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On the 21st of November 1846, the weekly issue of Lloyd’s People’s 
Periodical and Family Library featured the first instalment of a series 
innocently titled The String of Pearls. Under the title, a broad illus-
tration showed a weeping girl sitting at a kitchen table, in the com-
pany of a gentleman. The gentleman’s expression is concerned, and 
a little dog anxiously looks at the distressed girl. The domestic scene  
is carefully crafted to attract the reader’s attention, hinting at an excit-
ing story behind the girl’s tears. Yet, nothing transpires from the illus-
tration, or the title, about the lurid story of human flesh-pies better  
known to us as Sweeney Todd, The Demon-Barber of Fleet Street. The dis-
appearance of the string of pearls from the title of subsequent rewrit-
ings and adaptations is unsurprising, as the jewel soon ceases to have 
a key role in the story, overcome by the striking presence of one of 
Victorian popular fiction’s most formidable villains: the ‘demon’ bar-
ber Sweeney Todd. Similar to other penny blood villains, the barber 
is a murderer, a robber, and a cunning cheater; what singles him out, 
making his callousness transcend humanity and become demonic, is 
his role as the facilitator and chief supplier of a ghastly business part-
nership with his pie-maker neighbour, Mrs. Lovett. In this chap-
ter, I explore how this partnership reflected the discourses and spaces 
of the Anatomy Act, and the imaginary—and not-so-imaginary— 
horrors of bodily disintegration in the Victorian metropolis.
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The barber murders his customers, the ones who will not be imme-
diately missed, such as merchants or sailors, and who happen to be in 
possession of sums of money or valuables. Todd drops them in his cel-
lar through a mechanical chair mounted over a trapdoor, breaking their 
necks; if they survive, he ‘polishes them off’ with his razor. The bod-
ies are then butchered and transformed into ‘pork’ and ‘veal’ steaks, 
which are stored in Lovett’s cellar and there turned into meat pies by 
a cook unaware of the origins of the material. When the cook realizes 
he is a prisoner in the cellar, and perhaps starts suspecting where the 
‘meat’ comes from, Lovett and Todd ‘dismiss’ him and get a new cook. 
The series relates the end of this partnership, following the murder of 
Mr. Thornhill, a sailor who, unlike Todd’s previous victims, has friends 
who come looking for him. The search also involves beautiful Johanna 
Oakley—the weeping girl of the illustration—whose fiancée, Mark 
Ingestrie, should have returned from his travels at sea, and was the rea-
son why Thornhill was on land at all. He was meant to give Johanna a 
token from Mark, the eponymous string of pearls, and to bring her the 
news that the young man was lost at sea. Johanna impersonates a young 
boy, Charles, to take service at the barber shop when the police and the 
sailor’s friends start focusing their investigations on the barber. The place 
of barber assistant has been vacant since Tobias Ragg, Sweeney Todd’s 
previous apprentice, was shut away in a mad-house after he started sus-
pecting his employer of murder. Tobias will finally manage to escape his 
prison, as will the current cook at Lovett’s, Jarvis Williams. Williams, 
starving and destitute, applied for a job at the pie-shop in Bell Yard, and 
his timing was perfect: Lovett needed to replace her cook, and Williams 
took his place in the basement. After a while, though, he pieces together 
the truth behind the pie-making business and plans a daredevil escape. 
He mounts on the platform that hauls up the pies into Lovett’s shop 
by way of a windlass, hiding under the tray of freshly cooked pies. As he 
reaches the top, he jumps up and screams the terrible truth to the cus-
tomers: they are gorging themselves on human flesh. Mrs. Lovett dies, 
not because she is unable to cope with the events, but because Todd had 
poisoned her a few hours earlier. Conscience was starting to take its toll 
on the pastry-cook, which prompted Todd to make sure that she never 
compromised his cover. Finally, Todd is hanged, and Johanna is reunited 
with Mark Ingestrie, who is revealed to be Jarvis Williams. The story 
closes on Lovett’s last living customer, an old man who still needs a drop 
of brandy when he remembers how much he loved his ‘veal’ pies.



4 UNDERGROUND TRUTHS: SWEENEY TODD, CANNIBALISM …  131

The countless rewritings of this story make it probably the only penny 
blood to be famous outside academic circles, and in scholarly circles, 
Sweeney Todd is still an object of analysis and debate. Its authorship, for 
instance, is still controversial: traditionally, the text was attributed to 
Thomas Peckett Prest and, while Helen Smith has produced convinc-
ing evidence in favour of Rymer, other scholars remain sceptical.1 Crone 
takes yet a different stand, arguing that any debate around the author-
ship of penny bloods is pointless, unless it is aimed at highlighting the 
genre’s fundamental homogeneity.2 I do not completely agree with her 
point: as I have discussed in previous chapters, casting light on penny 
blood authors may open new perspectives for analysis of the narratives. 
However, it is not my purpose here to add to the authorship debate, but 
rather to analyse the role of this highly successful penny blood as a vehi-
cle of discourses connected with the world of medicine and dissection.

In Chapter 1, I have explained how there is a consensus among liter-
ary scholars that Sweeney Todd was deeply rooted in the socio-historical 
context of the mid-nineteenth-century, and that it elaborated anxieties 
specific to the lower section of the social spectrum, which Lloyd’s pro-
ductions explicitly addressed. Significantly, scholarship on this narrative 
tends to highlight the connection between the theme of cannibalism 
and working-class concerns about physical integrity after death in the 
Anatomy Act era.3 Indeed, while the medical discourse is more elusive 
in this than in the other penny bloods examined in this book as there 
are no doctors amongst the characters, this very elusiveness is crucial to 
chart the medical discourse in Sweeney Todd, a story in which the impos-
sibility of speaking about certain topics is the key to understanding the 
power dynamics between characters. London was already familiar with 
popular myths of butchery and cannibalism before the narrative was seri-
alized.4 Still, the presence of a barber cutting corpses into pieces in an 
underground space is meaningful in a historical context of underground 
dissection rooms and anxieties about the butcher-like procedures that 
characterized medical education and practice. Popular conscience lik-
ened the work of surgeons and anatomists to butchery, and the burk-
ers’ incidents literalized the concept of retailing the human body as if 
it were butcher’s meat. The combination of these elements triggered 
a set of anxieties about cannibalism, the idea of cooking and consum-
ing human flesh, related to the anatomy world. Furthermore, as early 
as 1948, Turner noticed the ‘grim double-entendre’ of the Sweeney Todd 
plot5; this double-entendre, which characterizes particularly the speech 
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of the murderous couple Todd-Lovett, can be examined against the 
background of the obscure and complicated language of the Act. Finally, 
the murderous couple is a model of industrial, indeed Utilitarian, effi-
ciency that resembles the way in which the Anatomy Act put the pow-
erless members of society in a position comparable to that of a portion 
of meat for a grinder, while benefiting chiefly, if not entirely, the more 
powerful echelons of society.

The use of cannibalism as a metaphor for heartless treatment of the 
pauper was already part of British reading culture: in 1729, Jonathan 
Swift’s satirical pamphlet A Modest Proposal suggested that the Irish pau-
per should start, not only selling their children as choice meat to the 
rich, but that the population should start breeding them with precisely 
that purpose. ‘A young healthy child well nursed is at a year old a most 
delicious, nourishing, and wholesome food’ he argues,6 and the system 
would reduce poverty, promote marriage, motherly love, and make hus-
bands more loving of their pregnant wives.7 The String of Pearls plays 
on a similar representation of a brutalized, bestial society where people 
who will not be missed become cattle for the butcher’s knife to solve 
the problem of the rising number of the destitute. Todd and Lovett’s 
business, like the Anatomy Act, was a perfect solution: they both ensured 
that nothing was wasted, minimized the costs while maximizing the 
income, and were, in their efficiency, perfectly soulless.

In this chapter, I suggest that Sweeney Todd reiterated anxieties about 
the underground space in relation to anatomical practice in the metrop-
olis, especially if we consider that the Anatomy Act did not solve the 
intrinsic unfairness of the body trade. This matter, as Powell and Crone 
point out, was decidedly relevant to the readership of the narrative. 
Simultaneously, the narrative proposed an alternative, cathartic solu-
tion to the unfair system: instead of the secrecy and obscurity that char-
acterized the language of the Act,8 and the proceedings of the medical 
fraternity, the truth is seen, uttered, and believed, and the system that 
concealed the truth is dismantled.

1  a Monstrous PartnershiP: Burking,  
Dissecting, anD Pie-Making

Todd and Lovett, the managers of the narrative’s monstrous production 
system, seldom appear together in the original series, which, unlike later 
adaptations, did not suggest in any way a romantic connection between 
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them. Yet, they are undeniably a couple, the couple: their business rela-
tionship propels the action in the plot, and they were the chief medium 
the original narrative used to convey the double-entendre Turner noted. 
While later adaptations, particularly Bond’s theatrical adaptation,9 tended 
to humanize Todd and Lovett, turning the slippage of meaning in their 
speech almost into a joke between the murderous duo and the audi-
ence in the theatre, the original 1840s penny blood was an altogether 
different matter. The element that emerges most forcefully throughout 
the whole narrative is that there is nothing human in Sweeney Todd and 
Mrs. Lovett with which the reader can empathize. Whereas the intrinsic 
humanity of the theatrical Todd and Lovett creates a guiltless complic-
ity between spectator and characters, the original narrative leaves for the 
reader clues to the truth that produce an uneasy, unwelcome proximity 
to the couple’s unspeakable crimes.

As in Manuscripts and Varney, the concept of monstrosity in Sweeney 
Todd implies lack of humanity, departure from nature. As with Varney, 
the heroes in the story play second fiddle to the monstrous villains, who 
are the undisputed centre of the narrative. Unlike Varney, however, 
Sweeney Todd has no redeeming qualities to speak of, and Mrs. Lovett, 
though in part a victim of the demon barber herself, does not awaken 
the reader’s sympathies. This repulsion originates in the fact that the 
couple commit several unpardonable sins at once: they are serial killers 
who also involve other people in an act of cannibalism, which simultane-
ously contaminates the community and wipes away their victims’ identity. 
It is therefore unsurprising that Sweeney Todd later acquired the sobri-
quet of ‘demon barber’: the couple is repeatedly characterized as dia-
bolical and, although neither of them is an actual supernatural monster, 
they display several physical and behavioural traits typical of preternatural 
figures.

The conspicuous eeriness of Todd and Lovett’s physical aspect is the 
first clue the reader receives to solve the mystery of the narrative. The 
description of Sweeney Todd is not flattering: he is ‘a long, low-jointed, 
ill-put-together sort of fellow, with an immense mouth’ and his ‘huge 
hands and feet’ make him ‘quite a natural curiosity’.10 The narrator iron-
ically notes that, considering his profession, the barber’s most extraor-
dinary feature is his hair, which resembles ‘a thickset hedge, in which a 
quantity of small wire had got entangled’.11 This description purpose-
fully frames the barber’s body as disproportionate, a deviation from 
nature.12 The adjective ‘ill-put-together’ suggests an artificial breach of 
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the natural composition of the human body, as if Todd has been assem-
bled, rather than born. Moreover, the emphasis on the disproportionate 
size of Todd’s frame gives his figure an ogreish quality, particularly the 
‘immense mouth’, which ominously suggests the need for commensu-
rate meals. His features seem planned to trigger the idea of the mon-
strous in the mind of the reader, connecting the barber’s body to that 
of the widely popular figure of Frankenstein’s Monster, a connection 
that is even more evident than the one found in Varney. In Frankenstein, 
descriptions of the Monster emphasize his ‘gigantic stature’ and dispro-
portionate frame.13 Frankenstein’s Creature’s aspect is deformed and 
‘more hideous than belongs to humanity’,14 which automatically iden-
tifies him as an alien, and Todd’s ‘ill-put-together’ body reiterated this 
characterization. It is worth nothing that the Monster is intrinsically 
linked to the world of anatomy and body traffic, being the result of the 
assemblage of parts from different fresh bodies stolen from cemeteries, 
and this trait of the Monster’s bodily history resonates in Todd’s mon-
strous physicality. The barber’s awkward body looks as if it has been 
inexpertly pieced together, and his daily activity consists in dismember-
ing human bodies in a cellar with the purpose of destroying them com-
pletely. The idea of ‘ill-putting-together’, and the apparently inevitably 
destructive tendency of the inaptly constructed subject seem to belong 
to the Creature’s and Todd’s body alike.

The unnatural quality of Sweeney Todd’s physicality emerges also in 
his voice and eyes. Todd’s peculiarly un-natural laugh is ‘short’, ‘disagree-
able’, ‘unmirthful’, and ‘sudden’, possibly triggered—the narrator sug-
gests—by the memory of ‘some very strange and out-of-the-way joke’.15  
The narrator compares it to the bark of the hyena, and claims it left the 
listener under the impression that it could not have come ‘from mor-
tal lips’, so that they looked ‘up to the ceiling, and on the floor, and 
all around them’.16 While what they expect to see is not specified, it is 
assumed to be something supernatural and malignant, and thus the inar-
ticulate, but spontaneous sound of his laugh gives a glimpse of the bar-
ber’s inhuman nature: Todd is at his most natural when he sounds most 
unnatural.

Todd’s physical description closes on the observation that ‘Mr. Todd 
squinted a little to add to his charms’.17 Victorian readers of popular fic-
tion would be used to a reference to the eyes in characters’ descriptions. 
Some of the most famous Dickensian villains’ eyes match their nature, 
like Daniel Quilp’s ‘restless, sly and cunning’ eyes,18 or Artful Dodger’s 
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‘little, sharp, ugly eyes’.19 Penny blood authors adopted the same strat-
egy and, usually, something odd in the gaze gave away the villains, in the 
same way the eyes of the heroes and heroines mirrored their goodness. 
Johanna’s eyes, for instance, are ‘of a deep and heavenly blue’.20 Sweeney 
Todd’s eyes ‘squint’. Primarily, this means that he is affected with stra-
bismus; secondly, it suggests that he does not look directly at people or 
things. Hence, his eyes are simultaneously deformed and impossible to 
decipher, they can look without returning the gaze. They are, in brief, 
‘simply wrong’.21

Mrs. Lovett’s wrongness also surfaces in her body and eyes. At first 
sight, the pastry cook is as sensual and charming as her pies. The invit-
ing look and delicious taste of the pies and Mrs. Lovett’s beauty are one 
thing, because, muses the narrator, ‘what but a female hand, and that 
female buxom, young and good-looking, could have ventured upon 
the production of those pies [?]’.22 Mrs. Lovett’s body is sensual and, 
although it is not explicitly stated, her customers imagine that by eat-
ing her pies, they are partaking of that sensuality. The pies themselves 
are described as peculiarly sensual, meaning that they gratify the senses, 
primarily as culinary delicacies, but also and more subtly as an extension 
of Mrs. Lovett’s sensuality. The ‘construction of their paste’ is ‘delicate’; 
the ‘small portions of meat’ they contain are ‘tender’; they are ‘impreg-
nated’ with the delicious ‘aroma’ of their gravy; the fat and meagre 
meat are ‘so artistically mixed up’ that eating one of Lovett’s pies is a 
‘provocative’ to eat another.23 This description is constructed so as to 
be positively mouth-watering; yet, most of the adjectives, if taken out of 
context, are applicable to female beauty, as smallness, tenderness, deli-
cateness, and proportionate appearance are highly appreciable qualities 
in the Victorian female body. Moreover, the ‘impregnated aroma’ and 
the ‘provocative’ trait of the pies would not be out of place in a bou-
doir scene. Lovett’s pies are manufactured to be as captivating as is their 
cook: all of Mrs. Lovett’s young customers, the clerks and law students 
from the Temple and Lincoln’s-inn, are ‘enamoured’ of her, and they toy 
with the thought that Mrs. Lovett made the pie they ‘devoured’ espe-
cially for them.24 The implicit suggestion is that they are actually fan-
tasizing about devouring the pastry-cook herself, in the more unchaste 
meaning of the word.25

This wantonness, though, is soon framed as something eerie, as the 
narrator explains that Lovett exploited her admirers’ appreciation to 
induce them to buy more pies, smiling more often at her best customers. 
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This game was ‘provoking to all except to Mrs Lovett’, while the ‘excite-
ment’ (yet another ambiguous word in an ambiguous context) it gener-
ated ‘paid extraordinarily well’, inducing the most exuberant customer to  
consume pies ‘until they were almost ready to burst’.26 At this point, the 
narrator adds a darker layer to the picture, remarking that other custom-
ers, who were only interested in the pies, judged Lovett’s smile to be 
‘cold and uncomfortable—that it was upon her lips, but had no place 
in her heart—that it was the set smile of a ballet-dancer, which is about 
one of the most unmirthful things in existence’.27 Others still, while con-
ceding the pies were excellent, ‘swore that Mrs Lovett had quite a sin-
ister aspect, and that they could see what a merely superficial affair her  
blandishments were, and that there was “a lurking devil in her eye”’.28

The comparison of Mrs. Lovett to a ballet dancer could be extended 
to her whole physicality. The beautiful pastry-cook is performing a dance 
for her customers, made of ritualized, rehearsed movements, each one 
devoted to selling more pies. As the description of Mrs. Lovett grows 
darker, the concept of artificiality, of something ‘ill-put-together’ that 
resembles humanity but fails to fully succeed, surfaces in the body of 
Todd’s business partner. The eyes are the only place where something 
of Lovett’s true nature can be guessed, and what they show is peculiarly 
un-natural. Mack notes that, besides being reminding of such works as 
Byron’s Mazeppa, the phrase ‘a lurking devil in her eye’ was typical of 
character description in Gothic fiction.29 Therefore, Lovett’s sensual and 
amiable façade disguises an evil soul.

I would add a further layer of analysis to the concept of ‘evil’ in the 
characters of Todd and Lovett by examining their connection with the 
supernatural. The two are no vampires, and yet, the narrative hints at 
something preternatural about them, which, if it does not correspond to 
their actual nature (in the end, they are both human), is definitely some-
thing the two characters very closely resemble. Mrs. Lovett’s behaviour 
and some of the adjectives used to describe her connect her to the figure 
of the witch. With her smiles, she charms her customers into eating more 
pies, keeping control over them and her invoices simultaneously. One of 
her customers even calls her ‘charmer’,30 which is meant as a compliment 
on her beauty, but also defines her effect on people. She casts her spell by 
exploiting her victims’ lust, using her sex-appeal to encourage her cus-
tomers to eat more, giving the process of eating a sensual connotation. 
The malignity of the spell is announced: Lovett’s customers gorge them-
selves on the pies until ‘they are almost ready to burst’, as if the meat in 
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the pies has preserved its cadaverous chemistry and emanates explosive 
gases.31 As the victims of a spell in a fairy tale, they end up ruining them-
selves through the unchecked, sensual consumption of food that goes on 
in Lovett’s premises. Since both the food and the cook are sensual, the 
sickness that ensues is doubly shameful: the customers yield to both glut-
tony and lust. The image of the ‘devil’ lurking in Mrs. Lovett’s eyes seals 
her characterization as a witch, a dangerous and essentially monstrous 
character whose enchantment manages to deceive even those customers 
who, although claiming to be immune to her charming looks, are not 
immune to the charm of the pies, and become unwitting participants in 
Lovett’s ghastly cannibal istic banquet.

As for Sweeney Todd, the barber becomes increasingly vicious as 
the narrative progresses, until he is explicitly likened to the devil. In a 
moment of malicious happiness, Todd resembles ‘some fiend in human 
shape, who had just completed the destruction of a human soul’.32 The 
use of the word ‘fiend’ in this passage is meaningful. This ancient term 
basically means ‘enemy’, which connotation also relates to the world of 
supernatural forces and magic, acquiring the definition of ‘demon or evil 
spirit, the devil itself as the enemy of mankind, and, finally, a person of 
supernatural wickedness’.33 The image of the ‘destruction of the human 
soul’ reinforces Todd’s connection with the demonic in Christian sense. 
Not only does he perform mischief, but he enjoys it, as a devil would. 
Furthermore, Todd’s characterization as enemy with the meaning of 
‘devil’ becomes explicit after the reader has been given enough clues to 
suspect him of murder.34 He becomes ‘the arch-enemy of all mankind’ 
in the eyes of Tobias, behind whose shoulders he stands, unseen, making 
‘no inept representation of the Mephistopheles of the German drama’.35 
Even his witch-like business partner, towards the end of their relation-
ship, identifies him as the destroyer of her soul, exclaiming bitterly: ‘Oh. 
Todd, what an enemy you have been to me!’36

Todd and Lovett’s characterization, therefore, includes elements of 
the devil and the witch, two interrelated figures of Christian folklore. 
This adds a further degree of monstrosity to their partnership, as if to 
mark the peculiar viciousness that comes with being a commercial associ-
ation based on murder: Todd and Lovett are inhuman because they are 
disconnected enough to commit multiple murders and to recycle their 
victims as food. The couple’s inhumanity emerges in all its devilishness 
as soon as it becomes clear that Lovett’s pies are filled with the flesh of 
Todd’s victims. This moment coincides with the scene in which the local 
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tobacconist’s wife, Mrs. Wrankley, asks Lovett’s permission to put up in 
her pie-shop a bill asking for information on the disappearance of her 
husband. The man has been killed by Todd, who listens ‘impenetrably’ as 
Lovett reads the bill.37 Then, the barber comforts the woman and sug-
gests that she buy a pie and eat it, ‘lift[ing] off the top crust’, declar-
ing that she would ‘soon see something of Mr. Wrankley’.38 Although 
the widow (for that is what the narrator calls her, although she has not 
yet been notified of Mr. Wrankley’s death) recoils from Todd’s ‘hideous 
face’, she accepts the pie because it is ‘very tempting’, and Todd’s words 
even raise her hopes.39 The scene shows the full extent of the barber’s 
monstrosity: by playing this macabre prank on the widow, of which only 
he, Mrs. Lovett, and the reader can be aware, Todd enjoys raising Mrs. 
Wrankley’s hopes as he feeds her, quite possibly, her own husband. Mrs. 
Lovett, who but a few moments earlier protested that she hated her busi-
ness partner, does not refrain from selling the pie to the widow. Powell 
argues that, although Lovett’s active involvement in the actual killing 
remains uncertain, she ‘knowingly and ruthlessly’ sells the final product, 
which diminishes her womanliness.40 Lovett’s lack of womanly qualities 
such as love, tenderness, and compassion emerges clearly in her involve-
ment in the cruel joke Todd makes at Mrs. Wrankley’s expense, which 
emphasizes her monstrosity.

Todd and Lovett’s characterization as a murderous couple, a commer-
cial partnership, can be related to the commercial partnerships formed by 
the Edinburgh and London burkers, which was also devoted to the com-
modification of dead bodies and had attracted the attention of the press 
between 1829 and 1832. In both cases, the men worked in couples, 
and had female partners whose degree of involvement in the murders 
remained uncertain. The news coverage of burkers’ cases was massive, 
occurring almost daily in the month in which each case broke, which 
contributed to making burkers and bodysnatchers a substantial, and sen-
sational, part of the life of the British public. The ‘Italian Boy’ case, par-
ticularly, was sometimes the subject of two, or even three articles in the 
same issue of a newspaper,41 besides inspiring ballads42 and even a ‘gen-
uine edition’ of the trial by Pierce Egan.43 Such was the resonance of the 
cases that, about a decade later, in 1841, Burke’s trial for the Edinburgh 
murders occupied nineteenth pages of The Chronicles of Crime, or: The 
New Newgate Calendar by Camden Pelham (a pseudonym), ‘of the 
Inner Temple, Barrister-at-Law’. Pelham’s account of the murders and 
trial, a mixture of almost-accurate facts and plain inaccuracies, as it was 
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usual with the Newgate Calendar genre, focuses on Burke, as he was the 
only one to undergo death sentence, but he never spares Hare his dis-
dain and represents him as cunningly coward in his betraying Burke by 
turning king’s evidence.

In the months that followed the discovery of the London homicides, 
newspaper reports of corpse-stealing or attempted burking abounded, 
tapping into the public’s outrage and fear. In December 1831, right 
after the London burkers were discovered, the Times published an article 
about a spectacular cadaver theft in Dublin. A whole gang of resurrec-
tionists allegedly broke into a first-floor apartment and stole the body of 
an old woman right in front of her mourners. The article claimed that 
they made it downstairs before any of those present could stop them, 
and disappeared into the night, shamefully dragging the corpse by the 
shroud on the mud of the street.44 Richardson connects the daredevil 
quality of this theft to the increase in prices paid for corpses, which made 
the resurrectionists more daring45; however, the way the article itself 
is constructed is significant. The detailed description of each trait that 
might contribute to portray the bodysnatchers as sacrilegious and dis-
respectful, such as the ‘revoltingly indecent’ element of the body being 
dragged in the mud by the shroud, suggests that the piece aimed to stir 
up animosity towards resurrectionists.46

The press also contributed to spreading the idea that burking was 
practised by ‘clapping’ pitch plaster over the mouth and nose of the vic-
tim to suffocate them, the so-called pitch plaster myth. Sometimes, pitch 
plaster aggressions were made in jest.47 In other instances, victims, espe-
cially children, reported having been attacked, usually by one or two 
men who placed plaster over their faces, as in the case of young Charles 
White, in November 1831.48 Notably, White stated that one of his assail-
ants wore a smock-frock; analysing the article, Wise observes that the 
smock-frock was the detail of Bishop and Williams’s outfits on which 
the newspapers focused their attention, creating a connection between 
these garments and burking in the popular mind.49 I would add that this 
attests to the pervasiveness of the press campaign against bodysnatch-
ing and burking, which portrayed the people engaged in the body traf-
fic as demons disguised as common people. Crone notes that penny 
bloods tended to provoke a frisson in the reader by making their villains 
familiar, everyday figures,50 as is the case of Sweeney Todd, the barber. 
Although illustrations tend to represent Todd wearing an apron, rather 
than a smock-frock, Sweeney Todd catered to the idea, consolidated in the 
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public’s mind by the news coverage of the burkers’ cases, that a monster 
bent upon making money out of murdered bodies could have the out-
ward appearances of a common worker.

