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Making manliness manifest: an introduction

Among ‘Lord Byron’s Relics’, a collection of ‘treasures’ owned by the 
Murray family, there is a beautiful six-foot-high decoupage dressing 
screen that Robert Murray purchased from Byron in 1816. One side is 
covered with theatrical actors and productions, the other is ‘crowded with 
his heroes in the boxing ring’.1 The four panels of famous prize fighters, 
cut out and glued to the screen in chronological order, are a decorative 
paean to British manliness (Figure 0.1).2 Posed in fighting stance, stripped 
to the waist and wearing boxing breeches and silk stockings, the pugi-
lists’ images are reproductions of well-known engravings and paintings.3 
Individual boxers grace the lower third of each panel, reproduced in black 
and white, unaccompanied by text, and framed by a painted border; the 
top two thirds teem with large colour portraits of pugilists, surrounded 
by head and shoulder portraits, pictures of notable matches in the ring, 
and newspaper cuttings describing fights and fighters, interspersed with 
handwritten titles and descriptions.4 The cuttings celebrate the depicted 
boxers’ bodies. Those placed next to ‘Gentleman’ Jackson, for example, 
admire his strength, initiative, and ‘bottom’. One text box praises his ‘ana-
tomical beauty, and … athletic and muscular appearance’. The paragraph 
selected for Bob Gregson, known as ‘Dutch Sam’, similarly commends his 
physique:

To Nature he is indebted for a fine figure, and his appearance is manly and 
imposing; and who has been considered so good an anatomical subject to 
descant upon that Mr. CARLISLE, the celebrated Professor of Anatomy at the 
Royal Academy, has selected BOB to stand several times for that purpose; and 
who has likewise been the subject of the pencils of LAWRENCE, DAW. 

Strikingly, these corporeal accounts also attach emotions to bodies. The 
text chosen for Tom Johnson describes him as ‘extremely active, cheerful, 
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2	 Manliness in Britain, 1760–1900

and good-tempered’, winning in 1789 although his opponent Isaac Perrins 
was three stone heavier. That for Richard Humphries ascribes to him 
‘gaiety’ and ‘impetuosity’. Two black American boxers are placed along-
side each other: Tom Molineaux and Bill Richmond, both born in slavery. 
Richmond, who lived in England for most of his life, trained Molineaux 
when he visited to fight Tom Crib. Posed like the white fighters, the cut-
tings acknowledge their race, applauding Richmond’s ability as ‘a Man 
of Colour’ to remain ‘good tempered and placid’ in the face of the racial 
‘taunts and insults’ he received. 

It is not clear who crafted the screen. In the 1820s, Pierce Egan 
claimed that it was compiled from the first volume of his Boxiana. Calling 
it ‘Angelo’s Screen’, he stated that Henry Angelo made it for his pupil, 
Byron, who, he also said, bought it for the astounding price of £250, before 
selling it to his publisher John Murray for £16 5s 6d, in 1816, when he left 
England.5 By the twentieth century, the screen, now designated a ‘relic’, 
was understood to have been made by Byron’s own hands.6 Describing 
the artefacts displayed in the Murray’s London home, The Globe pro-
fessed in 1906 that ‘the erratic genius’ had designed the screen.7 By the 
time the Worthing Herald reviewed Bohun Lynch’s book The Prize Ring 
– which included an illustration of Byron’s screen – in 1937, Byron had 

0.1  Lord Byron’s screen, after conservation by Britton & Storey Art Conservation, and before 
hinging, pugilists’ side shown.
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	 Making manliness manifest: an introduction	 3

‘made’ the screen, between 1812 and 1816, ‘when he was a close friend 
of John Jackson, the fighter’.8 Byron’s interaction with the collaged screen 
certainly may have extended beyond purchasing it, since it was further 
embellished with painted ‘blood’ splatters.9

Whatever its origin, Byron’s screen does more than showcase his love 
of boxing and membership of the Fancy, a fraternal community devoted to 
pugilism.10 It is the physical manifestation of a homosocial culture of mas-
culinity predicated on ‘social promiscuity’ and the mixing of patrician and 
plebeian men brought into close proximity by their love of prize-fighting.11 
On these four panels we also witness elite men’s admiration for white and 
black working-class men’s sporting skill, strength, and fortitude. More 
than this, they thrum with erotic potential in their celebration of men’s 
physicality and beauty. As Gary Dyer remarks, the ‘boxing subculture was 
one of the rare arenas where one could celebrate the male body … and 
depictions that foster aesthetic responses have been known to foster erotic 
ones as well, whether deliberately or inadvertently’.12 As such, Byron’s 
screen is a three-dimensional object that materialised working-class man-
liness and the desire and emotions that it stimulated.13 

Desire dominates the decoupage. For Byron, who enjoyed sex with 
men and women, the boxers’ bodies were homoerotically charged.14 As 
Dyer shows, the Fancy’s slang of ‘flash’ facilitated Byron’s coded commu-
nication of his same-sex desires with his friends;  secrecy was essential 
when anal sex was a felony.15 The allure of the pugilists’ bodies extended 
further than sexual desire, however. In their muscularity, athleticism, and 
agility, they perhaps reminded Byron of his own bodily aspirations and 
shortcomings. He was obsessed by his body throughout life; born with a 
club foot, which caused pain and lameness, he also persistently fought a 
tendency to corpulence.16 Moreover, once Byron attained celebrity status, 
reactions to his body were ambiguous and complex. Though commentators 
were beguiled by his beauty, they also noticed his foot and gait, intrigued 
that for all his handsomeness, his body did not conform to notions of 
health, vigour, and shapeliness.17 As such, this screen was an emotional 
object onto which he may have projected anxieties about his own body, his 
desire for the perfect, anatomically ‘correct’, male figure, and the values 
associated with it: in other words, his desire for manliness itself. 

Although Byron cannot be assumed to be representative of all men, 
he was a model of masculinity that some men admired, including those 
of lower social status, as labouring-class poetic responses to him reveal.18 
Furthermore, other men shared his admiration and desire for men’s ide-
alised and emotionalised bodies and the capacity to use them in material 
form as a prompt for manly virtue and to evaluate their own manly per-
formances.19 This book focuses on these features of gender construc-
tion to argue that manliness in Britain was produced, maintained, and 
disseminated in the long nineteenth century through men’s bodies, very 
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4	 Manliness in Britain, 1760–1900

often working-class ones, and the emotions and material culture with 
which they were associated. In so doing, it disrupts the received picture of 
nineteenth-century masculinity. Its account of manliness is more corporeal 
and material, more emotional, more cross-class, and less heteronormative 
than many other studies.20 It therefore contributes to recent advances in 
scholarship which seek to disrupt heteronormative accounts of gender 
and sex and to flesh out masculine identities by attending to emotions and 
material culture.21 It offers several innovations.

First, it seeks to queer the history of masculinity, to ‘view it scepti-
cally, to pull apart its constitutive pieces and analyse them from a variety 
of perspectives, taking nothing for granted’.22 This book is not a history 
of same-sex activities and makes no assumptions about sexual identities, 
though it sees men’s sexuality as intrinsic to ideas about manliness and 
their transmission.23 In so doing, it challenges the heteronormativity of 
older histories of masculinity wherein desire, sex, intimacy, and kinship 
are assumed to be heterosexual, itself a self-explanatory, ubiquitous cate-
gory, by recognising that male and female desire for idealised male bodies 
was integral to the success of manliness.24 Such idealised bodies aroused 
erotic feelings in some who encountered them, which rendered the asso-
ciated gender qualities they possessed appealing beyond any immediate 
sexual gratification. For others, the enchantment of a manly body might 
be non-sexual or not genitally based but still charged with desire for the 
gender attributes it embodied; their yearning was to become him, to pos-
sess him, to display him, to be admired or saved by him.25 Correspondingly, 
those whose behaviour did not conform to these ideals were depicted in 
ways that prompted disgust, deploying aversion to steer men away from 
unmanliness. 

Secondly, in challenging conventional accounts of masculine iden-
tity, Manliness in Britain breaks with conventional chronologies, stretching 
from the ages of feeling, revolution, and reform to those of militarism, 
imperialism, representative democracy, and mass media.26 It deliberately 
spans periods often dealt with discretely by historians of masculinity, to 
focus on what contemporaries saw as the most important measure of mas-
culinity: manliness. 

Thirdly, the book reveals the centrality of the imagined working-class 
man and his materiality to ideas of manliness and unmanliness. For the 
middle classes, the working classes were ‘good to think with’ in terms of 
class, national, racial, and gender identities.27 Their representations of 
idealised working men –fair of face, strong, and brave – offered didactic 
lessons for the working classes, blending instruction, guidance, and disci-
pline.28 In a time of change, upheaval, and crisis, this endeavour also ren-
dered the labouring ranks ‘safer’ for both the middle and working classes, 
by modelling a patriotic, well-behaved, hard-working, trustworthy citizen. 
Literature and court records show that the idealised, eroticised young 

BEGIATO PRINT.indd   4 07/10/2019   11:09



	 Making manliness manifest: an introduction	 5

working man was desired by some elite men as a lover; for others, it will 
be argued, he was desirable because his physical and emotional allure dis-
played ideal manliness.29 As such, depictions of working-class men offer 
insights into the production of middle-class men’s identities, since the 
former served both as a ‘brute’ form of manliness to avoid when visualised 
as degenerate, violent, or malformed, or to aspire to when imagined as a 
‘natural’, purer, physically perfect version.30

The book’s fourth innovative feature is that it moves beyond families, 
education, employment, recreation, and print culture as sites of gender for-
mation, to argue that manliness was made manifest through emotionalised 
bodies and material culture, where materiality and emotions combined to 
fix qualities of manliness in people from childhood through adulthood. 
One of the deliberate intentions of this book, therefore, is to put emotions’ 
history into practice, offering a way to move beyond theorising to show 
how historicised emotions help us understand praxis.31

As this indicates, Manliness in Britain lies at the intersection of several 
key historiographical areas: masculinities, emotions, bodies, and mate-
rial culture. All of these are relatively recent, are growing exponentially, 
and have been extensively summarised elsewhere. Thus, this introduction 
explores only the aspects of historiography most relevant to the book’s 
overarching thesis of emotionalised bodies and material culture. It offers 
an overview of histories relating to ‘being’ a man in the long nineteenth 
century, focusing on the embodied qualities of manliness and on self-
control, the primary means by which men were supposed to achieve 
idealised manly behaviour. It then assesses the scholarship relating to 
three domains in which manliness was understood to be performed and 
tested: war, home, and work.32 Next, it describes the primary sources 
used to develop claims about manliness and their cultural forms, which 
deployed emotions as their modus operandi. This leads into an explana-
tion of the concept of emotionalised bodies and material culture, followed 
by the chapter findings.

Being manly

The history of British masculinities has settled into a periodisation of suc-
cessive masculine ‘typologies’, from the urban refined gentleman, via the 
man of feeling, to the muscular Christian. Change over time is presented 
by proposed shifts from the inner to the outer man –or soft to hard, and 
back again – as cultural trends such as politeness and sensibility gave 
way to cosy domestic quietude, till overturned by adventurous muscular-
ity and stiff upper lips. However, these ‘types’ of masculinity, which are 
often associated with white, literate, middle-class and genteel men, and 
are derived largely from literary terms, only go part of the way to capture 
masculinities as perceived and experienced by a broad range of men. 
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6	 Manliness in Britain, 1760–1900

Their capacity to encompass masculine identity in all its forms and over 
time becomes especially inadequate when different social classes, races, 
ethnicities and their intersections are explored over a longer period, along 
with more extensive domains for the performance of masculinity. One way 
to tackle this afresh is to explore masculine identities through another term 
that was widely used throughout the long nineteenth century: manliness, 
a primary evaluator of masculine identity and behaviour. Manly values did 
not map onto existing typologies, although they shared qualities, since the 
broader cultural and social trends of sensibility, romanticism, domesticity, 
realism, imperialism, and athleticism underpinned and informed them. 
Where manliness differs is that it was a set of attributes that combined 
both corporeality and emotionality. 

There is no shortage of research on men’s bodies from the eighteenth 
to the twentieth centuries, since human bodies are vessels for abstract cul-
tural values and can be read as sites for cultural meaning and social prac-
tice.33 Cultural histories of war explore how states shaped men’s bodies 
in recruiting and fighting wars, bodies that themselves were deployed to 
represent abstract notions such as nation, empire, and modernity. They 
also delineate the ways in which military shortcomings were interpreted 
as signs of national, physical, and gender decline.34 Historians of race, 
colonialism, and empire deconstruct whiteness to expose how it was con-
structed against racialised ‘others’, with bodies as one of the means by 
which this was achieved.35 Analysis of the damaged male body also con-
firms the significance of physicality to masculine identity, since maimed 
or incapacitated men were unmanned in their own, and society’s, eyes.36 

Histories of sex and the print culture of erotica provide insights into 
changing medical understandings of bodies and the cultural force of the 
eroticised male body.37 Studies charting the relationship between science 
and gender expose the changing notions underpinning scientific knowl-
edge of masculine minds and bodies, and analyses of eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century physiognomy – the scientific study of faces – show 
how appearances were read for character and identity.38 Work on new 
photographic technologies and later nineteenth-century scientific disci-
plines investigate how anthropometric methodologies measured men’s 
bodies to construct and naturalise racial typologies and hierarchies, with 
white middle-class men’s bodies at the apex and men of colour’s at the 
base.39 

Research into nineteenth-century judicial, health, and medical initia-
tives to control and reform unruly poor bodies also reveals the centrality 
of male bodily reform to these endeavours, carried out through discipline, 
physical training, and education.40 Scholars of consumption and fashion 
identify men’s bodies as sites of anxieties about luxury and effeminacy 
and external markers of race, sex, virility, maturity, civility, and cosmo-
politanism.41 Finally, historians of entertainment, recreation, and sport 

BEGIATO PRINT.indd   6 07/10/2019   11:09



	 Making manliness manifest: an introduction	 7

map the changing aesthetics of the male body and the market for ‘bodily 
spectacle’.42 

For all its range and, increasingly, attention to imperial and racial 
imperatives and ideologies, this scholarship does not easily illuminate 
gender constructions, since it is attuned to different research questions 
and focuses on specific eras of interest. Indeed, the belief that the later 
Victorian and Edwardian periods were distinctively embodied persists.43 
In this view, several factors collided in the last decade of the nineteenth 
century to create a new emphasis on men’s bodies, located in the notion 
of muscular Christianity (c.1850s–1914). These included fears of emas-
culation through the rise of sedentary jobs and racial degeneracy due to 
the strains of modern urban lifestyles and industrialisation, and society’s 
responses in the form of ‘new athleticism’ and race science.44 Elspeth 
Brown, for example, who convincingly demonstrates how race defined ‘an 
emerging model for a new embodied masculinity’, still positions this as 
part of a shift from ‘older notions of “manhood”, characterised by inner 
virtues and adult responsibilities to emerging ideas of modern “masculin-
ity”, where self-control became legible through the muscled body’.45 

The evidence assembled here shows that there was no increase over 
time in the significance the male body lent to masculine identity.46 The 
evaluation of men’s classed and raced bodies in performing and represent-
ing manliness was just as critical in the eighteenth century.47 Thus, this 
book shows that Georgian and Victorian British manliness was not a com-
posite of cerebral and bloodless values and behaviours, but was conveyed 
through men’s classed, racialised, and sexualised bodies. It thus shares 
the concerns of Katie Barclay’s work on Irish masculinity in the first half of 
the nineteenth century, which uses emotions and embodiment to explore 
masculinity in the performative space of the Irish courtroom.48 Like her 
study, this book addresses class and reflects on the recent emotional and 
material-culture ‘turns’, though it focuses instead on Britain and considers 
a broader range of social and institutional domains in which manliness 
was constructed and deployed.

Although scholarship on masculinities tends to survey ideals, with 
the features that threatened it left implicit, it also offers glimpses into 
what undermined masculine identities across time. Since the early modern 
period, the inability to achieve occupational, economic, and marital mark-
ers that denoted full manhood undermined men’s gender identities. Men 
who were thus excluded might adopt anti-patriarchal masculinities such as 
drinking, womanising, and fighting, qualities that by the nineteenth century 
came to be associated with working-class men as a whole.49 Scholarship 
on social practices and reforming initiatives in the long nineteenth century 
shows that this constellation of vices was understood to render men bru-
talised, desensitised, and bestial.50 Similarly, failure to conform to abstract 
ideal manly characteristics, like bravery and strength, led to men being 
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deemed cowards, weak, or effeminate.51 This was both classed and raced, 
as research on imperial and colonial masculinities reveals, with British 
(white) manliness constructed in contrast to the imagined qualities of the 
racialised ‘other’, a phenomenon that helped justify colonial rule.52 As 
Mrinalini Sinha observes, late nineteenth-century ‘middle-class Bengali 
Hindus, became the quintessential referents for a category designated 
as odious, the “effeminate babus”’, whose unmanliness was rooted in 
their supposed weak bodies, sexual deviancy, and lack of self-control.53 
Studies of emotions also reveal that men needed to control and channel 
specific feelings because the excessive display of tears, rage, fear, or love, 
betokened, amongst other things, irrationality, mental inadequacy, and 
ill-health.54 

The connecting strand throughout this scholarship is that masculin-
ity was compromised by men’s inability to resist temptation and excess. 
Self-control was thus held up as the only answer to deterring unmanli-
ness. Scholarship on religion and emotion demonstrates that religion had 
long been formulated around the governance of passions, imagined as a 
force which encompassed selfishness and unregulated feelings and bodily 
actions that led to vice.55 Passions were thus the enemy of virtue, a positive 
force, which for men indicated strength and power; indeed, this force was 
so intimately bound up with masculine identity that its Latin root, virtus, 
meant manliness. Early nineteenth-century evangelicals redefined man-
liness to be less about outer reputation and more about inner character, 
requiring a more severe form of self-repression expressed through moder-
ation and self-denial.56 Self-control took on even greater significance in the 
‘disciplinary individualism’ of Victorian Britain, wherein the conventions 
of governmentality sought ‘a universal and voluntary surrender of self to 
the larger whole’.57 

From the 1860s, the ‘self-help’ movement, under the umbrella of 
Victorian liberalism, raised self-control to a cult, harnessing piety, morals, 
character, and bodies in a mythology of self-improvement.58 The male 
Victorian character was thus forged in independence and self-discipline: 
a panacea held out to working- as well as middle-class men for advance-
ment, to be cultivated through abstinence, hard work, and a pious mind 
and heart.59 By the 1880s, in the aftermath of the campaigns to repeal the 
Contagious Diseases Acts and to pass the Criminal Law Amendment Bill, 
it was harnessed to a rhetoric of cleanliness and purity, which equated 
physical hygiene with moral purity and sought to reform male sexuality.60 
This model of purity was disseminated to youths through the romantic 
fashion for chivalric ideals and within social purity movements, especially 
via the virtuous and appealing forms of St George and Sir Galahad.61 It was 
also demanded by feminist-led moral reform movements, which attacked 
male vice and the sexual double standard.62 A mainstream version was 
commercialised to sell products, and by the turn of the nineteenth century, 
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possessing a strong, clean, regulated, chaste body and mind was con-
ceived as the primary means by which men could withstand passions.

Embodied manliness thus became ever more important in the context 
of modernity, which was seen to cause mental dysfunction and physical 
degeneracy in men.63 Indeed, the era saw the responsibility for gender 
failure devolve upon the individual. In some ways, therefore, deviation 
from conformity to the ideal male body was less tolerated and more disci-
plined.64 In the early eighteenth century, for example, obese bodies indi-
cated health and comfort and some degree of prosperity. A century later 
they denoted lack of virility, self-control, and will power, although, simul-
taneously, puny men were considered weak; both fell short of ‘more phys-
ically heroic and martial forms of masculinity’.65 This had implications for 
masculine privileges. As Ellen Bayuk Rosenman comments in her account 
of the Victorian spermatorrhea (excessive discharge of semen) panic, ‘man 
and body are not perfectly aligned in an attitude of domination; in fact, 
what needed to be dominated was the body itself’.66 

Men were instructed how to dominate their bodies and selves directly 
and by implication. The most explicit and intimate mechanism for incul-
cating self-control was religion. Men who attended church were warned 
that their spiritual well-being in the present and afterlife was predicated 
upon learning to master their desires to avoid sin. Shame and guilt were 
the emotions deployed to persuade them of the need to exert enough will 
to avoid sinful acts.67 In addition to the church, home, school, workplace, 
and print culture were all spaces in which men were informed of the 
necessity to exercise self-control and disciplined when unsuccessful, while 
also demonstrating that failure of will denied individuals the privileges of 
masculinity.68 Increasingly, Victorian men operated within broader disci-
plinary processes at the level of state and institutions, which sought to cul-
tivate the ‘mastered self’.69 Much of the scholarly attention paid to the role 
of training, discipline, and punishment in constructing and reinforcing 
manliness, however, focuses on boys and youths, rather than men. What 
remains to be investigated is the role of emotions, bodies, and material 
culture in sustaining and inculcating self-control in adult men. Moreover, 
there is more to be said on the ambivalences of unmanly behaviours for 
men, since male bodies were understood to differ due to factors like age, 
illness, and disability.

Martial manliness, for example, could be ambiguous.70 It combined 
the physique, valour, and self-control of the manly ideal; at the same 
time, it was linked with behaviours deemed problematic in other men, 
such as fighting, drinking, and sexual liberty. Such behaviour might be 
excused or tolerated, as with Jack Tar (a popular name for a sailor), who 
combined carousing with comradeship and sexual prowess with bravery.71 
Soldiers were also considered to turn women’s heads and resort to drink 
when bored, yet they were not always castigated in the same way as other 
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working men in popular culture for succumbing to temptation. Ironically, 
men may well have found martial manliness appealing because it united 
these components of masculine identity. Military men were therefore 
useful role models because they battled with and overcame the challenges 
of self-mastery, often in extreme situations. In 1863, an author in the Boy’s 
Own Magazine told his youthful readers about a sergeant of the Guards at 
the Battle of Alma, who had been able to ‘vanquish’ swearing and other 
evil habits, and ‘for many years had been looked up to by his comrades as 
a man of exemplary character’. Yet when he failed to rally his company 
after suffering losses and being forced to retreat, he was overpowered 
with shame and rage, succumbing ‘to a sort of madness’. His fearful oaths 
shocked his company and he spent the night of the battle in prayer and 
sobbing like a child. There was a lesson in his outburst, his manliness was 
tested in battle, and, if he temporarily lost self-control, he mastered it once 
more, to emerge as the middle classes’ ideal respectable working-class 
man: ‘more humble, kind and considerate in his bearing towards’ his men 
than before.72

Performing and testing manliness

The three key spaces in which manliness was performed and tested in this 
period were war, home, and work. All have been subjected to consider-
able research and thus this introduction offers the briefest of overviews 
for each in so far as they align with the book’s focus on manly bodies, 
emotions, and material culture.

War is profoundly associated with and in this period martial manliness 
shaped civilian in numerous ways. The aftermath of Waterloo ushered in 
what Graham Dawson has termed the ‘pleasure culture of war’, wherein 
war became normalised and romanticised, and those who fought in it 
glamorised and lionised.73 It escalated from the mid-century with the 
development of mass entertainment, mass media, and popular milita-
rism.74 Scientific racism and new imperialism in the final quarter of the 
century instilled the idea that war was the way for the fittest, warlike races 
to succeed, generating a hyper-aggressive competitive masculinity.75 By 
the turn of the century, a more brutal, jingoistic, less romantic version of 
the warrior emerged.76 Throughout the long nineteenth century, war could 
be perceived either as causing a crisis in national masculinity or reinvig-
orating it.77 In the post-Waterloo era, men who experienced combat were 
increasingly considered to be different from civilians;78 some used this to 
fashion distinctive self-identities in published narratives of serving and 
fighting, a new genre that in turn helped reconfigure the ordinary soldier 
into a hero.79 Similarly, Jack Tar held enormous cultural appeal, imagined 
as stalwart defender of sweethearts, comrades, and nation; member of a 
‘cosmopolitan cohort’ who moved goods around the globe and enforced 
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imperial policies.80 Crucially, military language and metaphors, practices, 
and models not only shaped soldiers’ and sailors’ experiences of the army 
and the navy, but shaped civilian men’s identities and self-representations 
too.81 

One of the concerns of this scholarship is to show the variety of ways 
in which martial values were disseminated into civilian life. War as enter-
tainment saturated print culture aimed at youths.82 People were persuaded 
to purchase consumables by advertising featuring soldiers and sailors.83 
They also encountered martial themes through the performance of military 
battles in theatres, circuses, and pageants.84 The army and navy offered 
spectacle in the form of reviews, parades, and drills, processions, music, 
and the military accoutrements of flags and trophies.85 People also took 
trips to see new warships, dubbed ‘naval gazing’.86 Yet the ways in which 
valorised martial values entered the popular psyche have still not been 
fully enumerated. This is worth pursuing, since war even shaped male psy-
choses, as Thomas West’s admission to Middlesex County Lunatic Asylum, 
Colney Hatch, on 23 May 1854 indicates. Ill during the Crimean War, this 
twenty-one-year-old single man, dissenter, and railway engine cleaner, 
suffered delusions that manifested in the belief that he was driving a 
locomotive to fight the Russians.87 

 Recently, scholars have turned to the role of emotions in representa-
tions of military men. Sensibility saturated accounts of soldiers and sailors 
in the Romantic era and depictions of their suffering encouraged sympathy 
in viewers.88 The notion of ‘military men of feeling’, who could combine 
gentleness and caring with combat, was still powerful in the Crimean 
era. This was not inimical to bellicosity: the gentle soldier ameliorated 
the shame of the spectator by allowing him to empathise with the com-
batant and legitimated war as a humanitarian effort.89 Racially inflected 
imperial ideas of military men changed the nature of warrior feelings by 
the end of the century. A short story in Hearth and Home, 1894, describes 
its protagonist thus: ‘Captain Murchison was a man of pluck and back-
bone, possessing great self-control and endurance, a man of iron will and 
fortitude.’90 Even though, by now, hard physicality was not merged with 
ready tears of sensibility, the military man could still shed a tear when in 
extremity. For Murchison it was when facing total blindness. The impact 
on civilian manliness of the range of emotions associated with military 
men – not just courage and fortitude, but the mutually constitutive mix 
of self-sacrifice, longing and loss, nostalgia, and patriotism – needs the 
further investigation explored in Manliness in Britain.

The significance of these feelings is clear from their depiction in 
print, visual, and material cultures, consumed both on battle and home 
fronts. Indeed, the scholarship on the close relationship between these 
two domains has grown rapidly since the start of the twenty-first century. 
The Boy’s Own Magazine author mentioned was a reverend, and he told his 
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young audience that when he attended wounded and dying soldiers in the 
Crimea, they feared they had ‘led a bad life’ and asked him: ‘can there be 
any hope for us now?’ In his view, they ‘may have been bad men, but they 
are always truthful: they never try to make themselves out to be better than 
they really are. Their last thought is generally of home.’91 This book there-
fore traces the significance of the domestic sphere and its material culture 
in projecting martial values and manliness into the civilian sphere.92 

Home, family relationships, and the concept of domesticity have been 
identified as central to masculine identity from early modern through to 
modern periods for most social classes.93 Collectively, these studies show 
that men gained authority and advertised their manhood through their 
mastery over dependents and the sexual control of female members in 
their households; moreover, their status was threatened when this was 
not achieved. The home was fetishised in Victorian Britain as a symbol of 
morality within which masculine identity was increasingly monitored.94 
John Tosh shows that from the 1830s to 1880s, domesticity, as an emo-
tional and psychological category, added a further dimension to these 
markers of status for middle-class men, who derived from it a profound 
sense of self.95 Furthermore, historians reveal that masculine identity was 
evaluated in the long nineteenth century through men’s care, nurture, 
and affection for their children.96 This applied beyond the middle classes. 
Recent studies of working-class men as fathers rescue them from the con-
tempt of posterity and nineteenth-century social investigators, who regu-
larly cast them as neglectfully absent from the home and, when present, a 
disruptive force.97

The place of ‘home’ remained significant for manliness even in the 
period that John Tosh has identified as the ‘flight from domesticity’ – from 
the 1880s onwards.98 In recent years this ‘flight’ has been revised and it is 
now considered to be an era when domesticity was projected beyond the 
home and family; merely displaced or postponed while men endeavoured 
to make their living, rather than rejected outright. As the shifts in tone of 
fictional representations of manliness to more adventurous, harder styles 
indicate, the ‘flight’ was primarily a feature of men’s imaginative lives, 
rather than a social practice. Nevertheless, there was a tension between 
work and home, as this book demonstrates. This was not new. As Karen 
Downing’s neat concept of ‘restlessness’ demonstrates, it can be traced in 
print to the plot of Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) and retained its 
popularity for over a century afterwards.99 Nonetheless, it became more 
acute during the long nineteenth century as attachment to home came 
to be seen as a marker of inadequacy and individuals were praised for 
launching themselves into the unknown of an imperial world where migra-
tion was normalised and sought after.100 Even so, this was still a world in 
which tender feelings about and by men were encouraged, so long as those 
men also conformed to dominant notions of rugged, hardy manliness.101 
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Thus the home, and the emotions it generated, were significant to manli-
ness throughout the century, since men were no more alienated from the 
home at its end than they had been before, although their reason for being 
absent might be imagined differently.

Collectively, this scholarship challenges any supposition that men 
were peripheral to the home, demonstrating that public and domestic 
spheres were neither separate nor rigidly gendered. While acknowledging 
difference and complexity, it shows that many men were frequently absent 
from the home because they were working to provide for the domestic 
economy and were considered by their families to affection, nurture, and 
devotion through this labour.102 Similarly, when present, such fathers were 
tactile, playful, and caring, all factors which boosted their masculine iden-
tity.103 This body of work is valuable and important, and its findings are 
not questioned here. However, this book takes a different tack, which is to 
explore why cultural representations of men frequently imagined them as 
physically absent from home, though never peripheral to it; and how this 
sense of them as a centripetal or centrifugal force within the home and 
family unit shaped their manliness.104 

The workplace was one of the acceptable locations where men were 
expected to be when away from home. Employment, after all, enabled men 
to provide for their dependents and kept them busy and out of trouble. As 
such, work was a primary marker of masculine identity, whether in terms 
of middle-class professional identity or working-class skilled and unskilled 
labour. The relationship between work and men’s bodies was a matter of 
contemporary concern. The increasingly sedentary nature of middle-class 
men’s work was understood to undermine their bodies and minds, making 
the former flaccid and weak, the latter subject to neurasthenia, a psycho-
logical condition of modern life and its stresses.105 Working men’s bodies 
were subjected to greater scrutiny than elite men’s, since state and society 
utilised them for industrial and economical success and national and impe-
rial defence.106 At any one time they were, thus, objects of both concern 
and emulation. As such, a variety of scholarly works address Victorian 
working-class men’s corporeality. Social historians explore mid-century 
‘condition of England’ fears that industrialisation stunted industrial work-
ers, while economic and demographic historians reconstruct the working 
population’s diets and stature.107 Social Darwinism and urban industrialisa-
tion raised the spectre of a generation of physically deficient working-class 
men, and, thus, historical scholarship alludes to the working-man’s body 
when exploring institutionalised attempts in the later nineteenth century 
to salvage the ‘degenerate’ physicality of the British working man.108 

Art historical scholarship shows the ways in which working-class 
men’s bodies were also celebrated and appropriated by elite audiences. 
Artists used representations of labourers, particularly navvies, harvesters, 
blacksmiths, and colonial craftsmen, to construct gender, class, national, 
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and imperial identities.109 Urban labouring men in art emphasised that 
Britain was a modern, technologically advanced industrial and imperial 
nation.110 Agricultural labourers’ depiction in art served many cultural 
functions over the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.111 By the Victorian 
period, such men were often represented as downtrodden or working in 
teams. This contrasted with portrayals, both in paint and photography, of 
seafaring men who were deemed independent and resilient and, therefore, 
less intimidating than the urban worker.112 Indeed, one way to render the 
urban working classes more reassuring in an era of expanding democ-
racy and working-class political demands was to ascribe heroism to them. 
Working-class men’s physicality is, therefore, also considered in scholar-
ship on the democratisation of heroism in the nineteenth century, when 
civilians of lower social status were honoured for saving lives and other 
acts of bravery. 

Descriptions of this new hero’s strength and character in a print cul-
ture intended for a popular readership served several purposes.113 As 
exemplars and aspirational models of behaviour for the lower classes they 
were intended to secure social compliance.114 The ways in which depic-
tions of working men shaped middle-class men’s masculine identities has 
been less fully considered. There are useful insights to build on. Middle-
class artists, for example, explored their own labour through such art.115 
Radical socialists also saw working men’s bodies as exemplars for their 
own visions of a socialist utopia: in some cases homoerotic desire was 
envisioned to bridge class divisions.116 This book examines more broadly 
the middle-class fascination and desire for working-class men’s labouring 
bodies to scrutinise the latter’s relationship with ideals of manliness. It 
also addresses working-class accounts and representations of men at work 
to show how far they shared and contrasted with elite versions.

Sources, methodology, and concepts

In order to identify the meanings of manliness, a wide range of diverse 
sources that are not conventionally analysed together are surveyed in 
Manliness in Britain. These include print culture, such as advice literature, 
popular health guides, works of history and literature, sermons, friendly 
society regulations, periodicals and magazines, especially the popular 
British Workman temperance publication, as well as commercial adver-
tisements. It also encompasses fiction, poetry, and songs, along with life 
writings. Visual images of idealised men in engravings and genre paint-
ings are considered, together with photographs and lithographs. Insane 
asylum case notes are deployed to trace the relationship between men’s 
bodies and the language of manliness.117 Material culture is also assessed 
through a variety of objects, including trade union, friendly societies, and 
temperance ephemera, such as certificates, banners, quilts, and aprons, as 
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well as pottery figures. Martial material culture like toys, textiles, and col-
ours are assessed, as well as domestic objects such as plates, jugs, mugs, 
and hand-sewn furnishings. 

The intention to elicit emotions unites much of the visual, material, 
and print culture that is examined here. This is partly because the decades 
studied were shaped by sensibility and the sentimental, two phases of the 
same urge to shape the world and encourage people’s actions by stimulat-
ing feelings.118 Its influence was deepened by its moral content.119 Nicola 
Bown observes that sentimentality did not just ‘sweeten ideological mes-
sages’, it had aesthetic qualities that invited tears and feelings that were 
predicated on a shared humanity.120 In this way, as Rebecca Bedell shows, 
the cultures of feeling that animated the long nineteenth century sought 
to forge human connectedness and thus achieve social transformation. 
She points out that sentiment was ‘politically multivalent’. In some hands 
it aimed at reform, in others it sought to control, and even those people 
typically excluded from power might deploy its rhetoric to effect more 
radical change.121 This worked because people shared the tools to inter-
pret its meanings. Readers and viewers responded similarly to sentimental 
works, shaped by their familiarity with social codes, signs, and symbols; 
sentiment was thus ‘predicated on a mutual understanding of the cogs of 
homogenised emotion’.122 Such motifs had affective power throughout the 
long nineteenth century, which they carried with them wherever they were 
encountered, whether in art, material culture, poetry, or advertising.123 

This study therefore argues that feeling is central to the formation of 
gender identities. As it demonstrates, many of the positive representations 
of idealised manliness were deployed through sensibility and sentiment, 
cultivating feelings of admiration, love, pride, and patriotism in those who 
encountered them. Powerful in themselves, these emotions were the more 
potent because they were repeatedly linked to exemplary manly bodies. 
The attractive male forms, figures, and faces which embodied manly 
values and elicited these emotional responses, it is proposed, also stimu-
lated desire in their male and female spectators.124 This desire could have 
many facets, whether erotic and sexual, or simply gratifying and pleasur-
able. The homo- and heteroerotic gaze was thus evoked in the service of 
gender and class constructions, since the male bodies objectified were fre-
quently working class.125 Negative accounts of men deemed unmanly also 
intentionally provoked feelings to strengthen their message, though these 
were not the tender emotions of the sentimental, but raw visceral feelings 
like disgust, revulsion, fear, and hate – the very antitheses of pleasura-
ble desire. These representations of unmanliness, intended to warn men 
against excess in all its forms, deployed sensationalism and melodrama. 
When men were shown as disrupting homes, especially through marital 
violence, for instance, the motifs of melodrama are easily detected.126 
This cultural movement typically attached emotions to bodies too. Good 
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and evil characters were written onto bodies, respectively beautiful or 
ugly, externalising what might otherwise be hidden.127 Given the class and 
racial structures in which these systems of feeling operated in the nine-
teenth century, it was often working-class men and those defined as racial 
and ethnic ‘others’ whose bodies were thus imagined. 

It was the nexus of bodies, emotions, and objects that embedded ideas 
about manliness in people’s minds and influenced corporeal behaviour 
and actions: a phenomenon that is, to date, little recognised.128 There 
are numerous conceptual frameworks for analysing bodies in the past. 
Roger Cooter’s survey of the ‘somatic turn’ in history arranges these into 
four broad categories. First, the Foucauldian concept of biopower, which 
exposes the regulatory techniques that use the body to control populations 
and the systems that encourage self-actualisation through the personal 
shaping of the corporeal.129 Next is the new cultural history’s ‘body’: a 
culturally constructed entity that is historicised in its ‘representational 
regime’.130 The ‘lived-experience’ body is a reaction to this discursive 
emphasis, whose proponents argue that a representational approach 
risks de-essentialising the reality of flesh. Instead they seek to understand 
embodiment.131 Karen Harvey’s attempt to ‘study the lived, embodied 
experience of gender’ is driven by this agenda.132 She advocates drawing 
on one’s ‘own material experiences’, combined with documentary evi-
dence, to investigate the physical experience of labour skills in the past.133 
Cooter goes on to critique what he sees as the return of ‘biological essen-
tialism’ in other disciplines in the first decade of the twenty-first century. 
Some of these scholars adopt neuroscience to understand bodies, others 
implement ‘presentationalism’; that is, the ontological quest for presence 
and authenticity in history.134 Cooter completes his survey with Nikolas 
Rose’s ‘politics of life’, in which the ‘entanglements of power constituted 
in and through body/knowledge’ are foregrounded.135

As its starting point, this book is perhaps most influenced by the ‘rep-
resentational regime’ outlined, in that it focuses on textual, visual, and 
material culture representations of gendered male bodies to historicise 
their meaning.136 Its source base is not, therefore, equipped to evoke 
men’s embodied experience, which in any case would appear to be illu-
sory: how, after all, can historians divest themselves of their own somatic 
sense, their own social and cultural context, their own sex and gender, to 
imagine themselves into a historical actor’s very different body and men-
tality? By recognising the emotional moods created by these accounts of 
the manly body, nonetheless, this analysis seeks to do more than identify 
the meanings of manliness that were projected onto the body, through 
their association with feelings. It proposes that these emotions were forms 
of communication and that emotional expressions provide information 
about gender. In doing so, it adapts social-psychologist Gerben van Cleef’s 
‘Emotion as Social Information’ model, which contends that ‘emotional 

BEGIATO PRINT.indd   16 07/10/2019   11:09



	 Making manliness manifest: an introduction	 17

expressions provide information to observers, which may influence their 
behaviour’ through inferential processes and eliciting affective reactions.137 
It is proposed that this melding of approved manly bodies with particular 
emotions created ‘emotionalised bodies’, akin to emotional objects, which 
created and communicated what was deemed to be acceptable or unac-
ceptable manliness (through inferences related to other knowledge about 
masculine identity) and elicited feelings in people that helped them find 
these qualities appealing and respond positively or be repulsed by and 
reject them.

The central tenet of this book’s argument is that it was the intermateri-
ality of text, image, object and their conjunction with bodies and emotions 
that facilitated the conveying, reproducing, and fixing of manly values.138 
An expansive definition of material culture is adopted for this reason, since 
text and images from print culture were frequently reproduced upon an 
object or repurposed into an object – their form and location extending 
the reach of their messages.139 The theoretical concept that is deployed 
throughout to underpin this argument is cultural theorist Sara Ahmed’s 
notion of ‘stickiness’. She shows that objects, signs, and bodies become 
sticky with meaning. This meaning – in her application disgust – is trans-
ferred through a process of substitution from one object to another. The 
objects are not inherently disgusting but become sticky with such affect. 
For her, this process is an ‘effect of the histories of contact between 
bodies, objects, and signs’. Repetition makes the meanings intrinsic and 
has a binding effect.140 This book proposes that positive as well as negative 
emotions are projected onto and transferred between bodies and objects, 
which carry and transmit messages about gender to those who encounter 
them and their signs.

 Contemporaries were aware of the potential of such material cul-
ture. The British Workman, for instance, sold packs of illustrated ‘wall-
paper’, posters of the beautiful illustrations that it published each month 
intended to inculcate temperance through moral lessons. Their purpose 
was itself depicted in a 1870 wall-paper entitled ‘A Father’s Lessons on 
the Illustrated Wall-Papers’. It shows a working father sitting in front of a 
wall displaying several wall-papers (Figure 0.2), simultaneously labouring 
and using the illustrations to teach his daughter, who has brought him 
his lunch. Like this image, the wall-paper not only offered moral instruc-
tion and good behaviour, but modelled the performance of manliness. 
Such intermateriality meant that meanings travelled, often transcending 
or complicating their original intentions. When different audiences met 
these meanings, they had the potential to break free from the wealth, class, 
or gender constraints imposed by more conventional print culture. This 
is very apparent in objects that brought political, national, and imperial 
values into the home (such as textiles, ceramics, and figurines). Indeed, 
location and use could directly impact upon meaning and need to be taken 
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into consideration when investigating cultural import and trends. Thus, 
considering the intersection of emotions and gender reshapes our under-
standings of power and its exercise by moving away from more simplistic, 
often heteronormative, binary models such as domination and subordina-
tion, or ideals and reality.141

Intermateriality also deepened the role of objects as emotional arte-
facts, a concept that takes us beyond text to addresses the intersections of 
bodies, emotions, and material culture.142 As Ahmed argues, contact with 
imagined and material objects generates feeling.143 This burgeoning area 
of research demonstrates that objects stimulate feelings and maintain and 

0.2  A Father’s Lessons on the Illustrated Wall-Papers, British Workman (2 May 1870), p. 20.
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spread values and ideas. There is evidence that contemporaries recog-
nised this capacity of material culture and deployed it to shape and moni-
tor their own behaviours and beliefs.144 The abolitionist iconography of the 
kneeling slave, for example, was a powerful tool in the campaign to abolish 
the slave trade. In 1834, William Lloyd Garrison introduced his ‘Sonnet’, 
inspired by Wedgewood’s medallion of the kneeling slave, explaining: 

In order to keep my sympathies from flagging ... and to nourish my detestation 
of slavery by a tangible though imperfect representation of it, I have placed on 
my mantel-piece the figure of a slave (made of plaster) kneeling in a supplicant 
position and chained by the ankles and wrists.145 

As this neatly demonstrates, emotions are more likely to be stimulated 
through sensorial encounters with three-dimensional objects. The juxta-
position of multiple forms in one object that could be handled, viewed, 
possessed, gifted, bequeathed, and treasured made emotional artefacts 
so powerful that they acted as agents in influencing people’s actions, 
behaviours, and views.146 

Manliness in Britain unfolds its arguments through these conjunctions 
of emotions and materiality. Chapter 1, ‘Figures, faces, and desire: male 
bodies and manliness’, queers our received knowledge of the transmission 
of gender by asking different questions about the part played by men’s 
idealised figures, forms, and faces in the process. Setting out the general 
trends in manly ideal bodies over time, it contextualises them in the fac-
tors triggering discussions of manhood, which were frequently expressed 
through concerns over men’s bodies, appearance, and function, and driven 
by fears about modernity. It follows in the footsteps of George Mosse’s 
work on manliness in Germany and other parts of Europe, which places 
the beautiful male body at its heart.147 What makes this approach novel, 
however, is that the chapter charts the various feelings and states of mind 
promoted by these attractive bodies and their consequences, including 
romantic and parental love, grief, cheerfulness, resolve, and security. All 
promoted characteristics of manliness, making this concept appealing and 
easy to recognise, feel, and to share. It contends that desire was the most 
fundamental factor in this process, since idealised male bodies had erotic 
potential for women and men, and were objects of the gaze in ways similar 
to feminine, sexualised bodies.148 An explicit example of this is the furore 
over Richard Westmacott’s eighteen-foot-high statue, Achilles, intended 
to commemorate the nation’s gratitude to the Duke of Wellington, cast 
from French cannon captured during the Napoleonic Wars and erected in 
1822.149 Its nudity caused consternation, especially since it was funded by 
public female subscription; thus a fig leaf was added.150 Originally intended 
to be titled ‘The Ladies’ Trophy’, it was humorously titled ‘the ladies’ 
fancy’. George Cruikshank satirised it in Making Decent!! and Backside and 
Front View of the Ladies Fancy-Man, Paddy Carey (both 1822).151 Replete 
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with phallic innuendo, the latter centres on female viewers’ fascination 
with the larger-than-life naked muscular male form. As the drapery banner 
declares: ‘His Brawny Shoulders 4 ft Square/His Cheeks like thumping 
Kidney tatees/His legs would make a Chairman Stare/And Pat was loved by 
all the Ladies “The Ladies Joy &c &c” Paddy Carey.’152 Such male bodies 
appealed to men as well as women, it is argued, rendering the gender 
qualities associated with them desirable too.153

Their antitheses: revulsion and ugliness constructed notions of unman-
liness too, as Chapter 2, ‘Appetites, passions, and disgust: the penal-
ties and paradoxes of unmanliness’, demonstrates. It builds on Stephanie 
Olsen’s work on the emotional education of juveniles from 1880 to 1914, 
which deployed both positive and negative feelings.154 It shows that adult 
men were instructed on how to avoid unmanliness through emotionalised 
bodies: failing, uncontrolled, unattractive bodies created by unchecked 
appetites and bad habits, prompted disgust, fear, and shame. Men were 
thus taught that the inability to master one’s self caused literal physical, 
mental, and moral disintegration, and attracted society’s contempt. The 
chapter shows that lack of self-restraint became more dangerous in the 
nineteenth century as excessive passions, bodily appetites, and feelings 
were increasingly pathologised as causes of disease.155 To borrow Ellen 
Bayuk Rosenman’s account of spermatorrhea, diseases were ‘imagined 
into existence to embody historically specific anxieties’.156 The same 
unregulated bodies and emotions were also increasingly seen to lead to 
insanity. Throughout the nineteenth century insanity was attributed to 
and located in disordered nervous systems. Nonetheless, it retained moral 
associations, with its hereditary explanations and causal factors of pov-
erty, stress, bodily appetites, and emotional problems often moralised. In 
these understandings, responsibility was placed upon the male individual 
for failing to exert sufficient moral control to avoid his illness. Not all 
unregulated, non-normative male bodies were read as disgusting, how-
ever. Youths, old men, disabled and ill men, for example, were partially 
exempted from conforming to the rigid rules set by the beautiful emotion-
alised bodies of Chapter 1. Even so, all these men were deemed compro-
mised and less manly as a result. 

In Chapter 3, ‘Hearts of oak: martial manliness and material culture’, 
bodies and emotions are brought together with objects through the most 
desirable idealised man of all: the military man. Fictional and real martial 
men were imagined through emotionalised bodies, with material culture 
often acting as the point of entry for the cultural work they performed in 
producing and disseminating manliness. This included the romanticised 
‘stuff’ of martial glory or, later in the century, the new technology of 
annihilation, or, across the period, the everyday domestic artefacts dec-
orated with martial themes.157 This martial material culture was emotion-
ally dense and played a vital part in constructing manliness for civilians 
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as much as soldiers and sailors. Uniforms, weaponry, battlefield objects, 
medals, and regimental colours functioned in print culture as entry points 
into wider imaginings of military men’s admirable characters and quali-
ties.158 In their domestic lives, people frequently interacted with objects 
which resonated with martial manliness, those decorated with, or in the 
form of, sailors, soldiers, and military events, including military-themed 
toys, ceramic ornaments, and textiles, some of which were made by mil-
itary men. Domestic in nature and scale, these objects also strengthen 
recent findings that there was no hard separation between the spheres of 
battlefront and home, military and civilian life.159 What makes them even 
more significant for the book’s argument, is that when objects imbued with 
martial masculinities were encountered in other spaces and times they 
continued to carry and convey these associations to a broader audience. 
This is evident in the impact of ‘celebrity’ military men in material culture, 
and this chapter therefore analyses two men from lower social origins who 
were feted in material culture, in performance, and later through funded 
memorials. The objects analysed acted as vessels for emotions, helping to 
‘fix’ manly ideals in people’s minds and sense of selves. Indeed, some, in 
the form of remains of military men’s bodies and military colours, were 
treated as ‘relics’ and devotional artefacts. In the end, this chapter shows 
that objects are not merely symbolic but material agents in constructing 
gender. 

