EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY LONDON: MASS SOCIETY 

The power that London held over the eighteenth-century English imagination is not difficult to understand. One in ten English people lived there; one in six Britons spent part of their working life in the metropolis. Ten times larger than any other English city, it dwarfed the other British capitals of Edinburgh (57,000) and Dublin (90,000) and, with nearly 750,000 inhabitants at mid-century, was the largest city in western Europe. Only Paris approached it in size, and it was more than twice as big as Naples, the third city of the continent. Not only more populous, London offered a different quality of life. Nowhere else in Britain was so urban; no other city quite so exciting and shocking.


Variety, energy, noise: these were the first impressions of visitors to London. They were astonished by its constant flow of humanity, which some of them found impossible to imagine as the routine of urban life and attributed to some special event. They marvelled at the riches displayed in aristocratic town houses and on shop counters. ‘Every article that elegant and fashionable may be seen, arranged with the utmost taste and symmetry,’ exclaimed the German visitor von Archenholz in I785 ‘Nothing can be more superb than the silversmiths’ shops. In looking the prodigious quantity of plate piled up and exposed there … The greatest shops in St. Honoré at Paris, appear contemptible when compared to those of London.’ But visitors were also shocked by the abject poverty the saw in the alleys and rookeries that stood cheek by jowl with the homes the wealthy. The prudent Newcastle wood-engraver, Thomas Bewick rejected the excesses of London: ‘I did not like London — it appears

me to be a World of itself where every thing in the extreme might at once be seen: extreme riches & extreme poverty, extreme Grandeur & extreme wretchedness.’

Yet for others it was the very variety of the city that held its appeal. As a correspondent in the paper Old England put it in 1748, ‘what a Medley of Neighbourhood do we see? Here lives a Personage of high Distinction; next Door a Butcher with his stinking Shambles! A Tallow-Chandler shall front my Lord’s nice Venetian window; and two or three brawny naked Curriers in their Pits shall face a fine lady in her back Closet, and disturb her spiritual Thoughts.’ The city included theatres and churches, brothels and hospitals, exchanges and markets, a river teeming with ship-laden commerce and parks filled with promenaders. It was a place of parade, somewhere to watch and be watched, and a realm of the senses offering convivial, culinary and sexual pleasures in its taverns, chop houses and bagnios. Above all it was a place where fortunes could be made and fame acquired. It offered opportunity, even if its promise was not always fulfilled.

…

The uniqueness of London helps to explain why it became one of the most important characters in eighteenth-century English literature, appearing repeatedly in prose and verse, the novel and the periodical. It was more than a place of streets and houses, rackety districts and aristocratic quarters; it was also a fantastic, imaginary space — Defoe’s ‘prodigious Thing’, Pope’s ‘seat of Dulness’, Swift’s scabrous city of ‘Filth of all hues and odours’, Smollett’s place of oriental splendour, wealthier and grander than ‘Bagdad, Diarbekir, Damascus, Ispahan and Samarkand’ as portrayed ‘in the Arabian Nights’ Entertainment, and the Persian Tales’. For London, both as a real place and as an imagined locale in art and literature, was the focus of aspiration and the seat of the imagination for many eighteenth-century Britons. It drew Scottish authors and publishers like Tobias Smollett, David Hume and William Strahan; Irish essayists, orators and actors like Dean Swift, Oliver Goldsmith, Edmund Burke and the Sheridans, father and son; Welsh poets and painters like Evan Lloyd and Richard Wilson; and English provincials, none more distinguished than Johnson and Garrick, who walked from Lichfield together in 1737.

One such figure, a twenty-two-year-old Scottish gentleman who arrived in London in pursuit of a commission in the Guards in 1762, left in his London Journal a remarkable record of his impressions of the city. Like many of those who came to seek their fortune in the metropolis, James Boswell was overwhelmed and exhilarated. ‘When we came to Highgate hill and had a view of London, I was all life and joy, my soul bounded forth to a certain prospect of happy futurity. I sung all manner of songs, and began to make one about an amorous meeting with a pretty girl .. . I gave three huzzas, and we went briskly on.’ He roamed the city’s streets, ate and drank in its taverns and coffee houses, attended its clubs and assemblies, patronized the theatres and seduced their actresses, and marvelled at the mixed multitudes on the London streets.

