
The Review of English Studies, 2026, Vol. 00, No. 0, 1–20 
https://doi.org/10.1093/res/hgaf101 
Advance access publication 14 January 2026
Article

Character Sketches and ‘Middles’ in the 
Pall Mall Gazette
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The Pall Mall Gazette printed several series of character sketches during its first year of publication in 
1865, including contributions by George Eliot, Leslie Stephen and Anthony Trollope. This essay ex
amines character sketches published in these early issues for their bibliographical antecedents and 
rhetorical strategies. It first traces influences on the design of the Pall Mall Gazette to situate this news
paper’s intervention in the nineteenth-century serial market, before close reading sketches by Eliot 
and Trollope for their social commentary and satire on everyday life. The essay argues that these 
sketches belonged to a category of newspaper writing Victorian contributors understood as ‘middles’. 
By exploring the typical features of character sketches and their placement in serial texts, it sheds light 
on how ‘middles’ worked as a historical genre in the mid-nineteenth century.
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In his introduction to the series of Cambridge university character sketches he published in 
the Pall Mall Gazette in 1865, Leslie Stephen explained his aim of capturing ‘many character
istic features of one of the most characteristic products of English society’.1 As institutions, 
Oxford and Cambridge reflected in microcosm for Stephen ‘our present peculiarities, and 
with them they mingle strangely traditions and customs brought unimpaired from long 
past centuries’.2 Stephen’s remarks are not only a defence of his subject matter, the traditional 
English university, but also a justification for writing in his chosen form: the sketch. More spe
cifically, the newspaper sketch, for this series was published at irregular intervals in the Pall 
Mall Gazette from March through May of 1865. The rhetorical work of the sketch form, as 
Stephen imagines it, is to observe the ‘characteristic features’ belonging to participants in a 
particular milieu, and he envisages sketch writing as a practice that crafts these generalizations 
to stand for a larger portrait of ‘English society’. Although Stephen’s words strike us now for 
their narrowness, given only a selective insight into ‘English society’ might be derived from an 
institution very few citizens in 1865 possessed the means or status to access, this limitation was 
a precondition for the humorous tone he adopted. The Pall Mall Gazette balanced its small 
circulation against a wide sphere of influence among metropolitan literary and intellectual 
circles (a year later, George Eliot referred to the Pall Mall Gazette as ‘the best of the daily even
ing papers’) and against this backdrop, the satire in Stephen’s sketches depends on his 

1 Leslie Stephen, ‘Sketches from Cambridge. I. – Introductory’, Pall Mall Gazette, 1 (23 March 1865), 364.
2 Stephen, ‘Sketches from Cambridge. I. – Introductory’, 364.
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audience recognizing the types under scrutiny.3 He explores their narrowness without over
turning their prevalence, depicting dons who have ‘taken the very shape of the walls within 
which they live’, whilst claiming to defend from ‘false caricature’ the stereotype this portrayal 
upholds.4 Stephen’s Cambridge sketches, never printed in his name and enigmatically signed 
‘A Don’, belonged to a wider tradition of satirical sketch writing that clustered in the pages of 
the Pall Mall Gazette in the 1860s.

The Pall Mall Gazette printed several series of unsigned character sketches in its middle 
pages during 1865, its first year of circulation. Anthony Trollope’s set of hunting sketches 
ran from February to March, after which Stephen’s sketches of Cambridge types appeared.5

Interspersed throughout were standalone contributions, notable among which are George 
Eliot’s anonymous ‘A Word for the Germans’ and ‘Servants’ Logic’, as well as her articles 
on ‘Futile Falsehoods’ and ‘Modern Housekeeping’, which she wrote in the imagined persona 
of ‘Saccharissa’.6 Trollope’s series of sketches on British tourists abroad began in August, fol
lowed by another set that autumn on character types among clergymen.7 Rarely did these ser
ies overlap with one another, but neither was there a regular sequence to the intervals left 
between the appearance of individual sketches within a series. Their recurrence suggests 
the character sketch was well-suited to this newspaper’s middle pages. Exploring the relation
ship between this form (the character sketch) and its format (their placement in the middle 
pages of the Pall Mall Gazette) can further our understanding of the connections between 
genre and materiality in Victorian serials more broadly.

Scholarship on nineteenth-century periodicals and newspapers has turned often to genre- 
focused approaches to these print media.8 Fionnuala Dillane explains the occasionally ‘contro
versial’ reception which genre has received in periodical studies as being in part due to a scep
ticism towards ‘categorization’ in a field shaped by ‘cultural material approaches’.9 Periodicals 
resist the identification of their texts with genre categories because of the vexed question as to 
what a periodical text is in the first place. Dillane quotes the series of questions Lyn Pykett 
posed decades ago, when the field of periodical studies was still nascent: ‘[w]hat is a text in 
the field of periodicals study? Is it the individual essay? The issue? The volume? A run defined 
in some other way – say by the period of a particular editorship?’.10 Contributions belonging 
to different genres—such as serialized novels, poetry, or the essay—sit side by side and con
stitute the miscellaneous content that suggests the periodical could itself be considered a genre 
of writing, categorized according to the subject matter, pricing, location, and targeted 

3 ‘George Eliot to François D’Albert-Durade, 21 September 1866’, in The George Eliot Letters, ed. Gordon S. Haight, vol. 4 
(New Haven, CT, 1956), 311. See Laurel Brake, Subjugated Knowledges: Journalism, Gender and Literature in the Nineteenth 
Century (Basingstoke, 1994) for more on the Pall Mall Gazette’s reception.

4 Leslie Stephen, ‘Sketches from Cambridge. No. VIII. – Dons’, Pall Mall Gazette, 1 (24 April 1865), 683.
5 For the first sketch in Trollope’s series, see: ‘The Man Who Hunts and Doesn’t Like It’, Pall Mall Gazette, 1 (9 February 

1865), 19. After the first full citation for each sketch, subsequent references will cite Trollope’s sketches by page number and 
occur parenthetically in the text.

6 George Eliot, ‘A Word for the Germans’, Pall Mall Gazette, 1 (7 March 1865), 201; ‘Servants’ Logic’, 1 (17 March 1865), 
78–9; ‘Futile Falsehoods’, 1 (3 April 1865), 186–7; ‘Modern Housekeeping’, 1 (13 May 1865), 880. Subsequent references to 
these articles will cite the page number parenthetically in the text.

7 For the opening sketches in these series, see: Anthony Trollope, ‘The Family that Goes Abroad because it’s the Thing to 
Do’, Pall Mall Gazette, 1 (3 August 1865), 1719–20; ‘Clergymen of the Church of England. I. – The Modern English 
Archbishop’, 2 (20 November 1865), 1093–4.

8 Recent examples include: Laurel Brake, ‘Markets, Genres, Iterations’, in Andrew King, Alexis Easley and John Morton 
(eds), The Routledge Handbook to Nineteenth-Century British Periodicals and Newspapers (London, 2016), 237–48; Laurel Brake, 
Fionnuala Dillane and Mark Turner, ‘Nineteenth-Century Reviews and Reviewing: Communication, Compression, and 
Commerce’, Victorian Periodicals Review, 55 (2022), 155–75.

9 Fionnuala Dillane, ‘Researching a periodical genre: Classifications, codes, and relational terms’, in Alexis Easley, Andrew 
King and John Morton (eds), Researching the Nineteenth-Century Periodical Press: Case Studies (Abingdon, 2018), 74–91 (78).

10 Lyn Pykett, ‘Reading the Periodical Press: Text and Context’, in Laurel Brake, Aled Jones and Lionel Madden (eds), 
Investigating Victorian Journalism (Basingstoke, 1990), 3–19 (11), cited in Dillane, ‘Researching a periodical genre’, 78.

2 • Rebekah Cohen



audience.11 The sketches contributed to the Pall Mall Gazette displace ideas of genre as au
thorially determined and highlight instead the workings of authors within collaborative proc
esses of serial production.

