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ÖZ
Çelik Ay, Fisun. The Grotesque, the Gothic and the Carnivalesque Representation of
the City in London: The Biography by Peter Ackroyd, Yüksek Lisans Tezi, Ankara,
2016.
Bu çalışmanın amacı Peter Ackroyd’un London: The Biography adlı eserinde,
kent ve kent insanları arasındaki bağlantı ve şehir gerçeğinin yazında grotesk, gotik
ve karnavalesk açıdan nasıl yansıtıldığını incelemektir. Peter Ackroyd’un bu eserinin
incelenmesinde, kent ve kent insanlarının karşılıklı ve karmaşık etkileşimlerinin
sonucunda, yazarlar için sınırsız bir kaynak olan kentin yaşayanlarıyla beraber
çürümüş ve canavarlaşan bir coğrafyaya dönüştüğü öne sürülmektedir. Bu
çalışmanın kuram bölümünde grotesk, gotik ve karnaval kavramları çeşitli
kuramcıların düşüncelerine yer verilerek tanımlanmıştır. Ayrıca bu bölümde diğer
eleştirmenlerin fikirlerinin yanı sıra, Mikhail Bakhtin’in grotesk ve karnavalesk
kavramları söz konusu eseri analiz bölümünde inceleyebilmek için açıklanmıştır. İlk
analiz bölümünde, eserdeki kent kimliği, Mikhail Bakhtin ve Wolfgang Kayser’in
grotesk tanımlarına ve diğer yazarların şehir ve grotesk söylem hakkındaki fikirlerine
dayandırılarak incelenmiştir. İkinci analiz bölümünde ise Ackroyd’un kent
tasvirindeki gotik öğeler tartışılmıştır. Son analiz bölümünde ise, London: The
Biography’deki karnavalesk öğeler araştırılmıştır. Sonuç bölümünde, Ackroyd’un
eserinde kent ve insanların birbirine bağlı oldukları ve kent insanlarının, içinde
yaşadıkları kente dönüşerek, karanlık ve canavarlaştıran barbar kent tarafından
biçimlendirildikleri kanıtlanmaktadır.
Anahtar Sözcükler
Kent, kentsel alan, grotesk, gotik, karnavalesk
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ABSTRACT
Çelik Ay, Fisun. The Grotesque, the Gothic and the Carnivalesque Representation of
the City in London: The Biography by Peter Ackroyd, M.A. Thesis, Ankara, 2016.
This study aims to discuss the relationship between the city and the
inhabitants, and its representation in narrative from the grotesque, the gothic and the
carnivalesque perspectives in Peter Ackroyd’s work, London:The Biography to
define an urban reality. By analysing London:The Biography, it has been put forward
that the city, which is a limitless vein for writers, with its inhabitants represents a
corrupt and dehumanising landscape as a consequence of the mutual and complicated
interaction between them. While reaching that conclusion, the literary concepts of the
grotesque, the gothic, and the carnivalesque are defined through the views of the
critiques in theoretical chapters. Mikhail Bakhtin’s ideas on the grotesque and the
carnivalesque are studied to analyse London: The Biography in the analytical
chapters in addition to the other critical views. In the first analytical chapter, the city
identity is investigated in terms of its dark and dehumanising character by benefiting
especially from Mikhail’s Bakhtin grotesque realism and Wolfgang Kayser’s serious
grotesque as well as the other writers’ texts on the cityscape and the grotesque
discourse. The second analytical chapter is dedicated to the gothic aspects of
Ackroyd’s representation of the city. The third analytical chapter explores the
carnivalesque representation of Ackroyd’s city narrative. In the conclusion part, it
has been proved that the city and the inhabitants in London: The Biography are
interdependent, and the inhabitants are shaped by the brutality of dark and
dehumanising city by being transformed into the city they live in.

Keywords
The city, urban space, the grotesque, the gothic, the carnivalesque
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INTRODUCTION
The aim of this thesis is to explore the interplay between the grotesque, the
gothic and the carnivalesque in Peter Ackroyd’s London: The Biography (2000). To
this end, the thesis will consist of an introduction that will display the general
framework of the study. The following theory chapter will dwell on the concepts of
the grotesque, the carnivalesque and the gothic preceded by the city in narrative. The
theory chapter will be based on the works of such theorists as Mikhail Bakhtin,
Geoffrey Harpham and David Punter. In the analytical chapter, the life and works of
Ackroyd, the significance of his book, its structure and form will precede the three
analytical chapters. The first analytical chapter will include the study of London: The
Biography in terms of the grotesque, and the second chapter will focus on London’s
gothic aspects. The third analytical chapter will look into the carnivalesque elements
in London: The Biography. The concluding chapter will rephrase Ackroyd’s
representation of London as an anthropomorphic entity as well as an urban space.
The last chapter will also summarise Ackroyd’s threefold approach to London.
Although the notion of “the city” whose evolution as an urban place in
modern sense began as a result of enlightenment and industrialisation, it is
considered to be a concern of modernism and postmodernism, Peter Ackroyd’s
narration of “London” as an urban space dates back to antiquity. Therefore, Ackroyd
presents a timeless city vision rather than the one delineating a time specific
condition of London. One of the main concerns of this thesis is to investigate the
interaction between the city, London, Londoners and the author in his nonfiction
work, London: The Biography, in which Ackroyd mingles historical as well as
contemporary reality with an authorial imagination. While the author is casting the
city into the text in the form of a biography, he combines his perception of London
with the oppressive conditions of the urban space and he thus voices urban problems
and social crises in the history of the city. He also reveals off-the-record realities of
the city− the criminal, abysmal and demonic dimensions. Hence, the nonfiction work
acquires a transgressive quality as it does not follow the traditional way of biography
writing.
The analytical chapters will dwell on how Ackroyd employs the concepts of the
grotesque, the gothic imagery and the carnivalesque onto London as the main
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protagonist in his narrative in the context of London’s historical and fictional
background that has shaped the city’s character. It will be shown that Ackroyd’s
representation of London includes both the visible and the invisible dark
characteristics of the city. This study will develop a comprehensive vision of the city
by focusing on the grotesque, the gothic and the carnivalesque aspects of London and
Londoners. By looking into the dark and oppressive aspects of the urban space in
terms of these three literary concepts, the study aims to prove that the city is a
dehumanising and corrupt topography that transforms its inhabitants into brutal and
bestial human beings and that under the dehumanising conditions of the urban life,
such as poverty, trade, work, violence and criminality, the inhabitants’ identities
disintegrate and dissolve dramatically as the dwellers shape the physical topography
according to their needs and the the urban space also shapes them incessantly at the
same time.
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CHAPTER 1
1.1. The City in Narrative
The fact that the city has always been a significant subject of study in many
disciplines ranging from sociology, politics, economics to the fictional and
nonfictional narratives in literature makes the urban space an invaluable source to
shed light on history, literature and culture. Its multifaceted structure and potential
thus allow writers and theorists to delve into the city as a means or as an end in their
works.
Textualization of space in different modes of narration means attaching
different meanings to it. Space might be the object of a text or a means for a larger
purpose in narrative as in the eighteenth-century fiction in which it was handled with
an instrumental manner to justify the character’s actions and to fulfil the
requirements of the story. As Rosa Mucignat notes, the city was used as a backdrop
for melodrama, romance and intrigue; however, attributing additional meanings to
the objects and spatial settings is related to the nineteenth century (51). Throughout
the evolution of urban space into a modern urban topography beginning with the
enlightenment, its representation went through a process of realistic representation in
literature to literary naturalism, a product of the industrial city. Experience of
everyday city life was foregrounded, and the city got the position of a character
rather than a mere setting in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Freeman 26) and
the urban space might be said to have become a tool for literature and acquired a new
dimension to voice expression and experience by exploring impressionistic,
naturalistic, symbolic and decadence art movements.
The city representation changed from being the objective realm of realism in
which “urban world is never represented in and of itself but always through the
sensibility, the preoccupations, the limited visual and auditory vantage point of the
protagonist” (41) according to Robert Alter and naturalism, which focuses on the
exploitative and destructive aspects of an evil system getting its power from the city,
to the more personal and subjective approach to the city. Impressionism paved the
way to modernism. The urban world started to be depicted through the subjective
eyes of either city dwellers or outsiders with intense feelings; the result is not the
reality but the impressions of the artist. Thus the naturalistic city finally gave way to
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the modern city which is much more opaque and more symbolic than its predecessors
as stated by Richard Lehan:
The naturalistic city is centripetal: life is controlled from a center of urban
force; the modernist city is centrifugal: the center moves us outward to
symbolic correspondences in space and time. The naturalistic narrator
observes forces at work from a center; the modernist narrator finds the center
becoming more complex and opaque, his or her own vision more subjective.
The difference in literary perspective is a difference in urban reality. (70)
As the city emerged as a more complex structure, its representation also got
complicated and the city was framed as a legible space subjected to many
interpretations. In the process of ciphering and deciphering the city in the text, it can
be said that “the production of urban space is simultaneously real, symbolic and
imaginary: what it produces is a material environment, a visual culture and a psychic
space.” (Balshaw and Kennedy 4)
In modernist sense, the city is no more a densely populated place of
buildings, but it is the space that contains social activities and actions and that
“constitutes a part of social relations and is intimately involved in our daily activities.
