PEOPLE WE MEET ON THE
STREETS: PART 1
Philip M. Banham

In the current climate it is considered inappropriate to
photograph people without first seeking their permission. An
even worse offence is then to publish that image. This was not
the case in Victorian or Edwardian times. Documentary
photographers considered that they had the absolute right to
point their camera at whoever took their fancy, and by
converting their glass plate negatives into positive lantern slides,
the images could be projected to large audiences.

This article offers a brief look at some examples of the work
of a few of these important, but not always well known,
photographers.

John Thomson (1839-1921)

Born in Edinburgh and originally apprenticed to a scientific
instrument maker, many consider Thomson to be the first
photographer to capture the life of ordinary working people. For
ten years he travelled extensively with his camera across China
at a time when few westerners went there. Returning to England
in 1872 he began photographing and documenting the lives of
working people in London. In doing this he followed the pattern
established by Henry Mayhew some 20 years earlier.
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1. ‘Cast Iron
Billy’ - slide by
unknown
maker showing
John Thomson’s
photo of 1877

In London Labour and the London Poor published in 1851, Mayhew had to rely
on woodcut engravings to illustrate his work. By the mid-1870s camera
technology had progressed to enable instantaneous photographs to be taken,
so Thomson could use actual photographs in his 1877 book Street Life in
London. Each photograph was accompanied by a descriptive text written jointly
by Thomson and a journalist, Adolphe Smith.! Beginning in February 1877, this
work was initially produced in monthly parts, priced at 1s 6d per copy. It was a
breakthrough in photographic social reporting.2

One of the finest examples of Thomson's work is his photograph ‘Cast-
Iron Billy’ (Fig. 1), a full-length portrait of the omnibus driver William
Parragreen, holding his whip, at the rear of his vehicle owned by the London
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3. 'Homeless’ — photo
by Walter Grimshaw,
slide 2 of Slum Life
in our Great Cities
(Archer & Sons,
1892) (left)

4. 'A Lazy Woman' -
photo by Walter
Grimshaw, slide 43
of Slum Life (right)

General Omnibus Company. He had been on the road for more than 43
years. He started his career on his father's cab, piloting the vehicle
through the busy streets of London. There were no clear rules of the
road and oncoming cabs, carriages and omnibuses would pass on
either side depending on where there was most space. Omnibus drivers
were considered the ‘kings of the road'. ‘Cast-Iron Billy’ joined this elite
group in 1834. It was a hard job driving in all weathers — no wonder
many drivers found it necessary to warm themselves up with a tot of
brandy at every opportunity. As he became too old and slow, younger
drivers from rival companies began overtaking him and scooping up
the waiting passengers, and Billy lost his job.

‘Recruiting Sergeants at Westminster' (Fig. 2) shows a view outside
the ‘Mitre and Dove’ public house, situated on the corner of King Street
and Bridge Street close to the Houses of Parliament (St Margaret's
Church and part of Westminster Abbey appear in the background).
During the Victorian period there was a demand for a constant stream
of men to join the army. Not all were killed in action; a surprisingly large
number were expelled each year due to being “of a bad character” or
sick. In addition, on average almost 8,000 soldiers deserted the British
Army every year. This photograph illustrates how men were recruited (it
is no coincidence that they are standing outside a public house). The
names of the sergeants are recorded in Thomson and Smith's
accompanying text, together with their regiments. Recruiting sergeants
hoped to earn one guinea (£1 1s) for each man they successfully
enlisted. But having paid out ‘The King's Shilling' and purchased the

man a pint of beer to seal the contract, there was a risk that the recruit
might fail to attend the medical examination the following day or be
judged unfit. Many men with health problems played the system in
order to earn the shilling as many times as they could get away with it.

The importance of John Thomson and his work cannot be
overstated. One hundred years after the photographs were taken, the
photographic historian William Sansom produced Victorian Life in
Photographs containing examples of images from 30 eminent
photographers of this period. The majority were illustrated with a single
image, but Thomson's work merited no less than 12 full page
photographs.? In the opinion of the photographic historian Helmut
Gernsheim:  “John Thomson became the first artist to realize
photography's potential as a tool for social comment.”

Walter Grimshaw (1854-1896)

Another photographer making an important contribution to recording
Victorian city life was Walter Grimshaw, who was born in Manchester
but settled in Huyton, near Liverpool. Grimshaw and his work are little
known today. The 1881 Census of England and Wales records his
occupation as ‘clerk’, and in the 1891 census he is recorded as
‘tobacconist. Only on his death was his occupation listed as
‘photographer’> The Royal Photographic Society has no record of his
work although copies of some of his images are lodged in the
Stationer's Hall copyright records held at the National Archives at Kew.

