchase of and made
available a wider range of goods in those markets. Economists argue about the precise
contribution of the railway to the development of British industry and consumerism. and it
is clear that their effect increased over time (unsurprisingly), but Gourvish assures us that
‘their impact was greater than that of any other single innovation in the period [1830-1870],
and although a satisfactory measure of their contribution to the economy must necessarily
remain elusive, this is not to imply that it was in any way a meagre one.’>' Smiles tells us
that, in 1873, ‘over one hundred and sixty-two million tons of minerals and merchandise

were carried by rail in the United Kingdom’ as well as 448 million passengers.”

Jack St mmons asserts that the railway was established as a ‘national institution’ by the early
1840s;> this can be seen in the lives of individuals as well as in the workings of public
bodies. In 1839, Sarah Elizabeth Ellis wrote from Clapham South to her friend Mrs. Caroline
Munby 1n Colnbrook in 1839: ‘These railroads will facilitate your having the best of
everything in provincial towns’ and then in May 1840: ‘We shall certainly expect to see our
distant friends oftener now the railroads are becoming general, and I do not despair of seeing
you sometime the temptation will be so great.”>* Almost from the inception in 1830 the Post
Office used them to carry the mail, an activity that was regulated by Parliament in 1838. In
1845 a Board of Trade report on Lancashire concluded: ‘The possession of good railway
communications has now become almost as much a matter of necessity as the adoption of
the most improved machinery to enable a manufacturing community to contend on equal
terms with its rivals and to maintain its footing.”>> By 1850 over 200,000 travellers took a

trip to the coast during Whit week.”® The Illustrated London News had no doubt, in 1843,

TR Gourvish, Railways and the British Economy 1830-1914, Macmillan Press, London, 1980;
40.

>2 Smiles, Lives of the Engineers Vol IlI; x.

>3 Jack Simmons, The Railways of Britain, Book Promotions Ltd., Bristol, 3rd edit., 1986; 15.

% Acc 54:276 & 279, York City Archives.

>> Quoted in John R. Kellett, Railways and Victorian Cities, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1979
[first pub. 1969]; 9.

>% John Urry, The Tourist Gaze, Sage, London, 1990; 21.
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of the railway’s role in the nineteenth century and in civilization itself: ‘Were we to
enumerate the turn-pike roads, canals, docks, manufactories, and last, and greatest. the
railroads, which the trade of this country has called into existence, it would far outstretch

even the proudest record of the power and energy of civilized man which any age or country

can possess.’”’

Betore the railway, travel had been slow, tedious and (though not often acknowledged when
railway accidents became common occurrences) dangerous; travel by any means other than
foot or cart was accessible only to those of some means. The railway democratized travel
enormously. The political meaning of this was not lost on some commentators: Dr. Tom
Arnold 1s quoted as saying, when the new London to Birmingham railway passed close to
Rugby School at which he was Headmaster: ‘I rejoice to see it and think that feudality 1s
gone forever. It is so great a blessing to think that any one evil is really extinct.””® But Royle
points out correctly that the ‘wealthier classes benefited disproportionately; travel other than
by foot was a luxury for the poor right through the nineteenth century. For many of the less
well-off, liberation from the limitations of a pedestrian existence came only at the end of the

century, with the electric tram and the bicycle.’”

The astonishingly rapid growth of lines around the country reveals not only the immediate
success of the railway but also its early apparent profitability. ‘Consistently profitable even
during the economic slump of 1837-43, railways became the preferred outlet for new
investment capital’ which, with a boost to available capital from a bumper harvest in 1844,
contributed to the railway ‘mania’ of the mid-1840s. But this was a period when there was
‘more fraud and felony than ... ever heard of before in connexion with public matters’
according to one MP quoted in Hansard on 3 July 1844. Another said that ‘one of the

grossest frauds ever perpetrated [in England] had been called a railway company.”®

T Hlustrated London News, Vol 11, 28 January 1843. Report on the Etheron Viaduct on the Sheffield
and Manchester Railway.

>8 Quoted in Smiles, Lives of the Engineers, Vol. 11I; 355. Like Wordsworth, however, Amold’s
enthusiasm waned a little when his own house was threatened with this loss of evil. See Nicholas Faith, The
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Iraditionally the popularity of the railway - and the corruption in its finances - has been
associated with the middle class industrialists whose wealth and growing power was,
moreover, seen as a threat to established institutions; that is, however, a selective reading
of history.®' It is a reading that appears to be confirmed in one of the first histories of the
railway, written in 1851 by J.A. Francis. He described the subscribers of the Liverpool and
Manchester railway as ‘the merchants, bankers, traders, and manufacturers’ of those towns®:

and four years later J.S. Williams, in his history, described the ‘stags’ who were selling

rallway shares in the 1840s: such a one would be characterized by

a face wearing a peculiarly sinister expression, tainted with colours suggestive of strong drinks ...
there was almost invariably a tint about his garments, which is only to be expressed by the word -

seedy ... an appearance akin to that of those ‘sporting gents’ who are to be found near the betting
places ... He has a knowledge of business for he has failed in it ... the bulk in his coat pocket consists

of several enormous bundles of prospectuses, greasy outside, and bound up with red tape.®’

This creates a lasting image: couple it with the stories of the aristocracy who objected to
rallway lines - such as the Lords Sefton and Derby who caused great problems for the
Liverpool and Manchester line by refusing permission for it to cross their lands, forcing
Stephenson to find a route around them® - and the prejudice about the split between
aristocracy and middle class industrialists 1s established. Of course, many aristocrats who
initially objected were more like Lord Petre who refused absolutely to give the Eastern
Counties engineers permission to cross his land until he had been paid ‘£120,000 with

interest ... for land which was even then said to be worth only £5,000°.%°

But the reality is that investment in the railway was not confined to any one group in society.

