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Chambers • Holborn, Staple Inn, Furnival’s Inn

Staple Inn

The Mystery of Edwin Drood
Behind the most ancient part of Holborn, London, where certain gabled
houses some centuries of age still stand looking on the public way, as if disconsolately looking for the Old Bourne that has long run dry, is a little nook
composed of two irregular quadrangles, called Staple Inn. It is one of those
nooks, the turning into which out of the clashing street, imparts to the relieved
pedestrian the sensation of having put cotton in his ears, and velvet soles on
his boots. It is one of those nooks where a few smoky sparrows twitter in
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smoky trees, as though they called to one another, ‘Let us play at country,’
and where a few feet of garden-mould and a few yards of gravel enable
them to do that refreshing violence to their tiny understandings. Moreover,
it is one of those nooks which are legal nooks; and it contains a little Hall,
with a little lantern in its roof: to what obstructive purposes devoted, and at
whose expense, this history knoweth not . . . in those days no neighbouring
architecture of lofty proportions had arisen to overshadow Staple Inn. The
westering sun bestowed bright glances on it, and the south-west wind blew
into it unimpeded.
Neither wind nor sun, however, favoured Staple Inn one December afternoon towards six o’clock, when it was filled with fog, and candles shed
murky and blurred rays through the windows of all its then-occupied sets of
chambers; notably from a set of chambers in a corner house in the little inner
quadrangle, presenting in black and white over its ugly portal the mysterious
inscription:
P
J

T
1747

In which set of chambers, never having troubled his head about the inscription, unless to bethink himself at odd times on glancing up at it, that haply it
might mean Perhaps John Thomas, or Perhaps Joe Tyler, sat Mr. Grewgious
writing by his fire. [. . .]
There was no luxury in his room. Even its comforts were limited to its
being dry and warm, and having a snug though faded fireside. What may
be called its private life was confined to the hearth, and an easy chair, and
an old-fashioned occasional round table that was brought out upon the rug
after business hours, from a corner where it elsewise remained turned up like
a shining mahogany shield . . . Three hundred days in the year, at least, he
crossed over to the hotel in Furnival’s Inn for his dinner, and after dinner
crossed back again, to make the most of these simplicities until it should
become broad business day once more, with P. J. T., date seventeen-fortyseven. (MED 133–5)

In Dickens’s final, unfinished, novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, we
find ourselves once more around the Inns of Court, in Staple Inn, to be
precise, with a brief excursion to Furnival’s Inn outside business hours.
Staple Inn is situated just south, south-east of the corner of Gray’s Inn
Road and High Holborn. Not quite in the present, we are in a recent
past, as can be discerned from the absence of more modern ‘neighbouring architecture of lofty proportions [that] had arisen to overshadow’
the Inn. Elsewhere, throughout this extract, and as on a number of
occasions, person (Mr Grewgious) and place (his set of chambers) exist
in each other. There is no separate identity; together, person and place
present a communal fiction. One does not simply reflect the other.
Each is, in a reciprocal fashion, a mediation or version of the other,