Chapter 4, ‘Homeward bound: manliness and the home’, develops the 
analysis of materiality further by considering the relationship between the 
space of home and manliness. At marriage, men announced their sexual 
maturity and achieved their masculine privileges. As this chapter shows, 
however, there was a tension between a masculine identity that was con-
ceptualised as rooted in the emotional sphere and physical space of the 
domestic, but only achieved by men being outside it, toiling to earn a 
living. As such, it addresses men’s absence from home through the popu-
lar motifs of men leaving and returning home, dreaming of home, and their 
absent presence; that is, material reminders of men obliged to be away 
from home for long periods.160 It then analyses the parallel consequences 
of men’s presence in the home. Men could create ‘happy’ homes through 
their economic provision, frugality, kindness, and, crucially, displays of 
love and affection. Or their disruptive unmanly behaviours could result 
in ‘unhappy’ homes. The chapter focuses on working-class men, though, 
of course, cultural representations of absent middle-class men were not 
at all unusual. Some were positive, including men who were away from 
home carrying out duties in empire or war, or industrious businessmen 
striving at work before returning to their home refuges, so central to the 
concept of domesticity and the formation of middle-class identity.161 Other 
absences from home, however, were marked as unmanly. A story in the 
1883 Illustrated London News, for example, established that John Adair 
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was a bad husband and father through his failure to return home after 
work to support his wife when his child was ill.162 Nonetheless, the chap-
ter addresses representations of working-class men because middle-class 
imaginations so often situated them in relation to home, scrutinising their 
emotional and sexual performances in that sphere since the home was 
deemed central to a successful society and nation. It also functioned to 
remind middle-class men what they should aspire to and avoid being. As 
such, it further disrupts the notion of a flight from domesticity from the 
1870s.163

‘Brawn and bravery: glorifying the working body’ draws together emo-
tionalised bodies, spaces, and objects in the final chapter by examining the 
performance of manliness in work. The representations of working men 
analysed in this chapter were especially amendable to a middle-class gaze 
and agenda. Their glorified emotionalised bodies conveyed respectability 
and reliability, constructing a safe type of manliness that drew on traditional 
motifs to counter anxieties about working-class men as a politically or 
socially disruptive force. These were ‘heroic’ forms of working-class mas-
culine employees, either because their labour was deemed aesthetically 
and morally ‘heroic’, symbolised by their muscular forms, or because they 
risked their lives to save others as part of their profession. Some wore uni-
form, such as the firemen and railway guards; others had a distinctive and 
recognisable working dress that could be romanticised, such as miners, 
mariners, and blacksmiths. Several bore the symbol of the archetypical 
unskilled and skilled labourer: sleeves rolled up to show muscular fore-
arms. A further common feature was that kindness was attributed to both 
brawn and brave stereotypes. This emotional ‘cluster’ of goodwill, moral 
responsibility, and benevolence tamed the muscular and reckless body.164 
This was not the only function of these manly workers for a middle-class 
audience, since the same combination of alluring physical and emotional 
qualities embodied in the male working-class body also rendered it desir-
able as a manly ideal. 165 Yet working bodies should not be read solely in 
terms of condescension, passivity, and subordination, nor through erotic 
desire and projection. 

The final section of the chapter therefore explores working men’s 
agency in constructing gendered identities through emotionalised bodies 
and material culture, evident in working-class artists’ depiction of labour-
ing men on images and objects intended for a working-class audience 
and consumer.166 As Simon Newman’s work on ‘seafaring bodies’ demon-
strates, the agency of early Philadelphia sailors can be traced in their 
bodies: their distinctive gait, their injuries, and their tattoos, which were 
‘emblems of trade, experience, and proficiency’.167 The banners and 
ephemera used in processions by workers in nineteenth-century Britain, 
often decorated with proud images of idealised working men, did similar 
work. Of course, given the dependence of the working classes on their 
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labouring bodies, this also emphasises the precarity and vulnerability of a 
working man’s sense of self and his classed position in the world, his body 
undermined by poverty, dangerous working conditions, and ill-health. 
Thus, while the cultural alignment of emotionalised bodies and objects 
strengthened the power of manliness for society, it simultaneously under-
wrote its vulnerabilities and instabilities.

The book’s epilogue brings emotionalised bodies and material culture 
up to date to show how men’s bodies and their associated emotions con-
tinue to be exploited for a variety of ends, some of which, in a world that 
appears to be rejecting progressive liberal values, are remarkably danger-
ous. In this way, it foregrounds the importance of bodies, emotions, and 
material culture for our understanding of masculinity and all of its social, 
cultural, and political implications. 
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1
Figures, faces, and desire: 
male bodies and manliness 

Introduction

Manliness was conveyed through beautiful, virile, male bodies; men’s mus-
cles, hair, stance, movement, and facial features delineated, even rhapso-
dised, in print, visual, and material culture.1 Such appealing male figures 
and faces were associated with positive emotions that were coded as both 
manly and moral.2 This chapter explores their changing forms over time, 
but also addresses the question raised by such bodies. Intended to prom-
ulgate and disseminate exemplary masculinity, what purpose did their 
beauty serve? Scholarship that explores attractive, eroticised male bodies 
often considers them as unusual or transgressive, either because they are 
found in erotic or pornographic works, or because they are considered 
to primarily appeal to a homoerotic viewer.3 Depictions of a ‘normative’ 
male body are also deemed problematic within the framework of the gen-
dered gaze, which positions the male viewer as active and dominant and 
the object of his gaze as female and subordinate.4 Henk de Smaele, for 
instance, argues that Richard Westmacott’s monument to the Duke of 
Wellington (unveiled in 1822) failed in its attempt to deploy the naked ide-
alised male body to contribute to hegemonic ideals of masculine citizen-
ship. This was because ‘turning the male body into an object of the gaze 
evokes the possibility of female and homosexual desire’, resulting in ‘dis-
order and confusion’ rather than the virtuous order the spectacular body 
was meant to achieve. While contemporary satire mocked women’s sexual 
interest in the statue, and it was later used in anti-government criticism, de 
Smaele’s reading of the image is selective and certainly does not bear the 
weight of his conclusion that ‘masculine power rests on the absence of a 
fixed embodied standard against which one can be measured’.5 

In contrast, and to answer the question of the role of male beauty in 
disseminating ideals of manliness, this chapter takes a queer approach 
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which deliberately makes strange the conjunction between physical beauty 
and masculine values. It adopts the techniques of scholarship that queers 
sexual constructions and rejects assumptions about normative masculin-
ities and how they were created and circulated.6 Thus, it recognises the 
desirability of idealised male bodies and makes this the foremost object of 
scrutiny.7 Overall, it proposes that beautiful male forms and appearances 
were intended to arouse desire for the gender that these bodies bore, 
whilst also, no doubt, stimulating erotic feelings in some of their male 
and female viewers. This nuances our understanding of the gaze. It shows 
that the idealised manly body was active, since it was an agent of prized 
gender values. Yet it was also passive, as the object of a female and male 
desirous gaze, and subordinate, for although some of the descriptions of 
idealised male bodies in this chapter were elite, as it and later chapters 
show, many manly and unmanly bodies were those of white working-class 
men.8 Due to the sources used, it is white bodies that are the focus here, 
but it is acknowledged throughout that in the imperial context of the long 
nineteenth century, the idealised manly body was also racialised, with 
whiteness constructed through accounts of ethnic and racial ‘others’.9 
Throughout, manliness was measured through bodies and the emotions 
they symbolised and aroused.10

Viewing the manly form: poise, power, and pose

In art, and, later in film, idealised men’s bodies were often described 
in dynamic motion: fighting, wrestling, throwing, lifting, and working.11 
Other bodies were caught at rest, between labours, or adopting a pugilis-
tic, athletic, or muscular pose, all of which still gestured to a more active 
state. Attention to this movement exposes the plethora of ways in which 
the male body was viewed and evaluated by spectators, often to discipline 
and categorise it. Motion was a marker and privilege of mature manhood, 
for example, and a long-standing moralistic trope insisted that male youths 
work or exercise to distract them from sin. In 1750, for example, the 
Ordinary of Newgate explained that Anthony Byrne, who was convicted 
for breaking and entering, was put to apprentice once he had arrived ‘at a 
proper Age to undergo Fatigue, and to keep his robust and manly Faculties 
in Agitation, in order to shield him against the Sallies of Idleness, the Root 
of all Evil’.12 Anthony failed because he rejected active work. A century 
later, Samuel Smiles advised readers of his chapter on ‘Self-Culture’ that 
the only remedy for youths prone to ‘discontent, unhappiness, inaction’ 
was ‘abundant physical exercise, – action, work, and bodily occupation of 
any sort’.13 Under the shadow of race science in the later nineteenth cen-
tury, as Elspeth Brown observes, ‘movement emerged as a key indicator 
of racial evolution’. Anthropometric photography in the 1880s was aligned 
with developments in physical anthropology to use human locomotion as 
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an identifier of racial difference, with bodies of colour placed lowest on the 
hierarchical scale.14 

Men’s moving bodies were also viewed for pleasure and entertainment. 
Pamela Gilbert shows that men participated in popular rural sports, includ-
ing wrestling, fighting games, hurling stones, and bare-knuckle boxing, to 
make money, win prizes, and resolve disputes, but also ‘to affirm masculin-
ity through the demonstration of strength, competitiveness, and the ability 
to endure pain stoically’.15 Pleasure in men’s moving bodies was clearly 
understood to be the draw for a paying audience and marketed thus in 
the press. Frank E. McNish, an American acrobat performing in London, 
was described in ‘Heroes of the Hour’ (1889), as possessing a ‘fine ath-
letic frame – a remarkable combination of grace, agility, and strength’.16 
The representation of men as bodies in motion, therefore, offers insights 
into the ways in which embodied manliness was consistently scrutinised 
although its form changed over time.17 

The variation in men’s bodies, bodily styles, and form can be cap-
tured by three convenient, if somewhat simplified, terms: ‘poise’, ‘power’, 
and ‘pose’. These conform to a rough chronology, wherein the idealised 
manly form shifted from slender, graceful strength to more bulky, solid 
heft, to sculpted muscularity from the 1760s to 1900.18 Two very different 
definitions of exercise at 1755 and 1897 capture the changing nature of 
the goals of male exercise regimes, from moulding elite bodies to a more 
democratic commercialised physical culture. In his 1755 Dictionary of the 
English Language, Samuel Johnson defined exercise as ‘Habitual action by 
which the body is formed to gracefulness, air, and agility.’19 One hundred 
and fifty years later, Eugen Sandow’s regime of physical exercise targeted 
specific muscles to bulk them up, accompanied by a table enabling the user 
to record ‘before’ and ‘after’ measurements.20 Sandow headed a physical 
culture iconography in which the male pose was a signifier of fitness to 
which men from a variety of social classes could aspire.21 The following 
section offers a broad-brush chronological model of these bodily types to 
demonstrate how they stimulated desire for the manliness they embodied. 

First, though, it must be noted that poise, power, and pose were 
not successive, distinct bodily categories since they shared several quali-
ties.22 Most obvious is that the classical body influenced by Greek antique 
sculptures was at the core of all formulations of male physical beauty and 
health.23 Two classical male body types were especially potent: the young, 
slim athleticism of the Ephebes and the mature, hefty, heroic Herculean 
form; the first clean-shaven, the other bearded.24 In ‘The Marquis and the 
Maiden’ (1857), for example, the stalwart heroic groom was described as 
‘faultless in his form and build, a young Apollo, with that careless ease of 
manner, and with a certain bold frankness of air’.25 Martin Myrone’s study 
of masculinities in British art suggests that Georgian ideals of manly beauty 
focused upon the less brawny Greek model, while the mature Herculean 
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body type came to symbolise the muscular Christianity dominating the 
second half of the nineteenth century.26 Roberta Park’s assertion that until 
1850 idealised men were represented either as ‘lithe and slim’ or ‘pon-
derous’ pugilists is, however, somewhat simplistic.27 After all, the art that 
resulted from using boxers as life models in the early nineteenth century 
depicted muscular bodies that would have satisfied Sandow. Furthermore, 
the symbolism of Hercules conveyed dignity and agency to many kinds of 
men’s bodies in the eighteenth century, though somewhat ambiguously 
when applied to well-developed black bodies. The kneeling African slave, 
designed in 1787 to symbolise and help effect the abolition of the slave 
trade, for example, was muscular and posed like images of the kneeling 
Hercules. His emotionalised body conveyed nobility and endurance, as 
well as supplication and victimhood. However, as the image was more 
widely disseminated the representative slave was ‘reconfigured as an 
object of pity and gratification’.28 

Moreover, the two classical body types were equally valid forms of 
attractive manliness. The tale ‘Holroyd of St. Anselm’s Meets an Old 
Acquaintance’ in the 1900 Big Budget, for instance, described two Oxford 
undergraduates at St Anselm’s, ‘a college famous for its scholarship as 
well as its athleticism’. They were popular, sporty Tippy Guthrie, runner, 
rugby player, and footballer, and rower Jack Lucas: 

both splendid specimens of young British manhood – Guthrie, lightly but 
beautifully built, erect and supple as a poplar, with sparkling, devil-may-care 
eyes, and features, if irregular, made attractive by their strong vitality; and 
Jack Lucas, captain of the college boat, a young Hercules of six feet and four-
teen stone, with a face open as the day, and a great cheery laugh that was as 
good as a tonic to it hearers.29 

Here, classical bodies are aligned with hearty values of humour, risk, 
and openness to evoke pride in British manliness. And, of course, as the 
inspirational classical male body indicates, the muscular male pose was as 
much a feature of early nineteenth-century art as late nineteenth-century 
photography, whether signifying poise or power.

In fact, strength did not reside only in the mighty muscular manliness 
of the later nineteenth century. Men’s bodies had always been required 
to be well proportioned and strong. The Ordinary of Newgate’s descrip-
tion of the a forty-six-year-old highwayman, William Gordon, in 1733, 
conceded that ‘He was a Man strong in his Person, and well limbed.’ 
This bodily conformity signalled other manly characteristics: ‘and as to 
inward Accomplishments, he was bold to a prodigious Degree, had a large 
Share of personal Courage, and would fight resolutely on any Occasion’.30 
Gordon had the basic stuff to have been manly, though he had made the 
wrong decisions. So too did William Smith, the thirty-year-old son of the 
Rector of Killmare, Ireland, who was indicted for forgery, depicted in 1750 
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in The Ordinary of Newgate’s Account as around five feet eight inches tall, 
with a ‘good manly Countenance, and … well proportioned in his Limbs’.31 
Although physical symmetry was one of the corporeal measures of anthro-
pometry, it had long existed as an ideal of manly beauty, as this shows. 
An 1807 account of Cambridge-educated Charles Mordant described him 
thus: ‘Nature had in every respect been bountiful to Charles Mordant; for 
to a person moulded in the most exact form of symmetry, was added not 
only a beautiful, but a manly face.’32 Indeed, the emphasis in the later 
nineteenth century on a muscular development that forged harmonious, 
symmetrical bodies was simply a historically specific form of poise.33 

It is also worth pointing out that the precise delineations of the ath-
letic, muscular body were open to the viewers’ interpretation. An excellent 
example is ‘Orlando, the Outcast of Milan: A Heroic Story of the Olden 
Time’ (1874) who is described as being around twenty years of age, 

though his frame had reached the proportions and developments of athletic 
vigour. He was not taller than the average height of men, but when he stood 
erect, so straight and comely was he, and such a breadth of bosom did he pres-
ent, that the eye, taking its cue from his evident strength of nerve and muscle, 
gave him proportions of frame beyond his real measure. His face was some-
what bronzed by exposure, but his features were regular and handsome.34 

At first read, one imagines Orlando as strapping, broad-chested, and 
muscular. Yet, in the accompanying illustration (Figure 1.1), he is pretty, 
slight, and graceful, rather than bulky and muscular. And in fact, the text 
gestures to this; not yet mature and of average height, Orlando assumed 
a larger frame thanks to the manly signifiers of nerve, upright pose, facial 
hair, and beauty. 

These qualifications aside, it is still possible to historicise the ideals 
to which male corporeality was meant to conform and to which manly 
values were attached. The eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century ideal 
possessed a dexterous carriage and poise and clean-shaven face; a bodily 
shape influenced by factors as diverse as polite sociability and the culture 
of sensibility, Georgian military techniques, and ideas about physical exer-
cise and health and diet regimes.35 Politeness had established a distinc-
tive set of poses for men that presented their sociability and civility to 
onlookers.36 Sensibility added inner dimensions to these external bodily 
manners. In ‘The Story of Selina’ in The Lady’s Magazine of 1804, the 
sixteen-year-old eponymous heroine was wooed by Edward. No wonder: 
‘his form wore every manly grace; his manners were soft, persuasive, ele-
gant; his mind well stored with useful and accomplished learning; [and] his 
fortune competently independent’. His physical grace was thus profoundly 
entwined with the emotions praised in the culture of sensibility: sympathy, 
compassion, and benevolence. He was so appealing that even her parents 
encouraged him as a suitor.37 
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1.1  ‘Orlando, the Outcast of Milan: A Heroic Story of the Olden Time’, Our Young Folks 
Weekly Budget of Tales, News, Sketches, Fun, Puzzles, Riddles &c 208 (1874), p. 397. 
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Elegance and soft manners did not suggest effeminacy. Dexterity and 
fluidity were military fighting techniques as well as dance movements, 
where manly strength was conveyed through deft movement, rather than 
bulk.38 The author of An Essay on the Art of War (1761) advised readers:

Let an officer also accustom himself to a laborious, simple, and frugal Way 
of Life; let him as much as possible acquire Agility and Nimbleness, by danc-
ing, fencing, riding, playing at Tennis, walking, hunting, in short, by every 
Exercise fit to form and strengthen his constitution; let him never avoid expos-
ing himself to the Air, or ever attach himself to any Commodity. Exercise of 
the body Content of Mind, and Regularity of Manners, are the sure Means to 
preserve that manly Vigour, which ought ever to distinguish a military man.39

Physical exercise like fencing was thus promoted for its own sake in the 
second half of eighteenth century, rather than for self-defence alone. A 
1763 publication, translated into English in 1787 – Domenico Angelo’s 
School of Fencing – emphasised that it gave persons of rank ‘additional 
strength of body, proper confidence, grace, activity, and address’.40 

Although strength did not have to map onto a stout body, it was marked 
out by ethnicity. On 14 October 1759, Thomas Robinson (1738–1786), a 
Yorkshire gentleman on his Grand Tour, wrote to his brother Frederick, 
deploying national stereotypes about continental effeminate men:

I am sure to meet several very pretty young Counts and Marquis, with bags & 
swords, but I always think when I see them how easily you would lick them, 
& that tho’ they should draw their swords, that a knock on the mark would lay 
these tough Fellows flat. Any but you would think that tough meant hardy & 
stout, but tell them to look tough out in the Westminster Dictionary, & they will 
find the meaning of it to be Proud … & conceited of themselves.41

For Thomas, strength was not only corporeal, but betokened British 
self-confidence and authenticity over ‘foreign’ artificiality and conceit.42 

This type of plain manliness was in the ascendant by the early nine-
teenth century, along with the more grounded body that it matched. Ideal 
bodies were defined by adjectives that conveyed size: ‘hearty’, ‘mighty’, 
‘rugged’.43 Cruikshank’s breakdown of body parts that the ladies desired 
most in the 1822 statue of Achilles celebrating Wellington’s victories would 
certainly suggest that size mattered: ‘Brawny Shoulders 4 ft Square’, large 
pronounced buttocks, and legs that ‘would make a Chairman Stare’ (the 
men who carried sedan chairs were notable for their powerful thighs and 
calves).44 In 1847, Bell’s Life in London and Sporting Chronicle described 
a cricketer as fighting ‘to win every inch of ground with mighty manli-
ness’.45 Stolidity and robustness, therefore, made corporeally manifest 
the manly values of fortitude and endurance. By the mid-Victorian period, 
the idealised manly body was brisker in motion, erect rather than graceful 
in posture. The eponymous hero of ‘Stonio, the Stone-Cutter: A Story of 
Lisbon and the Great Earthquake’ in the Young Folks Paper of 1889 was 
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described thus: ‘He is scarcely twenty-five years old, erect as the mast of 
a ship, athletic, and full-bearded.’46 As well as denoting a phallic sexual-
ity, which is discussed in the section ‘Desiring manly vigour: virile and 
erect forms’, uprightness was both embodied and a set of moral behav-
iours. Signifying its virtuous connotations, in 1822 the periodical John Bull 
praised a London Lord Mayor and Member of Parliament, commenting on 
his ‘manly and upright conduct’.47 Uprightness was also emotionalised, 
associated especially with pride. In an 1851 example of the former, one 
youthful sailor was described as being physically straighter as the result of 
becoming manly: ‘In about fifteen or twenty minutes he came down, and 
straightened himself up with the conscious pride of having performed a 
manly act, he walked aft with a smile on his countenance.’48 

Several cultural, political, and social factors converged to make this 
sturdier, rugged male body so aspirational. Artifice was rejected by the 
political revolutions of the late eighteenth century. The ‘natural’ was 
increasingly fashionable in hair, with wigs abandoned and whiskers 
grown.49 Neoclassicism offered new clothing fashions, which hinted at 
the classical, nude, muscular form.50 But perhaps most influential was a 
period of national crisis and war that demanded hardy, fighting-fit male 
bodies. Military men’s faces signified this, with elite cavalry units adopting 
the hussar moustache from 1806 and most regular army officers sporting 
a military upper lip by mid-century.51 Essentially, the feeling, graceful, and 
refined body appeared less useful in an age of revolution and war; cer-
tainly, the more robust fighting working-class bodies of sailors, soldiers, 
and boxers were depicted as particularly appealing and reassuring.52 

The hardy Jack Tar’s bodily endurance, strength, and agility, for exam-
ple, were ubiquitous in popular representations of his fighting and cos-
mopolitan activities in the service of his nation.53 His body bore and made 
visible his professional identity through his metaphorical arms and heart 
of oak and his literally distinctive skin and clothing. Sun-burned seamen 
took up tattooing in large numbers from the later eighteenth century, with 
90 per cent sporting a tattoo by the early nineteenth century. For them it 
displayed the trademarks of their job: ship-based skills, the capacity to 
fight, and extensive travel; it also indicated fraternal fellowship and roman-
tic love, and, no doubt, their capacity to withstand pain.54 When combined 
with their specialised clothing – trousers whose fabric and shape marked 
the sailor out as a man of cosmopolitan, global significance – it is not sur-
prising that men and women desired and consumed the erotic frisson of 
the general image of the sailor with numerous youths aspiring to possess 
this brand of manliness.55 

The idealised male form of the late Victorian era can be similarly 
historicised as it bore the hallmarks of modernity: urbanisation, industri-
alisation, imperialism, and militarism. It was hearty and plucky, as befit-
ted the adventurous man of empire, and had a military carriage that was 
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determined by new weaponry that required skirmish and light infantry 
battle techniques.56 Middle-class men clearly desired and attempted to 
acquire the physical markers of this rugged daring manliness. As beards 
were divested of their association with Romantic radicals and working-class 
revolutionaries, they were taken up with enthusiasm: grown from the 
1860s to represent a modern manliness that combined authenticity with 
patriarchal authority.57 This was a profoundly racialised manliness. New 
imperialism ushered in what Bradley Deane calls ‘competitive manliness’ 
where, paradoxically, encounters with non-European men did not simply 
consolidate scientific racism; instead, they offered examples of ‘primi-
tive’, ‘pure’ manliness that were considered admirable and aspirational. 
Adventure stories, for example, delineated the magnificent physiques of 
races deemed inherently warrior-like, such as Zulus and Sikhs. The exotic 
‘other’ formulated conceptions of white British manliness, therefore, due 
to the ‘ability of British heroes to hold their own on the frontier’.58 Often, 
the male subject of the desirous white gaze was black, as Richard Smith 
shows in his analysis of West Indian soldiers in the white imagination 
during the First World War.59 White men admiring the masculine beauty 
of indigenous men not only served to display the former’s own sense of 
superiority. In some cases, as Anne O’Brien observes, the homoerotic gaze 
occasionally strengthened opposition to injustice against the latter.60 

Modernity triggered fears about manly bodies too. Although the urban 
labourer was celebrated in mid-century visual and textual representations, 
as will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5, this was partly to remind mid-
dle-class men of their potential bodily enfeeblement due to new forms 
of sedentary work.61 Alongside the idea of heroic workers, according to 
a social Darwinist discourse working-class men’s bodies were identified 
as degenerating and unsuitable to play their role in building and main-
taining a strong nation and empire. Numerous commentators from dif-
ferent professional and disciplinary backgrounds proffered solutions to 
the bodily weaknesses of all these men, ranging from advocating physical 
exercise, to organising athletic clubs, to integrating exercise in education 
at all levels.62 Sport was essential to this effort to remake manly bodies, 
catalysed in the ‘new athleticism’ of the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century, which advocated organised sports and games to produce physical 
prowess, skills, and team spirit.63 Indeed, the role of desire for the manly 
body and its qualities was most explicit and visible in the commercialised 
sportsman’s body, as the following case studies of boxer, cricketer, and 
strongman display.64 

From the second half of the eighteenth century, the boxer represented 
a type of manliness cultivated through the body, since the sport was pred-
icated upon a physical stance and technique, and body appearance and 
shape developed through diet and training regimes.65 Thus, the pugilist’s 
body challenges any suggestion that masculinity became more embodied 
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in the later Victorian era. The biographical accounts published in the late 
nineteenth century of famous, long-deceased prize fighters offer consid-
erable continuity in visual depiction. Consider, for instance, the Licensed 
Victuallers’ Mirror’s 1888 biography of John Broughton’s last fight, accom-
panied by a line drawing of him in fighting pose.66 Broughton is described 
in his final fight as looking like ‘a fine specimen of a gladiator – big, burly, 
powerful – the well-developed muscles showing prominently on his huge 
arms and vast chest; but to critical eyes he was much too fleshy, especially 
about the face’. The qualifying statement was about his age rather than 
any preference for one kind of muscularity. Nor does the illustration define 
his muscularity differently to meet new corporeal standards; it was based 
on contemporary depictions of him. Facially it is similar to John Ellys’ mez-
zotint, possibly 1787, while the torso, breeches, and shoes are influenced 
by John Hamilton Mortimer’s 1767 painting of the match.67

As Broughton’s illustration indicates, demand for reproductions of 
the boxer’s idealised corporeal form was high.68 Artists such as William 
Hogarth, Thomas Lawrence, and John Rossi sought out boxers as artists’ 
models in preference to, or as living evocations of, classical statuary.69 
Surgeons also admired boxers as perfect anatomical specimens. In a letter 
dated 26 July 1808, Charles Bell complained that he had missed recent 
‘comparisons of the modern athletes and the antique’, such as ‘exhibitions 
of Jackson, the boxer’. He noted, however, that on Saturday Lord Elgin 
had invited him to see ‘an exhibition of the principal sparrers naked in his 
museum. I went, and was much pleased. The intention was that we might 
compare them with the remains of antiquity. There were Flaxman, Fuseli, 
and several other Academicians.’70 Aristocratic patrons in the late eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries commissioned boxers’ portraits for their 
collections and enjoyment. Benjamin Marshall’s Mr John Jackson (1810) 
posed the boxer alongside a classical statue, and while, unusually, Jackson 
is not in fighting pose or clothing, his attractive muscled form and his legs 
are displayed as equivalent to the statue’s.

Lower-ranking artists also painted boxers’ portraits to satisfy demand, 
and depictions of humble pubs and homes indicate that people displayed 
cheaper engravings of such portraits on their walls.71 Charles Hunt’s aqua-
tint portrait of Bendigo William Thompson (1811–1880) has him in typical 
fighting pose: planted feet with muscular torso and arms.72 Illustrations 
of fights were marketed too. Thomas Rowlandson’s etching of the Boxing 
Match for 200 Guineas between Dutch Sam and Medley presents the two 
boxers in an aesthetically appealing form. A less illustrious example can 
be found in the View of the Fight between Gully and Gregson (1807) (Figure 
1.2), which uses the same lexicon: naked torsos, solid legs planted apart in 
form-fitting breeches, arms raised, fists clenched.73 With the improvement 
in photographic techniques, photographs of boxers were sold on postcards 
and cigarette cards to an even wider audience. A representative example is 
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the 1890 collotype of Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Walter Edgeworth-Johnstone 
(1863–1936), Irish heavyweight boxer, posing in shorts and vest, long 
socks, and boxing gloves.74 Billy Edwards’s Portrait Gallery of Pugilists of 
England, America, Australia (1894) is a large-form version collected into 
one volume with a short description of each boxer followed by a full plate 
photograph (and in one or two cases an illustration from a photograph).75 
In these, the boxers were similarly posed, mostly bare-chested, wearing 
pale close-fitting tights that ended below the knee with socks and a belt 
or elaborate scarf tied around the middle, and several sported fashionable 
moustaches. They differed only in that some were in fighting poses while 
others faced the camera with arms crossed. 

People also paid to see these boxers’ bodies outside of the ring in 
entertainment venues such as the stage or music hall.76 Peter Jackson, 
a man of West Indian origin, champion of Australia, arrived in the USA 
in 1888 and beat numerous contenders, then toured in 1894, appearing 
as Uncle Tom in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin.77 Daniel 
Mendoza took part in pantomimes and fought as spectacle on stage in 
Manchester and London.78 People desired and consumed the boxer’s neat, 
muscular pose, balance, nimbleness, mobility, and sturdy grace through 

1.2   A View of the Fight between Gully and Gregson, wood engraving by unknown artist 
(1807). 
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material culture too.79 A Staffordshire jug, dated around 1800 (Figure 
1.3), depicted the famous fight between Daniel Mendoza and Richard 
Humphreys in 1788.80 Mendoza’s victories in the late 1780s and 1790s 
also saw his face emblazoned on coins and beer mugs.81 Staffordshire por-
trait figures of pugilists created the fighting stance in three-dimensional 
form. Some were posed as a fighting pair on one base, such as the figurine 
depicting the American boxer John Heenan and the English boxer Tom 
Sayers, circa 1860.82 Others were separate, like the pair depicting Tom 
Cribb and his opponent Tom Molineaux (c.1810–15), an American-born 
former slave, who fought in 1810 and 1811.83 Objects like this were col-
lected and displayed in the home, disseminating the partially stripped body 
of the boxer, black-skinned as well as white, still further, appealingly dis-
played in their pastel-coloured breeches and on pale bases.84 These widely 
collectable ‘pin-ups’, memorabilia, and ornaments displayed skin, power, 
and form that evoked manly values of endurance, courage, fortitude, and 
self-mastery and stimulated desire, pride, admiration, and excitement.85 
As argued throughout this book, the possession of such objects and the 
feelings attributed to them, and inspired by them, communicated and fixed 
notions of manliness in owners and handlers. 

As these examples denote, the popular and public figure of the ‘prize 
fighter’ embodied national and racial characteristics in his manly form.86 
In his 1823 work Boxiana, Pierce Egan drew distinctions between national 
fighting styles: ‘In Holland the long knife decides too frequently; scarcely 
any person in Italy is without the stiletto; and France and Germany are not 
particular in using stones, sticks, etc. to gratify revenge; but, in England, 
the FIST only is used.’ Thus, Egan could claim that sincerity, honesty, gen-
erosity, and fairness were ‘inherent’ in Englishmen.87 Similarly, the white 
boxer was used in the popular press as possessing the ideal qualities of 
ideal British manliness, ‘mild and sociable in demeanour, conducting him-
self with discretion and civility’.88 Representations of minority boxers con-
tributed to these constructions in complex ways.89 The fine bodies of Jewish 
pugilists, like Daniel Mendoza, helped challenge anti-Semitic stereotypes 
about Jewish weakness and effeminacy, as the term ‘Hefty Hebrews’ indi-
cates.90 Similarly, images of African Americans like Molineaux celebrated 
their physical beauty and equal prowess to white British boxers. However, 
in both cases, as Ruti Ungar shows, even this praise marked them out as 
different, signalling the supposed superiority of white British manliness 
in the process. Nevertheless, the appeal of minority boxers showed that 
neither national identity nor manliness was a unitary ideal.91

Cricketing was another example of a sport that celebrated manly pose 
and behaviour, though one that offered a rather different type of bodily 
appeal to its viewer.92 This ‘manly sport’, according to Samuel Smiles, 
developed a youth’s ‘arms and legs’. Indeed, it was, he declared, thanks to 
‘the boating and cricketing sports, still cultivated at our best public schools 
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and universities, that they produce so many specimens of healthy, manly, 
and vigorous men, of the true Hodson stamp’.93 As this suggests, cricket 
was England’s national sport and appealed to a range of social groups, 
producing along the way cricketer heroes whose batting skills displayed 
courage and whose bowling demonstrated strength and ferocity.94 The 

1.3  Staffordshire jug featuring Daniel Mendoza. 
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Lillywhite family of cricketers offer an example of their allure. William 
Lillywhite (1792–1854), eventually known as ‘Old Lilly’, the renowned 
Sussex bowler, headed a notable family of cricketers and cricketing entre-
preneurs. They included John (1826–1874), a batsman and umpire, who 
was a member of the first national All-England Eleven touring team that 
visited America and Canada in 1859 and was chronicled by Frederick 
Lillywhite in 1860.95 Depictions of the men were used in publications from 
specialised sports titles to boys’ magazines and marketed through visual 
and material culture as well as recorded in photography – all convey-
ing standards of manliness to viewers.96 The Staffordshire pitcher of ‘Old 
Lillywhite at Lord’s’, for example, based on a lithograph by John Corbett 
Anderson, shows the rather portly figure of Old Lilly grasping his cricket 
ball. The leaner-bodied image of John Lillywhite, from around 1874, is 
somewhat different to his father’s familiar image, though both suggest 
the rural nature of the sport.97 The sport was perhaps most embodied in 
the person of William Gilbert Grace, who played in the final three decades 
of the century: heavy-set and sporting a majestic beard he exemplified a 
‘natural’ sporting manliness.98

Perhaps this was a feature of the sport’s amateur status in the period, 
which mythologised the ‘natural’ in terms of skill and, it seems, bodies.99 
Indeed, Richard Holt observes that the early cricketing heroes of the 
mid-nineteenth century fell into two types: ‘countrymen, tall, broad, decent 
… or the skilled, wily supremely determined players’.100 Both offered a 
different kind of manly body to the boxer, though still one to be admired 
and consumed and one that was perhaps attainable for more men. Their 
posture in photographs also differed. Like boxers, cricketers dressed in 
their distinctive clothing and had fashionable facial hair, but their manli-
ness centred on homosocial and same-sex affection rather than compet-
itive aggression.101 In portrait photos cricketers held the bat or ball that 
marked out their skill; batsmen largely posed at rest rather than ready to 
hit the ball, leaning on the bat as if it were a cane. In team portraits, they 
were grouped standing and sitting: men of action, but pictured at ease 
(see Figure 1.4). The text accompanying a team lithograph published in 
Harpers Weekly, 1863, describes cricket as ‘a constant exercise of muscle 
in batting and running, and skill in bowling and catching the ball’.102 Yet, 
rather than overt muscularity, it is casual grace, confidence, and, notably, 
affectionate camaraderie that mark out their manly bodies, as they lean 
together, their arms around each other. David Deitcher has written of 
the ‘mildly erotic pleasures of looking at affectionate men’ in his work on 
same-sex intimacy in portraits of American men posed together. These 
team photographs were produced to record sporting events and achieve-
ments and advertise the cricketers’ skills, and, in choosing attractive affec-
tionate poses, they surely capitalised on the desirous gaze to market their 
game and sporting manliness.103 
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By the turn of the nineteenth century, physical culture was com-
mercialised, facilitated by the growth of mass society, democracy, and 
the belief that bodies could be constantly reshaped and improved for 
national and personal benefit.104 As such, the posed male body was ever 
more familiar to viewers and, in the case of the strongman, marketed for 
popular enjoyment. The most notable strongman example was Eugen 
Sandow, born Ernst Muller in East Prussia, who came to London in 1889, 
aged twenty-three, to embark on a music hall career, performing feats 
of strength and displaying his muscular body in classical poses. He epit-
omised a new manly look based on the muscular athlete who eschewed 
the heavy beard of W. G. Grace in favour of a moustache that emphasised 
youth and vigour.105 Sandow reached celebrity status and further mon-
etised his shaven sculpted body and Prussian-moustached face through 
objects like cigarette cards and postcards with his image on them, as 
well as various publishing endeavours, including Sandow’s Magazine of 
Physical Culture in 1898, which disseminated the ideals of muscular manli-
ness to a socially diverse readership.106 Strongmen were objects of desire, 
for both female and male gazes and appreciation. They epitomised mus-
cular manliness in image and person, selling their bodies on stage, in 
cartes de visite and postcard form, in photography book collections, in 
periodicals and magazines, and in guides for other men to improve their 
bodies, using the measurements of their own muscled limbs and torsos as 
exemplary models.107 

1.4  The first English touring team, pictured on board ship at Liverpool (1859). 
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Measuring humankind, especially men, was normalised and popular-
ised in the late nineteenth century.108 The measurement of human bodies 
was at its least benign, however, under the guise of scientific anthropol-
ogy, particularly anthropometry, which used new technologies to record, 
document, and measure human bodies and thus categorise them accord-
ing to race, class, gender, and degrees of ‘deviance’, insanity, criminality, 
and intelligence.109 Archibald MacLaren’s A System of Physical Education 
Theoretical and Practical, published in 1869, for example, deployed bodily 
data from his measurements of men enrolled in gymnastic training at the 
Royal Military Academy, non-commissioned officers training as military 
gymnastic instructors, and youths. The geneticist Francis Galton (1822–
1911) set up an Anthropometric Laboratory at the International Health 
Exhibition, held in South Kensington, in 1884, which offered visitors the 
opportunity to have their senses of hearing, sight, and smell tested, their 
strength calculated, their weight and height taken, and the results entered 
on a card to take away with them, for the sum of 3d. He gathered data from 
over two thousand individuals and used them for his quantitative analysis 
of human populations.110 One of the aims in assessing men’s bodies was 
to prevent racial regression in white working-class men, and preserve and 
secure professional men from the risks of illnesses of modernity and civi-
lisation, such as neurasthenia.111 Thus, not only did anthropometry make 
manifest the assumed hierarchies between groups of people based on 
race and social class, it marked out gender, quantifying ideal and ‘deviant’ 
forms of masculinity and femininity.112 

As part of this anthropometric impulse, the moving body was cap-
tured using the new forms of still and moving photography, returning 
us to the manly motion with which this section began.113 The British 
photographer Eadweard Muybridge’s sequential photography, which cap-
tured the naked human body in motion in a research project undertaken at 
the University of Pennsylvania between 1884 and 1887, is the best-known 
example.114 The white male models who were selected for his project 
included university students who were prominent in athletics and sports 
such as cricket, rowing, and cycling, as well as professional athletes, 
mechanics, and labourers. Their physical form was intended to display the 
‘perfect’ movement of an athletic or work-related activity.115 As Stephen 
Rice notes, even Muybridge’s contemporaries were concerned about the 
tensions in his photography between presenting the bodies ‘as objects of 
scientific knowledge’ and ‘of looking at bodies as objects of desire’. One 
of the reasons the images were marketed in expensive formats was to 
prevent their consumption for reasons of pleasure only. As Rice observes, 
however, the erotic element never fully recedes.116 At the turn of the nine-
teenth century, cinema captured the moving bodies of boxers and strong-
men.117 In the 1890s, Eugen Sandow’s nearly naked sculpted body was 
displayed to paying audiences in a fifty-foot filmstrip shown in projection 
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theatres.118 By this period, men’s bodies were not only categorised in more 
elaborate ways, their emotionalised, gendered forms were communicated 
in new ways for audiences to consume. Desire played no small part in this 
process.

Desiring manly vigour: virile and erect forms 

In his chapter ‘Sculpting the Heroic and the Homoerotic’, Michael Budd 
argues that the dissemination of photographic images made possible the 
‘pleasures of possession and the fetishization of [male] body parts’.119 This 
is powerfully demonstrated by the photographic portraits of ordinary men 
who entered Eugen Sandow’s ‘Great Competitions’, seeking to win prizes 
and have photographs of their own bodies published in his magazine, 
wearing singlets or bare-chested, arms crossed. As Budd notes, they all 
shared the desire ‘to express a solidity of strength and potent force’.120 
Indeed, it was perhaps the erect male pose, adopted by men whose bodies 
were proffered for admiration, and used to describe idealised men, which 
conveyed manliness most. Recall Stonio the stone-cutter (1889), discussed 
in the section ‘Viewing the manly form: poise, power, and pose’, who stood 
‘erect as the mast of a ship’.121 As Budd explains, ‘the body is exhibited as 
totally taut; both literally statuesque and yet always capable of exercising 
force and power’.122 The phallic language of the erect pose was especially 
common in later nineteenth-century descriptions of ideal manliness, yet 
the manly form was always understood to betoken sexual appeal and 
virility, often through the coded terms of vigour and vitality. The 1761 
Essay on the Art of War, for example, commended dance for producing 
manly vigour.123 In 1764, a physician outlined the general features of a 
man: ‘superior courage, Manliness of deportment, hirsute, robust Habit of 
Body, base Tone of Voice, and other signs of Virility, which men perfect in 
their kind’.124 In the 1900 Big Budget, undergraduate and all-round athlete 
Tippy Guthrie was commended for his supple, erect body and his ‘strong 
vitality’.125 Vigour, virility, and vitality all signify the extent to which man-
liness was generally associated with potent male sexuality throughout the 
long nineteenth century. 

Sailors and soldiers were often held up as having the manly bodies 
upon which ideas of sexual vigour and potency were projected. Bawdy 
songs are a useful source indicating the association of sailors with priapic 
sexuality. ‘Jack Junk on Board of Molly Brown’ is typical, published in the 
1830s and 1840s and sung in late-night supper rooms. Jack courts Molly 
until he leaves on a voyage. A squire and a captain woo her during his 
absence. On Jack’s return, to help her select which of the three men to 
marry, Molly’s father recommends the squire because he owns land and 
her mother supports the captain because he has ships at sea. Molly choses 
Jack, however, because of his ‘long bowsprit’.126 A case of libel from 
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1872 reveals particularly well the extent to which military men’s bodies 
were associated with male sexual vigour.127 In January 1873, Lieutenant-
Colonel Gordon Maynard Ives, Colonel of the 36th Middlesex Rifles, and 
previously an officer in the Coldstream Guards, prosecuted the proprie-
tors of the Paddington Times at Marylebone Police Court for publishing a 
libellous letter. The letter, signed ‘Decency’ (and printed in several news-
papers when reporting the trial), declared that Colonel Ives’ speech at the 
prize-giving ceremony to the 36th Rifles (Paddington) Volunteer Regiment 
in December 1872 was ‘improper’ and a ‘gross insult’ to the volunteers’ 
attending female relatives. The letter did not specify the nature of the pru-
rient remarks, but the report of the cross-examination in the police court 
offers insights. Denying he was drunk, the colonel confirmed that he had:

suggested the propriety of young women to marry volunteers. He said that 
men were better after joining the volunteers than they were before. He did 
not advise the young women to look at the volunteers’ feet, their legs, their 
everything. He did not say, ‘Do not believe these fellows, they will give you this 
thing, that thing, or the other thing. The volunteers can give you everything.’128 

Ives refused to accept an apology, and the case eventually went before the 
Old Bailey on 3 February. When cross-examined, Ives reiterated that his 
speech had ‘not a single word or thought of indecency’ and that no one 
complained about it at the time. He agreed that he had remarked that the 
volunteer life improved ‘their figures and their limbs’, but ‘did not rec-
ommend to the ladies the manly and vigorous form of the volunteers’. He 
conceded that he wished ladies to marry men of manly character; never-
theless, ‘I never alluded to any visible part of man’. Various captains and 
their wives, a colonel, a surgeon, and a private all offered testimony as to 
the inoffensiveness of Ives’ speech. Even so, for Ives and his witnesses, it 
was men’s parts that formed the manly, vigorous whole. Captain Clark, the 
regiment adjutant, recalled Colonel Ives as saying: ‘Look at the man, look 
at his head, look at his shoulders, look at him all over, he is everything a 
man would wish to be.’ Similarly, in reporting Ives’ speech it is clear that 
motion and training were key to this appeal: ‘If you notice a man drilled 
he looks a man and he looks a soldier, and it is to the credit of the country 
that he should look so.’ 

For these officers, perhaps still drawing on earlier connections 
between drill and dance, it was volunteers’ manly legs that signalled their 
fitness for service, and for satisfying marital unions, along with their coyly 
worded ‘everything’. Clark was, after all, adamant that Ives was correct, 
observing: ‘I believe the ladies do love men of manly character, for I have 
got a very good one; I am sure you will be very glad to see her.’ His wife did 
indeed testify next.129 Even though the proprietor of the Paddington Times 
was found guilty and fined five pounds, this case shows that there was a 
humorous and, in some situations, bawdy association of manly, healthy, 
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trained men’s bodies with virility and sexual appeal. As Budd so accurately 
observes, the ‘male body was beautiful, good and heroic. Each of these 
were qualities that could also be erotized.’130 Through that eroticisation, 
the manly body acted as a vessel for desirable gender qualities. 

Reading the manly face: beauty, character, and emotions

The final section of this chapter explores the relationship between hand-
some faces, moral worth, and manliness. There are numerous descrip-
tions of men and youths as handsome, good-looking, even beautiful. 
Captain James C. Dailey, an American boxer of Irish parentage, was 
described in Edwards’s The Portrait Gallery of Pugilists as ‘the beau ideal 
of manly beauty’ with handsome face and clean-cut limbs.131 Attractive, 
manly faces varied over time, especially as fashions for facial hair altered. 
Regardless of decade however, a beautiful face conveyed specific manly 
qualities. Thus, the character of the male protagonist of the 1897 story 
‘Platonic Friends’ by Russell Grey was embodied in his description as 
a ‘tall lithe fellow, with grave deep eyes and a manly eager strength in 
his handsome, earnest face’.132 Such visual depictions of character were 
evident in all types of periodical, whether their intended readerships 
were adults or youths, female or male. It signalled good or bad character 
without having to delineate specific manly (or unmanly) qualities. For 
instance, the author of ‘Geraniums and Roses’ in Young Folks, 1880, asked 
the reader:

Would you like to know anything of Jack Brenton’s appearance? He has a good 
figure – that essential point in a man – a sunburnt face, and a pair of honest, 
merry blue eyes; his hair is curly, and like his slight moustache, dark brown 
in colour. He has a manly face, and a manly nature. You could not help liking 
Jack Brenton.133

These physical attributes were simply a shorthand for what was widely 
known as manly: sincerity, honesty, frankness, openness, integrity, and 
dignity. 