It affects the way we feel about what we do” (Gottdiener and Hutchison 19). The
obvious interrelatedness and interaction between the city and its inhabitants move the
city beyond its material existence and as noted by Balshaw and Kennedy, it is
recreated through narration and its simultaneous representation as the real, the
symbolic, and the imaginary does not strip the city from the materialised social
realities (5). As stated by Christian Schmid, in representation of space “a spatial
symbolism develops that expresses and evokes social norms, values, and
experiences” (37). The textual city enriched by a symbolic dimension goes beyond
the material city. In other words, the written city turns out to be “spaces of
representation,” which are defined as the third dimension of the production of space
by Lefebvre. Christian Schmid states in “ Lefebvre’s Theory of the Production of
Space” that
… spaces of representation do not refer to the spaces themselves but to
something else: a divine power, the logos, the state, masculine or feminine
principle, and so on. This dimension of space refers to the process of
signification that links itself to a (material) symbol. The symbols of space
could be taken from nature, such as trees or prominent topographical
formations; or they could be artifacts, buildings, and monuments; they could
also develop out of a combination of both, for example, as ‘landscapes.’ (37)
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It may be said that the textualized city acquires new meanings by linking space with
memory. That is to say, physical space overlaps with mental space by the process of
its representation through language. In this respect, the response to the material space
in narration is personal and subjective, and the city representation becomes a human
experience that reveals fears, emotions, and aspirations in tune with the writer’s
perception.
1.2. The Grotesque
In a broad sense, the term grotesque is used to refer to what is degraded,
debased, repulsed as well as attractive, and it is associated with the material body of
human subject rather than the spirit and intellect. As suggested by Michael J. Meyer,
its presentation in literature and art with an archetypal persistence “speaks to
something profoundly basic about human nature and about the nature of existence
itself” (i). The attraction to the grotesque even from the antiquity and middle ages
until modern days is based on its potential to express harrowingly of “our own
human perception of ourselves as simultaneous victims and victimizers” not on “its
being an other-worldly hell” and thus allowing authors to explore the hideous and
montsrous qualities of the universe (Michael J. Meyer i). It might be seen as an
attempt to question boundaries of humanity in a crude and harsh way by revolting
against what is norm and normed in a so-called sterile world and a fully realized
grotesque is, as marked by Peter Fingesten, looked upon as an extreme art form
requiring extreme feelings to be created (425).
The grotesque, not having a fixed definition throughout its evolution to
moderm days, is discussed upon its paradoxical opposites as fear and laughter,
aggression and playfulness and the merging of carnival atmospheres with rational
and logical reality. The etimology of the grotesque (the grotto-esque) dates back to
the late fifteenth century when the term was derived from the Italian grotto (cave)
associated with low, hidden, earthly, dark, material, visceral, and it was used to
describe the unusual ornamentation style which was found during the excavations of
Roman constructions like Nero’s Domus Aurea (Golden Palace) beneath the baths of
Trajan and of Titus at the end of the fifteenth century. These patterns on the first
century Roman buildings which featured the fundamental traits of Roman
ornamentation were called the grotesque. In these ornaments, plants, animals and
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human forms are interwoven in a playful, free and fantastical way. Each form blends
into one another in a continuous manner without “the movement of finished forms,
vegetable or animal” and expresses the unfinished, incompleted, unstable character
of becoming, creating the image of “giving birth to each other” (Bakhtin 32). These
bizarre and mysterious wall paintings which intermingled and combined vegetation,
animal, and human body parts in an eerie and terrifying fashion broke down the
distinction between human and inhuman, human and animal and challenged the idea
of reality and reason. As a result, this grotesque ornamental style “was seen as
violating both classical aesthetic norms and the laws of nature” (Hurley 140). On the
other hand, the grotesque, which was initially used to describe the Roman
ornamental form in the narrowest sense, soon became popular in the sixteenth
century Italy and across Europe, and it expanded its scope in the following centuries,
resisting any single definition.
The grotesque imagery, however, is not a particular type that existed only in
the eerie desings in Nero’s Golden Palace. It is found in the mythology and in the
archaic art of ancient peoples, such as Romans of preclassic period and Greeks and
“much evolves from the early Roman dramatic and public practice in mimes, in the
Saturnalia− that celebrated nonrationality and laughter” (Clark 18) in a carnival
atmosphere which overturned the Roman social norms by allowing gambling and by
masters’ serving to the slaves and it was “thoroughly incorparated into the medieval
period in popular folkways stressing ambivalence, jollity, and release” (Clark 18). It
was the grotesque that Bakhtin called the “carnival grotesque,” marked by
exaggeration, excess and deviance from norms and rules.
Hence, the grotesque with its long history and cultural background, inspired
by the eerie etchings in the excavations mentioned above, emerges as the coexistence
of beautiful, bizarre, repulsive, ghastly elements and as the merger of fragments into
a turbulent whole. This hybrid and turbulent whole does not only heighten and
fascinate but also lowers, derides, frightens and satirises at the same time. In other
words, grotesque, as stated by Ralph Ciancio, typically “presents […] an estranged
world fraught with frightful and ludicrous incongruities: human degradation
abounds, disfigurement of an aberrational nature assaults the senses, organic and
mechanical elements interpenetrate, the categories of rational and familiar order fuse,
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collapse, and finally give way to the absurd” (1). All in all, it is an antithesis of
dignity, serenity, proportion and symmetry, which is the reason for the grotesque to
be labelled as an unnatural art according to the traditions of the neoclassical
approach.
Added to its violation of mathematical forms, Clark states that “association of
this ludicrous and effete art with the name of the tyrant Nero lent it more macabre
qualities of the ominous and the berserk” (19) and adds that because its first
discovered location was dark underground chambers of Roman ruins, it was
underground artistry on the grounds that “man associated the underworld with the
shadowy, the chaotic, and the unnatural and the popular imagination peopled Hades
and Seol” −the common grave for dead mankind with no limits− “with monstrous
creatures, devils and, demons” (19). Accordingly, the grotesque is related to the
gross unnatural distortion and reminds of “the fearful, the unearthly, the nightmarish,
and the demonic” (Clark 19).
Indeed, the grotesque foregrounds deformity as its most characteristic
element. Something grotesque will be in the realm of abnormality, or mainly
physical abnormality, for example, anomaly in human body. This abnormality can be
found in disfigured or dismembered human bodies as well as the monstrous forms
that defy the basic categories between human and animal/animal and vegetation, and
that raise the awareness of human body as a material thing. In a way, the condition of
abnormality challenges what is decent and what is real and normal. The grotesque
lowers the human body from its sacred place through anomaly, and thus the
twentieth century grotesque conception “suggests that contemporary society is a
dehumanized and dehumanizing hell” (Metcalf 165). The dehumanising function of
the grotesque is achieved by widely used motifs of the grotesque imagery; these
motifs include either reduction of human beings into an animalistic state or
mechanisation of it as an automaton; these transformations of the human body
through the use of disease and death, deformity and destruction are, in fact,
reflections of a distorted order in human society, psyche and body. In other words,
the use of the grotesque patterns displays the distorted social harmony in terms of
moral, psychological or physical aspects as noted by Geoffrey Harpham:
The grotesque may be latent in an idea or in a situation as well as in a
physical condition; and common usage supports this. The fact that radical
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deformity is the ground base for the grotesque can be intellectual or moral is
largely responsible for the twisting and shiftings in definitions described
earlier: the grotesque depends on not only physical conditions of which
deformity most people would recognise, but also on our conventions, our
prejudices, our commonplaces, our banalities, our mediocrities. (462)
Beyond being a particular ornamental style in art and a literary tool in literature, the
grotesque is a representative of society and culture, and it digs deeply into the reality
in a manner that the grotesque effect evokes not only horror and disgust but also
surprise and interest. That is the reason why it attracts while arising disgust and
repulsion simultaneously.
As is seen, the term “the grotesque” is not a simple concept and it is not easy
to define by limiting it to a particular age and literary movement. Despite being left
outside the serious and canonical literary environments of the Neoclassical period, it
has always impressed authors. A “gross” quality, which the grotesque is mostly
aligned with, forms its one pole, and it might be understood better if it is related to
Mikhail Bakhtin’s carnivalesque and how the grotesque has been received in
different literary periods.
1.3. The Carnivalesque and the Grotesque Imagery
To be able to grasp the grotesque deeply with all its aspects, it is also
neccessary to look into the medieval and Renaissance grotesque and its
interrelatedness with the carnivalesque. One of the illuminating works analysing the
Renaissance grotesque is Mikhail Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His World in which the
Russian literary critic focuses on the Medieval and Renaissance grotesque from a
historical perspective to theorise the carnivalesque and the grotesque realism.
Bakhtin explores the basic tenets of the grotesque and the carnivalesque in the
sixteenth century French scholar François Rabelais’s Gargantua and Pantagruel, for
it is the best work exemplifying the grotesque in the sixteenth century works of art.
Not limiting his work to the Renaissance literature, Bakhtin also discusses how the
carnivalesque laughter and grotesque realism have been interpreted from the
Renaissance onward.
In the book, Bakhtin’s theory of carnivalesque is based on the folk culture of
medieval people and the medieval carnivals which “offered a completely different,
nonofficial, extraecclesiastical aspect of the world, of the man and, of the human
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relations” (Bakhtin 6). These nonofficial celebrations of carnival types were
important in the medieval people’s social life and nearly three months in a year were
assigned to these festivities in large medieval cities. They celebrated bodily life and
were characterized by feasts, spectacles, spectators as participants as well (Bakhtin
7).