The female presence in the burkers’ cases added to the repulsion they 
generated. In January 1829, the Times contemptuously described Helen 
M’Dougal, Burke’s common-law wife, as ‘utterly destitute of shame and 
common prudence, as she [was] of humanity’, and defined her relation-
ship with Burke a ‘hideous sympathy’.51 The article also emphasized the 
Hares’ status of married couple and the reporter did not disguise his cer-
tainty that both husband and wife were guilty. The press, therefore, rep-
resented both Helen M’Dougal and Margaret Hare as the accomplices 
of their partner’s crimes. Even Pelham’s historically doubtful account 
of the trial in the Chronicles of Crime echoes the harsh judgement the 
press gave of the Edinburgh burkers’ wives more than a decade earlier: 
he describes Helen M’Dougal as a ‘polluting presence’52 and, as regards 
Mrs. Hare, he focuses on the fact she went to give her evidence hold-
ing a baby in her arms, a detail that had attracted attention at the time. 
Whatever reasons had Margaret Hare’s for doing this, it did not help her 
case. Mr. Cockburn, part of the counsel for Helen M’Dougal, declared 
to the court that her face displayed ‘every evil passion’ and, as for the 
‘miserable child in her arms’, rather than receiving ‘a look of maternal 
tenderness in his distress’ was treated with ‘harshness and brutality’.53 
He declared that Mrs. Hare, in fact, ‘eye[d] it in such a way as added to 
her malign aspect’.54 Lutenor’s portrait of Mrs. Hare echoes this same 
impression: Margaret Hare’s brow is knitted, the lips thin and tense, her 
expression halfway between malevolent defensiveness and cunning that 
is not made to be attractive. The infant in her arms has a long, serious 
face and sits stiffly in his mother’s arms, with every impression of being 
uncomfortable.55 These previous portraits emerge in Pelham’s account 
of Mrs. Hare in the witness box: he frames her as a peculiarly unloving 
mother, one who looks at her child ‘ill of hooping-cough’ (sic.) with 
‘aversion and hatred, shaking it and squeezing it […] with the expres-
sion of a fury in her countenance’, while ‘even the tigress’ would show 
‘maternal tenderness […] for her whelps’.56

As for the London burkers’ wives, Sarah Bishop and Rhoda Williams, 
there is comparatively little newspaper material on them,57 and what 
there is shows that they were relatively cooperative. When they appeared 
before the magistrate on November 11, 1831, both women released 
statements, although they were informed that these could be used to 
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incriminate them.58 When Rhoda was apprehended as an accessory 
to the murder of Fanny Pigburn, she wept ‘bitterly’ upon hearing the 
charges and, though again she was informed that her statements could 
be used against her, she fully cooperated.59 The press represented Sarah 
and Rhoda as quite docile, even scared, and did not ascribe to them 
the negative moral qualities that characterized the portrait of Helen 
M’Dougal and Margaret Hare. The public’s judgement, however, was 
harsher. After the trial, Sarah and Rhoda moved to the neighbourhood 
of Paradise Road; this was, Wise points out, particularly unattractive, and 
yet the arrival of ‘the kin of burkers’ was cause of deep concern, and the 
newspapers reported that mothers would forbid their children to play 
outside as long as Sarah and Rhoda resided there.60

The female presence in the burkers’ cases might have contributed to 
the creation of the image of the criminal couple in the public’s mind, 
which made it easier for the audience to accept Todd and Lovett’s mur-
derous partnership. Mrs. Lovett is a peculiarly un-loving, unwomanly 
woman, a trait that characterized also the burkers’ companions, especially 
in the Edinburgh trial, and becomes melodramatically exaggerated in the 
fictional character. Cold, calculating Mrs. Lovett cannot be a wife, nor 
can she be a paramour: her relationship with the devilish Todd is pure 
business.

The idea of business partnership is key to the connection between the 
burkers’ cases and the narrative of Sweeney Todd. The element that sin-
gled out burking was that, for the first time, homicide was committed 
as a commercial transaction. It put a price on the human body, equalling 
the individual to livestock. John Adolphus, speaking for the prosecution 
during the London burkers’ trial, stated that ‘[n]othing but the sordid 
and base desire to possess themselves of a dead body in order to sell it 
for dissection had induced the prisoners […] to commit the crime for 
which they were now about to answer’.61 Similarly, Rosner notes that, 
while murder in Edinburgh was a relatively uncommon occurrence, and 
mostly passion-related, the Burke and Hare murder generated panic 
because they were conspicuously not driven by passion, and suggested 
that there was ‘literally a price […] upon every head’.62 Burking practi-
cally performed that ‘commodification’ of the human body that, Powell 
convincingly argues, industrial economy performed metaphorically on 
the body of the workers.63

The public was not easily distracted from the fact that the medical 
community was at the other end of the commercial transaction. The fact 
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that Robert Knox was never tried for the Edinburgh murders was bit-
terly regretted, and indignation was voiced in several quarters. Sir Walter 
Scott, for instance, declined the requests of the surgeon’s friends to 
be part of the committee appointed to prove Knox’s innocence. Scott 
declared that he would not help to ‘whitewash this much to be suspected 
individual’.64 The newspapers too, though not mentioning him directly, 
expressed outrage at the fact that Knox did not stand trial, thus increas-
ing suspicions in the public’s mind regarding the role of medicine in the 
murders. The Times emphatically proclaimed: ‘what tales still remain 
untold! Bodies, never interred, have been purchased without question or 
scruple. Is this also to pass without further investigation?’.65 Likewise, 
the title of the Times article reporting the trial, ‘The late Horrible 
Murders in Edinburgh, to Obtain Subjects for Dissection’,66 reminded 
the public that burking and anatomy were directly connected. Two years 
later, the London burkers’ incident linked medicine and murder again. 
The medical community’s position with respect to the homicides was not 
as ambiguous in this case—in fact, as soon as he suspected the corpse he 
was being offered could be a murder victim, Richard Partridge went for 
the police. Yet, the case rekindled the debate around the shortage of sub-
jects for anatomy courses and revived the fear that criminal individuals 
may resort to killing to provide the commodity. From the press to cheap 
serialized fiction, the step was short. In 1841, the Newgate Calendar 
published the first edition of Murderers of the Close, the account of Burke 
and Hare’s crimes in Edinburgh. In 1846, the first episode of The String 
of Pearls, a story about a murderous couple cutting homicide victims into 
pieces to sell them, was issued.

From this perspective, Sweeney Todd’s profession provides further 
ground for analysis, as it adds a further nuance to his participation in the 
process of butchering the ‘meat’. When the first issue of Sweeney Todd 
was published, barely a century had passed since the Company of Barber-
Surgeons split in 1745. Mack, however, notes that in the popular mind, 
the connection was not so easily untied: before the two professions 
became separate, in addition to the occasional razor cut, barbers shed 
their customers’ blood also by performing minor surgery, tooth-draw-
ing, sometimes amputations, and, in the case of Italian barbers, even dis-
sections.67 Such degree of intersection between the two professions had 
indeed long-lasting effects on nineteenth-century popular culture, which 
likened the surgeon to the butcher. The cartoon ‘A Few Illustrations for 
Mr Warberton’s [sic] Bill’ (Fig. 1), by William Heath, explicitly connects 
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the two trades. The print pictures a dystopic future under the Anatomy 
Bill, in which the jail, the workhouse, the hospital and the King’s Bench 
have become retailers of human bodies that display price-per-weight 
placards in the same style as butcher shops. A doctor’s servant purchases 
for his master pieces of human meat hanging from butcher’s hooks, 
while the lower right-hand corner vignette, titled ‘Studying’, shows med-
ical students savagely hacking a corpse with hatchet, hammer and saw.

Sweeney Todd, being simultaneously a barber and a butcher of 
human flesh, summarizes the popular representations of the surgeon. 
His detachment doubles as an extreme interpretation of the inhuman-
ity that surgeons and anatomist s considered necessary to perform their 
tasks. The demonic barber Sweeney is as dystopic a figure as the medical 
students in Heath’s cartoon, one that embodies the frightful possibilities 
of the commodification of the human body for dissection purposes. A 
further element that reinforces this trait in Sweeney Todd are the ‘heads 
and bones’ of his victims, which the police finds in the catacombs below 
St. Dunstan’s.68 These resemble the ‘disintegrating bone, brain, trunk 
and decomposing flesh’ that were left of a human body after dissection.69 

Fig. 1 Heath, William (‘Paul Pry’). ‘A few illustrations for Mr Warbertons Bill’. 
Print 1829. © Trustees of the British Museum
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The figure of the devilish barber, therefore, tapped into popular images 
of medicine and butchery, which explains the absence of medical charac-
ters in Sweeney Todd: the figure that relates to the world of medicine and 
its discourses in the narrative is actually the demon-barber himself.

If Todd’s figure tapped into popular images that satirized the figure 
of the surgeon-anatomist, while simultaneously revealing the concerns 
it generated in the wider public (especially in the working class), then 
the Todd-Lovett couple embodied the mechanism that provided the sur-
geon-anatomist with bodies for dissection. Starting from Powell’s and 
Crone’s interpretations of Sweeney Todd as a metaphor of working-class 
anxieties about the effects of the Anatomy Act, I would move on to 
consider more specifically the system implemented by the murderous 
couple in the light of the Act itself, and the Utilitarian philosophy that 
underpinned it. As emerges from Heath’s print, representations of the 
Anatomy Act as a cannibalistic system pre-dated its being voted in, were 
widely popular, and surface in the processes of killing, butchery, and can-
nibalism around which the plot of Sweeney Todd revolves.

Todd and Lovett’s is a lucid and terrifying scheme in which both 
partners are committed to personal gain. Todd provides the commod-
ity and rewards himself with his victims’ possessions, which he hoards in 
his house. Lovett applies herself to increasing the sales of the final prod-
uct to make the most from the commodity, while simultaneously achiev-
ing the crucial purpose of eliminating the victims’ bodies. The system 
of feeding them to hungry customers tallied perfectly with London 
underworld’s practicality, according to which the cows of London dairies 
were fed ‘spent mash from the breweries’ and ‘market sweepings’,70 and 
animals ‘awaiting slaughter’, a pamphlet asserted, were fed ‘cag-mag’, a 
mixture of rotten meat and meat of diseased or otherwise second choice 
animals.71 It is possible to detect in these dynamics, in the determina-
tion not to waste anything and devote everything to a useful purpose, an 
element of Utilitarian philosophy. As we have seen, that same Utilitarian 
philosophy eventually turned its attention to the problem of body sup-
ply for anatomy schools, individuating the perfect source of subjects in 
those human bodies that were perceived to represent a cost to the com-
munity. The Anatomy Act was an expression of this philosophy, indeed 
it was a masterpiece of Utilitarian thought. If not explicitly connected 
with the Anatomy Act in the narrative, Todd and Lovett’s ultimate recy-
cling enterprise, which disposed of ‘unknown’ people who would not be 
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missed and turned them into food, concretized the anxieties expressed in 
Heath’s print.

In the narrative, the pies produced through the monstrous recycling 
system are consumed by a whole community that stubbornly refuses to 
acknowledge that something is amiss in the neighbourhood, even when 
a suspicious smell of decay starts rising from below the pavement of their 
own church. Their indifference in effect endorses the killing and butch-
ering that go on in the subterranean space of Todd and Lovett’s shops, 
echoing the indifference to the Anatomy Act’s impact on the pauper 
that characterized the spirit of the legislation, and the lack of effective 
opposition to its passing. The key element underpinning community 
endorsement in Sweeney Todd is the hiding and tabooing of the truth. 
The transmission of information is carefully policed by the two murder-
ous partners, whose business stands on a solid basis of doctored informa-
tion and silence.

2  truth, taBoos, anD DénoueMent: Discourse  
controL anD PoWer

It could be stated that Sweeney Todd is essentially a narrative about truth: 
as the action unfolds, truth is concealed, ignored, and discovered, while 
characters and readers are made privy to different bits of truth. Most of 
all, truth in Sweeney Todd is unspoken: insofar as it is not stated out loud, 
it is invisible and intangible, even though palpably there. As Turner’s 
observation on the double-entendre characterizing the story suggests, 
language plays a crucial role in this dynamic. Todd and Lovett manage 
to hide the truth about their partnership for a long time through careful 
control of language, both their own and that of people around them. 
Notwithstanding their precautions, though, the whole narrative leads, 
unavoidably, to the final dénouement, when truth is finally spoken.

Todd and Lovett assert control firstly by preventing their interlocutors 
from understanding the real meaning of their statements. As with charac-
ters in Varney’s Bannerworth saga, Todd and Lovett’s interlocutors can 
only suspect that the two are withholding information, but lack sufficient 
elements to ascertain this. Todd’s speech is as maliciously ambiguous as 
Varney’s, although the barber lacks all the charm the vampire baronet 
possesses. This ambiguity surfaces in Todd’s words for the first time 
when the captain of the ship on which Mr. Thornhill served comes to 
Todd’s barber shop to inquire about the missing sailor. When asked if he 
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has ever seen the gentleman in question, Todd answers: ‘Oh! to be sure, 
he came here, and I shaved him and polished him off’, at which the two 
exclaim: ‘What do you mean by polishing him off?’ But Todd innocently 
replies: ‘Brushing him up a bit, making him tidy’.72 Like Varney, Todd is 
aware of his power over his victim’s friends, and enjoys exercising it. The 
double-entendre that characterizes the barber’s speech emerges in all its 
maliciousness in this exchange: as the reader well knows, the statement 
‘I polished him off’ means that Todd has killed Thornhill. However, the 
barber easily modifies the sense of his words by deploying a slippage of 
meaning, in the same way Varney does to provoke Henry Bannerworth 
about Flora. As he speaks, Todd modifies the rules of communication 
based on his exclusive knowledge of the truth, of which he selects bits 
and pieces that are deprived of a finite meaning, disorienting the other 
characters and keeping control of the situation.

Mrs. Lovett uses a similar technique, as she blurs the meaning of her 
sentences to such an extent that she gives the impression of speaking in 
riddles. When Jarvis Williams, alias Mark Ingestrie, is hired as the new 
cook at Lovett’s, she tells him that the old cook ‘has gone to see some 
of his very oldest friends, who will be quite glad to see him’.73 She adds 
that, should he accept the position, he must ‘live entirely upon the pies’ 
and ‘agree never to leave the bake house’, unless it is ‘for good’.74 She 
also assures Mark that she ‘never think[s] of keeping anybody many 
hours after they begin to feel uncomfortable’ and that ‘everybody who 
relinquishes the situation, goes to his old friends, whom he has not 
seen in many years, perhaps’.75 She is telling the truth, in a way: there 
is only one way to leave Lovett’s basement, and that is death, which 
comes shortly after the moment in which a cook understands the truth. 
Therefore, the ‘old friends’ Mrs. Lovett alludes to are the ones that await 
the cook in the hereafter. However, she carefully phrases her information 
so that what appears is that the former employees leave to go back to 
their families and friends.

This dynamic bears remarkable similarity to how the relationship 
between the Act, the institutions, and the poor worked. Mark says that 
he is entering Lovett’s basement out of ‘poverty and destitution’76; 
his situation is as desperate as were the circumstances that compelled 
the poor to apply to the workhouse, which, after the passing of the 
Anatomy Act, made them candidates for the anatomist’s slab. Moreover, 
Lovett’s enunciation of the contractual clauses resembles the Act notices 
that were hung in the workhouses: while they summarized the Act’s 
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prescriptions, they were not explicit as to their meaning, which pre-
vented the poor from understanding the full extent of the contract to 
which they were agreeing. Mark, the ‘unknown poor’, is being locked 
up and his name put down as a candidate for Lovett’s meat grinder with-
out him realizing it, because while she conveys the terms of the contract 
she manipulates the language, and Mark is not aware of this. Somehow, 
however, he perceives that she is not telling the whole truth. Noticing 
Lovett’s cryptic phrasing, he wonders: ‘What a strange manner of talking 
she has! […] There seems to be some singular and hidden meaning in 
every word she utters’.77 Being almost starved, Mark ignores his impres-
sions, but his comment is a red flag for the reader: as with the reader of 
Varney, Sweeney Todd’s reader gradually receives enough clues to guess 
the truth, which puts them in a far worse position than that of Varney’s 
reader. They become the unwilling accomplices of the demon-barber, as 
they suspect the truth but are prevented from revealing it. Eventually, 
Mark understands the truth, but the pastry-cook and the barber have 
their methods to prevent the spreading of knowledge.

To control the diffusion of truth, Todd and Lovett create taboos 
for the other characters. This expedient can be explained with the 
Foucauldian concept of ‘procedure of exclusion’, that is, a strategy the 
person or persons who control discourse deploy to exclude other parties 
from power.78 Foucault maintains that we are aware of the taboos placed 
on certain topics and argues that ‘[i]t does not matter that discourse 
appear to be of little account, because the prohibitions that surround 
it very soon reveal its link with desire and with power’.79 Conforming 
to this principle, the first thing Todd does as soon as Tobias enters his 
employment, indeed his very first action in the series, is to dictate that 
the boy is not to speak a word about ‘anything [he] may see, or hear, 
or fancy [he] see[s] or hear[s]’ in the shop, or he will ‘cut [his] throat 
from ear to ear’. To this, Tobias replies: ‘Yes, sir, I won’t say nothing.  
I wish, sir, as I may be made into veal pies at Lovett’s in Bell-yard if I as 
much as says a word’.80 Unsurprisingly, the barber’s ‘huge mouth’ drops 
open, as he ‘look[s] at the boy for a minute or two in silence, as if he 
fully intend[s] swallowing him’, giving the reader a first glimpse of the 
truth.81 The attempt to create a taboo for Tobias sees the boy acciden-
tally coming dangerously close to the truth. The scene, particularly the 
detail of Todd’s ‘huge’ open mouth and the suggestion that he intends 
to eat Tobias are the very first pieces that build the narrative’s underly-
ing discourse on cannibalism, the unspoken truth the barber strives to 
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conceal. It is also the first clue the readers receive, which allows them to 
start immediately piecing together the truth. Tobias’s simple remark casts 
a new, sinister light on the already eerie figure of the barber, creating an 
uncanny connection between the pies, the barber, and cannibalistic eat-
ing as if the spoken word, by virtue of some creative power of its own, 
could make truth real for the listener.

Of course, the barber cannot let this happen. From this moment 
onwards, Todd makes sure to prevent his apprentice from uttering the 
truth again, no matter how unwittingly. Firstly, he reduces Tobias to 
silence with physical violence. Then, he blackmails him, claiming to have 
witnessed Tobias’s mother committing theft and threatening to report 
her to the police. It is noteworthy that even in this case Todd is twist-
ing the truth: Mrs. Ragg caught him stealing from the house where 
she worked, and she talked him into giving back what he took and did 
not report him.82 Twisting the facts gives them the sound of truth, 
and Todd manages to seal Tobias’s lips. ‘You may think what you like, 
Tobias Ragg, but you shall only say what I like’, he states, and Tobias 
exclaims: ‘I will say nothing—I will think nothing’.83 He is true to his 
word. When the captain and the Colonel, Thornhill’s friends, interrogate 
the boy, all they get from him is: ‘I know nothing, I think nothing’, and 
‘I cannot tell, I know nothing’, a frightened ‘Nothing! nothing! noth-
ing!’ and a final ‘I have nothing to say […] I have nothing to say’.84 
Todd has successfully managed to assert control over Tobias: the boy’s 
tongue is bound, his speech is completely annihilated, and he is deprived 
of volition. The meaning of his own language starts slipping: he claims 
he ‘cannot tell’, which means both that he does not know, which is a 
lie, and that he is not allowed to tell, which is the truth he cannot utter. 
Deprived of speech, Tobias is utterly powerless. Finally, however, when 
the awareness that Todd is a murderer becomes too heavy a burden for 
him, he resolves to tell the police. Then, Todd takes the ultimate step 
towards silencing him beyond recall: he shuts Tobias in a madhouse, a 
place where truth, however loudly it is screamed, is never believed.

Confinement, as well as exclusion from knowledge, is the technique 
Todd and Lovett adopt with Mark Ingestrie as well. Being the cook, he 
is the person who lives the closest to the truth; therefore, Lovett and 
Todd’s policy prescribes his confinement to the basement, where he is 
doomed to die, eventually. Although he is a prisoner from the moment 
he sets foot in the cellar, he is not aware of his situation. Only when 
he becomes restless does he receive a note that officially informs him 
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of his prisoner status, and the moment Mark is told he is a prisoner, he 
knows it. Again, it is the power of the actual words, though in written 
form, that makes incarceration true for him. Until then, only Sweeney 
Todd and Mrs. Lovett knew his true status and deciding when to reveal 
it was their prerogative. Mrs. Lovett points out as much to Mark when 
she hires him. All will be well as long as he will be ‘industrious’, but, 
should he become ‘idle’, he will ‘get a piece of information which will 
be useful, and which, if [he is] a prudent man, will enable [him] to know 
what [he is] about’.85 What Lovett disguises as an exhortation to indus-
triousness contains a death threat that Mark cannot grasp. The ‘piece of 
information’ is that he is no longer master of his own destiny, and that 
his life is at stake unless he obeys. In a plot that works according to the 
synonymous nature of knowledge and power, Todd and Lovett sit right 
on top of the characters’ hierarchy, preceding Foucault’s theorization 
of the connection between knowledge and power by more than a hun-
dred years. Their exclusive access to truth, their control over the act of 
turning it into spoken or written words, assert the murderous couple’s 
power over the other characters. Locking Tobias and Mark away, Todd 
and Lovett turn them into a lunatic and a prisoner respectively, a change 
of status which is consistent with Foucault’s theory that truth belongs to 
the outcast of society.

Similar techniques of discourse control and exclusion marked the pass-
ing of the Act, and can be summarized in John Abernethy’s statement 
that ‘the Act is uninjurious if unknown’.86 An exemplary instance of how 
these strategies were deployed is the ‘Nattomy Soup’ case.87 In May 
1829, a new inmate of St Paul’s workhouse, in Shadwell, managed to 
sneak in a newspaper reporting parliamentary discussion of the Anatomy 
Bill. He read it to the other inmates, who grew alarmed; then, at meal-
time, he voiced his ‘suspicion’ that the soup might contain ‘human as 
well as animal remains’.88 The troublesome inmate was sentenced to a 
House of Correction, which punishment, Richardson underscores, was 
administered, not on the basis of the accusations he made against the 
Anatomy Bill, but because he distressed the other inmates and made  
false claims about ‘the workhouse broth’.89 In short, the court never 
even mentioned the Anatomy Act. As with Tobias and Mark in Sweeney 
Todd, the troublesome inmate who disturbed the status quo, alert-
ing the other inmates to frightful possibilities and challenging the sys-
tem by making uncomfortable statements, was isolated, while the topic  
of anatomy was ignored. In pre-Act England, as in Todd and Lovett’s 
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London, the topics of human dismemberment and cannibalism were 
taboo.

The taboos Todd and Lovett create highlight the most conspicuous 
feature of truth in Sweeney Todd, which is its being unspoken. A feeling 
that truth simply cannot be uttered marks passages in the plot in which 
characters blatantly ignore the truth, even when this is, quite literally, 
under everybody’s nose. This is most evident in the episode titled ‘The 
Strange Odour in Old St Dunstan’s Church’. St. Dunstan’s congrega-
tion is peculiarly ‘pious’, a word repeated several times in the episode, 
and which clashes with the hypocritical behaviour of the members. As 
a ‘strange and most abominable odour’90 slowly but steadily fills the 
church, people complain and protect their noses with a variety of aro-
matic contrivances, but otherwise remain peculiarly inactive. While they 
‘generally agre[e]’ that the stench ‘must come […] out from the vaults 
beneath the church’, the problem does not ‘acced[e] any reply’.91 The 
‘pious and hypocritical Mr Batterwick’ reasonably argues that ‘the pres-
ent books’ ‘satisfactorily prov[e]’ that no one has been buried in the 
vault of late, and therefore he excludes that ‘dead people, after leaving 
off smelling and being disagreeable, should all of a sudden burst out 
again in that line, and be twice as bad as ever they were at first’.92 Of 
course, official records can shed no light on the actual problem: the smell 
arises from the bodies of Sweeney Todd’s victims, which the barber dis-
carded in the vaults under St. Dunstan’s. Mr. Batterwick’s insistence on 
the official records mocks the want of firmness on the part of London’s 
authorities—be they governmental or parish authorities—in similar cir-
cumstances: as there are no official records of recent burials, nor there 
is an official reason that should prompt an inspection of the vaults. The 
narrator explicitly criticizes this dynamic, stating that the problem of 
St. Dunstan’s smell ‘began to excite some attention’ only after several 
months, because ‘in the great city of London, a nuisance of any descrip-
tion requires to become venerable by age before anyone thinks of remov-
ing it; and, after that, it is quite clear that that becomes a good argument 
against removing it at all’.93

As they have found a reasonable objection to intervening, the con-
gregation tacitly makes the smell a taboo topic. Not even the prospect 
of a visit from the bishop spurs them to action. Indeed, the church-
wardens ‘flatt[er] themselves, that perhaps the bishop would not notice 
the dreadful smell, or that, if he did, he would […] say nothing about 
it’.94 The bishop, though, crushes their hopes as soon as he arrives: he 
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immediately overrides the taboo by openly asking about the smell, and 
he is hardly impressed by the churchwardens’ justifications. Hearing 
their hesitant admission that they are ‘afraid’ that the ‘horrid, char-
nel-house sort of smell’ is always there, the bishop exclaims: ‘Afraid! 
[…] surely you know; you seem to me to have a nose’.95 By uttering  
the truth and underscoring the congregation’s dissociation from the real-
ity of their sensorial experience, the bishop disrupts the precarious bal-
ance established by the silence that hung over the topic of the smell until 
that moment and prompts the church authorities to action. In the end, 
they intervene only when their social status is in jeopardy: if the ‘fright-
ful stench’, the narrator reasons, ‘had been graciously pleased to confine 
itself to some poor locality, nothing would have been heard of it; but 
when it became actually offensive to a gentleman in a metropolitan pul-
pit, […] it became a very serious matter indeed’.96 Interestingly, before 
the accident with the bishop, the only action the congregation took was 
that of ‘slinking’ into Bell Yard to visit Lovett’s pie-shop, and

relieve themselves with a pork or a veal pie, in order that their mouths and 
noses should be full of a delightful and agreeable flavour, instead of one 
most peculi-arly and decidedly the reverse.97

The behaviour of St. Dunstan’s congregation connects truth as a prob-
lematic element in the narrative with the wider context of the Victorian 
metropolis, its scandals related to burial ground overcrowding, and 
its social organization. There are fair grounds to suppose that the ‘St 
Dunstan’s’ episode draws in some measure from the Enon Chapel scan-
dal, which broke in 1844, two years before the first episode of Sweeney 
Todd was issued. Enon Chapel, later known as Clare Market Chapel,98 
was built in Clement’s Lane, not far west from the spot in which the 
action of Sweeney Todd is set (Fig. 2).99

While the upper floor of Enon Chapel was used for masses, its vault 
was used as a burial place and, as the fictional St. Dunstan’s, emanated 
a noxious smell. The minister who managed the chapel speculated over 
burial fees, crowding into the limited space a quantity of coffins far 
exceeding its capacity. He would remove old (and not very old) bod-
ies to make room for fresh ones, employing cartmen to dismember 
the remains and move them or flush them away through a sewer that 
conveniently ran under the vault. Perhaps later he decided he could 
dispense with the services of the cartmen, as he took to removing the 
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remains himself and burying them under his kitchen, which communi-
cated with the vault through a door. In August 1844, the new owner 
of the house decided to lower the kitchen floor, as the ceiling of that 
room was strangely low. The man employed to do the job had a nasty 
surprise, finding under the upturned flagstones the bones of Enon 
Chapel’s dead. After several Sundays of work, he gave up, finding ‘the 
less destructible portions of this army of dead, although passive in their 
resistance, “beyond his management”’, and the bubble of silence around 
Enon Chapel finally exploded.100 Dr. George Walker devoted a consid-
erable part of his campaign against intra-mural burial to denounce Enon 
Chapel. He widely discussed it in his report The Grave Yards of London 
(henceforth Grave Yards), which he presented before the House of 
Commons, published in 1841, and he addressed it repeatedly in his later 
writings. In Second of a Series of Lectures, which contains a summary of 
Walker’s work on Enon Chapel, he wrote that the ‘lower part, kitchen, 
cellar, or “DUST HOLE”’ was ‘devoted to the dismemberment and des-
ecration of the dead’.101 Mr. Burn, the master cartman, bore witness to 
the offensive state of the chapel and the freshness of some of the bodies 
he removed. He also declared himself certain that the sewer was regu-
larly used to dispose of the bodies.102 Whittaker, an undertaker who 
appeared before a Select Committee, also vouched for the freshness of 
the bodies removed from Enon Chapel, and he also testified to the use 
of quick-lime on the bodies to accelerate decomposition.103 A cabinet 

Fig. 2 Greenwood, Christopher and John. Map of London, from actual survey, 
comprehending the various improvements to 1851, detail. Clement’s Lane, on 
the left is marked in red. Further east, Bell Yard is marked in yellow. Yet further 
east, in Fleet Street, St. Dunstan’s is marked in green. © British Library Board 
03/07/2018. Shelfmark: Maps Crace Port. 7.265. Item number: 265
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maker named Pitts insisted on the dreadful smell of the place, especially 
over summer, when it became strong enough to provoke headaches.104 
It took sixteen years for the case to be discussed, which confirms Sweeney 
Todd’s narrator’s observation that nuisances in London became ‘vener-
able by age’ before anyone addressed them, especially if they concerned 
poor neighbourhoods.