Contributors wrote for magazines and newspapers with these genre requirements in mind. 
Dallas Liddle argues that ‘maximizing our knowledge of the historical discourse genres pub
lished in periodicals’ can further our understanding of the ‘contending and competing world
views’ such genres represented for periodical writers.12 Cynthia Bandish’s study of Bohemian 
thought in Belgravia magazine identifies comparable tensions between a periodical’s ideologic
al ‘meta-narrative’ and the Bakhtinian ‘heteroglossia’ imparted by a given issue’s individual voi
ces.13 Sketches in the Pall Mall Gazette both upheld the journal’s typical stance towards 
contemporary issues and conveyed an original, humorous interpretation of this standard. 
Contributors’ understanding of how this form fitted within the newspaper’s genre mix influ
enced their negotiation of these reciprocal aims.

By the 1860s, mid-century sketch writers could trace their literary heritage back to the 
metropolitan surveys conducted by Lamb, Hazlitt, or Dickens, and they combined this 
with traditions of satire popularized by caricaturists and sporting magazines.14 Sketches ac
commodated a style of writing that was both incidental and reflective, rooted in the present 
yet able to connect particularities with more general trends in contemporary life. These aes
thetic conventions suited the priorities outlined by the Pall Mall Gazette’s founders, the pub
lisher George Smith and journalist Frederick Greenwood, in their prospectus: ‘to bring into 
Daily Journalism that full measure of thought and culture which is now found only in a few 
Reviews’.15 To accomplish this, they would combine news reporting with content that re
sembled the literary periodical essay. ‘[B]y far the greater part’ of the paper, claimed the pro
spectus, ‘will be made up of original articles, upon the many things which engage the thoughts, 
or employ the energies, or amuse the leisure of mankind’.16 The arrangement of material in
side the journal—how each number was ‘made up’—was imagined by Smith and Greenwood 
as key to making the variety of their project legible to readers on the level of the individual 
issue.

It was therefore no coincidence that character sketches contributed as ‘original articles’ fea
tured predominantly in the middle pages of the Pall Mall Gazette. Nineteenth-century writers 
understood the newspaper ‘middle’ as a genre of serial prose that corresponded to a miscel
laneous mode of writing distinct from fiction or reportage. James Fitzjames Stephen combined 
work for the Pall Mall Gazette with contributions to publications with a reputation for liter
ariness, including the weekly Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science, and Art and 
George Smith’s other periodical venture, the monthly, fiction-oriented Cornhill magazine. 
Reflecting on what was distinctive about the genres that organized mid-century serial content, 
Leslie Stephen recalled how his brother and a fellow contributor, Thomas Collett Sandars, 
became ‘the two principal manufacturers of what were called “middles” – the articles which 

11 Dillane, ‘Researching a periodical genre’, 74.
12 Dallas Liddle, The Dynamics of Genre: Journalism and the Practice of Literature in Mid-Victorian Britain (Charlottesville, 

VA, 2009), 9, 155 (original emphasis).
13 Cynthia L. Bandish, ‘Bakhtin’s Dialogism and the Bohemian Meta-narrative of Belgravia: A Case Study for Analyzing 

Periodicals’, Victorian Periodicals Review, 34 (2001), 239–63 (241).
14 For more on the sketch as a metropolitan form see, for example, Gregory Dart, Metropolitan Art and Literature, 1810– 

1840: Cockney Adventures (Cambridge, 2012); Martina Lauster, Sketches of the Nineteenth Century: European Journalism and its 
Physiologies, 1830–50 (Basingstoke, 2007). On the influence of graphic satire and humour writing, see: John Strachan, ‘Jorrocks’s 
Canon: Dickens, Surtees, and 1830s Print Culture’, in John Gardner and David Stewart (eds), Nineteenth Century Literature in 
Transition: The 1830s (Cambridge, 2024), 218–40.

15 ‘The Pall-Mall Gazette’, The Times (7 January 1865), 11. For a detailed account of George Smith and Frederick 
Greenwood’s careers, see J. W. Robertson Scott, The Story of the Pall Mall Gazette: Of its First Editor Frederick Greenwood 
and of its founder George Murray Smith (Oxford, 1950).

16 ‘The Pall-Mall Gazette’, 11.
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intervened between the political leaders and the reviews of books’ at the Saturday Review.17

Opening ‘leaders’ were usually political, followed by miscellaneous content too contemporary 
to be fiction, yet more domestic than most leader writing. These ‘middles’ acquired a hybridity 
by borrowing features from other categories of prose. The concluding reviews carried a sense 
of retrospection—as surveys of other, finished works they are predicated on completion. The 
different genres a reader might encounter within a single issue instructed the creation of a co
herent publication when printed together. The OED cites an 1837 issue of the Southern 
Literary Messenger and a letter by Fitzjames Stephen from 1862 as the first usages of ‘leader’ 
and ‘middle’ to identify kinds of periodical text, reinforcing how nineteenth-century period
icals and their writers participated in the self-definition and conceptualization of the nature 
and organization of their works.18

As the Stephen brothers show, writers for newspapers and periodicals in the 1860s under
stood their individual contributions as by nature entangled in a wider process of composition 
that manifested in the intended, material significance of their place within the multi-authored 
newspaper. Sketches were a recognizable form for ‘middles’, and by exploring their function in 
early issues of the Pall Mall Gazette, this essay pursues what David Duff describes as ‘research 
into the history of genre-consciousness’.19 ‘Middles’ shifted emphasis away from reporting 
news to mediating the new, and contributors to the Pall Mall Gazette used the sketch to rep
licate this strategy for mediating difference and change in the habits of everyday life.

I
Smith and Greenwood’s deliberate approach to the bibliographical design of their newspaper 
laid the groundwork for the Pall Mall Gazette to become a temporary home for comedic sketch 
writing in the 1860s. When the first issue appeared on 7 February 1865, the circumstances of 
its distribution distinguished the content and format of the Pall Mall Gazette from its competi
tor journals in several ways. Firstly, the newspaper did not reach readers until the afternoon, 
whereas most London-based dailies were printed ready for circulation in the early morning. 
Secondly, the first issue consisted of eight pages priced at twopence, which (except for the 
adverts on the back page) comprised a double-columned layout that contained considerably 
less news than, for example, the six columns per page of closely printed content available in 
that morning’s 16-page, threepenny edition of The Times. This contributed a sense of ease 
to the Pall Mall Gazette, suitable for evening perusal under artificial light.

Taking the front page of the first issue of the Pall Mall Gazette as an example, the newspaper 
communicated bibliographically details that reinforced the identity suggested by its subtitle: 
‘An Evening Newspaper and Review’ (see Fig. 1). This layout announced the Pall Mall 
Gazette’s dual aims: to inform readers of the latest current affairs, and to supply on a regular, 
daily basis the cultural comment traditionally associated with the literary essays found in week
ly or monthly magazines. The removal of stamp duties on printing news and on paper in 1855 
and 1861 led to reduced overhead costs, circumstances which facilitated the exploration of 
new formats and genres by the press.20 The Pall Mall Gazette ‘straddled the divide between 
the newspaper and the periodical press from its inception’, Laurel Brake summarizes, and 

17 Selected Writings of James Fitzjames Stephen: The Life of Sir James Fitzjames Stephen, by his brother Leslie Stephen, ed. 
Christopher Tolley (Oxford, 2017), 103.

18 ‘leader’, n. (1), II.12, <https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/1016612918>, and ‘middle’, n., 14, <https://doi.org/10.1093/ 
OED/1085434632>, OED Online, accessed 29 October 2025.

19 David Duff (ed.), Modern Genre Theory (Harlow, 2000), 2. Dillane applies Duff’s terminology differently to demonstrate 
George Eliot’s editorial awareness of the periodical as itself a media genre. See ‘Researching a periodical genre’, 83.