Bakhtin differentiates the medieval festivities from other serious, official
political, ecclesiastical ceremonies, in that, the medieval forms of carnival were
based on laughter. However, Bakhtin states that unlike the medieval carnival, in the
preclass and prepolitical periods, “the serious and comic aspects of the world and of
the deity were equally sacred, equally official” but later, in the class based social
structures, all the comic forms were removed to nonofficial level and acquired new
meanings expressing the folk culture and consciousness (6). The culture of folk
carnival humor is the common point in all “festivities of the carnival type, the comic
rites and cults, the clowns and fools, giants, dwarfs, and jugglers, the vast and
manifold literature of parody” (Bakhtin 4). Within this realm, Bakhtin locates the
practices of carnival and describes the traits of these practises as follows:
The basis of laughter which gives forms to the carnival rituals frees them
completely from all religious and ecclesiastic dogmatism, from all mysticism
and piety. They are also completely deprived of the character of magic and
prayer; they do not command nor do they ask for anything. Even more certain
carnival forms parody the Church cult. All these forms are systematically
placed outside the church and religiosity. They belong to an entirely different
sphere. (7)
In this entirely different secular sphere, the laws of feudal, and dogmatic world are
left outside and people are subject to only the laws of freedom during the carnival
time as the folk are liberated from the prevailing truths of the established order and
all hierarchical ranks, privileges, norms and prohibitions are suspended temporarily
during carnival, allowing the free, and intimate contact that is impossible in everyday
life (Bakhtin 10). The marketplace becomes a space for people from different walks
of life to mingle, to feel and form pure human relations. As a result, the boundaries
dissolve and are denied.
Moreover, the real type of communication is established as Bakhtin notes that
this special language of carnival atmosphere is “frank and free, permitting no
distance between those who [come] in contact with each other and liberating from
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norms of etiquette and decency imposed at other times” (10). The language excluded
from official discourse comes to life and the familiar language of marketplace
prevails during carnival. Bakhtin states that abusive language −mockery, insults,
profanities oaths− that existed in the marketplace speech contributed to the free
carnival atmosphere because this abusive language was not a merely vulgar one:
Theses abuses were ambivalent: while humiliating and mortifying they at the
same time revived and renewed. It was precisely this ambivalent abuse which
determined the genre of speech in carnival intercourse. But its meaning
underwent essential transformation: it lost its magic and its specific practical
direction and acquired an intrinsic, universal character and depth. (16)
Hence, the idea of carnival, based on laughter, has become “a second life” (Bakhtin
8) for people through which they escape from an ordinary way of life, for it functions
as a chance for revival and renewal, which marks Bakhtin’s carnivalesque theory. It
is “a world inside out” where barriers among men are eliminated and boundaries
dissolve and all are considered equal (Bakhtin 11). The utopian ideal and the realistic
merge in the carnival experience. The carnivalesque, therefore, refers to reversal of
the culture, knowledge and pleasure in a particular time. It subverts the critical and
cultural tools of the dominant class by implying a political and ideological quality.
As a term, the carnivalesque refers to the carnival spirit of the Medieval and
Renaissance periods and it is marked by excess and transgression in human activities
in addition to emotions. In a broader sense, David K. Danow writes that “the
carnivalesque denotes a diverse carnivalized attitude, or spirit, reflected in a myriad
of equally varied yet nescessarily related manifestations in world literature” (4). In
other words, it is transferring the elements of carnival into the verbal art by acquiring
new meanings through ages. The carnivalesque attitude in a work of art would
include the carnival spirit: “it supports the unsupportable, assails the unassailable, at
times regards the supernatural as natural, takes fiction as truth, and makes the
exratordinary or “magical” as viable a possibility as the ordinary or “real,” so that no
true distinction is perceived or acknowledged between the two” (Danow 3).
Rendering its connection with reality, it reverses or/and revolts against what is given
as truth and norm.
Laughter is one of the important aspects of the carnivalesque that shapes the
term. For Bakhtin, carnivalesque laughter is important in the medieval folk culture
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and it is attached with some qualities that make the core of medieval laughter. First
of all, it is regarded as a festive and universal laughter on the grounds that it was
laughter of all participants of the carnival and it was directed at all participants and
the one who laughs by not excluding people from “the wholeness of the world” and
the world is seen from its gay and humorous aspect (Bakhtin 11). Bakhtin, also,
describes the laughter as ambivalent as a consequence of being “gay and triumphant,
and at the same time mocking, deriding. It asserts and denies, it buries and revives”
(12). Another trait of carnival laughter is the defeat of fear created by divine and
human power by presenting it in monstrous and comic forms. It is, therefore,
liberating from the limitations, oppressions, and intimidation of an authoritarian
system. Overcoming this fear gives a chance for a new view of life.
As noted by Bakhtin, Medieval laughter, which belonged to the unofficial
sphere of people’s lives, entered the great literature and high ideology of Renaissance
with “its most radical, universal, and at the same time gay form” from nonofficial
forms in the markerplace spectacles and carnivals of the medieval period (72).
Bakhtin describes laughter in the Renaissance as follows:
Laughter has a deep philosophical meaning, it is one of the essential forms of
the truth concerning the world as a whole, concerning history and man; it is a
peculiar point of view relative to the world; the world is seen anew, no less
(and perhaps more) profoundly than when seen from the serious standpoint.
Therefore, laughter is just admissible in great literature, posing universal
problems, as seriousness. (66)
For the Renaissance, laughter was a philosophical principle that healed and
regenerated. It had positive and creative meaning, for it liberated the gay truth of the
world from seriousness, fear, suffering and violence created by prevailing authority.
Laughter had its golden age in the Renaissance. However, for Bakhtin, it lost its
positive and universal meaning in the seventeenth century and the following
centuries; it was locked into the individual life and was not associated with a
philosophical dimension to talk about the truth about man and the world (67).
The grotesque is parallel to laughter in the carnivalesque. Bakhtin calls
grotesque realism “the material bodily principle, that is, images of human body with
its food, defecation, and sexual life” (18). In ancient forms of the grotesque, human
body is an important element as it is transformed into animalistic forms or combined
with animal or inanimate forms. Similarly, in the Renaissance literature, grotesque
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image of the body in an extremely exaggerated form had a prominent role in the
work of Rabelais and other Renaissance writers. In addition to both Rabelais’s work
and the works of other Renaissance writers, as remarked by Bakhtin, the sources of
the grotesque concept can be traced in the legends, in the legends of giants, in the
tales about the wonders of India, medieval mystery and the diablerie and most
importantly human mind that creates extarordinary human beings −half human, half
animal− as a product of anatomical fantasy, and these grotesque characters are
represented in the form of giants with enormous appetite in the legends, fantastic
beasts, devils, enchanted woods, fountains of youth, magic herbs and dismembered
bodies and their burning, roasting and swallowing in these genres (341- 47).
The grotesque is seen as the act of degradation and the grotesque realism
degrades all that is high, spiritual, and ideal. Bakhtin states that it brings down what
is regarded as high to earth, and this contact with earth comes out as an element that
swallows and gives birth simultaneously (21). For Bakhtin, degrading means
destruction; on the other hand it is, at the same time, a way to bring about something
better and more than the perivous one. Degradation is, also, associated with
“[concerning] oneself with the lower stratum of the body, the life of the belly and the
productive organs” and Bakhtin, therefore, relates degradation with “acts of
defecation, and copulation, conception, pregnancy, and birth” so an excessive,
exaggerated body or object in the grotesque is not merely an act of degradation that
throws it “into the void nonexistence” and destroys it but it is also throwing it into
“the reproductive lower stratum, the zone in which conception and a new birth take
place” (Bakhtin 21). Accordingly, death is not a destruction but it is a chance for
rebirth and renewal.
As a result, not all parts of body are materials of grotesque imagery. Open,
protruding parts of human body, such as nose, bowels, genital organs, anus and, most
dominantly, gaping mouth are dealt with by the grotesque realism as explained by
Bakhtin:
All these convexities and orifices have a common characteristic; It is within
them that the confines between bodies and between the body and the world
are overcome: there is an interchange and an interorientation. This is why the
main events in the life of the grotesque body, the acts of bodily drama take
place in this sphere. Eating, drinking, defecation and other elimination
(sweating, blowing the nose, sneezing), as well as copulation, pregnancy,
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dismemberment, swallowing up by another body− all these acts are
performed on the confines of the body and the outer world, or on the confines
of the old and new body. In all these events the beginning and end of life are
closely linked and interwoven. (317)
This open and becoming body is unifying and transgressive as it is a part of the
world clearly defined by boundaries, and it is blended with the world, with animals,
with objects that give the universal quality to the grotesque imagery (Bakhtin 27). In
contrast to classical aesthetics that regarded the body as completed, smooth and
cleansed, Renaissance grotesque imagery suggests a phenomenon in transformation
as “unfinished metamorphosis of death, and birth, growth, and becoming” and this
transformation includes both poles of metamorphosis: “the old and the new, the
dying and the procreating, the beginning and the ending” (Bakhtin 24). It declines the
concept of completed, stable, and calm body. On the one hand, excessive and
hyperbolic image of the body in the grotesque has destructive and negative
connotations; on the other hand, it is regenerative and conceiving.