Mismanagement of burial grounds reserved for the poor was wide-
spread: an article from 1846 titled ‘Desecration of the Dead’ reported 
the case of the overcrowded burial ground behind St. Giles’s work-
house, which was unearthed during the works to enlarge the building. 
The scene was similar to that Enon Chapel presented: bodies in all stages 
of decomposition were unearthed, some pits containing as many as ‘14 
[coffins]’. The coffins and their ‘ghastly occupants’ could ‘be traced 
within 13 or 14 inches from the surface’, and the reporter expressed his 
concern about the ‘fearful results to the sanitary condition of so densely 
crowded a neighbourhood [that] will follow the opening of the loath-
some pit now exposed to view’.105

The exasperated proximity to death and the dead that characterized 
the mid-Victorian city did not impact on all classes equally, and poor 
people’s bodies were disposed of differently than the ones of the mem-
bers of the middle and upper class. Almost every church in the city of 
London had its own (severely overcrowded) burial ground,106 which 
made the sight and smell of the dead commonplace. When new bod-
ies were to be accommodated, the coffins of the poor were disinterred, 
the corpses broken with a spade and shovelled in a hole dug nearby. 
Anything that could be recycled, such as the nails, was resold, while the 
chopped coffins would be used as fire wood.107 The denizens of poor 
neighbourhoods were more exposed to the sights and smells of death, 
and the dwellings surrounding the overcrowded cemeteries were unpro-
tected against pollution from the decomposing matter that saturated the 
ground. The inferior standards of care that were reserved for the tombs 
of the poor emerge in the ‘St Dunstan’s’ episode, which shows that the 
perception of the very real problem of cemetery overcrowding, and its 
characteristic smell of decay, decreased as the individual’s spatial and 
social distance from poverty increased.

Considering the absence of the figure of the surgeon, which con-
nects truth to sight, and considering the primeval nature of cannibalism, 
which constitutes the chief discourse in the narrative, it is unsurprising 
that smell should be the litmus test of truth in Sweeney Todd. Smell was 
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a powerful component of Victorian London life, and it influenced its lit-
erature. Analysing smell descriptions in novels from the 1860s, Janice 
Carlisle argues that, not only were smells part of the code through which 
Victorians constructed class, but also that Victorians, preceding twen-
tieth-century scientific studies on smell, ‘accepted as common sense’ the 
fact that smell had ‘less to do with thought than with feelings’.108 They 
inferred its ‘inescapable materiality’, de facto sanctioning its condition as 
a lowlier sense than sight (the sense of the medical man) and hearing.109 
She also observes that the ‘stench of the poor’, a mixture of ‘disease and 
death’, typical of 1840s novels, all but disappears in 1860s novels, which 
fact she connects to the mid-nineteenth-century process of sanitation and 
its attempts to ‘sanitize and deodorize public and private life’.110 Indeed, 
Flanders notes that by mid-century, the destitute had turned into an ‘alien 
race’,111 and were progressively isolated in circumscribed neighbourhoods 
that were constantly subjected to works of ‘improvement’ and ‘ventila-
tion’, that is, they were destroyed to build rich ones.112 The euphemis-
tic term ‘ventilation’ is particularly meaningful, considering that the poor 
neighbourhoods were the places that produced the actual stinks: the pow-
erful slaughterhouse stench,113 the reek of pigs kept in the house,114 and 
the nauseous odour of unmaintained privies,115 were typical slum smells, 
as well as the ghastly stench of overcrowd ed cemeteries. Furthermore, 
as Stephen Halliday notes, according to the miasmatic theory of conta-
gion that prevailed for the best part of the nineteenth century, ‘disease was 
caused by inhaling air that was infected through exposure to corrupting 
matter’.116 The conception of poor neighbourhoods as unsanitary spaces 
extended to the very air that could be breathed within their boundaries.117 
The ‘great unwashed’ were perceived as a group naturally characterized by 
stink, which was also considered the chief channel of contagion, and were 
consequently isolated and subjected to the moral judgement of the mid-
dle and upper classes. Therefore, it is unsurprising to hear St. Dunstan’s 
‘pious congregation’ expressing concern about the smell of death and 
decay impregnating their church: the smell of poverty par excellence had 
moved to their respectable parish, curtailing their spatial and social dis-
tance from the poor. Their refusal to acknowledge the presence of some-
thing as unrespectable as stink underscores their hypocrisy, and their 
unresponsiveness to the powerful, but ‘lowlier’, stimuli that reach their 
noses allows the murderous Todd-Lovett partnership to operate undis-
turbed in their neighbourhood. Furthermore, by failing to acknowledge 
the truth their instinctive olfactory response to the stench suggests them 
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they get involved, though unwittingly, in the crime perpetrated. Their 
attempts to protect their social status by ignoring, that is, not speaking 
about, the smell of death and decay in their church aggravate the problem; 
it is only when the smell is brought into the powerful world of the spoken 
word that truth finally emerges.

The isolation to which the Victorian poor were subjected, and the moral 
judgement that accompanied this isolation, facilitated the passing of the 
Anatomy Act and its sanctioning of the connection between dying in pov-
erty and dissection. The very expression that indicated the eligible bodies 
in the Act, ‘unclaimed’, implies distance, separation. Anonymity made it 
easier for the middle and upper class to relinquish any sense of responsi-
bility for the exploitation of the bodies of the pauper, which on paper was 
devoted to the higher purpose of the common good, but in reality imple-
mented a service that only benefited the wealthy. The pious St. Dunstan’s 
parishioners complain about the awful smell of decay, though not taking 
any concrete action about it, and then rush to Lovett’s in Bell Yard to feast 
upon the pies produced with the same matter rotting under their church. 
Likewise, the middle and upper class alienated the ‘great unwashed’ and 
the unappealing smell of their bodies, houses, and neighbourhoods; yet, 
quite ironically, the same bodies that could not be touched in life were to 
be touched in death by the apprentice surgeons perfecting their skills in 
view of exercising them on the patients who could pay for the service.

Although truth is hidden and unspoken, the plot of Sweeney Todd tends 
inevitably towards the final dénouement. Actually, the series tells the story 
of how the truth surfaces from the underground world of silence and 
slippages of meaning in which it is kept captive. The series culminates in 
a powerful upturning of the situation, in which characters speak out loud 
the taboo discourses. Once the prohibition to speak the truth falls and 
the words are uttered, truth becomes visible, becomes true for everyone. 
The bishop in the ‘St Dunstan’s’ episode starts this process by overrid-
ing the congregation’s tacit agreement to make the smell a taboo topic. 
However, it is Mark Ingestrie who officially breaks the plot’s greatest 
taboo. Throughout the story, the pies are often defined to be ‘Lovett’s’, 
and they are always ‘made by’ an unknown, unspecified ‘someone’. The 
pies are ‘Lovett’s’, and that is enough for Lovett’s customers. As long as 
this situation is stable, the pies are praised for their taste and delicious smell 
and the customers salute them as a medicament. This dynamic break when 
Mark Ingestrie escapes the pie-manufactory through the same windlass 
that brings the pies upstairs in the shop, keeping the underground world of 
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manufacture out of sight and out of mind. As he reaches the pie-shop, he 
springs out, like a jack-in-the-box, declaring:

Ladies and Gentlemen – I fear that what I am going to say will spoil your 
appetites; but the truth is beautiful at all times, and I have to state that Mrs 
Lovett’s pies are made of human flesh!118

In this crucial dénouement, the pies are finally made of something. 
Nobody questions the authority of this ragged stranger accusing the best 
pie-maker in London of unspeakable crimes. He speaks the words and, as 
in the case of the bishop, the word is all-powerful: once uttered, it alters 
reality, and the ghastly flesh-pies become real. All of Lovett’s customers 
feel sick simultaneously and spit the ‘clinging’ portions of the pies.119 
Only afterwards does the policeman who is there to arrest Mrs. Lovett 
corroborate Mark’s statement.

Such a spectacular conclusion fits very well the sensational style of the 
penny blood genre: a man secretly kept captive, gory deeds, ghastly poi-
sonous food, all combine to create the perfect ending to the Sweeney Todd 
series. The marriage of Mark and Johanna is the comforting happy end-
ing that Crone identifies as typical of penny bloods.120 Yet, I would see 
Mark’s statement that ‘the truth is beautiful at all times’ as the narrative’s 
attempt to go beyond the comforting ending, indeed as an attempt to 
leave readers a prompt for reflection, as an aftertaste, on the importance 
of knowing the truth. As the troublesome inmate of Shadwell’s work-
house believed, knowing the truth, no matter how unsavoury, is crucial to 
be able to act in one’s own best interest, in order not to participate in an 
involuntary act of cannibalism, neither as the eater, nor as the food.

Throughout the narrative, truth consistently ‘emerges’, that is, rises 
from below the ground. The space below the pavement of Bell Yard, St. 
Dunstan’s, and Fleet Street is where the truth is hidden, the place from 
which it tries to escape. Truth in Sweeney Todd inhabits the underground, 
conforming to the urban configuration of the Victorian city: London’s 
subterranean space was deeply rooted in the mind of its population as 
the space of darkness, monsters, fear, and truth.
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3  the DreaDfuL faLL: Death anD survivaL  
in the suBterranean sPace

Contemporary novelist Neil Gaiman observed that, although the details 
of the different versions of the story of the demon barber change, 
each version is invariably ‘very location specific’.121 Mack expanded on 
Gaiman’s comment, noting that the narrative displays an obsession with 
the ‘exceptionally heightened and narrow representation’ of London’s 
space.122 All versions and adaptations of the Sweeney Todd story consist-
ently limit the action to an area of Fleet Street that encompasses ‘Temple 
Bar, St Dunstan’s, Bell Yard, and the Precincts of the Inner Temple to 
Temple Stairs on the river’, and stretches ‘along Fleet Street from just 
beyond Chancery Lane in the west, to Fetter Lane in the east’, a degree 
of geographical precision, Mack observes, that increased the impression 
of realism in the story.123 He also notes that Fleet Street was a peculiar 
spot in the Victorian city: it was the beating heart of the press business 
and city gossip, was placed in a strategic geographical position where 
the ships coming up the Thames and the City met, and the ‘labyrin-
thine series of courtyards and alleyways that spread […] around it’ pro-
moted the encounter of people from very different social backgrounds 
to a degree that was not to be found in other areas of the city.124 
Moreover, this geographical and social intersection had its own market 
and prison,125 and was not very far from the infamous Smithfield Market, 
with the adjacent St Bartholomew’s Hospital, as well as from Enon 
Chapel, as we have seen.

We can better understand how Sweeney Todd’s steep, circumscribed 
geography relates to London’s geospace, and consequently better navi-
gate it, by considering David L. Pike’s theorization of a ‘vertical model’ 
for representing the landscape of the Victorian city.126 Pike notes the 
impact of the increasing social and spatial distance between classes on the 
separation strategies adopted to face the logistic and sanitary challenges 
posed by the confluence of individuals from different social backgrounds 
in the space of the metropolis; the result was a new ‘vertically divided 
space’ that came to define the shape of the urban space.127 In this new 
model, ‘the underground’ came to be identified with concepts related 
to non-visible spaces, which in London concretized in a ‘discourse’ on 
the ‘disposal of waste’.128 Within this discourse, anything that was per-
ceived as refusal was ‘flush[ed] out of sight’, including any remains of 
‘precapitalist social structures’, which, Pike contends, instead of being 
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effaced, were empowered by their new outcast condition, both ‘as allure 
and as threat’.129 While he explains this process partially by embracing 
Stallybrass and White’s psychoanalytic model that reads the subterranean 
space as society’s ‘unconscious’ and the ‘locus of truth’, Pike emphasizes 
that the new vertical structure must not be understood as solely related 
to the middle class.130 Any understanding of the nineteenth-century con-
ception of the subterranean space must account, he argues, for two ele-
ments: firstly, the ‘mythic component of the descent to the underworld 
in search of truth’, and secondly, the lower echelons of society, who 
experienced filth in a counterintuitive way, forever torn between aspira-
tion to ‘middle-class respectability’ and ‘underground criminality’, and 
who likewise contributed to the ‘production of the nineteenth-century 
city’.131 In the 1960s, Gaston Bachelard used a similar approach in his 
vertical model of ‘psychological space’, represented as a house that pol-
arly opposes the ‘rational’ space of the attic to the ‘irrational’ space of 
the cellar.132 In Bachelard’s model, cellars are the spaces where unsightly 
sights are chased—the ‘buried madness’ whose ‘marks […] we prefer 
not to deepen’.133 These subterranean spaces are also extremely active: 
underground, ‘secrets are pondered, projects are prepared’ and ‘action 
gets under way’. Bachelard views the cellar as peopled with its own 
darker, mysterious inhabitants and, like Pike, he contemplates a descent 
of our unconscious in its depth, so that we can explore it ‘with a lighted 
candle’ and confront its terrors.134 By applying Pike’s and Bachelard’s 
readings to Sweeney Todd’s glaringly subterranean world of cannibalism 
and dark forces, this emerges as a space in which working-class read-
ers could confront their anxiety about annihilation in a savage under-
ground world, and vicariously concretize (through the characters) their 
aspiration to emerge from such space empowered by the awareness of 
their position and the capability of changing it. While in Varney and 
Manuscripts the movement between subterranean and surface spaces 
occurs chiefly upwards, the eminently downward movement of the 
precipitous fall through the trapdoor in the barber shop characterizes 
Sweeney Todd. This is suddenly overturned by Mark’s final, triumphant 
ascent, through which the reader achieves catharsis. To understand this 
relationship between subterranean and surface space in Sweeney Todd, it 
is first necessary to consider the geospace of the Victorian city itself and 
the city dweller’s perception of it.

Boundaries between above and below were constantly disrupted in 
nineteenth-century London. The overcrowd ed cemeteries spilled the 
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content of the graves on the surface, and what did not resurface some-
times leaked through the cemetery walls in the form of liquid decay-
ing matter.135 Public works contributed to fuel anxieties about this 
uncanny inversion in the urban space. Wise notes that the ‘Metropolitan 
Improvements’ of the 1840s uncovered the eerie hidden roots of the 
city, increasing the Londoner’s ‘urban paranoia about subterranean 
spaces’.136 This concern pivoted on the popular image of the innocent 
person, possibly new in town, disappearing in the subterranean world, 
in which the burgeoning city is pictured as a monster that swallows up 
newcomers as if absorbing them through the ground. If the dead resur-
faced from their tombs, after all, why could not the living take their place 
under the earth? Sweeney Todd’s customers, disappearing through the 
trapdoor on which the barber’s chair is mounted, reiterated this type of 
anxiety. The trap-door chair fits naturally in an urban landscape that pop-
ular lore represented as a place where ‘the pathways on the streets [were] 
full of trap doors which dropd [sic] down as soon as pressd [sic] with 
the feet and sprung in their places after the unfortunate countryman had 
fallen into the deep hole […]’.137 The poet John Clare, new to London, 
believed this murky portrait of the city his artist friend Rippingille pic-
tured for him, and behaved accordingly. He kept ‘a constant look out’, 
imagining every woman on the street to be a prostitute ready to lure him 
‘into a fine house were [sic] I should never be seen agen’.138 This must 
have been wonderfully entertaining for Rippingille, who, Wise suggests, 
was probably enjoying teasing his friend.139 Yet, it is noteworthy that 
his joke specifically framed the underground space as threatening and 
voracious.

As Mack notes, Dickens, the narrator of Victorian London par excel-
lence, makes a similar representation.140 As soon as Tom arrives in 
London in Martin Chuzzlewit, he wishes ‘to have those streets pointed 
to him which were appropriated to the slaughter of countrymen’.141 
Later, when he realizes that he is late for an appointment, he is sure 
that his friend will think that he has ‘strayed into one of those streets 
where the countrymen are murdered, and that [he has] been made meat 
pies of’.142 The narrator, however, reassures the reader that ‘Tom’s evil 
genius did not lead him into the dens of any of those preparers of can-
nibalistic pastry, who are represented in many standard country legends 
as doing a lively retail business in the Metropolis’.143 Although it is 
tempting to read in these lines proof of the demon barber’s existence,144 
Mack suggests that they rather attest to the fact that the conflation of 



160  A. GASPERINI

the burgeoning and ‘rapacious’ urban space with fears about annihilation 
of one’s individuality were a substantial component of the 1840s ‘urban 
zeitgeist’.145 Notably, the fears that according to Mack underpinned the 
Londoners’ relationship with the underground space also included disap-
pearance through ingestion.146 Rippingille informed Clare that after fall-
ing into the trapdoor, the countryman ‘woud be robd and murderd [sic] 
and thrown into boiling cauldrons kept continualy [sic] boiling for that 
purpose and his bones sold to the docters’.147 In this very detailed expla-
nation surface the anxieties about subterranean space, cannibalism, and 
medicine that the city’s geospace generated, and which emerge forcefully 
in the narrative space of Sweeney Todd’s London.

The warning contained in Rippingille’s murky portrait of London’s 
underground was simple: falling below meant dying and being cooked. 
Sweeney Todd reinforced this concept by representing living characters 
trapped underground as already dead. The unlucky cook Todd murders 
in Lovett’s basement, the one Mrs. Lovett told Mark Ingestrie was gone 
to meet ‘his very oldest friends’, is dressed

but lightly […] in fact, he seems to have but little on him except a shirt 
and a pair of loose canvas trousers. The sleeves of the former are turned up 
beyond his elbows, and on his head he has a white night cap.148

This description resembles that of an underground worker, such as a 
miner, a sewer worker, or a man working near furnaces (as is the case): 
the sleeves are rolled up to find relief from the heat, and the cap prevents 
sweat from pouring into the eyes. However, the emphasis on the loose-
ness and scantiness of the clothes adds a dark undertone to the descrip-
tion, as if this man does not need proper garments because his clothes 
will be his shroud. The fact that he is wearing a cap, an item that some-
times figured in the stock burial apparel,149 reinforces this impression. 
The man in the basement, which is peculiarly ‘sepulchral’,150 is already 
dead to the world, out of reach of anyone who might help him. Not 
only does the vast, monstrous city trap the unaware underground, but, 
as Crone notes, it also creates the anonymity necessary to prevent anyone 
noticing somebody else’s disappearance.151 When Mark Ingestrie starts 
realizing that he is a prisoner Lovett’s sepulchral basement, he wonders:
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[i]s it possible that even in the very heart of London I am a prisoner, and 
without the means of resisting the most frightful threats that are uttered 
against me?152

Apparently, it was. In 1842, four years before the first episode of 
Sweeney Todd was issued, a Select Committee heard the witness of a work-
house inmate who was unjustly committed to forty-eight-hour impris-
onment in a windowless cell, or ‘Black-hole’, together with five more 
people.153 It was August, and the temperature soon grew unbearably hot; 
when the prisoners complained, the workhouse staff nailed their air hole 
shut.154 Such stories fuelled anxieties about anonymity and disappearance 
in the urban space of the city, where it appeared that the sheer numbers 
of the population prevented anyone noticing—or caring—if someone 
disappeared. Surgeon George Guthrie capitalized upon this point in his 
1829 open letter to the Home Secretary, in which he protested the alle-
gation that anatomist s were secretive about dissecting-room proceedings. 
He wrote that the doors of ‘every dissecting room in London [were] 
always open’ to the public, but that laypeople did not concern them-
selves about ‘what [was] going on’: ‘in London’, he stated, ‘[…] no one 
knows or cares what is going on, unless he is interested in it’.155 Although 
Guthrie’s claim about the openness, practical and metaphorical, of 
London’s dissection rooms is debatable, as Wise notes,156 his statements 
confirm the idea of a burgeoning urban population generally indiffer-
ent to what did not concern them personally. Guthrie was right only in 
part: the existence of cautionary tales indicates that at least a portion of 
the population may not have been entirely unreceptive, or unconcerned, 
about what went on in the city’s underground space.

Rippingille specifies that one who fell underground would have his 
bones boiled and ‘sold to the docters’. The meat and the pies, and con-
sequently the dead cook in Lovett’s basement, stemmed from the idea 
that had developed in the popular mind during the first decades of the 
nineteenth century according to which ‘the notion of boiling, cooking 
and consuming had become intermingled with the notion of dissec-
tion and anatomy’.157 In this respect, Wise brings in example the case 
of Caroline Walsh, an elderly woman who accepted the invitation of a 
neighbouring couple, Eliza Ross and Edward Cook, to occupy a bed-
room in their house. Cook was known to be a resurrectionist, and 
Walsh’s granddaughter, Anne Buton, warned her against accepting the 
invitation: ‘If you go to stay at the Cooks, they’ll cook you!’.158 Soon 
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after she moved in with the Cooks, Walsh disappeared. Buton then 
started searching for her grandmother and the newspapers took inter-
est in her case, alleging that her grandmother had been ‘burked for 
the base object of selling her body for anatomical purposes’.159 Twelve 
days before the ‘Italian Boy’ case exploded, Eliza Ross was arrested and 
charged with murder. Her twelve-year-old son stated that his mother had 
single-handedly smothered the old woman, put her in a sack, and sold 
her to the London Hospital in Whitechapel. Ross was found guilty of 
murder and hanged.160

It is unlikely the Cooks ‘cooked’ Walsh’s body. Yet, it was never 
found, and Anne Buton’s macabre pun supports Wise’s argument that 
anatomy and cooking were connected in the popular mind. Rumours 
about dissection rooms favoured this association: intelligence of  
‘[m]ysterious attics, rooms with opaque windows, creatures pickled in 
bottles, body parts in cooking pots, disappearances, strange goings-on 
after dark’161 substantiated the idea that resurrectionists and doctors 
‘cooked’ people. Returning briefly to Rippingille’s joke, it is meaningful 
that the cooking of the unaware countryman happens specifically under-
ground. The design of medical education spaces contributed to the elab-
oration of this concept in the popular mind, as the dissecting room was 
a distinctively subterranean location. To exemplify the type of glimpse 
laypeople were given of the spaces of anatomy and dissection, Hurren 
quotes an 1840 article that appeared in the Penny Satirist in which an art 
student related his experience in certain—unnamed—anatomy schools in 
the capital during the 1830s.162 The student explained that ‘[t]he dissec-
tion room was underground and there was a museum of skeletons and 
hearts, livers, legs and lights upstairs’, which made him uneasy, particu-
larly after dark.163 He then specified that the dissection room ‘was not 
down stairs but down ladder [sic]. It was simply a ladder through a spe-
cies of trap door that we made our descent’, and there was

one room [in which there] were the operators, and in another room a sort 
of back kitchen with a water pipe and sink, where the bodies were washed. 
In this sink there was generally a body lying, and the water running upon 
it.164

The bodies, usually ‘a dozen’, had been ‘stolen from churchyards or 
bought on the sly’, and alongside them were ‘a number of amputated 
limbs, such as heads, arms & legs, &c. in various stages of scientific 
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preparation [sic]’.165 As is to be expected, the student was ‘always glad 
when [he] got at the top of the ladder’.166 This description contains all 
the elements that appear both in Rippingille’s mocking cautionary tale 
and in Sweeney Todd. There is an underground environment, a trap door, 
and mutilated dead bodies lying in a kitchen, which compose a frightful 
museum of horrors that seemed to have been conjured out of a night-
mare. Moreover, as discussed above, laypeople associated anatomy and 
dissection with butchery, and butchery, for practical reasons, was partially 
performed below the ground of the Victorian city, as was dissection.

Discussing the controversial space of Smithfield Market, Wise high-
lights the show of bloodshed that characterized the spot, as well as 
the habit of keeping (and butchering) cattle underground.167 Flanders 
observes that Clare Market, though small compared to others, hosted 
twenty-six butchers, who slaughtered several hundred animals each 
week both above and below the market’s ground; next to butchers, 
there may be a tripe boiler.168 Boiling was also part of the activities of 
knackers’ yards, where old or diseased horses were killed and butchered 
to produce cat food.169 The process of boiling, therefore, was associ-
ated with butchery and medicine alike, making the step from anatomy 
to butchering-boiling-cooking and, henceforth, consuming a short one. 
Additionally, the secrecy the medical fraternity insisted on keeping about 
their practices reinforced the idea that something awfully wrong went on 
in dissection rooms. Butchery and dissection thus fuelled the Londoner’s 
anxieties about the underground, turning it into a space where a good 
person may disappear to be hacked into pieces and used as an anatomical 
subject by fiendish doctors and medical students. The dark subterranean 
space of Sweeney Todd hypostasized this self-sustaining set of fears.