20 For more on the impact of this market expansion, see: Laurel Brake, Print in Transition, 1850–1910: Studies in Media and 
Book History (Basingstoke, 2001).
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FIG. 1. First front page of the Pall Mall Gazette. Cambridge University Library, NPR.C. 90. 
Reproduced by kind permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library.
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this section will explore how the Pall Mall Gazette joined other serials that combined coverage 
of current affairs with ‘original articles’.21

While experimenting with new forms, the Pall Mall Gazette placed deliberate emphasis on 
looking backwards to sharpen the scope of its contribution in the present. Foremost among its 
antecedents were the witty essays printed in Addison and Steele’s daily Spectator. Smith re
flected in a draft of his autobiography that he had long hoped to publish ‘a little daily sheet, 
something after the style of “the Spectator”, and “the Tatler”, of the days of Addison and of 
Steele’; following Thackeray’s refusal to help, Smith’s idea remained dormant until ‘Mr. 
Greenwood proposed to me to undertake the publication of a small evening newspaper of 
about twelve pages’.22 Smith’s initial inspiration was for ‘a little daily sheet’, and 
Greenwood similarly imagined that their newspaper should be a ‘small’ one. Both equated dai
liness with smallness, matching the temporal scale of the paper with its material length. 
Addison and Steele wrote for the Spectator with this balance in mind, producing essays which 
deliberately prioritized everyday life as suitable for the prescribed spatial and temporal con
straints of their publication.23 Yet despite their shared dailiness and the emphasis likewise 
placed by the Pall Mall Gazette on understanding contemporary experience through genres 
inclined towards discursive comment, the differences between the Spectator and the Pall 
Mall Gazette outweighed their commonalities. Whereas the former consisted of a single essay 
plus adverts printed on one half-sheet of paper, the latter covered a range of genres across its 
folded pages, which expanded in number from eight to 12 and with additional advertisements 
reached 16 by 1866. The sketches and other miscellaneous contributions that ‘made up’ the 
‘Review’ side of the journal featured alongside reports on national and international news and 
the financial pages.

Another eighteenth-century precursor was the Anti-Jacobin, which combined an array of 
genres: poetry, essays, and other comment on current affairs by a coterie of Tory satirists dur
ing the parliamentary session of 1797–1798. In a special feature commissioned for the 
10,000th issue of the Pall Mall Gazette in 1897, Greenwood explained how he had modelled 
the aesthetic of his newspaper on the Anti-Jacobin: 

all that was quaintly graceful in the old-fashioned form of the Anti-Jacobin could be repeated, 
and even improved upon. It was on a large quarto page of two wide columns […] the details 
could be followed – the old-faced type, the lettering of the title, the italic capital head-lines, 
and other conducive trifles; while the columns could be lengthened into elegance, and so at 
the same time provide a more spacious and convenient sheet.24

The arrangement of information on the front pages of these periodicals demonstrates the con
tinuities between their designs. The Spectator (see Fig. 2) provided a benchmark that the 
Anti-Jacobin (see Fig. 3) would have styled itself against, and their influences converged on 
the front page of the Pall Mall Gazette, with all three, for example, adopting a double- 
columned layout. The Pall Mall Gazette replicated from the Anti-Jacobin the use of double 
rules for its masthead and reproduced in a slimmer typeface the italic headlines for articles. 
Each communicated the issue date in a ruled section beneath the title, so that the eye is drawn 
first to the title and then the date as it travels down the page. As James Mussell explains, serials 

21 Brake, Subjugated Knowledges, 98.
22 Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland, Typescript copy of ‘Recollections of a long and busy life’ by George Smith, 

1895, MSS.23191–23192, 99–101.
23 Markman Ellis, ‘Time and the Essay: The Spectator and Diurnal Form’, in Thomas Karshan and Kathryn Murphy (eds), 

On Essays: Montaigne to the Present (Oxford, 2020), 97–113.
24 Frederick Greenwood, ‘Birth and Infancy of the “Pall Mall Gazette”’, Pall Mall Gazette, 1000 (14 April 1897), 1–2.
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FIG. 2. A front page of the Spectator (pictured is issue no. 10). Cambridge University Library, NPR 
Misc No. 6. Reproduced by kind permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library.
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FIG. 3. First front page of the Anti-Jacobin or Weekly Examiner. Cambridge University Library, 
T540.a.14.1. Reproduced by kind permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library.
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balance novelty between issues and continuity across a print run to create an identity that re
mains current and persistent over time.25

These typographical features were not unique to the periodicals under discussion, but their 
presence signalled a common goal: the necessity of promoting contemporaneity. The genteel 
Mr Spectator promised in the first issue of Addison and Steele’s periodical to ‘publish a 
Sheet-full of Thoughts every Morning, for the Benefit of my Contemporaries’.26 Imagining 
potential readers with their ‘Paper […] punctually served up […] as a Part of the Tea 
Equipage’, the Spectator invoked its contemporaneity to ground its moral idealism in custom 
and routine.27 The writers for the Anti-Jacobin committed to ‘assembling and refuting the 
Falsehoods of the Week’.28 Both periodicals put forward a programme for upholding an ideal 
of conduct, but whereas the Spectator adopted a single, presiding persona who posed as self- 
appointed, Whig advisory to the public on its collective behaviours, with the emphasis on the 
cumulative effects of individual improvement, the Anti-Jacobin drew ranks against political op
ponents at the end of the century, aiming to counter revolutionary spirit with invective. The 
mixture of reportage and ‘original articles’ stipulated in the Pall Mall Gazette prospectus relied 
on both the rhetorical position of individuals posing as representatives of social authority, and 
on a sense of a curated, editorial consensus. Mark Hampton summarizes the political ambi
tions of the mid-nineteenth-century press as wrestling with an ‘educational ideal’ of speaking 
to a mass audience and a ‘representative ideal’ of speaking for them.29 By reimagining the bib
liographical features associated with past literary coteries, these aims filtered into the Pall Mall 
Gazette’s design as an upmarket daily that appealed to an elite readership, proposing to inform 
its readers of contemporary topics from a perspective tailored to their social remove.

The Pall Mall Gazette used format to distinguish between imitation and what it meant to be 
written (in Smith’s words) ‘after the style’ of these eighteenth-century periodicals. Smith and 
Greenwood signalled that by looking to the past for a novel way to document the present, they 
would update the contemporary, mid-nineteenth-century newspaper format with a nostalgic 
‘style’. And they balanced its nostalgic format with conventions of the modern press. 
Greenwood recalled ‘the 1864 or 1865 Saturday Review’ as another model for ‘the idea for 
the original Pall Mall’.30 One visual tactic used by the Saturday Review and repeated by the 
Pall Mall Gazette in its inner pages was the distinguishing of leaders from ‘middles’ by printing 
the latter in a smaller typeface. Repurposing without imitating the format and page layout be
longing to existing or historic serials created a material index of the Pall Mall Gazette’s aspira
tions for similarly repurposing the wit and comic style of the literary culture to which its 
forebears belonged.

The Pall Mall Gazette’s title also conjured a periodical heritage that helped designate this 
journal a suitable home for satiric sketch writing in the 1860s. Named after the fictional news
paper ‘written by gentlemen for gentlemen’ in Thackeray’s The History of Pendennis (1849– 
1850), this coded a reference to an earlier age of sketch writing, a form at which the recently 
deceased Thackeray had excelled throughout his career.31 As a serial format, gazettes initially 
appeared in Restoration Britain as instruments for statecraft and surveillance over what news 
became public. The King and his Secretaries of State commissioned and controlled the first 
Oxford Gazette (soon renamed the London Gazette) from 1665, and this official publication 