In his list of the types of subscribers to the Liverpool and Manchester, Francis failed to

°! See Geoffrey Channon, ‘The recruitment of directors to the board of the Great Western Railway,
[, Journal of Transport History, 3rd ser., 20/1, March 1999, 1-16, and his more recent book, Railways in
Britain and the United States 1830-1940, esp. chapters 8 and 9. See also Freeman, Railways and the Victorian
Imagination; 33-34 and M.C. Reed, Railways in the Victorian Economy: Studies in Finance and Growth,

David and Charles, Newton Abbot, 1969; 199-202.

82 5 A. Francis, A History of the English Railway: Its Social Relations and Revelations 1820-1845,
David and Charles, Newton Abbot, 1967 [first pub. 1851]; 100.

63 Frederick S. Williams, Qur Iron Roads: Their History, Construction and Administration, Bemrose
and Sons, London, 2nd edit., 1885 [first pub. 1855]; 45-6.
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mention one category that was represented. The Marquess of Stafford, who was the heir to
the Duke of Bridgewater’s canal fortune, and despite the threat posed to this business by the
new railway line, subscribed in the amount of £100,000 - one fifth of the total cost of the
railway.®® However, Francis did point out that in 1834 ‘there were peers who never attended
the board’ of the Eastern Counties Railway, suggesting that, while prudence may have kept
such people out of the limelight, investment opportunities were not missed.®’” Kostal notes
that a feature of the 1844-5 railway boom was the endorsement of ‘the well-born’. ‘Since
1836 many more members of England’s landed and urban élites had become willing and
eager publicly to endorse new railways in return for shares and other perquisites. Many of
the most infamous bubbles were set afloat with the enthusiastic support of the country’s
most revered and noble families.” In fact, by 1844, ‘railways had captured the imagination
of the English propertied classes like no industrial enterprise had ever done. The success of
the early trunk-line companies, twinned with the romance of a new and powerful technology,
lent railways an aura of limitless financial possibility.”*® As the Railway Chronicle opined
on 27 September 1845: ‘The more extravagant the scheme, the more readily it seems to find
patrons of quality and nominal substance.” Francis was possibly guilty of a little
exaggeration 1n claiming that a major factor in so many people being ‘deceived’ into
supporting the mania was their reading about ‘princes mounting tenders, of peers as
provisional committee men, of marquises trundling wheelbarrows.”® But, despite a wealth
of evidence to the contrary, the notion of the middle-class railway capitalist and the

aristocratic landowner in opposition is tenacious. We will return to this in Chapter 3.

This is not to say that there was no opposition; it came, however, from many sections of

society. Francis gave the following list of complaints:

Every report which could promote a prejudice, every rumour which could affect a principle, was
spread. The country gentleman was told that the smoke would kill the birds as they passed over the
locomotive. The public were informed that the weight of the engine would prevent its moving; the
manufacturer was told that the sparks from its chimney would burn his goods. The passenger was
frightened by the assertion that life and limb would be endangered. Elderly gentlemen were tortured
with the notion that they would be run over. Ladies were alarmed at the thought that their horses
would take fright. Foxes and pheasants were to cease in the neighbourhood of a railway. The race of

°F erneyhough, Liverpool and Manchester Railway, 25.
7 Francis, A History of the English Railway; 247.

68 Kostal, Law and English Railway Capitalism:; 28-30.
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horses was to be extinguished. Farmers were possessed with the idea that oats and hay would no more
be 1'{1arketable produce; cattle would start and throw their riders, cows even, it was said, would cease
to yield their milk in the neighbourhood of one of those infernal machines.”

Similarly, ‘hundreds of innkeepers and thousands of horses would, it was said, have nothing
to do. Labour for the poor would be lessened, and rates for the poor would be increased ...
houses would be crushed by falling embankments. The 27,000 miles of turnpike-roads in
Great Britain ... would be made useless’ while as for the construction of a line from London

to Birmingham, it was declared that ‘it would be “a drug on the country™.”’

It 1s not hard, then, to gain the impression that, by the time of the ‘railway mania’ in the mid
1840s, the ‘railway capitalists’ and their railway were seen by many as an overwhelmingly
destructive power. The cartoonist George Cruikshank, for example, had a cartoon published
In Omnibus 1n 1845, at the height of the mania, in which a devouring engine breaks in on
a family dinner (Fig. 4). But it was inevitable that such a radically new form of travel
engender not only hostility but also fear. Smiles said that even the railway entrepreneurs did

not believe ‘that people would trust themselves to be drawn upon a railway by an “explosive

machine’’ and tells us that ‘a writer of eminence declared that he would as soon think of
being fired off on a ricochet rocket, as travel on a railway at twice the speed of the old stage-
coaches.’’* The Liberal politician Thomas Creevey had a trip on the uncompleted Liverpool
and Manchester railway in 1829 and reported that ‘the quickest motion is to me frightful,;
1t 1s really flying and it 1s impossible to divest yourself of the notion of instant death to all
upon the least accident happening. It gave me a headache which has not left me yet.” A
famous actress, Fanny Kemble, was, however, on the inaugural run in 1830 and she shared
the sensation of flying but for her it was a very different experience: she wrote to her sister
that ‘when I closed my eyes this sensation of flying was quite delightful and strange beyond
description; yet strange as it was, I had a perfect sense of security, and not the slightest
fear.’’”? But an undercurrent of fear about the dangers of the railway did persist - although
often for good reason as there were many horrific accidents 1n the early years, and

newspapers and cartoonists of the day made the most of them. (See, for example, Fig. 5, the

™ Francis, A4 History of the English Railway; 101-2.
7l Williams, Qur Iron Roads; 34-35.

7> Smiles, Lives of the Engineers Vol. 111, vii.
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engraving that appeared in the lllustrated London News to depict the aftermath of the crash
at Staplehurst on June 9, 1865. This crash is noteworthy for the fact that Charles Dickens

was 1n it and was lucky to escape alive. It left him nervous of railway travel for the rest of

his life.)