The point was often made through contrast. In the 1882 tale, ‘The 
Haunted Wreck, or The Dismal School by the Sea’, two handsome four-
teen-year-old twins, Harry and Frank, reminded each other of the story 
of their father and Uncle Bobadil. Much younger than his brother, their 
‘dear father’ ‘was very handsome too, whereas uncle was very plain, and 
not only that, but his temper had always a twist in it as well’. As Harry 
explained, Uncle Bobadil had a ‘surly, morose disposition’. Their father’s 
‘handsome face, manly form, and hearty, genial ways’, however, won over 
their mother, the woman both brothers loved.134 It should be noted that 
manly qualities could be subtle and did not map exactly onto only one type 
of face and form. In Chums, an 1895 tale of imperial daring, ‘Old “Fire 
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and Sword’s Nephew”: The “Plucking” of Cuthbert Delancey’, introduced 
two cousins: ‘Cuthbert, tall, well set up, soldierly in the fullest sense of 
the term, with a frank manly face and a firm chin; Arthur, slight, a little 
inclined to stoop from close application to his studies, also open-faced, but 
not of that type that takes the initiative and leads the world in its wake by 
the magnetism of its personality’.135 

Attractiveness of face was an increasingly prevalent way to evaluate 
a man in print and visual culture over the period examined. As noted, 
boxers were always judged on their corporeal qualities and alignment with 
anatomical and aesthetic notions of idealised male bodies. Yet their hand-
someness was also noted in later nineteenth-century descriptions. This is 
clear from comparing two descriptions of William Hooper, the ‘Tinman’, 
a pugilist who fought in the late 1780s. The first volume of Pierce Egan’s 
Boxiana (1830), describes Hooper’s fighting career. Egan mentions his 
short stature and weight, but focuses on fights and patronage, and their 
impact on Tinman’s character. Thus, he was valiant and determined, but 
led astray by fame and the fancy.136 In 1888, the Licensed Victuallers’ 
Mirror published an account of Hooper’s fights in which his appearance 
much more intimately traced than in Egan’s account: 

He was splendidly made – with those compact, well-knit shoulders which are 
always indicative of tremendous hitting power. His face too, was really hand-
some. His well-shaped head was surrounded with a crop of crisp auburn curls, 
and his brown eyes were as keen and bright as a falcon’s. He looked what he 
was – a dare-devil fighter. 

His opponent, a carpenter named Wright, was appealingly described as 
‘a fine strapping fellow of the type that George Eliot has portrayed in 
Adam Bede: ‘tall, broad shoulders, muscular arms, and a resolute face’. 
Following the fight, the Tinman attended a masquerade and supper where 
the Prince of Wales presided. The author noted that although ‘The Tinman 
still bore on his manly face the marks of his opponent’s fists’, he remained 
‘good-looking’.137

As these examples illustrate, it is important to analyse the ways in 
which attractiveness was a shorthand for manly values that served aspira-
tional and didactic ends. Of course, to some extent, handsomeness could 
be self-defeating as a moralising tool, since those not considered thus 
blessed might feel unable to attain its associated qualities. Who, after 
all, could match the male beauty which was specified by feature, often 
in historical fiction, and shared much with descriptions of female beauty, 
centring on youth, luxurious hair, large, liquid, long-lashed eyes, and 
expansive bosoms? Take the lustrous Orlando (1874), for example: ‘his 
eye, large and full, looked out with a soft, liquid light, seeming almost 
tearful when resting from the call of passion. His hair was very dark – 
almost black – and hung in wavy masses over his shoulders, while upon his 
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lip curled a graceful moustache.’138 It is perhaps unsurprising, therefore, 
that manly features deemed beautiful in text were not often detailed.139 
In the novel Belinda, published 1789, Edmond was described as possess-
ing a ‘face in the most perfect stile of manly beauty’.140 Writing in 1836, 
Elizabeth Johnson described her son, Andrew, who died at twenty-five 
years of age, as possessed of ‘vigorous health, manly beauty (he was, 
as I have said, tall, well-proportioned, and with a face such as is seldom 
seen)’.141 Thus, health was also used as an indicator of, or synonym for, 
attractiveness, marked out by signs such as the strong and hardy form, 
well-proportioned limbs, or brown, ruddy, or bronzed face. The latter sig-
nified fitness, as a quote from James Thomson’s poem ‘A Youth’ suggests: 
‘brown with meridian toil/Healthful and strong’.142 Such ‘healthy’ signs 
were potentially more easily achieved, particularly when exercise and 
useful recreation were understood to facilitate them.

 Accordingly, handsome manly faces could adorn many kinds of men, 
from humble to noble, from unremarkable professionals to active heroes, 
since they functioned simply to demonstrate manly attributes. In David 
Ker’s ‘The White Fawn and its Mother’, for instance, ‘one of the greatest 
generals and bravest warriors in all Southern Asia’ was noticeable in his 
isolated, lost state only because of ‘a quiet dignity in his look and bear-
ing, and an air of power and command in his firm, manly face (which 
though somewhat haggard from long fatigue and want of food, was still 
strikingly handsome)’.143 More rarely, a morally compromised man might 
be described as possessing a beautiful face, primarily to show why those 
who encountered him might be duped. In an 1839 Ladies’ Cabinet story, 
Juliet became progressively suspicious of her Venetian husband, Leone 
Leoni, whose beauty excused her initial gullibility. Her description is tell-
ing: ‘Truly was he the son of those men with black beards and alabaster 
hands, the type of whom has been immortalized by Vandyke. Leoni had 
their eagle profile, their fine and delicate features, their majestic figure.’ 
As Juliet says, 

‘how could I resist my passion for that matchless being, supreme alike in good 
or evil. How amiable, how beautiful was he in those moments. How well the 
sallow tints became his manly face, while they spared his high pale fore-head, 
relieved by his jet black eyebrows. How he could feel and give expression to 
his feelings.’ 

It is likely that his eagle profile, sallow skin, and delicate features signalled 
foreignness to readers, and, therefore, an untrustworthy beauty intended 
to contrast with British manly ‘open’ features. Indeed, Juliet articulated 
her growing suspicion that Leoni worked upon her romantic disposition by 
using his appearance and emotions.144 

As historians of physiognomy explain, the link between external 
appearance and internal morals and character was readily and frequently 
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made by artists, medical practitioners, scientists, and philosophers; beauty 
indicated virtue and moral worth, ugliness was the manifestation of vice 
and moral failure.145 The long-standing art of physiognomy became a sci-
ence with Johann Caspar Lavater’s empirical techniques, which contrib-
uted to its revival in the 1790s and widespread popularity in the nineteenth 
century.146 As Lavater pronounced: ‘If you would know Men’s Hearts, Look 
in their Faces.’147 Samuel Smiles espoused this in its mid-Victorian form: 
‘It is in the physical man that the moral as well as the intellectual man lies 
hid.’148 The desire to accurately assess others became more acute over the 
period, since modernity in all its forms, as industrialisation, urbanisation, 
and migration, increased the anonymity of encounters.149 Physiognomy 
was thus a technology of reassurance that enabled personal encounters to 
be less threatening.150 It moved from a way to read individuals’ characters 
to characterise groups, such as Jews, the Irish, criminals, the insane, and 
the poor, and was eventually used in building data about racial, ethnic 
types (in some cases through composite photography).151 Physiognomy 
also facilitated readings of gender. Kathryn Woods’ exposition of physi-
ognomy’s changing nature across the eighteenth century notes that from 
mid-century ‘facial beauty began to operate as a measure of a person’s 
femininity or masculinity’. Though in her work she considers this only 
where femininity is concerned, this concept was also central to assessing 
masculine identities.152 

As such, physiognomy informed the depictions of handsome faces 
as indicators of a man’s moral core.153 In 1874, Bell’s Life in London and 
Sporting Chronicle announced the death, aged forty-eight, of the cricketer 
John Lillywhite, explaining that ‘his very presence to persons of ordinary 
perception must have struck them as being the personification of all that 
was manly and true; no man’s character was ever more faithfully depicted 
in his countenance’.154 John Bull (1847) reviewed Mr Warren’s new publi-
cation Now and Then, summarising the story of Adam Ayliffe, an ‘upright 
yeoman’ wrongly accused of murder a century earlier, whose appearance 
signified his innocence to those looking on in the court. This ‘tall marvel-
lously well-proportioned man’s countenance said instantly to all present 
– that it could never be that of a MURDERER … It was a frank manly face, 
of a dauntless English cast.’ His blue eyes were ‘full of intelligence and 
spirit, and indicative of goodness’.155 The 1879 story ‘Guy’s Fortunes: A 
Stirring Tale of the Sea’, described Guy Kendrick’s ‘physical condition’ 
as ‘literally perfect’. In it, the captain and chief mate agree that Guy was 
‘the handsomest man’ they had seen, thanks to his ‘form and face, the 
manly strength and vigour, and the intellectual grace and beauty’. He was 
contrasted with Loren Beauchamp whom the casual observer might think 
‘extremely good-looking and even handsome’. But a ‘close observer and 
one versed in physiognomy, in judging the man’s characteristics from 
his face’, would have identified the signs of Beauchamp’s poor character 
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written in his forehead, nose, and eyes, which indicated his lack of stead-
iness and strength.156 

Popular physiognomic readings of men’s faces also helped com-
mentators to navigate and evaluate the changing styles of manly bodies 
described in the ‘Introduction’ of this chapter. The word portraits and 
short biographies of famous eighteenth-century male writers in Young 
Folks, 1889, offer excellent case studies.157 The author’s intention was to 
use portraits to gauge the mind within, enabling readers to understand 
these past authors and enjoy their literary products more effectively. The 
writer acknowledged the difficulties of reading mind from face, through 
the example of an imagined visualisation of George Augustus Sala, a 
journalist for Household Words. This was informed by his writing style: 
dashing, stalwart, boasting whiskers and a ‘bold front’. The author was 
disappointed on seeing Sala’s portrait, however, because his features were 
awkwardly conformed, with lopsided eyebrows and a snub nose. After 
reflection, the author concluded, however, that Sala’s irregularity of face 
‘only sets out the more strongly the brave heart and tender spirit enshrined 
therein’. Robert Louis Stevenson was another author whose face did not 
match his writing style, since his ‘portrait shows a long, dreamy, oval face, 
thick lips, an apology of a moustache … that gives no hint of the fire and 
energy within’.158 

To some extent, then, the author struggled to deploy physiognomy 
effectively.159 For example, Oliver Goldsmith was ‘a collection of bumps; 
and yet he was a kindly man’. Indeed, what is detectable is a suspicion of 
earlier definitions of male beauty when they did not match with what was, 
in the nineteenth century, deemed a manly character. Byron’s curly hair 
and piercing gaze, for example, ‘show forth every beauty except that of 
humility’. Similarly, a comparison of Walter Scott, whose face was ‘full 
of manly power’, with Percy Shelley was coded through manliness: ‘Whilst 
Scott is robust and manly, Shelley is delicate and feminine; whilst Scott, 
for the time, is popular, Shelley, for the time is unpopular.’ Shelley’s face, 
the author contended, was witness to his ‘tameless and proud’ flawed 
character: 

His face is almost romantically beautiful, and the effect is enhanced by the 
thick masses of wavy hair with which his head is adorned. His eyes are large 
and expressive, and his glance piercing, as suits the poet of ‘The Beautiful’, 
while his mouth is small and exquisite, as suits the uttering of the beau-
ties which he saw. Poor, sensitive Shelley! placed amidst ‘the thorns of life’ 
without the skill to avoid or the strength to bear them. His great need was 
self-control.160 

Here Shelley was deemed inferior to Scott, due to his lack of robust-
ness, which at the time of writing in 1889 was clear marker of manliness. 
Similarly, his face indicated excessive sensitivity, which by this point meant 
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he conformed less closely with notions of embodied manliness. Even so, 
the author deployed feelings to help divine mind and manly behaviour 
from men’s faces. The author William Thackeray, for example, resembled 
a benevolent country minister who had an easy smooth life, when in fact 
he had experienced a difficult life with hard duties. These sufferings had 
neither soured his disposition nor ‘quench[ed] the cheerfulness of his 
spirit’. Still, the author decided, Thackeray’s face was not entirely dissimu-
lating, since his writings made him a minister of the parish of the world.161 

It was common for textual accounts of manly faces to intimately link 
appearances with emotions. A manly face was often a cheerful one. In ‘The 
Unpleasant Passenger’ by Horace Lashbroke, the captain of a merchant-
man was introduced as ‘warm-hearted, weather-beaten, jovial Uncle Tom’ 
who wore a ‘manly cheerful face’.162 Scholars have argued that cheerful-
ness was deployed in representations of the lower orders to make them 
less threatening, apparently satisfied with their lot in life.163 This is true, 
but it was also indicative of a ‘natural’ manliness and a man’s ease with his 
masculine identity, betokening lack of dissimulation. An 1893 defence of 
cycling declared that ‘Cyclists in their ordinary calling are invariably men 
well put together, firm, strong, healthy, cheerful, temperate and manly.’164 
Clearly, the manly whole was important, a ‘well put together’ man merged 
physical beauty with good spirits and moderate behaviour. 

This was integral to another quality that was repeatedly read from 
the manly countenance: openness. At one level, an open face was simply 
a physiognomic marker, gesturing that an individual’s gendered values, 
morals, and intellect were exposed to the viewer. Yet openness was a pro-
foundly masculine quality, meaning ‘absence of dissimulation; frankness, 
candour, and sincerity’.165 It was a metonym for a man untroubled by and 
comfortable with his gender identity, master of his masculine privileges. 
John Bull, in 1844, offered ‘The Philosophy of Good Clothes’, which pointed 
out that ‘genteel apparel’ produced in men energy, independence, and del-
icacy of sentiment, shaping their very bodies so they walk with confidence, 
and making their face ‘manly, bold, and free; the brow open, and the eye 
clear’.166 Though this might imply that manliness was put on like a suit, 
physiognomic readings were extended to clothing and hair. Pearl’s anal-
ysis of the photographs of asylum patients, for example, reveals that the 
condition and orderliness of apparel and hair signalled state of mind and 
selfhood, with ordered clothing and hair indicating patients’ recovery.167 
Thus, good clothes released or made visible the inner, ‘essentialised’ man 
rather than the insincere, inauthentic one.

The manly face was emotionally expressive in other ways too. In 1890, 
Chatterbox informed its young readers in a poem that manliness encom-
passed several kinds of feeling. Its protagonist was a youth who had a 
‘manly look’, which ‘told of a stedfast purpose,/Of a brave and daring will’. 
This did not preclude other emotions. When he met his mother at the gate 
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on returning home, the youth kissed her loving face and the poem con-
cluded: ‘From lads in love with their mothers/Our bravest heroes grew;/
Earth’s grandest hearts have been loving hearts/Since time and earth 
began;/And the boy who kisses his mother/Is every inch a man!’168 A story 
in the Ladies’ Cabinet of Fashion characterised Mary’s fisherman father 
in terms that could stand for every ideal man of this period: ‘fine-looking 
… with his erect figure and open, manly face’. Fathers were particularly 
associated with feeling.169 As Mary declares, ‘I never met him in my life, 
no matter how short had been our parting, but he embraced me.’170 In the 
1870 poem ‘The Village School’, a small girl’s life hangs in the balance 
while her parents fret over her fate. As her apparent demise loomed, her 
father, a miller, combines frank manliness with tears: ‘His manly face 
the Miller hid/In those strong hands than earn her bread,/Tears through 
the big brown fingers slid,/And dropp’d upon his Rosy’s bed.’171 As this 
touchingly reminds us, manliness in the later nineteenth century did not 
adhere to a stereotypically stiff upper lip. Indeed, manly faces ameliorated 
any potential discomfort with men’s tears in the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century. Thus, in ‘Phantom Lives’ (1886), the author deployed the 
male character’s tears to convey his emotional crisis without undermining 
his masculinity. Therefore, Maurice’s ‘handsome manly face was almost 
convulsed – great tears were blinding him’. They also indicated to his 
sister – and the reader – the shocking enormity of the information he was 
about to reveal.172

Overall, therefore, the descriptions of manly faces were frequently 
associated with moments of high feeling, whether thwarted or threatened 
romantic love, paternal or filial affection, kindness to children (frequently 
located in the rescue of a child), grief, or despair, or, between male friends 
and enemies, anger or resolution. Typically, the manly man’s role was 
to resolve or ameliorate these emotional crises. Thus, he also signalled 
security and safety. In the 1900 tale ‘Jack’s Luck’, a girl is saved primarily 
because she can read the hero’s face. Ned, a sailor, needs to escort her 
to safety, which requires taking an isolated forest path. She accompanies 
him, because a glance at his ‘manly face’ is enough to reassure her, ‘for 
it showed her that she was absolutely safe with him, no matter where she 
might choose to go’.173 Similarly, in an 1864 tale, Margaret Gordon, a des-
perate young woman trying to work to keep her orphaned half-brother’s 
children from falling into penury, was addressed by a man in his thirties 
‘with a manly face – a face to be trusted, to be believed in anywhere; a 
resolute mouth’.174 

In effect, characters with manly faces were evoked at moments of 
heightened emotion to enact approved forms of masculine behaviour. The 
didactic power of such faces was thus strengthened through an exist-
ing knowledge of the qualities of manliness and the affective reactions 
they elicited in their viewer or reader. While the link was often made 
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implicitly through context, more explicit fictional evocations can be found. 
In the 1899 story ‘A Felon’s Gold: or, The Search for the Hidden Millions’, 
Evandra is in peril and thought of ‘someone who would fight for her, pro-
tect her. A picture of Hubert Mayrick’s handsome, manly face … the grey 
eyes so full of strength and determination, and yet so tender, had risen up 
before her. And the picture, painted by her imagining, sent a throp of joy 
and hope through her whole being.’175 Similarly, the sympathetic football 
master in a ‘New Leaf’, a tale of schoolboys tackling bullies, explained that 
one could see why he was popular: ‘there was strength written in every 
movement of his athletic frame, while in his manly face there was the 
unmistakable sign of that glorious accompaniment to physical power – a 
kind and generous heart’.176 

These handsome manly faces return us to where this chapter began, 
with desire, for they were understood to possess allure. Their sexual attrac-
tion was identified in accounts of marital selection. A review of Eberhard; 
or, The Mystery of Rathsbeck in John Bull (1883) describes the heroine 
becoming beguiled by the medical student Eberhard Evers, for exam-
ple, because ‘she is struck with his handsome face, manly bearing, and 
romantic disposition’.177 In the story of the Errols, a socially mismatched 
Scottish married couple, Ronald Errol, a nobleman, falls in love with Mary, 
a dowerless clergyman’s daughter and choses disinheritance in order to 
marry for love. Mary and her father resist his decision, fearing his eventual 
disappointment on giving up honours and wealth. However, his protes-
tations, ‘coupled with his handsome face and manly form, overcame the 
modest girl’s scruples, and ere long they were married’.178 More generally, 
men’s attractive faces, when associated with a range of positive emotions, 
were considered desirable, ensuring that the manly qualities they repre-
sented were alluring for the men and women who encountered them.

Conclusion

Men’s bodies and emotions made manliness desirable and appealing. 
This might be through the fictional cheerful athletic undergraduate or 
reports about the real boxer who possessed ‘bottom’, or romantic tales 
of muscular youths with heaving bosoms and tearful eyes. Their attrac-
tiveness might be transmitted via hardy men with honest, open-faced 
countenances, or bawdy songs conjuring the vital desirability of soldiers 
or sailors. Such men’s bodies were collected, consumed, and gazed at 
in paintings, engravings, photographs, and eventually, film. In all cases, 
their emotionalised bodies influenced people’s ideas about manliness. As 
Chapter 2 shows, men’s bodies and faces were likewise used to inculcate 
negative emotions that worked to fix ideas about unmanliness.
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2
Appetites, passions, and disgust: 

the penalties and paradoxes of unmanliness

Introduction

Unmanliness was emblazoned on emotionalised bodies, written onto ill-
formed, unappealing forms and faces, and deployed through disgust, the 
very antitheses of desire. This too had physiognomic roots and moral 
associations. Johann Caspar Lavater, for example, explained: ‘the mor-
ally best, the most beautiful. The morally worst, the most deformed.’1 
Eighteenth-century British moral philosophers similarly drew analogies 
between the corporeal and the moral, applying a ‘moralization of aes-
thetics’ in which morality was rooted in the ‘natural’ capacities of the 
body: its senses, affections, and passions.2 Already associated with vice 
and immorality, ‘ugliness’ was increasingly physiognomically read in the 
nineteenth century to embody class, race, and ethnic inferiority.3 People 
encountered this philosophical and scientific premise in popular culture, 
perhaps most obviously in children’s stories, which frequently contrasted 
good and bad characters through heroes’ and villains’ bodies. In Young 
Folks Paper, 1888, Noel Claythorpe is hauled into the baronet’s court to 
stand trial for beating the baronet’s cruel son. Noel’s virtue is signalled by 
his appearance: ‘a flood of sunlight, softened by the dingy panes of a tall 
and narrow, closely lozenged window, poured upon him, lighting up his 
handsome face and manly form, and producing an effect that was heroic’. 
Norman Anwick’s duplicity and corruptness, on the other hand, is flagged 
by his obese body and blood corrupted by alcohol.4 

The description of Anwick is especially telling, for his failure to meas-
ure up to an idealised physique was caused by his excessive appetites. 
This chapter explores the ways in which unmanliness was imagined 
through such unrestrained appetites and feelings, and their impact upon 
bodies, minds, morals, and, therefore, gender. These are critical factors to 
explore in the long nineteenth century, when the penalties for unmanliness 
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became less abstract and collective and more visceral and personalised. In 
the early modern period, failure to control bodily appetites and emotions 
had been recognised as the road to crime, sin, punishment, and, eventu-
ally, redemption.5 With modernity, which Mary Poovey defines, in part, as 
‘the repetition at the level of subjectivity and the body of the disciplinary 
dynamics played out more ostentatiously in various domains’, the failure 
of self-control was pathologised.6 The connection between succumbing 
to temptation and escalating vice remained, but additionally was consid-
ered to fuel a descent into degeneracy and madness. As such, unman-
liness was increasingly conceptualised as a failure of the self, a form of 
self-destruction. The discussion of the relationship between unmanliness, 
bodies, and emotions that follows reveals the inherent paradox of mascu-
line identity, since many unmanly behaviours were also those which, in a 
managed form, were central to the performance of normative masculinity. 
Thus, men had to navigate considerable ambiguities in performing their 
gender. These challenges are further exposed by the ways in which men 
from different social classes deployed different emotions in their calls for 
self-control. Finally, the chapter shows how unmanliness was especially 
complicated for those men whose bodies were lacking, regardless of their 
volition, due to disability, age, or infirmity. 

Unrestrained appetites and passions

In An Account of the Marine Society (1759), Jonas Hanway declared: 
‘Reason and experience urge; Heaven itself importunes us to convert our 
luxury and vanity, our puerility and effeminacy, into pious, manly, and 
martial labours.’7 This conversion necessitated the restraint of certain 
appetites, which were ascribed moral qualities and positioned as the ene-
mies of manliness.8 Culturally and socially constructed, such appetites 
encompassed sensual and carnal desires and behaviours, including food 
and sex, substances like alcohol and tobacco, activities like gambling and 
consumption, and a raft of behaviours deemed to distract men from pro-
ductivity, such as idleness.9 This section focuses in particular upon eating 
and drinking, and their associated vices, such as masturbation, to show 
the ways in which they were condemned through their projection onto 
unmanly bodies that stirred aversion. 

The regulation of these appetites was adjusted to prevailing cultural 
trends, a shift illustrated by three examples of advice for boys, youths, 
and men. James Fordyce’s Addresses to Young Men, published in 1777, 
aimed at the middle and professional ranks, positioned the failure of man-
liness in what he called ‘effeminacy’, that is, the pursuit of ‘pleasure’ and 
‘luxury’, which included gaming, excess in fashion, and worldly habits. All 
led to the loss of affection, sympathy, sense of worth, and understanding 
of moral beauty, truth, and virtue. The consequences of such indulgence 
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were bodily disassembly: ‘the tone of your minds is broken; you are frit-
tered by vanity; you are dissolved in vice’.10 Its physical results were 
‘distorted beings’ with ‘lax nerves’ who decorated their bodies and sim-
pered.11 To some extent, these men were the victims of their times: ‘when 
a masculine virtue and deportment are become so unfashionable’ thanks 
to the worldly temptations of civilised society.12 Modernity corrupted, with 
its ‘new orders of pleasure, ruinous by their expense, inflammatory to 
the passions, productive of softness, idleness, sensuality, debauchery’.13 
Britain itself was under ‘imminent danger from the prodigality, profligacy, 
and unfeeling luxury of her inhabitants’, who had exchanged ‘the strict-
ness, the hardiness, and the noble spirit of our ancestors’ for ‘a selfish and 
vicious effeminacy’.14 Nevertheless, bodily control in the form of frugality, 
sobriety, simplicity, plainness, and hardness would restore the nation to its 
rightful historical eminence. Fordyce not only blamed urban luxury: poor 
child-rearing and education similarly misled male youths. Indeed, he cited 
Samuel Richardson who blamed society for prioritising pleasure, which 
led ‘the man of body’ to take ‘the greatest care to set out and adorn the part 
for which he thinks himself most valuable. Better the man of mind, who 
would bestow most pains in improving that mind.’15 

Nearly one hundred years later, Samuel Smiles’ Self-Help, aimed this 
time at working-class men, likewise located unmanliness in modernity 
and physical excesses, for which the only response was self-control.16 
Smiles informed his male readers that the highest object of life was ‘to 
form a manly character, and to work out the best development possible, 
of body and spirit, – of mind, conscience, heart, and soul’.17 Manly char-
acter was sustained by not giving in to physical desire, whether for sexual 
gratification or food and alcohol, by controlling inappropriate passions 
and feelings such as anger and fear, and by physical hard work. His rec-
ommendation was to ‘be a temperate man, and exercise the virtue of self-
denial … nothing is so much calculated to give strength to the character’.18 
Lack of self-control produced discontented poor men, who manifested 
‘weakness, self-indulgence, and perverseness’.19 He also disparaged mid-
dle-class ‘ambition to bring up boys as gentlemen, or rather “genteel” 
men’, through which they ‘acquire a taste for dress, style, luxuries, and 
amusements, which can never form any solid foundation for manly or 
gentlemanly character’.20 Yet, unlike Fordyce, writing a century earlier, he 
did not situate the causes of unmanly appetites in upbringing and institu-
tions; in fact, ‘It may be of comparatively little consequence how a man is 
governed from without, whilst everything depends upon how he governs 
himself from within.’21 In effect, he placed the blame upon the character 
flaws of the individual man. His examples of successful men were intended 
to show his readers that ‘their happiness and well-being as individuals in 
afterlife, must necessarily depend mainly upon themselves, – upon their 
own diligent self-culture, self-discipline, and self-control, – and, above 
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all, on that honest and upright performance of individual duty, which is 
the glory of manly character’.22 In the 1866 edition of Self-Help, he was 
even more explicit, asserting that such individualism was responsible for 
the state of the nation, since ‘progress is the sum of individual industry, 
energy, and uprightness, as national decay is of individual idleness, self-
ishness, and vice’.23 

Robert Baden-Powell took individualism to its extreme in his goal of 
creating entirely self-sufficient, individualistic men, who nevertheless gave 
up everything for ‘King, fellow countrymen or employers’. In 1908, he 
published his handbook for scouts, which contained guidance for instruc-
tors, as well as ‘yarns’ intended to inspire boys in learning ‘scouts’’ work. 
Scouting for Boys aimed to inculcate the skills of ‘peace scouts’, those 
‘frontiersmen of all parts of our Empire’, such as pioneers, explorers, 
missionaries: ‘real men in every sense of the word’. Such men knew how 
to look after themselves when far from help or support: ‘they are accus-
tomed to take their lives in their hands, and to fling them down without 
hesitation if they can help their country by doing so’. If Smiles’ generation 
replaced moderation with abstinence, then Baden-Powell’s demanded that 
‘real’ men ‘give up everything, their personal comforts, and desires, in 
order to get their work done’.24 What is similar to all these campaigns for 
self-control, as we shall see, is that men’s bodies, along with a range of 
associated emotions, were deployed as the main weapons in the drive to 
persuade men to exercise self-control.

First, self-mastery of food. Food consumption offers valuable insights 
into unmanliness since, as Christopher Forth argues, commentators envis-
aged food as impacting on nervous, digestive, and reproductive systems 
to thereby craft the materiality of manhood.25 Dietary moderation had long 
been commended, with religion a motivating force for such restrictions. 
Fasting was part of Christian observance and a simple diet was seen as 
producing not only faith and morals, but a harder male body, resistant 
to sexual temptations.26 In the Christian tradition, after all, meat excited 
the body and temperament and stimulated a further urge for alcohol or 
carnal desires.27 In the later seventeenth century, for instance, Thomas 
Tyron saw excessive eating and drinking as leading to corruption, with 
meat inciting men to violence.28 Evangelicalism influenced the vegetarian 
movement, which adhered to the idea that dietary indulgence led to moral 
corruption.29 In 1903 it was still proposed that flesh food ‘tends to irritate 
the nerves and to excite the passions, thus giving the balance of power 
to the lower propensities’.30 Although excessive abstinence was dispar-
aged in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, due to its associations 
with popery, something more than moderation became necessary as the 
nineteenth century unfolded.

All this had extensive implications for masculine identity, particularly 
when combined with the other motivating factor for restraint: modernity, 
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imagined to soften the body, causing obesity, laziness, and a propen-
sity for masturbation and sodomy.31 Strikingly, the bodies produced were 
described in terms intended to elicit distaste. As Samuel Smiles pro-
nounced in 1859: ‘in this age of progress, we find so many stomachs weak 
as blotting-paper, – hearts indicating “fatty degeneration”, – unused, pith-
less hands, calveless legs and limp bodies, without any elastic spring in 
them’.32 By the nineteenth century there was a new stress on cultivating a 
healthy constitution, designed to produce a hard male body, which implied 
virility and manliness. A ‘hardening’ regime of exercise and restricted 
diet in turn regulated men’s passions.33 For W. Wadd, for instance, the 
only way to prevent obesity was ‘rigid abstemiousness, and a strict and 
constant attention to diet and exercise’.34 This had different meanings for 
different classes. Stuart Hogarth states that middle-class men practised it 
to protect against overindulgence and rich living, while working-class men 
used it to toughen the body to bear the burden of excessive hard work.35 

These invocations about healthy manly bodies worked. In the 1820s, 
Thomas Bewick (1753–1828) explained that a doctor advised him to take 
up ‘temperance and exercise’ after he became unwell from intensive 
application to books and his indoor work as an apprentice engraver.36 
Acting upon this advice, he read ‘“Lewis Cornaro”, and other books, which 
treated of temperance’.37 He walked for exercise, ate only a small amount 
of ‘animal food’ to avoid his constitution being overstimulated, and had 
frugal amounts of bread and milk. He also habituated himself ‘to tem-
perance and exercise, which hardened the constitution to such a pitch 
that neither wet nor cold had any bad effect’ upon him. As a result, he 
reported, his ‘health, strength, and agility’ improved.38 He was motivated 
by medical advice, although the experience of a failing body and fear of 
permanent illness played no small part; ultimately, Bewick located his 
masculine identity in his bodily moderation. Dietary restriction continued 
to be understood to dampen the passions, thereby facilitating self-improve-
ment. A Manchester man wrote in the Vegetarian Advocate in 1848 that his 
‘self-denial’ in eating meat increased his health and wealth, improving 
him morally, intellectually, and physically.39 All were features that demon-
strated ideal masculinity, as well as creating a hard, self-mastered body.

Roy Porter observes that if the ‘Christian distrust of the flesh was 
undermined’ by the end of the eighteenth century, it was ‘reborn in the 
guise of fashion’s horror at excessive ponderousness, especially when 
associated with aging and decline’.40 Porter’s use of ‘horror’ captures 
the emotional freight of descriptions of bodies deemed unacceptable and 
thus unmanly. An account of Jack Broughton’s last fight in 1750, in The 
Licensed Victuallers’ Mirror (1888), is an excellent example. Describing 
the crowd, the author notes that present in the highest-priced seats ‘was 
Broughton’s old patron, the Duke of Cumberland – no longer the stalwart, 
handsome, athletic youth, whose portrait adorned our last chapter, but 
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grown gross and corpulent, coarse in features and in manners – the most 
inveterate gambler, and the most reckless roué of his day’. Frederick, 
Prince of Wales, his brother, accompanied him: ‘a far bigger blackguard in 
every respect, and now rapidly nearing his end, gouty, dropsical, obese’.41 
These visceral descriptions of the damage done to young athletic bodies 
by excess were intended to stir revulsion and disgust for unattractive male 
bodies marked as physically and morally diseased. Moreover, they were 
rendered more loathsome by contrast with those of Broughton and his 
opponent John Slack, both ideals of burly, muscular manliness. 

As the nineteenth century wore on, appetite became a useful means 
to differentiate supposedly stoical, self-denying, middle-class masculinity 
from that of both self-indulgent aristocrats and undiscriminating, impul-
sive working men.42 Aristocrats were portrayed in fiction, for example, as 
corpulent gourmands who overindulged in foreign foodstuffs, signalling 
lack of will.43 As Joanne Parsons comments of Count Fosco, in Wilkie 
Collins’ Woman in White (1860), his fat ‘exists as a visible symbol of 
lack of gastronomic control and therefore tends to act as an indicator of 
other undesirable traits’: in his case effeminacy and villainy.44 Ignoring 
the reality of poverty and restricted access to food, the middle classes 
conceptualised the working classes as possessing animalistic and brutish 
cravings and appetites.45 In middle-class reforming logic, the working 
classes only needed to curb their hunger for sensual gratification in order 
to satisfy their dietary needs. Men’s emotionalised bodies were key in 
such instances of class ‘othering’, with both aristocratic and poor men 
demonstrating voracious hunger that was deemed either revolting or 
bestial. 

The rhetoric directed at working-class men, which demanded their 
self-control over other habits, also deployed emotionalised bodies. Thus, 
in ‘The Smoker’, in the Children’s Treasury and Advocate of the Homeless 
and Destitute of 1879, a young brisk, cheerful middle-class man confronts 
‘Bob Speaker, as he sits idly smoking on the doorstep’, asking him if he 
has nothing to do. Bob confirms that he has potatoes to plant and digging 
to do, but needs a rest. His interlocutor replies ‘A great strong fellow like 
you, I’m ashamed of you! I see you’ve an enemy very near you taking away 
all your energy.’ He then explains to Bob, 

if you had never begun smoking you would have had a good bit more money, a 
good bit more manliness, a good bit more health, and you would have given a 
good bit less suffering to other people. Throw away your pipe and be a man, 
and seek to live a clean, pure life.46 

For Baden-Powell, smoking damaged men’s senses and faculties. He 
warned boy scouts that it weakened men’s eye-sight, rendered them shaky 
and nervous, spoiled their ability to smell, and through the light and odour 
of tobacco, gave them away to the (imagined) enemy.47 The manipulation 
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of fear to effect restraint could be taken to ludicrous lengths. In the 1855 
British Workman’s tale, ‘Fire! Fire! Or a Costly Pipe’, a cautionary account 
of a man employed in a printing works unfolds. ‘Like too many working 
men’, he would not give up his smoke after his meal. Lighting his tobacco, 
he threw the burning match into what he thought was a pot of water. It 
turned out to be camphor, and though he escaped with his life, his lack of 
self-control meant that the works and surrounding buildings were burnt 
down, and 2,000 people lost their jobs.48

The temperance movement similarly harnessed emotionalised male 
bodies to their ends. There had been concerns about the dangerous effects 
of certain alcoholic beverages, especially spirits, throughout the eighteenth 
century, accompanied by calls for moderation. From the 1830s, the non-
denominational temperance movement advocated complete abstinence, or 
teetotalism.49 John Coakley Lettsom’s ‘Moral and Physical Thermometer’, 
1797 (Figure 2.1), illustrates the shift in emphasis. He includes small beer 
in the category ‘Temperance’, along with milk and water, all of which 
produced good health, wealth, and morals. In the same category are wine, 
cider, porter, and strong beer; less wholesome, but, if taken moderately 
at meals, still associated with cheerfulness, strength, and nourishment. 
The category of ‘Intemperance’ links spirits to various vices, diseases, 
and punishments, which illustrate how the consumption of spirits caused 
progressive deterioration and eventually death. These dire eventualities 
were not associated with specific types of people. Increasingly, however, 
warnings of the risks of drunkenness were represented through the bodily 
and material decline of the respectable working-class family man.50 In 
1855, the British Workman published ‘The Loaf Lecture’, which contrasts 
the differences wrought by intoxicating drink on two working men who 
earned the same wages. The abstainer possesses a neat and comforta-
ble house, is respectably dressed, and has wholesome food. The drinker 
‘occupies one miserable room, a two-pair back; not twenty shillings’ worth 
of furniture in the place; ‘a shabby, dirty-looking fellow, who keeps his wife 
and little ones in rags, and doesn’t perhaps see a decent joint of meat on 
his table once a month’. The accompanying illustration depicts the drunk-
ard’s badly kempt hair, worn-out clothing, bare ankles, and badly shod 
feet. He sits, slumped, while the teetotal stands erect, in decent jacket 
and trousers, good boots, waistcoat, and necktie.51 These tropes were 
practically ubiquitous, decorating ceramics and processions. In 1862, for 
instance, the Preston Temperance Society marched through the streets at 
the Preston Guild Jubilee with the same visual devices on their banners.52 
While prompting admiration for the temperate and revulsion for the intem-
perate, the emotionalised bodies deployed also conveyed lessons about 
manliness and unmanliness.

One of the most popular examples was George Cruickshank’s 1847 
series The Bottle, which sold 100,000 copies and was seen by many since 
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it was marched in the streets on temperance banners, displayed in shop 
windows, projected in magic lantern ‘dissolving view’ performances, and 
transferred onto decorative ceramics, such as wall plaques, plates, and 
teapots.53 Unappealing uncontrolled bodies that evoke revulsion and ter-
rors are palpable throughout the series. In the first plate a man intro-
duces alcohol to his comfortable home and family. It is perhaps Christmas, 
since a garland decorates the door of a well-stocked pantry. The room is 
replete with further signs of a manly ability to provide: food on the table, a 
grandfather clock, a hearth with a mantelpiece above displaying portraits, 
figurines, and a miniature cottage. The family are well dressed, the two 
smallest children play at their own stool, a book beside them; even the 

2.1  ‘Moral and Physical Thermometer’, in John Coakley Lettsom, Hints Designed to Promote 
Beneficence, Temperance, and Medical Science, vol. 1 (1797). 
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cat is well fed. The man is upright and healthy, if worryingly ebullient, 
indicated by his arm gesticulating wildly, hand grasping the bottle. In the 
plates that follow, he is discharged from his job for drunkenness and the 
family pawn their clothing to buy alcohol. Next, he slumps in his chair, 
body slouching, hands in pocket, hat tilting on his head, half asleep with 
his pipe gripped in his teeth; further signs of the associated vices of indo-
lence and smoking. The room is cold, the ornaments broken, there is no 
food, the cat is emaciated, and the children lack playthings (Figure 2.2). 
Thereafter, the bailiffs remove the remaining furniture, and the furniture 
of death replaces domestic comforts since the youngest child has died 
and is laid out in a tiny coffin. By plate six, the husband is transformed 
into a wife-beating brute: wild-eyed, grimacing, hair disarrayed. Next, 
we see that he has murdered his wife with the alcohol bottle: the police 
and neighbours enter the bare room, now a crime scene. The Bottle’s final 
series of plates graphically depict the consequences of excessive alcohol 
consumption for men’s bodies and minds, with the once upright husband 
and father now a ‘hopeless maniac’ in a cell, hair torn from his shrivelled 
face and body, arms grasping his sides. The children do not escape this 
as they mature, reduced to vice via the gin palace and beer shop; the 

2.2  A Drunken Man Sits at Home with his Family who Must Sell Clothes to Pay for his Habit, 
etching by G. Cruikshank (1847), after himself. 
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prostitute daughter dead by her own hand, the criminal son transported 
for robbery.54 

Stories for children ran on similar lines. In ‘The Unpleasant Passenger’ 
by Horace Lashbroke in Every Boy’s Annual, Uncle Tom, captain of a 
merchantman, tells his nephew the story of an ‘adventure’ on his ship 
as it sailed home from Melbourne. Its ‘hero’, Silas Wording, ‘was a dark, 
strong-built man’ in his late thirties. Uncle Tom thought him handsome, 
although ‘the charm his face would otherwise have possessed’ was marred 
by ‘the wildness visible in the expression of his eyes’. Tom speculates, 
‘Had I seen him indulging largely in wine or spirits, I should naturally 
have concluded that the origin of his behavior was an over-indulgence in 
these potent luxuries.’ He is correct, for Silas eventually admits that he 
has ‘been going the whole hog lately – half-killing’ himself. Silas is thus 
presented as weakened and subordinated by his lack of self-control. He 
eventually throws himself into the sea and drowns. Tom tells his nephews 
that he discovered, some months later, that the ‘unpleasant passenger’ had 
murdered his partner at ‘Owen’s Diggings’ and absconded with their joint 
fortune.55 The lesson was clear for boys: the failure to master oneself led 
to greed and intemperance, then murder and suicide. 

Adult men were instructed using the same rhetoric of fear rooted in 
bodies. In ‘Death on the Rail’, a didactic British Workman tale (1855), a 
drunk twenty-four-year-old farm servant headed home from the tavern by 
walking along the railway line. ‘[T]oo stupefied with drink to keep on the 
right side of the rails’, he is struck by a train. A graphic account of the state 
of his body follows; the engine driver finds to his horror that ‘a portion of 
a man’s body [was] stuck to one of the carriage wheels’, while those who 
collect the ‘mangled remains of the poor inebriate’ found his ‘head was cut 
off as if by a knife – his heart was laid in another direction – while other 
portions of his body were strewed on both sides of the rail’.56 This ‘victim 
to the sin of intemperance’ was dismembered for his lack of self-control. In 
an 1890 article aimed at sailors to persuade them to give up alcohol, Agnes 
Weston similarly deployed corporeality and the feelings it stirred, expostu-
lating that ‘the fine, manly, stalwart form of a man-o’-war’s man reeling up 
the street, all his manliness gone, and the kindly, pleasant-spoken fellow 
turned either into a drivelling idiot or a rough swearing bully, is a spectacle 
sad enough to make men and angels weep’.57 

The physical characteristics of the drunken male body often evoked 
the corporeal inadequacies of men who manifested other failures of will. 
In ‘Penny Puffs; or the £90’, in the British Workman, 1856, a labouring 
man is informed to his amazement that he has spent £90 in a lifetime on 
tobacco. The illustration of his face demonstrates a crudeness of feature 
similar to the drunkard in the 1855 Loss! Gain! (Figure 2.3) in the same 
periodical.58 Both depict what Sharrona Pearl describes as ‘caricature 
physiognomy’, their simian features indicating that intemperate bodies 
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were subject to racial degeneration.59 This was about the construction of 
difference, usually deployed against Irish, Jewish, and black people, but 
which also included a bodily othering of white working-class men to dif-
ferentiate manliness from unmanliness.60 In ‘Our Gin-Shops’, published in 
the British Workman in 1855, the reader is asked to look at the men stand-
ing at the counter, to witness the: 

2.3  Loss! Gain!, British Workman 7 (1855), p. 28.
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pale-faced, pallid-looking gin-drinker; see the eyes large and sunk deep in the 
sockets, as with his fingers, like the claws of an unclean bird …. It is horrible 
to look at him. And yet that is a man! See that other standing; the dull waters 
of disease stagnant in his eye – sensuality seated upon his cracked, swollen, 
parched lip; see him gibbering in all the idiocy of drunkenness. That is a 
man!61 

The repeated incredulous refrain ‘that is a man!’ takes its power from the 
disjuncture between the drunkard’s dirty, ill, avian body and the ideal 
manly body described in Chapter 1. 

The descriptions of the gin-drinkers’ bodies are almost identical to 
those of masturbators, whose self-indulgence was seen as a consequence 
and cause of other forms of sensuality and wayward appetites.62 Generally, 
those who succumbed to the ‘secret vice’ were considered to be pale, 
weak, and nervous.63 In 1767 John Wesley published Thoughts on the Sin 
of Onan, Chiefly Extracted from a Late Writer, observing that masturbators: 

frequently contract the infirmities of old age. They become pale, effeminate, 
dull, inactive; they lose their Appetite, weaken their sight, their memory, their 
understanding, and contract all the disorders attending weak nerves. Many 
bring on thereby a general weakness, and paralytic disorders of all kinds: 
Yea, lethargies, epilepsies, madness, blindness, convulsions, dropsies, and the 
most painful of all gouts.64

Just over a century later, Robert Ritchie stated that the asylum patient 
whose insanity was caused by masturbation was marked out by his pale 
colouring, emaciated slouching frame, and flaccid muscles.65 In 1876, 
R. V. Pierce detailed the degeneration that ensued from ‘abuse of the 
sexual organs’: sunken eyes, bloated and pale face, rank body odour, then, 
increasingly, weakness in legs, trembling hands, melancholy, and suicidal 
thoughts.66 All these bodily incapacities and inadequacies stirred fear and 
deployed disgust to strengthen their didactic power. 