WOLFREYS PRINT.indd 49

04/04/2012 10:15

50

Dickens’s London

the boundaries between the two if not erased, then to be of no particular importance. Mr Grewgious is his work; his workplace that which
defines everything about him. Neither room nor lawyer has a ‘private
life’, this being one more convenient fiction supplementing both. Mr
Grewgious is as much a ‘fixture’ or ‘feature’ of the Inn, as the Inn, and
the set of chambers in question in particular, give outward frame to
his existence and identity. Grewgious is merely a function, an agent of
place, and this is woven into the fabric of this image of the law, as much
as is that ‘mysterious inscription’.
The inscription is both a siglum and a paraph of sorts. Its significance
might be much or little, the initials of a builder or architect being the
most likely explanation, not that Mr Grewgious is concerned. A ‘real’
feature of Staple Inn, its presence in the fictive narrative illustrates
briefly how reality and the imagined world bleed into one another in
the London of Dickens’s texts; it also indicates how a feature is never
simply there for its own sake, but instead belongs to a wider phenomenal register aimed at and reflecting that subjective consciousness of an
assumed narrator or walker. That the initials are dated indicates how
parts of this passage are countersigned, marked by the signs of contretemps. Time goes against the appearance in the present of any object, so
that the objective is undone from within, appearance giving way to the
essential, temporally marked reality that is there to be read, and which
is decrypted in part for the reader, by an act of reading become writing
on the part of the narrator. Holborn is, for example, the absent old
bourne, a chimera of the past, the narrative present being a palimpsest
of sorts, the one borne inside the other at a semantic level, wherein that
which is the older remnant remains partially to view in meaning if not
in material condition. Already not of its time but signalling two pasts,
recent and more remote, the architecture of the latter having only partially disappeared, the topography transformed, and the structures of
the former marking themselves in negative representation through not
yet having been erect, this particular presentation of a London location
is rent by, even as it is delineated through anachrony. The temporality of the image is multiple, a place of contest between the remnants
of one time, the gabled houses, and the perceived presence of another,
the ‘clashing street’. Those gabled dwellings are also out of time; they
impart the impression of appearing to look for what is no longer there,
an ancient stream, while that sensate awareness of anachrony imparts
itself in the narrative at a lexical level, in quaint terms and archaisms,
such as ‘bourne’ but also ‘nook’ and ‘this history knoweth not’. Between
times and out of time, then, there is an intermedial heterovocality that
amplifies the echoic dimension of the site.
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This distinction between objective and phenomenal appearance, the
difference that articulates the distinction and, in that, the ‘discernibilization’ (to recall the Deleuzian notion), making available the double readings and the divergence they enable assign to the image a subject who
reads not only spatially but temporally also. The urban subject – and
this is a sign of his modernity – reads in a given site the traces of those
other times, and thus unfolds the present image, in the perception of the
difference of image. To call this psychogeography would be to engage in
an anachronistic – or, some might say, ‘postmodern’ – reading oneself.
Yet such a gesture would not be wholly without precedent, not least
in thinking through the genealogy of acts of modern reading / writing
the city, in which the surface of what is seen is traced and subsequently
re-membered. There is in the very manner of this narrative from the
late Dickens, the echo, if not the memory, of reading belonging to his
younger, posthumous self, that younger, other writer, who had worked
for the True Sun. While employed there briefly in 1832 as a parliamentary reporter, he encountered his elder contemporary, the essayist
and radical Leigh Hunt, who the following year was, like Dickens, to
begin writing sketches of metropolitan life.14 Hunt defined his essays as
engaging in ‘townosophy’. In visiting various districts of the metropolis, Hunt’s peripatetic narrator would, in observing place, open from
within the reflection on the present location its associations, its history,
expounding on the traces of the past that remained.
Through such psychogeographical or townosophic reflective medi(t)ation, the temporal current of the present is interrupted, suspended even.
With this, the emergent temporal complexity of patterning discerned
in the spatial and visual sketch of place admits of a work irreducible
to aesthetic effect alone. Perception in its marked singularity – this is a
vision for one person only – breaks the objective and mimetic frame of
reference. The appreciation of temporality as a key to the perception
of the site as a locus of memory – materiality being the condition that,
in its being built, in given structural form and presence, allows for the
taking place of inscription – allows for similarity and difference, convergence and doubling, singularity and iterability between times and
between person and place to make themselves felt. The real gives way
to or enables, puts in play, access to transcendental schema that connect
apprehension of conceptual forms to the phenomenal appearance of
material conditions and the objects that ‘make’ the world available
to the subject. The ‘townosophic’ willingness to open the reading of
place to that which informs it in spectral fashion belongs to a greater
‘willingness to imagine supplementary or alternative versions’ of the
novels, hints of which are to be found throughout the novels, as Robert
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Douglas-Fairhurst notes (2011, 13). Here is a writer, glimpsed inside the
phantom narrator, who, later was to become known as someone with
an interest in ‘locating the dead’ (Douglas-Fairhurst 2011, 158) and ‘not
content simply to reflect the world’ (2011, 159), described himself jokingly as a ‘resurrectionist, in search of a subject’ (Hotten 1870, 36–7;
Douglas-Fairhurst 2011, 158–9).
There is a transcendence or ‘transcendentalism’ at work here because
in perception judgement comes to take place. The illusion of the objective world in its materiality is transcended, if by transcendentalism we
can suggest a perceptual translation. Transcendence thus refers not to a
final, stable meaning, an abstract truth pertaining to what one sees, but
a judgement grounded in the authenticity of the perception. Judgement
or discernment makes possible the application of ‘concepts of understanding’ (Kant 1997, 267) to phenomena, to the appearances that are
otherwise taken either as merely empirical or belonging to a deliberately
controlled aesthetic pertaining to some mistaken notion of ‘authorial
intention’. To see what takes place as just aesthetic would be to suggest
a controlling consciousness at a remove from that which appears. Yet
it is this proximity, this involvement that always places the subject in a
relation to the world, revealing subjectivity as being inextricably mediated by and mediating place and world. There becomes revealed in the