History gives us another source of opposition to the railway, from what might be described
as the cultural élite. As they were able to make themselves well heard in their day, so they
are well remembered now. Thomas Carlyle, for example, seems to have been a querulous
traveller who 1s quoted as saying ‘I was dreadfully frightened before the train started; in the
nervous state I was 1n, 1t seemed to me certain that I should faint, from the impossibility of
getting the horrid thing stopt.””* He hated the ‘mechanical ’ nature of all modern life and
referred to steam engines (whether locomotive or stationary) as ‘fire-demons’ and travel on
the railway was the ‘likest thing to a Faust’s flight on the Devil’s mantle; or as 1f some huge
steam night-bird had flung you on its back, and was sweeping through unknown space with
you’.” This description of the railway as demonic was not uncommon and fitted the popular
aesthetic of the sublime, which will be discussed elsewhere. But the railway was new and
strange and public attitudes should perhaps be treated with some caution. Charles Dickens

is quoted as having once said, in relation to railways, that of course ‘we all pretend to miss

stagecoaches’.” And yet when we are told today by historians that Dickens ‘persistently
romanticized the stagecoach travel of his youth’, the conclusion is that he ‘disliked the
railways’.”” Wolfgang Schivelbusch comments:

The ‘esthetic [sic] freedom’ of the preindustrial subject is only discovered at the moment when the

preindustrial methods of production and transportation seem threatened in their very existence by

mechanization. ... Thus ‘organic’ travel and artisan manufacture become a conscious need, 1.€., a

valued esthetic quality, only at that moment when a new technology arrives’.”

Modern day distortions of contemporary commentators are not uncommon. William

™ Quoted in Faith, The World the Railways Made; 41.
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Wordsworth is remembered now as a rabid opponent of railwavs. but in fact he welcomed
them as nature’s “lawful offspring in Man's art”: it was only specific manifestations of
railways to which he objected - particularly the Kendal to Windermere line which would
have run close to his home in Grasmere. Such distortions of early opinions of the railway
work the other way too. H.G. Wells is credited in innumerable railway histories with the
great quote that seals the railway’s position in nineteenth century life. In 1902 he said: *The
nineteenth century ... will, if it needs a symbol. almost inevitably have as that symbol a
steam engine running upon a railway.” What greater affirmation of progress and the
rallway’s place in it could we have? Oddly, no reference is ever made to the rest of the
passage from which that quote is taken. In fact Wells was expressing resignation to the
choice of the railway as symbol despite it being ‘the result of accidental impediments, of
avoidable difficulties that we travel to-day on rails’. If anything. for him the railway was the
symbol of the nineteenth century’s “fumbling from compromise to compromise as [the
world] always has done™ until a cheap path to development was found along which “went
short-sighted Nineteenth Century Progress. quite heedless of the possibility of ending in a
cul-de-sac.” Read in its entirety, this passage cannot be taken as an endorsement of the “vast
system of horse-waggons and coaches drawn along rails by pumping-engines upon wheels.™
Latter-day selectivity and re-interpretation of contemporary opinion arises again in the

discussion of art as a historical document below.

But 1f contemporary opinion of the railway. at least as handed down by the intellectuals. was

at best ambiguous. Marshall Berman has succinctly described their position in the nineteenth
century ‘landscape of steam engines, ... rallroads. vast new industrial zones: of teeming cities

that have grown overnight, often with dreadful human consequences™ and perhaps explains

(1=

the ambiguity that 1s read today:

The great modernists of the nineteenth century all attack this environment passionately. and strive to
tear it down or explode it from within: yet all find themselves remarkably at home in it, alive to its
possibilities, affirmative even in their radical negations, playful and ironic even in their moments ot

™ William Wordsworth, extract from “Stcamboats, Viaducts and Railwavs', 1833, in Complerc
Poctical Works. Oxford University Press. Oxford, 1936 374.

“HL.GL Wells, Anticipations of the reaction or mechanical and scientific progress upon human life
and thought, Chapman & Hall Ltd., London. 1902: 4-1..
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gravest seriousness and depth.®

Baudelaire described the dilemma most accuratelv: “progress. that eternal desideratum that
is its own despair. * With the railway. for the first time goods and people could travel faster
than a horse, a fact which was not only shocking and disorientating but which also gradually
transformed the psychological geography of the country. Julie W osk describes the advent
of the railway as the classic example of "breaking frame’. the phrase used by Erving
Goftman to describe the experience when "the basic frameworks of understanding used to
make sense out of events no longer apply.” Unlike any previous industrial development. or

any previous transport system. railways represented the “fracturing that haunted the

ﬂ

nineteenth century’s surface rhetoric of progress.”

In its essential contradictions and the contradictory reactions inspired by it. the rarlway

epitomized the condition of modernity. Ralph Harrington tells us that the fears engendered

by 1t were a

psychological reaction to the forces of civilisation and industrialisation embodied in the railway.
forces which expressed themselves in the unnatural jolts and vibrations experienced by passengers,
but also in the speed, disorientation and noise of railway travel. the disconnection of passengers from
their surroundings, their helplessness in the event of accident, and the fragility of the technical means
by which the potentially disastrous forces of fire, steam and mechanical energy were controlled.*

To match the psychological chaos, it also created enormous environmental chaos - as, for
example. brilliantly depicted in the oft-quoted passage on the ripping apart of Staggs's
Gardens for the construction of the London to Birmingham line in Dickens’™ Dombey and
Son® (a scene depicted equally graphically in a lithograph by J.C. Bourne - see lig. 6) ycet.
paradoxically. despite all of this apparent chaos and fear. it ‘ran on a fixed schedule along

a prescribed route, and so, for all its demonic potentialities, became a nineteenth century

81 Marshall Berman. 4/l That Is Solid Mclis Into Air: The Experience Of Modernity. Verso, London.
l()(};; 18'1()

2 From Salon of 1846 in Jonathan Mayne (translator and ed.), -Art in Puris 1845-6°. Phaidon,
[.ondon. 1965; 1.27.

Y Julie Wosk. Breaking Framc: Technology and the Visual Arts in the Nineteenth Century, Rutgers
University Press, New Brunswick. 19927 5-4.