The same fears can be read in the condition of spermatorrhea, which 
was of particular concern from the 1830s to the 1870s.67 As Ellen Bayuk 
Rosenman remarks, spermatorrhea literature ‘provides an encyclopedic 
rendering of non-normative masculinity’, since all its traits were associ-
ated with lack of male control over bodies and emotions.68 Sellers of patent 
medicine for the condition, for example, advertised in the press using an 
emotive language of physical decline. In 1843, The Age contained a review 
of the book Manly Vigour: A Popular Inquiry into the Concealed Causes of 
Premature Decline. Offered more as an advert than a critical review, it 
stated that the book showed that ‘fond parents’ mistakenly ascribe their 
youthful offspring’s ‘attenuation of the frame, palpitation of the heart, 
derangement of the nervous system, cough, indigestion, and a train of 
symptoms’ to ‘consumption or general decay’. Instead, they should be alert 
to the consequences of the ‘alluring and pernicious practice, destruction of 
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mind and body’.69 Bodily disgust and the manipulation of emotions were 
critical in this process. In R. and L. Perry’s The Silent Friend (1847), a head-
and-shoulder portrait of the progress of the masturbator contrasts his 
handsome face ‘before’ his habit took hold with his drooling counterpart 
‘after’, whose tongue protrudes from his mouth.70 Dr Henery’s Vital Hints 
on Health and Strength, and their Dependence on the State of the Generative 
Organization, in the 1860s, explained the emotions consequent upon mas-
turbation: ‘secret misery, disgust and despair’.71 The solution to avoiding 
masturbation was the same as building manliness: restricted diet, bodily 
exercise, outdoor living, cold baths, healthy eating, and prayer.72 

As these examples indicate, the unmanly man’s ultimate fate was 
disease and insanity. Medical texts, temperance advocates, and popu-
lar culture linked excessive appetites with several diseases by the nine-
teenth century. A pathological condition categorised as ‘abulia’, seen as 
a diminishment of motivation and disorder of the will, was identified in 
the mid-nineteenth century, for example. Obese men were considered 
to suffer from it; deemed unable to overcome their desire to consume 
excessively.73 Intemperance, as we have seen, along with spermatorrhea, 
was popularly understood to send men mad.74 Alienists also saw men’s 
strength and constitution as broken down by intemperance, their muscles 
rendered flaccid, and their bodies subject to impotency, trembling, and 
mental derangement.75 William Acton declared in the fourth edition (1867) 
of his The Functions and Disorders of the Reproductive Organs: ‘That insan-
ity is a consequence of this habit [masturbation], is now beyond doubt.’76 
All excesses of appetites and emotions were included in the causes that 
medical writers identified as leading to insanity.77 In 1813, Samuel Tuke, 
for instance, noted that ‘Intemperance is another very prevalent, and less 
ambiguous cause of insanity.’78 It was still considered one of the ‘physical’ 
causes of insanity in the second half of the nineteenth century, along with 
emotional causes – such as mental worry, domestic trouble (including 
bereavement), religious excitement, and fright and nervous shock – and 
adverse circumstances like disappointment in business and love affairs.79 

Restoring the capacity to master one’s appetites and passions was 
seen as an aid to recovery.80 One aspect of moral therapy, initially a lay 
treatment influenced by continental models, for example, was inculcating 
self-control to enable recovery. As Samuel Tuke remarked: ‘most insane 
persons, have a considerable degree of self command; and … the employ-
ment and cultivation of this remaining power, is found to be attended with 
the most salutary effects’.81 Louis Charland describes this treatment as 
‘ultimately a therapy of the passions. It worked on the passions, through 
the passions.’82 Moral treatment of the insane was adopted by the medical 
superintendents of new county pauper asylums from the mid-century, 
though, by the latter part of the century, ‘moral management’ was in the 
ascendant in large institutions.83 Even so, emphasis was still placed on 

BEGIATO PRINT.indd   80 07/10/2019   11:09



	 Appetites, passions, and disgust	 81

patients’ own responsibility to regulate their behaviour and to conform 
to the routines and bureaucratic rules that replaced more individualised 
treatment.84 

Men’s asylum case notes illustrate the importance that men and their 
families placed on intemperance and lack of self-control as a cause of 
insanity. Several examples follow, based on a sample of case notes (from 
the 1850s, 1870s, and 1880s) of male patients admitted to Colney Hatch, 
the second pauper lunatic asylum for the County of Middlesex, which 
opened at Friern Barnet in July 1851.85 Some patients, for instance, used 
this vocabulary of intemperate lifestyle to explain their condition. Dwigne 
Leopold self-reported in 1851: 

that when on his way from Ireland to visit France, passing through London 
he was mixed up with very bad company – and became intemperate – his 
brain was attacked and he became maniacal – after passing through many 
deprivations and much sorrow he found himself in the Insane Ward of the 
Workhouse.86 

Similarly, in 1854 Thomas West ‘states that he is a native of Warwick and 
has been 17 months in London and that he has succumbed to the vices and 
temptations of the metropolis’.87 

Patients’ families similarly identified failure to control passions as a 
significant factor in the men’s downfall. When Lewis Aaron was admitted 
22 August 1851, aged thirty-five, a married clothes salesman, he was 
recorded as: 

A Jew with very marked features of that persuasion. He has been married 
about two years previous to which time he had a very Debauched life which 
evidently has caused the maniacal attack that he at present labours under. He 
has had two or three Epileptic Fits. His health is good and he affirms there only 
to have been fits of passion over which he had no control. His wife says that 
his passion and tempers are so ungovernable that it is impossible to live with 
him. His conversation is rational, though excessive and he complains bitterly 
of the confinement.88

Bernard Fitzpatrick, aged fifty, married, formerly a soldier and more 
recently a hawker, was admitted for a third time to Colney Hatch in June 
1854, having been discharged as recovered in February that year. He had 
served in the army from 1827 until he was pensioned out in 1839, having 
succumbed to yellow fever in the West Indies. Although this disease was 
identified as causing his insanity, his questionable lifestyle and problem-
atic self-restraint were recorded as exacerbating the problems. Since the 
attack of fever he had been prone to insanity, ‘which has been excited by 
drinking beer’. The information about his service and drinking was added 
in 1855 and further details were reported by his wife and recorded in the 
case notes.89 The failure in both Aaron and Fitzpatrick to restrain passions 
was related to their previously debauched or intemperate lives, and as 
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the  institution’s comments indicate, this was linked to their respective 
Jewish and Irish ethnicities. When the cause of insanity was not com-
pletely obvious, the medical officer would gesture to intemperance. James 
Fidler was recorded in 1854 as suffering from: ‘Recurrent attack, of about 
6 weeks duration – cause unknown – (probably intemperance)’; while of 
Charles Langley it was said: ‘There is a vagueness and difficulty about him 
which is suggestive of a fear of his having led a very irregular life.’90 

Mastering one’s appetites and vices was viewed as the key to recovery. 
The notes recording the admission, recovery, and discharge of John Black 
were framed thus. A married, thirty-seven-year-old tailor, he was admitted 
on 8 May 1886. The ‘supposed cause’ was recorded ‘Not Known’, and the 
facts indicating insanity were that he was suicidal and melancholic, due to 
his delusion that he was full of devils. According to the observations that 
day, he was a well-nourished middle-aged man with brown hair and beard. 
Next, however, the medical officer noted, ‘his appearance is suggestive of 
intemperance, and he acknowledges that he drinks too much’. This was 
the cause of insanity that was taken forward, with ‘Drink’ added in red ink 
as a cause to the column ‘Not Known’. The next observation dates from 
12 May, where John is recorded as admitting that he had drunk too much 
whisky for some time. His bodily appearance was now read through the 
lens of his intemperance: ‘a bearded and hairy faced … with somewhat 
muddy complexion and frowzy eye’. On 20 May, his wife’s statement that 
he had taken ‘too much whiskey and beer for weeks before his admission’ 
was added. Black’s trajectory to recovery was signified by his return to 
domestic attachments. His bodily and emotional restoration, presumably 
by being denied alcohol, was indicated by a sequence of entries, where he 
was sleeping and eating well, laughing at the notion of devils, and writing 
affectionate letters home to his wife. He was discharged recovered on 18 
June.91 

The references to patients’ masturbation in Colney Hatch used the 
same language of bodies damaged by men succumbing to bad habits. The 
account of James Fitzgerald, for example, in 1851, states: 

His friends say that until seven years since he was a sharp active lad of regular 
habits – intelligent and very respectable – about that time it was noticed that 
he absented himself shutting himself in his room and gave way to the habits 
of masturbator under which evil practices his mind seemed until entirely to 
break down.92 

This clearly presaged Ritchie’s ‘premonitory symptoms’ of the typical 
masturbatory inmate in the insane asylum, in which the youth gradu-
ally altered from being ‘quiet and studious’, of good behaviour and abili-
ties, to an isolated, slovenly, apathetic, unmanageable character.93 Robert 
Brealey, admitted 5 December 1872, was twenty-three years old, single, a 
compositor, and recorded as never before having been in an asylum. The 
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‘Observations as to state of patient’ noted: ‘A pale young man with sandy 
hair, and a countenance of dazed and bewildered expression. He has spots 
of acne on the face, and has the heavy leaden look of a masturbator.’ This 
was linked to Brealey’s other failures. The notes also recorded that his 
‘Father says that he was discharged from the artillery for some breach 
of discipline (probably striking an officer) and sentenced to nine months 
imprisonment … He says that his son was always well behaved, as a lad, 
and was considered fairly intelligent at school.’94 

Non-conforming bodies, frequently those of white working-class men, 
as well as those ethnically and racially marginalised, were marked out 
as uncontrolled, ugly, and, consequently, disgusting. This was culturally 
useful in making unmanliness frightening, unappealing, and to be avoided. 
For most men, therefore, the risks to manliness caused by excessive eating, 
drinking, smoking, and sexual activity, or simply indulging in pleasur
able bodily habits instead of rigorous self-mastery, were very visible and 
visceral. This was compounded by the understanding that ill-health and 
insanity were caused by unrestrained appetites and emotions. As such, 
the penalties for unmanliness were shockingly real, endangering a man’s 
place in his family and community, and the root of the dissolution of self. 

The paradoxes of unmanliness and vulnerable bodies

This picture of unmanliness, rooted in abject bodies, must, however, be 
complicated in several ways. First, negative emotions were not always 
deployed in directives to be temperate. Working-class men’s own invo-
cations to their peers to avoid alcohol used a very different emotional 
register. An excellent example is found in the Manchester Oddfellows 
lectures, dated 1834.95 Skilled working men joined such friendly societies 
to protect themselves and their families against illness, accidents, and 
death. The Oddfellows motto was ‘Friendship, Love and Truth’, symbol-
ised by the emblem of a heart on an open hand.96 In 1834, the Independent 
Order of Oddfellows Manchester Unity rewrote their ritual practices to 
avoid being categorised as an illegal society, rather than a benefit soci-
ety.97 One of the ‘Duties of Odd Fellowship’ was to ‘Be honest, loving and 
temperate’. Members were advised to work diligently at an occupation 
to provide ‘decent’ things and help relieve the distress of others, fellow 
brethren in particular; to be honest to neighbours; and to act candidly. 
Although they shared a broader conviction that temperance was beneficial 
and achieved through self-will, they often deployed positive rather than 
negative emotions to make their case. The lectures advised: 

be temperate in the enjoyment of all those good things Providence may have 
favoured you with in this life. Be temperate in the exercise of all the powers 
and passions of the body and mind, that you hurt not the circumstances, or the 
feelings of any man, but more especially of a brother.98 
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Here the benefits of temperance were delivered with words like ‘enjoy-
ment’ and through feelings of care and kindness. Personal dignity and 
agency were identified as the outcome:

Be temperate in the exercise of any power, right, prerogative, or influence 
you may possess, either in common life, civil society, or more especially in the 
affairs of our honourable Order. Be also temperate in forming your opinion, in 
expressing your thoughts, and in attempting to obtain your wishes.99 

Bodies were still critical in these recommendations for self-control, but 
they were not used to elicit disgust. The regulations listed the duties 
of ‘The First Degree or White’, which newly initiated brothers received 
on the first lecture night. Taking the form of questions and answers, a 
brother was informed that his duties were: ‘a strict adherence to temper-
ance, sobriety, and chastity’. Temperance was defined as a ‘well-regulated 
employment of our faculties, which prevents our ever exceeding in our 
pleasures the end of nature’. Critically, the response to ‘Why do our laws 
enjoin temperance?’ is: 

Because it has a powerful ascendancy over us; it produces peace of mind and 
health of body, and teaches us to delight in combatting our passions, and glory 
in conquering our evil habits; thus, we grow old, free from sickness, and enjoy, 
with good humour, the comforts which fortune or industry has procured for 
us.100 

Here is a thoroughly benign mirror image of the frightening, repulsive 
emotionalised bodies employed elsewhere. Working men define the pos-
itive aspects of controlling their appetites: good health, long life, savings; 
all imagined through delight, glory, good humour, and comforts. 

When describing the physical decline of the drunkard, these authors 
still returned to the body to make their moral lesson more powerful. They 
denounced drunkenness as:

the vilest and most pernicious of vices. The drunkard, deprived of the sense 
and reason given him by God, profanes the gift of Divinity, and lowers himself 
to the condition of a brute: incapable of directing his steps, he totters and falls, 
as in a fit; he wounds himself and endangers his own life; his weakness, in 
this state, renders him the plaything and scorn of all around him; he contracts 
ruinous engagements; neglects the management of his affairs; fills his house 
with trouble; and concludes by a premature death; or, when old age comes on, 
he is comfortless, diseased and deserted.101 

This drunkard, like the middle-class reformers’ version, is subjected to 
moral judgement, since in being reduced by alcohol to a ‘brute’ he also 
turns his face against God. Arguably, though, his body is not so revolting. 
Instead, it is diminished by being vulnerable and pathetic. The words 
selected for his fall, such as wounds, weakness, plaything, comfortless, 
and deserted, and his ‘tottering’ gait, prompt a degree of pity, a senti-
ment which is singularly absent in the cultural accounts in the section 
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‘Unrestrained appetites and passions’. Instead, the joys and dignity of tem-
perance are most prominent. Thus, the book states that the charitable man 
is blessed ‘with that peace of mind which the profligate and abandoned 
can never enjoy …. Matured in his manners he is respected by all ranks: 
the rich esteem him for his manly actions, and the poor bless him for his 
charities.’102 It is surely no coincidence that the unrestrained, unmanly 
working-class body was less a prompt for disgust when it was deployed by 
the working classes themselves. Instead they used morals and fraternity to 
achieve their ends.

Furthermore, the manly, unmanly dichotomy does not entirely fit 
within a typical binary formulation of identity, wherein, as Chris Mounsey 
puts it, ‘the dominant “we” of a culture defines itself negatively as “not 
you”’; ‘so white against non-white; upper classes against working classes; 
men against women; heterosexual against homosexual; and able-bodied 
against disabled’.103 For, even as one type of imagined man was pitted 
against another, the distinctions between them were not that clear-cut. 
Richard Stott’s study of ‘jolly fellowship’ in America argues that men’s 
fighting, drinking, gaming, and joking were seen as a natural part of 
manhood at the outset of the nineteenth century but increasingly mar-
ginalised from the mid-century, due to evangelicalism, temperance, and 
ideas of respectability. Jolly fellowship was resilient, but marginalised.104 
In Britain, in contrast, such a successive chronology of behaviour is less 
apparent. Unmanliness, in the form of carnal and sensual appetites, was 
considered man’s base level, with debauchery and intemperance under-
stood as natural behaviours of the male body and temperament rather than 
a lack or deficiency. As such, many of these appetites could also be asso-
ciated with qualities deemed masculine in certain situations, locations, 
and social classes, rooted, as they were, in male conviviality and notions 
of virility.105 

Eighteenth-century middling and genteel men, for example, could 
enjoy bawdy and lewd behaviour in the company of close male friends. 
Kate Davison identifies this as legitimised incivility, not anti-civilised 
behaviour, because it occurred in private homosocial spaces and places.106 
Regular alcohol drinking was part of everyday life for many and was bound 
up with ideas of nutrition and male strength: a culture of drinking that the 
temperance movement recognised and sought to counter. For example, 
the first issue of the British Workman had a teetotal working man explain 
to his drunkard counterpart the fallacy of the notion that ‘strong ale made 
men strong’ because it had ‘more nourishment and strength’.107 Tobacco 
is a particularly paradoxical case in point. It was powerfully associated 
with male companionableness and with masculinity in general. While 
women smoked pipes in the eighteenth century, it was increasingly seen 
as a male habit that evoked contemplation and, in the nineteenth cen-
tury, a certain kind of mature virility.108 It was associated favourably with 
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soldiers’ fortitude, for example. In 1863, in ‘“Lucknow” Kavanagh and the 
Victoria Cross’ in the Boy’s Own Magazine, the author states, ‘We have 
heard many a soldier say that he would rather go without his dinner than 
his pipe’ to advertise the men’s fortitude during the siege of the garri-
son.109 Given that some examples of masculine identities were predicated 
upon the very appetites that manliness shunned, it is no wonder that those 
who sought to inculcate manly behaviour more widely did so through 
profoundly emotionalised bodies.

Male sexuality had similar ambivalences.110 There is evidence that 
masturbation might have been encouraged in youths as a stage of sexual 
development and preparation for virile manhood. Some male youths, for 
example, learned to masturbate from their peers as a precursor to learning 
to have sex with women.111 Lesley Hall found evidence of men explain-
ing in the early twentieth century that they had been told that it ‘will 
make a man of you’, not that it was harmful.112 The proprietary medicines 
that were advertised to restore manly vigour in men, and the literature 
offering advice on tackling spermatorrhea, were similarly contradictory. 
The middle-class victims who were targeted in this medical and moral 
pathologisation of sexuality were aware of the sexual double standard in 
their favour. They were immersed in a language of manhood that alluded 
constantly to sexual virility (hardness, firmness, erectness). Yet they were 
required to exert enormous self-control over any erotic pleasures. Indeed, 
Rosenman describes spermatorrhea literature as reflecting this ‘impasse 
of opportunity and punishment’.113 Perhaps most confusing for those 
men who sought to tackle their sexual ‘problems’ was that the literature 
and patent medicines deployed case studies claiming to restore men to 
sexual potency.114 For example, press adverts for the ‘Cordial Balm of 
Rakasiri’ in the 1820s claimed to cure disorders brought on ‘by dissipation 
in Youth, and a gross violation of those rules which prudence dictates 
for health’.115 An 1861 advert for Perry’s ‘Cordial Balm of Syriacumf’, 
in Bell’s Life announced that it was ‘Established nearly a century, and 
known throughout the world as the greatest regenerator: a never-failing 
remedy for the loss of manly power, produced by early indiscretions of any 
other causes’.116 Furthermore, the review of a patent medicine in 1842, 
explained that while ‘MANLY VIGOUR temporarily impaired, and mental 
and physical emasculation’, were produced ‘by uncontrolled indulgence 
of the passions’, reassured sufferers that they would be restored to ‘the 
vigour of health and moral courage’.117 

Even the intemperate or uncontrolled man who became insane was 
not simply the antithesis of ideal manliness. This is demonstrated in the 
ambivalent views of men who displayed the symptoms of General Paralysis 
of the Insane (GPI) in the second half of the nineteenth century. Jennifer 
Wallis remarks that its features of bodily atrophy and flaccidness denoted 
men as the antithesis of idealised masculinity, since these implied lives 
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of apathy, laziness, and cowardice, in contrast to the ideals of bodily 
hardness and self-control.118 Juliet Hurn, nonetheless, reveals the variety 
of alienists’ views as to the type of masculinity which they associated 
with male sufferers. Some doctors discerned ‘admirable aspects’ within 
GPI sufferers, because they understood it as a disease of middle-class 
men who had been struck down when successful, having previously ‘lived 
hard’. Thus it betokened former virility, as well as energy, ambition, and 
strength; indeed a few alienists argued that sexual excess was a symptom 
rather than a cause.119 As this indicates, GPI was suspected to be linked 
to sexual behaviour, particularly too active a sexual life and alcoholic 
excess.120 By the turn of the century, however, it was increasingly associ-
ated with syphilis and defined as a ‘disease of civilisation’, given its prev-
alence in cities.121 British degenerationists increasingly saw GPI as moral 
deterioration leading to physical collapse, rather than due to ambition and 
business anxieties, with sufferers de-evolving to man’s baser nature.122 

A further way in which the account of unmanliness must be compli-
cated is by considering those men who were unable to fully implement 
the bodily, mental, and emotional self-control necessary for manliness 
because their bodies were vulnerable through no fault their own: through 
youth, old age, disability, and ill-health. Stuart Hogarth’s term ‘vulnerable’ 
can be adapted to describe such bodies. In his analysis of plebeian men’s 
bodies, he explains that the ‘vulnerable plebeian body … was not entirely 
powerless or lacking in agency, but … its progress through life was slowed 
by the physical accretion of multiple assaults on its physical integrity’.123 
Bodies in these life phases were less amenable to being attached to moral 
values. There is evidence, for example, that some of these traits were 
partially tolerated in youths, where they were seen as part of a passing 
phase before maturity was reached.124 The remainder of this chapter sug-
gests that expectations for such men could be adjusted, since their future 
potential and past acts were taken into consideration as context. In some 
cases, due to bodily vulnerabilities, more leeway was given in terms of the 
moral evaluation of behaviour. Critically, their bodies were not so likely to 
be labelled as disgusting.

In the eighteenth century, physical impairment was understood as part 
of life, a feature of human frailty to which all would eventually succumb.125 
Disabled and deformed bodies were, moreover, not always aligned with 
the ‘moralization of aesthetics’, since not all eighteenth-century writers 
followed the model that the physically deformed must be morally defi-
cient. Paul Kelleher argues that the moral philosopher Lord Shaftesbury, 
for example, used bodily deformity to ‘think with’, since beauty, truth, 
and virtue were considered so intertwined; nonetheless, he did not see 
what we describe as disability as synonymous with moral deformity.126 
Stuart Hogarth shows that in the early nineteenth century, some ple-
beian men who encountered a period of ill-health used it to conform to 
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existing ideas of manliness, where their sickness provided an opportunity 
for self-improvement, typically through education. Others constructed an 
alternative form of manliness. Joseph Gutteridge (1816–1899) and James 
Powell (born 1830), for example, who both suffered from lifelong chronic 
conditions, positioned themselves in opposition to ‘the rougher elements 
of plebeian culture (drinking and fighting), signalling their sense of supe-
riority in terms of a more refined sensibility’.127 These men celebrated the 
qualities that made them different, namely their nerves and weaker bodies, 
to define something almost akin to a Romantic manliness.128 

Bodies that were not whole did not necessarily map onto unmanli-
ness either, despite an idealisation of physical harmony and perfection, 
the growing discomfort with visible signs of physical impairment, and 
the  urge to ‘normalise’ bodily ‘defects’.129 Veteran sailors and soldiers 
who wore crude prosthetic stumps on arms or legs, for example, could be 
accorded manly status. In popular culture, as work on the representations 
of veterans indicates, stumps, crutches, and peg legs resulting from battle 
injuries indicated personal valour and national glory.130 In Bell’s Life, 1830, 
in a light-hearted account of the Chelsea Pensioners in ‘Sketches of a 
Professional Character’, the author noted that ‘a round half-dozen of crip-
pled heroes of the same order as himself joined us in the devout blessing, 
their stumps and crutches beating a round of approbation, not unlike an 
ill-fired “feu de joie” on a commemoration day’.131 Here the prosthetics 
themselves were associated with military fire. In ‘Old Soldiers, and Old 
Sailors’ in the Ladies’ Cabinet, 1843, the author contrasts the stories veter-
ans tell of the excitement, turmoil, terror, and passions of battle with their 
fragmented bodies, exclaiming, 

as you look at the crippled narrator of all this, – old, infirm, mutilated, ‘cur-
tailed of man’s fair proportions’, a mere piece of patch-work made up for the 
great part of cork, or common timber, – it requires some exercise of the imag-
inative faculty to bring it home to you, that this is the creature who has been 
an actor in these things.132 

Nevertheless, this is exactly what injured veterans’ ‘patchwork’ bodies did. 
Numbers of male amputees increased from the mid-nineteenth century, 
due to industrial accidents, improvements in surgical techniques, and 
developments in prosthetic technology.133 As Erin O’Connor reveals, these 
‘fractions’ of men, whose stumps were ‘othered’ and assigned female qual-
ities, were re-masculinised by the artificial limbs that made them ‘whole’, 
mobile, and able to undertake productive labour.134 

Life course was also important in assessing the capacity to attain 
manliness. Youth has long been recognised as a period of lack of control, 
when the juvenile male has not yet fully learned to master temptations 
and control or channel emotions. This was a feature of the rhetoric of 
spiritual conversion and criminality. In 1730, the Ordinary of Newgate 
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described a typical tale of youthful bodily excesses, which, unresisted, 
were ‘the first Step to destruction’. In it, the apprentice soon ‘wearied 
of close Imployment, joyn’d himself to bad Company and stopt at no 
Extravagancies’. This bad company drank and caroused, fell ‘a dancing, 
Singing, Squeaking and Crying out like so many Pigs and Geese; and often 
as drink comes in, with going out, they fall a fighting, beating and tearing 
one another’.135 Such youthful indiscretions were associated with all social 
ranks. The Ordinary of Newgate in 1759 addressed: ‘Ye giddy, headstrong 
youth of every rank, chiefly young mariners, in the vigour of vanity, or vice; 
who scarce ever think seriously, think on this!’136 Without action, such 
young men would be ‘cut down like flowers, by the scythe of an unmanly 
and shameful death!’137

As these warnings indicate, youths and young men were expected 
to make a physical and emotional journey to maturity. This was a trope 
of popular literature. ‘The Divorce: A Tale, in Three Parts’ in The Ladies’ 
Treasury, 1861, tells of Richard Wilson and his wife Isabel, who had sepa-
rated soon after marrying. It centres on their progress to self-knowledge. 
Richard’s growth consists of mastering his emotions. When he glimpses 
his wife after not seeing her for a decade, a neighbour, not knowing his 
identity, recounts her history: ‘I’ve heard said that her husband was a 
hot-headed, self-willed, young fellow, and no more fit to be married than 
to fly.’ Five years later, a friend who has recently met Richard, tells Isabel 
that he seemed, ‘as a man who had passed through years of discipline, 
and gained the mastery of himself’. Isabel reflects that when they were 
married they were both self-willed and hasty and their ‘selfishness and 
passion’ drove them asunder. Similarly, Richard explains to a friend that 
his marriage had failed because of ‘pride, passion, and self-will’. Twenty 
years after they divorced they are reunited, having both, he says, been 
‘purified from the fire’.138

Emotional excess was thus more readily tolerated in youths, even 
young adults. For example, impulsiveness, which was to be avoided in 
adulthood, might be excused in the immature. ‘Our Hero: A Tale of the 
Franco-English War Ninety Years Ago’ by Agnes Giberne, in the Girl’s Own 
Paper, 1898, is hagiography of Lieutenant-General John Moore (1761–
1809), who was fatally wounded at the Battle of Corunna. At the high 
point of popular militarism in the late nineteenth century, Giberne makes 
over Moore into a model of manliness. His attractive body announces his 
valour: he is handsome, brave, and adored by his men. Pretty and charm-
ing in his youth, she explains that he beguiled ‘the high and mighty’ while 
accompanying his father, a Scottish physician and guardian of the Duke 
of Hamilton, on the latter’s Grand Tour. She excuses his youthful emo-
tional excesses, which led him to receive an accidental injury from the 
Duke’s sword when playing, fight a boxing match with two French boys 
at Tuileries, and even nearly kill a servant girl because he was meddling 
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with loaded pistols. As Giberne acknowledges, ‘Although he early learnt 
self-control, he was as a child very impulsive and hasty-tempered and 
addicted to fighting.’ Nonetheless, his impulsiveness was offset by his 
youth, his devotion to duty, and his eventual adoption of self-control. 
This 1898 biography even uses Moore to represent the prevalent moral 
values of the day. Thus, he is described in adulthood as a disciplinarian 
who enforced obedience, in ‘an age when hard drinking was the fash-
ion, he set his face like a flint against habits of intemperance’, so that 
his regiment ‘became widely known for its exceptional sobriety and 
dependableness’.139

Youth stimulated compassion where failure of will was evident. When 
twenty-six-year-old William Smith was admitted to Colney Hatch Lunatic 
Asylum for a third time, in 1851, he was recorded in the case book as 
a ‘young man of pleasing appearance and open expression of counte-
nance’. In some ways, this ameliorated and contextualised his mental 
health problem, which was identified as an inability to

resist the impulse whether for good or evil – In the present case he was desir-
ous of breaking some windows and although he acknowledged that it was 
absurd and wrong, the desire must be and was carried out. These impulsions 
are as occasional as they are sudden – He is in very good health.140 

Even in the early twentieth century, sympathy was expressed about the 
expectations placed upon boys’ capacity to learn the restraint demanded 
of adult men. In At the Works (1907), Lady Bell bemoaned the fate of boys 
taken from school in Middlesbrough by their parents at the age of thirteen, 
‘for no reason at all’. With nothing to do until he was sixteen, such a boy 
would run a few errands but mostly loaf around the streets. Yet, still, she 
observed,

we are going to demand from this boy and his fellows, arrived at manhood, 
many qualities – stern self-denial, consistent purpose, unceasing industry, 
self-sacrifice, temperance in its widest sense – not always, in spite of our 
well-meaning attempts both at home and at school to induce them, found 
either in boyhood or in manhood in the sons of the well-to-do.141  

In effect, youths’ bodies and emotions were conceived of as nascent and 
fluid. Thus, the causes of such excess were often differently conceived 
to their counterpart in mature men. An article in the Spectator in 1888 
discussed the ‘rough’ and offered the reasons for working-class youths’ 
roughness, which were based on

mere health and strength and the tumult of the blood natural at that age, 
rough at other times from the craving for physical exertion which the 
rich expend upon a hundred games, rough always from want of the self-
restraint which is the first, some philosophers say the only, gift of continuous 
civilisation.142 
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As such, youths were given time, admittedly a bounded period, to master 
their appetites and feelings. Schooling, organisations such as temperance 
societies and youth groups, and print culture, especially magazines for 
boys, joined forces to instil in male youths the capacity to resist temp-
tation.143 Boys were to be trained to achieve their appropriate mascu-
line identity through emotional and bodily management and restraint, 
although this might vary with social class. The Boys Brigade, for instance, 
proclaimed its objective to be the advancement of Christ’s kingdom among 
boys and the promotion of habits of ‘Obedience, reverence, Discipline, 
Self-Respect and all that tend towards a true Christian Manliness’. Here 
the hierarchical values of obedience and discipline were the routes to 
self-mastery.144

If the period of youth was about attaining a manly body through self-
restraint, then that of old age was about marshalling an increasingly infirm 
body. There were, perhaps, fewer positive representations of aged male 
bodies. This is because the aged man’s body symbolised a reversion to 
dependence since it was less capable of working; nor did it conform read-
ily to the active motion that defined the idealised manly body.145 Old men’s 
bodies were precarious. In the 1871 tale ‘Health of the Aged’ in the British 
Workman, an elderly man is compared to ‘an old waggon: with light load-
ing and careful usage it will last for years; but one heavy load or sudden 
strain will break it and ruin it for ever’. The author acknowledges that some 
make it through their later years, even to seventy, free from infirmities, 
with a cheery heart, good health, and wisdom, and reasonable prospects 
and opportunities for usefulness. Nevertheless, the author warns that they 
should be ‘careful’, for

An old constitution is like an old bone; broken with ease, mended with diffi-
culty. A young tree bends to the gale, an old one saps and falls before the blast. 
A single hard lift; an hour of heating work; an evening of exposure to rain or 
damp; a severe chill; an excess of food; the unusual indulgence of any appetite 
or passion; a sudden fit of anger; an improper dose of medicine; – any of these 
or other similar things may cut off a valuable life in an hour and leave the fair 
hopes of usefulness and employment but a shapeless wreck.

Notably, nature and work, but also appetite and emotions, were threats. 
Though the old man’s body was not intended to stir revulsion, fear and 
faith were used to invoke its weakness and the means to avoid this: ‘let 
your moderation be known unto all men’ and ‘whether ye eat or drink, or 
whatever ye do, do all to the glory of God’.146

In some ways, if a youth’s body had potential, the old man’s body was 
spent and, therefore, unmanly. After all, the reality of harsh industrial 
working conditions, such as in mining and heavy industries, meant that the 
elderly, the disabled, and those prematurely aged by ill-health felt emascu-
lated by their physical weakness and inability to work and provide.147 Yet 
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in cultural representations, personal histories of manliness were used to 
mitigate the diminishing effects of age. This was perhaps most noticeable 
in the figure of aged veterans in the long nineteenth century. Although 
their bodies were injured and worn out, their needs catered for by state or 
charity, they could nonetheless be depicted positively because of their pre-
vious utility as fighting men. As such, they could retain some association of 
manliness despite their supposed physical inadequacy. An early example 
is the 1800 song ‘Tom Tuff’ by Charles Dibdin, which begins: ‘My name 
it is Tom Tuff, I’ve seen a little service’, with Howe, Jervis, Warren, and in 
Nelson’s fleet. As with most refrains about Jack Tar, Tom is a combination 
of bluffness, bravery, and sentiment as he sighs and sheds tears for the 
wife and family he leaves behind. The song ends: ‘I’ve only lost an eye and 
got a timber toe/Old ships in time must expect to be out of condition,/No 
longer to sail with a yo heave yo/ I’ll smoke my pipe and sing old songs.’ 
His present is thus secured by his valiant past, but also by his virility in 
fathering children. The song announces that his sons have grown up to be 
sailors who will revenge his foes and his ‘girls will breed young sailors for 
to nobly face the foe’.148 

Moreover, continued self-mastery and other favoured manly attributes 
such as virility and bravery offset encroaching infirmities. ‘The Brave Old 
Coxswain’ in the British Workman, 1870, recounts the most notable rescues 
of coxswain Joseph Cox, who saved over 200 lives during his career.149 
It emphasises his bodily fortitude; in rescuing an Austrian barque, for 
example, ‘old Cox [was] much bruised, as he was jammed up against the 
counter, but his life-belt saved him’. The illustration beautifully depicts 
this (Figure 2.4), his sturdy body in action steadying the tiller in the face 
of huge waves, his forthright expression; the only concession to the ‘old’ 
of the title is in his grey whiskers. Joseph therefore retains his manliness, 
signified by his still attractive appearance, thanks to iron self-mastery and 
piety.150 Joseph is also held up as a model of self-control, which control 
overcomes the potential feebleness of age. The narrator comments: ‘The 
brave old coxswain’s temperance principles are worthy of note.’ In effect, 
his abstinence was the key to his continued manliness:

Old Cox has seen so many Jack-tars ship-wrecked – both in body and soul – by 
drink, that he has a well-grounded antipathy against everything that can make 
a man drunk. We commend the worthy old coxswain’s courage, firmness, and 
his testimony to the blessed truth of the Gospel, to all our readers.151 

Even extreme longevity might not lead to the loss of manliness. The Age 
reported the death of a ‘Chelsea Veteran’ in 1827, noting ‘He was a native 
of Wiltshire, and had been about ninety years in the army; he scarcely ever 
experienced a day’s illness, and maintained his faculties perfect to the last, 
with the exception of his eyesight, which latterly became impaired.’152 In a 
neat virtuous circle, self-control ensured longevity.
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Conclusion 

If Chapter 1 focused on objectified bodies, then this chapter has consid-
ered bodies which were ‘abjectified’. It has shown that just as manliness 
was encouraged by a combination of attractive bodies and positive emo-
tions, unmanliness was condemned through ugly, degenerate bodies and 

2.4  The Brave Old Coxswain, British Workman (1870). 
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negative emotions. However, unmanliness was not simply a counterpoint 
to a manliness easily achieved by exercising will over one’s sensual appe-
tites for food, alcohol, tobacco, and sex. 

Alternative, if less respectable, forms of masculinity existed, which 
permitted and approved habits like heavy drinking and smoking and the 
display of sexual virility. When the behaviours proving masculinity were 
somewhat contentious, associating unrestrained appetites, emotions, and 
unappealing bodies with disgust, fear, and horror was especially useful. 
For middle-class commentators and reformers, it was also easier to map 
unmanly behaviours onto the emotionalised and moralised bodies of work-
ing-class men to serve as abject lessons to avoid. Some men were par-
tially exempted from the relationship between ‘ugly’ bodies, unrestrained 
appetites, and negative emotions. The young, the elderly, the ill, and those 
whose bodies were disabled through war or workplace accidents were 
not described with disgust, though only a few of them were accorded full 
manliness. Generally, these few were men who had had military careers 
and whose bodily nonconformity was due to serving the nation. Indeed, as 
Chapter 3 shows, the emotionalised bodies and material culture of military 
men offered all classes an appealing and idealised manliness to be emu-
lated and admired.
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3
Hearts of oak:  

martial manliness and material culture

Introduction

Of all the forms of manliness, without doubt the most appealing was that 
embodied by soldiers and sailors. They offered a potent example of the 
desirable emotionalised body surveyed in Chapter 1. Their glamorised 
appearance and feelings, deeds, and qualities were valorised in visual 
and print culture, commercialised in advertising, and celebrated in an 
expanding material culture. This chapter explores the ways in which the 
reach of their alluring form of manliness was extended through material 
culture. A magnificent example is the 1844 polychrome-painted figure-
head of the twelve-gun brig HMS Daring: a bust of a seaman (Figure 3.1), 
arms folded in a manly pose, the name ‘Daring’ emblazoned on his cap 
ribbon and chest. He displays the sheer power of martial manliness for 
Victorian society, since figureheads had previously been mythological or 
royal subjects. Drawing on the concept of emotional objects, three types 
of material culture are examined in this chapter, which, it is argued, 
inspired feelings that reinforced ideas about idealised manliness. The first 
are the artefacts of war and the military, including uniforms, weapons, 
medals, ships, and regimental colours. The second are objects encoun-
tered at the domestic level, including toys, ceramics, and textiles, which 
depicted martial manliness or had intimate connections with soldiers and 
sailors. They appealed to all age groups, genders, and social classes, 
since many were priced for a modest pocket and had a domestic function 
or ornamental appeal. The third type considered consists of the mate-
rial culture that celebrity military heroes generated, from consumable 
products that deployed their names and images, to the monuments that 
memorialised them, to the very stuff of their bodies. Such material culture 
conveyed martial values that were keenly associated with manliness. This 
irresistible nexus of emotionalised bodies and objects prompted affective 
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responses, which disseminated, reinforced, and maintained civilian manly 
identities.

Manliness and martial material culture

Martial material culture was a catalyst for discussions of ideal military 
manliness and functioned as a metonym for its physical and emotional 
qualities, which were so appealing to civilians. An example is the account 
of Sir Charles Napier’s deathbed in 1853, published in 1858 in The Lady’s 
Newspaper.1 Napier, the author declares, ‘died amidst trophies of battle, 
and his camp-bed was his bier: the colours of the 22nd gently waved over 
him, and between them the grand picture of Meanee leaned forward above 
his pale heroic countenance’.2 As Napier’s ‘last breath escaped’, it reports, 
Major McMurdo snatched the old colours that had been borne at Meanee 

3.1  HMS Daring figurehead (1844). 
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and Hyderabad, and swung them over him. Here, Napier’s military past 
and superior manly qualities were symbolised by his martial accoutre-
ments, including a painting of the Battle of Meanee, in which he fought 
in February 1843, and channelled through the grief of two veterans of his 
regiment who stood at the foot of his bed.3 

These connections are not surprising. The martial man’s appeal was 
frequently represented through his body, perfectly attired in regulation 
uniform, headgear, shoes, weapons, and equipment, and manifested in his 
size, gait, and posture.4 Scott Myerly explains that uniform was designed to 
emphasise appearance over practicality: a psychological tactic intended to 
inculcate soldiers’ obedience and loyalty and enforce discipline. Producing 
and symbolising the ‘military machine’, such display also intimidated, 
reassured, and delighted civilians. The latter is evident in a naval captain’s 
recollection of transporting Napoleon to St Helena and seeing Napoleon’s 
officers bidding him farewell. This was the passage selected in a review 
of his memoirs in 1849 in John Bull. It repeats Huntley’s description of 
Napoleon’s officers, particularly the ‘tall, fine figure’ of Savary, attired in 
the much-decorated ‘light blue cavalry uniform of the Polish Lancers’.5 
This was not the only marker of Savary’s manly status. Huntley says that 
when Savary met Napoleon, his tears ‘burst through all restraint, to show 
the affection of the heart which glowed within the breast of this intrepid, 
able, and faithful soldier’. Napoleon, in contrast, ‘was as cold as the bronze 
figure which so often represents him’: an intriguing material culture anal-
ogy that evokes the importance of feelings to manliness.6

The Victoria Cross, first issued for gallantry in 1857, was one of the most 
popular objects that functioned as a point of entry for readers to imagine 
military manliness. The article for boys, ‘Soldiers and the Victoria Cross by 
an Army Chaplain’, published in 1863, opens with the disingenuous claim 
that English boys are less warlike than their French counterparts, for they 
neither worship ‘la gloire’ nor dress like soldiers: ‘Swords and guns are 
not their only playthings, nor are feeble imitations of sanguinary contests 
their only pastimes.’ 7 Of course, this distinction actually emphasises the 
centrality of martial material culture to boys’ fascination with war. 

It also highlights the significance of feelings in constructions of martial 
manliness. Rather than telling tales of soldiers’ bravery, it focuses on the 
emotions of combat and the battlefield. The chaplain states: ‘One early 
object of our curiosity was to ascertain what are the sensations or feelings 
of a soldier on entering battle.’ He answers this through the sensory nature 
of fighting – ‘as the bullet whizzed past the ear, and comrade after com-
rade dropped’ – likening the experience to the disorientation of a bather 
plunging into water. The chaplain presents a powerful image of English 
soldiers as masters of self-restraint, noting that they were silent in hand-
to-hand fighting, unlike the Russians who were noisy when advancing and 
fighting. His account does not pull its visceral punches; he describes a 
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soldier going mad after his friend’s brains splattered in his face.8 For all its 
graphic nature, perhaps even because of it, this account of the materiality 
of combat conjures a striking picture of martial men who fight despite fear 
and comrades who support each other in battle, and may, though he sug-
gests otherwise, shed furious tears in battle. 

The article celebrates martial self-sacrifice through regimental col-
ours, objects that personified manly bravery and selflessness for civilians 
as well as the military. The chaplain explains that one or two subalterns 
and several sergeants were nominated to guard the colours, while the 
bravest men in the regiment would rally round them when they were in 
danger. As he concludes, a ‘Grateful country will not forget men who 
loved colours better than their lives’.9 The article describes other objects 
that emphasise the poignancy and appeal of martial manliness, listing the 
‘Many small pledges of affection [that] were found on the persons of our 
soldiers who fell on the battle-fields of the Crimea.’10 These included a lock 
of hair, a photograph, a last letter from home, a small Bible, and a father’s 
gift of a watch: all explicitly understood to be repositories of emotions 
associated with the courage and endurance of military action and life.11 
Another account of men awarded the Victoria Cross, in the Boy’s Own 
Magazine, 1863, similarly deployed material culture to emphasise mili-
tary men’s emotional intensity. At the siege of Bergen-op-Zoom (1814), 
Captain Fraser directed his servant, Donald, to remain in the garrison 
while he conducted his men to attack a battery. Engaged in this manoeu-
vre, the captain halted for a short time; on moving forward he found his 
path impeded. Putting his hand down he seized a plaid, and drew his dirk, 
thinking one of his men was deserting, only to discover his servant Donald. 
When asked why he was there, Donald answered: ‘It was just my love for 
you.’ He tells Fraser that he brought the plaid because

How could I ever show my face to my mother (she was Fraser’s foster-mother) 
had you been killed or wounded, and I not been there to carry you to the sur-
geon or to Christian burial? And how could I do either without a plaid to wrap 
you in?12

Same-sex affection clearly heightened the appeal of martial manliness for 
those who encountered it.

Though the narrative style was harder, more brutal, even vicious 
by the turn of the century, material culture and emotions nonetheless 
remained central to martial manliness. The demise of Harry Keston, in a 
tale set in the South African war in The Marvel (1899) deploys weaponry 
to horrific effect. When Harry is wounded in a rout, a scene of wild disor-
der, he throws aside his rifle and, holding a revolver in each hand, tries 
to secure higher ground. The Boers swarm the knoll; one of them, Paul 
Pieters, Harry’s personal enemy, charges at him. Left only with an empty 
revolver, Harry fights like ‘a wild animal … striking out heavily with his 
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fists, kicking, snarling, butting savagely’. Taken prisoner and assured that 
Pieters will torture him the next day, Harry elects to end his own life. He 
is unable to fire a loaded gun he finds on the ground because his arms are 
bound. A chilling scene follows that unites innocent tropes of childhood 
pleasures with the aggressive, competitive version of manliness that dom-
inated the imperial, militaristic culture of late nineteenth-century Britain.13 
First, the sight of his bare toes reminds him of a childhood visit to a circus 
in which an armless performer used his toes like fingers. Thus inspired, 

By the aid of his toes, and by lying on his side, Keston managed to get the 
barrel of the rifle between his knees. It was then an easy matter to work it up 
till the muzzle entered his mouth … With his toes he felt for the trigger of the 
rifle, keeping the butt firmly against the ground, found it, and rested the big 
toe of his right foot upon it. A moment’s hesitation. Bang!14 

These emotions were worlds away from earlier cheerfulness, sentimental 
fraternal comradeship, and tender feeling. Instead, they conveyed the indi-
vidualistic and antagonistic model of martial manliness that underpinned 
Baden-Powell’s scouting model of masculinity, with self-mastery enacted 
through self-annihilation, rather than laying down one’s life for one’s com-
rades. Nevertheless, for the youths reading this literature, the combination 
of excitement, admiration, and violence helped to make this version of 
aggressive manliness equally desirable. 

The personal allure of martial manliness

Martial material culture embodied and spread the allure of sailors and sol-
diers. In the early nineteenth century, women were said to suffer ‘scarlet 
fever’, a wonderfully medical metaphor for the love of a man in uniform.15 
This was captured in a ‘Military Catechism for Young Ladies’, published in 
Punch in 1847, which, in the form of question and answer, satirised female 
adoration of soldiers. When asked ‘Why should a woman prefer a soldier 
above all other male creatures?’ the young lady answers: ‘Because he 
wears such a very handsome dress; carries gold upon his shoulders; gold 
all over his coat; wears a sword at his side; and a love of a feather in his 
helmet or cap.’ Her notion of ‘military glory’ is ‘A review in Hyde Park’ and 
‘laurels’ are ‘A ball, and supper afterwards.’16 

Boys and youths were also drawn to the glamour of martial material 
culture, a fact that the army deployed in their recruiting tactics. It worked, 
since soldiers’ life writings identify the desire to acquire the glamorous 
trappings of uniform and weapons motivating their enlistment.17 William 
Cobbett (1763–1835) longed to join the navy for such reasons, although 
he was the son of a publican and farmer, bred, he claimed ‘at the plough-
tail’.18 In autumn 1783, he visited a relation in Portsmouth and, ‘for the first 
time, beheld the sea; and no sooner did I behold it, than I wished to be a 
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sailor’. Cobbett saw this as a male universal: ‘almost all English boys feel 
the same inclination: it would seem, that, like young ducks, instinct leads 
them to rush on the bosom of the water’.19 The technology of warfare and 
the mythical status of Britain’s naval glories and heroes were critical: 

But it was not the sea alone that I saw; the grand fleet was riding at anchor at 
Spithead. I had heard of the wooden walls of England; I had formed my ideas 
of a ship, and of a fleet: but, what I now beheld so far surpassed what I had 
ever been able to form a conception of, that I stood lost between astonishment 
and admiration. I had heard talk of the glorious deeds of our admirals and sail-
ors, of the defeat of the Spanish Armada, and of all those memorable combats 
that good and true Englishmen never fail to relate to their children about a 
hundred times a year. The brave Rodney’s victories had long been the theme 
of our praise and the burden of our songs. The sight of the fleet brought all 
these into my mind; in confused order, it is true, but with irresistible force.20

Cobbett failed to get a naval captain to take him on board ship, however, 
and returned home. The following year he ran away to London to work 
as a clerk. Nonetheless, the prospect of armed service beguiled him and 
a recruiting advertisement for ‘His Majesty’s marine service’ announcing 
the potential for prizes caught his attention. Resolving to join this ‘glorious 
corps’, he mistakenly enlisted in a ‘marching regiment’, the 54th (West 
Norfolk) Regiment of Foot.21 Stationed in North America between 1785 
and 1791, he rose to sergeant major, before obtaining his discharge from 
the army in December 1791.

The glamour of the forces even appealed to those who did not go on to 
enlist. Henry Angelo (1780–1852), Master of Fencing, taught sword exer-
cises to elite youths. His memoir, published in 1830, recounted his child-
hood martial ambitions, which centred on his adoration of martial material 
culture. At the age of six, an army officer had visited his family and ‘pre-
tended to be the bearer of a commission in Lord Pembroke’s regiment, 
which being formally presented to me, my mother made a complete suit of 
regimentals’.22 This, he says, rendered him spoiled and naughty; one of the 
reasons he was sent to school.23 Soon after, another family friend, this time 
a naval captain, stirred his interest in the navy by playfully rating Angelo 
as a midshipman on his warship.24 The captain visited after returning 
from his voyage, presenting Angelo’s mother with twenty-five guineas, ‘as 
my share of prize-money for that expedition’. The pampered Angelo was 
made yet another military outfit, and he ‘strutted about in blue jacket and 
trowsers, and was intended for the sea’, though this was never realised.25 

In February 1828, a seventy-year-old clergyman, William Ettrick, of 
High Barnes in Sunderland, despairingly confided in his journal his efforts 
to persuade his eighteen-year-old son Anthony to train as a doctor. In 
response to his father’s observation that the five years of medical training 
at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, at the enormous cost of 300 guineas, was 
an excellent opportunity, Anthony insisted that he wanted to be a sailor. 
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William replied sarcastically that being a sailor was not all gold lace and 
showers of gold; Anthony would not, he cuttingly remarked, soon be a 
Nelson or a Codrington.26 William stuck to his guns and Anthony under-
took medical training. However, he never practised medicine, and in 1845, 
at age thirty-five, was still complaining to his now extremely elderly father 
about being forced to train for the medical profession despite his desire 
to go sea.27 

For these men, martial materiality prompted visceral responses, evok-
ing feelings such as desire for glory, riches, and honour, and wonder 
and awe at the military technology, spectacle, and pomp, and, especially, 
the uniforms. 28 For Ettrick it was gold lace, for Angelo it was dressing 
up in blue and red coats.29 This was a literary trope. An 1807 account of 
Charles Mordant, in The Lady’s Monthly Museum, explains that although 
‘His friends were desirous that he should embrace the clerical order … he 
preferred a red coat to a black. A pair of colours were presented to him by 
his godfather, the celebrated Marquis of Granby.’ The ‘irresistible power’ 
of these objects fired him with the love of glory.30 For many boys, youths, 
and men, a uniform made them feel like a real man. The artist and illustra-
tor George Cruikshank (1792–1878) recalled his youthful yearning to serve 
his country. At fourteen, an officer friend promised to get him appointed to 
his ship and George was thus supplied with a splendid outfit adorned with 
anchor buttons.31 Making his appearance in public in this uniform was, he 
said, ‘the only time in my life that I ever remember being vain and proud’.32 

These accounts also testify to the sensory appeal of martial materiality. 
Military bands stirred pride and patriotism through the visual and auditory 
onslaught of elaborate uniforms and rousing music.33 Other military songs 
had different effects. For example, Cobbett and Angelo referred to mari-
time songs, which evoked potent feelings of love and loss at military men’s 
self-sacrifice.34 Angelo even located his failure to join either armed service 
as the result of these moving ballads. He claimed that his intent to go to 
sea was blocked by his mother, for

her singing the favourite air in Thomas and Sally, ‘For my true love is gone to 
sea’, operating on her too sensitive nerves, frequently set her weeping; and 
my infantine sympathy making me do the like, the blue jacket, as well as the 
red jacket, was laid aside, and my profession of arms was doomed to be a very 
harmless profession.35

Henry Angelo’s mother accommodated her small son’s childish longings 
until she sang a song from Isaac Bickerstaff’s nautical opera ‘Thomas and 
Sally or the Sailor’s Return’. As it was designed to do, it prompted feelings 
of loss, reminding her of the risks to her son’s safety. Nonetheless, military 
objects retained emotional power for Angelo. He kept his prize money of 
twenty-five guineas, ‘in the shape of a piece of silver, as a memento of my 
public services as a son of Neptune’.36
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Military emotional objects with familial connections could be espe-
cially powerful. The Birmingham bookseller and historian William Hutton 
(1723–1815) singled out his great-great-grandfather in his family history, 
published in 1816. This Yorkshire ancestor had served as a trooper on the 
parliamentary side in the English Civil War. Hutton listed his engagements 
at Marston Moor, Naseby, and Worcester, and explained that he had 
served in the regiment till 1658, after which he married, had ten children, 
and ran an alehouse. At the end of this narrative William recorded:

Three pieces of antiquity belonging to this warrior fell into my possession, 
which I preserved as relics. A brass spoon of a singular construction, ill suited 
to the shape of the mouth, graced with the image of a Saint at the top. This 
he carried in his pocket for his own use during his military peregrinations. – 
His broad-sword, drawn for liberty, his companion and guard during sixteen 
years’ service. These were both taken from me at the Riots. – The third was a 
fragment of a mug that had been daily used for fourscore years.37

These relics were repositories for William’s pride in his ‘warrior’ ancestor 
and they preserved memories, aiding him and his family in constructing a 
familial identity of which they were proud. Given that he focused on this 
military forerunner for his autobiography, it is possible to propose that the 
dissenting radical thinker Hutton also formulated his own identity upon 
this manly, parliamentarian soldier.