Bundled in the city’s cloak of anonymity Boswell shrugged off the confines of his Edinburgh upbringing, dressed himself anew and set off to play a repertoire of parts on the urban stage. 'I have discovered’, he wrote, ‘that we may be in some degree whatever character we choose.’ He spent a night on the town disguised as a rough blackguard. He took the part of a rake, whoring in St James’s Park, in a manner that Rochester or Sedley would have approved. (After the ‘luscious fatigues’ of one night ‘I . . . seemed to myself as one of the wits in King Charles the Second’s time.’) Suppressing his Scottish accent, he adopted the guise of a selfish, beef-eating and cruel Englishman:
In this view I resolved today to be a true-born Old Englishman. I went into the City to Dolly’s Steak-house in Paternoster Row and swallowed my dinner by myself to fulfil the charge of selfishness; I had a large fat beef-steak to fulfil the charge of beef-eating; and I went at five o’clock to the Royal Cockpit in St. James’s Park and saw cock-fighting for about seven hours to fulfil the charge of cruelty.

In the Shakespeare’s Head on Russell Street in Covent Garden with ‘two very pretty girls’ he switched roles, casting himself as the highwayman Macheath from John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera: ‘I surveyed my seraglio and found them both good subjects for amorous play. I toyed with them and drank about and sung Youth’s the Season [one of the highwayman’s tavern songs] and thought myself Captain Macheath.’ Publishing some minor literary work and polemicizing in the newspapers, he applauded himself as a minor literary figure.

THE SPECTATOR: MAKING SENSE OF THE NEW WORLD

… the part Boswell felt most obliged to play … was that of the polite and imaginative gentleman portrayed in Addison and Steele’s Spectator. Reflecting in his journal on life in London, Boswell remarked,

In reality, a person of small fortune who has only the common views of life and would just be as well as anybody else, cannot like London. But a person of imagination and feeling, such as the Spectator finely describes, can have the most lively enjoyment from the sight of external objects without regard to property at all . . . Here a young man of curiosity and observation may have a sufficient fund of present entertainment, and may lay up ideas to employ the mind in old age.

Later he confessed to ‘strong dispositions to be a Mr. Addison. Indeed I had accustomed myself so much to laugh at everything that it required time to render my imagination solid and give me just notions of real life and of religion. But I hoped by degrees to attain some degree of propriety.’ He wanted to combine Addison’s ‘character in sentiment’ with the ‘gaiety’ of Sir Richard Steele.

       Throughout Boswell’s time in London the spectres of Addison and Steele were at his shoulder. On one visit to Drury Lane Theatre Boswell imagined ‘that it was the age of Sir Richard Steele, and that I was like him sitting in judgment on a new comedy’; during another, he and his companion, William Johnson Temple, ‘endeavoured to work our minds into the frame of the Spectator, but we could not. We were both too dissipated.’ Listening to a service in Westminster Abbey, Boswell recalled ‘the ideas of. . . this magnificent and venerable temple . . . which I had from The Spectator’, while on a jaunt to Oxford he imagined himself ‘the Spectator taking one of his rural excursions’. Every week on Saturdays he visited Child’s Coffee House in St Paul’s Churchyard because of its association with Addison and Steele: ‘The Spectator mentions his being seen at Child’s, which makes me have an affection for it. I think myself like him, and am serenely happy there.’ Discreetly watching the shoppers, Irish sedan-chair men and whores on the Strand, Boswell envisaged himself as a member of what Joseph Addison in the tenth number of the Spectator had called ‘the Fraternity of Spectators’. The city enabled Boswell to create shifting personae and to revel in the ambiguities of being both actor and audience, but the Spectator enabled him to create order out of this variety.

TAVERNS & COFFEE HOUSES: CENTRES OF RUMOUR, NEWS & INFORMATION 

… In these snug centres of conversation and conviviality, groups of men (and, less usually, women) gathered to drink, gossip, trade, debate and intrigue.