The basement of Lovett’s pie shop communicates with Todd’s 
basement and with St. Dunstan’s vaults. This maze of connected sub-
terranean spaces tapped into the Victorian paranoia that pictured the 
subterranean space of the city as a labyrinth of tunnels used by crimi-
nals to move unseen through the urban space. Wise observes that the 
London burkers’ cottages in Nova Scotia Gardens, later known as ‘burk-
ers’ hole’, were rumoured to be connected to one another through a 
tunnel.170 Discussing the dramatic potential of the ‘irrational’ space of 
the cellar, Bachelard notes how its walls ‘are buried walls […] that have 
the entire earth behind them’.171 The cellar is a buried/burial place and 
finding oneself in this space means being at one removal from being 
entombed alive. The increase of fear this situation triggers allows to 
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imagine horrors in the cellar’s depths.172 Bishop and Williams’ cottages 
therefore become ‘cellar-spaces’, or ‘holes’, which the collective imag-
ination pictures as a subterranean maze through which the murderers, 
immediately relegated to the depths of the underworld, can be imagined 
moving and committing their crimes. This operation simultaneously 
casts these crimes into the imagined depths of the city, out of sight. 
Bachelard also notes how representations of underground mazes, espe-
cially when the location is a city, reflect fantasies of ‘dominating in depth 
the surrounding cellars’.173 I would venture that Sweeney Todd mingles 
this concept with the Victorian tendency, noted by Pike, to remove the 
repulsive-fascinating ‘filth’ produced by the creation of the new social 
order to a subterranean space that was both geographical and meta-
phorical.174 Sweeney Todd’s subterranean labyrinth reflects the equally 
labyrinthine space above the ground in a way that allowed the reader 
to project into the imagined space terrors imagined in the geospace of 
the city. Dissection rooms were brick-and-mortar locations in the urban 
landscape, although the crossing of their threshold was, not only tacitly 
forbidden, but also undesirable. Accounts such as the one the art student 
gave to the Penny Satirist pictured the space of the dissection room as 
the stuff of nightmares, and cases such as that of Catherine Walsh and 
the ‘Italian Boy’ fuelled a grim picture that became part of the city’s 
collective memory. The ‘nattomy soup’ case conveys the terror the per-
spective of dissection raised and the fear of cannibalism it generated. The 
story of the demon barber, which is one of annihilation through mutila-
tion and ingestion, includes both the trauma and the recovery from it.

In the basement, the victims of Todd’s trap-door-chair are butch-
ered, and their bodies are cut into lumps and steaks. The human flesh is 
undistinguishable from animal meat, and Mark exclaims: ‘I never could 
tell the pork from the veal myself, for they seem to me both alike’.175  
When asked about the source of the meat, Mrs. Lovett answers: ‘that is 
no business of yours’.176 Something’s, or someone’s provenance is irrel-
evant below the ground: butchery effaces individual identity, exactly as 
dissection turned the individual’s body into an anonymous subject, a 
piece of meat on the dissecting table. After being cut, the human flesh 
is cooked in Lovett’s pie factory ‘beneath the pavement of Bell-yard’, 
where ‘gleaming lights seem to be peeping out from furnaces’, and a 
‘strange, hissing, simmering sound’ hints at the cooking of pies (or per-
haps at unseen horrors whispering in the dark), as a ‘rich and savoury 
vapour’ impregnates the air.177 Although fire, and not water, is the 
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core element of this hellish representation, the markedly underground 
location, and the ‘kitchen’ connotation of the environment connects 
this space to the one the art student described for the Penny Satirist. 
Furthermore, Lovett’s customers both relish the pies for their rich fla-
vour, and attribute to them healing powers. One asserts that, since his 
stomach is upset from overeating, he will have a pie ‘to settle’ it,178 
while another considers them a good omen for the birth of his child. 
His pregnant wife ‘won’t fancy anything but one of Lovett’s veal pies 
[…] to have the child marked as a pie’.179 This detail was likely meant to 
shock the reader, who could guess the truth by now and understand that 
the pregnant woman, and therefore her child, have developed a craving 
for human flesh. The narrative is suggesting, not only that a new canni-
balistic society is developing, but also, and more subtly, that the eater 
attributes healing properties to the act of cannibalism. Mutilated bodies 
can cure those who can access the cure they produce. This was a tangi-
ble reality in the context of the 1840s, in which the Anatomy Act and 
its aftermath attested to a recent past of burking, resurrectionism, and 
(still technically active) body traffic. Specifically, as the ‘nattomy soup’ 
incident demonstrates,180 Sweeney Todd’s working-class readers imagined 
themselves more as potential mutilated bodies, than consumers of  
the cure.

The circumscription of the action to a limited space that precisely 
matches the geospace of the city allowed the removal of the fear of the 
subterranean space to an imagined underground in which horrors can 
happen. The high degree of geographical precision keeps the reader 
simultaneously safely distant and dangerously close to the action, to the 
mechanical chair, to the meat cleaver and the grinder, allowing them  
to imagine themselves as both the pie and the eater. At the same time, 
when Mark Ingestrie leaves the claustrophobic, suffocating subterranean 
space through the windlass, the reader can participate in his freedom, 
which is both verbal and spatial. Mark’s spectacular apparition, theat-
rically springing up and sending pies flying all around, reminds one of 
the theatrical device of the diabolus ex-machina and contributes to the 
staged feeling pervading the whole plot, which perhaps favoured its swift 
adaptation into a theatrical performance. However, Mark is no demon: 
as Varney, he is a revenant that emerges from the underground world 
of death and mutilation to haunt the living with the truth. Mark’s pres-
ence in the world above the ground after his journey in the subterranean 
world is disruptive, but the narrative also presents it as necessary. Pike 



166  A. GASPERINI

argues that the underground can be defined a ‘spatial heuristic’ where 
are relegated the unspeakable, ‘unpalatable’ truths that do not fit in the 
rational organization and discourses of the world above; the ‘vertical 
framework’ thus formed makes the truth visible, but it does not make it 
real, so that any mysteries that may emerge can be solved ‘only in under-
ground commonplaces of plot, never in aboveground apportionment of 
responsibility’.181 The conclusion of Sweeney Todd disrupts this vertical 
scaffolding; Mark’s upwards movement through the windlass challenges 
the downwards look, the one-way gaze from the ‘mainstream ideology’ 
viewpoint that Pike identifies as the weakness of the vertical structure.182 
Truth leaves the subterranean world, allowing the literally unpalatable 
truth of cannibalism to meet the rationality of the world above and be 
solved. To an extent, it is certainly true that, as Crone argues, penny 
bloods tended to console their readership with the belief in the exist-
ence of a ‘larger moral order’, rather than inciting them to revolution.183 
Nevertheless, I would argue that the catharsis Mark’s escape provided 
may have been meant to alert the readers about the possibility of saving 
themselves from the cannibalistic dungeon by seeking and learning the 
truth about their position in the vertical social space.

Todd and Lovett hypostasize a set of fears deeply rooted in the 
English cultural heritage as well as inherent to the specific historical- 
geographical context of the Victorian metropolis. As monstrous bodies 
that draw from the mythical-folkloric figures of the devil and the witch, 
they synthetize anxieties related to the threat the new order of the indus-
trial era posed to the physical body and the intellectual and spatial freedom 
of the lower-class individual. The loose physicality of the demon-barber 
can therefore be read as the physical manifestation of Victorian socie-
ty’s monstrous self: as Frankenstein’s Monster is composed of different 
parts of decomposing bodies, so Sweeney Todd is an assemblage of all 
the ideas, philosophies, and people that mainstream society discarded in 
the process enacted by the industrial revolution. Todd’s ability to move 
through the underground and the surface and to put the two worlds in 
connection, trapping and killing the unaware underground, represent 
the monstrosity of the system in place: through his huge mouth, Todd  
assimilates people gone astray, whose absence will not be noticed, and 
who represent everything that mainstream society (i.e. the middle- and 
upper-class) find encumbering. Todd and Lovett’s narrative bespeaks 
the dread of annihilation through mutilation and ingestion that cer-
tainly stemmed, as Powell, Crone, and Mack note, from the exploitation 
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to which the industrial economy subjected the bodies of the workers.  
I would argue, however, that it also originated in the threat that dissec-
tion, in the sense of breaking the body in its distinct parts, posed to the 
paupers’ bodies both before and after the Anatomy Act.

Sweeney Todd, a post-Act popular narrative, appears in a context in 
which law itself ratified such physical threat, concretizing concerns 
related to seizing and controlling power. The narrative embraces this 
topic through the sensational elements of mutilation and unwitting can-
nibalism, discussing issues of discourse and power within the safe space 
of the fictional narrative. Furthermore, anxieties of annihilation and body 
consumption related to the monstrous new urban space produced within 
the city’s geospace an imagined, equally monstrous underground. The 
narrative space of Sweeney Todd safely removed the experience of muti-
lation and annihilation to the imagined underground, while simultane-
ously bringing it closer to the reader through the detailed replication of 
the city’s geospace. I would venture, therefore, that the Sweeney Todd 
narrative, while invading the urban geospace and becoming the glar-
ingly ‘London’ story Mack and others celebrates, constructed a relatively 
safe space where the reader could enact and face unspoken terrors, and 
where taboo topics such as the use of the bodies of the pauper under the 
Anatomy Act could be tackled.

Although, as Mack observes, not many nineteenth-century narratives 
can match Sweeney Todd’s geographical precision,184 G.W.M. Reynolds’s 
The Mysteries of London certainly shows an equal degree of obsession, not 
only for the accurate representation of the Victorian city’s geospace, but 
also for the representation of a labyrinthine and threatening underground 
world of trapdoors and tunnels to match the maze of the grim London 
slums. In the next chapter, I will explore the world of Mysteries, a narra-
tive as rambling as the convoluted streets where middle-class characters 
lose themselves and meet a monster that almost matches Sweeney Todd’s 
malicious cunning. Perhaps thanks to his trade, which makes him as much 
a part of the world of the living as of that of the dead, Anthony Tidkins, 
the Resurrection Man, is as dangerous above the ground as he is below it.
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Soon after its appearance on the literary marketplace, The Mysteries of 
London by G.W.M. Reynolds (henceforth Mysteries) became one of the 
most popular and most discussed (read, harshly criticized by the cultural 
élite) penny bloods. Nowadays, it is one of the most widely researched 
specimens of the genre. Its intrinsically contradictory nature, which 
reflected on the response it elicited and on subsequent academic criti-
cism, originates in the contradictions of Reynolds himself. Middle-class 
born, prominent radical and then Chartist, head of a publishing empire, 
inveterate bankrupt, held in contempt by middle-class commentators and 
radicals alike, Reynolds’s stated purpose in writing the series was that 
of instructing the working masses on the gap existing between the rich 
and the poor in London. In a ‘Letter to the Industrious Classes’ that 
appeared in the Reynolds’s Miscellany in 1847, he commented on his own 
tendency to include current affairs and politics in his fiction, writing that 
his digressions aimed to enforce ‘the necessity of ameliorating the con-
ditions of the industrious masses. I want to see you well educated, and 
your position also improved’.1 This idea is consistent with Chartist fic-
tion’s stated aesthetic purpose, which was ‘to elevate the marginalized 
and repressed majority of society’.2 The first Mysteries series, on which 
I focus here, pre-dates the official beginning of Reynolds’s career in 
Chartist politics. Nevertheless, it shows unmistakable signals of the rad-
ical ideas Reynolds developed during his stay in Paris between 1830 and 
1837, which would finally lead him to Chartism.

CHAPTER 5

The Unknown Labyrinth: Radicalism,  
the Body, and the Anatomy Act  

in The Mysteries of London
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It is virtually impossible, and rightly so, to separate Mysteries from 
Reynolds’s politics, nor is it possible to overlook the tension between 
his politics and his successful career in mass-publication. His contempo-
raries, including a number of radicals, considered him a hypocrite at the 
best of the times, a shrewd businessman who exploited the animosity of 
the masses and the principles of Radical politics for economic gain.3 Still 
in the 1970s, scholars such as Berridge4 and Williams5 read Reynolds’s 
participation in mass-market production as ultimately rooted in bour-
geois culture and politics and maintained that his businessman spirit out-
weighed his radical ideas.6 A short time later, however, Anne Humpherys 
proposed an alternative reading of Reynolds’s contradictory character, 
arguing that it provided him with a powerful ‘negative capability’, a 
capacity to ‘absorb the contradictory impulses and desires of the pop-
ulace’ that allowed him to balance exceptional entrepreneurial success 
with the ideals of radical politics.7 More recently, Haywood emphatically 
rejected as simplistic the view of Reynolds as a bourgeois posing as a rev-
olutionary for economic gain. He underscored the force of Reynolds’s 
radical message and the presence of bourgeois villains in his stories, as 
well as the fact that melodrama was ‘by no means a class-exclusive dis-
course’, but one that appealed to a readership encompassing individuals 
of diverse social extractions, which also included ‘genteel’ women.8 My 
purpose here is not that of examining the traces of Reynolds’s Chartism 
in Mysteries, but rather focusing on how his political aesthetic interlaced 
with, and discussed, issues related to the Anatomy Act and the disposal 
of paupers’ bodies. The narrative does not mention the Act explicitly, 
nor was it explicitly mentioned in Chartist protests, because the target 
of indignation was rather the New Poor Law. Yet, Richardson explains, 
this actually included the Anatomy Act as it was perceived as an ‘advance 
clause’ of the New Poor Law, and the two were inseparable in the popu-
lar mind.9 In this chapter, I examine the passages in the series that con-
centrate on issues related to the Act as a piece of clockwork of the great 
injustice machinery Chartist fiction attacked. After all, one of the most 
prominent characters of Mysteries is a resurrectionist.

The plot of volume I of Mysteries is long and convoluted but revolves 
around a handful of main characters. The hero, Richard Markham, is 
a young man from an impoverished middle-class family. His rebellious 
brother Eugene leaves the family house after quarrelling with their 
father, although he promises to come back to Richard in twelve years, 
by which time, he assures him, he will be a rich man. A few years later, 
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Richard, now orphaned and alone, leaves his secluded life in the suburbs 
for the city, where his naïveté makes him easy prey for a few fashionable 
gentlemen with a penchant for gambling. In their circle, Richard meets 
elusive and charming Walter Sidney, a youth who seems desirous of 
becoming his friend. Walter is really Eliza Sidney, posing as her deceased 
brother to comply with her benefactor’s plans to gain her access to her 
inheritance. Of course, the ‘benefactor’ is scheming to seize Eliza’s 
money, and the plan is more illegal than the girl has been led to believe. 
Her seclusion and disguise expose her to danger: while roaming alone 
in the streets in the first period of her life in disguise, she gets lost in 
the terrible neighbourhood of Smithfield, where she is almost killed by 
criminals. Later, she becomes the target of the lustful plans of a certain 
George Montague, who participates in the self-proclaimed benefactor’s 
scheme. Montague’s name recurs in the story wherever a fallen woman 
or a dilapidated family appears, and the narrative clearly hints that he is 
no other than Eugene, Richard Markham’s rebellious brother, who is 
building his wealth by ruining anyone who crosses paths with him.

Because of their alleged friends’ machinations, both Richard and Eliza 
serve time in Newgate prison. Here, Richard meets Anthony Tidkins, 
alias, the Resurrection Man. This cadaverous, ominous character fore-
shadows difficult times ahead for Markham. Not only is he a profes-
sional bodysnatcher, but he is also a housebreaker and a burker. When 
they meet again after they have both left Newgate, the young man is 
struggling to rebuild his reputation and is harbouring hopes towards the 
beautiful Italian Countess Isabella Alteroni. Markham makes the mistake 
of antagonizing Tidkins, for fear he should taint his name. This unhappy 
move makes the Resurrection Man Richard’s sworn enemy, a threat to 
both his reputation and his life throughout the series.

On one occasion, Tidkins’ attempt to kill Richard is thwarted by Ellen 
Monroe. Ellen is the daughter of Richard’s guardian, who coincidentally 
was indirectly responsible for Richard’s ruin, as well as his own, through 
bad investments suggested to him by Mr. Montague. Ellen and her father 
end up in the ironically named Golden Lane, a miserable slum in which 
the girl strives to earn a living as a seamstress and becomes prey of a pro-
curess, who aims at making a courtesan out of her. She finds for Ellen odd 
jobs that progressively impair the girl’s modesty while precipitating her 
from moments of economic independence to periods of dreadful poverty, 
until the girl accepts the card of a gentleman (Mr. Montague). Richard 
rescues Ellen and her father from poverty, and Ellen becomes a dancer, as 
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well as a gender-shifter in the same way Eliza Sidney is. In her male dis-
guise, she follows Richard and saves his life.

Adopting the narrative’s political agenda as the background of the 
analysis, I here explore how Mysteries’ characters and spaces are deployed 
to discuss corpse disposal and dismemberment in mid-Victorian London.

1  MePhistoPheLes, faustus, anD ghouLs: Monsters 
of anachronistic injustice

Mysteries’ urban labyrinth is crowded with dangerous characters. While 
some of them, such as George Montague, are mischievous, others are 
distinctly monstrous in nature. The Resurrection Man and his gang, and 
Mr. Jones, the gravedigger of Globe Lane cemetery, are creatures whose 
deformed soul surfaces in their eerie physicality and beastly habits. Their 
monstrosity also impacts to an extent on the surgeons who purchase 
bodies from Tidkins. This triad of characters, bodysnatch ers-gravedig-
ger-surgeons, constitutes the propelling force of one of Mysteries’ chief 
sensational components, that is, the displacement, dismemberment, and 
commodification of corpses. Notably, they replicate in the narrative the 
group of figures that managed the body traffic in the pre-Anatomy Act 
era: surgeons created the demand, bodysnatchers provided the commod-
ity, and gravediggers accepted bribes from bodysnatchers to grant them 
access to burial grounds and steal corpses undisturbed. The core feature 
of this triad of characters, therefore, is its anachronism.

Volume I of the first series of Mysteries run between 1844 and 1845, 
about twelve years after the passing of the Act, which was celebrated 
as the measure that ended the body traffic. As we have seen, however, 
matters were different in practice. The convoluted wording, as well as 
the assumption that it would impact on the pauper’s body only,10 made 
the Act all but an official authorization of the body trade, which became 
apparent with the Rex versus Feist scandal at the end of the following 
decade.11 In 1858, Albert Feist, master of Newington workhouse, was 
tried for selling a considerable number of ‘claimed’ dead inmates—that 
is, people whose ‘nearest known relatives’, as the Act stated, had stepped 
forward—to different London anatomy schools with the complicity of 
Mr. Hogg, the local undertaker. Feist deliberately exploited the Act’s 
ambiguous language and did not clarify for the inmates and their fam-
ilies that ‘accepting a pauper funeral meant agreeing to dissection and 
dismemberment’.12 He orchestrated fake funerals for the mourning 



5 THE UNKNOWN LABYRINTH: RADICALISM, THE BODY …  183

relatives, while he sent the inmate’s body to the hospitals; of course, he 
made up excuses to prevent families from ascertaining the identity of the 
corpse in the coffin before the lid was nailed down. He was eventually 
acquitted when it became obvious that carrying the investigation any 
further would compromise the anatomists. Hurren argues that Rex ver-
sus Feist proved that neither the Anatomy Act, nor the New Poor Law, 
secured ‘the principle of consent’ as ‘a bereaved pauper’s civil right’.13 
Considering this discrepancy between the theory and the practice of 
the Anatomy Act, I would suggest that Mysteries deliberately deployed 
the anachronistic monstrous triad to underline the effective continuity 
between pre- and post-Anatomy Act era in the management of the dis-
posal of the pauper’s bodies.

The Resurrection Man of Mysteries is one of the most outstanding vil-
lains ever produced in the penny blood genre. His name, almost as much 
as Sweeney Todd’s, has become synonymous with the genre, although 
his character is more complex. Unlike Todd, Anthony Tidkins has a past 
as a humble youth with aspirations to respectability; society, however, 
rejected him and brutalized him to the point that he became the fiend-
ish Resurrection Man. Tidkins’ ominous sobriquet characterizes him, con-
necting him indissolubly to death, poverty, and medicine. The definite 
article ‘the’ before his nickname makes him the epitome of the resurrec-
tionist. Everything about him speaks of bodysnatching. The reader sees 
him for the first time through the eyes of Richard Markham, in Newgate 
prison. The description takes a mere few lines, and yet, they are enough 
to create an eerie feeling around the ‘mysterious’ stranger: he is a ‘very 
short, thin, cadaverous-looking man, with coal-black hair and whiskers, 
and dark, piercing eyes half concealed beneath shaggy brows of the deep-
est jet’.14 As I have noted elsewhere,15 the Resurrection Man’s ‘cadaver-
ous’ look is his trademark, it is part of his essence.16 Furthermore, Richard 
immediately notes that he tends to avert his gaze when he speaks, ‘as if 
he could not support the glance of the person whom he addressed’.17 
In Mysteries as in Sweeney Todd, the eyes define a character’s personality. 
I have pointed out how Todd and Lovett’s eyes reveal their monstros-
ity, and Anthony Tidkins’ eyes are as elusive as Todd’s ‘squinting’ gaze. 
Whereas the Resurrection Man’s eyes are neither misshapen, nor overtly 
diabolical, they are disquieting. They are piercing, inquisitive eyes that see 
more in the interlocutor than he would like to show, while at the same 
time they do not return the look. Anthony Tidkins’ averted gaze is a mes-
sage: there are things of himself that this man does not wish to share.18



184  A. GASPERINI

By contrast, the Resurrection Man is upsettingly frank. After Richard 
accepts to doing him a favour, Anthony Tidkins introduces himself:  
‘[I]f I can ever do you a service […] you may reckon upon the 
Resurrection Man’.19 The ‘ominous title’ startles Richard, but Tidkins 
explains, matter-of-factly:

‘Yes – that’s my name and profession […] you may know me as Anthony 
Tidkins, the Resurrection Man.’

‘And are you really –’ began Richard with a partial shudder […]
‘A body-snatcher? […] of course I am.’20

As I noted elsewhere, Tidkins introduces himself by his nickname 
first, and then by his Christian name because resurrectionism is ‘his 
name and profession’, which means it is his nature.21 In this respect,  
he challenges the figures of bodysnatchers that emerge from histori-
cal records. From the biography of the bodysnatcher James May in the 
appendix to the Trial, Sentence, and Confessions of the London burk-
ers, it appears that May suffered the consequences of being too open 
about his line of business. Early in his career, he boasted about the 
money he made from corpses raised from the burial ground of Portugal 
Street, behind St Clement Danes’ workhouse. Soon, he realized that 
he was ‘detested and despised by every person’.22 His community cast 
him out, as if his profession was a catching disease, and he moved to 
another part of the city, where he met Bishop and Williams, according 
to the biography. Manifestations of hatred against bodysnatchers could 
be violent. An example is the accident of Holywell Mount Cemetery in 
Shoreditch, recorded by Bransby Cooper in the Life of Sir Astley Cooper:  
Mr. Whackett, sexton-gravedigger in the private burial ground of 
Holywell mount, was attacked by a mob after Hollis and Vaughan, 
two bodysnatchers to whom he had refused access to the cemetery, 
denounced his connivance with two rival resurrectionists in a police 
court full of people. When an enraged mob reached the cemetery and, 
digging up the graves, found some of them to be empty, they almost 
buried Whackett alive in one of the pits.23 Professional bodysnatchers, 
therefore, would obviously tend to secrecy, and they would never assume 
a nickname as revealing as ‘the Resurrection Man’. By contrast, Anthony 
Tidkins, the literary epitome of the bodysnatcher, makes sure to impress 
those he meets by exploiting the horror that his name (and profession) 
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raise. His straightforwardness is double-edged: Richard is made aware of 
what kind of individual Tidkins is, and that, for now, they are in good 
terms. However, his horror at Tidkins’ frankness warns the reader: the 
bodysnatcher’s amiability will not last.

Tidkins’ physical monstrosity concretizes Victorian anxieties about the 
physical and moral decay that proximity to death could provoke: he is a 
resurrectionist, a house robber, and, of course, a murderer. As we have 
seen, medical historians note the concern of the nineteenth-century pub-
lic about dissection’s effects on students.24 Documented evidence of the 
light-hearted, sometimes downright sacrilegious behaviour of gravedig-
gers and other burial ground staff, such as Walker’s reports and lectures, 
substantiated these fears.25 These reports also tapped into the annexed 
concern that constant exposure to the death and decay of urban ceme-
teries, with their dangerous miasmas, not only did impair the neighbour-
ing denizens’ health but also their morality. Anthony Tidkins embodies 
the idea that the experience of physical decay might cause the decay of 
the soul: the bodysnatcher’s constant physical contact with death dehu-
manized him both inside and outside. Early in the narrative, he proves 
himself a selfish, vindictive, and thoroughly detached character, domi-
nated by anger and revenge, a portrait that reiterated the idea of bod-
ysnatchers as thoroughly corrupted individuals diffused among all strata 
of Victorian society.

Tidkins’ construction as the epitome of a bodysnatcher encompasses 
all the attributes that defined this figure in the Victorian popular mind. 
The resulting portrait is, conforming to the style of penny blood fic-
tion, exaggerated. For instance, in the early stage of their acquaint-
ance, Tidkins informs Markham that, when he cannot find any work as 
a bodysnatcher, he does ‘a little in another line’.26 When Richard asks 
what that ‘other line’ is, the Resurrection Man graces him with one of 
his rare full-faced looks and answers evasively: ‘Crankey Jem on t’other 
side [of the wall] will tell you if you ask him’.27 The other line of busi-
ness Tidkins is referring to is housebreaking, and it is not surprising that 
he should be less inclined to talk about it than about resurrectionism: 
bodysnatching was considered a misdemeanour, because stealing a corpse 
was not theft, technically speaking. Housebreaking, though, was a differ-
ent matter. As A.B. stated in front of the Select Committee for Anatomy, 
thieves caught wandering at night would often pose as bodysnatchers in 
order not to be prosecuted,28 which resulted in the assumption that all 
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bodysnatchers were also thieves. A.B. expressed professional contempt 
for this idea, as he perceived himself to be a very distinct individual from 
the ‘petty common thieves’ that were ‘ruining’ the ‘business’.29 Yet, 
in Mysteries, Anthony Tidkins the Resurrection Man both raises sub-
jects and resorts to thieving when demand for bodies is scarce, tapping 
into the popular idea that the same category of people committed both 
crimes.30 The inclusion of thieving in the Resurrection Man’s curricu-
lum, therefore, appears as an attempt to portray a ‘real’ bodysnatcher, 
indeed, the quintessential bodysnatcher. Of course, such a representation 
must include murder.