The grotesque realism that has its roots in the medieval culture of folk humor
and that fully developed in the Renaissance literature, Bahktin remarks, declined in
the seveteenth and the early eighteenth centuries when it was excluded from the art
and great literature as the carnival forms of folk culture and carnival spirit were
gradually removed from people’s lives (33-34). The carnivalesque and grotesque lost
power during the enlightenment which imposed a static, completed, mechanic world
view, based on reason, science and order. However, it was revived in the Preromantic and the Romantic periods by undergoing a sharp meaning transformation.
Romantic grotesque did not have the universal quality of the Renaissance grotesque.
It expressed “a subjective and individualistic world outlook” (Bakhtin 36). More
importantly, laughter, the positive and regenerative principle of the Renaissance
grotesque was minimised to irony, sarcasm, cold humor and lost its regenerative,
revival power, being broken its link with seriousness and joy. What distinguished the
nineteenth century grotesque from its Medieval and Renaissance counterparts was
terror and fear:
The medieval and Renaissance folk culture was familiar with the element of
terror only as represented by comic monsters, who were defeated by laughter.
Terror was turned into something gay and comic. Folk culture brought the
world close to man, gave it a bodily form, established a link through body and
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bodily life, in contrast to the abstract and spiritual mastery sought by
Romanticism. Images of bodily life, such as eating, drinking, copulation,
defecation, almost entirely lost their regenerating power and were turned into
‘vulgarities.’ (Bakhtin 39)
While terror was turned into something gay and comic in the Renaissance grotesque,
the romantic grotesque was characterised by sheer terror, and it tried to inspire its
reader with fear by describing an alienated, terrifying and insecure world. Terror
superseded the hope towards future for renewal and change. Yet, as remarked by
Bakhtin,

Romanticism’s contribution to the grotesque is that it discovered the

“interior infinite of the individual” while using the grotesque’s power to liberate
from dogmatism, limitation, completed forms; nevertheless, the decline of
romanticism was followed by the decline of the grotesque in literature in the second
half of the nineteenth century (44).
When the grotesque was powerfully revived in the twentieth century, it
developed into two main streams: “modernist form” and “the realist grotesque”
(Bakhtin 46). The bright, gay, and life affirming tone of the grotesque was replaced
by a gloomy and terrifying tone. When the carnivalesque and laughter, which
grotesque imagery is based on, are left outside, what remains is the negative poles of
the grotesque imagery that deal with a vision of the world stricken by fear and death.
The twentieth century grotesque portrays an inhuman, alien and hostile world. The
themes of grotesque that disclose dark sides of human nature and its inner and
private life fit the expression of modern man’s psyche that was overwhelmed by
disillusionment, wretchedness, anomie, and alienation in the twentieth century that
was ridden by death, violence, outrage and wars ending in the demise of progress.
Instead of life-affirming, positive and gay side of it, negative side, such as death,
terror, destruction, the monstrous and the brutal was the essence of the modern
grotesque that appealed to the spirit of the modern literary works that were marked
by decline, decay, degeneracy, entropy, and thus these corruptions of communities
were dramatised through modern qrotesqueries although they lacked the carnival
spirit of the Renaissance and medieval grotesque.
Considering all the historical and literary development of the grotesque, it
can be evaluated in two lines in general. One association of it is based on Bakhtin’s
writings on Rabelais and His World. In Bakhtin’s work, the grotesque emerges as
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hilarious, outrageous and comic identified within the carnivalesque framework. The
other one is Wolfgang Kayser’s interpretation of the grotesque as something strange
and uncanny as a horror genre that reflects the modern experience. The former one
conceptualizes social formations, social conflicts and the realm of the political, and it
is closely related to the civic world of the public. On the other hand, the latter is
much more concerned with the individualised, interiorised space of fantasy and
introspection of man who is alienated from the public and according to Mary Russo,
the association of the grotesque with uncanny is related to the “particular experience
of ‘strange’ and ‘criminal’ variety” whose source is the fears, guilts, fantasies and
aberrations of individual psychic life (8). However, as is seen, the origins of the
grotesque include a bright and life affirming aspect as well as dark, death-embracing
and horrific aspect as its negating double.
1.4. The Gothic and the Cityscape
Although the grotesque goes back to ancient times, the gothic emerges as a
literary genre in the eighteenth century when it signified a barbarous, medieval and
supernatural past. Till the eighteenth century, it had an adjectival description to call
anything belonging to the medieval, but in the Age of Reason it was ascribed as the
opposite of what was neoclassical as David Punter and Glennis Byron state:
Where the classical was well ordered, the Gothic was chaotic; where the
classical was simple and pure, Gothic was ornate and convoluted; where the
classics offered a world of clear rules and limits, Gothic represented excess
and exaggeration, the product of the wild and the uncivilized, a world that
constantly tended to overflow cultural boundaries. (7)
Inevitably, the Neoclassical period associated “the gothic” with the wild, the brutal,
the violent and horror in narratives. It happened to be a writing of excess,
transgressing the proper limits of aesthetic, reason and social orders in the overflow
of emotions. It concerns the dark sides of human nature. Vice and violence gave free
reign to selfish ambitions and sextual desires that must be repressed under laws and
social norms.
In addiditon to generalizations of the eighteenth century gothic, its meaning,
nonetheless, differs depending on the context. In historical context, the gothic is
related with the Germanic tribe, the Goths. They are known as the invaders,
corrupters and destroyers of the great Roman civilization. What makes them
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significant in history is the way they governed. They lived in the deep woods, where
they believed their gods resided, and they were democratic people who elected their
chiefs at a communal gathering. The Goths constituted an ideological base for the
Whigs against the Tories in the eighteenth century with their democratic
implementation, and it was regarded as the origin of constitutional monarchy in
England. It was also used to refer to the Catholic Europe that was despotic, backward
and feudal in contrast to the progressing England. Robert Miles notes that the gothic
in art and literature meant two opposite shade of meanings. It expressed aesthetic
values in art and architecture; however, it had a rather negative connotation in
literature as a result of its much reliance on sex, violence, madness and terror in the
eighteenth century novels (16).
The gothic got impetus in the Romantic period although it underwent the
process of redefinition. It became the dark and negative side of Romantic writing.
Horror took the center stage with the images of violence, murder, torture, rape, sex,
cannibalism and grotesque bodies like Frankenstein, vampires appeared in the works
while transcending the dominant social and cultural codes in its literary
representation as in the Victorian Gothic by continual modifications. Madmen,
criminals and scientists were added to the Victorian gothic in place of the romantic
villains like monks, bandits and threatening aristocratic figures, and it moved into the
domestic sphere. The gothic writings of the period are assumed to set their
methodology on a relationship between horror text and cultural context, so the
nineteenth century gothic supposedly reveals the anxieties of the middle class, and
historically specific concerns are cast into narrative to account for troubles and
anxieties in this period when Victorians’ orthodox standards of morality, gender,
class and race were threatened by the new society which was transformed by the
industrial revolution, urbanisation and economic problems (Baldick and Mighall
221). The images and figures constituted a ground where cultural fears and anxieties
were projected. The gothic continued to perform the similar function in the following
century. The grotesque and the gothic coupled and became a dominant imagery in
the twentieth century which was shattered by monumental wars, revolutions,
indeterminacy, atomic energy, and the Freudian id. The gothic forms reflected the
nightmares of the modernity and counterbalanced fantasy with a grotesque glance.

19

Disturbingly gothic images were diffused into the texts of horror: individual
alienation, self loathing, a decaying, grotesque and absurd world, a haunting and
guilt ridden past might be traced in such texts.
As is seen, the gothic expresses the darkness of human nature and the world
as the grotesque does. Despite being separate concepts and falling into the different
taxonomies, they crisscross and intertwine in many respects. Bakhtin regards the
gothic as “another new variety of the grotesque” and as “a subjective form” (37).
According to Henry Tilney, “the gothic fiction is the grotesque distortion of anything
resembling the ordinary life” (qtd. in Novak 67). They are both associated with
disorder and vice in addition to deviation from harmony and the right morals. The
common point between them is the effect they create as the linking point in dark
narratives. The gothic and grotesque, which are both disturbing and compelling at the
same time, feed on horror and terror by the images they are associated. Horror is
linked to identifiable objects, especially to body and to visual distortions of the
natural orders that arouse pyhsical reactions, stated by Noel Carroll, as “the feelings
of nausea, revulsion, disgust and visceral abhorrance” as well as shock and surprise
(qtd. in Cavallaro 2). Contrary to the material nature of horror, terror is classified as
an intangible feeling which disturbs because of its uncertainty as is pointed out by
Cavallaro that “it cannot be connected with an identifiable physical object and the
factors that determine it accordingly elude classification and naming. Thus, if horror
makes people shiver, terror undermines the foundations of their worlds.… While the
causes of terror are uncertain and obscure, those of horror lack the dimension of
mystery” (3). That is to say, intangibility of terror opposes the repulsive corporality
of horror.
Horror and terror in the gothic can also be compared to “uncanny” in terms of
its effect. Freud in his essay, “The Uncanny,” roughly defines uncanny as
“frightening precisely because it is not known and familiar” (154). The equivalent of
uncanny in the German language is unheimlich that is the opposite of “heimlich.”