25 James Mussell, The Nineteenth-Century Press in the Digital Age (Basingstoke, 2012), 30.
26 Joseph Addison, ‘No. 1 Thursday, March 2, 1711’, in The Spectator, ed. Donald F. Bond, vol. 1 (Oxford, 1987), 5.
27 Addison, ‘No. 10 Monday, March 12, 1711’, in The Spectator, ed. Bond, vol. 1, 45.
28 ‘Introduction’, Anti-Jacobin or Weekly Examiner, 1 (20 November 1797), 1–2.
29 Mark Hampton, Visions of the Press in Britain, 1850–1950 (Urbana, IL, 2004), 9–14.
30 ‘Birth and Infancy of the “Pall Mall Gazette”’, 1.
31 William Makepeace Thackeray, The History of Pendennis, ed. John Sutherland (Oxford, 1994), 410.
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was the first to adopt what became the recognizable format for a newssheet: two columns 
printed on a folio half-sheet of paper.32 Smith and Greenwood’s newspaper turned this asso
ciation between gazette formats and governing powers into an ironic twist on the kind of au
thority promoted by its pages—namely, the opinions and tastes of Victorian clubland in Pall 
Mall. Their borrowed title foregrounded a self-conscious proximity between seriousness and 
satire. Mark Turner, considering the ‘social configuration of the men’s clubs and its links to the 
cultural formation of periodicals’, contrasts the contents of the Pall Mall Gazette with Smith’s 
Cornhill magazine.33 The Cornhill targeted a family audience, and the hybrid scope of the 
magazine interspersed miscellaneous non-fiction alongside serialized fiction by leading au
thors. ‘Whereas serial fiction was often read communally, as in the family circle, non-fiction 
articles were designed to be personal and digested individually, and periodical literature suited 
the men’s daily commute into town’, he writes, and it is exactly this ‘sort of literature’ Turner 
sees as ‘pioneered by George Smith in the Pall Mall Gazette’.34 Turner’s argument suggests 
this consolidation of magazine fiction leant new definition to miscellaneous pieces like the 
prose sketch, and more clearly defined their generic scope.

The prose sketch was a staple part of the periodical fare offered by weekly miscellanies, and 
the usually unsigned, heterogenous contents of these magazines offered another important 
antecedent to the Pall Mall Gazette. Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal sold for one-and-a-half 
pence and aimed to provide affordable ‘food of the best kind’ to satisfy an ‘appetite for instruc
tion’.35 Character sketches in Chambers’s put into practice this educative aim. The first issue, 
for example, introduced a series of ‘Biographic Sketches’ outlining the remarkable lives of 
Scottish public figures.36 Dickens established Household Words in 1850 to rival Chambers’s 
combination of instruction and entertainment. His twopenny magazine attracted readers 
with its ‘process articles’: sketches exploring the materials and manufacture of mid-century 
commodities, ranging from ‘What There Is in a Button’ to ‘A Paper-Mill’.37

The Leader—a progressive, sixpenny weekly commenced in 1850—offered a different 
model for combining ‘leaders’ with miscellaneous articles and reviews. Co-founders George 
Henry Lewes and Thornton Leigh Hunt organized their periodical into two halves: the first 
section concerned politics, followed by an arts and literature section.38 Harriet Martineau’s 
fictionalized ‘Sketches from Life’ appeared in the Leader during its first year and supported 
the journal’s agitation for reform.39 Smith recruited Lewes as an advisor to the Pall Mall 
Gazette from the paper’s beginning, receiving Lewes’s help with the prospectus in 
December 1864.40

Smith was disappointed, however, that Lewes would not consider reviving ‘Vivian’: the ur
bane, bachelor persona he had adopted when writing theatre reviews for the Leader.41 Smith 
considered Lewes’s Vivian persona as desirable as his journalistic expertise, further highlight
ing Smith’s aim of blending incisive commentary with a clubland tone in his new publication. 

32 For more on the gazettes printed during the Restoration, see: Joad Raymond, The Invention of the Newspaper: English 
Newsbooks, 1641–1649 (Oxford, 1996); James Sutherland, The Restoration Newspaper and its Development (Cambridge, 1986).

33 Mark W. Turner, Trollope and the Magazines: Gendered Issues in Mid-Victorian Britain (Basingstoke, 2000), 35.
34 Turner, Trollope and the Magazines, 35–6.
35 ‘The Editor’s Address to His Readers’, Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, 1 (4 February 1832) 1–2. See also: E. Foley 

O’Connor, ‘Chambers’s (Edinburgh) Journal, 1832–1956’, in Laurel Brake and Marysa Demoor (eds), Dictionary of 
Nineteenth Century Journalism in Great Britain and Ireland (Gent; London, 2009), 106.

36 For the commencement of this series see: Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, 1 (4 February 1832), 5–6.
37 Catherine Waters, Commodity Culture in Dickens’s Household Words: The Social Life of Goods (Aldershot, 2008); ‘A 

Paper-Mill’, Household Words, 1 (31 August 1850), 529–31; ‘What There Is in a Button’, Household Words, 5 (17 April 
1852), 106–12.

38 Rosemary Ashton, G. H. Lewes: A Life (Oxford, 1991), 97–8.
39 See Harriet Martineau, ‘Sketches from Life’, Leader, 1 (9 November 1850), 788–9, for the commencement of this series.
40 ‘GHL Journal, 25–30 December 1864’, in Letters, ed. Haight, vol. 4, 172.
41 Ashton, Life, 224.
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Different periodicals similarly recruited London-based personae for sketching contemporary 
life in the 1860s. Throughout his prolific career, George Augustus Sala transported his urban, 
chatty persona between periodicals. He combined it with the role of special correspondent for 
the Daily Telegraph in a series republished as My Diary in America in the Midst of War (1865), 
whereas Sala’s ‘Streets of the World’ in the shilling monthly Temple Bar (competitor to 
Smith’s Cornhill) framed reflections on foreign and domestic characters through local topog
raphies.42 Against this backdrop of instruction, amusement, and perspicacity adopted by its 
antecedents and contemporaries, the Pall Mall Gazette positioned its early sketches as satirical 
forms for dissecting contemporary character types.

II
Outlining the tone they envisaged ‘original articles’ would take, Smith and Greenwood em
phasized in the prospectus that humour was essential to their scope: 

Humour is too powerful, as well as too pleasant, to be left out of the design; which will lose 
none of the advantages of occasional trifling. If a thing can be said better in verse than in 
prose, it will be said in verse. Epigram, but not spite – burlesque, but not vulgarity – will 
be readily admitted into its columns; and since a joke is often as illustrative as an argument, 
good jokes will be welcome too.43

Their plan was not brought to fruition in exactly these terms. The poems published in 1865 were 
few and far between; during the first five months of circulation, only six poems were printed. But 
to focus only on the presence of actual poems in the Pall Mall Gazette would be to miss the 
broader implications of this claim, where ‘verse’ stands for an interest in experimenting with lit
erary forms and newspaper genres. Questions as to the suitability of ‘verse’ or ‘prose’ for news
paper articles asked potential readers to reconfigure their genre expectations of contemporary 
media formats whilst simultaneously alerting them to expect a literary sensitivity to form. Wit 
condensed into an ‘epigram’ or a ‘joke’ represented a similar brevity to the focus on producing 
a ‘small evening newspaper’ of manageable size for daily publication. Satire and caricature de
fined the sketch ‘middles’ by Eliot, Trollope, Stephen and others, and this tone transitioned 
the paper’s commitment to brevity in format into form by way of the sketch. The sketches con
tributed by Anthony Trollope and George Eliot present case studies for thinking about the ver
bal strategies they depended on to craft comic character types.

