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During the 1860s London’s infrastructure was physically transformed.
The building of a vast new main drainage system, designed by the engineer
Joseph Bazalgette (1819–1891), was but one gigantic work among many
begun in this decade, including the Metropolitan Underground Railway
(from 1860), the Thames Embankment, containing part of the main drain-
age (from 1862), the London, Chatham and Dover railway (also from
1862), and new street improvements such as the Holborn Viaduct (1866–
69). Such building works brought chaos to the streets of the city as well as
pervasive spectacles of both excavation and ruination, translated into a
wide variety of imagery that filled the pages of London’s illustrated press.

This paper considers press responses in the early 1860s to the construc-
tion of the main drainage system. It will focus on wood engravings in The
Illustrated London News (ILN), which gave by far the most extensive
visual coverage of the project, but will also make comparisons with
responses in other newspapers, illustrated and otherwise. The paper will
investigate how the concept of the sublime relates to these images of the
construction of the main drainage system and will assess how the nature
of this relationship shifts according to the differing content and context of
the engravings. If the sublime was an effective aesthetic tool for celebrat-
ing the project, it also provided a vehicle for the more disturbing experi-
ence of the destructive nature of the construction process itself, both of
which were brought together in the particular medium of wood engrav-
ing. My reading of the sublime will therefore draw attention to a number
of considerations: the subject matter being depicted and its dramatic
effect; the particular agenda of the ILN and its attitude towards wood
engraving;  the technical characteristics of wood engraving as a distinct
medium; and the relationship between image and text in the pages of the
newspaper. What I suggest is that if one reads these images as sublime,
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then this sublimity cannot be interpreted solely in aesthetic terms: rather,
these images should be read as embodiments of different and shifting
“sublimes”, the precise nature of which reflects the particular context and
content of the individual wood engravings.

The focus of this paper contrasts sharply with previous discussion of
these images. Stephen Halliday’s The Great Stink of London: Sir Joseph
Bazalgette and the Cleansing of the Victorian Metropolis (1999) includes
reproductions of some of the engravings from the ILN, but the author
gives them no specific analysis, rather employing them solely to illustrate
an historical account (85–101). More recently, the cultural historian
Lynda Nead, in a section describing the construction of the main drainage
system in Victorian Babylon – People, Streets and Images of Nineteenth-
Century London (2000), draws attention to the ambivalence of press
responses but also gives little attention to the wood engravings themselves
(23–24). This paper will instead focus squarely on the images, drawing
attention to their specific contexts and interpretive possibilities.

The structure of the essay will be as follows: the paper will first briefly
outline how the concept of the sublime came to be associated with images
of industrial forms in the early- to mid-nineteenth century and will go on
to consider how the ILN appropriated such ideas in its illustrations. By
focusing on an early example of a wood-engraved image of a sewer exca-
vation, published by the ILN in 1845, this paper will introduce questions
that will inform its subsequent analysis of the newspaper’s coverage of the
building of the main drainage system in the 1860s. By making a distinc-
tion between the presentation (or rhetoric) and reception (or experience)
of the main drainage system, the paper will assess how the sublime relates
to the varied imagery produced by the ILN that documented the con-
struction process. On the one hand the sublime, as a rhetorical device,
relates to the ways in which the new sewers were celebrated by the press
and promoted to the public through a particular visual medium; on the
other, it dramatises the experience of a disturbing spectacle in the city,
with its scenes of both construction and destruction, given powerful
expression paradoxically within that same medium.

The Industrial Sublime and Wood Engraving

The concept of the sublime, popularized in the mid-eighteenth century
by writers and theorists such as Edmund Burke (1729–1797), had, by the
early nineteenth century, become established as an important artistic
trope (Taylor 434–44).1 Defined by Burke as a strong emotional response
– made up of a mixture of awe and terror – to vast or overwhelming natu-
ral or man-made objects (Boulton 39), the sublime readily appealed to
artists who wanted to move the spectator in ways that the existing aes-
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thetic categories of the beautiful and the picturesque did not (Taylor 434).
For the British artist J. M.W. Turner (1775–1851), primal nature provided
the dominant subject matter in canvases that gave visual form to Burke’s
categories of the sublime, such as Vastness, Obscurity and Power.2 In
some of his later works, new industrial spectacles, including a train speed-
ing through the countryside in Rain, Steam and Speed – The Great West-
ern Railway (1844), also provided an equivalent sense of sublimity. In the
contemporaneous art of John Martin (1789–1854) both nature and indus-
trial forms provided equal inspiration; his sensationalist imagery some-
times borrowed directly from contemporaneous “sublime” urban
industrial spectacles, most notably the Thames Tunnel in his 1824 mez-
zotint The Bridge Over Chaos (Bobrick 75). By mid-century the identifi-
cation of sublimity with new technological forms, such as railways,
bridges and factories, formed a key component in the presentation and
reception of industrial development in both urban and rural contexts.3

If the industrial sublime was an important theme for artists such as
Turner and Martin, its appropriation to the populist mode of wood
engraving was informed by the specific qualities of the medium and the
ideological leanings of its main vehicle: the illustrated newspapers. From
1832 onwards, with the publication of The Penny Magazine, wood
engraving was promoted as a medium ideally suited to illustrating mass-
produced newspapers, made possible by improvements in the mechanisa-
tion of the printing process, the reproductive longevity of wood engrav-
ings, and the ease with which they could be printed alongside text.
Whereas The Penny Magazine concentrated on the production of
engraved versions of well-known works of art in order to elevate work-
ing-class taste (Fox 2–3), the ILN, founded in 1842, marketed itself spe-
cifically as an illustrated newspaper and, initially costing sixpence,
appealed rather to a “respectable” middle-class audience (“Preface to Vol.
II” iv).4 This aim of conservative respectability set the ILN apart from
other weekly newspapers in London, which, according to Richard Altick,
tended to be politically left-of-centre (349), but it did not prevent the
ILN from becoming enormously successful: by the late 1850s it had
higher circulation figures than any of its rivals, selling as many as 100,000
copies every week at a reduced price of five pence (394). Such develop-
ments stimulated an enormous growth in the wood-engraving trade in
London even before rival illustrated newspapers challenged the domi-
nance of the ILN.5