Heimlich refers to homely, familiar and native. Freud writes that unheimlich is more
than its opposite, and he concludes that “what is heimlich comes to be unheimlich”
because “on the one hand, it means that which is familiar and congenial, and on the
other, that which is concealed and kept out of sight” (156). Thus uncanny represents
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what is known and unknown at the same time. A sense of uncanny suggests that “the
barriers between known and unknown are teetering on the brink of collapse” (Punter,
“Uncanny” 130). In other words, the experience of uncanny results from uncertainty.
The familiar unexpectedly becomes the strange and this ambiguity leads to the
feeling of excitement, astonishment along with revulsion, dread, and disgust. The
affinity between horror and the uncanny is that they have a material nature that
exceeds what is proper and the affinity between terror and uncanny is that they have
unidentifiable nature to be categorised. Punter defines the uncanny in the gothic as
follows:
The boundaries between the ‘heimlich’ −the socially acceptable and
explicable- and the ‘unheimlich’− that which lies beyond the bounds of
human reason – never become clear, … not relating to our normative
experience but nonetheless suggesting another realm which we have perhaps
only experienced in dream, in haunting, in our sense of something which
exists in our everday life but nevertheless continues to remind us of
something archaic, something which indeed lies within our psyche but at a
level so deep that we know it only phantasmally, only as something which
leaves its imprint as it continues to surge upwards and threaten our lives, even
as it reminds us of something which perhaps, we have once known but only in
the remote past…. (“Gothic” 130-31)
What is repressed subconsciously appears to be disturbing the conscious. The
uncanny disturbs the familiar, homely, the sense of reality, and normality and results
in uncertainty and fear. That is to say, horror, terror, and the uncanny are utilised in
the gothic texts to render the creepy, monstrous, demonic and mysterious
atmosphere. They intend to arouse unease by disturbing the controllable, ordinary
world that becomes somehow uncanny- homely and unhomely simultaneously
leading to uncertainty. The emotions of terror and horror in gothic texts are
ambivalent like Bakhtin’s grotesque, for not only do the objects of terror and horror
provoke repugnance and disgust but they also attract and fascinate readers;
moreover, terror, as Fred Botting points out, renews and heightens a sense of self and
social value by overcoming fear or experiencing the pleasures of transcending it
(“Gothic” 9). Like the carnivalesque, it transcends norms and allows eruption of
unlicensed desires.
Not only do the grotesque bodies, uncertainty or the present haunted by past
mysteries arouse the feeling of fear and horror, but also the setting or landscape play
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an important role in the gothic. The gothic setting, be it either a castle, a house or a
city, may be employed as the protagonist. The topos that the gothic deals with are
desolate, alienating, threatening and are eerie different from those of the everday
world. Exotic locations distant from the civilized society and isolated from human
crowd, such as barbaric castles haunted with ghosts, ruins, forests, wild landscapes,
labyrinths, the dark, and dank are the topos that characterise the traditional gothic.
These places called “heterotopias” are seen as the main features of the gothic texts of
the neoclassical period (Botting, “Heterotopia” 9). According to Foucault, a
heterotopia is not an imagined place but “‘a counter-site’, an ‘effectively enacted
utopia’ in which the real sites of culture are ‘represented, contested, inverted’” (qtd.
in Botting, “Heterotopia” 9). These heterotopias counteract the neoclassical taste
with their heavy, dark, gloomy and terror inflicted representations. It might be said
that reality is mirrored in the fantastical, irrational and negative other world, in the
remote gothic locations like craggy, mountainous landscapes that provoked terror
and wonder with their “glimpse of infinity and awful power, intimations of a
metaphysical force beyond rational knowledge and human comprehension” (Botting,
“Gothic” 4).
Nevertheless, there occured a shift in the locale of the gothic in the nineteenth
century. The cities outgrew as the rural areas depopulated. The technological
advances, such as railroad bridges, factories, and stations changed the shape of the
landscape and the appalling slums/ghettoes flourished in the city. The realities of the
urban life and the city became a rich source for a horror tale. The great modern city
and its horror fundamentally replaced the gothic convention of an isolated rural
setting. The gothic ruin was represented by the city slums and dilapidated,
labyrinthine-like and gloomy areas of the urban setting. The castle, predominant
locus of the gothic fiction in the eighteenth century with its hidden, decaying and
bleak passages reminding of a feudal past that was associated with barbarity, fear and
superstition, gave way to the old houses and the underground. Instead of a remote
setting in the earlier gothic texts that made the weak explanations plausible, the city
as a source of horror emerged as a way of seeing what is real. What is more, the
conventional rural gothic representation acquires a more horrific quality in the urban
topos and implies the failure of the system, individuals and society. It revealed
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another reality beneath the apparent world and questioned the pragmatic assumptions
of society. Through the imagery of the city, the gothic text served to criticise the
society and represented the decay in the twentieth century, lingering into the twenty
first century as well, which staggered with uncertainty by travelling from the regions
of respectability into the unknown corners of the city.
So it might be said that considering the tenets of the grotesque and the gothic
mentioned so far, in the theoretical sense, they overlap in literature and strengthen
each other’s impacts on narration. As they frighten and arouse horror and shock, they
also attract the readers’s attention to the act of delineating a dark world or characters.
They function as a mirror that reflects secrets or unconcious/subconcious states of
human nature by transcending borders in any age they have been applied in literature
or art. Both deal with the underground and dark aspects of a given society and
cultivate urges, desires, fears and the instincts as their main components. From that
point of view, they are mostly associated with what is frightening, disgusting,
revolting and dark. Inevitably, they are employed to project the disturbances, unrest
and hidden face of an era and area. The power of grotesque imagery as well as the
gothic can, especially, be seen in the representation of urban space, which is a maze
where one can easily get lost in its complicated system of paths.
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CHAPTER 2
2.1. Peter Ackroyd and His Works
The city as a social product with its multifarious features can be considered to
be a vast source for a man of letters, especially in the twentieth and twenty first
centuries works of modernist and post modernist literature. That is the case with the
British writer, Peter Ackroyd, who was born in West London in 1949. In his works
either fictional or nonfictional, the city emerges as a recurrent dominant element.
Urban space happens to be his major concern in his novels that are, as noted by Petr
Chalupsky, often written around crime narratives, which have been a frequent
component in British literature since the early 1960s after the work of John Fowles’s
The Collecter (1969). According to Chalupsky, Ackroyd’s crime narratives have a
distinct place among the others, in that Ackroyd’s works mingle fiction, history,
crime, and violence in them (“Narratives” 121). For example, his works, such as
Hawksmoor, Chatterton, Umbrella, The House of Dr Dee, bring forth the importance
of space/place viz mostly London and demonstrate how place, time, and identity
relate to each other through the exploration of the urban space from a postmodernist
perspective. Moreover, what distinguishes Ackroyd is the continuity of his subject
matter in his use of different genres. Whether it is a fictional or nonfictional piece of
narrative, the city and history are juxtaposed imaginatively and creatively. The city,
London, and the miscellaneous features of London life become the focus of his
books, especially in his London novels like The Great Fire of London (1984) and
The Clerkenwell Tales (2003), which he is particularly acclaimed for. Even his
biographies are about London visionaries like Thomas More, Blake, Dickens, and T.
S. Eliot, so he is often classified as a London writer with his London sensibility that
might be seen as a projection of his English sensibility as a result of “his attempt to
define the Englishness of English literature” (5) as Susana Onega stresses in
Metafiction and Myth in the Novels of Peter Ackroyd.
The earlier works in his career being in the field of poetry, Peter Ackroyd
largely sets his reputation as a novelist and biographer, but he is not in the same line
with the conventional mainstream related with novel and biography writing. Onega
notes that:
[Ackroyd’s] main contention was that, while modernist literature had evolved
out of the exhaustion of realist aesthetics, postmodernist literature would
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stand in what can be described as a parodic relationship to both preceding
literary movements: classic realism and post modernism, which it would be
simultaneously used both as a point of departure and of rejection.
Accordingly, he described postmodernist literature as being characterized by
a double, contradictory impulse to simultaneously absorb and transcend the
two antagonist literary forms preceding it. (“Metafiction” 3)
Ackroyd challenges the boundaries between genres and he “attempts to transcend the
modernist ‘inward turn’ … by postulating the transcendental component of writing,”
(Onega, “Ackroyd” 27) in his novels. The distinctions between genres are thus
blurred as a principle of his writing. He uses this strategy in his historiographic
metafictions, which is a combination of metafiction and historical fiction and, which
is distinguished by allusions to other literary, historical, and artistic texts of which
Ackroyd makes use as a kind of springboard for other things. As a product of
postmodernist movement, historiographic metafictions are regarded as “highly
parodic and experimental historical novels” (Onega, “Metafiction” 1) that blur the
boundaries between history, myth, and fantasy as opposed to rationalistic and
realistic quality of earlier literary movements. Being one of the prominent
representatives of historiographic metafiction, Ackroyd, as stated by Gibson and
Wolfreys, deploys devices of parody, pastiche, intertextuality, palimpsest, roleplaying and pantomimickry in his writings with an attempt to transcend conventional
reader-text relationships (2). Thus Ackroyd’s postmodernist narratives are an
intricate web of his playfully mixing different genres creatively. Accordingly, he
brings together historical facts and fiction in them, including his nonfictional works.