M Ralph Harrington, *The Ncuroscs of the Railway . Hisrory Today, July 1994; 20.
S Charles Dickens. Dombev and Son, Wordsworth Editions Ltd.. Ware, 1995 [first pub. 1848]. 60.
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paradigm of order".%¢

There is a clear thread that emerges from contemporary accounts: for all groups in society
the raillway carried a signification that went bevond its role as a new (albeit somewhat

disconcerting) transport system as it progressed along the tortuous route from the industrial

world ot The Elephant to the suburban world of Penge est. It is this that sugeests that an

examination of the role it played in art will contribute to an understanding of reactions to

new technology, as well as giving an insight into the dynamics of radically altered social

relations.

Art as history

(Can an attempt to access processes of historical change and responses to technology through
looking at pictures be justified? Halla Beloff believes that emphasis on the written word has
been a facet of Western culture since the middle ages. She argues for the inclusion of visual
images 1n ‘the canon of respectable “good science ™ since in art 1deas are communicated
‘more directly. more subtly and, of course, more elegantly, than one ever could in words.”®’
In .4 View from the Iron Bridge Barrie Trinder insists that “pictures are part of the historical
process. not just a comment upon it."*® In claiming art as a historical record, I. like Richard
Wollheim 1n Painting as an Art. make no claim to credentials as an art historian. Wollheim
defines his interest as being in the ‘substantive aesthetic™® but where he proceeds to an

analysis of the psychoanalytic revelations of that aesthetic. [ wish to pursue its historical and

sociological properties.

Increasingly in the last 30 vears. spectifically in the areas of cultural history. art has becn
admitted to scholarly historical studies. Raymond Williams wrote that a study of the art of

a given period, in conjunction with all other aspects of social and economic life. allows us

86 Berman. Al that is Solid Melts into Air; 1359.
" Halla Beloff, ‘Reading Visual Rhetoric’, The Psvchologist. November 1994: 495 & 499.

88 3arrie Trinder. ‘Introduction’ in Stuart Smith. 4 Iiew from the Iron Bridge, The Ironbridge Gorge
Muscum Trust. Ironbridee. 1979: 10. [Italics in original. ]

* Richard Wollheim. Painting us an Art, Thames and Hudson, London. 1987: 7.
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to access a “structure of feeling”™ without which a history remains lacking in life. This thesis
does not privilege artistic production, examining it within its own terms, but rather views

art as one element among many in a complex pattern of information, ‘impressions of

mentality, not vessels of Art’ to use Simon Schama’s formulation.®!

Williams defines ‘the theory of culture as the study of relationships between elements in a
whole way of life. The analysis of culture is the attempt to discover the nature of the
organization which is the complex of these relationships.’”?> Andrew Hemingway and
William Vaughan have recently said that ‘a theory of social and of historical change is a pre-
requisite of any discourse that claims to engage with the historically specific circumstances
involved in the generation of art objects or other cultural products.’®® I agree with them that
marxism, as an analysis of capitalism and its specific social relations, has not been bettered
nor even seriously challenged. I would maintain that class, as an organizing framework for
society, 1s fundamental to a historical analysis. A number of scholars in recent times have
disagreed with this and have questioned views of class that are based on economic criteria.”
I reject the premise of their work but I will now briefly turn to it as they offer an additional

tool that can be used in a historical examination of class through the medium of art.

These writers have emphasized not only the fluidity of class definitions and self definitions
but also the role of the individual in creating their own sense of social position. This is not
inconsistent with Marx’s theory of class as a manifestation of the social relations of the
productive system, as social relations are dynamic and contain inconsistencies. Bourdieu
explicitly makes the link between the materialist and non-materialist aspects ot class
definition: the ‘individual or collective classification struggles aimed at transforming the

categories of perception and appreciation of the social world and, through this, the social

20 Raymond Williams, The Long Revolution, Chatto and Windus, London, 1961; 48.

’! Simon Schama, Embarrassment of Riches: An interpretation of Dutch culture in the Golden Age,
Fontana, London, 1991; xi.

’2 Williams, The Long Revolution; 46.

> Andrew Hemingway and William Vaughan, ‘Preface’ to Hemingway and Vaughan (eds), Art in
Bourgeois Society; X1.

M See, for example, Patrick Joyce, Democratic Subjects: the Self and the Social in Nineteenth Century
England, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1994. Gareth Stedman Jones, Languages of Class,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1985; Dror Wahrman, /Imagining the Middle Class: The political
representation of class in Britain 1780-1 840, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1995.
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world itself, are indeed a forgotten dimension of the class struggle.” However, he cautions
that “one only has to realize that the classificatory schemes which underlie agents’ practical

relationship to their condition and the representation they have of it are themselves the

product of that condition, in order to see the limits of this autonomy.’**

Nonetheless, Patrick Joyce (for one), in his recent work, seeks to replace the economic
underpinning of class with a political one: ‘Class identities were, therefore, a product of
arguments about meanings, arguments which were primarily political in character. Class
does not seem to have been the collective cultural experience of new economic classes
produced by the Industrial Revolution.’”® Despite this, he accepts that there is an impetus to
classify oneself as a member of one class or another. He ignores the economic basis of such
classification but proposes a powerful conceptual tool which is that ‘the language of class,
and therefore the identity of class, arguably only came to have real purchase when it was put
Into narrative form.” He suggests that ‘social life is itself storied and that narrative is an
ontological condition of social life’: people choose their own story from amongst a ‘multiple
but ultimately limited repertoire of available social, public and cultural narratives.””’
Anthony Giddens adds that a ‘person’s i1dentity 1s not to be found in behaviour, nor -
important though this 1s - in the reactions of others, but in the capacity to keep a particular
narrative going.’ In this way, with its shattering of space and time constraints, ‘[m]odernity
opens up the project of the self, but under conditions strongly influenced by standardising
effects of commodity capitalism.””® Joyce acknowledges (confusingly) that one of the
primary bearers of narrative that serves a sense of identity is class which, ‘in the course of

the nineteenth century, accrued its own narrative’.”