From the start, the ILN adopted a high moral tone with regard to the
subject matter it would embrace – in effect, its goal was to invest the
everyday with a sense of sublimity normally associated with the “high”
art of painters like Turner. On 27 May 1843, on the occasion of its first
anniversary, the newspaper had stated that its aim was:
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... to plunge into the great ocean of human affairs, and to employ the pencil and
burin in the work of illustrating not only the occurrences of the day, but the affec-
tions, the passions, the desires of men, and the faculties of the immortal soul
(“Our First Anniversary” 347).

Such lofty ideals reflected the desire of the ILN to elevate both the
value of “news” events and the medium by which these events would be
imaged – that is, wood engraving. In effect, it aspired to provide a moral-
izing record of historical events – a role more characteristic of history
painting in the Royal Academy (Fox 3). This aim – to simultaneously ele-
vate the public appreciation of news events and wood engraving – was
embodied in the way in which the newspaper appropriated the notion of
the sublime in its representations of the most everyday news events, such
as the building of sewers. From the outset, the ILN had set itself up as a
mouthpiece in the campaign for metropolitan “improvements”, and in
particular consistently voiced the need for reform in the city’s sanitary
infrastructure. In 1845, the sewer in Fleet Street was excavated by the
Holborn and Finsbury Sewer Commission and was deepened and
enlarged to improve its efficiency and capacity. The ILN published a
report on the work including two illustrations (“The Fleet-Street Sewer”
213). If, as has been noted by scholars, established artists in the mid-nine-
teenth century generally avoided depicting industrial forms in the city,
the wood-engravers and artists associated with the ILN rather embraced
these new subjects as worthy “historical” and sublime subjects, in line
with the ideals of the ILN already stated.6

Fig. 1a shows the engraving of the interior of the sewer during excava-
tion, printed in the ILN and accompanying the article mentioned above.
The visual impact of the illustration mirrors the tone of the article, which
celebrates this improvement and the “idea of the extraordinary labour”
required to excavate and deepen the sewer (213). By comparing this
engraving to a contemporaneous watercolour by Frederick Napoleon
Shepherd (1819–1878), depicting the same scene (Fig. 1b), the sense of
exaggerated scale in the former can be appreciated: the narrowing of the
composition, the addition of several more wooden struts, and the inclusion
of two diminutive workers at the bottom of the trench serve to magnify
and impress upon the viewer the scale of the works.7 Even the precise, lin-
ear technique of the engraved image contributes to this by clearly articu-
lating the forms of the excavation in a way that the watercolour does not.

The sense of exaggerated scale in the engraving corresponds to what
some scholars have described as the “rhetorical” character of visual depic-
tions of urban industrial forms in this period: that is, images of industry
designed to have a deliberately persuasive or impressive effect. Nicholas
Taylor sees such rhetoric as key to the “emotional appeal embedded in
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the sublime” (444–45). Likewise, Rosalind Williams sees the vocabulary
of the sublime as “a rhetorical mode” (88) that was employed in Victorian
representations of industry and directed at particular groups of people
who were disturbed by the disruption caused by urban technological
change (65–66).8 Such rhetoric, according to Alex Potts, was bound up
with the promotion of middle-class notions of industry as progressive
and key to the improvement of the urban environment (36). Those who
promoted such an ideology of improvement readily drew upon aspects of
the sublime that would serve to heighten this sense of nobility. Therefore,
in relation to the image of the Fleet Sewer, one can read the exaggerated
scale of the excavation as a means by which the newspapers’ readers
(upper middle-class Londoners) could be persuaded of the benefits of
sanitary improvement – readers who may have resented the disruption
the excavation undoubtedly caused.

However, this reading considers the engraving as a stand-alone image –
a status not experienced by the readers of the ILN who would have viewed
the image in the context of a page containing both text and other images
(Fig. 2). The engraving is importantly one of a pair: the image at the bottom
right of the page, also similar to another watercolour and sketch by Fred-
erick and Thomas Shepherd (Phillips 66), depicts the same scene as that in
Fig. 1a but from above ground. Such exterior/interior image combinations
were a common device employed by the newspaper to comprehensively
describe particular scenes or events to its readers (Sinnema 86); this
prompts a modified reading of the Fleet Sewer image – one that takes into
account the important function of wood engraving in the ILN as a realist
medium. As the historian Brian Maidment has stressed, if illustrated news-
papers drew on notions of the sublime as a way of imbuing their engravings
with emotion and drama, they also promoted the same engravings as a
form of documentary representation – according to Maidment, “a medium
of technical explanation of an increasingly technological society” (145).
From its founding in 1842, the editors of the ILN consistently stated their
intention not only to elevate the status of wood engraving to that of a fine
art but also to use the medium to realistically document the most everyday
of events, such as the building of sewers. These twin aims come together in
the engraving of the Fleet Sewer, an image that is at once dramatic and
descriptive. If the clean lines of the engraving bring out the sublime scale of
the spectacle, they are also a precise form of documentation that was meant
to educate the viewer.