Thus Ackroyd often writes fictionalised stories about real-life of historical
figures, particularly London figures. Consequently, real historical characters and
names of places appear in the same work along with the fictional ones. Real or
fictional crime stories are inserted into his historical novels by the help of
postmodernist writing strategies. As Gibson and Wolfreys state:
Ackroyd plays constantly: within a given text, across his own texts, and
between the texts which his name signs and those to which he alludes, from
he cites or otherwise borrows, often wittily … He often plays quite seriously
between the conventional constraints of the novel and biography so as to
interanimate and contaminate the genres respectively. (9)
No matter whether it is a novel, biography or poetry, all genres provide Ackroyd
with a free plane for language games as well as an opportunity to postulate his own
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literary point of view that rejects to be identified with postmodernism or magical
realism but as an alternative tradition to them. Historical items, myth, fantasy, and
space intermingle and interact creatively within playfully handled past and present
and thus, to feature his idiosyncrasy to represent the self /the subject and the physical
world. In fact, Peter Ackroyd says in his interview published in The Ludic and
Labyrinthine Text that the combination of seriousness and farce or wit is a way for
him to respond and react to the world that he tries to set in his fictions (Gibson and
Wolfreys 222).
London itself, which is an important component of Ackroyd’s works that
provokes his imagination, occupies the center stage in his writings. London with its
polyphonic features offers the milieu to be transformed and rewritten in another
realm− the realm of narration− by being recreated by Ackroyd. This polyphonic city
resonates in Ackroyd’s writings. London, stricken by crime and violence, is
exhibited in the historiographic metafictional novels in which he shows the dark
spirit of London peopled by muderers, criminals, and the eccentrics, and here he
explores “the historical and the mystical, the rational and the irrational” (Chalupsky,
“Narratives” 123) simultaneously. Even Ackroyd’s biographies turn out to be a
biography of London while the biographical subjects disappear in the topography of
the city and the city writes the identity of the subject of the biography.
His interest in London topographies and architectural forms is voiced by the
description of a performative and transformative city whose traces are in the very
center of Ackroyd’s productions. London is not merely an urban location for him but
a spiritual entity in a mutual interaction with its parts whether dwellers or physical
environment. Accordingly, his texts about London shape the city imagery. At the
same time, the city dictates itself to the inscriptions of its identity through being
textualized. The distinction between reality and its expression in writing is erased,
and London is reinvented each time as a recurrent image in Ackroyd’s narratives by
making connections and creating different meanings out of the city’s own character.
Similarly, as in Ackroyd’s others books, London becomes a palimpsest he
rewrites in his nonfiction book, London: the Biography. It consists of seventy-nine
chapters classified under thirty-one sections following a thematic structure including
theatre, disease, fire, crime, violence, war, outcasts, crowd, weather, suicide, food,
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rivers and so on with pictures of London life. In the book, Ackroyd does not follow a
chronological order while depicting the history of London. “The biography of
London […] defies chronology” (Ackroyd 2). Time is fragmented, and the
fragmentary continuity of the events is shown in the book. However, a thematic
pattern is followed in the organisation of the chapters. Another notable thing in The
Biography is that as Ackroyd is recording the history of the city, the past is felt to be
echoed in the present with a special concern to connect past and present in the city.
Hence, “the gap between past and present is reduced and the past is rewritten in a
new context” (Chalupsky, “Narratives” 129) in The Biography. Ackroyd mostly
focuses on the history of the city from the medieval period to the twentieth century
although he mentions the pre-history and the later evolution of the city. The book is,
in the traditional sense, a historical survey. Being neither a fiction nor a biography, it
is a descriptive narrative of the city as well. The subject of The Biography is
“London” itself which is different from his other biographies where London sneaks.
In this work, Ackroyd tells the (hi)story of London from its birth in the ancient times
up to today by delineating London and London life in detail as a product of his
creative power, and he displays how the text, the city, and the writer himself are
interconnected and influenced by one another. Not only does he write about the
historical transformation of the city based on the facts and documents but also refers
to fictional and nonfictional works by British and non-British authors produced in
different times in the city’s history. Chalupsky states that Ackroyd uses a strategy in
The Biography similar to the ones he applies in his novels, but in this work, there are
a number of references to authentic materials instead of fictitious elements, and he
adds “a significant proportion consists of documents concerned with violence and
crime” (“Narratives” 123). In The Biography, a variety of discourses appear, such as
architectural details, mapping, poetry, newpapers extracts, toponym and the stories of
the citizens because as noted by Chalupsky, Ackroyd believes that “London can be
discovered through reading and juxtaposing the great variety of texts its inhabitants
produced” (“Narratives” 124). Hence, the city’s embodiment in the other narratives
reveals its variability and versatility. The book is not only the writer’s reflection of
London but also a babel of London writers from John Stow, Blake, Wordsworth,
Dickens, Gissing to Charles Booth and more, who were enduringly interested in its
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history and its own existence as an urban space with its numerous layers. Thus he
combines history and fiction in the work through the body of London in temporal
and spatial dimensions. However, as Phillips Lawrence states “despite challenging
the boundaries between fictional technique and historical discourse in The
Biography, it is historical discourse that gains the upper hand by the end of the text
…” (151). Notably, Ackroyd includes a wide range of view points about London in
his work, London: The Biography. Yet the following chapter focuses on analysing
The Biography in terms of how “London” is reflected as the grotesque, the gothic
and the carnivalesque urban topography and entity.
2.2. London: The Grotesque City London
The way Ackroyd reads the city in London: The Biography might be
interpreted through several perspectives in terms of urban space discourses. Ackroyd
delineates a city image with its all components including its dwellers, topography,
history, and textual history, but while doing that, he is mostly engaged in London’s
dark history and sides. The book gives the impression of walking in the hidden back
streets of the city because Ackroyd is largely preoccupied with off-the-record history
of London. Inevitably, the book comes to contact with the dark narratives in the
process of its representation and decipherment. The grotesque imagery becomes
conducive to the description of the city’s shadowy aspects in the book.
London as the main figure of Ackroyd’s book is approached through the
metaphor of an organic being by the author as the title of the book “The Biography”
suggests that the city is treated as a living organism, in other words, as a body. For
Ackroyd, London is also a labyrinth. For Lawrence, the association of London with
the images of biography, body and labyrinth is “a form of hyperbole; discursive
strategies that attempt to limit and define” (134) and this trilogy of the images means
that “a ‘biography’ suggests a beginning and an end, while a body has discrete
boundaries and also, as an organism, a definite beginning and end. A ‘labyrinth’,
while perhaps endlessly perplexing, is still a structure with boundaries even if they
are difficult to perceive from within” (134). Hence, it is obvious that Ackroyd’s
depiction of London is much more than an inanimate setting; it is a living and
changing space like a human body.
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That anthropomorphic representation of London is emphasised in the first
section of The Biography entitled “The City as Body.” Peter Ackroyd states “London
has […] always envisaged in the form of a young man…” 1 (1), which implies its
energy and strength. Similarly, Ackroyd anthropomorphises London by likening the
parts of the city to human organs; byways are its veins and its parks are lungs (1).
Hence, by mixing human properties of body and an inanimate object, Ackroyd could
be said to imply the grotesque quality of the city. According to Bernard Mc Elroy, as
a phenomenon in art like sculpture or painting, the grotesque is embodied physically,
chiefly visually; however, in literature, it takes the form of language to evoke in the
the reader a vivid visual image that will leave the impression of the grotesque (ix). In
the same way, Ackroyd creates the image of a grotesque city through language by the
metaphor of “a monstrous human giant.” In the section, “The City as Body,” London
is envisaged as a deformed giant with an ever dissatisfied appetite, eating, drinking
and expanding incessantly (2). The city as a body is portrayed as “a swollen and
dropsical giant,” a monster with too large a head, “out of proportion to the other
members” and “its face and hands have grown monstrous, irregular and ‘out of all
Shape’” (2). Thus the city acquires a grotesque character, a shapeless and
disproportioned entity. It is hybridised since it is described as “a labyrinth, half of
stone and half of flesh” (2). Not surprisingly, Ackroyd’s monstrous London is
associated with griffins that can be seen on London Bridge’s both entrances today.
The griffins are mythical beasts with a head and wings of an eagle and the body of a
lion. These hybrid, wild and voracious birds are the emblems placed as the guardians
of the city to protect the borders (655). It seems that London is the reflection of these
beastlike creatures in appearance and spirit in terms of their grotesque nature,
appalling and attractive for Londoners.
By associating London with a young man figure and a deformed giant
simultaneously, Ackroyd reveals the dichotomy of the city as being both the sublime
and the grotesque. On the one hand, it is full of energy, excitement; on the other
hand, it is a limitless, wild and ambiguous monster in a disguised form. Edmund
Burke defines the sublime as “a sort of delightful horror” (73) in its effect and
whatever is capable of arousing the feeling of terror is regarded as the sublime
1

From now on, all the quotations referred without an author’s name in this study are taken from
London: The Biography by Peter Ackroyd.
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(Burke 57). Infinity, grandeur, vastness, power, obscurity and the things that are
related to sight or the other senses and that cause terror are the sources of sublimity
according to Burke, for they can “excite the ideas of pain and danger” (39) while
causing admiration. The sublime and the demonic converge in the texture of London
and make it an alluring topography to map. The immensity of labyrinthine London
and its quality of overflowing of itself are awe-inspiring. However, it does not only
give delight but it also causes terror. Its vastness and monstrous quality entertain
anomalies and uncertainty. Also, Ackroyd’s London is not static and never
completed like Bakhtin’s grotesque body, but it is in a perpetual state of becoming
and growing, or in transformation that is one of the important images of the
grotesque realism.