Bourdieu deems that a ‘class is defined as much by its being-perceived as by its being, by

its consumption ... as much as by its position in the relations of production’ while accepting

73 Bourdieu, Distinction; 483-4.
%] oyce, Democratic Subjects; 161.
77 Joyce, Democratic Subjects; 161, 153. [Italics in original. ]

’8 Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age, Polity
Press, Cambridge, 1991; 54, 196. [Italics in original ]

7] oyce, Democratic Subjects; 149.
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that “the latter governs the former’. In other words, ‘goods ... are si gns of distinction’.'™ This

concept of consumption as a marker of identity appears in the work of a number of writers:
Walsh believes that the ‘consumption of superfluous commodities was part of a trend
towards the construction of an image of self in the light of one’s relationship to others™.""’
Simon Dentith concludes from his study of culture in the nineteenth century that ‘[c]ultural
forms and genres ... are ways of negotiating social relations, historically created resources
which people use to make sense of their lives and to manage their place in the world in
relation to others.”'”” Similarly, Ann Bermingham explores how ‘individuals appropriate
cultural forms to their own individual ends, as tools to construct social selves’. This
appropriation serves sometimes to ‘comply with and at other times to resist institutional and
social coercions.”'” Macleod’s work has shown that a ‘primary impetus behind British
middle class patronage [of art] was the desire for self-definition.”'® The consumption of art
seems an obvious method of creating and securing a personal and collective narrative -
whether compliant with social demands or not. This implies that art-as-narrative may be a

particularly incisive method of accessing class structures and the historical process of their

transtformation and, in turn, that narratives of class will be an effective way of deciphering

meaning in the production of art.

Art perhaps holds a status as a record of social history like no other since the ‘relationship
between the making of a work of art and the reception of a work of art, 1s always active, and
subject to conventions, which in themselves are forms of social organization and

relationship’.'” Jameson reminds us that a painting remains inert, ‘a reified end product’

100 Bourdieu, Distinction; 483.

191 Kevin Walsh, Representations of the Past: Museums and heritage in the post-modern world,
Routledge, London, 1992; 29.

192 Simon Dentith, Society and Cultural Forms in Nineteenth Century England, Macmillan Press,

Basingstoke, 1998, 182.

93 Ann Bermingham, ‘Introduction’ in Ann Bermingham and John Brewer (eds), The Consumption

of Culture 1600-1800: Image, Object, Text, Routledge, London, 1995; 11.

104 Dianne Sachko Macleod, ‘The Dialectics of Modernism and English Art’, British Journal of
Aesthetics, vol. 35 no. 1, January 1995; 11.

10> williams, ‘Base and superstructure’; 15.
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unless it is regrasped ‘as praxis and as production.’'® Solkin argues for the need to go
beyond even this position and ‘to adopt a critical approach aimed at understanding pictures
as active participants in a dynamic history.”'”” However, Hemingway warns that individual
paintings cannot reasonably be made to bear too great a cognitive load: ‘we must be
sensitive to the contradictions of culture, acknowledging that the aesthetic is simultaneously
a realm of ideology and cognition, of social power plays and utopian possibilities.’'* This
becomes particularly problematic when one considers the different cognitive approaches to
art of the nineteenth century and the late twentieth century. To take one example: a number
of twentieth century writers have made much of the political content of Turner’s work
despite no contemporary direct evidence for it. James Hamilton, for instance, invests
significant political meaning in Turner’s Crossing the Brook from 1815, finding references
to the transition from girlhood to womanhood, in turn signifying the potential for England
to enter economic and industrial maturity following Napoleon’s defeat;'®” yet John Ruskin,
Turner’s great contemporary defender and interpreter, commented at the time only on its
glorious composition, 1ts perfection ‘in all that is most desirable and most ennobling in art
.. itis an agreeable, cool, grey rendering of space and form’."'° Turner appears never to have
explained either his paintings or his opinions in letters or memoirs. Indirect evidence from
his life and times - the paintings’ social context - can, however, allow considerable
confidence in some modern interpretations. Hemingway takes it as ‘axiomatic that the
intentions of an artist in producing an aesthetic object are (a) ultimately unknowable, and
(b) ultimately 1rrelevant to its meaning and effects’ but he insists that this does not ‘preclude
speculation as to the factors determining the artist’s agency and motives’.'""' Ludmilla
Jordanova asserts that a picture ‘certainly can be treated as a document, as just about

anything can be, if and only if it is carefully interpreted using as wide a range as possible of

'% Erederic J ameson, Postmodernism or the cultural logic of late capitalism, Verso, London, 1991;

197 Solkin, Richard Wilson; 134.

'9 Hemingway, ‘Introduction’ in Hemingway and Vaughan, Art in Bourgeois Society; 14-15.
'9% James Hamilton, Turner and the Scientists, Tate Gallery, London, 1998; pp 92.