image of place or building a subjective ‘always already’ of perception
and experience. In this process all ‘empirical intuitions can be subsumed’
(Kant 2007, 326). Thus, the text of Dickens in its modes of representation and re-presentation, through its rhetorical engagement of hypotyposis, ‘builds’ or performs an image, the phantasmal equivalent of a
photograph, sketch or painting that also signals the consciousness that
performs the image, with such intensity that the place appears before
me, as if it were there, and as if I were there.
That this takes place may be understood if we take into account
the significance of representational and tropic iterability in the various
images that are constructed, particularly as they concern the representation of London, its locations, neighbourhoods, places, streets, buildings
and so forth. There are recurring structures that establish patterns of
understanding in relation to corporeal experience, linguistic rendering,
and the determination of subjectivity in relation to place as these are
reciprocally informed through the historicity of event and experience.
If this remains a problem for some, we should remind ourselves of that
displacement from within the present by the traces of anachronic time,
temporal signatures, if you will, of the other of place. For, as Kant
argues and the subject in the text of Dickens perceives, time does not
‘subsist for itself or attach to things as an objective determination’. It
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is always part of the ‘subjective conditions of . . . intuition’, and is,
therefore, ‘nothing other than the form of inner sense’ (Kant 1997,
180); not, though, merely an inner sense of self, as Kant would have it,
but instead an inner sense, a phenomenal apprehension of that which
is temporal in the appearance to someone of place, and the subject’s
relation to that.
Coming back to the rhetorical figure of ‘hypotyposis’ will, hopefully, allow us to explain the possible connection between the image in
Dickens and the philosophical reflection on the part of Kant. From the
Greek, meaning to sketch (hypotypoein), hypotyposis announces the
verbal / visual exchange. Though a rhetorical term referring conventionally to a vivid depiction of scenes or events (Hypotyposes by Boz),
or a lively sketch, employed to provide the appearance of reality, Kant
defines hypotyposis in the following manner, as a ‘rendering in terms
of sense’, which, he continues to observe (at least implicitly), is already
mediated inasmuch as any act of hypotyposis is always a presentation
rather than being merely a mark, which serves solely to designate (2007,
179). Between rhetoric and a first phenomenology, then: Dickensian
hypotyposis, moving beyond the mimetic representation in order to
register on the subject the experience and proximity of a perception,
given or rendered in such a manner that re-presentation takes on the
work of a perceptual analogy once more, creating me as its subject in
constructing and projecting for me the image as if it were before me.
The image is thus always the manifestation, the apparition rather than
the embodiment, of a complex idea in the re-presentation to the reading
subject, another subject’s consciousness is implied, over which the
reading subject’s consciousness – mine, for the sake of argument – comes
to be layered, as a palimpsest of the other. In this, the otherwise ‘invisible, only intuitable . . . true, intuitiable, ur-phenomenal nature would
become visible after the fashion of a likeness . . . only in art’ (Benjamin
1996, 180).15 Presentation and re-presentation, that which is presented
for some consciousness, is no longer the figuring of that which is identical with content, but instead a correlate in which perception uncovers
that which in the world is never directly available to the subject. In the
present passage, this is achieved through that sketch that is composed
through the relation between person and place, and the manner of
temporal mapping that informs the given locale.
Those aspects of multi- and intra-temporality that inform image and
the manner of perception and re-presentation of Staple Inn are persistent in the text of Dickens, whether overtly fictional, belonging to essays
more ‘factual’ or occasional in their observation, or coming to find themselves in those occasional pieces that occupy a liminal narrative mode,
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neither wholly ‘fictional’ nor ‘documentary’ in any conventional sense
(but then what is, in Dickens’s writing?); blurring, if not erasing the
boundaries of both. It is in such a hybrid, and in some ways fundamentally, urban form, a form appropriate to the modern urban condition,
that ‘narrators’ such as Boz, Master Humphrey or the Uncommercial
Traveller persist.16 As is already implied, this is not to suggest the narrative ‘voices’ of characters such as David Copperfield, Philip Pirrip or
Ada Summerson are not equally subjects projected from the response to
the city, or the need for a subjectivity appropriate to such hybridity of
mode. It is, though, to read the phantasmic figures of Boz and his relatives as foregrounding more immediately that confusion and dissolution
of genres than their counterparts who are anchored by the constraints
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of a narrative that purports to be wholly fictional, in some conventional
understanding. Master Humphrey, Boz and the Uncommercial Traveller
are, to adopt Leigh Hunt’s nomination, ‘Townsmen’; not wholly anonymous like Hunt’s imagined figure, they remain related none the less
through that shadowy half-presence they maintain, which allows them
to pass, mostly unobserved, through the streets of the capital, and to
move with all the leisure of a flâneur.
The walker’s reading of the city is a motion that rewrites, re-presents
the image as if before him once again. In his reading / writing London,
there is, through the agency of memory and pen, an ‘eye’ that does
more than simply observe; it records. In doing so, it plays back the
experience, presenting a ‘performance’ of the city, its architectonics and
architectures, its mapping and its memories. At the heart of such textual
production is memory, and the impression left on that. As such, the idea
of the sketch does not pretend to empirical observation detached from
personal response; indeed, it is the transformation of the objective into
so many perceptions that makes the immediacy of another’s experience
and perception at once comprehensible, capable of transmission and
comprehension, and yet also apprehensible as remaining the experience
of an other. At the same time, there is in this singular account a transcendent sense of institutional anachrony. Locus thus is always double,
haunted by what it was, which few remember, certainly not the lawyer
who inhabits the place, and yet which leaves its mark in the present, as
the anonymous narrator observes. Such doubling is not merely figural;
it assumes a spectral quality, however slightly; for through the image
of Staple Inn, with its lost stream, its pathetic invocation of the pastoral, and its mute retirement from the ‘clashing street’, an other world
gives itself as a passing apparition to that anonymous pedestrian, who
is so scarcely there, so silently in motion, as to have almost passed
unremarked.
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