The Rhetorical Sublime and the Main Drainage System

Whereas the deepening of the Fleet Sewer was a localised event causing
only small-scale disruption, the construction of the main drainage system
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Figure 2
Page layout. The Illustrated London News, 4 Oct. 1845: 213.
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in the 1860s was a vast citywide undertaking: 82 miles of new main sewers
were built, running in parallel lines from west to east across London,
made up of 318,000,000 bricks, 880,000 cubic yards of concrete, and
requiring the excavation of 3,500,000 cubic yards of earth (Bazalgette
314). The scale of the project, although it caused considerable disruption
to the urban fabric, was consistently extolled by the press. In January
1859, at the start of construction, the ILN was already ascribing a sublime
status to the project: “in the course of the coming summer this drainage
scheme – of a magnitude unknown, at least in modern ages – will have
become a work of general interest to ourselves and to the numerous for-
eigners who may visit our shores” (173). The works are seen as compara-
ble only to the engineering feats of the ancient world, its “wonders” now
to be given a modern equivalent. Such ascribing of a mythical status to the
works was to become a common rhetorical device used by the press to
convey the vast size of the largely underground works and their “nobil-
ity” as essential metropolitan improvements.

The first large-scale representation of the works in the ILN gives visual

Figure 3a
“Main Drainage of the Metropolis: Sectional View of the Tunnels from 

Wick-Lane, Near Old Ford, Bow, Looking Westward.” Wood-engraved print. 
The Illustrated London News, 27 Aug. 1859: 203.
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expression to this rhetoric. In August 1859, the newspaper published a
full-page article, titled “Main Drainage of the Metropolis”, describing the
progress of the works and illustrated by a large engraving showing the
building of the tunnels at Wick Lane, near Old Ford in Hackney (Fig. 3a).
The article states that the engraving was produced “from a photograph by
Mr. F. Thompson” (203) and represents the point at which two of the
new sewers (the northern middle and high level sewers) joined. Fig. 3b
reproduces a photograph depicting the same scene as the engraving and,
although not attributed, it is likely that this photograph, or another of
similar composition, formed the basis for the ILN image.10 The composi-
tional elements of the engraving differ significantly from those of the
photograph: the viewpoint, slightly raised and set back to the left of the
works in the photograph, is positioned at the bottom of the trench, closer
and square-on to the works in progress. This alteration allows the scene
of construction to dominate, excluding most of the distant features shown
in the photograph; one tree remains at the top right of the engraving,
forming an odd juxtaposition with the adjacent gigantic forms of the sew-
ers. In short, the close-up view in the engraving serves to exaggerate the

Figure 3b
Anon., photograph depicting the building the sewer tunnels at Wick Lane, near 

Old Ford, Bow, c.1859. Reproduced with permission of Getty Images.
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scale of the works. Such compositional elements have the effect of magni-
fying the scene of construction in both its scale and proportion to the
viewer. Like the earlier image of the Fleet Sewer, this engraving can be
read as an embodiment of the rhetorical sublime – that is, a deliberately
dramatic representation of a spectacle that would prompt a celebratory,
awe-struck response.

Focusing now on the arrangement of the image on the page (Fig. 4), I
want to bring out some differences between this engraving and the earlier
image of the Fleet Sewer (Fig. 2). During the 1850s, the ILN vastly
expanded both the number and size of its engravings in individual issues so
that, by 1859, the engravings dominate the page with the text being
squeezed into the smaller available spaces. Such a change alters the rela-
tionship of text to engraving, reinforcing the dominance of the image and
consequently its dramatic possibilities. Larger engravings in the ILN were
also generally manufactured differently from their smaller counterparts: a
single known artist, Frederick Smyth, produced the Fleet Sewer engraving
(Engen 244), his signature seen in the centre-bottom of the image (Fig. 1);
while a number of anonymous engravers produced the 1859 image, each
working on different parts of a larger woodblock divided up and then reas-
sembled (Jackson 315–25). The latter form of production mirrors that actu-
ally depicted in Fig. 3a: the many different workers perform their distinct
tasks to produce a coherent finished product – that is, the new sewers. Such
a correspondence was one of the reasons why the editors of the ILN con-
sistently stressed the appropriateness of wood engraving to depict this kind
of technical subject matter. The reference in the article to the engraving
being based on a photograph also stresses its documentary quality, even if
this is offset by the compositional changes made. Furthermore, the text of
the article, seen in the top-half of the page, corresponds very closely to the
engraving in the way it describes the scene depicted, educating the reader
as to its context in the drainage system as a whole. Once again then, if this
image is dramatic and sublime, it is also an attempt to document and edu-
cate – that is, in both technique and composition, the image is also a form
of technical exposition.

Sublime Workers

The active workers depicted in the 1859 engraving (Fig. 3a), in contrast to
the passive figures seen in the photograph (Fig. 3b), not only educate the
reader/viewer as to the technical processes involved in constructing the
sewers, but also reflect the newspaper’s attitude towards this particular
class of labourer. Photography, in the 1860s, had not yet developed as a
“snapshot” art, being still reliant upon a long exposure time and cumber-
some equipment (Martin and Francis 232–36).11 Figures in photographs
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Figure 4
Page layout. The Illustrated London News, 27 Aug. 1859: 203.
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from the 1860s are largely static, gazing at the camera, or ghostlike and
blurred if caught in motion. In the ILN engraving, active workers form an
important aspect of the scene. In its articles on the new sewers, the ILN
consistently commented on the large number of workers involved in con-
struction – upwards of 2000 on the northern high level sewer alone
(“Main Drainage of the Metropolis” 203). In this engraving, the supervi-
sors of the works are differentiated, in their top hats and black clothing,
from the labourers, or “navvies”, seen atop the sewers, at the edges of the
scene both looking at the works and towards the viewer, and in the fore-
ground directly engaged upon the works. The two bricklayers in the cen-
tre foreground are the focus of the whole composition: a prominent
representation of work that “celebrate[s] a new form of heroic, manly
labour” – that of metropolitan improvement (Nead 24). If the forms of
construction are configured as sublime, the navvies here both create and
manage these sublime forms; this is the source of their perceived nobility.
In short, alongside their educative role, the navvies also form a key part of
the rhetoric of improvement that defined the ILN’s attitude towards the
new sewers.