Despite his later belief that he was ‘unfit’ for the ‘trammels’ of writing for a daily newspaper, 
Trollope’s two-year stint at the Pall Mall Gazette was a product of his business relationship 
with George Smith.44 A staunch defender of hunting, Trollope reminisced in his 
Autobiography that ‘I have written on very many subjects, and on most of them with pleasure; 
but on no subject with such delight as that on hunting’.45 In his series of eight hunting 
sketches, Trollope sought to establish a set of characters that would minimize what he saw 
as harmful stereotypes about this sport. ‘The truth is that a large and most respectable section 
of the world still regards hunting as wicked’, Trollope wrote in his sketch ‘The Hunting 
Parson’.46 He aimed to dignify his favourite sport by insisting on its relative banality, and 

42 See: George Augustus Sala, ‘The Streets of the World’, Temple Bar, 10 (January 1864), 183–90.
43 ‘The Pall-Mall Gazette’, 11.
44 Anthony Trollope, An Autobiography and Other Writings, ed. Nicholas Shrimpton (Oxford, 2016), 127–8.
45 Trollope, Autobiography, ed. Shrimpton, 45.
46 Anthony Trollope, ‘The Hunting Parson’, Pall Mall Gazette, 1 (11 March 1865), 244.
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repeated comparisons to the ‘old days of Squire Western’ refer metonymically to the outdated 
assumptions on which he declines to elaborate, a silence which moreover elides the past with 
the fictional world of Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones (1749).47 As a form belonging to the genre 
of newspaper ‘middles’, the sketch mediates between the external reality of current customs, 
and the semi-fictionalized space of miscellaneous, humorous prose that sought to generalize 
the experience of contemporary life. Trollope accessed the literary heritage that belongs to the 
periodical sketch to imbue his own use of this form with the potential to assimilate new ideas 
and reconcile old ones to the imagination.

Trollope’s sketches derive their humour from the mediocrity of the characters he describes. 
Feats of daring adventure do not belong on Trollope’s hunting field. Instead, his sportspeople 
are foiled by indifferent weather, fall from their horses, get lost in the countryside, fail to keep 
up with the hunt, and are disappointed in their sport more often than they succeed at it. In the 
fifth sketch, ‘The Man Who Hunts and Never Jumps’, Trollope warns that hunting is less ad
venturous than onlookers might assume: 

The British public who do not hunt believe too much in the jumping of those who do. It is 
thought by many among the laity that the hunting man is always in the air, making clear 
flights over five-barred gates, six-foot walls, and double posts and rails – at none of which 
would the average hunting man any more think of riding than he would at a small house.48

Trollope turns the tables: recklessness does not reside in the actions of the ‘average hunting 
man’ but in the imaginations of the ‘British public’. The imagined ‘flights’ of the horses ‘in the 
air’ turn into flights of fancy, as he ironically scales up his comparison to scale down expect
ations about the feats that occur on the hunting field. This playfulness with scale occurs within 
the column and a half allotted to his newspaper sketch, and in doing so Trollope epitomizes 
the ‘burlesque’ brevity posited by Smith and Greenwood as so desirable in the Pall Mall 
Gazette prospectus.

Trollope is also interested in how far the deterministic view of character conventionally 
associated with the character sketch can be manipulated to prescriptive ends. Trollope firmly 
outlines the appropriate behaviour for a man who hunts but does not jump: ‘[T]he man who 
hunts and never jumps, – who deliberately makes up his mind that he will amuse himself after 
that fashion, – must always remember his resolve, and be true to the conduct which he has laid 
down for himself. He must jump not at all’ (p. 201). His tone anticipates the instructional note 
sounded in the title of the final sketch, ‘How to Ride to Hounds’. The miscellaneous sketch 
sourced its shifting tones from the variety of its potential audience. Trollope’s series is simul
taneously a set of humorous sketches for those who recognize the types he describes, a defence 
of the sport for those who do not, and an opportunity to guide those who wish to know, be
cause the Pall Mall Gazette targeted an audience of readers likely to possess the capital and 
social standing required to participate in this leisure pursuit themselves.

Trollope’s sketches depended on their seriality to accommodate these aims. Each hunting 
sketch follows the progress of a particular outing but as the series progresses, characters en
countered in earlier sketches are glimpsed in the background of later ones, giving the impres
sion that each sketch recounts the same hunt but from another perspective. The first two 
sketches in the series, ‘The Man Who Hunts and Doesn’t Like It’ and ‘The Man Who 
Hunts and Does Like It’, evidently encourage comparison. Both function as standalone pieces 

47 Trollope first mentions Squire Western in his second sketch, ‘The Man Who Hunts and Does Like It’, Pall Mall Gazette, 1 
(10 February 1865), 27.

48 Anthony Trollope, ‘The Man Who Hunts and Never Jumps’, Pall Mall Gazette, 1 (7 March 1865), 201–2.
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but if read serially, parallels come into focus. Only one day separated their serialization, a trend 
which persisted across all the series of sketches published in the Pall Mall Gazette in 1865 as a 
way of signalling the start of a series before longer intervals were left between subsequent 
parts. Commencing with preliminaries to a hunting meet ‘[a]s the season draws nigh’ 
(p. 19) for the man who does not like it, or ‘on an ordinary day’ (p. 27) for the man who 
does, the former finds himself ‘[g]etting up at six o’clock’ (p. 19), and the latter’s ‘groom 
comes to his bed-chamber at seven o’clock’ (p. 27). Both men dress with mixed irritation 
and anticipation for the day ahead, yet once out in the fields their fortunes diverge.

Trollope insists in these sketches that character is unchanging—neither man can reverse 
‘his own nature’ (p. 19). Inflexible thought and behaviour belong to the character sketch’s con
ventions of description through generalization, with the humour in the sketch reliant on the 
pleasure of spotting patterns. True to type, both men become locked into patterns of syntax 
that reinforce the deterministic element of their characters. The man who hunts and does 
not like it experiences the chase as a series of interrogatives addressed to his own misgivings: 
‘Why has the scent lain so hot over the up-turned heavy ground? Why do they go so fast at this 
the very first blush of the morning? […] Why is it that he can never get over a ditch without 
some struggle in his saddle, some scramble with his horse?’ (p. 19). The man who does like it 
is characterized by active verb phrases in quick succession, which alert us to his eagerness: ‘He 
sniffs at the wind’; ‘He tells himself from outward signs where he is’; ‘He scorns to ask a ques
tion as he passes countrymen in his course’ (p. 27). Trollope approximates a style which tries 
to mimic the immediacy of the chase. The next sentence abruptly undermines these hurried 
thoughts, exposing their rapidity as a sign of confusion, rather than confidence, and the man’s 
efforts just now have contributed nothing to his progress in the hunt: ‘[h]e has been at it now 
for forty minutes, and is in despair’ (p. 27). The parallels draw attention to how the one type 
blends into the other. The man who does not like it passes unsuspected by his colleagues, who 
assume ‘[h]e may have been doing fairly well for what anybody knows, and, as he says nothing 
of himself, his disgrace is at any rate hidden’ (p. 19). The man who does like it also feels him
self recognized and followed by ‘a host of those who know that he is one of them who like it’ 
(p. 27). Appearances mismatch with actual experience and for both men hunting becomes a 
mixture of enjoyment and despair.

In ‘The Man Who Hunts and Never Jumps’, Trollope adopts another narratorial strategy, 
structuring his sketch around a dialogue between the character and his hunting colleagues. 
While conversing with ‘two or three unfortunates who have lost their way’ (p. 202), the 
man who hunts but never jumps does not spare the stragglers’ vanity. He recounts in detail 
the hunt so far and informs his companions that ‘“[t]here were five or six men who rode 
the brook”’, and ‘names the four or five, not mentioning the unfortunate who had spoken 
last as having been among the number’ (p. 202). At the sketch’s close, Trollope reveals 
that despite the reputation for sagacity and amiability the man who hunts but never jumps 
has demonstrated so far, his fellow hunting types treat him ‘as they would regard a herald 
on a field of battle’; precisely because he does not participate in the ‘fighting’, this man is ‘es
teemed by others’ to ‘be somewhat lower than his brethren’ (p. 202). The focus on conver
sation formally enacts the idea that this is a man whose talk fills the space where action ought 
to be.

Trollope builds into his sketch an ambivalence based on an association between the phys
ical exertion of hunting and its attendant risks with a display of traditional masculinity. Gender 
proved a contested point in Trollope’s hunting sketches. In ‘The Lady Who Rides to Hounds’, 
Trollope’s narratorial persona combines assertiveness with personable jocularity, observing 
that ‘the number of such ladies is very much on the increase’ in the hunting field, thereby 
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offering a dual attraction: ‘I like to see three or four ladies out in a field’, because ‘[t]heir pres
ence’ helps ‘to bring [hunting] within the category of gentle sports’.49 Two types ‘among many 
possible classifications’ receive extended description: ‘the lady who rides, and demands assist
ance’ and ‘the lady who rides, and demands none’ (p. 75). Trollope pronounces on the mis
apprehensions of parents who forbid their daughters from participating, and proffers advice 
for maintaining feminine tact and gracefulness in the field.