5. 'A Purchase’ -
photo by Walter
Grimshaw, slide 36
of Slum Life (left)

6. 'Squalid Poverty’ —
photo by Walter
Grimshaw, slide 30
of Slum Life (right)



Using a hidden ‘detective camera’ Grimshaw was able to capture
images of people in the poor areas of Liverpool without the subjects
becoming aware that they were being photographed. Today we might
frown on this method but Victorian photographers had no such moral
qualms. Grimshaw's best known images are 54 magic lantern slides with
descriptive titles which were sold from 1892 onwards by the Liverpool
optical dealers Archer and Sons under the title Slum Life in our Great
Cities. Archer advertised these as:

A Fine Set of Lantern Slides, photographed direct from Life in the

Slums, by means of a Special Detective Camera. Price Ts. each,

plain, or well coloured 2s.°
Unfortunately the details of the camera Grimshaw used are not known.
For it to have been effective it was probably a medium-sized leather
case with a hole cut in the front, holding a fixed focus lens inside the
dark interior. Pre-prepared glass negative plates would have been held
in position inside, with a lever allowing the release of a single plate and
a trigger handle operating the shutter. Such a device would allow
Grimshaw to approach a subject at close range before operating the
camera. Without any viewfinder, and with the case held at the
photographer's side (some models were even designed to be concealed
under a coat or jacket), many failures might be expected.

Walter Grimshaw travelled up and down ‘Scotty Road" (Scotland
Road, a main thoroughfare and centre of a working-class area of
Liverpool, north of the city centre and close to the docks)
photographing groups of slum children, sellers of bundles of clothes
and other local people. He gave the portraits titles such as 'Homeless', a
shoeless boy in ragged oversized clothes outside a factory gate (Fig. 3),
or ‘A Lazy Woman', a powerful image of a lady smoking a pipe sitting
on the step of a doorway covered with graffiti (Fig. 4).

Grimshaw's slide ‘A Purchase’ (Fig. 5) shows a seller sitting on the
roadside, among a crowd of fellow traders, attempting to sell second-
hand garments in ‘Paddy’s Market', a long-running open-air market on
Great Homer Street in the same area as Scotland Road. ‘Squalid Poverty'

(Fig. 6) shows a large group of young children and indicates the
overcrowding of this slum area. Examples of photographs from this set
have been reproduced in a number of books relating to Victorian
photography.

Whereas a number of well-known writers (Henry Mayhew, William
Booth and, of course, Charles Dickens, to mention just a few) wrote
about poor people and their quality of life, relatively few Victorian
photographers thought it worth the effort to take photographs of how
the majority of people in cities lived and worked. For this reason the
photographs of John Thomson and Walter Grimshaw are of particular
importance to gain a pictorial insight into this section of society. The
details like the state of the people’s clothes, their surroundings and the
confident, or even defiant, expressions truly do paint more than a
thousand words.

Part 2 of this article will illustrate further ‘street life" slides, including
work by Riley Brothers of Bradford, and discuss how photographic
magjic lantern slides were used in public performances to draw attention
to the problems to be found in the slums.
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OUR MOON: LONGING, ART AND SCIENCE

(Der Mond. Sehnsucht, Kunst und Wissenschaft)
Elisabeth Jegel and Felix Cikanek

LAO- Laterna magica Theater (Elisabeth Jegel and Felix Cikanek) has recently contributed to
this exhibition (Our Moon: Longing, Art and Science) at the NHM Vienna (Natural History

Museum), open to the public from October 2019 until June 2020.
As well as celebrating the first step on the moon with the 50th anniversary of Apollo 11,

the exhibition starts with a historical glance at our nearest neigbour in space. Among ancient
globes representing the moon, orreries visualling the movement of planets, romantic paintings and the famous film by Georges Mélies, there is also

a magic lantern on display. This device, as well as the slides shown with it, are part of the

collection of LAO — Laterna magica Theater (Elli and Felix).

We decided to include a more or less
unrestored Perken and Son
together with slides on the subject of the
moon. Dissolving views, some romantic
slippers  as
rackwork
example, by Newton) are shown in a
short movie that runs in a loop during the
exhibition opening hours.

Visit us on facebook (LAO Laterna magica Theater by Elli & Felix) and
exhibition at www.nhm-wien.ac.at/en/moon.
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