Taverns were not new; in England they date from at least the twelfth century, when they were first recorded selling wine, but coffee houses were a seventeenth-century innovation, when they appeared in many of the great trading cities and capitals of Europe. The first opened in St Mark’s Square in Venice in 1647; others quickly followed in Marseilles, Paris (where the Café Procope began business in 1660), Vienna and Frankfurt. The first English coffee house opened in Oxford in the 1650s, and by 1700 they were to be found throughout London. A survey of 1739 records 551 coffee houses, 207 inns and 447 taverns there. Coffee houses offered their customers chocolate, wine, brandy and punch as well as coffee, all served from a small bar in a corner of the main room. They had benches and tables where anyone could sit, and some had booths or snugs rather like a modern English public house. But their chief attraction was that they became centres of conversation and ‘intelligence’, commercial premises and places of private exchange where deals were cut and money, goods and information traded. As the numbers of coffee houses grew, they became more specialized. The modern stockmarket originated at Jonathan’s Coffee House in Exchange Alley which, as the Annual Register of 1762 put it, ‘had been a market, time out of mind, for buying and selling Government securities’. Similarly, shipping and insurance services were centred on Lloyd’s Coffee House in Lombard Street, which issued its first news sheet in the 169os, its first shipping list in 1734, and opened its first register in 1760. Lawyers met at Alice’s and Hell Coffee House, both close to Westminster Hall, while politicians — the Tories at the Cocoa Tree, the Whigs at Arthur’s — had their own coffee houses in the West End. Booksellers met at the Chapter Coffee House in Paternoster Row, where they commissioned Johnson’s Lives of the English Poets at a meeting in 1777. Artists, including the painters Hogarth, Hayman, Lambert and Jonathan Richardson and the sculptor Roubiliac, gathered at Old Slaughter’s Coffee House in St Martin’s Lane; literati patronized Will’s and the Bedford Coffee House, both in Covent Garden; actors gathered at Wright’s near by, and opera singers and dancing masters met at the Orange in the Haymarket. The coffee house was the precursor of the modern office, but once you were there you were as likely to talk about matters of general interest — the latest play, sexual scandal or political quarrel — as carry on business.
Besides being meeting places, coffee houses were postes restantes, libraries, places of exhibition and sometimes even theatres. One of the West End houses that Boswell frequented, Mount’s in Grosvenor Street, was used by the sentimental novelist Laurence Sterne to send importunate letters to his beloved Eliza Draper. Coffee houses also provided a wide range of newspapers and pamphlets, whose contents often provoked coffee-house debate. When Boswell wanted to consult back copies of the Public Advertiser he was directed to the Chapter Coffee House in St Paul’s Churchyard, the favoured hostelry of many booksellers, which kept entire runs of London and provincial newspapers. It also contained a library of recent publications kept up by the booksellers to advertise their wares. Lectures on science, medicine and oratory were delivered in coffee rooms. The Great Piazza Coffee House in Covent Garden, where Boswell liked to dine, was owned by the retired actor Charles Macklin, who fitted it out with a small theatre for oratory, while the most famous of the city’s public debating societies, at which Boswell spoke in July 1763, met at the Robin Hood Tavern in Butchers’ Row. Books, prints, pictures, medals and curios were often exhibited at Garraway’s in Exchange Alley and the Rainbow in St Martin’s Lane before being auctioned by specialist art dealers like Christopher Cock and Abraham Langford.

For a visitor to London like Boswell, clubs and coffee houses shaped social and cultural life. He met his friends Dernpster and Erskine at the Bedford Coffee House and planned to ‘damn’ a play at Covent Garden Theatre. Another time he went to see Thomas Arne’s popular opera Artaxerxes before adjourning to the Piazza. He met his printer and book seller at the Queen’s Head Coffee House in High Holborn to plan his publications and, as we have seen, he took a weekly jaunt to Child’s to listen to the conversation. Books, concerts, plays and pictures were spirited through the air, sucked into the coffee house, and drawn into snug booths and corners by the animated warmth of conversation and the occasional fire of controversy.

THE POLITICS OF COFFEE HOUSES 

… in their early years coffee houses were controversial, looked upon with suspicion by Tory stalwarts, royalists (who remembered the radical gatherings and societies of the Interregnum) and those who feared political and religious polemics. ‘Controversy’, wrote one peer to Charles II, ‘is a Civill warr with the Pen, which Pulls out the sorde soone afterwards.’ For the socially conservative Roger North, coffee houses were also ‘Places of Promiscuous resort’, unregulated gatherings at which gentlemen, citizens and underlings mingled. Open to all who could pay, they displayed a disconcertingly egalitarian ethos: ‘Pre-eminence of place none here should mind,/ But take the next fit seat that he can find;! Nor need any, if Finer persons come,! Rise up to assigne to them his room.’ As Samuel Butler sniffily remarked, the coffee-house proprietor ‘admits of no distinction of persons’. Yet for others this was precisely the coffee house’s virtue: it created an open form of sociability. The antiquarian and biographer John Aubrey, for instance, praised ‘the modern advantage of coffee-howses in this great Citie, before which men knew not how to be acquainted, but with their owne relations, or societies’.