This “ennoblement” of the navvy formed an important aspect of
middle-class Victorian attitudes towards metropolitan improvements.12

The building of Bazalgette’s sewers in the 1860s occurred alongside other
vast building projects in London and the navvies, numbering tens of
thousands, would have been a ubiquitous presence in the city during this
time, especially in the eyes of middle-class observers. For some of these
observers, progress became synonymous with the workers who ushered
it in. Ford Madox Brown’s painting Work (1852–65), with its accompany-
ing statement by the artist, is perhaps the most overt representation of the
“noble” navvy.13 In 1865, the ILN praised Brown’s painting as represent-
ing “the principal hero: that potent agent in the work of British civilisa-
tion” (“Exhibition of Mr. Madox Brown’s Work” 266). But as early as
1843, the ILN had presented the navvy in equally glowing terms. After
the opening of the Thames Tunnel in March 1843, the ILN depicted a
navvy in repose (Fig. 5), which formed the header for a long description
of the history of the Tunnel (“Thames Tunnel, Opened 25 March 1843”
226–28). This figure, with his rippling muscles and graceful reclining
pose, is reminiscent of an ancient god or athlete – his shovel representing
the “noble” emblem of his work. Such depictions are characteristic of the
ILN’s coverage of the new engineering projects of the 1860s. If photo-
graphs showed the navvies blankly gazing, passive or slumped in exhaus-
tion, engravings in the ILN depicted the navvy in action, ennobled by his
“heroic” task. These “first-born sons of modern industry” were, accord-
ing to Klingender (177), seen as “new-fangled men” who could control
and master the new sublime forms of industry that they simultaneously
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created (171). The ILN and other illustrated newspapers represented
these men as comparable to the sublime works that they produced. The
sense of awestruck admiration with which middle-class observers viewed
these thousands of workers allowed them to assimilate sublimity with
humanity (171): if the new forms of construction threatened to over-
whelm the city in their magnitude, the army of navvies controlled and
mastered these mythic forces (Berman 20). This idealisation of the navvy
formed an important element in the articulation of an ideology of
improvement, which characterized the attitude of the ILN towards tech-
nological change in London.

The Experiential Sublime

On 8 and 9 October 1861, London’s press were given the opportunity to
experience the construction project at first hand, through tours organized
by Bazalgette and the Metropolitan Board of Works, the administrative
body responsible for the main drainage system. These tours included
inspections of the works at Wick Lane, the northern outfall sewer, the
outfalls at Barking and Crossness, the Woolwich tunnel, and finally the
works at the Deptford Pumping Station. The visits formed a focal point
for press interest in the works (Halliday 221) and most of London’s non-
illustrated daily and weekly newspapers published voluminous articles on
the days following the inspections.

The language of these articles ranges from the explanatory to the
poetic. Such a variety of expression reflected the need for these newspa-
pers not only to explain Bazalgette’s scheme to their readers but also to
embellish such explanations with appealing language that perhaps had a
similar “illustrative” function to the ILN’s engravings. All praise the
works in glowing terms, stressing their magnitude (“The Main Drainage
of London.” The Engineer, 11 Oct. 1861), gigantic forms (“The Main
Drainage of London.” Reynolds’s Newspaper, 13 Oct. 1861), and solidity
(“The Great Main Drainage”). Some of the articles even ascribe a mythic
status to the drainage works: according to The Weekly Times, the new
sewers rival, even exceed, the “seven wonders of the ancient world” (“The
Great Main Drainage”), or “the aqueducts and cloacae of ancient Rome”
(“The London Sewerage”). The Metropolitan Board of Works is
described as the new “Hercules” (“The Great Main Drainage”); Bazal-
gette, as its spokesman, the new “Cicero” (“Visit of the Metropolitan
Vestries to the Main Drainage Works”). Such language mirrors the rhe-
torical tone seen in the ILN, but here it is the experience of the vast sites
of construction that provides the impetus for such assertions: the north-
ern outfall sewer is wide enough “to admit a horse and cart, and you
could ride up [it] on horseback for miles”, its straightness like the undevi-



paul dobraszczyk 363

ating line of a Roman road (“The London Sewerage”). The descent into
the Woolwich tunnel, running for a mile beneath the town, was accompa-
nied by the ceremonial laying of the final brick of the tunnel with a silver
trowel by John Thwaites, the chairman of the Metropolitan Board of
Works (“The Main Drainage of London.” The Globe, 9 Oct. 1861). Such
ceremonial additions lent the visit an elevated, symbolic status, which
then pervaded the subsequent press accounts.

However, if the new sewers are described as a modern “wonder of the
world”, they are, in the same accounts, presented in a more disturbing
light: the new sewers are also described as “rapacious” (“Metropolitan
Main Drainage”), devouring millions of bricks, and stretching “like a gir-
dle round London” (“The London Sewerage”). The final destination of
the visit, the works at Deptford Pumping Station, included the sight of
“[d]ivers ... plying hammer and pick forty feet under water” (“Metropoli-
tan Main Drainage”). The Daily News comments that “the miles upon
miles of brickwork on the acres of planned land, the steam-engines, the
temporary timber structures, the wagons, the carts, and the thousands of
busy workmen” produced “a succession of effects quite bewildering to
the instructed eye” (“Metropolitan Main Drainage: The Board of
Works”) with the workers “swarming like bees” and making up a potent
element in this scene of unintelligible confusion (“The Main Drainage of
the Metropolis: Inspection of the Works by the Metropolitan Board and
Representative Vestries”). If this confusion is an imposing spectacle, it is
also bewildering and disturbing to the senses, serving to highlight other
negative aspects of the experience of the sublime. In these articles, the
close-hand experience of the works and the workers generates complex
and often-contradictory emotions, ranging from celebration to anxiety,
and expressed in language that mirrors the shifting qualities of the sub-
lime as a first-hand experience.

