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Poverty • Angel, Islington, St John’s Road,
Sadler’s Wells Theatre, Exmouth Street,
Coppice Row, Hockley-in-the-Hole, Saffron Hill,
Field Lane

Oliver Twist
They crossed from the Angel into St John’s Road; struck down the small
street which terminates at Sadler’s Wells Theatre; through Exmouth Street
and Coppice Row; down the little court by the side of the workhouse; across
the classic ground which once bore the name of Hockley-in-the-Hole; then
into Little Saffron Hill; and so into Saffron Hill the Great, along which the
Dodger scudded at a rapid pace, directing Oliver to follow close at his heels.
Although Oliver had enough to occupy his attention in keeping sight of
his leader, he could not help bestowing a few hasty glances on either side of
the way, as he passed along. A dirtier or more wretched place he had never
seen. The street was very narrow and muddy, and the air was impregnated
with filthy odours. There were a good many small shops; but the only stock
in trade appeared to be heaps of children, who even at that time of night,
were crawling in and out of the doors, or screaming from the inside. The sole
places that seemed to prosper amid the general blight of the place, were the
public-houses; and in them, the lowest orders of Irish were wrangling with
might and main. Covered ways and yards, which here and there diverged
from the main street, disclosed little knots of houses, where drunken men and
women were positively wallowing in filth; and from several of the door-ways,
great ill-looking fellows were cautiously emerging, bound, to all appearance,
on no very well-disposed or harmless errands.
Oliver was just considering whether he hadn’t better run away, when they
reached the bottom of the hill. His conductor, catching him by the arm,
pushed open the door of a house near Field Lane; and, drawing him into the
passage, closed it behind them. (OT 102–3)

The map is drawn, co-ordinates given in the form of street names; but
for whom? The streets are not yet known to Oliver, his attention in these
moments directed to other concerns, but in this extract a distance of
between 1 and 1.5 miles is charted, moving across London from north
to south. We know – or can ascertain – the shape of the journey, perhaps
also knowing Field Lane to be, in the first half of the nineteenth century,
synonymous with extreme poverty and the domestic overcrowding that
accompanied such conditions for London’s poor.
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The journey, starting out at around ‘eleven o’clock when they reached
the turnpike at Islington’, objections having been raised to ‘entering
London before nightfall’ (OT 102), relies upon the distinction between
night and relative lack of visibility, as well as the precision of naming as
a mode of sketching the plan of this part of London on the one hand,
and Oliver’s unfamiliarity with the districts of Islington and Clerkenwell,
causing his perception to be of an impressionistic and necessarily hurried
nature, on the other. The narrative functions between precision and
imprecision; or, more accurately, on the knowable and that which is
largely, if not unknown, then ‘invisible’ to those able to afford a plan, or
a copy of Greenwood’s 1827 map of the capital. Looking at that map,
one will observe a sharp distinction between Islington and those parts of
the city through which the Dodger and Oliver pass (see Fig. 16.) Though
covering only a short distance, the journey moves from fields to densely
built-up neighbourhoods.
An incommensurability, and with that a frame, resides at the heart
of the extract’s play, and the tensions that arise from out of this. Either
one is outside the place, above the streets as one would be above the
map; or one is in the streets, passing through each location, at ground
level, without overview. Street names may identify, or serve as points
of reference, but they give nothing away, unless our knowledge is of
a different kind, where the name, no longer simply a reference, works
through association, chiefly at the time of Oliver Twist for many, if not
from first-hand familiarity, then with journalistic reports. Street names
and route construct a frame, a form of enclosure; they limit the area.
Inside the frame, Oliver is contained, so to speak, enclosed. But there is
also the Dodger. His familiarity with the area is that of being habituated
to place; his is the ability to ‘scud’ at ‘a rapid pace’, to take short cuts
through small streets and little courts, to cut across areas. The rapid
motion, during which he directs Oliver, gives Oliver no time other than
to observe, having, as the narrative time, ‘enough to occupy his attention
in keeping sight of his leader’.
Yet Oliver cannot ‘help bestowing a few hasty glances on either side
of the way, as he’ passes through. The movement of the head and eyes
is fleeting, images of the world presumably rapidly essayed. Oliver’s
perceptions must, therefore, be cursory and yet also, given the narrative representation, of the most intense kind. That negative, by which
Oliver is acknowledged as turning his gaze here and there, is doubled
in the following statement on the degree of dirt and wretchedness, the
observation being comparative; Oliver has never seen anything quite so
filthy or in such a condition of squalor. Sight and smell simultaneously
present themselves with an inescapable intimacy to Oliver, followed
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Islington Turnpike Gate (1819)

Islington Toll Gate (1829)

immediately by the impression that the innumerable shops on every side
trade in children, whose crawling motion resembles nothing so much as
larval life, while to the sights and smells are added screams, in the overall
suggestion of ‘blight’. There is only to be added filth, drunkenness, the
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Islington, with City Road and Windsor Terrace

‘lowest orders of Irish’ glimpsed fighting in public houses, and figures
with the suggestion of criminal intent – an intent signalled indirectly
through another negative grammatical formation – emerging from doorways. As Oliver moves through the scene, the movements around him
are of a constant counter-motion; neither with or against the direction
of Oliver and the Dodger’s passage, a transverse animation proceeds,
repeatedly, in and out of doors while, all around, life within buildings
and on the streets maintains a collective animation.
Oliver perceives the phenomena of Islington and Clerkenwell as a
choreographed and iterable motion, poverty giving the impression of
an organic condition, through the agency of which humanity is all but
negated. The only ‘positive’ condition of existence is ‘wallowing’. Sound
and odour confront Oliver with as much immediacy as the visible world,
and though the boy sees only rapidly; yet the impression has an obviously
greater affective density than the velocity of the subject – the mapping
of the territory is marked through being ‘crossed’, ‘struck down’,
‘through’, ‘down’, ‘across’, ‘then into’, ‘along’, ‘passed along’ – might
initially suggest, a speed already marked by the brief naming of streets
and their grammatical sequence hurried along through the use of semicolon in conjunction with the serial prepositional flight. The collective,
contrapuntal activity – the urban ‘swarm’ offering a countersignature to
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Oliver’s motions through his perceptions, which, in the narrative, distinguish between the modalities of representation employed here – is signified not only through those negative subjective comparisons, but also
in the following tropes: ‘dirtier’, ‘more wretched’, ‘narrow’, ‘muddy’,
‘impregnated’, ‘filthy odours’, ‘heaps’, ‘crawling’, ‘screaming’, ‘wrangling’, ‘wallowing’, ‘filth’, ‘emerging’. Produced through perception,
place is generated so as to suggest that which is more immediate than
mere representation; poverty is written into the very production of place
and thus politicised for the reader – although, of course, not for Oliver.
It is, indeed, his subjective presence and his unknowing, hasty, ineluctable reception and re-presentation of place that engender the political
from within the poetics of place. The phenomenal effects cause an immediacy of perception and, with that, presentation, the image taking on, in
a performative manner, the very motions it figures. Real life, as Henri
Lefebvre has it, thus ‘appears quite close to us. We feel able, from within
everyday life, to reach out and grasp it, as though nothing lay between
us’ (Lefebvre 1991, 189) and the mediated reality of the scene, to which
we are afforded witness. Less a representation, more a gesture, Oliver’s
grasp of the real strikes the reader with as much energy as if the perception were our own.

WOLFREYS PRINT.indd 136

04/04/2012 10:15