In ‘The Mummy’,31 one of the most sensational episodes of the series, 
Richard Markham ends up in the Resurrection Man’s lair in Bethnal 
Green, and discovers that Tidkins is a burker, who hangs his victims 
upside-down in a tub full of water until they drown and then sells their 
bodies for dissection. As mentioned in the introduction, Wise argues that 
the character of Anthony Tidkins bears obvious connections to Bishop 
and Williams, the London burkers: he lives in the same area of Bethnal 
Green where they lived and his modus operandi closely resembles that 
of the London burkers.32 The portrait of the arch-bodysnatcher is thus 
complete: Anthony Tidkins, the cadaverous-looking man, is simultane-
ously resurrectionist, thief, and murderer. He certainly is a superlative 
individual: none of the nineteenth-century professional bodysnatchers of 
whom we have record was also a burker, and a thief.33 Still, the narrative 
adds yet another dark layer to the Resurrection Man’s portrait by sug-
gesting that Anthony Tidkins might not be entirely from this world, that 
he might be indeed other-worldly, a supernatural creature.

Disinterring dead bodies and bringing them back to the world of 
the living, where they do not belong, the ‘Resurrection’ Man, as with 
Sweeney Todd and Varney, inverts the natural movement from life to 
death. His practices dehumanize him, turning him into something else, 
which shows in his physical aspect, as well as in his behaviour. In the 
famous episode ‘The Body-snatchers’,34 where the Resurrection Man 
and his gang perform the first bodysnatching expedition in the series, 
the gang’s silent communication frames them within a primeval, animal 
dimension.35 Tidkins forces open the door of the Shoreditch church 
where the body they are looking for is buried, while his accomplices 
and the surgeon who commissioned the body theft lie in wait nearby. 
At one point, ‘the Buffer throw[s] himself flat upon his stomach, with 
his ear towards the ground’ and finally ‘utter[s] a species of low growl 
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as if he were answering some signal that caught his ears alone’, which 
indeed is the case: ‘The skeleton-key won’t open the side-door, the 
Resurrection Man says’, he informs the others.36 Passages such as this 
represent the bodysnatchers as beasts: the Buffer’s procumbent position, 
in direct physical contact with the cemetery’s earthy ground, signifies 
his debasement to a lower station, closer to the animal state.37 This feel-
ing of an animalistic component in his person increases when he reacts 
the Resurrection Man’s inaudible message with ‘a low growl’. The same 
component resurfaces in ‘The Exhumation’ episode,38 in which Tidkins 
and the Buffer disinter a body in Globe Lane cemetery. Their eyes, the 
narrator says, ‘had become so habituated to the obscurity of night, in 
consequence of the frequency with which they pursued their avocations 
during the darkness […] that they were possessed of the visual acute-
ness generally ascribed to cats’.39 The eyes, the core characterizing ele-
ment, in the bodysnatchers are peculiarly inhuman; they are feline eyes 
that grant night vision, which suggests that their sacrilegious behaviour 
is maiming their souls, turning them into supernatural creatures.40 The 
arch-bodysnatcher Anthony Tidkins, of course, possesses even more 
strikingly over-developed senses. In ‘The Body-snatchers’, once the tomb 
is open, the surgeon explains that they are looking for an elm coffin cov-
ered with black cloth. Tidkins then penetrates with an iron rod the lid 
of a coffin into the vault, tastes the tip and declares, ‘smacking his lips’: 
‘Yes […] the coffin in this vault is an elm one, and is covered with a 
black cloth’.41 As if he suffers from a bizarre colour-taste synaesthesia, 
the Resurrection Man can perceive colours with his tongue. His activities 
familiarized him with death to the point of modifying his senses, mak-
ing him the preternatural product of prolonged sacrilegious contact with 
material decay.

The sense of something sacrilegious about the resurrectionists is 
conveyed to the reader through the eyes of the surgeon in ‘The Body-
snatchers’. As he watches the gangs’ eerie silent communication as they 
work to open the tomb, the surgeon

[cannot] altogether subdue certain feelings of horror […]: the methodi-
cal precision with which they perfor[m] their avocations – and the cool-
ness they exhibit[t] in undertaking a sacrilegious task ma[kes] a powerful 
impression upon his mind […] his feelings of aversion were the same he 
would have experienced had a loathsome reptile crawled over his naked 
flesh.42
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The sensory stimuli the image of the ‘crawling loathsome reptile’ con-
veys recall to the reader’s mind the image of the Buffer prone on the 
ground, synthesizing it with that of ‘the biblical Serpent’.43 The text sug-
gests that proximity to death affected the bodysnatchers, effacing their 
reverence for the dead, and relegates them to the category of hardened 
sinner, beyond pardon or redemption. The idea of supernatural, demonic 
dehumanization resonates also in Pelham’s description of Burke in 
Chronicles of Crime, published only four years before the first episode of 
Mysteries was issued. Pelham dehumanizes and bestializes Burke in the 
opening paragraph, describing him as ‘[d]evoid of all sense of human-
ity’ and ‘a butcher of the human race’.44 Furthermore, towards the end 
of the narrative, as a jail officer interrogates Burke while he is awaiting 
death, his story takes a moralizing turn: he allegedly affirms that, while 
in Ireland, he was ‘under the influence of religious impressions’ and that 
he used to read ‘his Catechism and his Prayer-book’.45 When asked to 
explain how he could make such a turn for the worse, he replies

that becoming addicted to drink, living in open adultery, and associating 
continually with the most abandoned characters, he gradually became 
hardened and desperate, gave up attending chapel or any place of religious 
worship, shunned the face of a priest, and being continually familiar with 
every species of wickedness he at length grew indifferent to what he did, 
and was ready to commit any crime.46

While the historical accuracy of this conversation is debatable, the 
moral tale ascribed to Burke’s own voice produces a portrait of the 
burker that is close enough to Reynolds’ representation of the bod-
ysnatchers/burkers in Mysteries: it pivots on the same concept, that is, 
evil is catching like a disease and constant contact with decay, moral and 
physical, will provoke the decay of the individual. The tale emphasizes 
Burke’s estrangement from religion, an estrangement that is spatial as 
well as moral: he shuns both the places and the people who represent 
religion, which gives his character a distinctively ‘unholy’ aura that res-
onates in the demonic characterization of Antony Tidkins and his gang.

Monstrosity defines the bodysnatchers of Mysteries, especially 
their supreme representative Anthony Tidkins. Considering that the 
Resurrection Man shows a certain resilience in escaping death,47 I would 
venture that Tidkins, the quintessential bodysnatcher, embodies the 
monstrous contradiction implicit in his profession, that is, the unnatural 
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subversion of movement from death to life. He does not belong to the 
world of the living, nor to the world of the dead. Anthony Tidkins is a 
monster in limbo. This liminality extends to his relationship to the time 
of the narrative and the time of the intended reader. As noted above, his 
anachronistic presence in a post-Anatomy Act narrative draws attention 
to the grey area that was the disposal of the pauper’s body after 1832. 
Additionally, and significantly, Wise observes that the invention of a lit-
erary bodysnatcher suggested that ‘resurrection […] remained a potent 
folk memory’.48

Considering the time in the narrative in relation to the time of the 
intended reader, it becomes apparent that the terror and threat the mon-
strous resurrectionist embodies defy time constraints. The story begins in 
July 1831; then, there is a flash-forward to 1835. Finally, events progress 
until they almost reach the intended reader’s time, that is, the 1840s. 
Hence, not only does the narrative annihilate the distance in space from 
the reader through the setting, which is not simply ‘London’, but spe-
cific areas related to dissection and the anatomy murders, but it also pro-
gressively curtails the time distance between the reader and the monster 
through the series of flash-forwards. Consequently, the Resurrection 
Man becomes a monster for the almost-present, close to the reader in 
both time and space.

Sara Hackenberg argues that the Resurrection Man, as Varney, sym-
bolizes the haunting past: Tidkins is ‘the inescapable return of personal 
and political history’,49 the haunting double of the middle-class protag-
onist, infused with ‘republican energy’.50 I would expand Hackenberg’s 
political reading by considering the Resurrection Man’s tendency to sur-
vive, which makes him a revenant, as are Varney and Mark Ingestrie. As 
illustrated in the previous chapters, revenants in these narratives reveal 
underlying, unpalatable truths. The Resurrection Man’s anachronistic 
figure powerfully symbolizes the injustice of the post-Anatomy Act situ-
ation concerning medicine and displaced corpses. He brings the past era 
of burking and resurrectionism dangerously close to the present era of 
(alleged) legal order, exposing the Anatomy Act as an ineffective solu-
tion. The Act failed to bring the black market for cadavers to an end and, 
acting in lieu of the bodysnatcher and the burker, sanctioned the anat-
omist’s scalpel’s authority over the pauper’s body. In this way, thirteen 
years after the passing of the Anatomy Act, the bodysnatcher becomes a 
literary monster, the symbol of the haunting past in which the ignominy 
of dissection threatened the working-class individual. His monstrous 
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presence bears an indissoluble connection with the medical world, and 
therefore, when Mysteries introduces the first medical figure in the narra-
tive, the surgeon of ‘The Body-snatchers’, he already occupies an ambig-
uous position that Anthony Tidkins’ presence charges with negative 
connotations.

The body Tidkins and his gang resurrect in ‘The Body-snatchers’ is 
that of a middle-class girl. The tomb, an elm coffin, covered with a black 
cloth, and buried in a vault closed with a marble slab inside a church, is 
revealing of the social standing of the girl. This was not the bodysnatch-
ers’ typical tomb of choice: A.B. explained that they preferred the shal-
low pauper’s graves.51 In part, the marble tomb can be explained with its 
intrinsic sensationalistic potential. Its opening proves a long and delicate 
task that allows the narrator to indulge in a minutely detailed descrip-
tion of the procedure, building up the tension to the climax, when, as 
was customary, the ruffians manhandle the girl’s body, strip it naked and 
thrust it in a rough sack, tied head to heels. This image introduced a 
voyeuristic component that would satisfy the audience’s demand for 
cheap sensation, and simultaneously tapped into concerns related to 
the medical gaze on the female body: Powell observes that the image 
implicitly suggests that ‘the snatching and dissection of the female corpse 
constitutes rape’.52 However, I would suggest that the choice of a mid-
dle-class tomb, and hence a middle-class corpse, exploits the voyeuris-
tic component of the female corpse to problematize, not just the gaze, 
but the ethical position of the surgeon in the scene: differently from the 
counterintuitive way the same issue is addressed in Manuscripts, Mysteries 
openly questions the abuse the surgeon commits in opening the tomb.

Montgomery’s early study on the relationship between surgeons and 
bodysnatchers in the Victorian era defined the bond as ‘a Faustian bar-
gain’.53 I argued elsewhere that this definition automatically placed the 
resurrectionists in the opposite role of Mephistopheles, and that the 
Victorian medical fraternity capitalized on this juxtaposition.54 Sir Astley 
Cooper’s statements before the Select Committee for Anatomy exem-
plify this attitude. He claimed that having to resort to the services of 
the bodysnatchers was hurtful to the surgeons as ‘men of character and 
education’,55 a statement that framed the resurrectionists as the antago-
nists of an otherwise honest system, and the surgeons as their victims. To 
say that this representation was inaccurate would be an understatement. 
Mysteries seems, at first, to espouse this idea, but, as Hackenberg argues, 
the Resurrection Man, like Varney, ‘disrupt[s] any easy categorization of 
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virtue and vice’,56 which also affects the surgeon’s position as a ‘virtuous’ 
character: a deal requires two parties, and there is no Mephistopheles 
without a Faustus.57

The surgeon in ‘The Body-snatchers’ is a Faustian figure. Although he 
is a family friend to the dead girl, he ‘called into action’ demonic forces 
to quench his ‘thirst after science’,58 because, as with Chillingworth in 
Varney, his ‘earnest desire’ to open the body overtakes his human feel-
ings.59 Detachment, apparently, was a taint from which the medical fra-
ternity had not yet redeemed itself thirteen years after the passing of the 
Anatomy Act: the science-obsessed surgeon was as much alive in the 
popular mind as the resurrectionist, to the extent that Mysteries repre-
sented him at the scene of the sacrilegious act. Historical records sug-
gest that this was a rare occurrence, which only characterized the early 
stages of professional resurrectionism.60 The surgeon’s perception of the 
resurrectionists strikingly contrasts with his involvement in the snatching. 
In his eyes, the bodysnatchers become demonic entities speaking their 
own alien language, as he places himself in the role of a passive observer, 
similar to the surgeons who testified in front of the Select Committee. 
Yet, the expression ‘called into action’ questions his contemplative posi-
tion. As Faustus, he had the active role of summoning agent, someone 
who deliberately sought the help of famously dark forces. His Cooperian 
distress before the bodysnatchers is not credible. While the forces he 
unleashed terrify him, he is unable, or rather, unwilling to dispense with 
their services.

His professional figure appears increasingly impaired as the epi-
sode progresses. He reveals that the girl’s family explicitly forbade him 
access to her body, which makes her, technically, ‘claimed’. Her ‘nearest 
known relatives’ paid for her funeral and made an official statement for-
bidding the dissection of her remains. The doctor overrides the family’s 
(that is, his friends’) legal rights and hires the bodysnatchers to steal the 
corpse. He urges the Resurrection Man to cancel all traces of the vio-
lation because, should it be discovered, ‘[s]uspicion would immediately 
fall upon [him]; for it would be remembered how earnestly [he] desired 
to open the body, and how resolutely [his] request was refused’.61 
This detail characterizes the surgeon, not simply as detached, but as a 
criminal breaking the law. As Chillingworth in Varney and Musgrove 
in Manuscripts, he prioritizes his own scientific endeavours over 
everything else. His connection to the girl’s family increases the impres-
sion of something callous about him, representing the medical figure as 
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simultaneously untrustworthy and unethical. When he describes what 
coffin they should haul up from the tomb, he remarks that he has this 
information because he ‘gave the instructions for the funeral [himself], 
being the oldest friend of the family’.62 The Faustian doctor, therefore, 
adds to the component of the haunting past by projecting the idea of a 
medical fraternity that is still the detached, career- and corpse-obsessed 
group whose ‘thirst’ for dead bodies triggered the black market for 
cadavers and the anatomy murders.

The events unfolding in the following decade confirmed, to an extent, 
this idea. In 1858, in a letter to the Times entitled ‘The Difficulties of 
Dissection’, the anonymous correspondent R.H.M. commented on the 
Rex versus Feist case. While he deplored Feist’s actions, he observed that 
the case highlighted the problem of body shortage for anatomy schools 
and stressed that it was ‘a very serious matter to the public’ that the sup-
ply should be so scarce as to compel the schools to resort to bribery.63 
Therefore, as late as 1858, the medical fraternity still complained that 
the current legislation, consisting of the combined force of the Anatomy 
Act and the New Poor Law, did not provide enough subjects for the 
anatomy schools, fulfilling the early prophecy of ‘The Body-snatchers’. 
Later that year, in October 1858, the provisions of the Medical Act, 
which envisaged stricter rules for achieving medical qualification in Great 
Britain and Ireland and limited the power to confer licenses to a handful 
of (powerful) institutions in the territory, further boosted the demand 
for bodies without improving the regulations for sourcing them.64 
Already in 1844–1845, Mysteries, a popular narrative for the working 
class, implied that the current legislation did not satisfy the medical fra-
ternity’s requests, which, if unheard, might lead to resuming the body 
traffic, leaving the population exposed. As Rex versus Feist would prove, 
this was the case. The narrative, through the Faustian surgeon, called for 
an admission of responsibility on the part of the medical fraternity in the 
anachronistic post-Anatomy Act situation. Even after the Act was passed, 
the threat of a barbaric past era of burking and resurrectionism hovered 
over the citizens of London because the surgeons still needed (wanted?) 
more than they were allotted.

The second bodysnatching expedition the Resurrection Man under-
takes introduces the third component of the triad of individuals tradi-
tionally associated with resurrectionism, that is, a member of the burial 
ground staff. The resurrectionists’ target is the body of an unknown 
man who died in the Globe Lane area, and the narrative follows the 



5 THE UNKNOWN LABYRINTH: RADICALISM, THE BODY …  193

theft from its commissioning by a private anatomist to the delivery of 
the body. Mr. Jones, the gravedigger of Globe Lane Cemetery, is cru-
cial to the actual snatching phase of the plan and appears in the episode 
appropriately titled ‘The Gravedigger’.65 Similarly to the bodysnatchers, 
he displays several monstrous traits: like them, his work contaminates 
his body and soul, making him an agent of the system that protracts the 
gap between social classes beyond death, and he concretizes Victorian 
anxieties about proximity to death and decay. His most outstanding 
monstrous feature, which singles him out as particularly hideous, is a 
consequence of this proximity: unlike any other monster in the narrative, 
he is a necrophage.

The Globe Lane burial ground, where Mr. Jones works, is a sicken-
ing spot. The ‘damp’ soil emanates a ‘nauseous’ smell so pervasive that it 
penetrates ‘every house […] and the clothes of the poor inmates sme[ll], 
and their food taste[s], of the damp grave!’.66 The manager of Globe 
Lane cemetery aims to ‘crowd the greatest possible quantity of corpses 
into the smallest space’, and the is soil so replete with human relics that 
it is difficult to distinguish them from earth.67 Smoke rises constantly 
from the chimney of the ‘bone-house’ on the cemetery ground, and its 
‘pest-bearing breath’ ominously hints at the nature of the fuel, explaining 
how the burial ground owner makes room for new bodies.68 Even mak-
ing due allowance for the sensationalism of the genre, historical records 
suggest that this description did not stray much from that of actual burial 
grounds in London’s poor neighbourhoods. Indeed, the fictional Globe 
Lane burial ground bears a remarkable similarity to the scandalous Spa-
Fields cemetery.

The Spa Fields case broke early in 1845. On February 26, the Times 
reported that the residents of Clerkenwell brought before the  magistrate 
the condition of severe overcrowding of the ground and the practices 
that were employed to make room for more bodies, which included 
disinterring the remains and burning them in the bone-house.69 John 
Walters, the engine keeper of the parish, was repeatedly called to extin-
guish the fire of the bone-house. There, he found ‘as many coffin boards 
as three men could carry, and a great deal of pitch’ in the chimney, as well  
as a tell-tale smell of burnt decomposing flesh.70 Residents complained 
about the dreadful smell of the burial ground, especially when the chim-
ney of the bone-house released its fetid smoke, and voiced their concerns 
about the impact this had on their health. Also, they regularly spotted 
the gravediggers disinterring and mangling human remains, and then 
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either mixing them again with the soil or carting them to the bone-
house. Harriet Woods, a woman living next to the ground, witnessed 
the gravedigger jumping onto the coffins of her own children, and when 
on another occasion she ‘called to him’, he answered with ‘a threatening 
language’.71

Although it had no impact on the legislation,72 the Spa Fields case 
reached the attention of the authorities. The parish of the fictional Globe 
Lane cemetery, instead, ignores the requests for intervention com-
ing from the dwellers of the adjoining houses. As for Mr. Jones, except 
when his rod taps a coffin that releases a particularly foul smell, he seems 
undisturbed by his working conditions and digs bare-armed into the 
sickly mud to disinter old, or not very old, coffins to make room for  
new ones.

Historical records suggest that real-life gravediggers were not so 
detached: to perform their ‘disgusting’ work, they often resorted to 
alcohol and sometimes sang to cheer themselves up.73 This behaviour 
appeared insensitive in laypeople’s eyes and raised the suspicion that their 
work made gravediggers indifferent to death, a conviction that cases such 
as Spa Fields reinforced. The fictional Mr. Jones’s attitude towards the 
bodies he disinters reiterates this idea. The narrative indulges in graphic, 
gory details of the ‘not entirely decomposed’ bodies that the gravedigger 
breaks into pieces with his pickaxe.74 The scene focuses on the ‘upper 
part of a skull, with the long, dark hair of a woman still attached to it’ 
which, it is suggested, was once ‘a valuable ornament’.75 The sentimen-
tal value attached to the hair contrasts with the ‘coolness’ with which 
Mr. Jones picks it up with the skull and throws it in the fire, where it 
‘hiss[es]’ as it burns until ‘the voracious flames li[ck] up the thin coat of 
blackened flesh which had still remained on the skull; and lastly devo[ur] 
the bone itself ’.76 Again, an unfeeling male character dedicated to the 
desecration of graves manhandles the female corpse, represented here by 
the hair, a symbol of female beauty. The dead body’s femininity, con-
nected to the Victorian idealization of the woman as a source of tender-
ness and good feelings in the man, underscores the gravedigger’s lack of 
emotional response.

The extent of his indifference becomes apparent when he prepares 
his victuals. As he makes his coffee on the bone-house fire, the narra-
tor notes that he keeps his water, his coffee-pot, and his coffee in the 
same ‘foul place’ where he burns the remains of the dead, and that he 
consumes his food in front of the same fire that he ‘fed with human 
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flesh and bones!’.77 This ominously suggests that the cinders and ashes 
of the dead are contaminating his food, and therefore he is ingesting 
dead human bodies, which makes him a necrophage. Again, the histor-
ical source for this gruesome detail of Jones’s professional routine can 
be traced to Spa-Fields: in Second of a Series of Lectures Walker writes in 
disgust that ‘the watchman (?) of the [Spa-Fields burial] ground […] was 
accustomed to eat his food in the bone-house, during the performance of 
his duties’.78 Whereas he gradually ‘became more fastidious’, and ulti-
mately ceased this habit,79 Mr. Jones of Globe Town cemetery has no 
such scruples. On the contrary, there is an eerie connection between 
him and the personified fire, which, like a ‘voracious’ carnivorous beast, 
‘licked up’ and then ‘devoured’ the female scalp and is ‘fed’ with human 
flesh and bones. By proximity, the gravedigger participates in the fire-
beast’s voracity by cooking on it and therefore, implicitly, feeding on the 
same fuel. This suggests that Mr. Jones’s detachment originates in phys-
ical contamination, which hardened his soul. The constant contact with 
death, unmitigated by feelings of respect for the dead, dehumanized him.

The narrator stresses that Mr. Jones’s activities are sacrilegious, bit-
terly observing that, while the bereaved console themselves with the idea 
that their loved ones are experiencing the ‘tranquil slumber of the tomb’,

the last home is invaded – the quiet resting place is rudely awakened with 
sacrilegious echo […] and the corpse is snatched from the tranquil slumber 
of the tomb to be cast in the all-devouring furnace of the Bone-House. 80

Expressions such as ‘sacrilegious’ and ‘the corpse is snatched’ 
appeared also in ‘The Body-snatchers’, connecting the two epi-
sodes and, consequently, the Resurrection Man and his gang on one  
side and Mr. Jones on the other. The narrator reinforces the con-
nection, observing that the ‘long flexible iron rod’ Mr. Jones uses 
to test the ground before digging is ‘similar to those which we have 
already described as being used by the body-snatchers’.81 Still well 
into the 1840s, therefore, the popular mind associated the figure of 
the gravedigger with that of the resurrectionist and regarded it as the 
corrupt and corruptible party, another nuance that Mysteries rein-
forces. Indeed, while he is untouched by the decay that pervades  
his workplace, like Will Stephens in Varney Mr. Jones is rather sen-
sitive to money. He usually enforces the rules of Globe Lane ceme-
tery, which include the desecration of the tombs, because ‘surely his  
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superiors must know what was right and what was wrong!’.82 However, 
he can make exceptions in case a better prospect presents itself, and  
Mr. Banks, the local undertaker, can offer him one. Upon request of the 
Resurrection Man, Mr. Banks has managed to access the body of the 
unknown stranger dead in the lodgings of the aged widow Mrs. Smith, 
and to introduce to her, the Resurrection Man disguised as the priest 
who will stage the fake funeral for the dead man. Now he only needs 
to bribe Mr. Jones to make sure Tidkins can snatch the body undis-
turbed. Jones appears determined not to transgress the rules of the burial 
ground, until Banks capitulates and offers to pay the gravedigger twice 
the sum he already takes.83

Mr. Jones’s work ethic (or lack thereof) frames him as an agent of the 
power that ensures that the gap between the well-off and the pauper is 
protracted in death. He accepts the status quo, unless he can bend it to 
his own advantage. The proximity to decay that hardened him, and per-
haps contaminated his physical body, also contaminated him from the 
moral and spiritual point of view. His character resembles that of the 
ghoul, the Arabic demon that becomes a cemetery-dweller, grave rob-
ber, and corpse-eater in English lore, and ‘is described (by Edgar Allan 
Poe) as “neither man nor woman … neither brute nor human”’.84 His 
presence in the narrative underscores the Londoners’ blindness and anos-
mia about the state of urban cemeteries. Conversing with Mr. Banks,  
Mr. Jones remarks on the obliviousness of ‘persons which dwells up in 
decent neighbourhoods […] and seems exceeding’ proud of their fine 
houses and handsome shops’ about ‘the foul air that comes from places 
only hid by a low wall or a thin paling’.85 The emphasis on the ‘low’ wall 
and ‘thin’ paling stresses the proximity between the dead and the living in 
Victorian London, of which the poor are constantly aware and the rich are 
blissfully, if not willingly, ignorant. Yet, Mr. Jones alleges, the West End 
cemeteries ‘pursues just the wery same course as we does here’.86 Indeed, 
the infamous Enon Chapel was decidedly towards the western side of the 
metropolis, and Mr. Banks cites it as an example.87

Furthermore, the ghoulish gravedigger is part of a systematic process 
of disrespect for the dead poor that was endemic to post-Act London—
or England. The offensive state of intra-mural burial grounds com-
bined with the assumption, sanctioned by the Anatomy Act, that the 
poor’s right to a decent interment was inferior to that of middle- and 
upper class people, tacitly authorizes the fictional Jones to desecrate the 
tombs in his ground and to take bribes to allow others to do the same.  
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The connection between Mr. Jones and the Resurrection Man is signifi-
cant from this perspective: both connive, both perform similar activities, 
and, most notably, as with the other monsters examined so far, Jones 
also disrupts the boundaries between life and death bringing dead matter 
back to the world of the living. Consequently, he is in the perfect posi-
tion to ‘resurrect’ the practice of bodysnatching. Thirteen years after the 
passing of the Anatomy Act, the figure of the gravedigger could still be 
marketed as a sacrilegious and untrustworthy party involved in the black 
market for cadavers. After all, was the medical fraternity not demanding 
yet more bodies?