On 30 November 1861, the ILN published a special supplement illus-
trated by 11 engravings detailing the works visited – by far the most com-
prehensive series of illustrations of the main drainage works. The text of
the accompanying article is prosaic, celebratory and explanatory (“Lon-
don Main Drainage” 551, 555–56). The engravings, by contrast, articulate
the same sense of ambivalence seen in the non-illustrated press accounts.
Fig. 6 shows two engravings included in the supplement, depicting views
inside the sewer tunnels of the southern high level sewer at Peckham in
south London (554). The right-hand image represents two workers at rest
in a completed section of tunnel, while in the engraving on the left a single
worker excavates with a pick while another watches, seated in the fore-
ground. The differences between the two images are startling: in the right-
hand image, the workers are symmetrically framed in the massive circle of
the sewer’s cross-sectional form, the patch of light falling from above
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accentuating their resting forms; the image on the right is uniformly dark,
the light seen behind the digging figure only serving to silhouette his dark
form. The space inside this sewer is claustrophobic, emphasized by the
repeating octagonal forms of the timber support and the struts converging
in front of the digging figure. The formless mound of excavated material
in the foreground, in contrast to the ordered clarity of the image on the
right, gives the impression of a dirty and disordered working environ-
ment. In short, the subterranean imagery here is more akin to a vision of a
demonic underworld than an ordered or noble space.

Such a dramatic contrast in the representation of underground spaces
can also be seen in earlier accounts of visits to subterranean excavations.
In 1827, the English actress Fanny Kemble described, in a letter to a
friend, a visit she made to the Thames Tunnel, then being excavated by
navvies (Jennings and Madge 168–69). She begins by describing the tunnel
as a “vast, illuminated, silent fairyland” and the excavators as “beautiful,
wise, working creatures” (168). In this space Kemble experiences “amaze-
ment and delight” (168). However, as she progresses into the darker
recesses of the tunnel her reaction changes. The decisive moment comes
when she views the navvies in the depths of the darkness, in the act of
excavation. She describes them as “all begrimed ... some standing in black
water up to their knees, others laboriously shovelling the black earth in
their cages ... with the red, murky light of links and lanterns flashing and
flickering about them” (169). Such a scene, for Kemble, although a “strik-
ing picture”, also conjures up an image of “the beautiful road to Hades”
(169). Crucially, it is the sight of the navvies, working in brutal and infer-
nal conditions, that gives rise to this reaction. If Kemble is describing
a sublime experience, it is an experience characterised by both wonder
and terror – the movement from one state to another being related to
the changing perspective of both the viewer and the spectacle viewed
(Williams 97).

Returning to the engravings (Fig. 6) in the light of Kemble’s account,
some further comments can be made on the differences between the two
images. In the right-hand image the workers are depicted at rest, their
bodies showing no signs of any adverse effects of their brutalising work;
in the image on the left is shown something of the actual conditions and
experience of work – in this case the digging of an enormous trench by
hand through both soil and rock. The single figure working in the dark-
ness seems out of proportion to the scale of the work undertaken. Both
images reflect the different facets of the sublime experienced by Kemble:
on the one hand, a sense of ordered serenity, on the other, one of infernal
confusion and brutality.

The foregoing discussion of the dramatic qualities of these two engrav-
ings leaves the question of their possible function as documentary images
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– an equally important role of wood engravings according to the ILN. In
relation to this particular edition of the ILN, the two images are both part
of a single page, with its two additional engravings (Fig. 7), and seven
more engravings and descriptive text arranged over three more pages
(“London Main Drainage” 551, 555–56). In this context the two engrav-
ings of the sewer tunnels, as well as being dramatic in their own right, are
constituent parts of a wider series of images that depict all parts of the
drainage system that were visited by the press; as such they are part of a
comprehensive attempt to educate the viewer as to the various elements of
this spectacle of construction. Both images can also be read as “before”
and “after” illustrations of the same scene: one showing the driving of the
tunnel; the other, the finished product, with the two workers, presumably
the same in both images, serving to educate the viewer as to the processes
involved in the construction of an underground sewer tunnel. Neverthe-
less, compared with the 1859 engraving (Fig. 4), the 1861 images demon-
strate an increasing dominance of the visual. Furthermore, the engraving
technique of the two images of the sewer tunnels (Fig. 6) is very different
from the 1859 image with its precise delineation of work and workers
alike: rather, in these images heavy black lines obscure any sense of illus-
trative clarity; atmosphere seems to be more important than technical
exposition. All explanatory text in relation to the engravings, bar small
captions, is removed to separate pages, but even here there is very little
explanation as to the content of the images (556). Like the other images
discussed, there is here a relationship between the dramatic and the pro-
saic, but one in which the balance between the two has significantly
shifted. These two engravings – in terms of their iconography, technique
and context – stress the dramatic over the descriptive and articulate a form
of subterranean sensationalism that draws, like Fanny Kemble’s account,
on different and darker aspects of the sublime that relates to a first-hand
experience rather than an elevating rhetoric of improvement.

The Sensational Sublime: Representing Accidents

The engravings examined so far suggest a shifting relationship between
their roles as forms of technical exposition and vehicles of sublimity
(whether in a rhetorical or experiential context). Representations of acci-
dents that occurred during the construction of the main drainage system
brought out the dramatic possibilities of wood engraving most strongly,
by means of a sensationalist and titillating iconography of destruction.
Accidents provided a focus not only for fears about the potential destruc-
tive power of technology, but also for the enjoyment of this destruction
(and the fear) from a safe distance.