‘The Lady Who Rides to Hounds’ attracted numerous responses in later issues of the news
paper. Responses moved from the columns of standalone, miscellaneous articles to the corres
pondence pages, where articles in the form of letters to the editor could engage in a range of 
political, social, or more light-hearted debates. A letter signed ‘Paterfamilias’ complains that ‘I 
cannot, as the father of a family’ approve ‘the presence of English girls in the hunting field’ 
because the attendant ‘hurly-burly’ and risk of ‘accidents’ are inappropriate for ‘modest 
Blanches and Dianas’.50 Trollope replied in another letter two days later, in which he subtly 
refutes Paterfamilias’s version of ‘The Lady Who Rides to Hounds’ by gesturing towards the 
foibles of Paterfamilias’s character instead: 

I much wish that the truth should be known about hunting as about other of our public 
amusements, greatly disliking those prejudices and ignorant expectations which fill the 
minds of many old ladies and many young gentlemen. The old ladies believe in and fear, 
while the young gentlemen believe in and hope for, certain mysterious iniquities by which 
hunting and such other pleasures are not, in truth, accompanied.51

Trollope hints that Paterfamilias is writing with the same ‘prejudices and ignorant expecta
tions’ as one of the ‘old ladies’ or ‘young gentlemen’, and displaying a feminine frailty or im
mature credulity unbefitting ‘the father of a family’. Crucially, as Fionnuala Dillane has shown, 
Trollope knew that his opponents were colleagues and fellow contributors to the Pall Mall 
Gazette.52 During the first six weeks of its publication, circulation numbers struggled to reach 
above 600, and so any dialogue staged within the newspaper is likely to have belonged to the 
coterie surrounding its formation.53 For Dillane, these ‘ventriloquised interventions’ in the 
pseudonymous letters pages operate ‘as a counterforce to the increasing presence of women 
in the public sphere’, especially when regular, male contributors chose female avatars for their 
‘queered articulations’ of imagined female voices, signing their letters with women’s names.54

Dillane contends that the ‘play of personhood removed from the materially real’ fashions these 
letters into ‘fictive, manipulative spaces’ aimed at undermining the presence of women in pub
lic spheres dominated by men, including the press itself.55

While the (fictional) Paterfamilias enforced social norms practiced outside the printed 
page, the letter introduced another dimension of the ‘materially real’, rooted in the intertext
uality generated by the printed page itself. Paterfamilias’s letter alludes to ‘that charming 

49 Anthony Trollope, ‘The Lady Who Rides to Hounds’, Pall Mall Gazette, 1 (17 February 1865), 75.
50 ‘Fox-Hunting Females’, Pall Mall Gazette, 1 (25 February 1865), 131.
51 ‘Ladies in the Hunting Field’, Pall Mall Gazette, 1 (28 February 1865), 147.
52 Fionnuala Dillane, ‘Avatars, Pseudonyms, and the Regulation of Affect: Performing and Occluding Gender in the Pall 

Mall Gazette’, in Alexis Easley, Claire Gill and Beth Rodgers (eds), Women, Periodicals, and Print Culture in Britain, 1830s– 
1900s: the Victorian Period (Edinburgh, 2019), 336–51 (344–5). ‘Paterfamilias’ was Matthew James Higgins, famous for his con
tributions as ‘Jacob Omnium’ or ‘Paterfamilias’ to numerous periodicals, and a frequent writer for the Pall Mall Gazette under a 
range of journalistic personae. See H. C. G. Matthew, ‘Higgins, Matthew James [pseud. Jacob Omnium] (1810–1868)’, 
<https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/13234> Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, accessed 23 June 2025.

53 Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland, Typescript copy of ‘Recollections of a long and busy life’ by George Smith, 
1895, MSS.23191–23192, 106.

54 Dillane, ‘Avatars’, 343.
55 Dillane, ‘Avatars’, 347–8.
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Anonyma whom John Leech used to depict’, referring to the illustrations of hunting scenes 
produced by Punch cartoonist John Leech. Leech’s ‘Hunting Incidents’ included instances 
of women on horseback, and Paterfamilias recreates in prose a scene that already exists as 
an illustration, urging readers to ‘(see John Leech passim)’ to corroborate his letter’s ‘sketch’ 
of ‘modest Blanches and Dianas’.56 This counter character sketch to Trollope’s original piece 
advertises its greater validity on account of its basis in an already concrete, alternative format. 
Visual and prose sketches offer an opportunity to creatively imagine character in a way that 
anchors the immediacy of these occasional pieces in the newspaper within the wider frame 
of a contemporary literary and artistic trend.

Further letters by other contributors supplemented the debate in subsequent weeks. A let
ter signed ‘A Sportswoman’ asserted that riding with the hunt is no more dangerous than at
tending a ‘crowded ball-room’ or ‘sensational chapel’.57 Adopting similar methods to 
Trollope, by turning first to comparison and then reorienting the lens of the character sketch, 
this writer picks up the bait laid down by Paterfamilias’s mention of Leech to ask, ‘What has 
become of our dear old genial “Paterfamilias” of Punch?’.58 A character sketch appeared in the 
10 February 1844 issue of Punch satirizing the ‘Physiology of an “Occasional Correspondent”’, 
another ‘Paterfamilias’ who is ‘always at great pains to inform the editor of the journal he ad
dresses, that he writes his letter, because he feels it is his “duty as a father” so to do’.59 This 
intertext sheds another light on the ludic sketching and accompanying correspondence that 
appeared two decades later in the Pall Mall Gazette. Both ‘Paterfamilias’ and ‘A 
Sportswoman’ devote as much space to sketching their opponents as they do to the subject 
matter in hand. By situating themselves in dialogue with Punch, they emphasize that their re
sponses are also conducted in character, and in accordance with pre-existing character sketch 
types, implying that their satire is directed as much at the persona they are writing in as it is at 
the sketch they are responding to. Sketches generate more instances of sketch-like prose, mer
ging into another form of ‘middle’, the letter to the editor, a way for coterie members to share 
contemporary observations and compete for the best comic, literary effects.

Attending to the rich texture of periodical intertexts for the middle pages of the Pall Mall 
Gazette highlights the extent to which the sketch form conferred the literariness this news
paper coveted. Where Trollope tried in his sketches to satirize a present based on its differ
ences to fiction, his respondents resisted this, returning character types that had generated 
extended, fictional lives of their own to the centre of contemporary debate. The serialization 
of Trollope’s sketches in tandem with these ongoing replies extended the debate across mul
tiple issues and in the process connected these ‘middles’ to the comic press of previous dec
ades. By 1865, Trollope was a seasoned writer of periodical fiction for the Cornhill, and he was 
formerly a proprietor of the Fortnightly Review, a serious journal which notably advocated for 
signature and opposed the convention of authorial anonymity in print.60 His unnamed ‘mid
dle’ persona seemingly conveyed the opposite of these aims, but by turning to character sketch 
writing, he succeeded in stoking debate across the newspaper’s constituent parts. His sketches 
signalled that established literary traditions and genres would form part of this newly fledged 
newspaper’s profile and imparted a character to its ‘middle’ pages.