Open to all ranks, the coffee houses were places of free expression which did not endear them to the crown. Charles II and James II saw them as uncontrolled centres of ‘the most seditious, indecent scandalous discourses’, and made repeated efforts to close them down or curb their activities. Their motives were doubly political. Coffee houses (like taverns) were centres of political opposition to the crown. They also undermined the hierarchical values of monarchical absolutism centred on the court: they encouraged a polyphony of public conversations which challenged the voice of the crown, trying to assert its monopoly over opinion and taste, and they usurped the prerogative of the prince by debating politics, religion and literature. The coffee house acted a of many points of exchange in a network of institutions. It thrived as a transmitter, spreading news abroad and, as a receiver, depending on the intelligence of its customers and newsprint. It breathed the oxygen of publicity, and this was precisely why the royal authorities disliked it.


In 1675 an exasperated Charles II issued a proclamation closing down all London’s coffee houses. The edict was an abject failure. A general public outcry forced the king to withdraw it a few days later, his defeat concealed by a face-saving formula in which coffee-house proprietors agreed ‘to be wonderful good for the future, and to take care to prevent treasonable talk in their houses’. Charles had underestimated the extent to which the town had already absorbed the culture of the court. His boon companions and political followers had their favourite taverns and clubs — fashionable houses like the Sun in Threadneedle Street and Will’s in Covent Garden, the home of the Restoration court wits. From their point of view it was better to have loyalist and Tory coffee houses than to have no coffee houses at all. Despite royal hostility the coffee houses flourished.


After the Glorious Revolution of 1688 the coffee house was praised as well as criticized. Its defenders described it as an orderly and sober place which contrasted with the drunkenness and ribaldry of the ale house. Coffee, ‘this wakeful and civil drink’, encouraged business acumen, cool deliberation and rational conversation. It made men sober, not merry. By Queen Anne’s reign Richard Steele and Joseph Addison were idealizing the coffee house in the pages of the Spectator, the Tatler and the Guardian as a centre of ‘Polite Conversation’ in which the improving effects of decorous sociability formed men of morality and taste: ‘When men are thus knit together, by a Love of Society, and not by a Spirit of Faction,’ remarked Addison in the ninth number of the Spectator, ‘and don’t meet to censure or annoy those that are absent, but to enjoy one another; When they are thus combined for their own Improvement, or for the Good of others, or at least to relax themselves from the Business of the Day, by an innocent and chearful Conversation, there may be something very useful in these little Institutions and Establishments.’ The coffee house was claimed as a new sort of urban territory, one which was accessible and orderly, a permeable, public institution where familiars and strangers could meet for polite conversation. It turned its back on the libertinism of the court and the uncouth drunkenness of the ale house. No matter that coffee houses like the Rose, … and the Shakespeare’s Head in Russell Street in Covent Garden were … brothels or houses frequented by ladies of the town; no matter that, like others after him, the actor Hildebrand Horden was murdered in 1696 ‘in a frivolous and accidental brawl’ in a coffee house; no matter that many establishments were notorious for their drunkenness and morals. Addison and Steele shaped an exemplary institution, fabricating an ideal of polite conduct and good taste developed in a convivial environment. They made the coffee house the representative institution of urban life.

*  *  *

… some of the groups that met regularly wanted a less indiscriminate environment, and tavern proprietors and coffee-house owners were glad to oblige. While their ordinary customers mingled in a common room, they offered smaller chambers to clubs and private associations. Like the less formal and exclusive groups that met in coffee rooms, clubs were places or gatherings of people for conversation. Boswell’s description of a meeting at St Paul’s Coffee House is typical:

I went to a club to which I belong. It meets every other Thursday at St. Paul’s Church Yard. It consists of clergymen, physicians, and several other professions. There are of it: Dr. Franklin, Rose of Chiswick, Burgh of Newington Green, Mr. Price who writes on morals, Dr. Jeffries, a keen Supporter of the Bill of Rights, and a good many more. We have wine and punch upon the table. Some of us smoke a pipe, conversation goes on pretty formally, sometimes sensibly and sometimes furiously. At nine there is a sideboard with Welsh rabbits and apple puffs, porter and beer. Our reckoning is about 18d a head.