In this small selection from men’s life writings we see in action the 
desire that men felt for the manliness embodied in appealing military 
bodies and material culture. It informed their longings and aspirations, it 
shaped their actions, and it served as a reference point against which they 
measured their own masculine identity and performance.

The pleasure culture of war in material form

According to Chums (1894), ‘Everyone has seen the toy soldiers, modelled 
of tin or lead, which are so beloved by boys.’38 They included traditional 
wooden, peg-like dolls, mounted on a wooden lattice to keep them upright 
for play, paper soldiers, and tin and solid lead soldiers.39 From 1893 they 
became more accessible, with the introduction of new hollow, cheaper 
versions that were manufactured in huge numbers.40 They were very pop-
ular in periods of military enthusiasm; the account of tin soldiers in Chums 
explains that German manufacturing took off with Frederick the Great’s 
exploits in the Seven Years’ War, ‘though, as would naturally be expected, 
the demand falls off in periods of prolonged peace, but revives again when 
a great international conflict takes place, like the war of 1870 between 
France and Germany’.41 Historians who consider their role, along with 
related paraphernalia such as toy guns and uniforms, identify their impor-
tance in inculcating loyalism, popular militarism, and nationalism.42 This 
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had particular power for men, since the toy soldier craze exposed male 
children to images of war and imperial might, persuading them of their 
place in upholding both.43

The function of military toys in shaping gender construction, how-
ever, has been considered less thoroughly; yet this is an important line 
of enquiry, since playing with these toys was complex and not simply a 
means of turning civilian boys into war-hungry men. The privileged child-
hood of Liberal politician and landowner C. P. Trevelyan meant he had 
access to large numbers of toy soldiers, from which he derived great pleas-
ure. However, when war broke out in 1914, he resigned from the cabinet 
because he hated war.44 Military toys were thus repositories for masculine 
qualities, which, even if they did not inculcate bellicosity, disseminated 
ideas of manliness due to their association with the appeal of military men. 

After all, toy soldiers were gendered as the archetypal little boy’s 
toy in visual and print culture, even if girls also played with them and 
adults collected them. Thus, children’s pretty ‘scraps’ often depicted boys 
playing with red-coated toy soldiers.45 They were common in children’s 
poems. ‘The Plaything Sky’ (1879), described the ‘Hosts of tin soldier-men 
[who] wave their tin banners’ in boys’ dreams.46 Inevitably, the toy soldier 
symbolised the masculine qualities of boyhood. In Fergus Hume’s Whom 
God Hath Joined, 1891, the adoring mother looks at her son Sammy, who 
is surrounded by the ruins of his toys: a woolly if indeterminate quadruped 
with legs pulled off, ‘an indecent-india-rubber doll’, ‘a drum (broken), a 
toy soldier (head missing)’.47 Casual male destruction is thus dismissed 
and validated. 

Toy soldiers were deployed to gendered didactic ends in stories. An 
early and long-lasting version was Hans Christian Anderson’s ‘The Brave 
Tin Soldier’; written in 1838, it was still being marketed in the late nine-
teenth century.48 In 1875 Funny Folks praised it, using martial metaphors 
to good effect: ‘In life’s stern battle every raw recruit/May learn from his 
“Tin Soldier” useful love.’49 The story is rather bleak for the boy ‘recruit’: 
a tin soldier falls in love with a paper ballerina, is thrown out of the nurs-
ery window by a goblin, damaged, washed away, eaten by a fish, and 
magically returned to the children. Momentarily reunited with his love, 
a child spitefully throws him onto the fire. Victim of the horrors of cruel 
fate, the tin soldier’s problems are exacerbated by his refusal to call for 
help, convinced such an appeal would humiliate him and his uniform. 
The combination of almost wilful self-restraint, and consequent display of 
bravery, determination, fortitude, and steadfastness, certainly matched the 
idealisation of martial manliness.

Scholarship on the nationalistic qualities of military miniatures does 
not extend to toy boats. These toys were more ambivalent in terms of their 
martial qualities, as likely to arise from an interest in seagoing vessels, 
like fishing boats or pirate and merchant ships, as naval warships. Nor 
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was there a comparative mass-produced version of the tin soldier, since 
they continued to be handmade well into the twentieth century, crafted 
from paper in their most ephemeral form, or carved from wood at home 
by father or child. Yet toy boats were also associated with broad martial 
values and patriotism. Like toy soldiers, they were closely associated with 
boys in paintings, watercolours, book illustrations, greeting cards, scraps, 
and photographs, which were consumed by adults for their pretty rep-
resentations of childhood. Many show sailor-suited boys, often accompa-
nied by girls, playing in attractive rural scenes beside a stream or pond, in 
a picturesquely poor cottage, or at the coast.50 Thomas Webster’s Contrary 
Winds is typical. Completed in 1843, and reproduced in the following dec-
ades, this oil painting of an interior cottage scene shows four children – 
three boys and a girl – gathered round their grandmother’s washing tub in 
front of a large hearth, all blowing at the tiny boat on the water, while the 
old woman sits at one side looking on.51 

These delightful depictions of childhood taught gendered lessons. In 
‘Good-Natured Jack’, a Christmas tale published in Our Young Folks (1874), 
the toy boat functions as the signifier of manly aspirations. The story is set 
in the dirty, poverty-stricken ‘Snag’s Court’ in the East End of London, near 
the docks and quays of the Thames. In it, Allan, a nine-year-old invalid son 
of a desperately poor widow, who has taken in the twelve-year-old orphan 
Jack of the title, has ‘one great wish’. He wants ‘to possess a boat – a wooden 
boat, with brightly painted sides, and masts and sails’, like one that his 
neighbour, Ben Black, received from his uncle, a sailor. Unable to buy such 
a gift for his friend, Jack seeks help from his employer’s wife on Christmas 
Eve. She enables him to purchase a small second-hand boat, which he lov-
ingly improves with paint, and she also provides gifts of food and money for 
the poverty-stricken family. In this generic sentimental tale of middle-class 
seasonal charity, the working-class boy earns benevolence through his 
kindness and knowing his place. Yet it hints at the power of the martial ideal; 
in this court, says the author, everybody ‘was in heart “a true-born sailor”’.52

Popular depictions of boys at play often had a military theme. 
Representations of aged Greenwich Pensioners, for example, frequently 
include a small boy sitting on the floor engrossed in his toy boat.53 This was 
intended to invoke the generational transmission of military and patriotic 
values. A small boy plays with toy soldiers in the lithograph ‘A Soldier’s 
Wife; Or, Sunshine and Shadow’ (c.1890), in which a priest stands along-
side a seated, presumably grieving, wife, whose soldier husband is immor-
talised in a painting on the wall. Obliviously playing with five toy soldiers 
and a gun alongside his father’s military helmet, the small boy embodies 
the stoicism recommended to withstand loss.54 A rather different message 
is offered in the well-known poster Daddy, what did YOU do in the Great 
War? (1915), where the boy playing with his toy soldiers is an accusing 
figure, shaming men into volunteering for service.55
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Increasingly, these archetypical boys’ toys were bound up with nos-
talgia for lost childhood and family life. It was noted in the trade journal 
Athletic Sports, Games and Toys, in February 1896, that everyone remem-
bers their toys, from the wooden horse, to ‘the glittering hosts of French 
and Germans whom we disbanded ten years later on the threshold of 
youth’.56 It is perhaps, therefore unsurprising that martial toys could 
become intensely emotional objects. This was obvious at the time. In the 
poem ‘Treasures’ in Young Folks Paper (1887), the treasures are relics 
of ages gone and childhood fled. When the author supposedly finds his 
‘treasures’, they are stereotypical boys’ playthings: ‘Here we are! – a tin 
soldier whose limbs have been shattered,/And black is his coat, which was 
formerly red.’ He then playfully skewers the trope of nostalgia, observing 
that although he should believe that ‘these relics remind me/Of days when 
the sun shone as now ’tis not wont,/Of golden delight in the years far 
behind me’, he is ‘sorry to say that they don’t!’57 Despite the humorous 
cynicism of this poem, the convention that toy soldiers evoked childhood 
and the construction of self-identity was frequently deployed. Winston 
Churchill pronounced in My Early Life, for example, that his future career 
was set by his delight in playing with toy soldiers.58 

The emotional resonance of toy soldiers and boats was such that they 
also signified the transience and risks of childhood and the vulnerabil-
ity of masculinity. The lone toy boat or soldier could represent the boy 
in danger, missing, even dead: cultural associations prompted by harsh 
reality. In 1848, John Bull’s report of persons found dead in the Thames 
included a ten-year-old, ‘amusing himself on the Surrey Side of Waterloo 
Bridge by playing with a toy-boat’, who walked too far out in the water 
when it went beyond his grasp.59 In print culture, the image of a vessel ren-
dered vulnerable by nature made the boy’s toy boat particularly poignant. 
Many depictions show a small boy leaning over a pond with a stick trying 
to hook his toy boat or being saved at the last moment from drowning.60 
The pathos inherent in abandoned military toys suggests mature masculin-
ity unrealised. The poem ‘Little Boy Blue’, published in the 1890s, opens 
thus: ‘the little toy soldier is red with rust, and the musket moulds in his 
hands’, prompting the awful realisation that the soldier is left behind, wait-
ing valiantly for his owner, because the boy has died in the night.61 Again, 
these powerful feelings strengthened the appeal of martial manliness.

Like military toys, ceramic objects adorned with military subjects came 
in a variety of forms in the nineteenth century.62 Popular during the French 
wars of the early nineteenth century and thereafter, they were reinvigor-
ated during the Crimean War era. Staffordshire figurines, later called the 
‘poor man’s porcelain’, depicted naval and military heroic officers, as well 
as generic soldiers and Jack Tars.63 New narrative figurines were intro-
duced in the Crimean War, such as the 1854 ‘Wounded Soldier’, which 
portrayed an injured French soldier leaning on an English sailor, reflecting 
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and capitalising on the changing nature of Anglo-French relations.64 Some 
objects depicted soldiers in less warlike scenes. Edward Moore & Co.’s 
earthenware pot lid (1870) has a soldier seated on a grassy bank watched 
by two flirtatious young women who have supplied him with water from 
their wooden pail.65 Straightforwardly decorative, it alludes to soldiers’ 
physical appeal for females. Lustre plaques, with a coloured border, also 
dubbed the ‘poor man’s picture’, were often decorated with transfer verses 
and images with martial themes.66 Potteries in the north-east and north-
west produced lustreware in the form of bowls, mugs, jugs, and teapots, 
designed for display and decorative purposes rather than daily use. They 
combined verses, local landmarks, trade or society emblems, portraits of 
notable and celebrity figures and heroes, symbols of wars, and illustrations 
of soldiers and sailors.67 

Some were explicitly commemorative and patriotic, intended to stir 
pride as well as pleasure. A pearlware jug from1804 features large profile 
portraits of Admiral Nelson and Captain Berry on each side, separated 
by two rigged ships. With no accompanying text and somewhat generic 
portraits, their appeal assumed close knowledge of the two officers’ acts 
in battle.68 Others were more detailed, like a creamware mug, dated 1800, 
commemorating the Battle of the Nile in 1798, which depicts two warships 
engaging, and proudly states: ‘The Young Alexander of France May boast 
of his prowess in vain, When Nelson appears tis confest That Britons 
are Lords of the Main.’69 These did more than valorise officers’ bravery. 
Although a Sunderland pink lustre jug boasts a portrait of Nelson beneath 
a figure of Fame, it extends admiration for martial valour beyond him to 
the ratings, in a verse that ends: ‘All, all were Nelson’s on that glorious 
DAY’.70 Part of the ‘general democratization of heroism’ that developed 
in the nineteenth century, these objects cultivated and disseminated the 
charisma of martial manliness.71 

Indeed, by the 1830s, in an era of apparent assured naval dominance, 
the verses on plaques and vessels regularly evoked martial manliness in 
the lower ranks, deploying songs celebrating Jack Tars, commissioned 
earlier in the French wars by the government to promote patriotism. For 
example, a plaque from the 1830s boasted a verse that deployed the brav-
ery, physical strength, sacrifice, love, and kindness of idealised martial 
manliness: 

The walls of England are oak and they’re strong
And our tars have the heart of the oak they belong
Oh! who is so brave and so kind and so free.
As he who defendeth the Queen of the Sea.
If a foe should advance he’s then at your call
If you crave his assistance he’ll give you his all
He loves you in peace and protects you in war
Oh who is so kind as the brave British Tar.72
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Such ceramics stirred feelings of pride, joy, even comfort. A plain plate, 
c.1860, with pink lustre border, contains the verse, ‘The Sailor Boy’, within 
a coloured rope; an appealing role model for youths immersed in the 
pleasure culture of war. In it the ‘gallant sailor boy’ is proud to carry his 
country’s flag and name; he declares he will never shame his nation, but 
will ‘fight her battles and share her fame./Sing: Hoy the gallant sailor 
boy.’73 

One of the notable features of many of these ceramics throughout the 
century is the juxtaposition of illustrations and texts. Images and verses 
were recycled repeatedly in various combinations on jugs, mugs, bowls, 
and teapots, exploiting local and national identities and events and the 
close link between military and civilian spheres to appeal to buyers.74 
An earthenware bowl, c.1860–70, for example, depicts several broadly 
patriotic verses, praising England as the ‘Empress of the elements’ and 
diadem of the world, alongside maritime stanzas seeking the Lord’s deliv-
ery from the dangers of the sea (Figure 3.2).75 It also features a sailor’s 
return, a sailor’s farewell, a frigate in full sail, a view of the Wear Bridge 
– the biggest single-span bridge in the world when it opened in 1796 – as 
well as a Crimean War transfer with the word Crimea emblazoned on a 
central shield, a French eagle and British flag, and the phrases, ‘May they 
ever be united; Vive L’Empreur God Save the Queen.’76 Portraits of the 
Italian general Giuseppe Garibaldi were added to such ceramics in the 
1850s and 1860s.77 He became an icon of manliness in Britain follow-
ing his visits to Tyneside and London.78 Collectively, these motifs wove 
together Britain’s imperial might and industrial progress and identified 
their defence and continued glory in sailors’ and soldiers’ manly deeds of 
courage and sacrifice.79 

In conjunction with pride and patriotism, the prevailing emotions such 
items inspired were pity and pathos. Representations of the wounded 
soldier, like those modelled in Staffordshire figures from the Crimean 
War period, evoked sympathy for manly self-sacrifice. ‘Miss Nightingale’, 
c.1857, portrays Florence Nightingale standing next to a seated soldier 
with his arm in a sling.80 The Royal Patriotic Fund made practical use 
of this. Established in 1854 to financially assist the widows and fami-
lies of those who lost husbands or fathers in battle or on active service 
in the Crimean War, it raised funds through the sale of a Staffordshire 
Crimean War jug (Figure 3.3). It portrays a crying widow, her distressed 
children around her knees. On the other side is a battlefield scene with a 
Highlander being carried off the battlefield, and a wounded soldier sup-
porting his bandaged head in his hand, a gesture indicating fatigue and 
grief and intended to stimulate pity and compassion in the beholder.81 
Many ceramics deployed military men’s tears, a popular motif that evoked 
the sufferings of Christ, as well as the feeling, sentimental face of manli-
ness that retained its strength in representations of military men.82 The 
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‘Sailor’s Tear’ (1835) was a typical verse on these earthenware objects.83 
Its stanzas took the soldier from his wife and infant to sea and fighting 
Britain’s foes.84 His tears formed the narrative device, each verse ending in 
him shedding a tear as he left his family behind until he was transformed 
into a magnificent fighting man. Verses from Lord Byron’s 1806 poem ‘The 
Tear’ were transferred onto earthenware bowl which portrayed a sailor 
weeping when he realised he was to die and a soldier who in battle ‘bathes 
every wound with a Tear’. These men shed tears of a Christian sensibility 
that symbolised resignation, lament, and pity rooted in manly duty. 

These objects offered the body of the martial man in three-dimensional 
form to be touched, admired, and emoted over.85 Their gender associ-
ations were made ‘stickier’ by the motif of tears and the emotions they 
provoked.86 In the light of youths’ responses to martial material culture, 
already discussed, it is not unreasonable to speculate that these objects 
generated similar aspirations and desire for military manliness and all it 
stood for. They also destabilised the distinctions between war and home 
and, in the case of men on armed service, as Chapter 4 will reveal, they 
acted as reminders of, and substitutes for the men within, homes and 
families. 

Textiles were another form of material culture that showcased aspects 
of military masculinities, including men’s capacity for domestic crafting. 
There are two types of ‘wartime quilts’ intended for use as bed or table 

3.2  White earthenware bowl decorated with pink lustreing, enamelling, and transfer-printed 
designs (c.1860–70), manufactured by Moore’s Pottery, Sunderland. 
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covers: those which incorporate pictorial military scenes and those made 
from martial uniform fabric such as woollen serge and worsted twill.87 
Both projected martial values into the domestic and civilian world.88 
Pictorial quilts had panels which depicted military individuals or events, 
often based on contemporary engravings. A very fine example by an uni-
dentified woman is the ‘George III coverlet’ (c.1805), a Mariner’s Compass 
design, made from plain and printed cottons.89 Its centre is a pieced, 
embroidered circular panel showing George III reviewing volunteer troops 
in Hyde Park, copied from a 1799 print by John Singleton Copley. The forty 
vignette panels around its border were also influenced by prints of military 
themes, illustrating the extent to which these images penetrated domestic 
spaces and were consumed by women as well as men. The scenes include 
the ubiquitous sailor’s and soldier’s farewell and return, wounded military 
men, and, in various poses related to their service, carousing sailors, as 

3.3  Royal Patriotic Fund jug, Crimean War (1855), Samuel Alcock & Co. (maker). 

BEGIATO PRINT.indd   115 07/10/2019   11:09



116	 Manliness in Britain, 1760–1900

well as celebrity heroes, such as Nelson and Major Peirson on his death-
bed.90 It is noteworthy that the female maker selected images that had 
emotional resonance, largely sailors’ and soldiers’ personal relationships 
with women, family, and comrades, as well as deathbed scenes. 

One can only speculate the effect of sleeping under such coverings 
upon men. What is clear is that popular culture deployed such quilts to 
combine the domestic and martial to moral didactic ends, offering les-
sons of respectable civilian manliness. In ‘The Patchwork Quilt’ in the 
British Workman (1872), an army chaplain tells the story of a ‘Scripture 
quilt’ that a woman made and donated to a military hospital, to comfort 
soldiers’ bodies and awaken their spirituality. The full-page illustra-
tion shows a sick, moustachioed soldier lying under a frilled patterned 
patchwork, closely scrutinising one of its scriptural patches (Figure 3.4). 
Desirably didactic, a tinted version of the engraving was available for 
one penny as an ‘illustrated wall-paper’. The periodical hoped that ‘many 
copies will find their way to Hospital Walls, Barrack Rooms, Cottage 
Walls’.91 The sentimental motif of tears is again central. The chaplain 
explains that the woman had made the quilt with prayers, weeping for 
her own son who was in the army; soldiers who encountered it shed hun-
dreds of tears in turn. Listing the wounded soldiers who were spiritually 
enlightened by the quilt, the story culminates with a young man who is 
observed to tearfully kiss one of the patterned pieces, as he recovers, 
because it reminds him of his mother’s gown. Eventually they deduce 
that the quilt was made by the soldier’s own mother and the chaplain 
triumphantly writes to ‘tell her that her son who was dead is alive again 
– who was lost is found!’ Redeemed, presumably, since this is a tem-
perance magazine, by giving up alcohol, one of manliness’s nemeses as 
Chapter 2 demonstrated.92 

Although it is easy to assume that sewing quilts was a female, domestic 
craft, wartime quilts were made by sailors and soldiers who acquired nee-
dlework skills during service.93 With geometric patterns, such quilts often 
had centrepieces that displayed their military origin, including motifs of 
ships, colonial locations, and regimental flags.94 An exquisite patchwork in 
regimental colours made around 1855 from felted uniform wool, adorned 
with beadwork, has an embroidered middle panel consisting of regimen-
tal flags and the emblem of the 37th Regiment of Foot.95 Some were 
made for family members.96 While serving on HMS Victory in 1865, sailor 
James Cox made a bedspread from uniform fabric for his sister, Mary, 
who had brought him up after their mother died.97 Mary bequeathed the 
bedspread to her granddaughter.98 Others were sold or exchanged to 
settle a debt.99 Many soldiers made exquisite quilts for public exhibition, 
generating income from viewing fees. The bed rug made by Sergeant 
Malcolm Macleod, sewn in India when he was serving with the 72nd Duke 
of Albany’s Own Highlanders, blends the domestic with representations of 

BEGIATO PRINT.indd   116 07/10/2019   11:09



	 Hearts of oak: martial manliness 	 117

both armed forces. Two embroidered panels, aligned to match on either 
side of a central panel, depict a Royal Navy sailor waving his hat and 
grasping a Union Jack and a Royal Navy ship. Macleod’s regiment’s two 
flags are worked in: the Queen’s colour on the left, the regiment’s colour 
on the right. He embroidered his name and rank across both, along with 
the names of places where the regiment served: Cape of Good Hope, 

3.4  The Patchwork Quilt, British Workman (Nov 1872), p. 138. 
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Sevastopol, Hindoostan, and Central India. He exhibited the bedspread at 
the Glasgow Industrial Exhibition 1865–66.100 

In a society receptive to the pleasure culture of war, this juxtaposition 
of the martial and the domestic intrigued paying audiences which meant 
that large numbers of people from all social ranks encountered them. 
There were thirty woollen quilts made by military personnel displayed at 
the Great Exhibition of 1851, as well as at numerous industrial, charity, 
and military exhibitions thereafter.101 They were one of the exhibits along-
side the ‘war material’ in the Royal Military Exhibition in Chelsea, 1890, 
which was widely reported in London and provincial newspapers.102 The 
Daily News, for example, enumerated them among the assembled ‘treas-
ures’, which it predicted would be ‘vastly’ attractive for spectators. Its 
language is striking in domesticating the manly soldier: 

‘Tommy Atkins’ in his leisure moments does not neglect the arts of peace … 
at fancy needlework some of them are accomplished experts. Patchwork rugs 
and quilts in great profusion bear testimony to labours on which the utmost 
patience and ingenuity must have been exercised; in the arrangement of col-
ours much artistic taste is also displayed.103 

This public fascination with the domesticated activities of military imperial 
men also undermines the concept of a ‘flight from domesticity’ at the cul-
tural level, offering yet more evidence that domesticity could be masculine 
and was portable and not always fixed in the family home.104 

The Daily News report concludes that these creations should reassure 
the public that soldiers of all ranks ‘are more often profitably employed 
both abroad and at home’.105 Indeed, these textiles were also agents in 
constructing the less threatening aspects of military manliness, playing 
their part in saving military men from temptation and depravity. As the 
report on the Royal Military Exhibition suggests, they were intended to 
occupy military men’s spare time when not on the battlefield. Military 
authorities viewed needlecraft as an industrious activity that, if regularly 
practised, prevented soldiers resorting to alcohol when bored. In 1862, the 
British War Office promoted the setting up of workshops to train military 
personnel in various crafts and skills.106 

In an interesting alliance, temperance periodicals similarly imagined 
patchwork as a guard against idle drinking. The Band of Hope Review pub-
lished ‘The Soldier-Boy’s Patchwork Quilt’ in 1871, in which the narrator, 
‘Uncle John’, uses ‘the well-known story of the soldier’s patchwork quilt’ to 
recommend that all soldiers take up ‘useful employment’ in the evenings 
to prevent them getting into trouble. His desire is ‘that soldiers were as 
clever in the use of needles and thread as our “Jolly Jack Tars”’. The mag-
azine was intended for poor, working-class children, so the story focuses 
on a ‘little Band-boy’ of the Royal Welsh Fusiliers, stationed at Chatham 
Barracks, who made a quilt for his grandfather. Here, the appeal of the 
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military was deployed to inculcate a temperate, civilian manliness. Its 
message was intensified by an attractive illustration of three band-boys in 
uniform, two admiring the needlework of the third, while an adult soldier 
looks on approvingly through an open window. Presumably, the band-boys 
in their military uniforms were understood to appeal to boys seduced by 
the aesthetic allure of martial dress.107 The British Workman commended 
soldiers’ craftwork for its adult readership. In 1873 it published an article 
about Private Roberts who made patchwork quilts to raise an income when 
he gave up alcohol. He pointedly declares, ‘I must be employed, or I shall 
get into mischief.’108 The message was that working-class men could be as 
manly as military exemplars, without recourse to the pub. In the illustra-
tion Roberts holds up a beautiful quilt; the attractive combination of a uni-
formed soldier with a domestic textile intended to promote in its civilian 
readers the desire for self-controlled manliness. 

Holly Furneaux and Sue Prichard have dismissed the traditions that 
military quilts were made to memorialise fallen comrades, or primarily 
sewn by recuperating wounded Crimean soldiers, although they recognise 
the cultural value such stories held.109 Tales of their construction from the 
fragments of fallen soldiers’ uniforms, for instance, inspired in viewers a 
patriotic intimacy and ‘a desire for a rich narrative of the soldier maker’s 
feeling’. Likewise, accounts of wounded soldiers creating them as occu-
pational therapy provided a ‘direct connection to the suffering body … of 
the heroic survivor maker’.110 They use both narratives to analyse Thomas 
Wood’s well-known portrait of Private Thomas Walker making a quilt while 
convalescing in bed in Fort Pitt Military Hospital, Chatham, 1856, after 
a severe head injury in the Battle of Inkerman.111 For them, the temper-
ance framing of craftwork as an industrious and productive substitute for 
dangerous and immoral pastimes underpins the painting’s celebration of 
Walker’s dexterity and aesthetic taste.112 In this way, the portrait domesti-
cates the soldier into a more reassuring productive worker. The ‘violence 
of war apparent in Walker’s head wound’ is transformed, ‘as the trappings 
of militarism in the bold colours of the uniform are literally fragmented 
and remade into a form that gives comfort’.113 They identify ‘uneasiness’, 
however, in Walker’s ‘inscrutable’ facial expression, and in the scissors on 
his lap, ‘directed to the centre of his crotch, uncomfortably suggest[ing] 
emasculation, even castration, by invalidism, and the craftwork of the 
sickbed’. 114 

The assertion that craft emasculates the soldier is overstated. Craftwork 
was an acceptable masculine activity, both in leisure and employment.115 It 
was also a symbol of the ideal manly qualities of self-mastery in the face of 
dangerous appetites. As Chapter 2 has shown, this was a profound marker 
of approved masculinity. Contextualised in the other images of martial 
manliness, from bravery to suffering, therefore, the portrait of Walker 
conveys the glory and selflessness of idealised military manliness through 
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wounds and craftwork, not its emasculation. His uniform, medal promi-
nently displayed, and his expression of contented concentration remind 
the viewer of the glamour of martial life, men’s self-sacrifice, and their role 
as physical protection for the nation. In sum, quilts served as emotional 
objects, stirring pride and patriotism and fashioning familial identity, all 
linked to the martial manliness at their heart.

Military celebrities and their material afterlife 

This final section uses the changing representations in material culture of 
two military heroes to draw together the chapter’s themes. Most accounts 
of celebrity military men focus upon officers, whose faces, forms, and feats 
appeared on commemorative objects and were used to market a variety 
of products. As we have seen, Admiral Nelson was regularly commemo-
rated: a practice that continued where British military success permitted, 
as with an 1857 jug celebrating Sir Colin Campbell and Major General Sir 
Henry Havelock’s relief of Lucknow.116 Military celebrities were portrayed 
in figurines, such as the 1857 Staffordshire equestrian figure of Henry 
Havelock,117 and General Charles George Gordon, dressed in fez and uni-
form, 1885.118 More unusual is the wax and calico doll of Lord Frederick 
Roberts, c.1900, and, more common, the Gallaher ‘Types of the British 
Army’ cigarette cards issued in 1898.119 The two military men discussed 
here, whose acts of courage were celebrated, commoditised, and memori-
alised in the years following their bravery, were of lower rank. Both were 
popular long after their deaths and thus their cultural meaning can be 
traced through the trajectory of the material culture that embodied them 
metaphorically – paintings, pottery, posters, toys, stone memorials, flag-
ship colours, and regimental flags – and literally, in the form of corporeal 
relics. 

Corporal John (Jack) Shaw was born in 1789 on a farm in Cossall, 
Nottinghamshire, and apprenticed as a boy to a wheelwright. Tall and large 
framed, at sixteen he began boxing, and at eighteen, in 1807, he joined the 
2nd Life Guards.120 Here he honed both his sporting prowess, trained by 
the champion boxers James Belcher and Gentleman John Jackson, and his 
sexual allure, as admired by the artist Benjamin Haydon who called him 
a ‘satyr’. He put his physique to good use as a life model for artists, not 
only Haydon, but also William Hilton, Edwin Landseer, and William Etty.121 
Shaw went to war on the Iberian Peninsula in 1812, returned in 1814, and 
won a prize fight against Ned Painter in 1815. It was at Waterloo, however, 
that his posthumous reputation was forged, for it was here that he fought 
ferociously to the death against the French. The incident was lauded, if its 
details remain mired in myth.122 

As his biographer Kasia Boddy reveals, Shaw was immediately ‘turned 
into an object of vivid collective fantasy’.123 He already possessed the raw 
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materials for ideal manliness, combining a boxer’s build, the swagger 
and glamour of the cavalry soldier, and the bravery and fortitude of the 
warrior. In the resulting ‘Shawmania’ that developed as Waterloo became 
a cultural artefact, Shaw was made over into a national emblem – a myth 
that served society’s needs as well as the pleasure culture of war. Indeed, 
Boddy argues that the Duke of Wellington’s calm modesty in the wake of 
victory was insufficient to satisfy the public’s desire for an appropriate 
climax to the conflict. The spectacular charge of the heavy cavalry, person-
ified in Shaw the Lifeguard, as he generally was described thereafter, was 
selected to serve this purpose.124 

Boddy observes that Shaw’s death came to act ‘as a kind of synecdo-
che for the battle’. He was central to its commercialisation. The tours of 
Waterloo, which began almost immediately, included a visit to his grave. He 
featured as a symbol for martial heroism in novels, and as the virile poster 
boy of ‘Old England’ and its romanticised feudal relations for authors such 
as Sir Walter Scott and John Ruskin.125 ‘Shaw the Lifeguard’ was the focus 
of military melodramas and tableaux across the country, like J. H. Amherst’s 
‘The Battle of Waterloo’, an equestrian, circus-style performance, popular 
for decades from 1824. The acts ended with a choreographed version 
of Shaw’s sacrifice, often presented, however inaccurately, as the event 
on which the day turned.126 A poster advertising Batty’s Circus Royal on 
Wednesday, 5 February 1840, for example, promised a performance by Mr 
Wilkinson giving his ‘celebrated impersonation of Shaw, The Life Guard’s 
Man. Wherein he will depict the manly Prowess and Death of that individ-
ual at the Battle of Waterloo’.127 These performances deployed a plethora 
of martial material culture, as an announcement in the Chester Chronicle 
of 1849 testifies. The ‘Grand Military Piece’ it advertises possesses ‘every 
becoming necessary of dresses, flags, uniforms, combats, choruses’ and 
culminated with the ‘Terrific combat between Shaw, the Life Guardsman, 
and his opponents’. Deemed likely to entertain and, perhaps, educate, the 
event admitted the Charity Schools of Chester gratis.128

As the free showings to schools suggests, in this event and others 
Shaw was repackaged as an exemplar of martial manliness for boys. His 
legendary bravery was immortalised on objects marketed to children, 
including miniature Waterloo-themed theatrical sets, and he starred in 
boys’ fiction published from the 1870s.129 Somewhat belatedly, his natal 
village memorialised Shaw, along with two other men from Cossall who 
had served at Waterloo. In 1875, the Ilkeston Pioneer reported that a com-
mittee had been formed to raise funds for a tribute to these Cossall ‘giants’ 
and ‘humble, noble heroes’; the white marble memorial adorned with two 
crossed swords and a plumed helmet was funded by local dignitaries and 
officers and unveiled on Waterloo Day in 1877.130

Next is Jack Crawford, who was born on 22 March 1775 in Sunderland. 
A keelman’s son, at eleven he was apprenticed at South Shields, and in 
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1796 was either press-ganged or volunteered for the Royal Navy, serving 
on Admiral Duncan’s HMS Venerable, the fleet’s flagship. He became 
famous in 1797 at the Battle of Camperdown when the Venerable’s mast 
was hit, causing the Admiral’s flag to fall – the customary sign of surren-
der. Crawford picked up the flag and, under heavy fire, which caused him 
facial injuries, climbed the broken mast and nailed the colours to it with a 
marlin spike. He was rewarded with an annual pension and a silver medal, 
given the honour of meeting George III, and, possibly, attended Nelson’s 
state funeral.131 Crawford returned to Sunderland to work on the keelboats 
and married, but became an alcoholic, purportedly a victim of his own 
celebrity, since he succumbed too readily to his admirers’ offers of alcohol. 
As the Manchester Times reported, decades later, in 1890, Crawford had 
‘the improvident habits of the seamen of those days’ and fell into ‘hard 
straits’, selling his medal to pay debts.132 He was one of the first to die in 
the cholera outbreak in 1831 and, since he had drunk away his income, 
was buried in a pauper’s grave.

His act of bravery was celebrated, romanticised, and immortalised 
almost immediately. He was portrayed on the mast, on the left of John 
Singleton Copley’s 1799 painting, The Surrender of the Dutch Admiral de 
Winter to Admiral Duncan at the Battle of Camperdown (The Victory of Lord 
Duncan).133 Thereafter his image, in the act of nailing the colours, was com-
mercialised, available both as engravings (see Figure 3.5) and transferred 
onto objects.134 He appeared on Sunderland lustreware and commemo-
rative pottery throughout the nineteenth century, typically bowls, jugs, 
teapots, and plates, which, like those discussed, included other motifs, 
such as the sailor’s return and farewell.135 By the 1860s, as this book’s 
cover shows, Crawford was made over into a beautiful example of British 
manliness. Locks blowing in the wind, pretty face adorned by whiskers, his 
shirt provocatively revealing a muscular chest and shoulder, he practically 
pole-dances around the mast depicted in front of a Union Jack.136 His fame 
was extensively exploited. In what appeared to be yet another retelling of 
his heroic actions, an 1890 article transformed halfway through into an 
advert for the patent medicine ‘Prairie Flower and Sequah’s Oil’, which 
metaphorically nailed its colours to the mast to proclaim that the fight 
against illness was not lost: price 2s.137

There were performances at the Lyceum Sunderland in the 1870s: a 
play titled Jack Crawford, ‘of a purely local interest’ with ‘many effective 
tableaux’, and a ‘Historical Picture Curtain; showing the nailing of the 
flag, seen by over 4000 people’.138 Crawford was not just a local hero 
however: his name and actions cropped up across Britain in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. In 1841, the Lancaster Gazette included an 
elaborate imagined narrative of Crawford’s actions as part of an account 
of Camperdown. 139 In 1887, the ‘Hero of Camperdown’ was the subject 
of Reverend Mr Hornby’s ‘popular lecture’, delivered on this occasion at 
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the annual meeting of the Methodist New Connexion Missionary Society 
in Truro.140 The emblematic, materialised form of Crawford was so pow-
erful in conveying ideals of martial manliness that politicians and trade 
union leaders were depicted in his form. During polling for the general 
election in 1886, the arch-masculinist William Gladstone was depicted 
nailing colours to a mast, ‘Jack-Crawford-like’, on a screen hung in front of 

3.5  Jack Crawford, by Daniel Orme, line and stipple engraving, published 1797.
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the Eleusis Club, Chelsea.141 J. Havelock Wilson, who founded the sailors’ 
and fireman’s union in 1887, was portrayed as Crawford on the seamen’s 
union banners.142

Once the legend of Crawford’s bravery gained a powerful afterlife, 
Sunderland stepped up to honour his name and actions, and in doing so, 
stimulated local pride and identity. As noted, the memorabilia celebrating 
Crawford sometimes included images of Sunderland Bridge and perfor-
mances of his actions were deemed to have a local audience. These links 
were made more material in a series of memorials. In 1866, Sunderland 
funded a memorial stone to be placed on Crawford’s grave, along with 
constructing a public drinking fountain to his memory, perhaps more 
or less ironic given that his downfall was alcohol and temperance socie-
ties funded such fountains to encourage people not to drink beer. These 
actions were widely reported in provincial newspapers across Britain, in 
each instance announcing Crawford as ‘the Sunderland tar who nailed 
Admiral Duncan’s colours to the mast at the Battle of Camperdown’.143 
In the 1880s, however, in a time of escalating militarism, a local call was 
issued for a more substantial memorial to Crawford. The plans for a large 
obelisk, to be placed in the Sunderland Parish Churchyard, were widely 
reported in the British press from 1887, as was its unveiling in August 
1888.144 Reports noted the colours that were central to the obelisk, which 
had a sculpted mast with the flag nailed to it and draped down its front.145 
Indeed, at its unveiling, the flagship’s colours were simultaneously present 
in two material forms. The York Herald commented that ‘The identical flag 
which Jack nailed to the mast, and which is now the property of the Earl of 
Camperdown, draped the memorial.’146 

Shortly after, another memorial was planned, this time in statue form. 
From 1889, local newspapers began reporting that a subscription was 
being raised by Sunderland Town Council to fund a statue on the knoll, 
Malakoff Hill, in Mowbray Park.147 Depicted aloft nailing the colours to the 
mast, this version of Crawford is slightly different to previous ones. For one 
thing he nails the flag with the butt of a pistol, not a marlin spike. In earlier 
images such as Singleton Copley’s painting, which influenced engravings, 
and in romanticised images that followed, like the bewhiskered version of 
1866, he is a mature man. Yet, by 1890, he has acquired the proportions 
of a youth, with trousers rolled up to his knees. This indicates the extent 
to which martial manliness was co-opted to serve as an exemplar for 
boys.148 Its elaborate unveiling in April 1890 by the Earl of Camperdown, 
Earl of Durham, and Mayor of Sunderland was a military spectacle that 
was widely reported in the metropolitan and provincial press. Reynolds 
Newspaper noted that ‘A monster procession of trade societies, military 
and volunteer forces in the town, and a detachment of 300 bluejackets 
sent by the Admiral and Marines paraded the principal streets and then 
went to the park.’149 Once again, the martial was linked to the domestic, 
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as suggested by the advertisement announcing to parents the sale of ‘Jack 
Crawford Sailor Suits’ in May 1890.150

What makes the trajectories of both Shaw and Crawford so remark
able and similar is that both were associated with a corporeal relic. Shaw’s 
body was recovered after the battle and buried near La Haye Sainte. In 
1826, Sir Walter Scott wrote to Benjamin Haydon, mentioning that he 
possessed Shaw’s skull, eventually displayed in his library at Abbotsford. 
It is still unclear how he acquired it, though what is evident is that Scott, 
like others, was fascinated by the Waterloo detritus that was sold as sou-
venirs and relics, obtaining cuirasses, bullets, and buttons, as well as 
Shaw’s skull.151 Scott’s fascination allegedly stemmed from seeing Shaw 
when he was modelling his muscular physique for a sculpture.152 Rather 
appropriately for a ‘heart of oak’, Jack Crawford’s heart was donated to 
the Borough Museum of Sunderland in 1882 by a local councillor.153 In 
1887, the Monthly Chronicle mentioned ‘a glass jar labelled as containing 
the heart of the hero of Camperdown’ when it reported locals demanding 
a more appropriate memorial to Jack.154 Only three years later, this had 
hardened into unease regarding the display of Jack’s heart. The Sunderland 
Daily Echo reported in 1890 that the Museum and Library Committee 
had decided that the heart be removed from the shelves after hearing 
objections to its display. Arthur Laing said it gratified a ‘morbid curiosity’ 
and that there was no evidence it was Crawford’s heart, while Mr Burns 
pointed out that since Crawford died from cholera it was unlikely that his 
heart would have been preserved.155 

The physical remains of these military men’s bodies had become 
devotional objects.156 They resembled the preserved fragments of holy 
figures, which were not only vessels for emotions but were intended to 
incite emotional responses in those who encountered them.157 The same 
occurred with other national heroes. In France, Leon Gambetta’s heart 
was preserved following his death in 1882 and incorporated into a statue 
of Gambetta erected in 1891. As Charles Sowerwine comments, this shows 
the extent to which the body and emotions continued to be central in polit-
ical and national rituals in the modern period.158 In Shaw’s and Crawford’s 
cases, some of the emotions which resided in them had the potential to 
shape notions of gender. The nexus of body, material culture, and emo-
tions still resounds today. Chris McHugh, a north-eastern artist, carried 
out a Community in Clay project using objects to engage the local com-
munity in Sunderland. As part of this he designed and executed a modern 
bravery medal (2011) embellished with Crawford’s heart in a folk-art style, 
as well as a reconstruction of the heart is a glass jar which, rather aptly, 
resembles a reliquary.

Both the military heroes’ ‘charisma’ was also intimately linked with 
that other military devotional object – the flag.159 Crawford’s fame cen-
tred on his physical act of nailing the colours and was central to his later 
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persona as ‘Champion of England’, as this book’s cover illustration shows 
to great effect. Shaw’s combat was not originally linked with a flag, but it 
was introduced into the myth. By 1884, performances had Shaw ‘retaining 
the English standard with his foot’ while fighting off the French. He then 
‘faints from loss of blood, and falls across flag with a groan, kisses the 
standard, and crawls toward WELLINGTON, who gently takes the banner 
from his mouth. Shaw falls dead.’160 Clearly, the cavalry equivalent of a 
regimental colour added to the dramatic spectacle. Regimental colours 
were, after all, understood to be imbued with military emotions. Each reg-
iment possessed two flags: the royal colour (a union flag) and a flag that 
displayed the colours of the regiment, which were consecrated with a reli-
gious dedication. On them were embroidered the battles and campaigns in 
which the regiment had served. They were paraded when regiments were 
reviewed and taken into battle; when not in use they were housed in the 
officers’ mess. When replaced by new colours, often in a public ceremony, 
the old ones were laid up, or put on permanent display in a location sacred 
to the regiment, such as the regimental chapel.161 

As we have seen already, accounts of military bravery in the name 
of abstract regimental and patriotic values entered popular culture. It is 
important to note that it was their sacred quality that was revered. Thus, 
Agnes Giberne’s ‘Our Hero: A Tale of the Franco-English War Ninety Years 
Ago’, published in the Girl’s Own Paper in 1899, described Roy, who had 
the honour of bearing the King’s Colour at the Battle of Corunna. She 
observed: ‘The Royal and the Regimental Colours are, as we know, always 
consecrated with religious ceremony at the time of presentation, and they 
are looked upon with the most intense veneration and pride by every 
British soldier.’162 Such objects promoted powerful feelings of pride in 
them and the men who cherished them. Not only recounted in stories, reg-
imental colours were displayed in public and semi-public spaces and thus 
acted as emotional objects for civilians too. An 1886 account of ‘Chelsea 
Pensioners at home’ in the Boy’s Own Paper, draws on their emotional 
resonance in its account of the hospital chapel: 

Against bright grey walls and roof the captured flags that form the chief dec-
oration stand boldly out. Torn to tatters, most of them tender as tinder, they 
are now sewn on to silken nettings to support them in their decay; but often 
tiny pieces of the rotting silk come floating into the brown oak pews that line 
the walls.163

Every seven years when the chapel is cleaned, the article states, the ‘pre-
cious trophies’ are wrapped and laid in store: ‘so delicate are they that 
slightest draught would blow them into dust’.164 Here, their ephemerality 
rather than their glamour was forefront, since the intention was to capture 
the passage of time both through the artefacts of war and the bodies of 
the veterans, to imbue in boys a wonder at military men and their feats.165 

BEGIATO PRINT.indd   126 07/10/2019   11:09



	 Hearts of oak: martial manliness 	 127

Colours and the devotion they embodied were widely visible. They 
hung, at least in fiction, in ballrooms. In a tale of ‘The Two Balls’, 1863, 
set during the Crimean conflict, the ballroom’s walls were adorned with 
regimental colours and military trophies, while French, Sardinian, and 
English flags, like ‘three big bed-curtains’, hung from the ceilings.166 As 
we have seen, the colours were sometimes at the centre of soldiers’ and 
sailors’ quilts, thereby entering the domestic sphere. The Birmingham 
Pictorial and Dart described the art and needlework department of Jevons 
& Mellor in 1898; among the nightdress cases and bedspreads was a 
table-centre ‘in white satin de luxe, embroidered in regimental colours, 
Indian style and design, edged with taped-headed fringe’.167 In 1899, the 
Country Gentleman: Sporting Gazette, Agricultural Journal described Queen 
Victoria’s fortieth birthday celebrations, when Colonel Inigo Jones, of the 
2nd Battalion Scots Guards, presented her with an ‘Empress’ bouquet of 
forty crimson and white roses tied with a white satin sash sporting looped 
bows of regimental colours fixed with the silver star of the regiment.168 
By the late nineteenth century, bridesmaids attending the weddings of 
military grooms carried bouquets trimmed with streamers in regimental 
colours.169 

The plethora of material culture surrounding celebrity martial heroes 
and the glamour that accrued to them, whether real or imagined, reveals 
the force of the conjunction of emotionalised bodies and material culture. 
The objects could evoke the feelings associated with idealised manliness 
and, thus, were not just storehouses of meaning, they acted upon those 
who encountered them, shaping notions of gender and self.170 

Conclusion

This chapter unpicks the ways in which objects bearing martial connota-
tions and representations of idealised military men conveyed manliness. 
Those who encountered the objects were familiar with the manly values 
they evoked, all associated with powerful feelings like love, duty, bravery, 
and stoicism, sacrifice, and grief. After all, the military men and associated 
material culture were often glamorous and charismatic, which stimulated 
desire for the manliness they embodied. Men recalled reacting in sim-
ilar ways to military heroes and objects, demonstrating how emotional 
objects functioned as disseminators of values that people shared and inter-
preted within their pre-existing mutual knowledge of gender construc-
tions. Collectively, the materiality of martial manliness also shows that 
the military and civilian spheres were not entirely distinct. Cultural imag-
ination, as well as interactions between people and things, often spanned 
the geographical distance imposed by war and service. It also contributes 
to the nuancing of the thesis of the flight from domesticity, by offering 
more evidence of the place and role of the domestic within homosocial 
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institutions, as well as the militarisation of the domestic environment, a 
location for objects that celebrated war and fighting men. Chapter 4 devel-
ops these themes by examining men’s absence from home, whether serv-
ing the nation in the armed forces or in paid employment. In both cases, 
their manliness was bound up with their relationship with home and the 
feelings it wrought.
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4
Homeward bound:  

manliness and the home

Introduction

The chapters so far have used emotionalised bodies and objects to explore 
how manliness and unmanliness were constructed and reinforced. This 
chapter turns to the role of space in their formation, namely the place 
and concept of home. In 1871, the British Workman published the tale of 
a mariner, Darby, whose captain advised him to remember ‘that “home” 
is a sacred word – ’tis a word that has a meaning in heaven. Yes, Darby, 
work for the “home”. Save for it; spend by-and-by in it … God intended 
the thought of “home” to do much for a man.’ He concluded, ‘the man 
who has “home” in his heart, will, by God’s blessing turn out well’.1 In 
1857 the same magazine contained a poem titled ‘Come Back as Soon as 
You Can’, illustrated by a top-hatted man bidding farewell to his daughter 
at the garden gate. The middle-class poet announces that his daughter 
always says goodbye to him by imploring, ‘As soon as you can, come 
home.’ He advises the businessman to ‘get home’, since that is where ‘a 
man and a father be’.2 As with working-class men throughout this book, 
they were instructed on how to be manly, but also served as exemplars 
onto which middle-class men projected their own concerns. Here was the 
ever-present tension for men: required to leave home to work, but told that 
home was central to their identity.3 As this suggests, the imagined space 
of the home was the locus for concepts of manliness and unmanliness, but, 
paradoxically, most of its cultural power was situated in men’s enforced 
absence from it.  