The three monsters the bodysnatching episodes of Mysteries pres-
ent originate in the connection between displaced bodies and anat-
omy studies that existed in the popular mind since the beginning of 
the century. In the narrative, the triad builds a sensational exposé of 
social injustice, as each of its elements contributes to extend the gap 
between the rich and the poor to the disposal of the remains after death. 
Mephistopheles, Faustus, and the Ghoul cater to the fears of the series’ 
working- and lower middle-class audience about the ignominy of the 
anatomist’s scalpel, curtailing the distance between the pre-Anatomy 
Act era and the audience’s present time through connections with such 
recent scandals as Enon Chapel and Spa Fields. Unlike in Manuscripts 
and Varney, anatomy has no redeeming features in Mysteries: there are 
no heroic doctors, bodysnatching has no higher purpose than that of 
satisfying a greedy, voyeuristic surgeon, and is performed by monstrous  
individuals.

Such a grim picture contributes to Mysteries’ larger teleological pur-
pose, which is possibly its most prominent feature: notwithstanding 
its use of sensation and melodrama, this is a narrative with a political 
agenda.

2  Poverty anD WeaLth, Language anD PoWer:  
the anatoMy act anD PoLiticaL Discourse

The narrative’s political undertones, which constitute the core of the 
series from the opening prologue, strongly influence medical dis-
courses in Mysteries. The text calls the reader’s attention on the social 
gap between the rich and the poor, which by the 1840s had become 
the trademark of Victorian society, and on its most famous product, the 
metropolis of London:
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There are but two words known in the moral alphabet of this great city; 
for all virtues are summed up in the one, and all vice in the other: and 
those words are

WEALTH. | POVERTY.88

This opening concept becomes the paradigm of the whole work. A 
line visually separates the words ‘wealth’ and ‘poverty’ in the body of the 
text, while the full stops signify their finality. Stephen J. Carver observes 
that the juxtaposition between social classes in Reynolds’ series consti-
tutes ‘the recognizable duality present in all urban writing’, while ‘the 
additional language of class war’ singles out Mysteries in this subgenre.89 
In contrast with the penny bloods’ tendency, noted by Crone, to recon-
cile the reader with the status quo,90 Mysteries sent its readership a rev-
olutionary message, which is compatible with the agenda of all Chartist 
fictions. Haywood explains that, maybe more than anything else, the 
Chartist movement found purpose in the fight against the 1832 Reform 
Bill and its ‘treacherous’ disempowerment of the working class.91 
Consequently, he contends, Chartist fiction can rightfully be defined 
‘propaganda’ as it was ‘more aggressive’ in proposing a solution to the 
socio-political prevarications than other contemporary forms.92 Chartists 
were aware of the ‘ideological role of literature’: to them, ‘art was an 
expression of the political condition, not its antithesis or its imaginary 
solution’.93 From this perspective, then, the first series of Mysteries can 
certainly be considered Chartist fiction, as it expressed explicitly, perhaps 
more than any other penny blood, the injustice inherent in the current 
socio-political situation.

The series’ sensationalism somewhat undermined its political inten-
tions in the eyes of the educated reader, both coeval to the series and 
future, and Reynolds’s use of melodrama indeed cost him his reputa-
tion for a long time.94 However, Haywood notes that the use of melo-
drama, instead of impairing the political value of the narrative’s radical 
message, promoted its reaching a wider, more diverse audience than 
other forms of fiction.95 Significantly, this message included discourses 
related to anatomy and dissection. From a medical-historical perspective, 
the discourse on social injustice can be broken down into two different 
sub-discourses. Firstly, as in Sweeney Todd and Varney, in Mysteries’ brutal 
society knowledge is power. Secondly, although the series does not men-
tion explicitly the Anatomy Act, it questions its effectiveness in enforcing 
legality and guaranteeing the safety of the public.
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The chief trait that distinguishes the Resurrection Man from Sweeney 
Todd and Varney is that, while the vampire and the barber endeavour to 
conceal the truth about themselves, Anthony Tidkins is very open about 
himself, and often about other people, especially if this grants him a posi-
tion of power. This difference originates in the fact that Tidkins hardly 
ever feels threatened by truth, while he is the one who threatens other 
characters with the disclosure of dangerous truths. Unlike Todd, Tidkins 
never bluffs when he asserts that he might ruin a character with a piece 
of information he possesses. When he is in danger of being prosecuted, 
he does not hesitate to turn in his accomplices and, after Richard antag-
onizes him, he taints his reputation revealing his past as a Newgate con-
vict more than once. The Resurrection Man can be read as a piece of 
walking truth, the ugly truth that cannot be silenced, and this is not lim-
ited to his revealing other characters’ secrets: as a product of the social 
inequality that regulates the city, he embodies the uncomfortable truth 
of the injustice underpinning the Victorian metropolis itself, as Reynolds  
represents it.

Since London will not acknowledge Anthony Tidkins’ uncomfort-
able existence, he makes his presence undeniable by becoming a ubiq-
uitous, dangerously active entity in society, one that transcends social 
boundaries. Taking this point a step further, I would state that the threat 
Tidkins poses to middle-class characters symbolizes the possibility that, 
though the current socio-political situation primarily harms the poor, 
its consequences may befall the middle class as well. The Resurrection 
Man’s profession is as obsolete as the exclusion of the lower strata from 
government and the legislation that subjects them to the anatomist’s 
scalpel. Suggestive as he is of the dark times of resurrectionism and bur-
king, Anthony Tidkins signifies the insubstantiality of the idea that the 
Anatomy Act can solve the anatomists’ demand for bodies and the threat 
it poses to individuals regardless of their station in life.

Haywood’s analysis of adverts in Reynolds’s publications shows 
that he was aware of the variety in the composition of his audience, in 
terms of both social extraction and gender.96 Haywood contends that, 
for ‘respectable’ Victorians, the most damning feature of the cheap seri-
alized fiction Lloyd and Reynolds produced was that its appeal ‘trans-
gressed conventional […] boundaries’.97 Therefore, Mysteries, and the 
penny blood genre more broadly, was undesirable because it was the tan-
gible proof of the permeability of social barriers, which was proven to be 
just as thin as the vertical line between the words ‘wealth’ and ‘poverty’ 
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that appeared in the ‘Prologue’. This subversive concept underpinned 
Mysteries’ plot itself, suggesting that the boundary that excluded the 
working class from view and from power would not shield the upper and 
middle classes from the consequences of this exclusion, which would find 
their way through the social barrier in the same way the lurid Mysteries 
series did.

The narrative conveys discourses about the danger of social inequality 
by physically and socially moving the characters between the two appar-
ently separated states of wealth and poverty. Haywood explains the ten-
dency of authors such as Reynolds to ‘degrad[e] heroes and heroines’ 
as an attempt to ‘personify’ the ‘frustrated respectability’ of the working 
class.98 Ellen Monroe and her father, but also Richard and, to an extent, 
Eliza, are instances of this narrative strategy. The movement of an indi-
vidual from wealth to poverty was, after all, an event still in the realm of 
possibility. The actual frisson, however, is constituted by the Resurrection 
Man and his gang’s eerie ability to break socio-geographical boundaries, 
reaching out from the world of poverty and crime and threatening the 
world of wealth. Tidkins’ transgression of socio-geographical bound-
aries reflects the genre’s transgression of social and cultural norms. He 
and his gang constantly infringe the social conventions that forbade 
their trespassing in the space of respectability and wealth. The first tomb 
they open in the narrative is that of a middle-class girl; they almost kill 
Richard Markham and Eliza Sidney, two upper middle-class characters; 
and they go as far as attempting to break into Buckingham Palace, which 
to them is ‘no more than another crib to crack’.99 No place is too high 
for Anthony Tidkins, not even the very heart of the British Empire, 
and neither the property, nor the secrets of his social betters are beyond  
his reach.

Mysteries is a penny blood with a resurrectionist villain, and it is there-
fore natural that the threat posed by the permeability of the illusory 
boundary should concretize in physical destruction, more precisely anni-
hilation through dismemberment. The narrative directly connects this 
danger to the lack of communication between the two worlds, particu-
larly to the middle-class characters’ ignorance of the language of poverty. 
From several episodes, it emerges that characters from the world of pov-
erty react to the threatening middle- and upper class power by creating 
their own code of communication. As in Sweeney Todd, this separate code 
grants its speakers the power of excluding others from discourse. Richard 
and Ellen ignore the code of poverty and suffer the consequences of 
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their ignorance; furthermore, the narrative seems to suggest that, to an 
extent, their ignorance is a shortcoming on their part.

Richard, honourable to a fault, refuses to assume any honourable 
intent in Tidkins when he meets him near Count Alteroni’s villa, and 
treats him as his social inferior. He knows nothing of Anthony except 
that he is a former Newgate convict, which condition they share and 
makes their positions in society not very different after all. This is some-
thing Richard refuses to acknowledge. Therefore, when Anthony asks 
him what he is doing in that neighbourhood and who was the girl with 
whom he was talking, he is outraged: ‘surveying the ruffian with mingled 
indignation and disgust’, he exclaims ‘And by what right do you dare to 
put those insolent queries to me?’.100 His gaze averted, the Resurrection 
Man ‘coolly’ replies that, in that case, ‘[he] can precious soon ascertain 
all the truth for [him]self’.101 Far from catching the threat implicit in 
these words, Markham displays his middle-class outrage at being treated 
as a peer by a former Newgate convict. As Anthony turns towards the 
house of the Alteronis, he cries:

Wretch! What do you mean to do? […] you do not know that that abode 
is sacred – that it is the residence of probity, innocence and honour – that 
if you were to breathe a hint who [sic] and what you are, you would be 
spurned from the door?102

By defining Isabella’s house as a ‘sacred’ place where ‘probity, inno-
cence and honour’ reside, Richard is implying Tidkins’ foreignness to 
these virtues, which makes him unwelcome among respectable people. He  
marginalizes Anthony, reminding him of his low, disreputable social sta-
tion. This is a mistake. Since Richard connects power to social standing, 
he fails to see that Anthony’s knowledge gives him power, and that his 
position is far from subdued. Tidkins bitterly replies that he is ‘accus-
tomed to that in this Christian land’, and then adds that he may just

ask for alms […] at that house, and thereupon state that the gentleman 
who was just now walking with the young lady […] was a companion of 
mine in Newgate – a communication which will tend to preserve the inno-
cence, honour, probity and all the rest of it, of that family.103

To Richard’s protests that he cannot be ‘so base’ as to ‘betray’ him 
and ‘ruin his reputation’, Anthony retorts: ‘And why should I have any 
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regard for you, since you receive and treat me as if I was a dog?’.104 Of 
course, Tidkins blackmails Richard to keep silent with the Alteronis 
about Newgate, asking for a sum that would leave the young man 
ruined. ‘Why do you persecute me in this way?’ Richard asks, ‘why 
should you seek […] to annihilate all my hopes of again establishing 
myself in an honourable position in society?’,105 at which Tidkins fero-
ciously replies: ‘My law is the law of the world – the oppression of the weak 
by the strong; and my right is also that universal practice – the right of him 
who takes what will not dare to be refused’.106

This exchange marks the reversal of roles between Markham and the 
Resurrection Man, and the moment in which Anthony Tidkins becomes 
Richard Markham’s nemesis. Richard’s alienation from the world of 
Anthony Tidkins made him unable to communicate with a lower class 
individual. His rhetorical speech on virtue and rights and his emphasis on 
his efforts to regain a ‘honourable’, that is, respectable, position in society 
antagonize Tidkins, who has been excluded from the right to respectabil-
ity by the class to which Richard Markham belongs. His own upbring-
ing led him to perceive the supposed moral superiority and justice of the 
middle class as an oppressive power, which he resents and transforms into 
his own distorted code of oppression. Tidkins’ awareness of the power 
of knowledge has obvious Chartist undertones, since it emphasizes the 
importance of knowledge to the oppressed to overcome the oppressor. He 
thus becomes a subversive entity in the narrative: he is the powerless indi-
vidual who overpowers his social betters using knowledge as a weapon.

Markham’s ignorance of this type of knowledge, and of the code of 
communication of the world of poverty, almost costs him his life on 
other occasions. Since poverty and its knowledge are the key to under-
standing not only the language, but also the space of poverty, he gets 
lost in the slums where the Resurrection Man lures him, and repeat-
edly falls in his traps. The first time, Markham is imprisoned in the 
Resurrection Man’s house, where he is almost killed and sold for dissec-
tion. The second time, Tidkins, posing as his long-lost brother Eugene, 
writes a message asking Richard to keep an appointment at a place omi-
nously called Twig Folly. Although the message sounds strange, Richard 
reflects: ‘Who could wish to injure me? Who would wish to take my life? 
[…] The idea is preposterous!’.107 On the next page, Richard is falling 
into the river, pushed there by the Resurrection Man, and he escapes 
death again, thanks to the help of his friend Ellen Monroe in male 
disguise.
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Similarly to Richard, Ellen ignores the code of poverty in consequence 
of her secluded middle-class life. The only daughter of ‘fond, but too 
indulgent parents’ who raised her ‘in the lap of luxury’,108 when she falls 
into disgrace and becomes a destitute seamstress in Golden Lane, she 
cannot communicate with the dwellers and does not understand who she 
can or cannot trust, which makes her the target of the ‘old hag’ who 
lives in the same building. When she first approaches Ellen, the narrative 
underscores the failure in the communication between the two women. 
To Ellen, her neighbour’s words are ‘a strain’ that she can ‘scarcely com-
prehen[d]’; although she understands she is being offered ‘a more pleas-
ant and profitable mode of earning money’, she instinctively recoils and 
‘tremble[s] at the words that issu[e] from the crone’s mouth’.109

The scene frames Ellen as a foreigner in the environment of the slum, 
unfamiliar with its language and costumes. Notably, the narrator defines 
the failure in communication, and Ellen’s status of foreignness, on the basis 
of moral parameters: ‘[t]he words of the old woman were […] unintel-
ligible to [her]’ because ‘[t]he soul of Ellen was purity itself’.110 In their 
second meeting, Ellen fails again to understand the woman, and listens 
‘as if she [is] hearing a strange language which she [is] endeavouring to 
make out’.111 This passage explicitly compares the two estranged classes to 
two foreign cultures characterized by different linguistic and moral codes. 
When Ellen finally understands (although it is not stated explicitly) that she 
is being offered to become a prostitute, she reacts according to the code of 
Victorian middle-class female respectability, covering ‘her blushing cheeks 
with her snow-white hands’ and bursting into tears.112 In the world of 
poverty, though, the middle-class code does not work, and her innocence 
becomes naiveté, exposing her to the old woman’s plans. To strengthen 
her grasp on the girl, the old woman finds her a series of temporary occu-
pations among artists—a statuary, a sculptor, a painter, a photographer, and 
an illusionist. In all these works, Ellen is in contact with men unchaperoned 
and, on most occasions, she must pose naked for them. The instalment, 
appropriately named ‘The Road to Ruin’,113 shows Ellen selling herself 
piecemeal, corrupting her soul in the process. Even the narrator, who was 
praising her virtue only a few pages earlier, coldly concludes:

Suffice it to say that […] [a] tainted soul now resided in a pure body. 
Every remaining sentiment of decency and delicacy was crushed […] Pure 
souls have frequently resided in tainted bodies […] but here was essentially 
a foul soul in a chaste and virgin form.114
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However, Ellen is only in part responsible for her state, according to 
the narrator: her ruin is to be ascribed to

dire necessity – that necessity which became an instrument in the old hag’s 
hands to model the young maiden to her purpose. […] The wretch knew 
the world well, and was able to calculate the influence of exterior circum-
stances upon the mind and the passions.115

Ellen’s transformation from ‘solitary lily in the midst of a black morass 
swarming with reptiles’116 into prostitute contributes to the narrative’s 
discourse on the power of knowledge. Whereas Ellen’s secluded, pam-
pering life made her dangerously ignorant of the world and unprepared 
for a social fall, the old woman from the slums ‘knows the world well’. 
The hostile environment where she lives hardened her nature and made 
her knowledgeable enough to pose a threat to heedless strangers.

Characters such as Richard and Ellen attacked the foundations of a 
middle-class reader’s sense of safety. They conveyed the subversive mes-
sage that the power of social standing is an ineffective defence against 
poverty, both as a condition in which individuals may fall and as a source 
of threats for the unaware. This message underpins also the narrative’s 
anti-Anatomy Act discourse.

As the juxtaposition of the pauper’s knowledge to middle-class charac-
ter’s ignorance suggested that the boundary between wealth and poverty 
was permeable, so did the graphic scenes of misery, corruption, and filth 
that constituted the narrative’s anti-Anatomy Act discourse. These scenes 
suggested that destructive effects of the Act on the poor were not as 
safely distant as the middle-class imagined, and reiterated practices from 
the dark days of anatomy studies that could easily cross social bounda-
ries. Richardson notes that the Anatomy Act failed to produce a change 
from the era of burking and bodysnatching,117 a point that emerges 
forcefully in the discourse about the injustice of the current legislation 
on the disposal of the pauper’s remains Mysteries constructs. The epi-
sodes relating the theft of the body of the unknown man in Globe Lane 
are key to understanding this discourse, as they revolve around the set of 
characters that in real life propelled, more or less overtly, the mechanism 
of the Anatomy Act: an unknown body; a poor woman; an undertaker 
and a gravedigger; and a bodysnatcher.

The old man who dies in Mrs. Smith’s lodgings had been ill for 
a while, and the widow nursed him, helped by the wife of the Buffer, 
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one of Anthony Tidkins’ accomplices. As soon as he dies, the Buffer’s 
wife immediately reports the death to her husband and the Resurrection 
Man, together with the news that the surgeon who examined the body 
let her understand that he would pay her husband generously for disin-
terring it. The Resurrection Man immediately contacts Mr. Banks, the 
undertaker of Globe Town, who sets off to Mrs. Smith’s house. The 
widow does not suspect she is letting in an undertaker: the solemnity 
with which Mr. Banks declares that ‘the least we can do is to show a feel-
ing of weneration [sic] for our deceased friends by consigning them in a 
decent manner to the grave’ induces her to think that he is a relative, or 
a minister.118 She is relieved that someone is there to ‘superintend the 
funeral’, because ‘it’s a great tax on a poor lone body like [her] to have 
such an undertaking to attend to’, and Mr. Banks slyly reassures her: ‘I’ll 
undertake the undertaking’.119 His attitude convinces Mrs. Smith that 
he must have ‘some legitimate authority for his present proceeding’, and 
she shows him the body. Finally, when she understands who she let in 
her house, her reaction—‘“Undertaker!” ejaculated the widow’120—is 
not too different from Richard Markham’s surprise at hearing Anthony 
Tidkins’ profession at Newgate.

Indeed, neither Tidkins nor Banks is suspect until he announces his 
profession, until they name themselves. Undertakers were deemed to be 
rather untrustworthy, and the Rex versus Feist case in 1858 would con-
firm these suspicions. The woman’s reaction challenges the undertak-
er’s legitimate authority: he is neither a relative, nor any form of parish 
or religious authority, so he has no right to access the body. Still, the 
woman is happy to be guided, and the fact that she refers to herself as 
‘a poor lone body’ is meaningful. The expression, typically Scottish and 
probably absorbed in the English language, is generally a substitute for 
the pronoun ‘oneself ’ and may entail ‘sympathy’.121 In this case, the 
expression suggests that she is akin to the unknown dead man in her 
lodgings: being a pauper and a widow, she is a very likely candidate for 
the surgeon’s slab, especially if she ends up in the workhouse.

Having gained the widow’s trust, Mr. Banks invites a minister of 
his choice to perform the funerary rites, and this is, of course, the 
Resurrection Man in disguise.122 In the course of his visit to Mrs. Smith’s 
house, the widow asks him whether he thinks ‘there’s such people as res-
urrection men now-a-days?’; Tidkins brazenly replies that ‘society has got 
rid of those abominations’ and now surgeons get their bodies ‘[f]rom the 
hulks, the prisons, and the workhouses’.123 Mrs. Smith ‘revolts’ at the 
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idea, and exclaims: ‘Well for my part […] I think it’s wery hard if, after 
paying rates and taxes for a many – many year, I should be obleeged to 
go to the workus, and then be cut up in a surgeon’s slaughter-house at 
last’.124 The widow did not know that the workhouses were currently a 
source of bodies for anatomy studies, and her distress upon receiving the 
information is obvious, because she knows that a person like her is likely 
to enter the workhouse. Her first reaction is of indignation: she is, after 
all, a ratepayer who, in her poverty, always paid her ‘rates and taxes’.

This remark undermines one of the founding principles of the 
Anatomy Act, which considered the use of the pauper’s bodies for dis-
section as a payment for their dependence on parish (that is, on the 
ratepayers’) support in life. Besides the obvious lack of sympathy, the fal-
lacy of this principle was the assumption that all the paupers who ended 
up in the workhouse had always been a burden on the parish, whereas 
records prove that this was not always the case. A family might fall into 
poverty after the death, illness, or injury of one or more of the people 
who provided the income, or perhaps illness might force a pauper to seek 
medical care at the workhouse infirmary. Such was the case for Charles 
Greenland, one of the people whose remains were wrongfully dissected 
in the Rex versus Feist case. Illness had made Charles unemployed, and his 
family decided that ‘their best option’ would be for him to receive med-
ical care in the workhouse infirmary,125 where he died. Charles’s remains 
were sent to Guy’s hospital for dissection while the unsuspecting family 
buried a stranger. Before falling ill, therefore, Charles did not depend on 
the parish, and yet, he became a subject for dissection at Guy’s. Although 
preceding Rex versus Feist by almost a decade, the Resurrection Man’s 
dialogue with Mrs. Smith questions both the solution the Act provides 
and the people who demanded this solution, namely, the anatomists.

Mrs. Smith’s horror at the idea that workhouse inmates should end 
up being ‘cut up in a surgeon’s slaughterhouse’ indicates that the image 
of the butcher-surgeon was still current in the late 1840s. Mysteries 
exploited the sensationalistic undertones of this image to convey the idea 
of an inhumane medical fraternity still engaged in butchering the poor 
and powerless. The tone of this representation was set during Mr. Banks’ 
first visit, when Mrs. Smith wonders at his kindness:

I always heerd [sic] say that butchers and undertakers was the most 
unfeelingest of men. They never let butchers set on juries; but I’m sure if 
undertakers is so milk-hearted, they may set on juries.126
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Mrs. Smith’s opinion on butchers influences the subsequent compari-
son of dissection rooms to slaughterhouses and, indirectly, of anatomists 
to butchers, including surgeons among the ‘most unfeelingest of men’. 
This image suggests that the current legislation enforces the role of the 
surgeon as butcher by subjecting the most exposed individuals in society 
to the further humiliation of dissection, and in so doing, wronging hon-
est citizens.

The political discourse on the disposal of paupers’ remains maintains 
the focus on the unfairness of the law with the introduction of the grave-
digger Mr. Jones in the narrative. The management of Globe Lane burial 
ground deprives the people who are interred there of a dignified conclu-
sion to their life, and yet, the parochial authorities dismiss the complaints 
of the residents and tell them to ‘prefer an indictment at the session’.127 
The narrator grimly remarks that with this move, the authorities prevent 
the poor from being able to take action:

Such a process is only accessible to those in possession of ample means; for 
the legislature has purposefully rendered law, – that is the power of obtain-
ing justice […] – a luxury attainable only by money. […] [W]ho ever 
thought of legislating for the poor? Legislate against them, and it is all 
well and good: heap statute upon statute […] encumber the most simple 
form with the most intricate technicalities – diversify reading and expand 
in verbiage until the sense becomes unintelligible – convert the whole legal 
scheme into a cunning web, so that the poor man cannot walk three steps 
without entangling his foot in one of those meshes of whose very existence 
he was previously unaware, and whose nature he cannot comprehend […] 
do all this and you are a wise and sound statesman; for this is legislating 
against the poor – and who, we repeat, would ever think of legislating for 
them?128

With this comment, the narrator illustrates the procedures of exclu-
sion of the poor from the law discourse: they cannot speak the language 
of law, which is the language of wealth, where education grants access 
either to the code itself, or to people who can interpret it. In the same 
way as Richard and Ellen cannot survive in the slums, the poor cannot 
survive in this world, and become the hapless prey of the system.

Passages such as this are typical of Reynolds’s own radical propa-
ganda incursions in his fiction. Humpherys observes that Reynolds’s 
‘strident, imperative, and frequently hyperbolic narrative voice’ could 
sound remarkably like Reynolds’s own tone, as he used it in his own 
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Sunday newspaper Reynolds’s Weekly.129 This technique created a 
 continuity between the literature of information and the literature 
of escapism he provided for his audience, and contributed to building 
what Humpherys terms the ‘exposé of institutions’130 that constituted 
Reynolds’s purpose in writing Mysteries. His aim, Humpherys argues, 
was that of ‘educating generally lower class readers about the depreda-
tions made upon them’.131 Haywood also notes Reynolds’s use of the 
narrative voice to intrude in the narrative to ‘demystify the action, and to 
remind the reader that all plots are socially and politically generated’.132 
Melodrama, Haywood continues, facilitated this process as it enabled 
the narrative voice to bring the political and social affairs of the pres-
ent time to the story, exploiting ‘what Peter Brooks calls melodrama’s 
‘hermeneutic excess’’.133 Reading the passage above from the perspec-
tive of the disposal of the remains of the poor, it can be stated that the 
narrative-propagandistic strategy exposes the ambiguous language used 
in the Anatomy Act, which left plenty of room for interpretation and 
made it ‘the bureaucrat’s bad dream’.134 The narrative thus extends the 
paradigm of reciprocal foreignness of language and knowledge between 
classes that the social gap creates to the discourse around anatomy, the 
poor, and the law. The passage illustrates the procedures of inclusion and 
exclusion from said discourse, highlighting the lack of balance in power 
the Anatomy Act creates, contributing to maintain the working class in a 
subject position.