Such societies retreated from the openness of the coffee room and tavern parlour. Clubs were self-perpetuating, electing new members either open vote or secret ballot. Their deliberations were private, though rarely secret. For though societies often confined themselves to pleasures of conviviality and good conversation, many had larger purposes, patronizing artists and writers or sponsoring publications or plays. 

…


All these clubs, societies and less formal circles fashioned themselves as communities of taste and knowledge, helping to form opinion. This was just as true of a small book club made up of obscure citizens as of Dr Johnson’s luminaries. Coffee-house clubs and tavern associations were involved in all the processes by which culture was shaped: the creation of works of art and the imagination, their communication, reception and consumption. Groups of writers, artists and performers debated their ideas and projects, criticized their friends and rivals, and penned their polemics in coffee-house booths. The newspapers, pamphlets and periodicals offered by proprietors kept them abreast of news, scandal and criticism. Theatrical impresarios, publishers and printshop owners met together to commission plays, criticism and prints. And those who admired antiquities examined the different states of an engraving, and others thumbed through the latest novel or history, argued with their fellows and then returned home to their journals, in which they recorded their opinions on the matters of the day.

…

As London appeared as a character in novels, plays and essays, and as its topography became familiar through scenic engravings and satirical prints, so it became defined not merely as the capital and the hub of the nation’s economy but as a centre of culture. Early London guidebooks, which first appeared in the late seventeenth century, confined themselves to describing palaces, churches, the town houses of the aristocracy and the major civic buildings. They invited visitors to see London as the political centre of the nation. But within several decades theatres, pleasure gardens, exhibition and concert rooms featured more and more prominently. One of the largest entries in the frequently reprinted portable guidebook London in Miniature is devoted to a detailed description of the pleasure garden at Vauxhall. The London Guide of 1782 opens not with royal palaces but with a detailed account of city theatres. The visitor’s journey continued to include, as it still does, the Tower of London, St Paul’s Cathedral and the royal palaces, but the image and map of the city was now dominated by its cultural landscape.
…

As the editor of the London Guide boldly exclaimed, ‘This city . . . is now what ancient Rome once was; the seat of Liberty; the encourager of arts, and the admiration of the whole world.’

But many of Boswell’s contemporaries took a much bleaker view of London and considered it an unnatural, grotesque being compounded of luxury, greed, dirt, chaos and squalor. Their view is exemplified by the rustic Squire Bramble’s repugnance at urban life in Smollett’s novel, Humphry Clinker.

[…]

Where Boswell saw elegant aristocrats, accomplished gentlemen, worthy merchants and industrious authors, they saw vicious rakes, once-respectable folk ruined by artifice and fashion, grasping and duplicitous traders and scandalmongering hacks. Where Boswell saw elegant assembly rooms, snug taverns and comfortable coffee houses, they saw dark alleys, rookeries filled with ragged lodgers, stinking basements and foul streets. Where he saw an ordered variety, they saw chaos. Where he heard conversation, they heard only a Babel of voices.

Like Hogarth in his engraving of The Enraged Musician, the author of Hell upon Earth: or the Town in an Uproar, an earlier satire, depicts London as a place of cacophonous discord and unmeaning sound. It is in an ‘uproar’, filled with ‘smutty jests’ and ‘loud laughter’, ‘Chit-Chat’ and ‘tittle-tattle’, so that ‘All the common people’s Jaws in and round this great metropolis [are] in full Employment’. In Covent Garden the ‘Cursing, Rending and Roaring’ of a brothel madam drowns ‘the Cries and Groans of departing Maidenheads’; in the West End the fop ‘affects unintelligible Terms of Speech’; in the city coffee house the orator ‘gives his jaws a Breaking’; everywhere sensible conversation is drowned out by curses, the oaths of ‘snarling curs’, and the asinine ‘braying Booby’ [The satirists painted a] frightening picture of London as chaotic and unharmonious, filled the bruited murmurings of the mob.

The satirists had a point. Crime, prostitution, drunkenness, tI embezzlement and brutal and duplicitous exploitation were conspicuous features of urban life. Luxury and abject poverty lived cheek by jowl, the streets were definitely disorderly and sometimes dangerous. Urban life was giddy and unstable, full of temptations and opportunities vice. 