One of the first serious accidents occurred on 28 May 1862, when an
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Figure 7
Page layout. The Illustrated London News, Supplement, 30 Nov. 1861: 554.
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explosion at Shoreditch – caused by a ruptured gas main next to the exca-
vation for the southern high level sewer – resulted in localised destruction
and the death of a passer-by. It is perhaps significant that the ILN did not
report on this event. As Sinnema has noted, when the ILN did report on
industrial accidents its tone was, on the whole, restrained and sombre, the
accompanying illustrations often giving only a limited sense of the
destruction caused (126–29). No doubt this restraint was meant to reas-
sure its middle-class readers of the benefits of new technology, in line
with the ideological bias of the newspaper. The cheaper penny illustrated
press, which appealed to a much less “respectable” audience, had no such
reservations: both The Penny Illustrated Paper and The Illustrated
Weekly News often published graphic images of violence on their front
pages, such as the moment of a fatal shooting or a gas explosion;14 bodies
were depicted blown into the air or mangled in the remains of explosions.
Such sensationalism characterized their reportage of the Shoreditch acci-
dent. In almost identical accounts, both newspapers describe the accident
in lurid detail: The Penny Illustrated Paper states that when the gas main
was ruptured:

the gas blew out with a loud noise, and flew through the open ground along the
sewer until it reached the furnace of the engine. A number of men in ... the cutting
were instantly prostrated. A woman named Hannah Smith, who was passing
along the pavement, was knocked down and her clothing set on fire (“Terrific
Explosion of Gas at Shoreditch” 365).

After these events, one of the houses flanking the open cutting:

was blown to the ground as if struck by a shell from a mortar, and the fragments
falling upon the poor woman, she was held fast in the midst of the flaming mass
until extricated by the firemen (365).

Nine more houses “had their fronts blown out” and the unfortunate
Hannah Smith later died as a result of her injuries (365).

These accounts stress the devastation, both to person and property,
that occurs when technology fails. The gas that escaped, according to The
Illustrated Weekly News, “rushed out with a noise resembling a perfect
hurricane” before which men were struck down “instantly” (“Terrible
Explosion at Shoreditch” 531). As for Hannah Smith, she is an unwitting
victim of this technological failure: a passer-by who is horribly mutilated
by both the gas and the falling debris of the destroyed houses. Here the
navvies, rather than being masters of the works they have created, are
instead victims of its destructive power, unleashed without warning. Such
a power corresponds to that hinted at in the articles and illustrations con-
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sidered previously, but here the sense of terror is unmediated by admira-
tion or awe and is expressed in lurid language that draws on sensationalist
aspects of the sublime, as a means of thrilling their working-class readers.

On 18 June 1862, another more spectacular accident attracted the atten-
tion of the majority of London’s illustrated newspapers: the bursting of
the Fleet Sewer. It was also, significantly, given uncharacteristically
detailed coverage by the ILN. In Victoria Street, Clerkenwell, the Metro-
politan Underground Railway was being constructed adjacent to the Fleet
Sewer, which was then being excavated in order to direct its flow into the
completed northern middle level sewer. After heavy rain on 18 June, the
inundation in the sewer caused its walls to breach, flooding the railway
trench and eventually the entire surrounding district. The resulting spec-
tacle was described in vivid detail in press accounts. According to The
Illustrated Times, “the scene of the accident, like the scenes of all great
accidents, is rather impressive” (“The Bursting of the Fleet Ditch” 139).
The Penny Illustrated Paper reports that, when the water had initially
entered the railway trench, “men were lowered into the tunnel in baskets”
in order to break holes in the cutting to allow the water to escape (“The
Bursting of the Fleet Ditch, Clerkenwell” 413). However, as the ILN
states, catastrophe was to follow when “the cracking and heaving mass [of
the trench] ... rose bodily from its foundations” and was lifted “into one
heap of ruins” (“Bursting of the Fleet Ditch” 648). By six o’clock in the
evening “thousands of people had collected round the spot” (648) in
order to “enjoy the full view of the ruin” (“The Bursting of the Fleet
Ditch” 139). This view is described in lurid detail: “[t]he fallen roadway,
with the bent lamp-post and pavement, looks as if it had been sucked
down by a whirlpool” (139); gas and water mains lay strewn about while
the flood waters, “inundate[d] the cellars of the houses ... appearing to
have uncontrolled power over the whole portion of that low lying dis-
trict” (“The Bursting of the Fleet Ditch, Clerkenwell” 413). The walls of
the railway cutting were “snapped off from their foundations, like pieces
of broken matchwood”, while “the black hole of the Fleet Sewer, like a
broken artery, pour[ed] out a thick rapid stream which found its way out
fiercely ... into the railway cutting” (“The Bursting of the Fleet Ditch”
139). Most disturbing of all was the inundation of a paupers’ burial
ground: one of the tombs had a corner “knocked off by the uplifting
struts, and sufficient damage [was] done to excite the imagination of the
curious” (139).

These accounts, laden with vivid symbolism, focus on the destructive
power of nature, rather than that of technology (seen at Shoreditch). Such
power here creates a dramatic spectacle that is not only enjoyed but also
the result, according to The Penny Illustrated Paper, of “fears ... fatally ver-
ified” (“The Bursting of the Fleet Ditch, Clerkenwell” 413). This sense of
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fear is heightened by the symbolism employed in the articles: the floodwa-
ters form a “whirlpool”, the sewer is like “a broken artery”, the railway
works are like “ broken matchwood”. The exposure of dead bodies gives a
peculiar sense of morbid fascination to the scene – the unleashed powers of
nature, mediated by technology, can even disturb the dead.