 This chapter examines how cultural accounts of men in the home 
inculcated feelings that produced, reinforced, and disseminated notions of 
gender. It shows that while manly men were often envisioned outside the 
home, they were nevertheless considered integral to its success, because 
they were fighting for it, defending it, or providing for it. Depictions of 
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men’s farewells and returns, often poised on their own doorstep, abound. 
Leave-takings had long had cultural significance, with ritualised markers 
in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, but were naturalised 
and saturated with sentimental affect in the long nineteenth century.4 
Though men were shown to be absent, their minds, on the other hand, 
were understood to be directed towards home: all the time dreaming of 
cottage, wife, and family, and longing to be remembered. Together these 
were the motivating forces for their manly endeavours. When print and 
visual culture imagined men in the home, it was as catalysts for a ‘happy’ 
or ‘unhappy’ home, predominantly fashioned through their performance 
of key emotions. In some ways, therefore, the productive, heroic absent 
manly man resolved the conflict between the competing demands of home 
and work for masculine identity. The present unmanly man whose leisure 
and work disrupted the home was what must be avoided at all costs.

Farewell and separation

From the Revolutionary Wars of the later eighteenth century onwards, 
military men were the type most commonly imagined away from home for 
periods longer than a day in textual, visual, and material culture.5 In prints 
and paintings, attractive sailors and soldiers bid farewell to parents, sweet-
heart or wife, and children.6 They took their partings as Staffordshire fig-
ures and on all types of ceramic decorative vessels.7 They were also sung 
about and recited in popular songs and poems, which were in turn widely 
published in the provincial press and almanacks.8 There were some differ-
ences in these visual and textual cultures across the period. Sailors domi-
nated visual depictions from the Revolutionary Wars to the mid-nineteenth 
century, with soldiers joining from the Crimean War period. Nonetheless, 
J. W. Hichberger’s claim that common soldiers were only depicted from 
the mid-1850s in domestic scenes, once they were seen as heroic and 
were made-over by the dominant classes as respectable working-class 
husbands and fathers, is misleading.9 Once poems and songs published 
before the 1850s are included, soldiers also bid farewell to home and loved 
ones to fight, and yearned for both while separated. Ironically, the ideal-
ised manliness so central and integral to a successful home was largely 
attained through these working men’s absence.

The emotional motif of farewell moralised manliness by associating it 
with gendered values deemed essential to state and society.10 When the 
idealised military man left his family to serve the nation, his sentimen-
tal manly form stirred patriotism through his self-sacrifice. The primary 
emotions elicited in the metonym of farewell and its tears were sorrow, 
pity, and pride, all evoked by his temporary, possibly permanent, absence 
from home.11 Understandably, these depictions were particularly emotion-
ally redolent during periods of war, emerging in the Revolutionary and 
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Napoleonic Wars, recycled and revivified in the Crimean period, and still 
common thereafter. As Carolyn Burdett remarks, this sentimental culture 
was a response to unsettling conditions of change in the long nineteenth 
century, offering a degree of consolation in transformative times.12

Though absent from their own homes, these men were conceptual-
ised as the saviours of the nation’s homes. As noted in Chapter 3, it was 
the danger and risk to mariners’ lives that characterised the domestic 
and commemorative objects which linked sailors with departures from 
home and family. A bowl on a pedestal foot, probably from 1860–80, for 
example, describes: ‘The Man Doom’d to sail/with the blast of the gale./
Through billows Atlantic to steer/bends o’er the wave,/which may soon 
be his grave.’13 Such meditations were poignant commentaries on men’s 
state-imposed distance from their home; the penalty of manliness dressed 
up as noble sacrifice. In 1840, the Penny Satirist reminded its readers that 
they owed their comfort and safety to sailors. The article used the emo-
tionalised, damaged body of the Greenwich Pensioner to make this point: 

if it had not been for his [amputated] leg, the cannon-ball might have scat-
tered us in our tea-parlour – the bullet which deprived him of his orb of vision, 
might have stricken Our Village from our hand, whilst ensconced in our study; 
the cutlass which cleaved his shoulder might have demolished our china vase, 
or our globe of golden fish.14 

Tars formed, quite literally, ‘walls of stout and honest flesh’, enabling the 
prosperous middle classes, as indicated by the imagined domestic accou-
trements, to live ‘securely, participating in every peaceful and domestic 
comfort’. Consequently, these lucky folks had ‘neither heard the roar of the 
cannon nor seen its smoke’. The tars’ absence from their own homes thus 
saved the nation’s domestic lives and kept intact other men’s ‘quietude’.15 

The Crimean period’s depictions of soldiers and sailors used the same 
tropes, reimagined in a highly sentimental form. George Baxter’s 1855 
print The Soldier’s Farewell portrays a wintry scene outside a garden gate, 
where a guardsman wearing a busby and greatcoat takes leave of his aged 
parents. His mother despondently sits at his side, his father proffers a gift; 
the soldier’s wife forlornly nestles in his arm and his little son looks up at 
his father.16 Baxter pioneered mass-produced, cheaper colour prints that 
used such tropes and locations to sell them.17 Pretty, colour images like 
these conveyed to a wider audience the moral underpinnings of the duties 
of manly men to their homes, families, and nations. For those to whom 
they appealed, these image could both demonstrate men’s duty in serving 
the nation and offer a general portrayal of idealised manliness.18 In George 
Elgar Hicks’s The Sailor’s Farewell (1867), for example, the mariner takes 
his leave of his wife within his cottage. Here is the emotionalised body dis-
cussed in Chapter 1: handsome, strong, and therefore manly. He is ideal 
also because he is affectionate, as the section ‘Happy homes’ explains, as 
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displayed by his adoring wife and the couple gazing into each other’s eyes. 
The home’s material culture also displays his manliness by indicating 
his industriousness and, therefore, some disposable income. The couple 
and their children are dressed well. Though it is humble, the cottage has 
simple decorations and textiles, all clean and cared for (as the iron on the 
side indicates), and it contains possessions, such as mantelpiece orna-
ments, pictures, and pot plants on the windowsill. Of course, these are 
achieved because of the sailor’s absence.

Henry Nelson O’Neil’s Eastward Ho! (1858), which depicts soldiers 
on board ship leaving to quash the Indian Rebellion, is perhaps the most 
famous example of this genre.19 The women left behind dominate the 
scene. The soldiers are cropped into disembodied arms and hands grasp-
ing their female loved ones, or reduced to faces full of emotion, some 
shining with excitement, others sad and anxious at leaving their wives. 
This painting and its pair, Home Again, reveal the feelings stirred by such 
sentimental depictions of farewells, since newspaper reports indicate that 
they were popular because they evoked powerful emotions. In 1863, the 
Bury and Norwich Post reported on the exhibition of Eastward Ho! and 
Home Again at Mr Spanton’s Gallery, explaining that the paintings display 
the campaign’s ‘emotions, its painful anxieties, its terrible perils, and its 
triumphant issue’. For this reviewer, the ‘prevailing expression of the 
“Eastward Ho!” is solemn, stern, and gloomy’.20 Viewers were moved by 
what the Liverpool Mail called ‘the separation of a troop of soldiers, bound 
for active service in a distant clime, from all their nearest earthly ties; the 
moment has arrived for the final parting – the last word – the last look – 
perhaps for ever’. The reviewer concluded that the paintings’ ‘truthfulness’ 
and ‘refined sentiments’, ‘excited the warmest expressions of genuine 
emotion from countless visitors’.21 

Many such emotional scenes of men leaving home were also used to 
raise men’s moral standards. The British Workman published Eastward Ho! 
as one of its full-page ‘wall-papers’ in 1859, framing it with biblical texts 
invoking manly self-control: ‘Keep thy Father’s Commandments’, ‘Swear 
Not at All’, ‘Forsake Not the Law of thy Mother’, and ‘To Do Good – Forget 
Not’.22 Of course such improving words were meant to inspire men’s 
manly behaviour within the home too. 

Dreaming of home

Though men were imagined to be physically absent from home in the 
performance of their duties, they were considered to be psychologically 
and emotionally inseparable from it. Thus, the military man who longed 
for home was a very popular cultural motif. His meaning was deepened 
by the medical condition of nostalgia, in which the longing for home 
was pathologised and its physical and emotional symptoms manifested by 
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soldiers who fought in European and American wars from the late 1680s to 
1880s.23 Nostalgia was linked to masculine identity in some of its diagno-
sis and discussion.24 When medical practitioners wrote about soldiers suf-
fering from nostalgia in the eighteenth century, they described ‘ordinary 
soldiers exhibiting refined and “delicate” feelings such as melancholy and 
grief, feelings hitherto regarded as the privilege of the officer classes’.25 
American Civil War soldiers’ longing for home helped them find ‘a stable 
source of identity’, one of the means by which they navigated the transfor-
mation in their lives wrought by war.26 The soldier yearning for home was 
also linked to the message of patriotic manly self-sacrifice intrinsic to the 
military farewells discussed. In his analysis of French examples, Thomas 
Dodman remarks that their ‘didactic message is arguably counterbalanced 
by the pathos of separation and the juxtaposition of (interior) domestic and 
(outside) public worlds’.27 Yet, as this chapter reveals, feelings stirred by 
scenes of separation facilitated their didactic purpose. 

This is evident in the evergreen poem ‘The Soldier’s Dream’ by Thomas 
Campbell (1777–1844).28 One of the most moving depictions of the absent 
military man, it was published as the nineteenth century dawned. It tells 
of a soldier sleeping in the aftermath of a dreadful battle where ‘thousands 
had sunk on the ground overpower’d’. The soldier huddles on a straw 
pallet, guarded only by a small fire to scare off wolves. Three times he 
dreams a ‘sweet Vision’ of being transported to his idyllic rural home: ‘the 
pleasant fields traversed so oft/ In life’s morning march, when my bosom 
was young’. The sentimental motifs of homesickness dominate. The sol-
dier notes that on greeting him in his dream state, ‘My little ones kiss’d me 
a thousand times o’er,/And my wife sobb’d aloud in her fulness of heart’. 
The soldier is almost broken by his feelings for home, rather than consoled 
by them. In his dream he swears: ‘From my home and my weeping friends 
never to part’ and listens to his family begging: 

‘Stay – stay with us! – rest! – thou art weary and worn!’ –
  And fain was their war-broken soldier to stay; –
But sorrow return’d with the dawning of morn,
  And the voice in my dreaming ear melted away.

In the context of nostalgia as a deadly medical condition, kisses, tears, 
hearts, and sorrow prompted the reader to feel for the soldier and for his 
sacrifice. But admiration for his manly endurance was also expected and 
made stickier by these associated feelings. 

It was a popular vision, immediately published in numerous provincial 
newspapers, such as the Kentish Weekly Post and Staffordshire Advertiser. 
This popularity was due to the intense feelings the soldier’s dream dis-
played and stimulated. Like related cultural motifs, it was rejuvenated in 
the Crimean War period.29 As a writer reviewing a musical concert based 
on the poem in the Norfolk Chronicle attested in 1820: ‘The words are 
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exquisitely tender.’30 The Worcester Journal similarly recognised its emo-
tive qualities in 1823, describing the ballad version as sung ‘with a remark-
able degree of feeling and affect’.31 ‘The Soldier’s Dream’ was regularly 
updated in new technologies. By the mid-century it had been rendered 
pictorially, set to music, performed in ballet, photographed as a daguerre-
otype, displayed at the Great Exhibition, and moulded in Staffordshire 
figurine form.32 Seated, grasping a regimental flag in one hand, a canon 
at his feet, the rosy-cheeked, bearded soldier sleeps and, as the title, sug-
gests, dreams. New versions relocated the hero soldier to recent battles. In 
October 1855, the Royal Polytechnic launched its new entertainments for 
the winter, including a set of magic-lantern ‘dissolving views’ by Mr Hine. 
Representing scenes of the siege of Sebastopol, they used Campbell’s 
poem as ‘the plan of this work’, offering a 

permanent picture of a wounded soldier slumbering on his lonely pallet in the 
hospital of Sentari; and the stern or triumphant memories of the trenches and 
of the combat … were supposed to pass before his mind’s eye, as they were 
depicted in the dissolving views, in the upper part of the curtain.33 

In 1856, similar dissolving views of the dream were showcased in East 
Grinstead and the Brighton Gazette praised ‘the vision of home, amidst the 
smoke of the expiring watch fire as it curls down the head of the sleep-
ing Highlander’.34 By the 1860s, the dream was the subject of slides for 
smaller more accessible mahogany dissolving-view lanterns.35 

Victorian poets and artists reworked Campbell’s popular poem to 
address soldiers’ and the public’s worries about army wives and families 
left without adequate provision in the Crimean War.36 Tai-Chun Ho anal-
yses two adapted versions, in which the dreaming soldier’s fears that his 
children will be in want during his absence are met by a vision in which 
society and nation step in to aid them. These versions of ‘The Soldier’s 
Dream’ sought to resolve the tension between the demands placed upon 
men to be provisioners while also expecting them to leave home to serve 
the state.37 Nonetheless, it is important to note that Campbell’s poem 
continued to circulate in its original form. Indeed, its original sentimen-
tal message that manly self-sacrifice and absence from home served the 
greater cause remained powerful, especially as home became ever more 
sanctified in the Victorian era. Its emotional significance is summed up in 
a ‘Letter from the Camp’, published in the British Workman in 1862:

There is something in that little word ‘home’ which lifts the heart into the 
throat, and ever excites intense emotion in the British soldier on service. Let, 
for instance, but the bugle of a light regiment play ‘Home sweet home’, and 
you will perceive an uneasiness creep into every chatting circle; and then 
silence will ensue and many a head will be turned aside from the watch-fire 
to listen to that air, which perhaps more than any other, conjures up in the 
mind’s eye of all of us the comforts of dear Old England.38
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Here the soldier, cottage, and ‘Old England’ were combined in the concept 
of home and associated with apprehension, reverence, and loss to make 
appealing and ‘sticky’ the nobility of the man absent from home.39

By the 1860s, ‘The Soldier’s Dream’ was used in the American Civil 
War, part of a popular literature that imagined tight links ‘between home 
front and battlefront’. A lithograph published in the early 1860s, by Currier 
& Ives, portrays a sleeping Union soldier dreaming of being reunited with 
his wife and child (Figure 4.1). Underneath is a brief poem now shorn of 
Campbell’s melancholy dread of war and instead declaring the soldier’s 
simpler desire to return home to share his ‘renown and honours’ with his 
loved ones:

Stretched on the ground the war-worn soldier sleeps,
Beside the lurid watch fire’s fitful glare;
And dreams that on the field of fame he reaps
Renown and honors which he hastes to share
With those beloved ones who gathering come,
To bid their hero husband father ‘wellcome home’.
Fond dreamer, may thy blissful vision be
A true foreshadowing of the fates to thee.

As Alice Fahs argues, such soldiers were conventional sentimental ante-
bellum types who embodied emotive themes of ‘sacrifice, suffering, and 
redemption’.40 Indeed, she found that many of the Civil War-era poems 
depicted unmarried soldiers yearning for mother and home, presenting 
the soldiers as boys. The military men discussed here, however, were often 
married, manly types whose emotional suffering, caused by their absence 
from home, communicated to the public the significance of manliness for 
individuals, families, and the nation. 

Although the end-of-century militarism brought a far less sentimental 
tenor to depictions of soldiers, this vision of the military man suffering 
most acutely from his absence from home survived. Hardy, adventurous, 
imperial, and settler-colonial men in the period around 1870 to 1920 were 
themselves treated as sentimental objects of devotion, partly because they 
left the domestic sphere to endure the rigours of a hard frontier life.41 An 
1882 story in the American children’s magazine St Nicholas follows a Civil 
War soldier’s attempts to find his ‘best and truest friend’, Andy, following a 
battle at Hatcher’s Run. When checking the ambulance trains, he locates a 
dying man who he thinks is his friend, rolling him over to reveal a ‘manly, 
noble face’. It is not Andy, however. A week later, the soldier arrives in City 
Point, General Grant’s headquarters, to search the hospital tents. To his 
joy, he discovers the recovering Andy. He also finds the man he had briefly 
mistaken for Andy in a nearby bed, suffering from a head wound, surviving 
despite all expectations that he would die, conscious but unable to speak 
or move. Andy explains that some of the wounded soldier’s company vis-
ited him that day to return his valuables:
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among them was an ambrotype of his wife and child. Well, you just should 
have seen that poor fellow’s face when they opened that ambrotype and held 
it before his eyes! He couldn’t speak nor reach out his hand to take the picture; 
and there he lay, convulsed with feeling, while tears rolled down his cheeks.42 

By this point, the memories of family were materialised to act as both a 
terrible reminder of the pity of war and to offer the absent man a virtual 
presence within his home. The motif also adds further weight to scholar-
ship that rejects the vision of working-class family life and men as affec-
tionless.43 In all these cultural forms, after all, working-class men were 
imagined as loving deeply and suffering acutely when separated from their 
loved ones.

Forget me not: the absent presence

Men’s ‘presence’ within their home and family during their physical 
absence was sustained and achieved through materialised memories.44 
The myth associated with the paired farewell and return images is that in 
sailors’ families, the Sailor’s Farewell was hung on the wall when the sailor 
left shore and would be swapped for the Return when he returned home 
safely.45 Material culture alluded to this painful wait, such as the earthen-
ware jug from 1870, which includes a verse that ends: ‘Soon, soon before 
the light winds borne/Shall I be sever’d from your sight;/You left the lonely 

4.1   The Soldier’s Dream of Home (New York: Currier & Ives, 1861–65). 
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hours to mourn,/And weep thro’ many a stormy night.’46 This had high art 
antecedents in family portraits commissioned after the death of a deceased 
husband or father, which incorporated a portrait of him. Genre paintings 
of absent soldiers’ families might also include their portraits. Ford Madox 
Brown’s An English Fireside in the Winter of 1854–5 (1855), for example, 
shows a young mother with a sleeping child on her lap, thinking of her 
husband away fighting in the Crimea, his portrait on the table beside 
her.47 One of the features of this visual and material culture is that often 
sentimental entreaties to be remembered were included, a plea that men 
themselves also made through objects.48 As with the dreaming soldier, 
such objects served to remind men of their obligations to domestic life, 
to reassure those they left behind that the men were devoted and not 
distracted by unmanly pursuits, and they symbolically preserved absent 
men’s patriarchal dominance over their family and household.

One common verse on vessels variously dated from the 1830s through 
to the 1860s, was taken from Bernard Barton’s (1784–1849) poem ‘The 
Heart’s Motto: “Forget Me Not”’ (1820s). It selects four types of men who 
desire not to be forgotten: a painter and poet who hope to be remembered 
in posterity, and a soldier and sailor. The soldier, who dies for glory, 
‘Would own that fame a dream,/Did he not hope its better part/Would keep 
him unforgot’.49 The stanza with the sailor was most repeated, however. 
Many earthenware vessels and lustreware plaques imagined: 

The sailor tost on stormy seas,
Though far his bark may roam,
Still hears a voice in every breeze,
That wakens thoughts of home,
He thinks upon his distant friends;
His wife, his humble cot
And from his inmost heart ascends,
The prayer Forget me not.50

This was a reciprocal arrangement, since the man separated from home 
continued to love his sweetheart or wife in return for being remembered. In 
a ‘Sailor’s Farewell’, published in the Clonmel Herald in 1839, for instance, 
the sailor rhetorically reminds his loved one: ‘Though absent could I love 
thee less?’ He declares that while he is ‘doomed’ to travel far from her, his 
‘heart dwells with my happy home’; as for his love, ‘From absence it more 
strength derives’.51 In return, absent men would be kept in their loved ones 
thoughts. A jug, circa 1860–80, with a ‘Sailor’s Farewell’ and verse on one 
side declared: ‘Far from home across the sea/To foreign climes I go,/While 
far away O think on me/And I’ll remember you.’52 

Men themselves crafted objects to serve as their absent presence in 
the home. Maya Wassell Smith shows that the handmade objects sail-
ors made during deep-sea voyages, such as children’s hammocks, cots, 
toys, and teething rings, as well as cooking utensils, knitting sheaths, stay 
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busks, and needlework textiles, aimed ‘to facilitate continued emotional 
contact and presence within a familial community’.53 Bridget Millmore’s 
study of love tokens made by the poor from repurposed coins, reveals the 
role of such tokens in expressing hopes, engendering duty towards family 
members, and aiding people to navigate life passages.54 The ‘sweetheart’ 
pincushion is perhaps the best-known example of a material culture of 
absent ‘presence’. 55 Soldiers and sailors made these large heart-shaped 
pincushions as decorative gifts, ornamented with beads, pins, embroi-
dered regimental badges, and, in the First World War, cigarette silks, 
with verses asking the recipient to ‘Think of me’ and ‘Forget me not’. Men 
made them as a way to fix their absent selves in their homes and female 
loved ones’ minds.56 There are written accounts of soldiers sewing them, 
as well as surviving examples.57 A handworked velvet pincushion, dated 
around 1860, made by a convalescing solder to send home, combines the 
military and domestic, presumably to prompt remembrance. Its design 
is a Prince of Wales heraldic badge of three ostrich feathers made from 
seed beads – a typical element of regimental badges – and it spells out in 
glass-topped pins ‘Ich Dien’ (‘I Serve’, the motto of the Prince of Wales) 
and ‘with love’.58 Another from 1896 has pins spelling out ‘remember me’ 
on a red background.59

Sally Holloway shows that such handcrafted objects were material 
expressions of feelings, marking stages of life cycle such as birth and 
death. Similarly, she notes that the heart-shaped tokens that mothers 
left with their children at the London Foundling Hospital metaphorically 
placed the mother’s heart in the child’s possession.60 The material cul-
ture associated with men’s absence from home was equally invested with 
emotions that navigated the separation and kept the absent one’s heart 
at home and in loved ones’ hands. It spoke of the fear that absence also 
led to forgetting and, thus, these appeals for those at home to remember 
their absent men manifest the contradictory nature of masculinity and the 
home. While home was depicted as central to masculine identity, manli-
ness also depended upon men’s capacity and willingness to give it up with 
the knowledge that it could function without their presence. 

Return and reunion

The counterpart of the farewell was the return, equally freighted with 
intense emotional power. The middle- and working-class appetite for depic-
tions of various kinds of men returning home was voracious.61 Following 
this chapter’s earlier focus on military men’s departures, sailors and sol-
diers returned home to swooning wives and delighted children.62 In rep-
resentations from the earlier part of the period, sailors returned with prize 
money and cosmopolitan clothing. In Julius Caesar Ibbetson’s A Married 
Sailor’s Return (1800), the sailor is surrounded by the accoutrements of his 
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travels in the shape of objects to decorate and enrich the home.63 Many 
verses have military men returning to sweethearts, vowing to settle down 
and marry. The conflicted national feeling about the Crimean War, driven 
by the public’s greater awareness of its realities, thanks to the technology 
of faster reporting and photography, produced more ambiguous imagined 
homecomings.64 Some were imagined as joyous, others as more complex. 
The Bury and Norwich Post described Henry O’Neil’s Home Again as ‘gay, 
joyous, and bright, with just a tinge of sadness here and there to render 
the scene more probable and natural’. It concludes that while one young 
man proudly waves his Victoria Cross, and others are overjoyed to return 
to their families, for the most part there is sadness. The review describes 
one ‘wounded hero, whose appearance indicates that he has nobly fought’, 
meeting his wife who, the Post says, views him with pride, compassion, 
and anxiety. Another ‘invalid’, however, has his pleasure ‘blighted at the 
mournful news of his wife’s death’.65 

As this suggests, returning men were often imagined to return in a 
wounded, broken-down state, in need of support, to homes that were 
potentially not be the same as when they left.66 These representations 
were popular reminders that some damaged male bodies could still be 
manly nonetheless, like the ‘literary broken soldier’ of late eighteenth-
century visual and print culture, who brought the war home but diffused 
and contained its horrors through the tropes of service and sacrifice.67 
In James Collinson’s Home Again (1856), a blind Coldstream guardsman 
returns to his cottage where numerous family members crowd around the 
large hearth. Patriotic themes dominate. A daughter sits with her sweet-
heart sailor, while two boys play-fight on top of a mangle, one holding the 
Royal Standard. Nearby is a washtub with two floating toy warships. On the 
wall behind them hangs a print of a battle scene, the mantelpiece boasts a 
model of the British Lion, and a stoneware vessel displays a royal crest. If 
the painting reflects the glory of military manliness, it is also intended to 
stir pity for a family whose head will no longer be able to work due to his 
injuries, and thereby troublingly reveals its precarious nature. Perhaps this 
is why the painting was not reviewed particularly enthusiastically.68

Depictions of returned soldiers that were well received often chan-
nelled grief over the effects of war through religious motifs and the notion 
of the home as sacred. Joseph Noel Paton’s Home (1856) shows a Scots 
Fusilier Guards Corporal after his return to his cottage. His sacrifice is evi-
dent in his empty sleeve, his bandaged head, and his shattered weariness, 
as well as his loved ones’ emotional response to him: his mother weeping 
and his wife’s pale visage. This dimly lit cottage interior, with village 
church glimpsed through the window and open Bible on the table, was 
meant to prompt viewers to tears and Christian hope, as well as patriot-
ism.69 Indeed, men absent from home but yearning for it were a metaphor 
for human salvation. An example is Richard Wilton’s poem ‘Home at Last: 
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On Seeing Mr. Luard’s Beautiful Painting’, published in 1871, but inspired, 
as the title indicates, by John Dalbiac Luard’s Nearing Home (1854–55), 
itself engraved on the following page.70 Nearing Home depicts a scene on 
board ship of soldiers returning from the Indian Mutiny. In the centre is an 
exhausted wounded soldier lying on deck, his concerned wife in attend-
ance, with a sailor boy offering consolation by gesturing to land coming 
into view. The other soldiers on board are turned outwards, drawn by the 
sight of England. In Wilton’s verses the soldiers’ ‘brave hearts’, gladdened 
and restored by beholding home, are allegories for humanity longing for 
its heavenly destination. Manly soldiers were once more an exemplar: 
Wilton concludes that all must ‘show a soldier’s bearing/In life’s long and 
painful fight’ to ‘gain our HOME on high’.71 

Home from work

The other popular imagery of the homecoming was of agricultural 
labourers returning home from a day’s labour. This was a motif of pas-
toral poetry, which was revivified in Britain from the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury and also featured in agricultural landscapes from the same period 
onwards. Gainsborough’s cottage door scenes, for instance, track the 
weary labourer returning home to his family and some rest. Artists like 
Frances Wheatley, George Morland, and William Redmore Bigg sold 
pretty versions, shaped by sensibility and then sentiment, their works pop-
ularised in engravings.72 Nineteenth-century rustic genre paintings took 
viewers beyond the cottage door into its interior, depicting happy families 
celebrating the recent arrival of the father. Historians of art and print have 
explored their numerous meanings. As Christiana Payne demonstrates, 
they appealed to their urban middle-class audiences’ fear of social unrest 
and nostalgia for an imagined rural past, in which the lower classes were 
happy, deferential, pious, and unthreatening.73 Brian Maidment considers 
the class dimensions of the returning artisan in popular prints between 
1790 and 1870.74 What still needs to be considered is that, like military 
homecomings, they too symbolised successful manliness. These senti-
mental scenes made manly provision central to their appeal, reinforcing 
its role as a marker of gender status.75 

Many of the working men were envisaged at the cottage door rather 
than inside enjoying its supposed comfort. If the idealised women’s place 
was in the home, her manly counterpart’s was on the doorstep. George 
Elgar Hicks’s Sinews of Old England (1856) is a particularly attractive 
version.76 Its working man is handsome and well fed, possesses an attrac-
tive, cosy, well-tended cottage, glimpsed through the open door, as well 
as a doting wife and infant son. He is leaving for work, as indicated by 
his mattock on his shoulder and his purposeful face turned towards the 
world. The title indicates its patriotic intentions, since it is influenced by 
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a line from Charles Swain’s well-known poem ‘The Peasantry of England’ 
(c.1840), which was published in newspapers throughout the century.77 
This praised the ‘English Peasantry’ as the source of national strength 
and begged God to protect them and provide them with ‘happy homes’. 
The second stanza begins: ‘The Sinews of old England!/The bulwarks of 
the soil!/How much we owe each manly hand,/Thus fearless of its toil!’ 
Nostalgic in the face of change, it also celebrated conventional gendered 
relationships.78 The working man poised on his cottage doorstep under-
scored the supposed public–private divide of men facing the world and 
women bound by the domestic sphere. Nonetheless, it is more than a 
charming evocation of conventional gender roles and patriotic feelings. 
As a liminal space, the doorstep manifests the inherent tensions between 
manliness and home, where men were central to the latter but only by 
being absent from it due to paid work.79 

Indeed, in ‘The Homecoming of Darby Brill’, published in the British 
Workman, 1871, securing and maintaining a home was both the protago-
nist’s motivation to work and the marker of manliness. The story recounts 
Darby and Nancy’s love story through their desire for a family home. As 
children they played with a toy house, which inspired Darby to spend his 
youth at sea saving for a real house in order to wed Nancy. Once acquired, 
Darby is shown working unceasingly to keep their home through adver-
sity.80 Eventually gaining his rightful inheritance of a ship and the pros-
perity that went with it, his rewards were described through home: ‘Many 
a happy home-coming had our friend Darby’ and ‘there were few happier 
days spent anywhere or by any one than those of the home-comings of 
Darby Brill’.81 The illustration of a mature bearded mariner, hoisting aloft 
his toddler, while his young wife gazes at both, evokes a long tradition of 
idealised images of labouring men returning home to dandle their small 
children on their knee.82

While working-class men were depicted away from home at work, how-
ever, they were still mentally and psychologically bound to it. Sometimes, 
they were described as ruminating upon it: an activity that kept them 
on the manly straight and narrow. In ‘Dust Oh’ (1871), the dustman, Mr 
Chouter, works hard and, because he abstains from drink, reflects on his 
lot. When walking from one house to another to empty bins, he ponders on 
God, considers the things he finds in the refuse, and dreams ‘of how pleas-
ant it would be to sit down to tea with Mrs. Chouter that evening, at seven 
o’clock, and see the little Chouters eat and drink and be merry on the pro-
ceeds of his labour’.83 The illustration displays an archetypical emotional-
ised manly working body: a sturdy dustman, bewhiskered, cleanly dressed, 
and, significantly, cheerful.84 This cultural motif prevailed throughout the 
century. A late version is seen in ‘Two Ways of Life’, 1898, in which the 
model working man is inspired to work by the prospect of returning home 
to his wife and baby, at which point ‘every care vanishes and his cup of 
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joy run over’.85 As the next section, ‘Happy homes’, and Chapter 5 demon-
strate, cheerfulness, contentedness, satisfaction, and happiness were an 
essential part of the urban middle-class vision of working-class manliness.

Happy homes

What happened when homeward-bound manly men got beyond the dwell-
ing’s threshold in sentimental art and tales? They created happy homes. 
Happy is a relentless motif in such popular fiction, symbolised visually 
through affectionate relationships and comfortable homes.86 In this pro-
cess, happiness was weaponised. It was something, so these stories and 
attractive images promised, to which the manly husband and father could 
‘easily’ lay claim. All he needed to do was work hard, spend his money 
wisely, and not succumb to the temptations that drew him away from 
home. An early example are George Morland’s The Comforts of Industry 
and the Miseries of Idleness (1780s). This pair of paintings showed the 
dire consequences of a man who failed to work and provide for his wife 
and children. His unmanliness is displayed in the worsening conditions of 
his cottage.87 Several examples deliver a didactic lesson by showing that a 
man who did not drink could afford the materials and time to educate his 
children. This was part of the appeal of images of fathers reading the Bible, 
surrounded by their children, in a cosy rural cottage, such as David Wilke’s 
Cottar’s Saturday Night (1837).88 In a story called ‘Father, Please Come 
Home Early’, published in 1856 in the British Workman, the author over-
hears a boy say these words to his father as the latter exits the door of his 
home in the morning to go to work. Remarkably similar to Hicks’s Sinews 
of Old England, exhibited the following year, the accompanying illustration 
shows an emotionalised manly body: a handsome man wearing a cap, neat 
working clothes, a chinstrap beard, resting his working tool on his shoul-
der (Figure 4.2). At the cottage door, he takes his leave of his pretty and 
adoring wife, baby, and son. The boy is keen for him to return, because his 
father devotes his evenings to improving his children through entertaining 
lessons. The benefits accrued from such behaviour are children who ‘learn 
to love HOME as the dearest spot on earth’, content to spend their time 
there rather than roaming the streets. In turn, the children’s love for their 
father means that he does not need urging to return home, ‘for his heart 
turns to that home wherever he is, as the needle to the pole’.89 In this way, 
happiness was a social pacifier too.

Emotionalised bodies and objects were, once again, central. 
Increasingly, hard-working, moral, temperate, working men were hand-
some and had beautiful homes to which to return. Thus, Morland’s 
hard-working man looked fairly similar to his idle counterpart, the decline 
primarily identified through their demeanour and material culture. The 
contrasts were written into bodies as time went on, as Chapter 2 illustrates. 
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‘The beneficial effects of temperance on a man and his family’ c.1840 
(Figure 4.3), for example, were displayed through bodies as well as objects. 
The young family takes tea outside the pretty, rose-arboured cottage. The 
ringleted wife and gorgeous babies turn to the sprightly, handsome work-
ing man returning home. Their happiness, comfort, and plenty depend 
on him, signified by the decorative possessions and the incongruously 

4.2  Please Father, Come Home Early, British Workman 20 (1856), p. 76. 
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large leg of meat on the table.90 Bodily self-mastery was also emphasised. 
Manly acts of self-mastery were often manifested through savings, as in 
‘Twopence a-Day’, where the father saves his daily beer money and hands 
it over as a lump sum to his son on his thirteenth birthday, so he can obtain 
the apprenticeship that suits his talents.91 In ‘The House that John Built’, 
John Banks turns to drink partly because he is forced to eat at the pub due 
to his young wife’s inability to cook. However, once his first child is born 
he abjures from drink and saves his money. After some years he is able to 
build his own fine house and furnish it with ‘excellent furniture’, indicated 
materially in the illustration by a grandfather clock and ornaments and fig-
urines on the mantelpiece. The family are joyous; as the narrator explains, 
this was ‘Truly a happy home – a brilliant contrast to a drunkard’s house.’92 

Men’s affection and kindness were central to happy homes. An article 
in the Bradford Daily Telegraph in 1899 asked, ‘What Makes the Home?’ 
and answered: ‘Loving words and kind acts.’ 93 Strikingly, the British 
Workman quickly moved to teaching working men how to create a happy 
home through affection and kindness, without explicitly discussing alco-
hol. In ‘The Oiled Feather’ in the British Workman, 1868, Samuel is con-
trasted with Joseph in behaviour. Both are honest and assiduous, but Sam 
is genial and civil while Joe is tart and brusque. Through the metaphor 
of Sam oiling the lock of his front door to keep it working smoothly, as 
well as numerous other objects, the reader learns that charm and kind-
ness oils familial and social interaction. Sam’s wife, son, and maid are 
happy because he calls them by pet names and treats them with kindness. 
Indeed, men were instructed that wives needed to be loved in order for 
them to perform their roles cheerfully and effectively. As Sam tells Joe, 
women will ‘do anything for love – no use our riving them, our scolding, 
and ordering, and banging about; that only makes slaves of them; but give 
them a little love, and they’ll do wonders’.94 Sam is depicted inside his 
house at the open door, oiling a key, while his wife holds the bottle of oil, 
she and their son watching him contentedly.95 Here, the manly man at his 
door instructs men to be agreeable, as well as industrious, to gain life’s 
rewards. The same message informs ‘The First Snowdrop’ (1871), which 
shows Wedge, the village carpenter, learning by example how to achieve a 
happy home when carrying out work for Mr Cary, the squire. Present at the 
squire’s return home at six o’clock, he is astonished to see him greet his 
wife with three kisses and a gift, while his children crowd round him with 
joy after only one day away at work. Wedge reflects that his own welcome 
home would be ‘poor and cold, after that which he had just witnessed’.96 

Husbands who did not show affection when at home were inadequate, 
though not necessarily unmanly. They were not the unmanly brutes of the 
next section, ‘Disruptive men and unhappy homes’. that loomed over the 
unhappy home. Indeed, the behaviour recommended was hardly demand-
ing. Will Wedge, for instance, realised he was at fault because he never 
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bestowed gifts on his wife, ‘nor did he greet her with those kind words 
which would not have failed to draw the same from her’. Doing this, he 
discovered, ‘so to speak, sawed Mary’s heart right in two, and got the very 
inside, and planed down no end of knots and rough places, and French 
polished her off’. Indeed, her heart ‘never closed up again’.97 Similarly, the 

4.3  The Beneficial Effects of Temperance on a Man and his Family, lithograph by W. Gunthrop 
(c.1840), after himself.
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Bradford Daily Telegraph criticised men for not talking to their wives when 
at home, for selecting the comfortable easy chair so that their wives were 
relegated to the straight-backed one, and refusing to stroll in the country-
side with them. Those men who blamed their wives for being moody and 
obstinate were ‘stupidly blind’ and needed to ‘realise that love and kind-
ness go far in making the woman’.98

Such advice was partly aimed at helping the working classes to secure 
happy relationships. This had a political dimension, since the middle classes 
believed that affectionate family life improved status and condition. Indeed, 
Maidment argues that images of returning artisans had a powerful ideolog-
ical purpose in their pre-1848 version, aiming to ally progressive, liberal 
middle classes with aspirational artisan classes.99 Anna Clark shows that 
artisan men also used their family life and role as husbands and fathers to 
demand a political voice.100 For the most part, however, the insistence that 
working-class men be judged by their manly domesticity was not a polit-
ical opportunity for them. As Mary Poovey observes, although ‘the polit-
icization of middle-class men went hand-in-hand with the domestication 
of middle-class life’, when the same notions of domesticity were imposed 
on working-class men, the intent was to deny them the opportunities ‘to 
organise themselves into collective political or economic associations’.101 

Happiness was, after all, a way to make people more satisfied with 
their lot, a middle-class means to the end of a quiescent, satisfied, and 
therefore peaceable and biddable workforce and working class. It was 
used to pacify men. As the British Workman declared in 1861: ‘Working-
men! Strive to make “home” the happiest spot on earth! You will have a 
hundredfold reward.’102 Happiness was held up as their reward for kind 
and orderly behaviour, since those who encountered it would be made 
happy in turn. As the author of ‘The Oiled Feather’ explains: ‘a bright and 
happy home is a wonderful back-up to a man when he goes forth into a 
hard and cold world, to make his way through the day’s business as best 
he can’. This formed a virtuous circle, for his family ‘smiling him forth on 
his journey’ and smiling him home again, were the benefit and the draw.103 
After all, Will Wedge’s small gifts and kind words ‘prompted Mary to do 
many loving deeds, the fruits of affection, which can make the humblest 
home a little paradise’.104 Similarly, kindness and affection provided a 
‘Christ-like’ acceptance of one’s place. So in ‘God’s Gentlemen’ (1898), 
the Reverend F. W. Farrar told his working readers that they were right 
to want to be gentlemen. However, he reminded them that this was not 
about fancy clothing, fortune, or recreation; it consisted of virtues which 
included ‘affections gentle enough for the humblest services of earth, lofty 
enough for the aspirations of the skies’.105 Such stories ignored structural 
inequity, persuading men once more that if they were manly, avoided 
temptation, and worked hard they would reap economic and emotional 
benefits. 
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Disruptive men and unhappy homes 

Unmanly men were a disruptive force in the home, their actions resulting 
in ‘unhappy’ homes, a term used as shorthand for dysfunctional homes 
due to domestic violence or alcohol, or both.106 These men populated sen-
sation fiction, as well as newspaper reporting of murder trials.107 Indeed, 
‘Unhappy Home’ was a typical title for reports on marital violence, such 
as that on David Donaldson who was charged with violence against his 
wife in 1899.108 In a sinister counterpart of the joyful manly homecomings, 
court or police intelligence reports frequently show the husband beating 
his wife on his return home in the evening.109 Fairly typical was a report in 
an 1824 inquest that when William Gooderain ‘returned home in a state of 
intoxication … high words ensued’. He beat his pregnant wife so that she 
died some days afterwards.110 The wife abuser was considered especially 
unmanly, as the Northern Whig neatly demonstrated in 1899, in a report 
about a magistrate standing for election as mayor. An artisan asked him 
whether he would be severe on wife beaters, given that when previously 
performing his duties as magistrate, he had instructed an abuser ‘that 
the next time he was tempted to indulge in such domestic amenities he 
should look in the glass, and if he saw a man there he would not strike a 
woman’.111 

In fact, the textual and visual culture of wife beating reveals just how 
deeply problematic men’s place within the home could be.112 Pictures and 
cartoons from the mid-nineteenth century showed the violent husband 
as a large figure dominating the domestic environment, destroying its 
comfort, shattering ornaments, and turning over furniture.113 Such men 
were brutish, ugly, often possessing simian faces intended to be physi-
ognomically read as unmanly and racially inferior. Their emotionalised 
bodies spoke of class and race degeneration, filtered through melodrama’s 
reassuring tropes of visible virtue, which suggested that a man became 
a disruptive force when his wife failed to make the home cheery, clean, 
ordered, and welcoming. This was explicitly stated in critiques of wife 
beating. Sir John William Kaye wrote an article in response to the Swansea 
MP Lewis Dillwyn’s parliamentary bill of 1856, seeking to authorise flog-
ging as a punishment for men who committed violent assaults on women 
and children. Kaye saw the roots of working-class men’s anger in dirty, 
disorganised homes and middle-class men’s abuse in a comfortable home 
spoiled by being poorly run.114 Wives’ household management needed to 
be hidden from men. ‘Hints for the Wives of Working Men. By One Who 
Has Lived amongst Them’ (1859), advised women to do the ‘dirty work’ 
during their husbands’ absence, for example, ‘so that the house may be 
clean and comfortable, and yourself tidy and ready to receive him’.115 Men 
would then not be ‘almost forced’ to leave their home, as ‘Family Secrets; 
Or, The Two Wives and the Two Homes’ (1857) declared. It contrasted 
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dirty and clean homes, observing that the secret of a ‘lucky’ husband’s 
‘comfort and good temper lay in his wife’s habits of early rising and pru-
dent management’.116 In these fantasy situations, the cosy cottage was not 
only the emblem of the happy home, it was a physical protection against 
unhappiness.

Even so, wives’ ever-busy cleaning hands were insufficient to keep a 
man on the manly path; female patience and supplication were essential 
too. In the poem ‘A Soft Answer Turneth Away Wrath, By a Birmingham 
Working Man’, Thomas’s wife waits for him to return home after the fac-
tory bell sounds. The cottage is ‘tidy and straight’, boasting a ‘cheery fire’ 
and ‘bright-polished grate’, food and tea are ready to serve. These are not 
enough, however. Thomas enters late, in a quarrelsome mood. Like a ‘wise 
and good general’, his wife keeps her temper, ignoring his annoyance 
and responding only with gentleness. Her patience restores his mood and 
the poem ends by finally acknowledging that men might make a similar 
effort: ‘If men like their wives to be patient and kind,/They, too, should 
be patient with them.’117 Understandably, feminists made political capital 
out of a rhetoric that envisaged unmanliness as the ‘natural’ default state 
of working-class men. Frances Power Cobbe, for instance, reminded her 
readers of ‘the timid and meek-faced woman who tries too often unsuc-
cessfully, the supposed magic of a soft answer to turn away the wrath of 
such a wild beast as he’.118

The most persistent threat in these accounts was a husband returning 
home when drunk, perhaps the most disruptive type of man imaginable. 
He entered the cottage embodying the abject unmanliness of the drunkard, 
depicted so terrifyingly in Cruickshank’s Bottle series. In ‘The Poor Man’s 
House Repaired’, 1858, a wife traces her husband’s journey of redemption 
from drunkard wife beater to provisioning, caring father. The journey is 
a material one, told textually through the state of their home, but also 
visually in the header to the page (Figure 4.4). In a pictorially sequential 
narrative, it shows the broken-down external view of the cottage, then its 
smashed interior, followed by the ‘poor man’, Robert, outside his repaired 
home. For fifteen years, his wife testifies: ‘Our house was the picture of 
wretchedness … The windows were patched, the walls shattered, the fur-
niture defaced and broken.’ Robert is sent to the House of Correction after 
a dreadful night when he attacks his family and threatens to burn down 
the house. In the accompanying illustration, Robert raises his fist over his 
wife and small child who cower behind an overturned table from which the 
tableware has smashed onto the floor. Yet, for all his aggression, Robert 
is peculiarly passive throughout the narrative; it is his nameless wife’s 
prayers and patience, rather than his own determination, which return 
him to the safe shores of manliness. Once he takes the pledge, the home 
is repaired, comfortable, and happy, demonstrated in the accompany-
ing illustration with its cheerful fire, plentiful food, intact ornaments, and 
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playful children and cat. The final ‘frame’ of the header makes his manly 
redemption very clear by showing Robert at his cottage door, working 
tools on shoulder, child welcoming him.119 Space and material conditions 
were not only understood to determine the quality of marital and familial 
relationships, therefore, but the capacity of men to fulfil their potential to 
be manly through self-mastery. 

4.4  ‘The Poor Man’s House Repaired’, British Workman (1858), p. 37. 
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Indeed, the issue of male self-control lay at the heart of these unhappy 
homes. As Chapter 2 showed, unmanliness originated in the failure to 
master one’s appetites. One of the most emotive arenas in which this 
was played out was the home. Bridget Walsh argues that cultural rep-
resentations of domestic murder reveal the vexed relationship between 
middle-class masculinity and the domestic, often centred on the demands 
for male self-mastery. In sensation novels of the second half of the nine-
teenth century, for example, some male characters’ excessive sexual self-
sacrifice was shown to have ‘pathological’ consequences, resulting in them 
committing violent acts.120 Certainly, newspapers routinely reported wife 
murderers’ self-defences that their wives had provoked them. In 1871, 
The Times published Reverend Watsons’ claims that ‘in a fit of fury I have 
killed my wife. Often and often have I endeavoured to restrain myself, but 
my rage overcame me, and I struck her down.’121 In these cultural images, 
unmanliness was an ever-present menace. 