Trollope returned to the character of Paterfamilias in the first of his sketches printed in 
August on the consumers of a burgeoning tourism industry. In ‘The Family that Goes 

56 ‘Fox-Hunting Females’, 131 (original italics).
57 ‘A Reply to “Paterfamilias”’, Pall Mall Gazette, 1 (9 March 1865), 220.
58 ‘A Reply to “Paterfamilias”’, 220.
59 ‘Physiology of an “Occasional Correspondent”’, Punch, 6 (10 February 1844), 74.
60 Mark W. Turner, ‘Trollope, Anthony (1815–1882)’, in Brake and Demoor (eds), Dictionary of Nineteenth Century 
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Abroad because it’s the Thing to Do’, Trollope placed Paterfamilias and his daughters at the 
centre of his sketch, gesturing once again to the intertextual links between this newspaper and 
the satire of Punch, as well as at his own intra-textual history as a sketch writer in the Pall Mall 
Gazette. Although Trollope’s sketches were printed unsigned, readers who followed the debate 
over propriety initiated in the wake of Trollope’s hunting sketches would have recognized the 
reference embedded in this joke. The recurrence of Paterfamilias initiated another joke par
ticular to this new series of sketches. In making their preparations for a European tour, this 
family harbours ‘no hankering after fashion’, and ‘are well aware that such tourings are too 
common to confer fashion or distinction’ (p. 1719). Travel has become commonplace, re
duced to ‘going hither and thither without an attempt to see and know the people of the coun
tries they visit’ (p. 1719), with the aim of boasting later ‘that they have seen at any rate as much 
as their neighbours’ (p. 1720). Their desire ‘not to be behind the world’ (p. 1719) necessitates 
an expansion of the horizons of their experience to fit more neatly into their locally constituted 
social lives. Paterfamilias belonged in cultural memory to Punch, an earlier publication, in 
which the original iteration of his character type was ridiculed as reactionary. By including 
this character in his latest sketch, Trollope jokes that Paterfamilias and his family are already 
‘behind the world’.

III
This process of updating a type that is always already outdated made the sketch a useful form 
for registering the contours of contemporaneity and mediating novelty. This was the starting 
point for George Eliot’s sketch ‘A Word for the Germans’, which shared a page in the same 
issue as Trollope’s ‘The Man Who Hunts and Does Not Jump’. Eliot published occasional 
‘middles’ during the paper’s first months, demonstrating her support for Lewes and Smith; 
when Lewes became editor of the Fortnightly Review, Eliot similarly contributed to its first is
sue.61 But publishing in the periodical press also proved consistently generative for Eliot 
throughout her career, enabling her to range widely across contemporary themes and switch 
between varied voices.62

Eliot positions brevity, and its capaciousness or limits, as the central question of her first 
sketch, and she communicates this by unpicking the usefulness of character types for articu
lating identities. Stereotypes clustered around European nationalities rely on a closedminded
ness Eliot seeks to counteract in her disavowal of ‘certain worn-out phrases about the 
Germans’ (p. 201). Throughout ‘A Word for the Germans’ Eliot conducts an interrogation 
of what hides behind linguistic brevity. She returns to the generative and restrictive possibil
ities of how ‘one word stands for many things’, and more explicitly couples this interest in the 
linguistic ‘typical’ (p. 201) to the workings of the sketch form. Her title introduces this theme 
in a subtle synecdoche; the singular ‘Word’ stretches to encompass the ensuing column and a 
half of prose. Eliot proceeds to problematize the capaciousness of meaning associated with 
single words and their ability to stand for larger concepts. Brevity expands to include acts 
of condensed description, whether found in ‘caricature’ or the ‘typical’ instances of ‘peri
phrasis’ that shape British ‘opinions about other nations’ (p. 201). The type seeks to be ex
haustive in its brevity, and this tension is replicated in the dynamics of the character 
sketch. ‘A Word for the Germans’ pursues ‘caricature’ and types as methods to create scales 

61 For Lewes’s editorship of the Fortnightly, see: ‘GHL Journal, 25–30 December 1864’, 172.
62 For an overview of Eliot’s career-long engagement with diverse kinds of print, see: Laurel Brake, ‘George Eliot and Print 
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of comprehension for otherness, their means made available to us out of linguistic play and 
turns of phrase.

‘A Word for the Germans’ operates as a sketch on the character of character sketches. This 
self-conscious questioning pushes against the boundaries of what the sketch form can achieve 
in a sketch that questions the very methods of sketch writing in the first place. Eliot begins by 
ventriloquizing the attitude of ‘John Bull’: ‘John Bull is open to instruction’, she asserts, and 
charts the alterations made to John Bull’s ‘opinions about other nations’ (p. 201). Time has 
worked ‘by gentle degrees’ to displace the idea of the frivolous ‘Frenchman […] invariably of 
the dancing-master type’ and the ‘Italian of John Bull’s imagination is no longer exclusively 
that dangerous jesuitical personage, with dark hair and darker intentions, who avails himself 
of momentary privacy to feel the edge of his stiletto’ (p. 201). The ‘type’ and the ‘personage’ 
share in these examples an adjacency to performance contexts, the display of the ‘dancing- 
master’ matched by the affectedness of a stage villain who turns aside to reveal a concealed 
blade to the audience. Eliot plays with the exaggeratedness of these ‘favourite old portable no
tions’ (p. 201) to reinforce their outmoded status but in doing so, she does not elaborate on 
the nature of the revised ‘opinions’ that now hold John Bull’s conviction. Supplanted yet un
corrected, Eliot leaves these types uncontradicted in a way that makes clear her resistance to 
character typing is not an outright disavowal of its rhetorical usefulness but a questioning of 
the accuracy and ubiquity of the assumptions such types produce.

Eliot dissects the misconception that the German people are best described by the profes
sion of ‘cloudy metaphysicians’ (p. 201) with a sympathy that is nonetheless scathing in its 
understanding as to why such generalizations might arise. Eliot contends that Kant, ‘the 
most eminent of German metaphysicians […] is cloudy in no other sense than that in which 
a mathematician is cloudy to one ignorant of mathematics’, and asks ‘[w]hat book more nebu
lous than Euclid to a reader acquainted neither with the subject-matter nor with the termin
ology?’ (p. 201). Eliot pointedly makes strange the estrangement readers profess to feel when 
confronted with metaphysics. Taking ‘mathematics’ as her example, she unpicks the assump
tion that empirical methods of knowledge-making are automatically more straightforward to 
understand. Eliot is not concerned with eliminating caricature, but she interrogates the bases 
on which it rests. In fact, she interprets humour as performing an important social function, 
part of building a collective humility: ‘[w]e have no objection to caricatures; each nation 
should be content to lend itself to the humour of the world in this passive way’ (p. 201). 
As we have seen, Eliot herself finds the opportunity to participate in this comic impulse irre
sistible. In addition to her opening caricature of John Bull, she constructs her own caricature of 
Germanic syntax, describing it as ‘all stairs and landing-places without any floors’ (p. 201).

In an article about maintaining openness to new ideas unconstrained by nationality, Eliot 
locates in the sketch’s capacity for description not only its limits in a tendency towards gen
eralization, but the capacity for a redemptive ‘close observation’. For ‘a caricature to be good’, 
it must ‘come from close observation’ (p. 201), but to hold Eliot’s own sketch up to this cri
terion is to be struck with the ambivalence of her attempt. Returning to her refutation of all 
Germans as ‘cloudy metaphysicians’, Eliot claims that ‘quite as many are bakers, making ex
cellent bread – not inferior, perhaps, to the British in any quality except heaviness’ 
(p. 201). The minor clause turns Eliot’s remark into a joke that contains its own punchline. 
Her syntax resists clarity—is ‘heaviness’ a mark of ‘inferior […] quality’ belonging to British 
bread, or an inescapable attribute of otherwise commendable German baked goods? Eliot has 
satirized throughout the idea of easily identifiable national character types, and her aim of 
complicating this assumption reaches its utmost ambivalence in this example. This uncertainty 
unites British and German traits as occupying the same position; they could both be the 
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potential target of her joke. Eliot’s satire becomes further impenetrable, enacting a levelling 
between nations that refutes the prevalence of character type at the same time as its humour 
depends on a seemingly universal applicability of type, or at the very least the shared nature of 
certain, typical characteristics.