These descriptive accounts were given a visual equivalent in almost
identical engravings published in the ILN and The Illustrated Times. The
ILN published its large and dramatic image on the front page of the 28
June issue (Fig. 8). Unlike most of the ILN’s representations of accidents,
and in common with its more sensationalist and less “respectable” rivals,
the viewpoint of this engraving is not removed to a safe distance from the
scene of destruction: on the contrary, the broken timbers and dark waters
of the sewer lie very close to the observer; we, the viewers, are, according
to The Illustrated Times, precariously situated at “the edge of the plank-
ing which overlooks the deep cutting” (“The Bursting of the Fleet Ditch”
139). A few small figures are seen in the middle distance trying to manage
this scene of vast confusion, watched by the crowd of onlookers behind,
but it is the destruction itself that dominates the image. Depicted from left
to right are: the “black hole” of the Fleet Sewer, the damaged walls of the
Underground Railway, and the exposed gas mains, water pipes and bur-
ied lamppost. Closely matching the descriptive details of the accompany-
ing article, the image situates the viewer in disturbingly close proximity to
danger. If the scene of destruction induced an experience of the sublime, it
is one that oscillates between enjoyment and fear: between the safe view-
point of the crowd and our more dangerous position as viewers, close-up
to the scene of destruction.

This engraving also suggests a further sense of the dominance of the
visual (compared with the other engravings examined in this paper) and
consequently of the dramatic over the demonstrative. As a front-page,
stand-alone image, it dominates not only in terms of its large size, but also
as the defining image of this particular edition of the newspaper: it would
have been the first thing any potential reader would have seen. Employ-
ing a similar technique to that seen in the 1861 engravings (Fig. 6), the
image is at once obscure and dark but also, in this case, disturbingly
detailed. Unlike the 1861 images, with their lack of explanatory text, the
iconography of this engraving corresponds closely with its accompanying
article on the next page (“Bursting of the Fleet Ditch” 648), but without
any sense of the educational value of the earlier engravings. On the con-
trary, this close interrelationship of text and image rather enhances the
sensationalist power of the image – the attention to detail serving to titil-
late rather than to educate. Here the ILN perhaps vies with its less
“respectable” competitors for a wider audience by adopting their own
sensationalist approach.15
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Figure 8
“Bursting of the Fleet Ditch and Destruction of Part of the Metropolitan Rail-

way: Scene of the Accident.” Wood-engraved print. The Illustrated London 
News, 28 June 1862: 647 (frontispiece).
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The accidents examined above represent but one instance of a wide cov-
erage of technological failure in the illustrated press throughout the 1860s.
The building of the new sewers and railways in London during this period
resulted in the literal tearing apart of the urban fabric and its existing com-
munities to make way for their “improving” work (Williams 64). Such
destruction, accentuated when accidents occurred, released, according to
Schivelbusch, “the fear that has been repressed by the improvement in tech-
nology” (154). If the new sewers were seen as noble works, symbolising and
ushering in great “improvement”, they were also subject to the fears that
govern attitudes towards new technology. Accidents provided the evidence
and outlet for these fears. Press responses to accidents such as the bursting
of the Fleet Sewer, whether in the cheaper, less “respectable” newspapers
or the more high-minded and expensive ILN, were couched in a sensation-
alist visual and verbal language of sublimity that was also an effective way
of selling this imagery to an audience eager for such excitement.

Conclusion

The engravings and articles examined in this paper demonstrate an ambiv-
alent response to the main drainage system on the part of the press. Within
the focus of the paper – wood engravings in the ILN – a variety of
responses have been described: one being the celebration of the new sewers
in visual imagery that both exaggerates the scale of the work and idealises
the workers; another being the dramatisation of a first-hand experience of
the construction process, with its shifting viewpoints and associated
responses; yet another being the sensationalist representation of accidents
that generated both fear and fascination. My reading of the sublime in rela-
tion to these responses has concentrated on both this variety of expression
and also the technical aspects of their main vehicle of representation:
namely, wood engraving. The construction of the main drainage system
created a vast, complex and unsettling spectacle in the city, characterised by
scenes of both construction and destruction. The shifting responses of the
press, powerfully visualized in wood-engraved illustrations in the ILN,
demonstrate that the way in which this spectacle was configured as sublime
was by no means straightforward; rather, like the shifting contexts of its
main vehicle of representation, it resists easy categorisation.
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NOTES

This essay was first presented in revised form as papers at the Third Annual 
Literary London Conference held at the Institute of English Studies, Univer-
sity of London, 16–17 July 2004, the Fifth Annual Conference of the British 
Association for Victorian Studies held at Keele University, 2–4 September 
2004, and a postgraduate conference held at the Department of History of Art, 
University of Reading, 25 February 2005. I am grateful to all those who pro-
vided commentary on the paper at these conferences. Special thanks also to 
Chris Pierce, Paul Davies, and John Elliott for their invaluable thoughts on 
earlier drafts of this essay; Deborah Sanders and Lisa Dobraszczyk for their 
editorial suggestions; and the staff at the Bodleian and Guildhall Libraries, 
and Tav Moor at Getty Images, for their helpfulness in providing the 
illustrations.

1 Burke’s influential essay A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origins of Our 
Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, first published in 1757, set out in a series of 
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categories, the characteristics of the sublime and what might induce it (Boul-
ton 57–87). Subsequent literature on the sublime is enormous in its scope: for 
introductions to the sublime and aesthetics see Walter John Hipple, The Beau-
tiful, the Sublime and the Picturesque in Eighteenth-Century British Aesthetic 
Theory (1957) and Andrew Ashfield and Peter de Bolla, eds., The Sublime: a 
Reader in British Eighteenth-Century Aesthetic Theory (1996). For a contem-
porary assessment of the sublime see, for example, Cliff McMahon, Reframing 
the Theory of the Sublime: Pillars and Modes (2004).

2 On the sublime in Turner’s art see Andrew Wilton, Turner and the Sublime 
(1980).

3 In Art and the Industrial Revolution (1968), Francis Klingender explores the 
relationship between representations of industry and the sublime (84–95). 
According to Klingender, depictions by artists such as George Robertson 
(1724–1788) of the ironworks at Coalbrookedale, built in the 1750s in Shrop-
shire, were important early examples of the evocation of industrial sites as sub-
lime spectacles (86–89). More recently, in American Technological Sublime 
(1994), David Nye outlines the importance of the sublime as a popular mode 
of experience in relation to the reception of new technology in America from 
the 1820s to the present day.