Although the specific nature of men’s work was rarely considered 
in the didactic tales, there lies at the heart of such tales an uneasiness 
about the relationship between men’s employment and the home. The two 
were generally seen to be in tension. As Trev Lynn Broughton and Helen 
Rogers note, mid-Victorian cultural commentators were concerned that 
middle-class men were being marginalised within the domestic sphere, 
their role undermined by the demands that they work long hours out-
side the home.122 Paid labour, while essential for economic success and 
masculine identity in allowing independence and the capacity to provide, 
drew men into the different, apparently antithetical, world of the work-
force and its attendant temptations of leisure following the close of a 
day’s work. Sarah Stickney Ellis deplored the demands of ‘mammon’ that 
denied middle-class men’s ‘longing to return [home]; yet every morning 
brings the same hurried and indifferent parting, every evening the same 
jaded, speechless, welcomeless return – until we almost fail to recognize 
the man, in the machine’.123 Maidment sees the ‘brutalising world of work’ 
as haunting ‘the conventional iconography of cottage contentment’, with 
factory work seen as an opposing and alienating force.124 This was perhaps 
most explicit in accounts of violent and disruptive men. Metaphors for wife 
beating often used the language of work, such as David Donaldson’s wife’s 
allegation in 1899 that he ‘pounded her like a steam hammer’.125 

In this kind of account, men’s labour was not the source of comfort, it 
erupted into the home as a tool of violence, a signifier of the competition 
between home, work, and recreation that always underlay the discourse 
of happy and unhappy homes. Indeed, the class-specific rhetoric of wife 
beating that developed in the later nineteenth century drew on this tension 
for some of its visceral force, driven by various campaigners, including 
those supporting calls for harsher punishments and feminists drawing 
attention to the plight of women in the home. It focused on the apparel 
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and instruments of men’s work by alluding to the weapons some men used 
to beat their wives. This helped embellish and embed the stereotype of 
the working-class wife beater in public discourse and conscience.126 Not 
only does it indicate the ways in which representations of unmanly work-
ing-class men were filtered through fears of racial and class degeneration, 
it exposes the uneasy relationship between home and work for narratives 
of manliness and happy homes.127 

Unmanliness was materialised through workwear, a striking cultural 
metaphor which demonstrated that the home was not a haven from work 
when work intruded into it and its inhabitants’ lives in the most grotesque 
fashion. The best example is the working boot, both clog and hobnail 
versions: industrial workers’ footwear which became the most notorious 
object associated with wife beating. Wooden clogs were worn in metal- 
and textile-working industries to protect feet. Hobnail boots were simi-
larly cheap, durable, and protective. Both were reinforced with metal toe 
caps and heels. As a result of some horrific cases where men murdered 
their wives by kicking them when wearing industrial footwear, the public 
mind identified them with working-class wife beating. Attempts to pass 
Lord Leigh’s bill to introduce flogging to punish wife beaters in 1874, for 
example, presented evidence of cases of working-class husbands ‘“dig-
ging” the women with wooden clogs tipped and heeled with iron’.128 In 
1874, another article raised the spectre of an epidemic of violence in the 
north thanks to: ‘The Rough who kicks an inoffensive passer-by to death, 
or who tramples, with his hob-nailed boots, on the body of his sense-
less wife, is often maddened with drink, but he is never, or hardly ever, 
quite irresponsible.’129 A Letter to the Editor in the Spectator, December 
1877, complained of a series of northern men who had killed their wives 
recently: ‘Alfred Cummins, tailor, Moor Street [Blackburn], was charged 
with knocking his wife down and kicking her head and face so violently as 
to deprive her of sight in one eye.’130 

Writers and artists conveyed their outrage and indignation over the 
unmanly working man through emotionalised bodies and objects. Punch 
published ‘A Real Hard Case’ (Figure 4.5) in 1875. Though seated, wear-
ing the offending boots, this ‘rough’ still dominates the room; a sinister 
counterpart to happier associations of the father’s chair and his comforting 
presence at home in the evening, underscoring only its links with male 
authority.131 He comments on a report in the newspaper he holds: ‘’Ere’s 
a go! – A man ’anged for kickin’ his wife to death! I shall ’ave to take 
my boots off!’ The potential danger of disruptive unmanliness is simply 
conveyed by the shadowy room, whose hearth manages not to exude the 
glowing warmth usually associated with the snug fireside, and by the vul-
nerable figure of the wife shielding her baby in the background. The men’s 
clogs or hobnail boots were also emotional objects. Anyone who had seen, 
hefted, or worn a pair knew their weight and size, their roughness, and 
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crudeness of form; those who heard the shoes on cobbles heard the nails 
ring. All knew these objects’ potential threat as weapons and the way they 
turned one kick into a fatal blow. They also spoke of the anger of men who 
used them and prompted emotions in those who came to associate them 
with marital violence, of disgust, revulsion, and fear.

4.5  A Real Hard Case. (The Rough’s Last Wrong.) by Charles Keene.
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Although this material culture fixed wife beating as a working-class 
activity, in fact marital violence was not class-, occupation-, or place-
specific. Studies of assault show it was scattered far more widely among 
different types of men.132 Indeed, even though Frances Power Cobbe 
condemned ‘Colliers, “puddlers”, and weavers’ in Wife Torture she actu-
ally named prosecuted men from a wider range of employments.133 
Nonetheless, there rapidly emerged a regional material culture of mar-
ital violence. Clogs and hobnail boots symbolised textile mills, mines, 
and iron-working; industrialised labour that centred on Lancashire, West 
Yorkshire, Liverpool, the north-east of England, and London. In 1876 
Serjeant Pulling identified the ‘kicking district’ of Liverpool and, most 
famously of all, Frances Power Cobbe drew to the public’s attention the 
‘kicking districts’ of Lancashire in 1878.134 Cobbe used the parliamentary 
reports on brutal assaults to estimate the proportion of wife beaters to 
population, concluding that London and Durham had the highest number. 
The other places she included were Liverpool, Lancashire, Stafford, and 
the West Riding of Yorkshire.135 Cobbe identified the nature of working 
conditions as one of the causes: ‘They are lives of hard, ugly, mechanical 
toil in dark pits and hideous factories.’136 

The impact of this material representation of wife beating was pro-
found. Elizabeth Foyster argues that by the mid-nineteenth century marital 
violence came to be seen as ‘a symptom of social disorder that was in urgent 
need of attention … a matter for social discipline and class control’.137 
The emotionalised material culture associated with unmanly working men 
helped constitute social and political life. As James Hammerton observes, 
it stimulated campaigns to educate the working classes and shaped social 
investigators’ rationale and motivation for surveillance and intervention in 
poorer people’s lives, since middle-class commentators believed that ‘if 
environment created the conditions for domestic violence, its ameliora-
tion could offer the cure’.138 The stereotyped unmanly working-class wife 
beater was also rhetorically deployed by English feminists to demand the 
vote and challenge arguments that men were suited to political citizen-
ship simply because of their sex.139 Finally, the unmanly entrenched class 
stereotypes offered a particularly offensive example of an ‘other’ against 
whom middle-class and ‘respectable’ working-class men could construct 
manly identities. 

Conclusion

Men were considered vital to a successful home, which, in turn, was neces-
sary for them to achieve manliness. Yet manliness was also predicated upon 
men securing the livelihood and success of families and homes by leaving 
them to serve economy, society, and state. This appears to correspond with 
Tosh’s defence of the ‘flight for domesticity’, in which he observes that it 
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was restricted to upper-middle-class men who sought out careers in the 
empire or, if they were married, pursued a ‘qualified’ flight through work 
and leisure. In contrast, he sees the lower middle classes as remaining 
connected to the ideals of the domestic, while the working classes became 
more wedded to them by the end of the century.140 The class dimensions of 
these cultural accounts of men’s absence from home offer a more complex 
picture. Although lower-middle- and working-class people consumed such 
accounts, they were created and enjoyed by the middle classes, who clearly 
still saw the value in keeping masculine identity fixed to the home even 
when such identity was fulfilled by absence from the latter.

Furthermore, all classes recognised the tensions between home and 
work for manliness, which was continually assessed within the domestic 
space and consistently found wanting.141 When men were in their home, 
they were advised to perform some degree of emotional labour to sustain 
their place within it, typically by cultivating affection through kind words 
and deeds for family members, by rigorous self-control over their appe-
tites, and by managing the often-competing demands of work and home. 
Their ability to do so was understood to break down or erupt into violence 
when men spent too much time away from home in non-domestic activi-
ties. The ambivalent relationship between masculinity, home, and work is 
perhaps most evident in the way that idealised men were so often depicted 
on the doorsteps of their homes. Metaphors for masculine liminality within 
the domestic, open doors also indicate the lack of working-class privacy. 
Working-class men’s gender performance was under scrutiny when they 
stood at their doorsteps: their doors open to the intrusive judgemen-
tal middle-class eye. Chapter 5 explores how the concept of work and 
types of labour further shaped ideas of manliness for both middle- and 
working-class men.
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5
Brawn and bravery:  

glorifying the working body

Introduction

When the British Workman was first published in 1855, it boasted a hand-
some illustrated banner atop its front page. The graphic strips featured 
a range of workers arrayed to either side of a coat of arms represent-
ing the nation, with a scroll announcing, ‘in all labour there is profit’. 
The workers busy themselves in front of structures that denote both the 
men’s workplaces and economic significance, including a mill with smok-
ing chimneys, a large building under construction, a transport bridge, and 
the Crystal Palace. The working men are navvies, agricultural labourers, 
carpenters, builders, and engineers. On the left and right are portrait 
vignettes, which at various times depicted dustmen, coal heavers, and sail-
ors.1 The periodical also published ‘wall-paper’ that revealed the types of 
working man most commonly linked with manliness: blacksmiths, navvies, 
railway workers, coal heavers and miners, mariners, lifeboat men, and 
firemen. For example, the 1871 volume’s back page lists, among others, 
‘The Ambitious Blacksmith’, ‘The Life Boat’, ‘Musical Coal-Man’, and ‘The 
“Blue Jacket’s” Sampler’.2 These employments were no doubt intended to 
represent the magazine’s readership, but they also offer valuable insights 
into the ways in which working men were imagined, consumed, and 
deployed in constructions of manliness. 

Middle-class men wrote and illustrated the British Workman, so this 
chapter explores the role of such representations for their own social 
group. As such, it returns to where this book began, with desire for the 
male emotionalised body and the gender it embodied. Working men’s 
erotic power lay in their aestheticised qualities and the association of 
their physicality with economic prosperity, akin to the associations of 
military bodies with national defence.3 The first section explores the nobil-
ity assigned to the brawny, muscular body, cross-examined through the 
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imagined blacksmith and navvy. The next section, ‘Bravery and the heroic 
working man in the modern world’, addresses the role of bravery, another 
alluring quality, primarily through miners, firemen, and lifeboat men. 
Such strong and appealing working men offered a very different vision of 
working-class masculinity to that in which they were politically and socially 
dangerous radicals, revolutionaries, malcontents, malingerers, or strikers, 
or physically and mentally warped by the degenerating forces of moder-
nity. The chapter then scrutinises the images of working men that deco-
rated friendly society and trade union emblems to show that the working 
classes created and disseminated their own highly emotional and material 
manifestation of working-class manliness. Comparing these constructions 
of working manliness, it argues that the glorified worker embodied ideal-
ised masculine qualities for middle- and working-class men, both of whom 
benefitted from the non-threatening persona that these representations 
cultivated. However, the emotions associated with them were subtly differ-
ent and deployed in different ways. For all, he was an alluring inspirational 
figure. For middle-class men, however, he was reassuring and admirable; 
for working-class men he was a measure of their right to be included in the 
civic polity. As previous chapters propose, material culture was integral to 
all these connotations. 

Brawn and the nobility of labour in an industrial society

One of the most commonly represented working men was the blacksmith, 
whose emotionalised body communicated a range of messages and whose 
cultural fascination had deep roots. In examples from the early eighteenth 
century, the body of the labourer was based on classical statuary. Joseph 
Wright of Derby’s nocturnal paintings of blacksmiths, for example, include 
The Blacksmith’s Shop 1771, in which three fine-figured men labour at 
the anvil.4 Perhaps even more overtly indicative of the hearty beauty of 
male physical labour is the iron founder in Wright’s An Iron Forge, 1772.5 
Overseeing the power-driven tilt hammer, he stands with his powerful 
arms crossed over his chest. Literally a glowing example of male strength, 
he is also surrounded by his family, indicating his virility and domesticity. 
As Matthew Craske observes, in these paintings Wright produced the 
opposite of the grand style of history painting, where the blacksmith stood 
as the lusty everyman essential to the village.6 These works alluded to the 
natural health and beauty of the working man to remind those wealthy 
enough to consume such art that their appetites could result in an effete, 
enervated, and effeminate body.7 The result was idealised virile workers 
who possessed an erotic charge for male as well as female consumption. 
For example, the British Workman’s illustration (Figure 5.1) of the black-
smith surely evokes his manhood, not only through his whiskered face and 
muscular arm, but by the phallic shadow his smith’s tool casts across the 
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groin of his leather apron. Moreover, such manly bodies offered a benign 
virility: the opposite of the appetite-driven and brutal unmanly lower-class 
man.

While his size, attractiveness, and muscularity were consistent in 
these visual images, the imagined blacksmith’s cultural function varied 
across the Victorian period. Although artists updated his pose and sur-
roundings along with new technologies, he became a traditional figure in 
the transition from rural manufacturing to urban industry. Thus in 1855 
the British Workman devoted a front page to ‘Celebrated Blacksmiths’. 
Ostensibly portraying famous blacksmiths through time, many were actu-
ally famous men who were sons of blacksmiths. Blacksmiths were thus 
positioned as the perfect stock for fathering eminent men, because they 
were envisioned as physically powerful, decent, and honourable. Some of 
the blacksmiths singled out were autodidacts, another ideal quality for the 
self-help generation. They included Elihu Burritt, an American blacksmith 
and anti-slavery campaigner, whose illustration speaks to the new charac-
teristics associated with this craft by middle-class admirers.8 His sleeves 
are rolled up to gesture to muscular labour, but he was posed thoughtfully 
reading. Another was Aaron Arnold, pictured working at his smithy, ‘at 

5.1  Getting in the Thin Edge of the Wedge; Or, Strike while the Iron’s Hot, British Workman 
(1868), p. 182. 
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his lusty labour. He has on his great leathern apron, with a fringe to it. His 
shirt sleeves are tucked up nearly to his shoulders.’ Crucially, Arnold was 
noted to be ‘cheerful’ and ‘kindly’ and contrasted with the wicked Squire 
Ringwood who oppressed the weak in his endeavour to increase profits.9

This combination of kindness and strength was a widespread trope. It 
was appealingly fictionalised in the form of Joe Gargery, Pip’s brother-in-
law (and father figure) in Great Expectations (1861). Pip recounted visiting 
the lawyer, Mr Jaggers, with Joe to hear of his ‘great expectations’. Joe 
rejected the offer of financial compensation for Pip leaving his home to 
embark on his new life as a gentleman, on the grounds that Pip is his best 
friend. While Joe was gentle with his young brother-in-law, he used his 
bodily strength to attack Mr Jaggers’ pejorative view of him. Pip recalled 
that Joe began ‘suddenly working round him with every demonstration of 
a fell pugilistic purpose’, warning Jaggers to stop ‘bull-baiting and badg-
ering me … Which I meantersay as sech if you’re a man, come on! Which 
I meantersay that what I say, I meantersay and stand or fall by!’ Joe’s 
kind-heartedness was conveyed by his body and feelings, as well as by his 
actions. Pip recalled that ‘Joe laid his hand on my shoulder with the touch 
of a woman. I have often thought of him since, like the steam-hammer, that 
can crush a man or pat an egg-shell, in his combination of strength with 
gentleness.’ Looking back as an older man, Pip remembered with shame 
his failure to appreciate Joe’s worth, reflecting: ‘I see you again, with 
your muscular black-smith’s arm before your eyes, and your broad chest 
heaving, and your voice dying away.’ 10 If at times dismissed by his wife, 
brother-in-law, and village as fair of face, but foolish, ‘a sort of Hercules 
in strength, and also in weakness’, Joe was nonetheless, Pip belatedly 
recognised, a man of true feeling and decency.11  

In many ways, the idealised smithy became a generic emblem of a lost 
Merry England, the nostalgic ‘visionary, mythical landscape’ that writers 
and artists conjured in the nineteenth century as a means to manage the 
fears induced by a rapidly modernising society.12 In this essentially con-
servative concept, the social and working conditions of modernity were 
contrasted with an Arcadian past in which the peasantry happily toiled and 
played, members bound together in a hierarchical society by a network of 
reciprocal obligations and duties.13 Its adherents sought to recreate sani-
tised versions of pastimes and customs to generate a more reassuring pres-
ent. William Howitt, for example, evoked the celebration of Whitsuntide in 
‘merry England’ in his 1838 The Rural Life of England, through processions 
of friendly society members with their banners. At the head of the villagers 
wearing their best clothing and ‘bearing the great banner, emblazoned 
with some fitting scene and motto’, bedecked with posies of flowers, he 
placed ‘old Harry Lomax the blacksmith, deputed to that office for the 
brawny strength of his arms’.14 The smith was not the only worker used 
to perform similar cultural work. In 1871, the British Workman offered 
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best wishes to Princess Louise on her wedding with a tableau of workers 
deemed representatives of ‘our dear old Merry England’. Along with a 
blacksmith were a miner, shepherd, weaver, puddler, potter, seamstress, 
fisherman, and farmer. For the most part these workers were bodies in 
motion, whose ‘stout hands’ swung hammers, drove shuttles, rung axes, 
shaped stones, and plied needles.15 They were also profoundly emotional 
bodies, their good wishes ‘Rising up from hearts o’erflowing.’ The black-
smith as feeling father was a common trope too. In a poem of 1871, ‘A 
Dinner and a Kiss’, a little girl brings dinner to her blacksmith father in an 
archaic smithy, his role simply to encourage the reader to ruminate on the 
importance of the working man being satisfied with his lot.16

Even when the smith was represented at the cutting edge of tech-
nology, his presence was a link to a comforting tradition. William Bell 
Scott’s Iron and Coal (1856–60) musters every sign of modernity, from the 
engineering wonder of the High Level Bridge, to steam train and ship, to 
telegraph wires, with other flourishes including a photographer and fash-
ionable ladies. Even the newspaper in the forefront is up to date, with its 
advert of a theatrical diorama of entertainment venues visited by Garibaldi, 
that other popular model of manliness. Yet, while the determined men 
forging the future are industrial smiths, they are familiar in leather aprons 
and blue shirts, rolled up to reveal muscular forearms.17 In these accounts 
of labour, imagined manly workers were conjured to render progress safer 
and less threatening for the class who depended on them for labour, prod-
ucts, and success.

The manly workers offered reassurance in the face of political change 
too, particularly in the more liberal atmosphere of the 1850s and 1860s, 
when praising the moral qualities of ordinary people was part of political 
and intellectual discourse.18 In the 1868 British Workman tale, ‘Getting in 
the Thin Edge of the Wedge; Or, “Strike While the Iron’s Hot”’, two aptly 
named smiths, Tom Strokes and Ned Sledger, discuss the recent Second 
Reform Act of 1867, which extended the franchise to some working men. 
As the title ‘Thin Edge of the Wedge’ implied, this was seen as a step 
towards mass politics, which caused anxiety. Thus, Strokes and Sledger, 
by evoking the blacksmith of tradition, helpfully showed that enfranchised 
working men need not be a threat to society. Tom Strokes is described as 
‘about the strongest man in that part of the country’, and in the accom-
panying illustration (Figure 5.1) the muscled arms and whiskered faces 
of both men, radiant in the furnace’s flames, recall Wright’s sumptuously 
lit and handsome smiths. Here muscularity, which could be threatening, 
was controlled and therefore made even more appealing. Linking these 
men with blacksmiths’ cultural meaning as the stable heart of the vil-
lage, the text also positions them as unthreatening ‘independent’ workers, 
whose only priority when enfranchised was to ensure that the Sabbath was 
protected by the MPs they had a hand in sending to Parliament.19 
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Unsurprisingly, therefore, the smith served as a vehicle for moral and 
Christian values. ‘Jim Bowling’s Twist’ by the Rev. C. Courtenay (1898), 
takes Jim, the blacksmith’s son, on a journey of redemption. He begins 
as a happy-go-lucky lad forced to abandon his nascent smithying due to 
drink. He becomes a sailor and encounters Miss Agnes Western’s temper-
ance movement and takes the pledge. With spiritual guidance he returns 
to the forge, now a pious smith.20 The beating of the iron is a metaphor 
for his soul being hammered out into the right shape. It is illustrated by 
a conventionally idyllic image of a blacksmith hammering on an anvil in 
a village forge, a child peering in at the door; surely a deliberate contrast 
to the industrial unionised version of the blacksmith.21 Other appealing 
manly workers were similarly deployed as exemplars for working-class 
men who did not threaten their social superiors. In the British Workman’s 
opening issue (1855), in the tale ‘The Bag of Gold; or, The Noble-Hearted 
Navvie’, the navvy turns charity on its head by giving his savings to a 
minister whose wife and all three children have died. Sir Morton Peto, 
the author, describes the navvy as an ‘honourable example of an upright, 
conscientious Christian character, and of public usefulness’. As such, he 
seems to be as much a mirror for middle-class manliness as an example 
for working-class men.22

Indeed, there is evidence that such idealised workers inspired 
middle-class men. The 1860s and 1870s were decades when the governing 
elite had confidence in their countrymen and were prepared to see similari-
ties between themselves and their social inferiors.23 An excellent example is 
the socialist artist William Morris’s ‘emotional identification’ with Dicken’s 
fictional blacksmith, Joe Gargery.24 Wendy Parkins shows that Morris reg-
ularly used Gargery’s phrase ‘Wot larks’ in his correspondence with his 
daughters and his wife. Gargery provided ‘a conduit for the expression of 
emotions associated with fatherhood’, since he was depicted as a tender, 
loving, and playful paternal figure in Great Expectations. Nonetheless, it 
was not only Gargery’s fatherly feeling which endeared him to Morris. As 
Parkins’ observes, Gargery was a simple, therefore pure, man, whose lack 
of social pretensions and charm endeared him to the radical socialist who 
envisioned manual work as a means to achieve a better society.25 

Middle-class men thus also saw in these imagined working men a nat-
ural, untainted manliness. In some ways, the manly worker was positioned 
as a ‘noble savage’.26 In this myth, the original man of nature, innocent 
of vice and sin, and therefore of troubling passions and appetites, was 
noble in his uncorrupted state. It is possible to see such ‘natural’ qualities 
projected onto manly workers. In 1871, the British Workman approvingly 
described an archetypal Cornish miner thus. J. Scanlan’s illustration shows 
him underground, sitting alone and at ease, strong-bodied, wearing work-
ing clothes with protective headgear (that evokes a helmet), large hammer 
held loosely by his side. He is not poised to work, but posed as confidently 
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resting, looking off contemplatively into the middle distance. The author 
applauds his semi-independent status, wherein the miners would bid to 
work parts of the mine in groups, because this ‘enlists him in mutual part-
nership with the mine owners and his fellow-workmen’. This, it is noted 
favourably, prevents strikes and lockouts. This aligned with anti-union 
rhetoric, which praised independence, showing men on their own or in 
domestic scenes, rather than working collectively or talking politics in 
alehouses. The Cornish miner’s trustworthiness and skilfulness were such 
that he was ‘the master of his work in all parts of the world’ including 
Canada, California, Mexico, Peru, Chili, Brazil, and Australia. The narra-
tor describes the Cornish miner as a man of simple tastes. On finishing 
work he washes and dresses ‘tidy but gay’, to enjoy an evening of simple 
pursuits. If a young man, he wrestles wholesomely with mates, if older 
he romps with his children; both age groups are churchgoers and edu-
cate themselves in their spare time. Although they speak in an ‘unknown 
tongue’, Cornish miners were trusty, intelligent, witty, pious: ‘in their feel-
ings, convictions and acts, they are genuine men, and not shams’.27 Here 
was a skilled manual worker at once imperial in range, but simple and 
untainted by modern civilisation.

The concept of the inherent nobility of labour was woven into the fabric 
of several nineteenth-century political ideologies. Tim Barringer identifies 
two prevailing theories of work: ‘instrumental’, where labour was nec-
essary for the economy, but disagreeable; and ‘expressive’, where work 
was integral to personal development and, even, salvation. Work was thus 
both redemptive and an act through which men realised their masculine 
potential.28 Indeed, work was considered critical to English ‘manliness’ or 
‘self-reliance’. In the earlier nineteenth century, radicals emphasised the 
‘dignity of labour so that it appeared to be a noble alternative to (as well 
as qualification for) the exercise of political powers’.29 Intellectuals meta-
phorically grappled with labour. The philosopher, historian, and polemicist 
Thomas Carlyle saw nobility as a product of being rather than birth, and 
work as one of the routes to improvement.30 Indeed, he elevated work to 
a religion in his chapter on ‘Labour’, in Past and Present (1843), in which 
work made the man, and in so doing saved the individual as well as the 
national body and soul. This was partly because physical labour quelled the 
damaging emotions to which the modern man was subjected. He observed:

Consider how, even in the meanest sorts of Labour, the whole soul of a man 
is composed into a kind of real harmony, the instant he sets himself to work! 
Doubt, Desire, Sorrow, Remorse, Indignation, Despair itself, all these like hell-
dogs lie beleaguering the soul of the poor dayworker, as of every man: but he 
bends himself with free valour against his task, and all these are stilled, all 
these shrink murmuring far off into their caves. The man is now a man. The 
blessed glow of Labour in him, is it not as purifying fire wherein all poison is 
burnt up, and of sour smoke itself there is made bright blessed flame!31
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The elevation of the working man to noble status through his muscular 
emotionalised body in the act of labour was widespread in British art and 
literature in the second half of the nineteenth century. The archetypal 
mid-century example is Ford Madox Brown’s masterpiece Work (1852–
63), which centres on navvies laying water pipes in Hampstead. Navvies, 
‘navigators’ who worked to build roads, tunnels, bridges, and railway 
tracks, were renowned for physical strength and virility. In some cases, 
this could be perceived to be threatening when navvies were seen as 
hard-drinking, violent, womanising, and lacking domestic roots.32 They 
were, however, also represented in print and art as rough men with tender 
feelings and magnificent physiques.33 Brown was a radical and socialist 
who was influenced by John Ruskin and Carlyle’s views on work. Like 
them, he saw manual labour as the key to forging middle-class manliness. 
In the sonnet that he wrote to accompany the painting (February 1865), 
he eulogised work as beading the brow and tanning ‘the flesh of lusty 
manhood’, thereby ‘casting out its devils!’34 He also described the navvy as 
being in the ‘pride of manly health and beauty’.35 As Barringer explains, it 
is the central navvy’s body, whose heroic pose Brown based on the Apollo 
Belvedere, that embodies true manliness, regardless of social status.36 
This sentiment was widely shared, as shown in critics’ praise for Work, 
which used the language of manliness, celebrating it as manly, vigorous, 
and powerful.37

By the later nineteenth century, British socialists saw the fullest attain-
ment of self through labour. For some, this was aestheticised as well 
as politicised. From the 1860s, William Morris developed a utopian ver-
sion of the backwards-looking ‘Little England’ stance: a protest against 
the deleterious effects of industrialisation on the working classes. In this 
vision, a return to a more agrarian, artisan-based labour would eradicate 
inequalities.38 Ruth Livesey explores this conjunction of work, aesthetics, 
pleasure, and politics in the 1880s and 1890s. She observes that socialists 
like William Morris and Edward Carpenter saw communal labour as the 
way ‘in which the self achieved fullest expression, clearest realization – 
true manhood’. For both, in different ways, ‘the masculine laboring body 
became an aesthetic site: the origin of the rebirth of the arts after the 
demise of capitalism’.39 Manual labour was, therefore, a way for the pro-
fessional classes to become their true selves. As Morris declared in Signs 
of Change (1888): ‘I should not think much of the manhood of a stout and 
healthy man who did not feel a pleasure in doing rough work.’40 It is not 
surprising, therefore, that these men revered the aestheticised male work-
ing body: it was the source of both political and personal identity.

For some socialists, the male working body was explicitly eroticised, 
even fetishised.41 The combination of aestheticism, politics, and the erotic 
is most evident in the writings of Edward Carpenter, who conceptualised 
desire for the working-class male body as a means to throw off ‘bourgeois 
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bodily repression’ and enable the rebirth of society. For Carpenter, the 
‘potent naked body of the laboring man writ large was the very emblem of 
Democracy’. This vision of ‘priapic Labor’, Livesey argues, differed from 
‘the aestheticised visions of the honest working man, visible from Ford 
Madox Brown’s Work through to Soviet era statuary’.42 For Carpenter, a 
future socialist utopia would be founded on desire and sexual contact with 
the labouring man. This would not only forge closer connections between 
social classes, it would improve higher-ranking men’s masculinity.43 

Bravery and the heroic working man in the modern world

The brawny, working, manly body – moral exemplar for working-class 
men, reassuring emblem of manliness for middle-class men, and meta-
phor for work as salvation and route to manly self-realisation – was not 
the only desirable representation of labour. The heroic working man was 
similarly popular. This was not the metaphorical heroic that artists like 
Brown captured in the classical form of a navvy, whose role was to update 
and radicalise the genre of history painting.44 This was the ordinary hero 
– a worker who risked his life to save others during everyday employment 
or as part of his profession. Like their noble counterparts, these figures 
were simultaneously exemplars for the working class and reminders that 
middle-class manliness needed to raise its game. After all, heroism was a 
cultural language that middle-class men capitalised on to construct their 
own gender and professional identities. Michael Brown has shown, for 
example, that Victorian medical practitioners deployed discourses of hero-
ism, in their case military self-sacrifice, to elevate their professional status 
and to draw attention to their contribution to the national good.45 As such, 
middle-class men were sensitive to the gender and class connotations of 
heroic types. The brave working men that are discussed, then, possessed 
as much meaning for middle-class men as for their intended audience of 
working-class men.46 

The seafaring man who rescued the drowning was one working man 
regularly lauded for heroism. Representations merged a strong, often 
handsome body, nobility of demeanour, and courage, and drew upon the 
rich symbolism and material culture of manliness embodied in the sailor.47 
In general, paintings of mariners extolled their manly virtues, such as 
James Clarke Hook’s The Fisherman’s Goodnight (1856) and Hearts of Oak 
(1875), which show attractive, sturdy, family men.48 In 1860, the fron-
tispiece of the British Workman depicted a ‘Real Hero’, Joseph Rodgers, 
a ‘brave seamen’ who had saved thirty-nine people from the wreck of 
the iron ship, the Royal Charter, in 1859, by swimming ashore through 
the stormy seas with a rope. A Maltese seaman was also captured by Henry 
Nelson O’Neil in the oil painting A Volunteer (1860), shown on the wreck, 
ready to swim in the turbulent sea, surrounded by desperate souls.49 The 
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British Workman, however, focuses far more on Rodgers. He stands at ease 
in the cover portrait, surrounded by a decorative frame made up of marine 
tools, one arm resting on his raised leg, looking off into the distance, hair 
swept by the wind, and face framed by a manly chin beard. The accom-
panying story approves the award of a National Lifeboat Institution gold 
medal and £5 to the ‘heroic tar’.50 

Lifeboatmen, in particular, were celebrated as ‘modern heroes’. 
Christiana Payne observes that paintings of these men played a crucial 
role in fostering the ideals of the Royal National Lifeboat Institution after 
1854.51 Artists increasingly gave greater prominence to the rescuers 
rather than the wrecks as the century went on. Understood to be operat-
ing under enormous ‘physical and nervous strain’, in their portraits life-
boat men were represented, nonetheless, as steady and dependable.52 
The 1870 portrait of James Parsons, Deputy Superintendent of the Royal 
Humane Society (RHS), for instance, depicts him in brimmed hat, his 
jumper embroidered with an RHS emblem, both sleeves rolled up to show 
muscled forearms ready for action.53 The capacity of such men to over-
come nervous strain thus surely offered an example to middle-class men 
struggling with the stressful demands of their rather more sedentary jobs. 
The British Workman saw in such acts of life-saving a model for its read-
ers, a cause for them to support, and a means to promote its temperance 
message. It set up a subscription in 1869 to fund a lifeboat, named British 
Workman, to present to the Royal National Lifeboat Institution. After all, as 
well as offering an opportunity to prevent ‘fellow-creatures’ dying at sea,54 
the lifeboat was a metaphor for Jesus saving souls.55 It also conveyed the 
ideal of manly self-sacrifice in yet another material form.

Newspapers celebrated those working-class men who performed acts 
of heroism following industrial disasters, casting their actions in terms 
of wartime self-sacrifice and heroism.56 The horrific Hartley Colliery dis-
aster in January 1862, which killed 204 men, for example, was one such 
occasion. A beam supporting the steam engine that was used to pump 
seawater from the Northumberland pit broke, crashing into the mineshaft, 
killing those miners who were ascending at the end of a shift and trapping 
another 199 men underground. Despite the coordinated rescue operation 
with workers from neighbouring mines, it was six days before a passage 
was cleared, by which time poisonous fumes had killed the miners. The 
national coverage called on all the components of manly emotional bodies 
that have been seen in preceding chapters to describe the miners who 
made the rescue bid. The Newcastle Chronicle portrayed resting rescuers 
thus: ‘While the ruddy glare of the fire was cast over their broad, manly 
features and well-moulded forms, they seemed to be the living embodi-
ment of all those attributes of courage and strength which … [distinguish] 
the inhabitants of the British Isles.’57 One of the heroic working men was 
illustrated by John Gilbert on the British Workman’s title page in April 
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1862: Thomas Watson, a miner in the broken cage. The author of the 
report notes that Thomas Watson was an ‘honourable member’ of ‘the 
working class’. He is shown suspended on a cable above the shaft, a dra-
matic figure in motion, powerfully muscled and clearly in terrible danger.58 
He ‘descended at the imminent peril of his life to pray with some of his 
dying comrades’. Here was a truly muscular Christian.

As with the accounts of self-sacrifice in Chapter 4, these miners’ lives 
were described using the sentimental register so familiar in literary and 
visual cultures. Thus, a poem in the British Workman by John Harris, a 
Cornish miner, reflecting on the calamity, emotively described a miner’s 
final day. At dawn, ‘the miner/Arose, and kissed his boy’. He left for work: 
‘Thinking upon his baby,/And wife and home the while/He dashes off the 
tear-drop,/That steals into his eye;/And turns to see his dwelling,/Though 
scarcely conscious why.’ The poet and readers know he will ‘never see it 
more;/Or hear thy baby’s footfall,/Upon the cottage door’. The poet accom-
panies him descending into the darkness with the men whose lives will 
soon end, recounts the crash of the riven engine-bob and its fall down the 
shaft, and, finally, the ‘living tomb’ where all men perished.59 These heroic 
workers were also associated with the patriotic discourse of popular mili-
tary heroism, outlined in Chapter 3. On 20 May 1862, Edward Glyn deliv-
ered a speech at the ceremony held in Newcastle in honour of the miners 
who had risked their lives to rescue their colleagues: 

We have heard of medals being presented for feats of war; we have heard of 
medals being presented by the excellent Humane Society for the rescue of 
lives from shipwreck; we have heard, in London at least, of the presentation 
of medals for saving life from fire, but this is the first time that we have heard 
of medals being presented for the rescue of lives in mining operations. The 
soldier who wore upon his breast the Victoria Cross or the Waterloo Medal 
might well be proud of it. But I say that these men here today who wear this 
Hartley Medal might be as proud of it as if they had gained it at Trafalgar, or 
Waterloo, or Delhi, or Sebastapol.60

Such military metaphors linked ordinary workers to the heroism and utility 
of military masculinity and material culture that helped disseminate these 
manly ideals of behaviour. 

Outside of military heroes, one of the most popular ‘professional’ 
heroes throughout popular print culture from the mid-century was the 
fireman.61 Like the blacksmith, the fireman was associated with the ele-
mental. Yet he was a symbol of modernity, an urgent figure racing around 
the modern city to fight fire. His depiction in visual and textual culture 
took two forms. In some cases, it focused on notable firemen who had lost 
their lives in service, in other cases the subject was generic firemen. Both 
were presented as ideal manly working men in that they combined phys-
ical strength and gentleness.62 The fireman added courage, selflessness, 
and kindness to the mix, typically embodied in a handsome form. These 
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emotions stirred powerful cognate feelings of gratitude, admiration, and 
excitement, which made the fireman an especially potent symbol of manli-
ness. Indeed, the stirring accounts of these men heightened the vicarious 
nature of fire rescues for the public. In 1874, a laudatory tale of firemen 
commented on the paradox underlying people’s responses to witnessing 
a conflagration. Although they were concerned about those whose lives 
were endangered and whose property was being destroyed, they experi-
enced ‘with a thrill of something like exultation’ the arrival of the engines 
drawing firemen to the action.63 This excitement, even joy and pleasure, 
in seeing risk overcoming danger, was embodied in the fireman and made 
his intended manly exemplariness likely to be appealing.

Perhaps the most notable fireman of the era was James Braidwood, 
who died attending the Tooley Street fire at Cotton’s Wharf near London 
Bridge station on 22 June 1861. The cover of the September issue of the 
British Workman was his head and shoulder portrait, flanked by a weeping 
Britannia and downcast Fame. The article offered a potted biography: born 
in Edinburgh in 1800, he was apprenticed as a builder; by twenty-three 
he was appointed Superintendent of Fire Engines in Edinburgh and 
became a noted hero by the age of twenty-six. In 1832, the newly formed 
London Fire-Engine Establishment invited him to organise a fire brigade 
in London. He was, the British Workman declared, superintendent of a 
‘band of devoted heroic men’ who, it noted, followed him with obedience 
and love. Here, then, was an ideal working-class man, whose name was 
‘synonymous of all that is pure in life, noble in effort, and lofty in piety’.64 
Thus, his acts and personality were exemplary, and the British Workman 
instructed its readers that ‘all of every rank, high and low, rich and poor, 
would do well to follow his example’. This call to men of all ranks is sig-
nificant. The middle classes wanted more working men with Braidwood’s 
qualities; after all, he was ‘not only a very brave but a very peaceful man’. 
As the article reminded its target audience: ‘We reverence the true hero, 
we love the good, simple-hearted man – the friend and peacemaker – the 
humble Christian.’65 Here was a working man that the middle classes could 
trust with a vote. But he was also a model that could inspire middle-class 
men. When the article rhetorically asked about him: ‘How beautiful is the 
union of gentleness and bravery – mildness and decision – coolness and 
energy’, it is remarkable how much these beauteous qualities accorded 
with middle-class men’s gender aspirations.

Art historians have discussed the emulative qualities of the fireman 
in conjunction with John Everett Millais’s The Rescue (1855). He painted 
it having witnessed firemen fighting a fire that same year, because he 
wished to ‘honour a set of men quietly doing a noble work’.66 For Herbert 
Sussman, the fireman was an ‘heroic exemplar … from the warrior con-
struction of masculinity’, whose physicality was admired and envied by the 
middle-class man. As such, the depiction of the fireman rescuing children 
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reinforced ‘patriarchal order justified by male muscularity and courage’.67 
Indeed, the Athenaeum review of the painting claimed that the fireman was 
‘thoroughly English, cool, determined, and self-reliant … resolute, manly, 
strong as iron, like one accustomed to pass through fire’.68 Robyn Cooper 
argues, in contrast, that Millais’s aim was only partially successful, since 
she identifies in the painting’s reception evidence of middle-class men’s 
unease about the depiction of a powerful working-class man penetrating 
a middle-class home to rescue its women and children.69 Examining rep-
resentations of fireman more generally, in fact, shows that their manliness 
was made safe and palatable for a middle-class audience.

In January 1874, for example, the British Workman published a full-
page illustration titled The Brave Fireman. The fireman is depicted atop 
his ladder, in front of a thick jet of water aimed at the raging fire that 
surrounds him. He wears a brass helmet, his handsome bearded face is 
resolute, his raised arm wields an axe. The inherent threat of his physically 
powerful body is countered in the accompanying tale, titled ‘Our Brave 
Firemen’, by his self-control and self-sacrifice. His domesticity is remarked 
upon in the accompanying story. It outlines a typical London fireman’s 
day: ‘On duty at all hours of the day and night, he is therefore liable to be 
taken at a moment’s notice from family, household, or bed, and in three 
minutes prepare himself and be in his place on the engine.’70 Thus, not 
only did he sacrifice the pleasures of home, the fireman had to cope with 
the likelihood of injury and even death. 

Unsurprisingly, self-sacrifice dominated the military metaphors 
applied to firemen. The article introduced its cast: ‘There exists in our 
midst an army whose duty compels each soldier to grapple with a foe as 
uncertain in its attacks as it is terrible in its effects’; the foe, of course, 
being fire rather than a human enemy.71 This has strong parallels with 
the military metaphors that medical practitioners deployed. They stressed 
the humanitarian nature of their work, fighting disease and saving lives, 
thereby placing themselves on a superior moral plane to the army, while 
still garnering the reflected glory of heroic military masculinities.72 Indeed, 
the British Workman author’s commented that if each rescue of ‘the 
screaming, terrified, and helpless victim’ was recorded there would be 
a ‘volume of courageous narrative by the side of which military triumphs 
would pale’. The non-hostile status of the firemen was further stressed in 
the author’s comment noted that each member of this ‘gallant regiment’ 
remained ‘quietly and actively at his work’ in the face of chaos. Indeed, 
while the firemen’s commander showed strategy and knowledge, he relied 
on ‘the steady and enduring perseverance of the men’, who are lauded for 
their hardiness. These ‘heroic men’ work on, wet and cold, after the fire 
is put out, ‘long after the strength of ordinary landsmen would have been 
exhausted; for it may be here remarked that none but seamen are chosen 
for this employment’.73 As we have seen earlier, to align an individual or 

BEGIATO PRINT.indd   180 07/10/2019   11:09



	 Brawn and bravery: glorifying the working body 	 181

group with the manly mariner was always likely to draw to mind powerful 
associations of appealing manliness. 

In 1898, the British Workman devoted a full page to firemen, which 
further neutered the threat of a uniformed, powerful, axe-wielding work-
ing man by emphasising firemen’s kindness. The full-page illustration 
of the fireman from 1874 was reproduced, now retitled Desperate Work. 
Unlike earlier examples in the magazine, the story takes the form of a 
narrative. The fire engine, with ‘its load of bright-helmeted men’ urging on 
the horses, is equipped with the latest appliances for ‘battling with their 
enemy’. This is illustrated by a large image of a fire engine with three fire-
men standing on it, pulled by two galloping horses, all impelled towards 
their destination. As this suggests, military metaphors again abound: it is 
‘a battle royal, but the firemen are going to win’; they ‘will remain until 
their enemy is cowed and beaten’. Again, they have emotional clout, the 
waiting crowd increasingly excited as the two firemen appear at a window, 
one bearing ‘a child in his arms’;  he runs ‘down the escape with the little 
one – who even in her terror, keeps tight hold of her pet kitten’. The third 
image, titled A Brave Rescue, shows the fireman rescuing the child and 
her kitten (Figure 5.2). This, the author gushes, ‘is the work of a moment’. 
Their self-sacrifice is applauded: the work is ‘dangerous, desperate work; 
and the brave fellows who are engaged in it literally hold their lives in their 
hands’.74 

The narrator continues with an account of the ‘grand fellows’’ qual-
ities, which weave together the markers of manly labour: hard, rough 
bodies and gentle hearts: 

Judging by the grim doggedness with which they fight the flames, firemen 
may seem as rough as they are ready; but they stand revealed in another life 
when they are seen risking their lives to tenderly carry little children, or even 
dumb creatures, from danger to safety; or when it is known that their care for 
their horses is such that by an arrangement of pulleys the weight of the har-
ness is lifted from the animals on duty in the stable.

The author chats with one of the men afterwards and remarks on the 
‘dangerous nature’ of their work. The fireman responds, ‘we never think of 
that’, and takes the narrator to view their ‘museum’, 

where battered brass helmets, shreds of cloth, and other touching mementoes 
were displayed – all mutely eloquent of the brave deeds of real heroes.

‘A man has to be strong, and active, and brave to be a fireman’, he remarked 
as we turned away.

‘And kind’, I added, looking back at the pathetic evidences of noble self-
sacrifice and devotion to duty.

‘Yes,’ he said, with a smile, ‘and kind, too.’75 
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The association of kindness with idealised workers, conveyed through 
emotional objects, is critical to note. Kindness is a ‘cluster concept’, an act 
around which feelings and associations are formed. To date, it has been 
explored as an historical emotion in two ways. Studies of the meaning 
of kindness show that when performed by social and gender superiors 

5.2  The Brave Fireman, British Workman (Jan 1874). 
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it was a mediator of patriarchal authority or elicited reciprocal support 
within a patron–client relationship.76 Recipients of kindness also used it 
to negotiate their situation, as well as, in some instances, sharing its 
values.77 What happened when social superiors projected kindness onto 
an idealised gender and class subject? Linda Pollock’s work on the origins 
of kindness and its meanings in early modern England offers insights. 
In scripture, kindness was conceived to consist of meekness and long-
suffering: God commanded it from believers as well as demonstrating it to 
them. When merged with Greek understandings, kindness was understood 
to make individuals human, a quality which prompted them to aid each 
other and thereby build communities.78 It was the former conceptualis-
ation that shaped representations of the imagined manly worker, for it was 
the quality which made him less a spectre of revolution. The latter view 
can be discerned as underpinning working-class friendly societies’ oaths, 
regulations, rituals, and banners.79 

The use of kindness towards the elderly, women, children, and animals 
as a way to defang the working-class man is particularly evident in rep-
resentations of railway workers.80 In the British Workman, railway workers 
were portrayed as earnest and kind. In the December 1871 issue, the story 
of ‘The Little Christmas Visitor in the Railway Guards Room’ was illustrated 
by a very appealing depiction of railway guards gathered around a table, a 
robin perched on one man’s shoulder. Uniformed and bearded, their ear-
nestness is symbolised by their composure and the newspaper left open 
on the table. The Christmas story tells of a ‘kind-hearted’ guard caring for 
a starved robin by putting him in his breast pocket, which the author, Mr 
Point, reminds the reader, is ‘near the heart’. The bird lives in the guards’ 
room for nine of the twelve days of Christmas before flying off recovered. 
Mr Point explains to his working readers that such acts of kindness denote 
the men’s hard work and thoughtfulness, which is beneficial to passengers 
and travellers. There follow short vignettes of a guard being kind to the 
elderly, women, and children. Civil and courteous, guards are portrayed 
as having ‘good heart[s]’ and cannot bear to see others disappointed or 
vulnerable. 

The author concludes with a remarkably voyeuristic paragraph: ‘I like 
to look at cock-robin in this picture amongst these bearded men. And I 
like it all the better, because cock-robin was a real, and not a make-believe 
bird; and because all this is true – even the likenesses of the men will be 
recognized as exact.’81 Clearly the author is aiming at emotional authen-
ticity, subtly reminding readers of the veracity in this tale of kindness, but 
this description evokes Freud’s concept of scopophilia, where people gain 
pleasure and identification from looking at other people’s bodies as erotic 
objects.82 Moreover, the timing of this tale is not perhaps coincidental. 
The Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants (ASRS), the first attempt 
to organise railway workers nationally, was established in 1871. By 1872, 
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it had several thousand members.83 The same year in July, the British 
Workman’s cover, entitled All Right, by RB, featured a L&NWR railway 
guard blowing his whistle.84 This well-groomed, well-dressed, bearded 
guard was meant to be the epitome of steadiness, composure, and relia-
bility, therefore unlikely to strike. He was a dependable figure one could 
‘recognise’ and rely upon to serve in an increasingly anonymous urban 
world of strangers. 

Working-class visions of working bodies

As we have seen throughout this book, working men’s bodies were 
co-opted in a variety of ways. Middle-class men admired their imagined 
bodies because they stood for the success of national industry. The same 
men also idealised and consumed them as objects onto which they pro-
jected their manly ideals, an act which could be at once erotic and sub-
ordinating. These large working bodies had, after all, the potential to be 
threatening, speaking of ‘natural’ dynamism, of potential political threat, 
and, in a society that valorised strength, of sheer physical superiority over 
an increasingly sedentary social class. Thus, middle-class men’s construc-
tions of working-class bodies tamed them through notions of heroic sacri-
fice and benign emotions, especially kindness. This paradoxical vision of 
working men could be used by working-class men too, although the figure 
of the worker in their depictions differed from its middle-class counterpart. 
Sharing many conventions of the manly emotionalised body – handsome, 
muscular, posed and poised for action – the working-class version was less 
eroticised, less the subject of the consuming gaze in the same way. His 
form represented many similar qualities deemed manly, from self-control 
to hard work, domestic reliability, stoicism, and kindness. But these were 
shaped to serve working-class ends. He was, thus, perhaps less objectified, 
more a figure of dignity and assuredness than condescension, a model of 
manliness whose circulation through material culture and spectacle culti-
vated emotions that helped fix these ideals in those who encountered such 
constructions. 