Further irony accrues as an indigestible ‘heaviness’ surrounds the message of Eliot’s char
acter sketch on character type. She conducts her experiment in ‘close observation’ within the 
truncated space of a periodical article, and gestures towards the format, as well as the form, of 
her sketch. Joking that if Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason ‘is not fit for the club table’ (p. 201), it 
is not to do with the author’s nationality, but with readers’ unpreparedness for Kant’s ‘termin
ology’ (p. 201), Eliot imagines ‘[s]ome gentleman there, turning over the pages and seeing 
such terms as synthetic judgments, antinomies, and the like’ (p. 201; original italics), before giv
ing up in confusion. Picturing her article’s likely reception, the indeterminacy of Eliot’s sketch 
persona renders it uncertain whether her deixis, ‘there’, situates her narrator as writing and 
observing from within a gentleman’s club—a setting from which she would be otherwise ex
cluded on account of her gender—or remains outside, postulating a speculative caricature of 
clubland instead.

Eliot adopted the female persona of ‘Saccharissa’, a ‘puzzled’ housewife braving ‘slowness in 
composition’ (p. 880), to voice concerns over the superficialities of social niceties in ‘Futile 
Falsehoods’ and the difficulty of managing expenses that exceed one’s income in ‘Modern 
Housekeeping’. Although framed as letters to the editor, these articles relied on features asso
ciated with the sketch form. Eliot’s use of a comically overdetermined persona turned this sat
ire on contemporary excesses into a character sketch of those who perpetuated such habits. 
Kathleen McCormack suggests that Eliot’s gendered persona embeds another layer of irony 
into her satire on ‘women and determinism’ in the ‘Saccharissa’ articles.63 Eliot, as 
‘Saccharissa’, acknowledged this irony at the end of ‘Modern Housekeeping’, as she conjec
tured how other correspondents might reply: ‘Perhaps you will say, Why, then, if you are a 
sensible woman, do you go on doing what you know is objectionable!’ (p. 880). This dynamic, 
whereby her persona is implicated in the object of her satire yet eludes explanation, antici
pated the opening line of Eliot’s later book of sketches, Impressions of Theophrastus Such 
(1879): ‘It is my habit to give an account to myself of the characters I meet with: can I 
give any true account of my own?’.64

We can already see Eliot’s sketch form working ironically as both a medium and resistance 
to ‘close observation’ in the Pall Mall Gazette. The flexible synergies between form and format 
offered by newspaper genres, especially the ‘middle’, chime with her formal experiments in the 
affordances and movements of description and character type (explored differently again in 
Middlemarch). Eliot works to balance comedy and capaciousness, accuracy and abstraction, 
within this projected technique. If Impressions ‘foregrounds the fragility of cultural certainties’, 
in Dillane’s words, Eliot’s Pall Mall Gazette articles shared this aim.65 Her sketches challenged 
the expectation for description systemic to the sketch form; instead, character is perceived 
relative to assumptions about contemporary types. The impenetrability of Eliot’s satire in 
‘A Word for the Germans’ renders it bathetic in a way that pits the intellectuality of her con
cerns against their everydayness. This bathos resembles the mediocrity and disappointment so 
essential to Trollope’s hunting types. Both writers’ satires challenged the applicability of cer
tain character types by writing another ‘caricature’ to take their place. Eliot wrote to test how 
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far writing that adheres to a principle of ‘close observation’ might align with the descriptive 
language of ‘caricature’ and transferred this into the knotty semantics of her sketch. 
Trollope used narrative strategies to create an impression of character as self-evidencing, oc
cluding, or transcending, the observational frame of the sketch-writer.

Eliot and Trollope’s sketches shared an interest in the productive or reductive uses of char
acter types, which also brought into focus Smith and Greenwood’s bibliographical designs for 
imparting a distinctive character to their newspaper. The 7 March 1865 issue containing 
Eliot’s ‘A Word for the Germans’ and Trollope’s ‘The Man Who Hunts and Never Jumps’ 
also exemplified the typical order of articles and organizational strategies replicated across in
dividual numbers of the Pall Mall Gazette. Their sketches occur on pages nine and 10 of this 
12-page issue, situated immediately after the lists of stocks and shares, and just before the final, 
back page of adverts. This placement lends new meaning to the idea of a newspaper ‘middle’. 
Rather than referring to the physical space of the middle pages, miscellaneous sketches come 
in the ‘middle’ of more commercial content. The ‘Share List’ displays figures of ‘Closing 
Prices’ relating to ‘Business done’ that day, and the miscellaneous articles of the latter pages 
intervene between this focus on goods traded or sold and the items exhibited as available to 
buy with one’s disposable income.66 Eliot and Trollope’s sketches enact a movement from the 
world of business and external affairs to that of leisure pursuits, from the hunting field to per
using journals on the ‘club table’. Yet this movement in the direction of home also unfolds on a 
wider scale. Namely, the contents of these sketches mediate between the international outlook 
of much of the Pall Mall Gazette’s news reporting and the impact of these events on British 
daily life. Such comedic, lively portrayals of situations recognizable to readers’ everyday lives 
are an interface, or ‘middle’, in which they can imagine their own lives encountering conse
quences from ongoing current, political affairs. The news content for 7 March 1865 was no 
exception; it moved back and forth between events at home and abroad or attended to the 
inseparability of these imaginatively charged locations. The leading article concerned reac
tions to the trial of an Italian man sentenced to capital punishment for the murder of an 
Englishman during a brawl at a London public house, but where eyewitness accounts differed 
as to which assailant first produced a knife.67 Eliot’s explicit warning against stereotyping 
neighbouring European nationalities and Trollope’s implicit insistence on the equanimity 
of popular, typically British leisure practices position ideas of national character as central 
to understanding the mobile, international relations of modern life.

Benedict Anderson influentially theorized the impact of print media on processes of nation
al identity formation as linked to the ability of newspapers to foster ‘an idea of steady, solid 
simultaneity through time’ for ‘a specific imagined world of vernacular readers’.68

Metonymic of a wider vision of British character, sketches imparted a sense of this ‘simultan
eity’ to the Pall Mall Gazette, because they depended for their humour on a generalized experi
ence of contemporary manners it was assumed readers would recognize. At issue level, 
‘middles’ signalled their status as one genre in a compilation, and the sketch form paralleled 
this relational thinking at article level in its synthesis of particular examples with general 
trends. Laura Mandell argues that the ‘case history’—accounts of individual ‘cases’ from which 
readers abstracted general principles—became conceptually possible following the greater 
anonymity conferred by mass print, which paradoxically encouraged readers to identify psy
chologically with textual content.69 The sketch form enabled contributors to combine 
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instructive description with ludic satire, as their sketch-writing personae imparted a sense of 
narratorial distance from their subject matter, encouraging readers to identify not with the 
characters under discussion, but with the ability to deduce and recognize these types as a 
sign of one’s fluency in social customs. This tension between generality and particularity 
stayed with the sketch in subsequent decades. When W. T. Stead—former editor of the 
Pall Mall Gazette—founded the sixpenny monthly Review of Reviews in 1890, his programme 
promised a ‘character-sketch of some man or woman who has figured conspicuously before 
the world in the previous month’ in every issue.70 Stead styled his lengthy sketches as more 
review-like than belonging to the ‘middle’ genre as part of his mission to condense for the 
‘busiest and poorest’ the ‘movement of contemporary history’.71

Stephen foregrounds the importance of selection for creating recognizable types in his con
clusion to his Cambridge sketches: ‘I might add many other sketches to my limited gallery. I 
have not attempted to exhaust my materials but to select a few of our most characteristic 
types’.72 Stephen’s series relies for its coherence on a tension between inexhaustibility and se
lectivity, with the consequence that what is ‘most characteristic’ becomes susceptible to re
placement. Supposedly incontrovertible as epitomes, but potentially replaceable by ‘many 
other sketches’, this susceptibility to change permeated Stephen and other writers’ sketches 
with a sense of their capacity to mediate such changes. Sketches redirected attention from 
the singular events reported in leading articles to contemporaneity as deduced from within 
the ‘middle’ of daily life.

Newnham College, University of Cambridge, Cambridge, United Kingdom
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