4 The early history of the ILN is outlined in Mason Jackson’s The Pictorial 
Press, its Origins and Progress (1885; 291–313), Eric De Maré’s The Victorian 
Woodblock Illustrators (1980; 81–92), Celina Fox’s “Wood Engravers and the 
City” (1980; 2–3), and Simon Houfe’s The Dictionary of British Book Illustra-
tors and Caricaturists 1800–1914, with Introductory Chapters on the Rise and 
Progress of the Art (1978; 67–74). Virginia McKendry’s article “The Illustrated 
London News and the ‘Invention of Tradition’” (1994) and Peter Sinnema’s 
book-length study Dynamics of the Printed Page: Representing the Nation in 
the Illustrated London News (1998) deal more extensively with the history and 
agenda of the ILN in the 1840s.

5 Most rivals to the ILN were less expensive but short-lived periodicals: The 
Illustrated Times, costing two-and-a-half pence (three pence after 1864), was 
founded in 1855 and ran until 1872; The Penny Illustrated Paper from 1861 to 
1913; The Illustrated Weekly News, also priced at one penny, from 1861 to 
1863 and from 1867 to 1869; and The Illustrated News of the World, costing 
sixpence, from 1858 to 1863. The publication of the first edition of The 
Graphic in 1869 marked the first serious competition to the circulation of the 
ILN. On the working methods of the wood-engravers of the periodical press 
see Jackson (315–60), Klingender (65–70), De Maré (13–92), Fox (1–13), and 
Sinnema (63–79).

6 Michael Wolff and Celina Fox argue that the ILN avoided any direct engage-
ment with “new, startling, or threatening” events in London (565) – an opin-
ion shared by Vaughan (62–63). However, Vaughan bases his claim on a 
survey of engravings in the ILN in 1885 (77). This study goes some way to 
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demonstrate that, during the 1860s at least, the engravers of the ILN produced 
many representations of disruption in the urban environment – a point also 
brought out clearly by Lynda Nead (29–56). E. D. H. Johnson’s 1980 article 
“Victorian Artists and the Urban Milieu” similarly argues that Victorian art-
ists avoided representing industry in an urban context (449–51), but Johnson 
fails to take into account the work of the engravers of the periodical press.

7 On the life and work of Frederick Napoleon Shepherd see John Phillips’s 
Shepherd’s London (1976). Thomas Hosmer Sheperd (1793–1864), father of 
Frederick and well known at the time for his topographical drawings of Lon-
don, also sketched the scene in the same year. According to Phillips, in the 
1840s, Frederick based many of his watercolours on his father’s drawings 
(107). Both images are held in the Guildhall Library Print Room, Corporation 
of London. It is not clear which of these images the ILN used as a basis for the 
engraving, but in the 1840s, the ILN regularly included engravings copied 
from artists’ work.

8 Williams also discusses the ambivalent emotions that characterized the experi-
ence of industrial forms in the city (95–109) but sees such ambivalence as being 
subsumed, by the mid-nineteenth century, by an attitude of “unambiguous 
appreciation” (95). Similarly, Vaughan also highlights the ways in which rep-
resentations of urban industry emphasize the perceived benefits of technology 
rather than its disruptive effects (61–63). Donald Gray discusses how such 
confidence in urban industry was gradually replaced, from the 1870s, by a 
growing sense of unease about the disruption caused by industrial develop-
ment (50–53). Alex Potts presents a more complex reading of such images. He 
suggests that Victorian representations of “modernity” contained within them 
the sense of contradictory attitudes at play (42–44). Likewise, Nead under-
stands images of industry in the ILN in the 1860s to be at the same time both 
celebratory and critical (29–56).

10 See “New Sewer” (http://cache.gettyimages.com/thumb/3070631.jpg?x=x&a= 
3070631&b =ha&t=1). This online archive also includes 11 more photographs 
of the construction of Bazalgette’s sewers held in the Otto Herschan Collec-
tion. It is unclear whether Herschan is the photographer or collector and 
whether or not they were commissioned images or otherwise.

11 Although the “wet-plate” process, developed in the 1850s, cut exposure time 
from minutes to a matter of 10 to 15 seconds, this still did not allow figures in 
motion to be depicted clearly.

12 Williams argues that middle-class attitudes towards the navvies centred on the 
notion of industry as “heroic” and “progressive” (52–63). Likewise, Klingen-
der considers middle-class representations of navvies as expressing their 
“heroism” (171–79). Marshall Berman’s seminal study on modernity, All that 
is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity (1980), also refers to the 
importance of the workers in the eyes of middle-class observers whose fears 
about the effects of new technology needed to be allayed (20).
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13 The significance of Brown’s painting is addressed by Johnson (1973), (1980; 
455–56), Klingender (171–78), and Williams (53). Brown’s accompanying 
statement to Work is reproduced in Ford Huetter’s biography of the artist 
(189–95).

14 One striking example is the engraving on the front page of The Penny Illus-
trated Paper, 11 November 1865, “The Disastrous Explosion of the London 
Company’s Gasholder, at Nine Elms”, which depicts, in close-up detail, the 
moment when the gasholder exploded. By contrast, the engraving “Ruins 
of the Gasworks at Nine-Elms after the Explosion” published in the ILN, 
11 November 1865, p. 465 shows the aftermath of the explosion from a 
more respectable distance.

15 In The Printed Image and the Transformation of Popular Culture, 1790–1860 
(1991), Patricia Anderson discusses the gradual displacement of the educa-
tional focus of illustrated periodicals like The Penny Magazine in the 1850s by 
a more sensationalist approach (98–115, 197). It is notable that the ILN gener-
ally resisted this trend until the 1870s, when it first began to publish serialized 
fiction – a key component in the success of the cheaper illustrated newspapers 
in the 1850s and 1860s (Houfe 74).