Mysteries represented law as twisted and unintelligible, and made so 
on purpose by a system that had no interest in protecting the working 
class. The right to justice does not belong to the pauper, because its dis-
course and language belong to the class in charge. ‘The Gravedigger’ 
episode resonates with the echoes of the inability of the poor, observed 
by Hurren,135 to understand the ambiguous text, and therefore the full 
meaning, of the Anatomy Act. The emphasis on the complications of the 
legal language—‘encumber the most simple form with the most intricate 
technicalities – diversify reading and expand in verbiage until the sense 
becomes unintelligible’136—is remarkably compatible with the effects of 
the Act’s text on the semi-literate reader. Law and its unintelligible lan-
guage are represented as a weapon in the hands of the middle and upper 
classes ‘against’ the poor, used to hide from them knowledge of their 
rights regarding the disposal of their own remains. Its language is the 
language of literacy and education—the language of power.
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The Resurrection Man is the only character in the narrative who 
escapes the exclusion from discourse that regulates the power dynam-
ics between the rich and the poor. He avoids the unintelligibility trap, 
thanks to his extremely plain, intelligible speech, which testifies to his 
alarming ability to move through the vertical layers of Victorian society, 
deploying all his resources to gather information that he can later use 
to his own advantage. The Resurrection Man and his subversive reverse 
justice code threaten middle-class Richard Markham, and the graves of 
different people in the narrative, regardless of their social station in life, 
because he does not respond to the language of law, nor is he subject to 
it. Anthony Tidkins and his boundary-breaking language represent the 
terrible possibility that the unfairness of a socio-political organization 
that regulates the life of individuals to the grave and beyond according 
to wealth and poverty might rebound on the unsuspecting middle class.

Mysteries shows the lower and the middle class engaged in using lan-
guage to vie for supremacy: as the poor could not understand legal lan-
guage, so the rich could barely understand the language of the poor 
classes. Outside fiction, however, in the arena of government and legis-
lation, the poor lost the battle. Their power was confined to the slums. 
Conforming to this dynamic, Mysteries systematically represents the poor 
as voiceless, unintelligible, and the legislation regulating the disposal of 
their remains as written against them. Representing this lack of balance 
in power and its connection to language, the narrative attempts to make 
readers aware of their position with respect to it, while at the same time 
translating the unintelligible language of law for them. The geographical 
movements that accompany the characters’ experience of different social 
contexts constitute the spatial scaffolding of the discourse on power, 
knowledge, and dissection in the narrative. In Mysteries’ labyrinthine 
London, space speaks of the anxieties about dismemberment and annihi-
lation that haunted the geospace of the Victorian city.

3  the faLL anD the LaByrinth: MaPPing  
the Way to truth

Similarly to Sweeney Todd, Mysteries strives to create a perfect superim-
position of the Victorian metropolis in the narrative to the geospace of 
Victorian London. This process includes the construction of the urban 
landscape on an ‘imaginative diagram’ of ‘oppositions’ to expose social 
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contrasts, which Humpherys notes was a strategy used also by sev-
eral authors of fiction, most notably Dickens and Pierce Egan, and by 
‘political cartoonists’.137 In so doing, Reynolds endeavoured to rep-
resent his readers’ space with its connections to the different aspects 
of their life, including their anxieties and frustrations. In the narrative 
space of Mysteries, we encounter locations that are directly connected 
with the history of anatomy in the metropolis, through which the nar-
rative explores the role of medicine in enforcing social inequality. These 
spaces become a highly sensational, graphic landscape in which dramatic 
scenes of poverty and crime unfold. A representative instance is the use 
of Bethnal Green, the area where the historical London burkers lived, 
as the abode of the Resurrection man. The powerful historical charge 
of spaces such as Bethnal Green contributed to constructing the narra-
tive’s urban space as a reflection of the unbalanced power distribution in 
the metropolis, and this representation could not but focus on the East 
End area. Within this narrative space, Reynolds rewrote the tropes of the 
trapdoor and the labyrinth, which, as we have seen in Sweeney Todd, had 
become part of metropolitan culture and tapped into anxieties related 
to the city’s destructive potential. While they contributed to discussing 
the social chasm in the story, these tropes also exploited and reinforced 
popular discourses around death, crime, and medicine in the space of 
the London East End. The narrative space of Mysteries thus became a 
social-geographical commentary inscribed within an exciting narrative, 
which was meant to create in the reader the illusion of living into their 
narrative space.

The East End was synonymous with poverty, unsanitary housing, and 
precarious health; logically, therefore, the Anatomy Act had a strong 
impact on its inhabitants. Notably, it was also the space of hospitals: 
south, the London Hospital in Whitechapel; west, St. Bartholomew’s 
in Smithfield; north, St. Luke’s Lunatic Asylum, adjacent to the slum 
of Old Nichol, and the private anatomy schools of Little Windmill, next 
to Bethnal Green; and, further south, beyond the river, St. Thomas and 
Guy’s Hospital, located in the analogous area of Southwark. The evolu-
tion of the geography of the city caused the hospitals to become part of 
the degraded scenery of the Victorian metropolis because, in fact, they 
were originally built to serve the poor: St. Bartholomew’s and the St. 
Thomas’s and Guy’s were founded to provide health care for the pauper, 
and St. Luke hosted specifically the lunatic poor. The London Hospital 
in Whitechapel, built in 1740 under the name of London Infirmary and 
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moved to Whitechapel in 1752, was meant to treat ‘the sick poor among 
“the merchant seaman and manufacturing classes”: the east End commu-
nity of the time’.138 This geospace of medicine and poverty became the 
space of murder connected to medicine and poverty when the ‘Italian 
Boy’ case exploded. It is therefore unsurprising that this area should 
become in the narrative a space in which the crimes that the Anatomy 
Act should have dispelled are instead uncannily alive.

Anthony Tidkins’ presence pervades the narrative space of the 
East End. Indeed, Hackenberg suggests that the reader, as the charac-
ters in the story, is threatened with encountering him at every ‘turn of 
the page’.139 Although his address varies slightly across the narrative, 
the fictional Tidkins lives in an area that corresponds to the geospatial 
Bethnal Green where Bishop and Williams lived. The house in which he 
imprisons Richard Markham is near Birdcage Walk, which merges with 
Crabtree Row, bordering the Nova Scotia Gardens, where the London 
burkers lived. Later, Tidkins himself will give his own address as ‘the 
Cambridge Road corner of Bethnal Green Road’.140 Bethnal Green 
Road is south, and slightly further east, of Birdcage Walk, but it is still, 
unmistakeably, Bethnal Green, East London. Shoreditch, where he 
snatches the corpse of the girl, is immediately west of Bethnal Green, and 
it is also the site of Holywell Mount cemetery, which, as we have seen, 
had record of being a bodysnatching site. Fanny Pigburn, one of Bishop 
and Williams’s victims, was also from Shoreditch. Finally, Globe Town, 
where Tidkins resurrects the body of Mrs. Smith’s late tenant, borders 
Bethnal Green and Whitechapel, where the London Hospital was rebuilt 
in 1752 (Fig. 1).

The systematic superimposition of the narrative space of the 
Resurrection Man on the geospace of burking and bodysnatching 
makes the narrative resonate with the echoes of a newspaper report. 
Furthermore, as Haywood observes,141 and as shown in the previous sec-
tions, Reynolds tended to include in his fiction a considerable amount of 
non-fictional material. The extensive discussion of Enon Chapel between 
Mr. Jones and Mr. Banks in ‘The Grave-digger’ is a perfect example of 
this operation. The Enon Chapel scandal was discussed in the newspa-
pers as late as 1847 and in 1842, the Times dedicated a series of arti-
cles to the case, which included passages from George Walker’s report  
The Grave Yards of London.

In Grave Yards, Walker wrote that in Enon Chapel, during the sum-
mer months, an insect ‘which had the appearance of a common bug 
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with wings’ was observed ‘crawl and fly’ through the building.142 It was 
assumed to come from the festering bodies that were piled up to reach 
the thin floor board, and the children of the Sunday school had named 
it ‘body bug’.143 In Mysteries, Mr. Jones and Mr. Banks describe the 
appalling conditions of the chapel’s vault with great accuracy, down to 
the shape of the ‘body bugs’, an insect ‘just like the common bug, and 
with wings’ produced by the decomposing bodies under the chapel.144 
Furthermore, Walker wrote in Grave Yards that ‘second-hand coffin fur-
niture, (nails, more especially) may be found by the hundredth weight, 
at many of the ‘dealers in marine stores’’ and that ‘coffin wood has been 
extensively used as an ordinary fuel in low neighbourhoods’145; the Times 
reported this passage verbatim in October 1841.146 In Mysteries, Mr. 
Jones boasts about the ‘sight of coffin nails [he] sells every month to the 
marine-store dealers’, and claims to feel like a fool for not selling ‘the 
coffin-wood for fuel, as most other grave-diggers does’.147 The inclusion 
of non-fiction material, combined with the superimposition of the nar-
rative space on the geospace, gives the impression that the events nar-
rated are happening as the series is being published. Reynolds embedded 

Fig. 1 Greenwood, Christopher and John. Map of London, from actual survey, 
comprehending the various improvements to 1851. Detail of Bethnal Green © 
British Library Board 03/07/2018. Shelfmark: Maps Crace Port. 7.265. Item 
number: 265. The yellow circle marks the area of the Nova Scotia Gardens, with 
Crabtree Row in red below it and Birdcage Walk in green on the right
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his fiction so deeply in his reader’s reality that the barrier between the 
two thinned. Consequently, such passages as the conversation between 
the gravedigger and the undertaker could raise the readers’ indignation. 
Likewise, the crimes of the Resurrection Man, in theory suppressed by 
the Anatomy Act, could be imagined to be happening in the readers’ 
reality.

The scenes in which Anthony Tidkins performs acts of burking and 
bodysnatching are sensational and crude, but they always include details 
that anchor them to the intended reader’s reality, such as the uncanny 
similarity between his modus operandi and that of Bishop and Williams. 
Such a degree of realism made it easier to imagine that Tidkins was per-
petrating at the moment crimes that theoretically belonged to the bar-
barous past of the London burkers. The narrative represents doctors 
requiring his services, as the actual medical fraternity did when they pur-
chased murdered and stolen bodies coming from the same locations the 
narrative described. The annihilation of the space–time distance between 
readers and events narrated ominously suggested that in the geospace 
equivalent to the narrative, the exploitation of the dead poor was still 
going on. This operation constructed both the fictional and geospatial 
East End as the locus of danger that threatened the integrity of the body, 
a liminal space that rejected legality and was intrinsically deadly. These 
features emerge both in the labyrinthine design of this narrative space 
and in the movement the characters perform through it.

Mysteries exploits the trapdoor trope explicitly connoting the fall as 
both geographical and social. While from the spatial point of view it rep-
resents a sudden drop from the world of life above to the world of death 
below, its association with murderous/criminal characters also defines it 
as a movement from respectability to social ruin. The fall is also the chief 
movement of the narrative and it opens the series: in Chapter 1, Eliza 
Sidney (disguised as Walter) is lost in the terrifying neighbourhood of 
Smithfield, is caught in a storm, and seeks shelter in an ominous-look-
ing old house. After a rather gingerly exploration, she finds that in one 
of the rooms, ‘in the middle of the floor—only three feet from the 
spot where he [stands]—there [is] a large square of jet blackness’, and 
immediately ‘[a]n indescribable sensation of fear [creeps] over him’.148 
Discussing images of water underground in narratives as inspiring terror, 
Bachelard notes that the ‘shiver’ that the character ‘sense[s]’ before this 
subterranean water goes beyond humanity to become ‘an anthropo-cos-
mic fear that echoes the great legend of man cast back into primitive 
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situations’.149 It is a feeling that speaks to a more primeval level of our 
mind, and indeed Eliza perceives, feels, rather than sees, the deadliness 
of the plunge into darkness the black square represents, similarly to the 
protagonist of Poe’s tale ‘The Pit and the Pendulum’. Poe’s tale, pre-dat-
ing Mysteries by two years, likewise shows a panic-stricken protagonist 
in a dark, underground space, on the verge of a dark ‘pit’ with water 
at the bottom. While Poe’s protagonist avoids the jump into darkness, 
by the end of episode three (the title of which, ‘The Trap-door’, clari-
fies the nature of the black square on the floor), two villains push Eliza 
into that ‘ominous blackness’ which is ‘the mouth of a yawning gulf’ on 
the Fleet Ditch.150 Before falling, Eliza cries: ‘Do not—do not murder 
me!’,151 confirming that the plunge in the trapdoor brings death. Only 
three instalments later, the reader learns that she survived the fall, and 
that her miraculous escape led her to a tour of the slums, inclusive of a 
visit to a rookery, during which she learns about the miserable lives of its 
inhabitants.

Richard Markham also experiences, and survives, the fall in the 
Resurrection Man’s lair, where Tidkins left him for dead with his terrible 
Mummy. Taking the woman by surprise, Markham tries to learn from 
her the name of the unknown corpse he saw laying in the kitchen, in 
the hope of alerting the dead man’s friends. The Mummy tricks Richard 
into entering a dark room, where a trapdoor gives away under his feet. In 
the next chapter, though, the readers learn from a furious Tidkins that 
the Mummy plunged Markham, not towards death, but towards safety: 
‘Did I not tell you a month or so ago that the wall between the hole and 
the saw-pit in the empty house next door has given away!’.152 Richard 
escapes and reaches a station house, where he asks for help. As with Mark 
Ingestrie in Sweeney Todd, Eliza and Richard emerge from the plunge 
in the underground bringing back truth about an unseen reality of mis-
ery and death. However, Richard’s account of the horrors of Birdcage 
Walk yields hardly any results, because he cannot guide the police back 
to Anthony Tidkins’ house. After his escape, he runs at break-neck 
speed for one hour, covering ‘many miles of ground’,153 the prolonged 
effort of the run conveyed through the three-time repeated phrase ‘He 
ran – he ran’.154 In this mighty effort, he pursues ‘tortuous paths and 
circuitous routes’,155 and emerges in the district of Wapping, south 
of Whitechapel, in the docks area east of the Tower of London. From 
there, he cannot trace his way back. The downwards movement of the 
fall in the East End thus appears to be closely related to the unmappable 
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tortuous space of the slum, which Richard and Eliza experience both 
before and after the (supposedly) deadly plunge.

Mysteries middle-class characters’ ignorance of the language to com-
municate in the slum is matched by their lacking the geographical map 
to navigate its labyrinth. The labyrinth is the intrinsic nature of the East 
End: being synonymous with the unknowable, the concept expressed the 
dangers (imagined and real) and lack of logic that defined the East End 
geospace. The middle-class character is lost in the twisted streets of the 
narrative labyrinth, as helpless and as exposed to fatal danger as a Gothic 
heroine. Eliza/Walter reaches the old house after getting lost in the ‘lab-
yrinth of narrow and dirty streets which lies in the immediate vicinity of 
the north-western angle of Smithfield-market’.156 To her middle-class 
eyes, it seems impossible that ‘human beings could dwell in such fetid 
and unwholesome dens’, and she beholds in shock the ‘labyrinth of 
dwellings whose very aspect appeared to speak of hideous poverty and 
fearful crime’.157 The twice-repeated word ‘labyrinth’ strengthens the 
feeling of a twisted, threatening space unknown to the middle-class 
character, who is emotionally overwhelmed and almost killed by it. The 
only reason Eliza survives the fall is that she breaks conventions on many 
levels: she is a gender-shifter and, although good at the core, she is an 
unwitting party in a criminal scheme. Being far more nuanced than the 
typical helpless heroine of Gothic and popular fiction, she survives both 
the fall and the dreadful tour of the slums that ensues.

Similarly, Richard loses his way in the maze of Bethnal Green before 
falling into the trapdoor in the Resurrection Man’s house. Ironically 
enough, he gets lost immediately after a heated discussion with Tidkins, 
in which he announces that he is no longer willing to be blackmailed. 
Richard declares: ‘[o]ur ways lie in different directions, both at the pres-
ent and in the future’ and that he ‘shall know how to be upon [his] 
guard’ against Tidkins’ revenge.158 Eventually, he is incapable of putting 
either statement into practice: he takes precisely the way that leads to the 
Resurrection Man’s neighbourhood, where Tidkins follows him, catch-
ing him off guard. As Richard loses his way and penetrates deeper and 
deeper into Bethnal Green, the narrator reiterates that ‘[t]he district of 
Spitalfields and Bethnal Green was totally unknown to Markham’.159 Of 
course, it is midnight, the streets are ‘nearly deserted’, and ‘[t]he lamps 
[…] only ma[ke] darkness visible, instead of throwing a useful light upon 
the intricate maze of narrow thoroughfares’.160 While Richard meant to 
reach Shoreditch and there find a coach home, ‘[e]merging from Brick 
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Lane, he crossed Church Street, and struck into that labyrinth of dirty 
and dangerous lanes in the vicinity of Bird-cage Walk’, where he soon 
realizes that he has taken the wrong way, as he ‘flounder[s] about in a 
long narrow street, unpaved, and here and there almost blocked up with 
heaps of putrescent filth’.161 As in Eliza’s case, the narrative builds up 
the feeling of a dangerous and claustrophobic space, which is compared 
again to a ‘maze’ and a ‘labyrinth’, ‘long and narrow’, ‘blocked up’ with 
filth. The East-end Londoner would have recognized Markham’s mis-
take: after coming out of Brick Lane, he should have turned left towards 
Shoreditch, instead of crossing Church Street and straying north into 
Bethnal Green. The narrative shows yet another middle-class character 
lost in uncharted territory, a terra incognita that is, by contrast, the nat-
ural environment of the Resurrection Man. Through Richard’s eyes, the 
East End becomes an unfamiliar, dangerous space for the reader as well, 
also because of the presence of Anthony Tidkins, a criminal whose dead-
liness transcends social and spatial boundaries. His presence is ominously 
suggested by the ‘footsteps behind [Richard]’, which appear and disap-
pear so that Richard concludes he is either deluding himself or, worse, 
‘the person whose steps he heard stopped when he did’.162

If Bethnal Green is a labyrinth, Anthony Tidkins is the monster that 
haunts it, its very own Minotaur. The appearing and disappearing foot-
steps suggest the chilling possibility that the he may have his own pri-
vate path in the maze, perhaps some hidden trapdoor in an empty house, 
which allows him to stalk his prey unnoticed, a perfect fantasy of under-
ground cellar space dominion, as Bachelard theorizes it.163 This sug-
gestion, which seems to find confirmation in Richard’s discovery of the 
tunnel connecting Tidkins’ house to the one next to it, alludes to a sub-
terranean labyrinth that reflects the one above the ground, connecting 
the Resurrection Man’s narrative space in Bethnal Green with the geo-
space of Bethnal Green inhabited by Bishop and Williams. As mentioned 
in the previous chapter, the ‘Italian Boy’ case originated the myth that ‘a 
warren of cellars and subterranean passages’ connected the two cottages 
in Nova Scotia Gardens, which, Wise contends, is a powerful example of 
the belief that London criminals could ‘move around unseen along secret 
pathways of their own making’.164 Although never mentioned explic-
itly, Bishop and Williams hover threateningly over the narrative when 
Richard, unnerved by the sound of footsteps behind him, reflects on the 
infamous events that established the notoriety of the neighbourhood 
in which he is walking. He remembers stories about ‘the mysterious 
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disappearance of persons in the east end of the metropolis’, and recent 
‘fell deeds of crime’ that have been discovered ‘in the very district where 
he [is] now wandering’.165

Therefore, the narrative replica of the Bethnal Green geospace is 
charged with the negative memory of the London Burkers’ homicides. 
As in Sweeney Todd, this connects the narrative space to anxieties about 
disappearing below the ground and being there dismembered, that is, 
dissected. The scene in the Resurrection Man’s house reinforces this 
connection: Richard, who is playing dead in the hope of saving his life, 
listens to the Buffer recalling a previous victim that they sold to the same 
‘sawbones’, i.e. surgeon, who commissioned the theft of the body of the 
girl in Shoreditch. When they ‘caught hold of a feller that was walking so 
comfortable along, looking up at the moon’, the Cracksman had the idea 
of ‘holding him with his head downwards in a tub of water […] until he 
was drowned’.166 The Buffer exclaims proudly:

and now we’ve reduced it to a reg’lar system. Tub of water all ready on 
the floor – hooks and cords to hold them chaps’ feet up to the ceiling; and 
then, my eye! there they hangs, head downwards […] like the carcasses in 
the butchers’ shops […]167

This detailed description marks the kinship of the fictional burkers and 
the London burkers, and reiterates images of dissection and medicine 
that date back to the pre-Anatomy Act era: the ‘hanging carcasses’ of 
the burkers’ victims and the reference to butchery recall such popu-
lar representations of anatomy as Heath’s print A Few Illustrations for 
Mr. Warburton’s Bill. Markham escapes the fate of the unknown corpse 
he saw in the kitchen in the attempt to discover his name and address 
from the Mummy and prevent its anatomy sale. The narrative therefore 
connects the idea of identity, and losing one’s identity in the maze, with 
death and dissection, intermingling it with the anxieties attached to the 
underground space.

The works for Brunel’s Tunnel first, and for the London Underground 
later, disrupted the foundations of the city for the best part of the cen-
tury, stirring atavistic fears connected with the subterranean space as the 
space of death and dark forces.168 When Mysteries was being issued, the 
Tunnel under the Thames had been open only two years, after almost 
twenty years of intermittent construction. When it opened, Charles 
Pearson suggested the possibility of creating an underground railway.169 
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His idea was derided; nevertheless, it was discussed recurrently in the sub-
sequent decades, and its detractors adopted in their discourses a range 
of images that spanned from hellish cosmology, to lampooning humour, 
to catastrophic conjectures about tunnels collapsing by the sheer weight 
of the streets above them.170 Pike notes that the middle class pictured 
movement below the ground as dangerous, an unlikely alternative to 
orthodox channels of urban movement, because they perceived the sub-
terranean space to be unsafe and uncivilized.171 Flanders similarly argues 
that representations of the slums as unmappable and unsafe originated in 
middle-class perceptions of that space, which rested on the physical, eco-
nomic, and cultural distance between the middle and the lower classes.172 
Therefore, the representation of the slum space as terra incognita, threat-
ening the physical and moral integrity of the middle-class individual, 
reflected the negative moral connotations attributed to both the subterra-
nean space and the lower class.

These concepts emerge forcefully in the spatial representations of 
Mysteries, which is, after all, a sensational narrative written by an essen-
tially middle-class, though Chartist, author. Eliza describes the peo-
ple of Smithfield as a mass of ‘ferocious-looking men and brazen-faced 
women’, who cheer as they watch two women fighting ‘like wild cats’.173 
The inhabitants of the rookery that she unwillingly ends up visiting con-
sists of ‘males and females evidently of the most wretched description’, 
as girls are ‘almost naked, without shoes, or stockings’ and the men 
are ‘hatless and shoeless’, which clashes with their apparent ‘boister-
ous mirth’.174 Similarly, the neighbourhood of Wapping where Richard 
emerges after his escape from the Resurrection Man’s lair ‘swarm[s] with 
crimps ever ready to entrap the reckless and generous-hearted sailor’, 
and is plagued with miserable pubs selling ‘vile adulterated beer’ to ‘poor 
half-starved coal-heavers whose existence alternates between crushing 
toil and killing intoxication’.175 Finally, Ellen Monroe’s descending path 
to ruin also happens when misfortune confines her to Golden Lane in St 
Luke, yet another labyrinthine spot immediately west of Shoreditch. The 
East End thus also becomes the space of the moral fall, where the indi-
vidual is dragged towards the deadly pit from a geographical, social, and 
spiritual perspective.

The quintessentially inexplicable and confusing nature of the maze 
pervades the space of the East End in Mysteries, connecting its superficial 
and subterranean environments via the negative values of criminality and 
moral and physical decay. The labyrinthine slum becomes the space of 
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the physical, social, and moral fall where only poverty provides a map, 
and therefore a chance of survival, sustaining the alternative knowledge 
that emerges in the narrative as a reaction to the unfair social dynam-
ics that characterized both fictional and geospatial London. The social 
structure affected the distribution of the population in the geographi-
cal space of the city, progressively segregating the poor in overcrowded 
slums that jeopardized physical health and annihilated personal dignity. 
Resurrectionists, first, and the Anatomy Act later, protracted annihilation 
after death. Consequently, Mysteries represents the space of the slum as 
one that tests both the regular dweller and the occasional (middle-class) 
visitor.

Nevertheless, even the unknown and unmappable labyrinth has 
the function of mapping out the world for the reader. Mysteries’ verti-
cal socio-geographical space has its geospatial correspondent in the 
Victorian city and reflects its clearly delimited cultural boundaries. 
Furthermore, the narrative explicitly connects the East End space as the 
space of the actual and metaphorical fall of the individual, which envis-
ages death as the ultimate outcome, to dangers related to anatomy and 
dissection. In the East End labyrinth, both residents and unwitting for-
eigners become potential preys of the burkers, hence candidates for the 
scalpel. Similarly to Mark Ingestrie in Sweeney Todd, characters precipitate 
in the pit below the ground of the city, where their fate is annihilation. 
Yet, again similarly to Mark, all three of the middle-class characters that 
experience the labyrinth and the fall in Mysteries are allowed to survive. 
None of them can change the situation they witnessed: Mark cannot find 
his way back to Bethnal Green, Eliza can only dismally relate what she 
saw in Smithfield, while Ellen strives to collect the fragments of herself 
and rebuild her identity after moving out of Golden Lane. However, by 
representing the socio-geographical fall of the characters and allowing 
them to ascend from it and relate their experience, the narrative invites 
the readers to use the knowledge thus provided to their advantage. In 
so doing, the narrative performed the educational purpose Reynolds 
intended for his fiction, exposing the social, political, and geographical 
injustices of the management of the metropolis, which influenced the 
disposal of an individual’s remains. Dismemberment and the effacing of 
one’s identity were indissolubly connected to the spaces of poverty, and 
the specular extension above and below the ground of Mysteries’ London 
symbolizes the merging of social and physical death in the Anatomy 
Act. Hence, Mysteries created for its readers a map to navigate their own 
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apparently illogic space, tracing its origins in the power unbalance that 
characterized their society and inciting them to act.

Although the series never explicitly mentioned the Anatomy Act, the 
story discussed it and problematized its consequences on the lower strata 
of society, conforming to the Chartist principle of instructing the masses 
to bring them closer to respectability and power. To this end, Mysteries 
exploited familiar figures from the folklore of the city, rewriting them 
in a sensational narrative. Their anachronistic presence in the almost- 
contemporary fictional London of Mysteries highlighted the inadequacy 
of the system in place and its violation of the right of the poor to a dig-
nified conclusion of their life. To reinforce this point, the narrative dis-
cussed the power roles characterizing the discourse around anatomy and 
dissection, systematically representing the poor as voiceless in a debate 
they do not possess the code to understand. The code is the language 
of legality, which the narrative posed as the language of the oppressor, a 
tool used against the poor to exclude them from the conversation. As a 
reaction, the poor develop their own alternative code, which grants them 
some power within the boundaries of the space of poverty. This linguistic 
gap in the narrative corresponded to the actual inability of the Victorian 
poor to understand the language of the Act which, as historians note, 
put the power of deliberating over the disposal of their own remains 
beyond their reach. The replication of the geospace of medicine and 
murder in the narrative and the obsessive preoccupation with the phys-
ical and social fall into the unmappable labyrinth were functional to the 
critique of the exclusion of the poor from respectability, even in death. 
Simultaneously, these representations catered to eminently middle-class 
anxieties about loss of respectability, about the fear of sharing the same 
fate of the powerless, dispossessed pauper.