10 5ohn Ruskin, Modern Painters, Vol. I, George Allen, London, 1900 (3rd ed); 180. More recently
Rosenthal has agreed with Ruskin, writing that there 1s ‘no content’ in the painting. See Michael Rosenthal,
British Landscape Painting, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1982; 112. The painting is discussed further in

Chapter 6 of the present work.
"' Hemingway, ‘Landscape Imagery’; 189.
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related materials. It emphatically does not speak for itself - nothing does.’''” Quentin Skinner
confronts the same problem in his attempt at a historical reading of classical thinkers,
seeking to assess their meaning in their own terms, rather than interpreting them through
modern-day needs: his ‘aspiration is not of course to enter into the thought-processes of
long-dead thinkers; 1t is simply to use the ordinary techniques of historical enquiry to grasp
their concepts, to follow their distinctions, to appreciate their beliefs and, so far as possible,
to see things their way.”'"? This applies equally to visual art. While caution should still be
exercised, encouragement can be taken from the Enlightenment philosopher David Hume's

belief that ‘the meaning of great works of art ... discloses itself slowly, and with great

difficulty, over the years, through the co-operative work of those who happen to be

interested in painting.”'"

There is a further problem with the use of art as a historical document: both contemporary
and latter-day issues around preservation and taste come into play. On the one hand, in an
analysis of reactions to works of art in their own time, it is just as interesting to see what 1s
not selected for exhibition or comment as it is to examine examples of more popular work.
This itself presents obvious hurdles. But, on the other hand, and far more problematic, is the
fact that there is a tendency for the significance of works of art to be ‘obfuscated by later art-
historical mischaracterisations’.!'®> Williams calls this the ‘selective tradition’ whereby not
only has the historical period made its own selection of what suited contemporary tastes but

subsequent periods will have reselected those things that suit a theory ot the development

of society, so that:

within the terms of an effective dominant culture, [the selective tradition] is always passed off as ‘the
tradition’, ‘the significant past’. But always the selectivity is the point; the way in which from a whole
possible area of past and present, certain meanings and practices are neglected and excluded. Even
more crucially, some of these meanings and practices are reinterpreted, diluted or put into forms
which support or at least do not contradict other elements within the effective dominant culture.’ e

12 | udmilla Jordanova, History in Practice, Arnold, London, 2000; 99 (fig. 4.1 caption).

113 Quentin Skinner, Visions of Politics, Vol. I ‘Regarding Method’, Cambridge University Press,
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An 1llustration of the problem of selectivity is offered by Turner’s Rain, Steam and Speed,
which will be looked at in more detail in Chapter 6. Given an iconic place now in art, this
work 1s not only highly popular but is also used to prove whatever discourse of technology
Or progress 1s required, positive or negative. In 1844, when it was exhibited in the Summer
Exhibition at the Royal Academy, it was dismissed as shocking, confusing and eccentric.

Any search for the railway in nineteenth century art needs to confront selectivity in

Interpretation, preservation and display head on.

The railway in art

The railway has been familiar in fine narrative art in Britain as a social marker from the late
1850s and as a feature in representations of the landscape in Europe from the 1870s. It is
hard now to realize how excluded it was from art until that time, even by those artists who
prided themselves on their representation of real life. As late as 1869 when Frederick Walker
painted The Plough, he worked, following stringent standards of realism set by the Pre-
Raphaelites, ‘outside in conditions of severe physical discomfort, concerned himself with
exactitude, catching the low light of evening and the precise colour of the ploughed field.
But he chose not to see the Minehead Branch of the Great Western Railway.’'"’ (See Fig. 7

for Punch’s take on this conundrum in 1860.'"®)

The social narratives of Solomon (Second Class - The Parting and First Class - The
Meeting, 1854), Egg (The Travelling Companions, 1862) and Frith (The Railway Station,
1863) dealt with the pressures and moral dilemmas of the crowded urban spaces of
modernity and the new and problematic opportunities presented. It was not until the last part
of the century that the Impressionists, largely based in France, exhibited the railway as a
motif in an entirely new way - as seen in Penge West - giving the railway a place in the
public landscape and in the life and society from which the painters came and which they

represented on canvas. The railway became a celebration of modernity. In the twentieth

"7 Stephen Daniels, ‘Images of the railway in nineteenth century paintings and prints’ in Train
Spotting: images of the railway in art, Nottingham Castle Museum, Nottingham, 1985; 15.

118 1 am indebted to Andy Guy of Beamish North of England Open Air Museum for bringing this
cartoon to my attention.
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century, technology, ‘no longer jostling for a comfortable place 1n the landscape, now
radiates outward, pushing the boundaries of the pictorial frame, extending notions of the
proper subject of art itself.’'"” But it was not long before the most cherished beliefs and
myths of modernity began to be questioned and, while the railway retained its iconic place

within the art of modernist movements, it became (or returned to being) a symbol of the

darker side of the modern world.'?

It was Hegel who argued that all art, philosophy and religion must inevitably reflect the
zeitgeist, the spirit, the consciousness of the historical period. How, then, could ‘the iron
road ... the very symbol of man’s triumph through technology’,'?' remain so absent from the
public discourse of landscape art in the first three quarters of the nineteenth century during
the period that it was transforming life in the country and despite - as we shall see in Chapter
5 - taking pride of place on the walls of a number of country homes? Simon Dentith talks
of the problem caused by cultural forms not conveniently following the precise time scale
of changes evident in other aspects of society and says that it is because of this that ‘we
cannot speak of a Zeitgeist for the nineteenth century, or any portion of it, such as the
“Victorian age”, since every period of history is characterized by multiple and contradictory
ways of thinking, seeing and feeling.” Like Gramsci, he points out the rarity of decisive
moments of change across cultural, social and economic fields.'** But as the railway has
been so consistent an icon in modern art, the differing forms of and spaces for the railway’s

presence 1n cultural life make i1t tempting to believe the artistic silences are themselves

ICOonIC In Some way.

Francis Klingender claimed that the ‘art patrons of the day wished for anything rather than
to be reminded of the social and technological revolution going on all around them.’'*’ This

statement is obviously true for many art patrons but, as we will see, does not hold across the

"9 wosk, Breaking Frame; 212.