Similarly, Ackroyd portrays a city that transcends boundaries as it is in a
continual change, which renders it ambiguous and irresolute. As mentioned
previously, Ackroyd conjures up London in the image of a monstrous giant. This
exaggerated city description has a grotesque dimension. Indeed, the metaphor is
closely related to the city’s grotesque and gothic history harbouring “the secrets of
the human world” (3). By anthropomorhising the city, he restores it to human scale,
and thus he attempts to fathom out the reality of the city maze to reveal the
dehumanising sides of it which are a result of its going beyond human scale as it
outgrows its own self, transgressing its own body in which it conceives a new,
second body once and again.
Thus from the first chapter of the book, Ackroyd exposes a grotesque
landscape that is haunted by evil spirits. The city has been paradoxically shaped by
destructions as an unavoidable fate of London throughout the ages since it started
with a couple of tiny villages inhabited by simple savages whose only pursuits were
tiling of their fields, simple eating and drinking, simple fighting for women, attacks
on the other richer or hostile tribes and carnal copulation (Burford 3). Recurrent
incidents of death, (natural) destructions, and wars occuring in London are parts of
its own identity. As Lehan notes that the city is both a realm of vitality and death; it
becomes a promise of a new life, and at the same time it implies the exhaustion of
the old one (219). Death is not a negative pole of the grotesque, but it is a chance for
rebirth and renewal of the body, so this concept can be seen repeatedly in the
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biography of London. Like a phoenix, the city, marked by declines and
developments, was restored from its ashes each time by managing to survive. Thus,
London, a symbol of recurrent renewal and decline, asserts its continuity.
In The Biography, fire and plague are the grotesque images, especially in
chapters twenty and twenty-one entitled “A Plague Upon You” and “Painting the
Town Red” respectively. They are, also, among the elements Ackroyd employs in the
delineation of the city as “two great titular spirits of London” (26), for they emerge
as the London revenant in its history contributing to the physical texture of the city as
well as the spirit of it. These great powers in destructive operations have struck
London many times and destroyed it. For instance, fire is thought to be one of its
characteristics that laid the city waste. To Ackroyd, the grotesque London is “fleshy
and voracious” and “in continual state of greed and desire” (1-2) with a monstrous
appetite. The city is greedy for fires. Although London was swallowed by the fires in
764, 798, 852, 893, 961, 982, 1077, 1087, 1093, 1131, 1136, 1203, 1212, 1220 and
1227, the history of fires can be traced back to the first century, AD 60 when
Boudicca and her tribal army had destroyed most of the city by flame and sword for
the sake of revenge for the enslavement of the women and children of the Iceni to
sell, which Ackroyd regards as the first sign of “the city’s appetite for human lives”
(24). The Great Fire of London in 1666 that started in Pudding Lane and was stopped
by the Fetter Lane after five days was the most famous one in its history of fires by
virtue of being the greatest one. In chapter “Painting the Town Red,” John Evelyn,
who wandered in the streets at night when the fire spread, states that “the noise and
cracking and thunder of the impetuous flames, the shrieking women and children, the
hurry of people, the fall of towers, houses, and churches, were like a hideous storm,
and the air all about so hot and inflamed that at last one was not able to approach it”
(qtd. in Ackroyd 213). Here an apocalyptic image of the city is suggested, stressing
the city’s predisposition to destruction like the other ancient cities, such as Babylon,
Rome, Sodom, and Troy to which Ackroyd compares in terms of their greatness and
destruction. At the end, the fire turned the city into something an unrecognisable and
alien place for its dwellers since it destroyed almost the whole city by turning it to a
hellish place:
The ground under [John Evelyn’s feet] was so hot that he could hardly walk;
the iron Gates and bars of the prisons had all melted; the Stones of the

31

buildings were all calcined and rendered a brillant white; the water left in the
fountains was still boiling while ‘subterranean cellars, wells and dungeons’
were belching forth ‘dark clouds of smoke.’ (214)
After the fire, the city resembles an unearthly and nightmarish place. The fire leaves
the city deformed not the same as before the fire. It becomes an estranged world, and
thus a familiar city seems to be uncanny to its dwellers. London’s wild character
becomes visible: “Forbidding, blackened and relentless” (217). The image of London
in conflagration is stored in the memory of Londoners and this image is represented
in art and literature by associating the city with suffering, death and mystery as a
reflection of anxiety and buried psyches of the people. It is an evidence how these
fires, a token of fascination with devilry, provokes Londoners’ imagination. Ackroyd
points out that “fire by a sudden leap of metaphor then becomes the source of energy
and power, as if it represented the sporadic and violent irruption of the city’s own
heated life” (211). In other words, London fires have come to be regarded as a
reflection of the city’s own identity and spirit that are wild and voracious.
After the Great Fire, the ruined city was rebuilt, and gradually it rose once
again expanding in size. However, London’s appetite for fire was not satisfied. Fires
continued to terrorise the landscape throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries by growing in size and frequency (210). For example, Ackroyd notes that
“in the nine years from 1833 to 1841 there were 5,000 fires in the city … in the
“Great London region” of 1993 occured 46,000 “primary” and “secondary” fires”
(210). Some particular neighbourhoods are more accustomed to fires than the other
parts of the city acquiring fame for their dangerous aspects. As Ackroyd writes,
Aldergate Street, Silver Street, and Wood Street have been exposed to flames
repeatedly and known for being fiery and dangerous locations (210). Accordingly, it
might be said that the city’s past always recurs, and haunts the present and even the
future of London and the cyclical image of construction, destruction and
reconstruction by flames reassures that London is a fiery city with the potential to
turn the physical landscape into a terrifying sublime space.
Inevitably, red is thought to be the natural colour of the city in conflagration,
for it has been ubiquitous in the city; the telephone boxes, the cabs, the guild of
mercers, the sand stone of the original wall of London, and the flag that the London
river workers used to show discontent were red, and today, Ackroyd writes, the pillar

32

boxes and buses are still red (209). But red also evokes the fear of death in the city
since “the red crosses were placed upon the doors of households shut up with the
plague, thus confirming the symbolic association of that London disease which was
once considered ‘always smouldering’ like covered embers” (209). Plague like
flames is a calamity that made the city an appalling topography for its citizens.
Notably geographical places determine the connection between the individual and
his/her environment. London forms such a relationship with its inhabitants. In one
sense, the gothic image of London landscape suffering from pestilence describes the
city inhabitants’ terrifying experience of plague at the same time. The topographies
of the city and the citizens’ body interact with each other. Lasting epidemics and
waves of death in the history of the metropolis could be said to traumatise Londoners
who were struck by continual fear of death. In the chapter, “A Plague Upon You,”
Ackroyd notes that London was “a sink of disease” as the black death, which was
firstly seen in the seventh century, razed nearly forty percent of the population in the
metropolis in 1348 and the epidemics of sweating sickness/malaria in the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries hit Londoners, but the ague of 1528 massacred the thousands
(194). However, the plague did not stop threatening the city and creating horror and
gloom in the streets. The Great Plague between 1664 and 1665 catastrophically
absorbed the vigour and energy of the city and reinforced “the graveyard” image for
London. Ackroyd writes that abundance of people who died from the infection were
put into the burial pits in Mountmills and Houndsditch, which are still tragically
waste grounds today, promiscuously by dead carts (195). London streets “were filled
with smoke as well as the miasma of the dead and dying” (196). The image of
graveyard is rendered through the silence spreading the city as opposed to its noisy
nature as well as the people who “dropped dead in the very markets” in the act of
trading. They would ‘just sit down and die’ with tainted coins still in their pockets”
(197), so trade and commerce, which London has rested on since its foundation in
prehistoric times, Ackroyd points out, are the reason for destruction of the citizens.
To put it another way, London topography becomes an urban imprisonment where
life was overcome by the fear of death and pestilence and the citizens therefore
avoided contact by being shut up into their houses.
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As a result, the human body becomes a site of unnerving anxiety. Ackroyd
states that one commentary about the street traders is that the traces of anxiety on
their faces with hollow and frightened eyes utter the fear in London (193). The
plague undermines the integrity and stability of the citizens. The violence caused by
disease disturbs the mind of the inhabitants. According to Gottdiener and Hutchison
space has a “compositional factor in human behaviour” (19), which is called
sociospatial approach towards metropolitan life, so it could be asserted that a world
of fear doomed to death undoubtly disintegrates the identites of its subjects. It is
observed in the behaviours of Londoners during the catastprophe, too. As a
consequence of contamination and death, the citizens were troubled by the black
death to the extent that “the living, out of despair, sometimes flung themselves the
dead” (195). Ironically, the people did not die of the ague itself but of fear of death.
The sense of both being alive and dead undermines the boundaries between the two
realms, and the lived space starts to become threatening. The co-existence of these
two contradictory and incongruous feelings at the same time results in psychological
shock and horror as Harpham claims that “the characteristic themes of the grotesque
− [plague, death and apocalypse] – jeopardise or shatter our conventions by opening
onto vertiginous new perspectives characterised by the destruction of the logic and
regression to the unconcious – madness, hysteria, or nightmare” (462). Thus the
urban space metamorphoses into a kind of bedlam. Ackroyd portrays the mood of
horror stricken dwellers living in despair as:
A genuine madness was in streets, with prophets and interpreters of dreams
and fortune-tellers and astrologers all terrifying ‘the people to that last
degree.’ Many, fearful of sudden death, ran into the streets to confess that ‘I
have been a murderer’ and ‘I have been a thief.’ At the height of the plague
it was fully believed that ‘God was resolved to make a full end of this
miserable city,’ and as a result the citizens became ‘raving and distracted.’