CHANGING CULTURE: THE ROMANTICS AND LONDON

As the end of the century approached, the dynamics of British culture began to move again, towards provincial towns and cities, to be attentive to regions and less to London. But until then, London predominated because, … the worlds of print, paint and performance were centred there. Each became commercialized, and acquired substantial publics, impre​sarios, critics and many professionals. As they become more complex, circles of cultural conversation greatly expanded, and a struggle ensued over who was to decide how culture was to be interpreted.

…

Lust of the flesh and eyes seemed to be matched by sloth and pride. Critics attacked fashionable recreations because they distracted people from their work, civic duties and public responsibilities. The leisure time required to attend the theatre or to appreciate painting was condemned as ‘idleness’. Greedy impresarios were attacked for seducing the vulgar and the ignorant into believing that they could be leisured men and women of taste. It was claimed that merchants neglected the counting house for the opera, artisans their trade for a book club, aldermen their civic calling for a country house, and mothers their children and husbands for the latest play. Prints and satires poured scorn on the parvenu, ignorant and ill-informed, but wealthy and desperate to be refined and modish. In A Common Council Man of Candlestick Ward and his Wife on a Visit to Mr Deputy and his Modern Built Villa near Clapham ,the ‘cit’ arrives in his coach outside the house of his friend. The villa is an astonishing mishmash of taste, a mixture of Georgian, gothic and Venetian features, crowned by a chinese dragon. The common council man and his wife have fallen from their carriage, his fashionable wig decorating his horse. Imitating the tastes of one’s social superiors has an inevitable fate: pride leads to a fall. From this point of view, cultural refinement was a social solvent: fashion created a cult of ‘the new’ that emphasized what Bernard Mandeville called ‘Objects of Mutability’; audiences, especially in the theatre and the pleasure garden, dissolved society’s class distinctions, and cultural entrepreneurs, pandering to people’s pride and vanity, encouraged the apprentice to ape the gentleman. In Pope’s eyes the supporters of a commercialized culture were ‘This Mess, toss’d up from Hockley-Hole and White’s’, a mixture of ‘Dukes and Butchers’ from aristocratic gambling clubs and one of the poorest and most squalid parts of London. 

LONDON AND GENDER

Much of this criticism made women the special object of its wrath…. The Scottish schoolmaster James Burgh, in Britain’s Remembrancer, an admonitory tract published in 1746, singled out refined and fashionable women for especial rebuke:

Can you say you ever come away from the tumultuous scenes of Pleasure, which ingross the bulk of your Time, without having your Minds disturbed and thrown into a ferment of irregular and exorbitant desires, which, if you loved a life of sobriety, peace and retirement, would never have stirred in your breasts? Can you pretend that the sight of gorgeous dresses, of gawdy paintings, and all the various magnificence, which exquisite art supported by unbounded extravagance can put together; that the hearing of the most melting strains of music, and of the most rapturous and passionate flights of poetry; can you pretend, I say, that these have any other effects upon you than to fill your fancies with a thousand romantic wishes and desires altogether inconsistent with your station and above your rank in life, and to make your homes dull and tiresome to you?

The author of The Devil on Crutches complained that women in the theatre, ‘though they resent the least loose Discourse in private company, ... are fond of the most fulsome Obscenity upon the Stage, and will not suffer a Blush to take Possession of their Cheeks, while they are attending to scenes that would disgrace the Stews’, while another commentator bemoaned the ‘indecent attitudes, obscene labels, and simi​lar decorations of the figures’ in printshops, claiming that ‘girls often go in parties to visit the windows of printshops, that they may amuse them​selves with the view of prints which impart the most impure ideas’ .


…

These criticisms contained a strong element of anxiety about the conduct of men. Brown makes the point explicit, complaining that ‘the one sex [have] . . . advanced in boldness, as the other have sunk into effeminacy’. He and other critics used the term ‘effeminacy’ in several different ways. First and foremost they saw it as the surrender to private desire and passion, whether this took the form of vanity, concupiscence, cupidity or avarice. Human feeling and desire, they believed, should either be controlled or be shaped so as to act for the public good; a failure to do so was ‘effeminate’. A libertine like Richardson’s Lovelace in Clarissa was effeminate, though he embodied what we now would consider aggressive male heterosexuality. The gentleman collector, obsessed with accumulating objects of art and neglectful of his public responsibilities, was similarly effeminate, as was the ‘fop’ who took appearances and manners as the sum total of virtuous conduct. 
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