120 See Dietmar Elger, Expressionism: A Revolution in German Art, Benedikt Taschen, Cologne,
1991. Tim Martin, Essential Surrealists, Dempsey Parr, Bath, 1999. Wendy Beckett, The Story of Painting,

Dorling Kindersley, London, 2001.
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board; later chapters will develop this conflict. However, even were it entirely true, it would
not have been the first artistic suppression of the facts of modernity in the landscape. Hugh
Prince details his ‘fruitless search for English eighteenth-century paintings that depict newly
enclosed fields, newly built farmsteads, newly reclaimed heaths and newly introduced crops’
and asks ‘why artists who were increasingly sensitive to landscape, and to that of the
contemporary English countryside, seemed to ignore such graphic evidence of agrarian
change.”’** John Barrell and Timothy Barringer have both published work on the
disappearance of the troubled rural poor,'” while landscapes containing city views
suppressed the urban riot, rendering it safe and distant. These 1ssues will be discussed in the
next two chapters. Barringer concludes that ‘inconsistencies, absences and disavowals are
of primary importance in the production of meaning.’'*® Eagleton confirms that ‘an
“ideological” discourse, properly understood, means one which, when deciphered and
decoded in certain ways will betray in its limits and emphases, its silences, gaps and internal
contradictions, the imprint of real material conflicts.”'*’ It is my contention that the railway’s
absence from publicly exhibited landscape art during the mid nineteenth century articulates

with social changes and conflicts over both technological developments and political power.

There is a distinction between the display of art works for private pleasure and their display
in public galleries or institutions. As will be seen later, the development of institutions for
the display of art to the public had the effect of maintaining some control over the ‘rules’ of
art while, paradoxically, putting it outside the immediate control of those who sought to
establish and maintain those rules by commodifying it in an open market place. It was at this
time that the ‘bourgeois public sphere’ appeared in which ‘public opinion’ came to the tore
for the first time. Habermas has explored the emergence of the public sphere in Europe and
traced how the centrality of private property came to define the public sphere. The public

sphere developed alongside concert and theatre attendance - and, of course, with the new

galleries and exhibitions. Habermas mysteriously says that art was thus ‘released from its

124 Hugh Prince, ‘Art and agrarian change, 1710-1815" In Denis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels (eds),
The Iconography of Landscape, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1988; 98.
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functions in the service of social representation’ - a statement that I hope to demonstrate is
Incorrect - and became ‘an object of free choice and of changing preference. The “taste™ to
which art was oriented from then on became manifest in the assessments of lay people who

claimed no prerogative, since within a public everyone was entitled to judge.’'*

The fear that art would be degraded in response to uneducated taste was tempered by an
awareness, especially among the industrial bourgeoisie, of the role that art galleries could
play in the education of the masses. In the nineteenth century art in public spaces possibly
took on a more urgent role in ‘the service of social representation’ as exhibitions were
sponsored for the edification of the ‘lower classes’. Macleod asks: ‘ Were these philanthropic
gestures intended to sanction the ideology of their organizers or to subdue and control the
unruly masses?’'* I would suggest that there is not necessarily a distinction between the two.
Reynolds’ categorisation of art, with history painting elevated to the highest status, was
based on the relative edifying effect of the different categories on those exposed to them.
Was it important, then, to exclude from public exhibition works that challenged, for
example, the uplifting ideal of history painting or the political import of landscape painting -
as inclusion of a railway would have done - especially in a time of unrest and disturbance?

Such paintings were perhaps more comfortably kept in the home for personal gratification

and for display to a select tew.

The home as private space, separate from work space, was something that emerged for all
classes, alongside the growth of capitalism and the factory system. By the time the railway
intervened to break boundaries between different ways of life, the process of segregation of
domestic and working life for the individual was close to completion. ‘Productive work first
had to be banished from the domestic area’ and then came ‘the suburban villa: physically,
financially and socially removed from the enterprise’ such that it was “the middle ranks who

erected the strictest boundaries between private and public space, a novelty which struck

many early nineteenth century travellers in England.”*

128 Jiirgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Polity Press, Cambridge,
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Davidoff and Hall suggest that the idea of ‘home’ strengthened as ‘people struggled to
control their destiny through religious grace and the bulwark of family property and
resources’ and created ‘shields’ which included the ‘organization of the immediate
environment’."”! Klingender would have said that, in these protected spaces, they would
want nothing that reminded them of the chaos and tumult of everyday working life or of the
confusing changes taking place all around. But, to repeat, the evidence in many cases
suggests the opposite. I have already mentioned that there were fine art industrial landscapes
in private homes (a fact that will be explored in Chapter 5) but there is also the evidence of

the lithographs of the railway that sold in huge numbers to the ‘middle ranks’.

The fact that the homes of the gentry were sometimes graced by paintings of railways
steaming through the landscape is particularly interesting if one accepts Davidoff and Hall’s
suggestion that these homes served as examples for visiting members of the lower ranks
when developing their own domestic space. They ‘were regularly opened to a select public,

providing a glimpse of taste to be followed’'** as well as ‘inevitably locat[ing] the eye of the

visitor within the ambience of the patron’s cultural power.”'>’ The secret may be in the
phrase ‘select public’. A ‘select’ public was one that was chosen and could be, 1n a sense,

controlled. Display of everyday reality was not necessarily undesirable, and could perhaps

do no harm if kept from the masses.

The function of such private collections of art - and other artefacts - and the process of
collecting itself, have been the subject of a number of recent theories, from a variety of
academic disciplines, including anthropology and museum studies. The anthropologist
James Clifford has suggested that the accumulation of property 1s an aspect of Western
individualism in which the assemblage of a material world, a ‘gathering’ around the self and

the group marks off a subjective domain'* - a version of ‘commodity fetishism’ where

130 (...continued)

the separation of home and work spaces.

31 Davidoff & Hall, Family Fortunes; 357.
132 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes; 362.

133 Gordon J. Fyfe, ‘Art exhibitions and power during the nineteenth century’ in John Law (ed),
Power, Action and Belief, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1986; 25.