There is evidence from the turn of the eighteenth century that mem-
bers of the working classes deployed politicised images of the handsome, 
working man resting at his cottage door, in songs, ballads, and images, 
to demonstrate that labouring men possessed the requisite independence 
and respectability for a political voice.85 Working-class organisations, such 
as friendly societies and trade unions, increasingly harnessed the figure 
of the worker on their imagery, including ephemera such as certificates, 
trays, wooden emblems, and banners.86 Variously, these were intended for 
personal ownership and display in the home, showcased in pubs or spaces 
where members met, and paraded as banners in villages and towns, a 
phenomenon which had increased enormously by the last quarter of the 
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nineteenth century.87 All were elaborately decorated with graphic depic-
tions of working men as well as workplaces, work tools, allegorical figures, 
symbols, emblems, regalia, and mottos that drew on high art, classical and 
religious motifs, and natural and masonic imagery.88 In the later 1820s and 
1830s, when the organisations needed to be largely secret, designs were 
diverse and on a smaller scale. In the era of ‘new model unionism’ from 
the later 1840s, they took on a shared visual style and were larger scale, a 
change which survived until the ‘new unionism’ of the 1890s, when some 
shifts in pageantry and design occurred with a less busy but more defiant 
and militant iconography.89 Most had cameos of the trade or labour repre-
sented and of sentimental family life to show their role in financial support 
for workers and their families following accidents and deaths at work. 

This material culture was intended to foster a corporate identity 
among members, to visually represent this identity to communities, mas-
ters, employers, and government, and thereby demonstrate craft, union, or 
class legitimacy, whether conciliatory or defiant in message and intent.90 
Much of guilds, unions, and friendly societies members’ ‘pride, pres-
ence, identity, and cause’ coalesced around the banner, which shared the 
imagery of other ephemera, frequently featuring the key component of 
certificate designs on their central panels.91 This was a symbolism that, as 
Gwynn Williams explains, stemmed from workers’ own ‘rich subculture’, 
with imagery drawn from ‘old craft, Freemasonry, friendly society, tem-
perance group, from the chapel and the Sunday school, from the bible and 
from Bunyan’.92 It is the class and corporate identification stimulated and 
reinforced by such banners and events that has been most analysed; the 
latter’s associated meanings for masculine identities have been relatively 
neglected.93 All were, however, agents in constructing gender as much as 
class identities. 

This material culture was replete with images of men, and it was 
paraded by working men in official public processions, first dignitaries, 
followed by those of lower social standing. In such civic ceremonies, the 
men carrying banners were flagged as ‘sturdy, educated, orderly work-
ing men’.94 They were emotionalised bodies and objects too. Newspaper 
reports of processions, for instance, which listed the processing trades and 
their banners used terms like ‘handsome’ and ‘charming’.95 Depictions of 
idealised working men on material culture deepened these associations, 
stirring excitement, pride, and identification in the images thereon. No 
wonder that, as Nick Mansfield notes, ‘trade society banners have survived 
as half understood “holy relics” of a heroic past by modern trade unions’.96 
They were encountered in homes, meeting places, and streets – all spaces 
that served to disseminate and reinforce their associated notions of man-
liness. However, they were most potent when used in processions, gen-
erating positive emotions in those who paraded under a banner or those 
caught up in the excitement of viewing them.97
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Moreover, it was working-class artists who produced and manufac-
tured many of the designs for use on early ephemera, especially certifi-
cates.98 Often educated in art schools, they had begun training by copying 
from antique sculpture and Old Masters. Lesser artists trained at night 
school would copy from art primers, pattern books, and engravings.99 
The industrial blacksmith James Sharples stated that he used Flaxman’s 
Anatomical Studies to learn how ‘accurately to delineate the muscles of 
the figures’. He also got his brother to stand for him as a model.100 In 
this way, Barringer argues, Sharples ‘appropriated the vocabulary of high 
art in order to fashion a corpus of visual self-representation’.101 From 
1837, George Tutill’s company became the main manufacturer of banners, 
although some branch unions continued to make their own or use local 
suppliers.102 Tutill was an accomplished artist who imbued the visual cul-
ture of workers’ organisations with uniformity of style, and who amassed 
considerable wealth from his business; even so, he was from labouring 
origins and produced designs that workers selected and directed.103 Other 
professional artists of emblems, such as engravers like James John Chant, 
John Saddler, and A. J. Waudby, were commissioned to produce designs 
that satisfied union and society members.104 Furthermore, Sharples’ cer-
tificate influenced middle-class artists’ designs for the unions, and, it is 
suggested, the composition of Brown’s Work.105 

Working-class use of imagery varied over time. Annie Ravenhill-
Johnson’s analysis of the classical and Renaissance origins of working-class 
emblems and mottos shows that working-class people deployed the tropes 
of middle-class ideology and values that were transmitted to them. In the 
period before new unionism, they reflected them back to their employers 
to reassure them that they shared the same cultural and moral values and 
were not a danger to social stability. Yet, in ‘appropriating high art’, they 
laid claim to social and cultural capital, itself an empowering action.106 
As new unionism took hold, however, the sense of a shared visual cul-
ture withered. Middle-class commentators in the later nineteenth cen-
tury sometimes disparaged the banners’ decoration, describing them as 
crude, too colourful, in poor taste, even repugnant.107 In 1887, a report in 
the Leather Trades Circular and Review, on the Northampton shoemakers’ 
strike, for example, deployed racial slurs to belittle the ‘flaunting of ban-
ners of more than Chinese gorgeousness and hideousness’.108 No doubt, 
the viewer’s response to such working-class material culture was shaped 
by his or her status and whether the banners were being displayed at civic 
celebrations or workers’ strikes.

As such, these objects offer valuable insights into how working-class 
people saw themselves and wished to be seen.109 Crucially, they chart 
working-class notions of idealised manliness, since working men were 
central features of this visual and material culture until the later nineteenth 
century, when machinery became more dominant in the iconography.110 
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As Gwyn Williams evocatively states, ‘banners had come to proclaim homo 
faber, Man the Maker’.111 His form varied over time. Some early societies, in 
the 1830s, depicted men in fashionable dress rather than recognisably work-
ing attire. The wooden hinged emblem of the Friendly United Mechanics, 
for example, c.1830 (Figure 5.3), has two top-hatted men holding a coat 
of arms displaying mechanics, steamboat, and locomotives painted on its 
decorative panel, which was opened up for display during society meetings 

5.3  Stockport Branch of the Friendly United Mechanics (c.1830), People’s History Museum, 
exhibition. 
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in pubs.112 Similarly, the Berwickshire Shoemakers’ banner, constructed in 
1832 to celebrate the passage of the Reform Act, depicts a man on the left, 
smartly attired in white trousers and an elaborately buttoned jacket, along-
side a woman in a simple, elegant white dress. Both are rosy-cheeked, 
presumably to show physical attractiveness and good health, attributes of 
idealised gender identities. Rather than being dressed as representative 
workers grasping tools of the trade, the man holds a boot and the woman 
a pump to signify shoemaking.113 The well-dressed men on these early 
emblems indicate a concern to assume legitimacy through association 
with generic respectable or polite modes of civic and masculine identity, 
indicated by non-working poses.114 As societies and unions moved into the 
open in the 1830s, the manly figures adorning such banners became more 
identifiable as workers through their dress and pose.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, working men stood 
at the heart of their bannerettes, banners, and certificates: their large, 
noble bodies elevated, signifying physical strength and health, their work 
tools indicating occupational identity.115 Their execution became more 
sophisticated as design and manufacture was taken over by professionals 
and professional processes, and their representation varied according to 
the crafts and trades depicted and as clothing styles changed over time. 
Nevertheless, several generalisations can be made. Usually in pairs, the 
working men were intended to be both impressive exemplary workers and 
men. The main figures on certificates were typically posed standing on 
architectural structures, and thus raised higher in the design’s hierarchical 
structure; they were at ease, rather than in motion, wearing clothing that 
indicated their craft, trade, or employment, and holding or surrounded 
by their typical working tools. Thus, the engineers on the Steam Engine 
Makers’ Society certificate (1854) are pictured with hammer, measuring 
devices, plans, and a rule, respectively (Figure 5.4).116 James Sharples’ 
smith and engineer on the certificate of the Amalgamated Society of 
Engineers, Machinists, Millwrights, Smiths and Pattern Makers (1852) are 
youthful and handsome, hair fashionably styled, neatly dressed in their 
respective professional clothing.117 Working men presented themselves 
as clean and well groomed to rebut the association of the labouring ranks 
with dirt and its associations of immorality and inferiority.118 The smith 
politely declines Mars’ offering of a sword for repair, a sign of the workers’ 
pacific qualities, while the suited engineer accepts Clio’s design. Both wear 
waistcoats and have their sleeves rolled up, though the smith has his waist-
coat undone and protects his clothing with a long leather apron. 119 In later 
certificates, the workers are bearded, as fashion demanded, and therefore 
look more mature, their authority demonstrated through solid bodies and 
serious expressions.120 An especially artistic example is the certificate of 
the Brass Founders, Turners, Fitters, Finishers, Coppersmiths Association 
circa 1890s (Figure 5.5).121 
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Dignified, serious, and authoritative figures, healthy and well built, 
these workers were examples of idealised working-class manliness for a 
working-class audience, as well as other social ranks who encountered 
this material culture. This was the workers’ intention, evident from the 

5.4  Steam Engine Makers’ Society certificate (1854). 
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second half of the nineteenth century in the trade union certificates whose 
elaborate designs were intended for close perusal rather than to be used 
in a procession. The ‘Key to the General Union of House Carpenters and 
Joiners of Great Britain and Ireland emblem’ (1866), sent out with the cer-
tificates, declared that the carpenter’s face portrayed:

5.5  Brass Founders, Turners, Fitters, Finishers & Coppersmiths Association certificate 
(c.1890s).
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the Divine expression of ‘Joseph’ the Carpenter, reflecting the heavenly beam 
of mildness and benevolence, combined with manly determination to lead the 
way to truth, and act man’s noblest part in honest labour. He is conversing 
with the modern and manly-looking Joiner opposite, who is leaning on the 
post with saw in one hand and compass in other.122 

In the context of what this book has revealed about the significance of 
emotionalised bodies, these men were not simply intended to conform to 
ideals of manliness, they were meant to embody confidence and stir pride, 
love, and identification.123 

Unsurprisingly, confidence and pride were often emphasised through 
symbols of national status. From the 1850s to 1880s, workers’ associations 
stressed conciliation and positioned themselves as integral to metropolitan 
and national prosperity. Thus, the United Operative Plumbers’ Association 
of Great Britain placed their representative workers in front of St Paul’s 
dome, on either side of a figure of Justice, flanked by a lion and unicorn, 
with coats of arms quartered with lions, harp, and the tools of their trade. 
The patriotic workers are men at different stages of their lives, one younger 
and clean-shaven, the other full bearded; both smartly dressed in waist-
coat, tie, and trousers, with jacket off and sleeves rolled up.124 Unions were 
successful in constructing manly working identities. The Eastern Evening 
News published an ‘outsider’s’ view of the recent gathering of delegates at 
the Trades Union Conference held in Norwich in 1894. Slightly critical of 
some features of the unionists’ stance, the writer was still largely positive. 
He answered the question, ‘What has trades unionism done’, responding 
that it led to the formation of ‘a kind of aristocracy of labour’, commenting 
that the delegates who attended were typically fine speakers: ‘Strong men 
always many of them, and a credit physically to England.’125

The general union emblems of 1890s often focused on industry, rather 
than individuals; nonetheless, some featured working men.126 The certif-
icate of the National Amalgamated Sailors’ and Firemen’s Union of Great 
Britain and Ireland is an excellent example (1891). Two workers flank a 
large central globe on which a ship was superimposed. Along with the 
flags from across the world arrayed along the top, this signified the reach 
and importance of the union. Both of the proudly posed workers were por-
traits: a fireman with a shovel, portrayed as Havelock Wilson (1859 –1929), 
President of the Sailors’ and Firemen’s Union that he began in 1887; 
and a sailor in front of an anchor, with the face of the British MP Samuel 
Plimsoll (1824–1898), who campaigned for improved safety at sea. Such 
portraiture was increasingly common. Wilson, for example, who became a 
Liberal Party MP in the north-east, often featured on banners marched at 
galas and rallies.127 The merging of workers’ strong, capable bodies with 
notable men’s faces raised the worker to a heroic level. 

Perhaps one of the most common themes from the mid-1830s was the 
symbolic working-man’s arm. Rich in cultural meaning, it was extensively 
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deployed by a range of social classes. Muscular arms exposed by rolled-up 
sleeves ready for labour and grasping tools were the most potent symbol 
of ‘heroic’ men’s labour. Initially, arms signified generic masculinity, not 
class-specific manhood, and connoted both the capacity to smite a national 
enemy and defend its subjects.128 For the middle classes, sinewy muscular 
forearms also became the marker of Britain’s industrial power.129 They 
were central to the depictions of workers from Joseph Wright’s iron-forge 
workers, to Hicks’s agricultural worker, to Brown’s Apollo-like navvy.130 
Working men adopted the visual iconography of muscular arms as part 
of their formulations of self and class identity. A single raised muscular 
arm bearing a hammer was originally the sign of the blacksmith and 
used in trade guilds’ heraldry.131 Alongside the handshake, a symbol of 
unity and concord, the arm became central to the iconography of work-
ing-class friendly societies, trade unions, and political movements like 
Chartism.132 The emblem designed by William Hughes for the Order of 
Friendly Boilermakers in 1834, for example, was influenced by the design 
of the Friendly United Mechanics with the addition of what R. A. Leeson 
describes as the ‘boilermaker’s recognition sign’ of a raised muscular arm 
wielding a hammer above the heraldic coat of arms. The two men flanking 
the coat of arms themselves are very early examples of working men with 
their sleeves rolled up.133 

The iconography of men’s tools on ceramic objects and in visual cul-
ture helped articulate a collective identity of craftsmen in the first part of 
the nineteenth century.134 This was continued in the trade union visual 
culture in the later nineteenth century. In James Sharples’ emblem of the 
Amalgamated Society of Engineers (1851), for example, both the dignified 
blacksmith and engineer have rolled-up sleeves.135 A banner from the 
Cooperative Smiths of Newcastle, a small union of blacksmiths, survives 
from around 1870. Its major visual device is a raised arm with hammer 
painted on the plain-woven cotton. The banner claimed ancient dignity by 
adapting an archaic motto from the Worshipful Company of Blacksmiths 
‘by hammer and hand all art do stand’. As shown, this not only suggested 
lineage, it declared the workers’ manly presence and power.136 By the turn 
of the twentieth century, the muscular arm became a political symbol of 
an entire working class and thus a more threatening declaration of class 
militancy.137 

Emblems and ephemera also incorporated vignettes of men working 
at crafts and trades, which depicted archetypical men in motion wield-
ing tools. The membership certificate of the Amalgamated Society of 
Woodworkers, for example, features two smaller pictures of woodwork-
ing men. One is titled ‘centring’ and shows men constructing a wooden 
structure, the other is ‘The Workshop’ with men planing wood.138 The 
Associated Blacksmiths Society has a vignette based on the central workers 
in Sharples’ steel engraving, The Forge.139 When a craft or trade’s biblical 
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origin was suggested, the men were partially dressed to reveal muscu-
lar forms. Working-class commissioners and creators also appropriated 
Greek and Roman culture to represent their union members.140 Perhaps a 
particularly telling example is on the certificate of the Friendly Society of 
Iron Founders of England, Ireland and Wales, 1857, by the engraver John 
James Chant. It shows a typical architectural cutaway with working scenes 
at the bottom, and two ennobled working men at the top with rolled-up 
sleeves, holding their tools of trade. However, at the centre is an iron-ore 
miner hewing an enormous coal face. He is positively Herculean: bare-
chested and heavily muscular.141 

It is possible to see this imagery’s strength in the moments when it 
was encountered by the public in processions. Some of the banners’ emo-
tional force during processions has been captured in published accounts. 
In 1862, the Falkirk Herald, for example, published a memory in verse of 
the Great Reform Meeting held in Falkirk on 7 May 1832. With around ten 
thousand attendees, the Herald notes, the procession ‘was graced with 
seven bands of music, fifty banners and flags’.142 The spectacle of proud 
tradesmen, including tanners, weavers, smiths, and sailors, along with the 
music, slogan banners, and various flags, clearly combined to stir feeling. 
As the verse notes, ‘How mirth and melody did blend, Until the very air did 
rend’. Their combined impact on the ‘host’ was impressive: ‘Confounded 
stood/The gazing crowd,/Baith mute and loud,/Warm was our bluid/When 
they did come in view, man’. The verse declares that the march, ‘Wi’ fifty 
banners borne above,/Wi’ mottos firm and terse, man’, was a sign of ‘patri-
otism strong and keen’; and led the ‘Antis there’ to gape and stare.143 It is 
clear that such events not only disseminated political ideologies, declared 
patriotic loyalty, displayed workers’ unity, or stamped out class identity. 
When working men were portrayed, both on banners and in tableau form 
beneath, they also materialised ideal manliness.

This was often in celebratory rather than confrontational form. Thus, 
the opening of Bradford Town Hall in 1873 was the occasion of a pro-
cession of local trades through the park. The Bradford Daily Telegraph 
described the trades and their banners in considerable detail. Each trade 
had a ‘directing board’, or banner of silk, followed by tradesmen on horse-
back and walking. Strikingly, many enacted their trades on lorries pulled 
by horses. Dressed in their working clothes, wielding tools, alongside the 
machinery or products of their trade, they were living tableaux of what 
was on the banners lofted above them.144 The Preston Guild Jubilee was 
one of the most spectacular examples of such occasions. A huge event, 
held every twenty years, it was covered in the national press. In 1862, the 
Penny Illustrated Paper described its origins and the week’s events, which 
included a procession of the mayor and corporation, athletics and wresting 
displays, as well as one day of temperance and friendly societies’ proces-
sions, with flags, banners, and brass bands playing, and another devoted 
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to the ‘long looked-for trades procession’. This was a ‘gorgeous display’, 
according to the newspaper, where the ‘peculiarities of each trade were 
excellently and fully represented; and every detail was as correctly studied 
as if the promoters had been stage-managers of a first-class theatre’.145 

The performative aspects were indeed noteworthy. The lorries con-
veyed individual performances of trades, which the press described in 
admiring detail. The smiths, for example, not only had a great banner and 
a band, but the process of each smithcraft was shown by men ‘at work’. 
On the first lorry there ‘were three smiths working at a forge; and through 
the joltings of the lorry, the stalwart striker missed his blow now and then, 
to the amusement of the spectators, some of whom called, “Now Jack, 
into it again, owd lad; and aim straight.”’ Their ‘new white leather aprons’ 
and other emblems are described, as was ‘another mounted Vulcan, clad 
to the waist in iron armour’.146 The power of such performances is cap-
tured by the illustrated engravings of the jubilee processions. The London 
Illustrated News, for instance, published engravings of the events in 1862 
and 1882.147 The 1862 trades procession illustration features the fire-
service engine and a lorry arrayed with fishermen. The former conforms 
to the noble imagery described earlier. The fire engine is driven by a 
top-hatted driver, and transports six uniformed firemen carrying their 
fire axes, with two marching ahead of the horses, holding a large banner. 
Passing them is a rowing boat mounted on a wagon, which contains three 
fishermen, and others marching behind with lobster pots on their backs. 
The crowd throngs at each side, windows and roofs busy with others keen 
to view.148 These men were living embodiments of manly workers, real 
emotionalised bodies at work as spectacle. 

Class exploitation could lie behind such performances of labour. When 
Samuel Smiles added James Sharples to the celebrated lives in the second 
edition of Self-Help, in 1860, he requested his photograph to add to his col-
lection of notable self-made men. Although there are several photographic 
portraits of Sharples in a plain respectable suit, the selected studio por-
trait posed him as blacksmith, sleeves rolled up, wearing a dirtied leather 
apron, holding his hammer.149 Barringer points out that this photograph 
was thus a masquerade, designed to satisfy Smiles’ construction of the 
artist/smith as ‘the epitome of the worthy artisan’. The London Illustrated 
News supplement illustrating the 1882 Preston Guild Jubilee offers another 
example of the range of meanings emanating from such performances. 
It includes a medieval-style depiction of part of the trades’ procession. 
Perhaps inspired by Walter Crane’s Merrie England workers, the stylised 
tableaux show archaic artisans at work on the trailers of lorries pulled by 
pairs of horses. For all the styling, these are images of modernity, with new 
machinery on show, such as a sheeting loom and boiler.150 The men are 
presented as happy workers rather than powerful men, toothless shadows 
of a socialist utopia. Nevertheless, these were ‘masquerades’ of labour that 
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could be deployed by the labouring classes themselves. For example, in a 
context of industrial unrest that ended craft autonomy in the early 1850s, 
Barringer argues that Sharples’ The Forge and unfinished Co-operative 
Society emblem contributed to new radical discourses of labour autonomy 
where ‘the working man is the master of technology rather than its victim’. 
Similarly, working-class writers and audiences developed differing views 
of Sharples. The Blackburn journalist who wrote his short biography for 
a working-class audience following Sharples’ death in 1893, constructed 
him as ‘the essence of a local and regional type’.151 Thus, if workers acting 
out their trade under bannered processions lost their muscular might in 
the later nineteenth-century press, the visceral force and passions they 
aroused were still experienced by the crowds who lined the streets and 
waited in parks in pouring rain to see them.

Friendly society and trade union ephemera were not only deployed to 
emotional effect at large public events, they were also domestic, deploying 
scenes of family life and displayed in the home. This further acted to stimu-
late emotions relating to manliness. Although all representations of heroic, 
noble, or dignified labour used manly muscular arms and bodies, the real-
ity of excessive hours of toil and unsafe workplaces and practices was that 
workers’ bodies frequently failed. As the Brushmakers’ Society reminded 
members, ‘Sickness might come at any moment, the rigorous health of 
youth might be shattered, the strong arm rendered weak or the skilfully 
trained hand lose its cunning.’152 Since the societies and unions used con-
tributions to provide welfare benefits to ill and injured workers, emblems 
and banners also depicted sick working men or their widows securing aid 
in their homes.153 These ‘picture parables’ were especially elaborate in the 
1890s and adhered to the moral and sentimental convention of before and 
after, good and bad comparisons.154 

This was thrift and temperance from the workers’ perspective, 
as Weinbren astutely observes, where ‘thrift was more than a nega-
tive restriction, it was a heterogeneous set of practices, of working dili-
gently, taking care of oneself and others, and being careful not to fritter 
money away’.155 The material culture also deployed some of the motifs 
of the man absent from home. The Hull Seamen’s and Marine Firemen’s 
Amalgamated Association banner, a glorious scenic textile from 1887, for 
example, includes a cameo of the sailor’s return home.156 In the Hearts 
of Oak Society emblem, designed by A. J. Waudby (1869), the navy takes 
prominence in promoting this benefit society, whose primary function was 
insurance and savings. At its centre is a huge wooden 131-gun warship 
HMS Hearts of Oak, which represents security for its members. Under it 
is a large vignette of sailors aboard ship looking longingly towards land, 
‘Homeward Bound’ spelled out on the deck plank. Here we see military 
masculinities being deployed within the domestic space, as discussed in 
Chapter 3, and absent manliness, explored in Chapter 4.
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Certificates and emblems also made their way into homes. Trade 
unionist Sir Arthur Pugh (1870–1955), commenting on the British Steel 
Smelters’ emblem (1893) in Men of Steel, observed: ‘There were few active 
members of the union who did not adorn his home with an emblem certi-
fying the date of his entry into the union, signed by the general secretary, 
mounted in a suitable frame.’157 Some of the ephemera had particularly 
domestic connotations. The emblem of the Friendly Association of Cotton 
Spinners, a Glasgow society formed in 1806, for example, was printed on 
a japanned tin tray c.1825.158 The image was a copy of the association’s 
bannerette. In front of the power spinning machine stands a male worker 
extending his hand to a female child worker; neatly attired in a waistcoat, 
the former’s sleeves are rolled up above his elbows.159 The Carlisle branch 
of the Glasgow Association used the same image in its banner, probably 
around a similar date. The domestic nature of the banner, however, is 
particularly vivid, since the banner takes the form of a patchwork quilt, 
with the emblem reproduced in embroidery on an apron at its centre, sur-
rounded by pieced cotton patches. The apron was apparently worn by a 
local cotton spinner when celebrating the passing of the 1832 Reform Act 
in a procession through Carlisle.160 Here the public and domestic aspects 
of these emotional objects converged in one space.

Conclusion

The glorification of manly workers in the second half of the nineteenth 
century was a response to modernity and its repercussions for politics and 
society. For their middle-class creators and consumers, idealised, upright, 
trustworthy working men in print and visual culture smoothed the transi-
tion to political modernity and mass society. They were trustworthy figures 
that the middle classes could get behind and to whom they could concede 
political participation. After all, their strong (sometimes fighting) bodies 
were rendered less threatening by their gentleness, kindness, and temper-
ate habits. In an age of technology, people needed to trust the moral and 
physical qualities of working men upon whose labour they depended in so 
many ways. They sought, therefore, a worker who was dependable: one 
who would not get drunk while working, or fall asleep, or be indifferent 
to the work in hand. They wanted to rely on the labour of happy men, not 
disgruntled or malign ones, nor those inclined to sabotage the products 
they manufactured. In short, the middle classes needed to construct a 
manly worker who took pride in his labour for its own sake and whose 
manliness depended upon his good work. Moreover, the middle classes 
were navigating the new conditions of urban modernity, and were reliant 
upon working-class strangers to provide services for them, to mediate and 
aid them in enjoying new technologies like the railways. In an era of urban 
and technological modernity, here were brave workers poised to rescue 
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their social superiors from the threats of modernity, the fires, accidents, 
and shipwrecks that ensued from advancements in transport, working 
environments, and rapidly developing urbanisation. No wonder that rep-
resentations of manly workers individualised them, separated them from 
the mass, and constructed them as attractive, earnest, kind, and helpful. 

These cultural constructions were useful for working-class men too. 
They co-opted the imagery for their own organisational and political ends, 
reshaping it subtly so that it shed its condescension. The manly workers 
that they chose to represent them, and whom they performed in public for 
an audience, possessed remarkable confidence and assuredness. Perhaps, 
in some small way, this gendered identity could, over time, take on less 
conciliatory aspects to aid workers in asserting their rights.  
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The measure of a man: an epilogue

The phrase ‘the measure of a man’ features in motivational quotes, film 
and television series, song lyrics, book and memoir titles, and political 
speeches in the twenty-first century. Ranging from platitude to power-
ful demand for equal rights, the phrase is used to define the qualities 
that make a man: his humanity, his handling of his power and privilege, 
and his response to adversity. All measure men’s strength and emotions, 
evidence that, long after the nineteenth century ended, men’s emotion-
alised bodies and materiality make masculinity manifest. This epilogue, 
therefore, explores the continued resonances of emotionalised bodies and 
material culture for contemporary masculinities.

Studies of the traumatic events of the twentieth century acknowledge 
the centrality of men’s bodies and emotions to the making and remaking 
of manliness through mechanised warfare and its aftermath.1 Even so, the 
role of the specific nexus of men’s bodies, emotions, and material culture in 
the formation of modern masculinity can bear further analysis. The power 
of emotionalised bodies and material culture to formulate, convey, and fix 
gender identities, after all, has become ever more potent with the growth 
of mass media and mass consumption in the twentieth century. In the 
twenty-first century, people regularly encounter images of male bodies on 
their hand-held devices via social media that drive engagement. Thus, the 
juxtaposition of image, text, and object is both powerful and personalised. 
As such, the measure of a man now encompasses appearance, bodies, and 
emotions, all aligned with masculine qualities and judged accordingly; 
the process has, perhaps, never been so intense or so intimate. Indeed, 
scholars, commentators, and men themselves, in blogs, print, television, 
and online videos, explore the impact of body image on men’s sense of 
self and self-esteem.2 Nonetheless, even as people are acutely aware of 
the personal distress caused by social and cultural pressures to conform to 
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certain bodily ideals, and recognise that bodies and appearances convey 
gender and sex identities, the emotions associated with them and the roles 
they play are less often scrutinised. 

This epilogue suggests some of these links by surveying the four 
themes that form the essence of this book. First, it considers men’s ‘spec-
tacular bodies’; that is, the idealised emotionalised bodies encountered 
in entertainment and advertising, along with their more sinister political 
associations and uses. Secondly, the imaginative conjunction of emotions, 
bodies, and material culture in formulations of military masculinity are 
explored, whether deployed in recruitment drives, featured in the often 
romanticised and politicised tropes of servicemen’s damaged bodies and 
minds, or in the creative projects that seek to materialise military men’s 
experiences. Representations of the relationship of these men with home 
continues to be complex and charged with emotions. Thus, thirdly, this 
epilogue discusses how changed forms of male work, as well as unem-
ployment, retirement, illness, and, more recently, paternal caring roles, 
are all configured through men’s uneasy presence in the home: an arena 
in which manhood is still presumed to be undermined or compromised. 
Fourthly, throughout this book, the imagined body of the working-class 
man has been shown to impact greatly on the construction of manliness 
and unmanliness. In the post-industrial economy of British society, how-
ever, the manly emotionalised working-class body has changed as radi-
cally as notions of class itself. There are no noble images of working-class 
men at their labours. At best, middle-class ‘hipsters’ took on the nobility of 
physical labour through appearance: beards, workwear, and tattoos.3 For 
the most part, the image of working-class men is derogatory, whether such 
men are perceived to be a dangerous political threat or a redundant and 
residual form of masculinity. No wonder, then, that the culture wars of late 
capitalism are fought over men’s bodies and emotions.

The most visible idealised male bodies are those of actors and models; 
‘spectacular’ in that they are both performative and muscular, the latter still 
typically conflated with masculinity.4 Usually required to be large and well 
built, fashions have dictated men’s form over time, varying from hefty and 
broad in the mid-twentieth century to the pumped bodybuilder physique 
of the 1980s to the lean, sculpted muscular bodies of the twenty-first cen-
tury.5 Other forms of masculine bodies have co-existed with them, lighter 
built and youthful, the Ephebe to the Herculean: graceful dancers in the 
1930s, teenage rebels in the 1950s, floppy-haired pretty boys in the 1990s, 
nerds in the noughties, and the queer beauties of the twenty-first century. 
6 Even so, their forms of masculinity are generally read as countercultural, 
challenging traditional manhood through their non-normativity.7 Buff is 
simplistically equated with traditional masculine qualities of strength, 
courage, endurance, fortitude, restraint, aggression, heroism, and viril-
ity.8 The film industry and business corporations use these bodies and the 
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feelings they arouse, of desire, excitement, admiration, and love, to sell 
products.9 In this process, emotionalised bodies remain bound up with the 
gender qualities with which they are associated.10 

Yet spectacular bodies have their own complexities.11 The white male 
action hero’s body, for instance, is often ‘repeatedly violated, penetrated 
in a variety of ways’; in Yvonne Tasker’s words, martyred to demonstrate 
masculine self-sufficiency.12 Here the tropes of self-sacrifice and suffering 
that we have seen so closely associated with manly bodies are reconfig-
ured in new ways. Perhaps most problematically, as men exposed to the 
gaze of both males and females, these bodies cause anxiety for critics 
and audiences since their power is compromised by objectification.13 One 
way to refute the feminisation of the erotic gaze and maintain masculine 
power is to stress hardness and muscular motion in the form of action 
and violence.14 Notwithstanding, the muscular male ideal has shifted from 
‘predominantly instrumental to predominantly ornamental’ in popular 
images.15 It is perhaps the inherent anxieties concerning the eroticised 
male body that has led the film industry and critics to laud those male 
actors who can transform their bodies from slim to hefty, naturally built 
to ripped, emaciated to fat, and vice versa. Actors like Christian Bale, Jake 
Gyllenhaal, Michael Fassbender, Tom Hardy, and Matthew McConaughey 
are seen as reinvigorating careers or breaking free of conventional good 
looks through such acts of physical control.16 Their roles are regarded 
as especially likely to elicit feelings. After all, these human chameleons 
also play with notions of good and bad when their bodies transmute from 
attractive to unattractive, from muscled, often meaning manly, if troubled, 
to thin or fat, which both equate with unmanliness, since emaciation can 
mean effeminacy or homosexuality, and corpulence corruption or weak-
ness.17 When these actors exert will, or wilfully adopt excess, to remodel 
their appearance, their acting abilities are awarded. Arguably, their mas-
tery of their bodies is applauded because they shift the male body from 
ornamental to instrumental; their bodies are art rather than decoration.

One of the appealing features of these actors’ depiction of masculinity, 
perhaps, is that they reveal that masculinity is fragile and contested. This 
may itself appeal to a female gaze, which enjoys the softening of the harder 
edges of spectacular bodies through signifiers of emotional tenderness or 
vulnerability. Perhaps the most successful symbol of masculine tender-
ness is fatherhood. Fathering children has long been considered proof 
of men’s virility, but it is also seen as producing a more tender version of 
masculinity, most obviously through the visual pairing of an attractive man 
with a baby. An iconic early example is the Athena poster L’Enfant or Man 
and Baby. This ‘artistic’ black-and-white image of a muscular young man 
cradling a baby to his chest was shot in 1986 and became the company’s 
most successful poster, selling millions of copies.18 It was designed to stir 
feelings that evoked the sensitive ‘New Man’: a style of masculinity that 
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combined a belief in the equality of the sexes, a preparedness to share 
familial and relationship duties, and consideration for women and their 
needs.19 His twenty-first-century counterpart in popular print and social 
media is the ‘sexy dad’: a DILF counterpart to the MILF. Here the focus is 
explicitly upon male bodies, typically a celebrity cradling his young child.20 
The male body part that is objectified is the ‘bulging bicep’, a descend-
ent of the workers’ arm of the long nineteenth century, decoupled from 
class and labour. This sexualised and emotionalised body is a particularly 
female construct, catering to a female audience, and thus, arguably, a sign 
of women’s pleasure and empowerment.21 Still, it is advisable to recognise 
that cultural depictions of vulnerable emotionalised male bodies, along 
with fragile, damaged versions, which ostensibly offer a reconstructed 
masculinity, ultimately serve the interests of men rather than women.22 

One type of masculinity that is regularly reconfigured and permitted to 
be troubled or damaged, as well as emotional and emotive, is that associ-
ated with the military. This is perhaps because, in the twenty-first century, 
military masculinities are still conveyed through the nexus of bodies, emo-
tions, and materiality. The British Army, for example, has astutely drawn 
on emotions in its 2019 recruitment campaign. Its posters deploy the 
famous Lord Kitchener ‘Wants You’ format, with a series of conventional 
head and shoulder portraits of confident, attractive, uniformed soldiers. 
In contrast to the traditional style and typeface of the recruitment poster, 
however, they powerfully showcase racial and gender diversity, deploying 
emotions to attract young people. The text raises cliched stereotypes and 
turns them on their head: the army needs ‘phone zombies’, ‘binge-gamers’, 
‘class-clowns’, ‘selfie-addicts’, ‘me-me-me millennials’, and ‘snowflakes’, 
for, respectively, their drive, focus, spirit, confidence, self-belief, and com-
passion. The broader campaign centres on a combination of action and 
emotional intelligence, updating military masculinities for a new gener-
ation of men and women.23 More broadly, the resurgence of nationalism 
in Britain has resulted in servicemen being idealised in popular culture, 
especially the imagined Tommy of a nostalgic past. Indeed, a number of 
films in the second decade of this century, such as Christopher Nolan’s 
Dunkirk (2017) and Peter Jackson’s They Shall Not Grow Old (2018), deploy 
soldiers’ emotionalised bodies as a key part of their narratives and, indeed, 
were assessed on their emotional detail and registers.24 

Military masculinity is frequently represented as complex, combining 
trained bodies and fighting aggression with humane compassion and psy-
chological trauma and physical damage.25 As such, soldiers and veterans 
appear as the leads in television series and romantic literature in which their 
troubled emotions undercut their protective, heroic, masculine qualities. 
Their female lovers on the home front are shown saving them by helping 
them build emotional resilience: a neat trade-off of masculine vulnerability 
for female agency.26 The damaged nature of martial masculinities is also 
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materialised in art. Two particularly evocative examples can be seen in the 
works of Joyce Cairns and Chris McHugh. Cairns has produced a body of 
work responding to military themes in ‘War Tourist’, which uses artefacts 
related to conflict to create her ‘memory paintings’. The most resonant 
in terms of embodied and materialised masculinity are her two pictures 
Father’s Memorabilia North West Europe and Father’s Memorabilia Tunisia 
(1995), which use her father’s artefacts – photographs, postcards, medals, 
insignia, and uniform – from his service during the Second World War. 
Each lays out his uniform in the centre of the painting, surrounded by his 
military artefacts, touching evocations of the ramifications of war for men 
and their families. In these paintings, collectively exhibited in Aberdeen 
Art Gallery in 2006 and now on display in the National War Museum, 
Scotland, the martial material culture stands in for the man and invites 
viewers to fill the objects with feelings, of loss, absence, longing, nostalgia, 
and grief.27 As in the long nineteenth century, the result is to associate 
military masculinity with these powerful emotions.

The ceramic artist and academic Christopher McHugh has also created 
a body of work that materialises soldiers’ embodied experience of war-
fare, inspired by the Sunderland lustreware pottery discussed in Chapter 
3. With eleven Wearside-born soldiers from 3 Rifles, who had served 
in Helmand Province, Afghanistan, 2009–10, he created ceramic objects 
intended to make the men’s military experience ‘empathetically “grasp
able”’ through words, vision, and touch.28 His ‘tattooed pots’, for example, 
are decorated with tattoos from the soldiers’ bodies, along with images 
of their lucky charms. The tattoos and charms, themselves non-verbal 
expressions of emotions and identity, combine on these ceramic vessels to 
create embodied and emotionalised shrines to the soldiers’ experiences.29 
Moreover, when viewed in exhibitions, such as ‘Created in Conflict: British 
Soldier Art from the Crimean War to Today’, Compton Verney Art Gallery 
(2018), these objects operate to convey martial masculinity in all its appar-
ent contradictions of strength and weakness, power and vulnerability, 
aggression and compassion. McHugh is currently working with veterans 
from Forward Assist, to aid their well-being through their creation of 
ceramic artworks that embody their military experiences, often as gifts for 
loved ones. Rather than creating objects that operate as an absent pres-
ence in the home, their activities helped them in, as one veteran explained, 
‘getting out of the house’.30

As this suggests, there is still some ambivalence about men’s pres-
ence in the home. Enforced presence through illness, unemployment, and 
retirement, for instance, are typically represented as presenting challenges 
for marital relationships, and for men’s well-being and sense of masculine 
identity. At one end of the spectrum is the notion of men as domestic 
hindrances. Popular writer Gabrielle Mander has, for example, titled one 
of her books: 101 Things to Do with a Retired Man: ... to Get Him Out from 
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Under Your Feet! (2012). At the other, as a number of opinion pieces and 
scholarship testifies, is the expectation that a man who stays in the home 
through retirement, unemployment, or being the primary child carer feels 
emasculated. A striking example is Kevin, the ‘drippy stay-at-home dad’ 
in the TV comedy Motherland (BBC, 2017), who is at turns ineffectual and 
despised.31 This is partly because such men are not carrying out full-time 
paid employment, the key signifier of mature masculinity, but, also more 
surprisingly perhaps, because the home continues to be constructed as 
feminine and domestic, despite increases in those working from home.32 
What is worrying is that popular representations of such men elicit nega-
tive feelings of pity, contempt, and, perhaps for some, disgust. 

The sense of home as a site in which men are emasculated is perhaps 
most acute where working-class men are concerned. Deindustrialisation 
challenged the generations experiencing it, and not simply because of 
economic difficulties working-class men encountered in unemployment 
or in securing alternative forms of work, typically precarious in the ‘fem-
inised’ service industries. It also undermined the especially embodied 
form of masculine identity that prevailed in the heavy industries of the 
twentieth century, predicated upon strong bodies, taking risks, and macho 
posturing.33 This was not a masculine identity suited to domesticity. In 
fictional accounts, these men disrupted home. Mr Macdonnel, in Dance 
of the Apprentices (1948), for example, is described returning home after 
work, his ‘tough, middle-sized physique’ and his ‘unnecessary, frenzied 
haste’ literally shaking the house, his dirty clothes and body soiling its 
cleanliness.34 Indeed, when forced to be at home, working-class men were 
depicted as casually and callously brutal. The cartoon character of Andy 
Capp, a work-shy, drunken Geordie, for instance, spent his early years 
from his creation in 1957 to the 1970s beating his wife Flo.35 Globally pop-
ular, his depiction of an old-style masculinity entrenched class stereotypes 
located in an ‘other’ against whom the middle classes and ‘respectable’ 
working classes could construct their identities.36 

The problematic vision of working-class masculinity in post-industrial 
Britain, where men were forced out of work by the closure of industry 
from the 1980s, is particularly evident in cinema.37 Interestingly, in films 
like Billy Elliot (Stephen Daldry, 2000) and The Full Monty (Peter Cattaneo, 
1997), clashes between old and new models of masculinity are worked 
out through emotionalised male bodies. Billy Elliot’s dancing body not 
only questions gender and sex stereotypes about men, it is his outlet 
for the expression of emotions which help him realise his own subjec-
tivity.38 In The Full Monty, the men excluded from work, leisure, and 
commerce reclaim their masculinity, that is, their power, through the 
physical performance of their naked bodies. Though, of course, this is 
still a compromised, unstable form of masculinity since they strip for 
a female audience.39 The deployment of bodies in constructing notions 
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of problematic post-industrial working-class masculinity is also evident. 
The slew of attacks and contempt for ‘chav culture’ in the 2000s locates 
much of the contempt for men’s supposed feckless behaviour and attitudes 
in their bodies and material culture. Working-class young men in post-
industrial cities perform ‘“spectacular masculinities” of white male excess’ 
through their bodies (dress, appearance, comportment, gait) and behav-
iours (dancing, drinking, swearing, sex, and violence), thereby accruing 
‘a body capital that has a currency and a local exchange value within the 
circuits they inhabit’.40 Unfortunately, the popular representations of these 
practices often invoke negative emotions, which help make the pejorative 
views of working-class masculinities sticky.41 

Grayson Perry has sought to create art around these conjunctions 
of class and masculinity, explored in his television series Grayson Perry: 
All Man (2016).42 In ‘Hard Man’ he explored the hyper-masculinity of 
mixed martial arts cage fighters in the north-east alongside some of the 
victims of masculinity: those men who take their own lives. The art that 
materialised from this sensitive and sympathetic account of working-class 
masculinity is a ceramic vase ‘Shadow Boxing’ and a tapestry ‘Death of a 
Working Hero’.43 The latter movingly evokes the working-class ephemera 
described in Chapter 5 and was itself carried in procession in the Durham 
Miner’s Gala. As with the trade union banners, the tapestry is dominated 
by two men: a miner on the left with ‘provide’ on his belt and a tattooed 
cage fighter on the right with a belt declaring ‘protect’. Both are in fighting 
pose. The scroll above says ‘A time to fight, a time to talk, a time to change’ 
and underneath their feet: ‘We work for the future and grieve for the 
past’. Underneath is a north-eastern landscape with Durham Cathedral, 
the Angel of the North, wind turbines, cranes, and, in the foreground, the 
coffin of the suicide victim surrounded by mourning women.44 The rupture 
in representations of working-class masculinity and the power of emotion-
alised bodies and material culture are movingly encapsulated in a review 
of the episode which remarks on the poignancy that ‘people march holding 
banners embroidered with sad emblems of manliness: miners, sailors and 
industrial buildings’.45 Sad indeed, since Grayson’s modern version evokes 
the tragedy of a form of masculinity that demands men restrain their emo-
tions at the cost of their lives. His sensitivities materialise sympathy in the 
media and in art for the plight of a group of men who no longer understand 
their place in society and, in some cases, feel that their rightful place as 
men is thwarted, belittled, and dismissed by a service economy better 
suited to women. 

As all this indicates, emotionalised male bodies are rarely innocent 
of political meaning. The third episode of Perry’s All Man took him into 
London’s financial sector. The artwork that resulted is a large glazed 
ceramic penis, Object in Foreground (2016). On it are the symbols of these 
men’s status: banknotes, their faces, and the face of the then Chancellor 
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of the Exchequer.46 In its colour tones, the glazed cut-out images of 
men, its exclusively ‘male’ form and focus, and attempt to materialise an 
ultra-masculine world, it is reminiscent of Lord Byron’s screen, which 
opened this book. Like Byron’s screen, it graphically conveys the power 
of the male body as a locus for and disseminator of authority. Of course, 
this is most evident in the ways emotionalised male bodies are manipu-
lated to suit political agendas. For twentieth-century authoritarian polit-
ical regimes in the West, notably fascism, but also communism, and for 
twenty-first-century alt-right groups, white men’s muscular bodies have 
been deployed in propaganda to symbolise masculinity as they claim it 
should be: masterful, dominant, superior to other types of male bodies of 
colour and all women.47 These gendered bodies are inscribed as ‘natu-
ral’, though impossibly idealised and unattainable, and used to symbolise 
nationhood and racial superiority.48 While they are intended to elicit feel-
ings, they usually demand emotional as well as physical hardness from 
men. Similarly, in their campaigns, ‘strongmen’ populist leaders across 
the globe declare their own virility, potency, and physical size to win 
voters and persuade them of their ability to govern.49 In modernity and late 
modernity, the hyper-masculinity that is displayed through emotionalised 
bodies and material culture is a backlash against more inclusive and pro-
gressive forms of gender and sexual identities.50 Getting the measure of 
a man in this context has especially fraught and disturbing implications.

The second decade of the twenty-first century is undergoing a par-
ticularly vicious reaction against progressive politics and identity politics. 
Social media offers an outlet and rallying cry for white men who feel disem-
powered by a world whose ‘future is female’. Their fights over the meaning 
of masculinity are often catalysed by the emotionalised bodies and objects 
they meet online. The response to the Gillette advert in early 2019 is a case 
in point. Linking itself with the #MeToo movement, the advert asserts: ‘We 
Believe: the Best Men Can Be’, reinventing the shaving product’s slogan 
‘The Best a Man Can Get’, to demand that men believe women’s experi-
ences and address them. Featuring men policing other men’s behaviour 
by defending women from sexual harassment, guiding sons away from 
mindless violence, and encouraging men to express their emotions, the 
advert was cleverly positioned to provoke a powerful response, and it went 
viral, inciting online outrage and a Twitterstorm. Right-wing groups and 
controversialist commentators attacked it for ‘virtue-signalling’, assuming 
all men are ‘horrible’ and attacking the very foundations of real manhood; 
some even expressed anger that a woman, Kim Gehrig, directed it, rather 
than a man.51 ‘Let boys be boys’, they declared; while others decried cor-
porate manipulation, implying that those men who took heed of the mes-
sage were advertisers’ pawns and, by association, emasculated.52 

Liberal feminist responses pointed out the dangers to all men’s well-
being of a toxic masculinity rooted in aggression and emotional restraint.53 
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What is perhaps most disheartening is that the positive masculinity show-
cased in the Gillette advert is so conservative. After all, it simply plugs 
into long-standing ‘traditional’ notions of ideal manliness explored in this 
book: heroic, strong, tender men, who are clean-living and appropriately 
emotionally expressive. Nonetheless, there is something to be optimistic 
about. These brand role models are black as well as white and offer a more 
body-positive vision of masculinity. The men whose behaviour is criticised 
in the advert are conventionally muscular; those who behave ‘best’ are 
attractive but possess bodies that are not unattainable. As Manliness in 
Britain has shown, manly bodies are reified as symbols, progenitors, and 
defenders of gender, society, and nation, and thus are repeatedly manipu-
lated and made-over to improve men and masculinity at an individual and 
collective level and across social classes. Masculinity matters, because we 
all live with its consequences.
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