The only exception to the segregation of spaces and discourses was 
the Resurrection Man, the quintessential monster of anatomy, whose 
anachronistic presence threatens equally his social peers and social bet-
ters. His reiteration of crimes that law should have stopped and his 
uncanny ability to transcend boundaries made him the embodiment of 
the terrible possibilities the inadequate system presented. His cadaveric 
presence suggested that the existence of a law that, disregarding the 
dignity of the weaker portion of the population, would rebound on the 
whole society without distinctions.
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On 2 May 1828, anonymous bodysnatcher A.B. told the Select 
Committee he believed that, should bodies for dissection be sourced 
from workhouses and hospitals, people would finally overcome their 
‘prejudice’ against anatomy and understand it was ‘done for the good 
of the public’.1 It is unclear why he should say so, as the Act would put 
him out of business; perhaps, he had already been assured that he would 
be provided for, perhaps he had earned enough to invest in another ven-
ture.2 However, his views were exceedingly optimistic: after the passing 
of the Act, the pauper could do nothing but abide by its provisions, but 
historians have shown that the obligation to leave (and sometimes being 
cheated into leaving) their bodies to the anatomists did not improve 
their perception of dissection in the least. When I began this study,  
I was impressed by the recurring representation of displaced bodies and 
unethical doctors in penny bloods and became convinced that such a sig-
nificant presence in a genre traditionally considered inconsistent, and the 
contemporary development of a law that problematized the relationship 
between the pauper’s body and medicine could not be a coincidence. 
Nor could I find the bloods’ famous love for violence and the macabre 
a sufficient explanation for such insistence on a topic that was so pain-
ful to its working-class readers. The analysis I developed in this book is 
meant to produce a more satisfactory answer—it attempts to dissect, in 
a way, the system of discourses about the harrowing issue of dismember-
ment, bodysnatching, and social power visible under the surface of the 
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narratives. It demonstrated, firstly, that the massive body of the penny 
blood genre can be analysed, with the correct tools, as a literary phe-
nomenon inscribed within a historical, social, and artistic context much 
like other genres. Furthermore, it showed that even the lowly penny 
bloods responded to political and social phenomena that impacted on 
their readership, interweaving in the fabric of their narratives characters, 
discourses and geographies, sometimes unspeakable and incomprehen-
sible, but always frightening, connected with medical deontology and 
bodily agency.

As a literary form, the penny blood undoubtedly presented a quantity 
of stylistic flaws: plot incoherence, authorial uncertainty, oversimplified 
characters, and abrupt interruptions are only the most evident. However, 
these flaws represent an issue only insofar one intends to examine the 
genre using the criteria of mainstream, i.e. middle-class, Victorian fiction: 
an approach that such scholars as James and Moretti have long since 
established to be counterproductive. The sampling, or cross-section, 
analysis approach I adopted in this book, conversely, uncovered continu-
ities, resonances, and patterns in the four narratives examined, address-
ing complex—as in articulated, nuanced—themes such as medicine 
and ethics. We have seen that Manuscripts and Varney on the one side, 
and Sweeney Todd and Mysteries on the other, take two different stands 
regarding medicine. The former two represent opposite kinds of medical 
man, the negative monomaniac scientist and the reassuring super-doctor. 
These two figures act in a ‘gothic’ space belonging to a ‘barbaric’ (i.e. 
pre-Anatomy Act) era, where the insane doctor ‘Gothicises’ the space, 
while the heroic doctor brings logic and clarity in chaos. The latter two 
specimens instead do not provide a positive representation of the medi-
cal fraternity, and their urban landscapes reproduce geospaces where the 
underground is the ‘locus’ of death and dissection, but also of truth.

Besides these two distinct interpretations of the medical figure 
emerges the pattern that connects all four narratives, marked by ample 
use of popular discourses about medicine and dissection, both in terms 
of characters and in terms of spaces. The combination of cannibalism, 
butchery, mad doctors, and resurrectionists in the plots shows that the 
narratives engaged with the complex, broader milieu of early-to-mid-
century popular culture forms, participating in popular strategies to 
represent and discuss lower class anxieties and beliefs about the medi-
cal world. Each narrative discusses issues relating to early-century 
developments in medical studies, actively questioning their ethics and 
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highlighting the power struggle implicit in the change the Anatomy 
Act brought about. In so doing, they develop their own discourse 
about medicine, using images and tropes familiar to their audience to 
analyse the threat the new law posed to the integrity of their readers’ 
bodies. Monstrous characters and images worked as a tool for displace-
ment, as a channel to represent the fears and distress that the Anatomy 
Act generated in the working class, as studies in medical history such as 
Richardson’s and Hurren’s show. By doing so, all four narratives suggest 
to the reader a coping mechanism to face the system that threatens their 
right to a decent interment: the belief in the existence of positive, sym-
pathetic medical figures (Manuscripts and Varney); the importance of dis-
covering the truth in order to achieve closure (Sweeney Todd); and finally, 
the necessity of knowing the faults of the system in place (Mysteries). The 
sensationalized spaces of death and medicine, both real (as in replications 
of geospace) and metaphorical or imagined (as in the operating-thea-
tre-like staging of Will Stephen’s gaze over Clara Crofton’s corpse, or 
Sweeney Todd’s underground slaughterhouse/dissection room) provide 
a ‘safe’ arena, whose very position on the page sanctions as safe. Here, 
readers can face sensitive and complicated issues regarding the power 
that the medical fraternity (for better or worse) exercised over them. 
The narratives attribute slightly different meanings to these sensational 
spaces: in Manuscripts and Sweeney Todd, the spaces of death and medi-
cine are the scene of a dramatic, but just, solution to the power conflicts 
between characters (and, vicariously, between the reader and the medical 
fraternity). In Varney and Mysteries, the same type of space is the stage 
of horror: the dramatic vampiric revivification in Varney and the ghastly 
deeds of resurrectionism and burking in Mysteries provide the reader with 
the vicarious experience of the trauma, but leave the solution of the con-
flict suspended.

The vertical movement I noted at the onset of my research aids the 
construction of this spatial discussion of the ethical and power conflict. 
Bodies emerge from the underground world and visit their revenge upon 
the characters who provoked their fall or disturbed their rest, particularly 
in Rymer’s works. In Reynolds, the vertical movement has the twofold 
purpose of both commenting on the ease with which the urban space 
provokes the fall (physical, moral, and social) of the individual, and of 
discussing anxieties about bodily annihilation in the urban subterranean 
space. In all four narratives, class is an important element that marks 
the bodies that resurface from under the ground: Mary Sinclair, Long 
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Hannibal Jeffries, Sweeney Todd’s victims (including Mark Ingestrie, 
the survivor), and Mrs. Smith’s unknown tenant are all part of the lower 
orders of society, people whose right to burial without dissection was 
not protected by the law either before or after the Anatomy Act. Varney 
became the subject of Chillingworth’s galvanism experiment because he 
was a hanged felon, and therefore belonged to a category that the popu-
lar mind traditionally associated with dissection and anatomy, even after 
the Anatomy Act. Clara Crofton and the unnamed, but obviously mid-
dle-class girl of ‘The Body-snatchers’ episode represent middle-class anxi-
eties about suffering the fate of the lower class after death.

I would therefore state that the displaced/dismembered body resur-
facing from a subterranean space in the four narratives powerfully rep-
resents the fearful possibility of becoming a subject for dissection after 
death, losing one’s identity for the benefit of science and the wider soci-
ety. The classes that manage power, that is the middle and upper classes, 
indeed, carelessly (and silently) sanction the sacrifice of certain bodies. 
The displaced/dismembered bodies and their movement through space 
also become a channel for a commentary on the medical fraternity, 
depending on how they react to the dead body and its movement, and 
how they position themselves in the spaces of medicine and the spaces of 
death (i.e. cemeteries, vaults, and rooms where corpses are laid). These 
images and commentaries are offered to the reader in the form of enter-
taining literature, of a kind that, we must remember, was located out-
side, and possibly against, mainstream culture. This literature circulated 
among working-class readers discourses from which they were excluded, 
as they did not belong to the class that dictated the social, spatial, and 
political norms that regulated the new industrial society. In this sense, 
the four narratives were revolutionary, not because they incited to rev-
olution, but because they circulated topics otherwise wrapped in silence 
and unintelligible language among the social constituency that was inter-
ested in knowing them. By stating this, I do not mean to claim that the 
penny bloods purposefully, successfully, and beyond doubt instructed the 
working class on the Anatomy Act. I would rather assert that the simple 
act of circulating the discourse around medicine and dissection through 
more or less metaphorical medical figures acting alongside cadavers kept 
the topic alive in the minds of readers, quite possibly increasing aware-
ness about the issue. In this way, the penny bloods here examined acted 
against mainstream culture in a revolutionary way, allowing their under-
privileged, underrepresented, and socially powerless readership to know, 
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think about, and perhaps even discuss the issue of anatomy and dissec-
tion, which the establishment made unintelligible for them.

In 1963, in his seminal study Fiction for the Working Man, Louis 
James argued for the necessity of approaching popular literature differ-
ently than ‘“classical’ literature”, as it required to be evaluated based on 
whether or not it ‘succeed[ed] in its intention and function in a particu-
lar time and for a particular range of readers’.3 Simultaneously, James 
continued, it is necessary to consider the position of this fiction ‘within 
the total framework of literary achievement’.4 While authorial uncer-
tainty makes it very difficult to make any claims regarding intentionality 
in the case of penny bloods, this book shows that, as a form of popu-
lar entertainment, they participated to broader popular artistic discus-
sions about medicine, ethics and the pauper. Some did so with overtly 
political intent (Reynolds), while others nonetheless showed influences 
from contemporary political discourses that are too blatant to be ignored 
(Rymer). Reaching this global view has been possible only by putting 
James’s suggestion into practice and focusing on what the four narra-
tives examined reveal about the ‘intention and function’5 of the penny 
blood genre in its time and for its readers. In this regard, the study con-
firms Powell’s 2004 claim, reiterated to an extent by Mack in 2007, 
that the topic of the Anatomy Act was ‘relevant’ to the penny bloods’ 
working-class audience, and expands it by making it the starting point 
of a larger scale analysis. The penny bloods examined, which, as noted 
in the Introduction, were all successful series in their time, explored 
the issue of dissection and medicine by deploying the market dynamics 
Powell explores and the connections with real events and popular culture 
Mack examines. However, as I have demonstrated, they also went far 
beyond, encompassing the wider social and political implications of the 
Anatomy Act. They incorporated popular tropes regarding medicine and 
dissection and adapted them to the strategies of the genre, producing a 
commentary on the ethics and dynamics of the Anatomy Act in society. 
In this respect, this study partially confirms and partially departs from 
certain conclusions Crone drew from her 2010 analysis of Sweeney Todd 
in Violent Victorians. My analysis demonstrates that Crone’s approach 
to penny blood fiction as part of anti-establishment culture is crucial to 
understand its function towards its readers, and it extends this argument 
to issues of social and political power and of physical integrity, which 
do not apply exclusively to Sweeney Todd. By contrast, it suggests the 
impossibility of applying to the whole genre Crone’s conclusion that the 
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bloods’ happy ending ‘appeased’ the reader but ‘offered no solutions to 
the social problems [the readers] experienced’.6 More crucially, Crone’s 
conclusion that ‘they did not suggest the readers should protest against 
the established order’, but rather ‘aimed at gently assimilating them into 
their new environment’ is not universal either.7 While Manuscripts and 
Varney did invite the reader to trust the reassuring image of the heroic 
physician, Sweeney Todd and Mysteries markedly and harshly criticized the 
establishment. They explicitly suggested that truth and knowledge were 
being controlled, hidden, and manipulated. Analysing their treatment of 
the medical figure and the displaced/dismembered body, the sensational 
narratives emerge as channels for highlighting, and criticizing, the estab-
lishment’s control over the lower class individual’s physical integrity. If 
they did not explicitly suggest that the readers should rise against the sys-
tem in place, my analysis shows that neither did they invite them to sim-
ply accept their position with respect to dissection.

From these considerations emerges what is probably this book’s most 
significant contribution, that is: showing that the penny blood genre 
performed, more or less declaredly, the social and political function of 
‘mapping out’ complex issues for their readers by building an underlying 
discourse around social and political power. The fact that these narratives 
may appear unrefined to our twenty-first-century scholars’ eyes should 
not distract us any more from this evidence. My examination of the nar-
ratives alongside a variety of popular culture items and contemporary 
non-fictional documents shows that they entertained a dynamic, creative 
relationship with their readers’ everyday reality. While at first sight penny 
bloods seem to be merely interested in providing readers with enough 
violent, unsophisticated entertainment for their penny, this book shows 
that the writers of these texts developed their own way of discussing 
crucial issues in their audience’s lives. Therefore, while it can be argued 
that this book offers but one point of view, that of medical history, it 
nonetheless contributes to the process of re-thinking the way scholars 
approach the penny blood genre.

A re-evaluation of the role of the penny blood genre necessarily entails 
a re-evaluation of its relationship with connected narrative forms, such 
as late-century gothic and the sensation novel. As noted in the intro-
duction, Gilbert and Sparks observe that in the second half of the nine-
teenth century, the novel becomes the place to discuss medical issues. 
The monomaniacal, or otherwise ethically challenged, clinician with its 
distant medical gaze, but also the medical hero, observant and able to 
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see details invisible to others, to know the unknown about their patients’ 
bodies, appear consistently in the novel.8 However, as Mangham notes, 
‘[l]iterary genres do not emerge in a vacuum’ and sensation fiction, 
which makes no exception, has been often defined by criticism a ‘hybrid’ 
of antecedent popular genres, including the penny blood.9 Beller like-
wise notes sensation fiction’s roots in penny blood fiction,10 and the two 
genres were equally connected to the readership’s health. Both Straley11 
and Gilbert12 note that contemporary criticism ascribed to sensation fic-
tion, which was particularly interested in nervous states and their med-
ical exploration, detrimental effects on the readers’ nerves. Detractors 
accused sensation novels of jolting the reader’s nervous system with 
too much excitement. In a similar way, penny bloods, and later penny 
dreadfuls, were described as ‘poisonous food’ that affected the (young) 
reader’s mind as much as adulterated food would affect their digestive 
apparatus, and as a disease.13 The bloods (and dreadfuls) first and sensa-
tion fiction later, were believed to influence the readers’ personality and 
their physical constitution. Sensation fiction and penny bloods, therefore, 
shared not only an interest in medical issues, but also a peculiar criti-
cal response that ascribed to the literary object the same features of the 
explored subject—pernicious lack of ethics for penny bloods, and provo-
cation of neurotic states for sensation fiction.

Sensation novels developed their own form of social commentary 
on the medical topics that appeared in penny blood narratives. A prime 
example are the unethical doctors born from the pen of Wilkie Collins, 
father of sensation fiction. Herr Grosse from Poor Miss Finch (1872) and 
Dr. Nathan Benjulia from Heart and Science (1882–1883) blend dis-
courses on inhumanity rooted in public concerns about medical prac-
tices, hubris connected to medical knowledge, lack of ethics and issues 
of power. Herr Grosse is a possibly well-meaning but disruptive German 
eye-surgeon, who operates Miss Lucilla Finch of the cataract that she 
developed as a toddler. The German’s intervention is depicted as med-
dling with nature, a subversion of the natural order of things: Lucilla’s 
blindness might well be a disability, but it is natural to her, and its elim-
ination catalyses the sensational—and, for the young woman, harrow-
ing—events that will ultimately lead to her falling back to blindness. 
As she regains her impaired condition, Lucilla regains her peace, finds 
the lover she had lost, and she declines the surgeon’s offer to repeat 
the operation. The perversion of the natural order was, as my reading 
shows, a feature of the Frankenstein narrative that such popular fiction 
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characters as Varney’s Dr. Chillingworth, as well as other doctors penned 
by Rymer, had already explored in the 1840s. Poor Miss Finch’s plot 
also pivots on the theme of sight, both of the patient and, crucially, of 
the surgeon: Herr Grosse, with his powerful clinical eye, can ‘see’ into 
Lucilla’s blindness and assures he can restore it; however, much like 
Rymer’s myopic Dr. Chillingworth, he is unable to foresee the conse-
quences of his experiment and, after giving Lucilla the gift of sight, she 
withers, changes, and is exposed to danger. Sparks compares the per-
plexed Herr Grosse to ‘a bewildered god’ surprised by the unexpected 
consequences of the operation,14 which resonates with Chillingworth’s 
bewilderment in contemplating the revivified, terrifying Varney. Even 
more disquieting is Heart and Science’s Dr. Nathan Benjulia: enthusias-
tic vivisectionist, expert of diseases of the nervous system and completely 
devoted to the pursuit of new knowledge in the field, he is the quintes-
sential unethical doctor. Carmina, the story’s heroine, becomes isolated 
from her lover and, subjected to constant abuse by her unloving aunt, 
she develops a nervous disease. Benjulia watches her condition worsen, 
consciously choosing not to cure her in the hope that the disease should 
kill her, allowing him to perform a post-mortem on the girl’s brain. 
While the overall discourse related to Benjulia in Heart and Science is 
anti-vivisectionist, when it is a matter of cutting bodies open, the spec-
tre of dissection looms close by. Commenting on anti-vivisectionist  
discourse and Benjulia’s character, Straley quotes Lewis Carroll’s 
anti-vivisectionist pamphlet Some Popular Fallacies about Vivisection, 
which claimed that the practice of vivisection, repeated through time, 
must harden the man’s soul against other beings’ suffering and may 
even end up making dissection a matter of ‘morbid curiosity’ and even 
‘delight’.15 The imagination of this disquieting distortion of the ‘prac-
tice makes perfect’ principle echoes early-to-mid-century public concerns 
about the effects of dissection on medical students, and indeed dissection 
is Benjulia’s ultimate goal. He is the ultimately inhuman(e) practitioner, 
the development of figures such as Musgrove, Dr. Garratt, and Mysteries’ 
doctors: like them, Benjulia disregards the dead, which to him are mere 
dissection material, and the ties between him and the girl’s family are not 
an obstacle to his thirst for knowledge. He displays, however, a further 
degree of callousness: he disregards the patient while she is still alive, as 
he is unheeding of Carmina’s suffering. As in Rymer’s Chillingworth, 
the living patient is almost an inconvenience to Benjulia and his sole 
interest is the ‘physiological’ aspect of her disease.
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From this perspective, both Benjulia and Grosse address another 
theme that penny bloods explored in their elaboration of medical ethics 
anxieties, that is: the power relationship between male doctor and female 
patient. Grosse dictates that, should the girl’s family agree to his perform-
ing the operation, they shall relinquish to him complete decisional power 
over his patient’s life during the time of convalescence. The patient must 
entrust completely, not simply her health, but the management of her 
own body, her social interactions, her movement through space, to the 
male doctor. Sparks notes that it is nothing but Grosse’s operation that 
changes Lucilla from a comparatively autonomous and healthy individual 
into a ‘patient’,16 and she also compares the touch of Grosse’s lancet on 
Lucilla’s eye and the relationship that he builds with her as a metaphor 
for the ‘sexual conquest of the virgin’.17 In brief, Grosse’s interest for 
Lucilla becomes as inappropriate as that of Musgrove for Mary Sinclair, 
and of Mysteries’ bodysnatching doctor for the dead middle-class girl in 
the Shoreditch cemetery. Benjulia too shares this inappropriateness min-
gled with power: alone, ill, Carmina is a powerless, female, patient in the 
hands of a merciless doctor who plans to penetrate her body. The inap-
propriateness of the medical gaze over the powerless female body, pick-
ing up on the pre-existing narrative that elaborated this theme for the 
penny bloods’ working-class readers of the 1840s, enters the middle-class 
reading market. Straley argues that Grosse and Benjulia ‘interrogate the 
cultural authority ceded to science at the end of the century’18; Gilbert19 
and Sparks20 also observe that the novel in general, and sensation fic-
tion specifically, pick up on the medical profession’s increasing  authority 
and power, which further expanded around mid-century. Gilbert, in 
particular, notes the rise of medical anti-heroes, or mad-doctors, near 
medical heroes, characterized by a ‘lack of  humanity’ that borders in a 
‘god- complex’.21 It is noteworthy that the wronged patient also changes 
from a pauper to a middle-class individual: the medical fraternity’s 
increasing power meant their piercing, inquisitive clinical gaze started to 
focus on middle-class patients as well, hence the nervous representations 
of unethical and disruptive doctors in middle-class writing. The pauper, 
on the other hand, had long-since been the sole object of this gaze, and 
was aware of it, which caused their fiction to discuss the theme of the 
unethical/mad doctor several decades before the novel did.

Lack of ethics characterizes also doctors penned by Robert Louis 
Stevenson. His short story The Body Snatcher (1881) clearly shows that 
the connection between unethical doctors, bodysnatching and murder 
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was still very much alive in the popular mind towards the end of the cen-
tury. Furthermore, a proper gothic punishment befalls the resurrectionist 
doctors in the story: the murderer victim they had hastily dissected resur-
faces whole to confront them with their deed, echoing the haunting, vin-
dictive bodily presences of Mary Sinclair and Long Hannibal Jeffries in 
Manuscripts. Experiments and the detrimental effects of unethical medi-
cal practices are also the subject of the much more famous Strange Case 
of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886). This time, the unethical medical sci-
entist is the subject of his own experiment: exploring the double nature 
as powerful healers/inhuman monsters ascribed to the medical fraternity, 
the narrative shows a doctor who is constitutionally incapable of accept-
ing the duality of his nature and, trying to find a solution in science, 
yields to his base, animalistic side. The core point is that Jekyll’s quest is 
unethical and driven by hubris, an attempt to prove his scientific superi-
ority and simultaneously find a way to indulge his lower instincts without 
fear of punishment. In yet another distorted application of the ‘practice 
makes perfect’ principle, his abuse of the chemical concoction that brings 
forth Hyde causes the changes to happen spontaneously and, possibly, to 
become permanent, leading the doctor to commit suicide. The narrative, 
therefore, shows the selfish pursuit of scientific achievement as ultimately 
dehumanizing, in the same way as penny bloods represented doctors 
who had lost all human sensitivity due to prolongated exposure to dis-
section as inhuman.

In 1897, Bram Stoker exhumed the figure of the medical hero 
as knowledge able but also prone to action, in the same style as 
Manuscripts’ physician and Varney’s Dr. North, with Dr. Van Helsing in 
Dracula. In Dracula, the vampire assumes again its role as symbol of 
plague and contagion to discuss issues of blood transfusion, sexual dis-
ease, and contamination from the outside(r). Dr. Van Helsing, like Dr. 
North, mingles medical knowledge with a certain openness of mind 
that allows him to contemplate the vampire’s supernatural presence. 
His dynamic character prevents Dracula from killing Mina, although 
he cannot prevent Lucy Westenra’s death. Lucy, like Clara Crofton, is 
killed with a stake and, although her second death is a much more pri-
vate event than the mangling of Clara’s body at the hands of the mob, 
the similarity is much too evident to pass unnoticed. Other research-
ers have observed the similarities between certain episodes in Dracula 
and Varney22; I would venture that Van Helsing, while a much more 
developed character that delves deeper and more accurately than its 
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penny-blood counterpart in contemporary medical developments, as it 
was custom in late-century novels, is an evolution of the active, knowl-
edgeable, manly Dr. North. Both doctors select their (male) interlocu-
tors to preserve peace (though one wonders, had Van Helsing explained 
to Mrs. Westenra why he had filled her daughter’s bedroom with garlic 
flowers, if Lucy might not have been saved after all). Also, both are the 
guardians of the manliness of the men in the plot, threatened by the for-
eign vampire’s overpowering masculinity.

This brief survey perhaps leaves out many other examples of unethi-
cal doctors in late-century novels; nonetheless, it shows the continuity 
existing between the characters and discourses that penny bloods first, 
and sensation and late-century Gothic fiction later, used to face a fast- 
changing medicine, increasingly powerful both scientifically socially. 
Medical practices became progressively invasive: anaesthesia allowed for 
a longer permanence of the surgeon’s hand and lancet within the liv-
ing, unconscious patient, and psychiatry penetrated deeper and deeper 
in people’s mind. The medical gaze became increasingly piercing as the 
century progressed, and not just the poor, but the whole society started 
processing through literature the uncomfortable feeling this gaze awak-
ened. However, this process started long before Wilkie Collins, in the 
lurid little pages of the lowly penny blood, where the taboo topic of 
what happened to whose bodies to achieve ‘the greatest happiness for the 
greatest number’ was addressed and, in a way, dissected. The magnitude 
of the penny blood corpus necessarily entails that features might appear 
scattered, giving an overall impression of incoherence. A cross-section 
analysis of representative specimens such as the one developed here, 
by contrast, discloses, below the exterior apparent flaws of this literary 
monster, a pattern that runs through the genre, made of underlying dis-
courses and symbols that translated its readership’s fears that death might 
prove as hard as life. In the last decade or so, the monster, which was 
thought to be dead, has instead spawned—and continues to do so—its 
terrifying offspring in current crime and supernatural-themed TV series 
set in the Victorian era. Showtime’s Penny Dreadful (2014–2016) con-
stitutes a prime example, which also explicitly refers in its title, and in 
several episodes, to the tradition of cheap serialized Victorian fiction. 
This renewed popularity constitutes an excellent occasion to open a 
dialogue between the public and this still comparatively unexplored lit-
erary genre, which requires scholars to adopt new perspectives and 
new approaches to explore its specimens. This book contributes to this  
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process. It shows that the adventures of the heroic physician, Varney 
the vampire, Sweeney Todd the demon barber, and Anthony Tidkins 
the Resurrection Man were, among other things, the outward symptom 
of a broad and complex discussion about the disposal of their readers’ 
remains. These characters spoke to the voiceless, powerless pauper who 
read The Mysteries of London and dreaded the surgeon’s slab. The hor-
rifying displaced and dismembered corpse, with the ambiguous medi-
cal man hovering over it, answered more complex needs than bloodlust 
and voyeurism: it was the key to a code that mapped the working-class 
readers’ way through the cellars of their fears, up and out, through their 
Anatomy Act reality.
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