134 See Macleod, Art and the Victorian middle class; 9.

42




goods, commodities, are believed to be able to endow the owner with some aura.'** Works
of art that displayed modernity may have shared this progressive aura with the owner whilst
also, 1f the painting was of, for example, a railway on the collector’s own land, having the
effect of doubly displaying ownership. Bourdieu has said that ¢[c]Jonsumption is, in this case,

a stage 1n a process of communication ... which presupposes practical or explicit mastery of

a cipher or code.’!*

In an obvious link with Joyce et al’s work on self-definition and social narrative, the idea
of collections as signifiers of identity for both individual and group has been developed by
Susan Pearce 1n her work on museums. She suggests that ‘all societies, without any
exceptions known to us, use objects as they do language: to construct their social lives.’
Collecting 1s seen as a social practice enabling communities to ‘develop strategies which
enable them to bring together the accumulating possibilities of objects and other social
structures - like family relationships, notions of surplus and prestige, and religious practices
- in order to maintain the social pattern and project it into the future.”'?” It is not hard to see
how this would relate both to aristocratic collecting practices up to at least the mid
eighteenth century as well as to bourgeois collecting practices in the late eighteenth and the
nineteenth centuries. Pearce sees the collecting process as a ‘form of fiction’ which enables
the objects to be used ‘according to the view and capacity of the collecting individual ... to
create and project the image of himself and how he sees the world.” The hegemonic
possibilities - both for dominance and subversion - are acknowledged: ‘collecting has
contributed to the creation of patterns of dominance but also ... can be an assertive force for
change.’ But that potential for ideological power is first expressed as an individual power,
for we ‘can control our collections as we can few other matters in this world.”'** One can
easily see how art works held in private could be subversive of a dominant ideology - which

is maintained in public displays - and how confirmatory of a specific personal and class

narrative this could be.

135 See Karl Marx, Capital Vol. I, Penguin, London, 1976 [first pub. 1867]; Chapter 1 esp. p.165.

136 Bourdieu, Distinction; 2.

137 qusan Pearce, On Collecting: An investigation into collecting in the European tradition,
Routledge, London, 1995; 28.

138 pearce. On Collecting; 32, 33 and 178.
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Railways and the nation

It was a French writer - Stendhal - who, in 1825, wrote in the London Magazine that the
painter should be ‘the historian of the physical world before him’ and that art should “keep
pace with the progress of society.”'* Yet Marc Baroli, in a review of nineteenth century
French literature, suggests a similar public reticence to that in Britain on the subject of the
railway in the same period, a reticence unbroken until the mid 1850s. He view is that it takes
time for technology to enter the ‘universe of the senses that art and poetry translate’. He
believes that it was necessary for the public to first make up its mind whether the changes
wrought by the railway were for good or bad, and that writers began to address it only when
1t was clearly ‘admitted among the objects of everyday life’. Only then could their ‘laws and
their beauty be discovered.’'*” This explanation, while attractive, seems to be too simple, and
not only because the acceptance of the railway and its role in life seems to have come as
readily to France as to Britain. A trivial example from a French magazine serves to illustrate
this: in January 1840 an advertisement for a house for sale included the information that 1t
was a ‘very lovely rural residence, twelve hectares of jardins anglais, cover and grounds ...

magnificent view over the Seine, ten minutes from Paris by railway.”'*

The painted meaning of the railway differed, however, from country to country, depending
on specific social and political circumstances. The bourgeoisie in France had supplanted the
traditional power structures of the aristocracy 40 years prior to the advent ot the public
railway and, from the latter’s inception, the state took tight control of its development.'** A
study of landscape art in France might find meanings inscribed in landscapes very different
to those found in Britain in relation to technological innovation and commercial interests.

[n Italy the railway was instrumental in forging the emerging nation out of the disparate

13 Quoted in William Rodner, J M. W. Turner: Romantic Painter of the Industrial Revolution,
University of California Press, Berkeley, 1997; 10.

40 Marc Baroli, Le Train dans la littérature frangaise, Editions NM, Paris, 1963; 482-3.

41 From Journal Général d’Affiches, annonces judiciaires, légales et avis divers, 31 January 1840;
9. Quoted in Nicholas Green, ‘Rustic retreats: visions of the countryside in mid-nineteenth century France’ in
Simon Pugh (ed), Reading Landscape: country - city - capital, Manchester University Press, Manchester, 1990,

161.

142 See Francois Caron, L 'Histoire des Chemins de Fer en France, Vol. 1 *1830-1870’°, Fayard, Paris,
1997.
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states and rival power groups'*’ while in the USA the railway played a dynamic role in the
expansion westward: there it was believed that landscape art could have the effect of easing
acceptance of change and industrialization.'* In all these countries and in diverse ways, the
railway was a primary harbinger of modernity and developed a particular relationship with
art but, due to specific historical circumstances, modernity itself held different meanings for

varying social groups in different countries at different times.

In Art in Bourgeois Society, Hemingway and Vaughan acknowledge that they have
concentrated on ‘issues around metropolitan urban society’ and that there remains a
requirement for attention to be paid to ‘the complex histories of provincial and rural
bourgeoisies.” I, too, have blurred distinctions between these groups in this thesis but,
perhaps more importantly, I have concentrated on the British experience. I do not seek to
imply by this that the British experience was either unique or typical. The work undertaken
begs further work on an in-depth international comparison which would clarify
convergences and sharpen distinctions. The development of the bourgeoisie and of
modernity itself took different paths in different countries, but ‘bourgeois society 1s an
inherently expansive and international phenomenon, and thus bourgeois culture needs to be

studied internationally.’'* This work is, therefore, a small part of a larger project.

In August 1858 Blackwood’s Magazine demanded that a ‘national art worthy ot our nation,

which assuredly we do not yet possess, must represent our glory, n