(198)
Thus, the man, who is psychologically alienated from himself within such a
grotesque landscape, faces the dissolution of his identity, for the reality of the
physical world breaks his inner world apart and she/he turns into a grotesque body
where rationality gives way to subconscious forces or insanity. Terror caused by fear
of death embodies the survival of atavistic qualities of human beings as it is seen in
Londoners during the disasters. They reverted to superstition and primitive beliefs
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and the credulity of the urbanites reappears to escape the disease. Ackroyd records
that people carried things, such as charms, philtres, exorcisms, and amulets to be
protected from the plague, which is a sign of the citizens’ absorption in magic and
rituals inherited from the native and immigrant people and ghosts that have always
troubled London, were seen in the streets of London during the period of the plaque
(201-3). The city resembles a gothic landscape haunted by spectres and evil powers
and is dominated by the disease instead of a gothic villain. As is marked in the nature
of the grotesque and the gothic narratives, the realities and delusions of the urban
space mingle to cope with the trouble.
According to Ackroyd, the conditions of the city were the reason for most of
the death at the time of the plague and he notes that “it is not clear whether the whole
sick body of London is an emanation of its citizens, or whether the inhabitants are an
emanation or the projection of the city” (197). London is an unhealthy sick body−
“‘the Great Wen’ or fleshy excrescence indicative of poor health” (194)− and it
contaminates the ones in contact with it. Indeed, London’s insanitary conditions were
attempted to be improved even as early as the Roman reign of the city. Refuse heaps,
human excrement, and daily rubbish were thrown into the streets. Ackroyd states that
some parts of London, for example, Farrington Without, Portsoken, Moorsfield
drained in 1527 were known for their dirty environment inflicted with black ditches,
odorous and detestable open sewers (332). The topography marked by dirty pits and
slough filled with bad savours and offensive streets was a threat to the local people.
Malodorous and filthy appearance of the city that dominated the landscape becomes
its emblem of physical depravity.
Another characteristic of this urban space contributing to its notorious fame
for filth is its bad smell, “smell of the living as well as of the dead” (362)
complementing the image of London as a monster, for it cannot hide its ugliness in
every sense. In chapter forty entitled “A Bad Odour,” it is mentioned that the bad
scent of London crowd, the smell of their bodies and their breath, and of the trade in
the city mingle by forming “overpowering sense of sensory horror” (363). Ackroyd
expresses that even today the city is prevailed by the persistent bad smells of dog
excrement, dust and the smell of bus and motor cars (365). The various types of
stenches emanating over the city from “the smells of poverty,” “herrings,” “greasy
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little eating houses” and many more are the results of urban life (363-64) and they
compose the true identity of London as a grotesque body.
London’s own realities and dirty conditions make it a centre of death and
suffering. That filthy grotesque organism gave birth to plague and sweating sickness
which aroused cosmic terrors, and it ruins its citizens as well as itself desperately and
voraciously again and again. Ackroyd depicts the reader a doomed city of destruction
of fires and diseases and suggests that the gloom in the city froze the minds and
hearts. Yet, somehow the city recreates itself out of its miseries, for “the essence of
the grotesque is precisely to present a contradictory and double-faced fullness of life.
Negation and destruction (death of the old) are included as an essential phase,
inseparable from affirmation, from the birth of something new and better” (62).
Consequently, London is presented as a powerful grotesque character. The gaping
mouth of London swallows to satisfy its hunger for death and repeats itself in the
new generations in different forms since in London nothing changes but transforms
into something else. Disasters do not only distort it but they also dehumanise and
render the grotesque character violent.
In addition to the flames and plague, the body of London is, also, inscribed by
the fierce wars in its history. In one way or another, London’s ghostly past fraught
with destructions shows itself on the landscape by reminding of its atavistic
connections as in the wars London has gone through. Ackroyd touches upon
London’s struggle for survival during the war years in the chapters of “Empire Day”
and “War News.” Outstandingly expanding in every aspect and turning into an
empire in the nineteenth century, London was struck by the Great War of 1914-1918,
which left behind 125000 dead Londoners in the battle (707). But what put the city in
such a terrifying blaze after the Great Fire was the Second World War in 1940 when
the city was started to be bombed by the German air force. Ackroyd writes that in the
first thirty days of bombing, six thousand people were slaughtered and twice as that
number got injured as an impact of 30,000 bombs dropped in one month, and he
compares the plight of the city to Pompei, Babylon and Jerusalem, “stricken by God
by being corrupt”(Ackroyd 723; Lehan 34). Once again Ackroyd demarcates a city
which became a completely ruined wasteland in “ash and ruble” (729) by fires and
death under the raids that went on to 1944 with varying severe degrees. The result
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was an unfamiliar topography, “confused and misshappen” (731). The city became
an unheimlich geography, and it was transformed into a grotesque space on the
grounds that “THE GROTESQUE IS THE ESTRANGED WORLD” (Kayser 184).
The citizens were affected and terrified in that estranged landscape because “it is
[their world] which ceases to be reliable, and [they] feel that [they] would be unable
to live in this changed world” (Kayser 185). In other words, The war experience
traumatised Londoners and caused them to be estranged to the territory that was
turned into ruins. Steven Bruhm remarks in “Contemporary Gothic: Why We Need
It”:
Speaking of Gothic as analogous to trauma, or even as the product and
enactment of trauma makes sense for a number of reasons. First, the gothic
itself is a narrative of trauma. Its protagonists usually experience some
horrifying event that profoundly affects them, destroying (at least
temporarily) the norms that structure their lives and identities. (268)
In a city so much intertwined with its inhabitants, traumatic impacts of the war on
Londoners as well as London buildings are depicted by Ackroyd in detail. Death and
destruction, depravity of order and a chaotic atmosphere of the war produce an air of
despondency, boredom, and depression in the people as well as in the buildings of
the city that show the traces of weariness and depression with their more grimy,
desolate and decaying appearances (732). Uncertainty of survival leads to entropy
and loss of meaning. Under the threat of bombs the citizens lose their vitality and
energy. Ackroyd explains that inertia of the inhabitants caused by the war:
It was the impersonality of the weapons, often compared to flying insects,
which compounded the fear. The intented victims themselves became
depersonalized, of course, so that conditions of living in the city was the
condition of being less than human.… The mechanism continued to operate,
but now in a much more impersonal manner; the whole world turned into a
machine, either of destruction or of weary of survival. (733)
As is asserted by Elroy, “to render [an object] as grotesque is to situate it in a world
which is grotesque” (5). Similarly, the atmosphere of fear and horror in the grotesque
city transforms its citizens into grotesque figures, neither completely human nor a
machine but a mixture. Thus Ackroyd indicates a grotesque world by the erasure of
the difference between human realm and inanimate object viz machine.
A sense of a cold meaninglessness, the crushing effects of the destruction,
and death prevail in the city. The fear of death and uncertainty of not knowing
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whether the next day they can wake up lead to a sort of indifference and ignorance
and drag the citizens into the dark vacuum of a cruel world. As Kayser writes, “the
grotesque instils fear of life rather than fear of death” (185). According to Burke, “to
make anything terrible, obscurity seems, in general, to be necessary. When we know
the full extent of any danger, when we can accustom our eyes to it, a great deal of the
apprehension vanishes” (58). The similar effect of the war can be said to be true for
Londoners. Death and raids become a part of their daily life reality and they get used
to it, but they develop a sense of invulnerability to the horrendous situation. As
underscored by Ackroyd, “the wall between the living and the living [becomes] less
solid as the wall between the living and the dead [thins]” (728). Londoners adopt
death to such an extent that life comes to be equated with death; the boundaries
between the living and the dead vanish, in a sense. It might be argued that the
dehumanised world of the twentieth century based on bloody wars and capital, likens
the living to itself by brutalising and abusing them. Thus the product of a violent war
is a city of wretchedness and drabness.
The city swinging between reality and unreality during the war also reveals
its unnatural characteristic, in other words, irrational character. It is not natural for
people gathering in a place where they would be struck by a bomb and be an obvious
target (728). Despite the fear of death and horror, Londoners are attracted to what is
dangerous and threatening, which Ackroyd calls unnatural. Similarly, Ackroyd
considers the behaviours of the evacuated children to other parts of the country to be
a reflection of the city’s unnatural aspect. For example, some children refuse to wear
new clothes instead of their old and dirty ones or the others do not eat healthy food
but ask for fish and chips, sweets and biscuits (726-27). Furthermore, although
100,000 children were evacuated to the other parts of the country for safety, 2,500
children each week returned to the “city of fire and death” two weeks later (727). It
could be claimed that the city is both a lure and trap for the inhabitants. In fact,
“rather than being a unified site, London is a chaotic agglomeration of
contradictions, juxtapositions, and inconsistencies, which makes generalizations both
inevitable and unwise” (Freeman 14). To no surprise, London defies reason and
rationality, and it seems to impose its nature on its inhabitans and render them a part
of its identity. Indeed, Chalupsky underscores that London: The Biography is one of
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Ackroyd’s works in which he reflects his belief that “the irrational has always been
deeply embedded in the city’s texture and thus has inevitably affected the course of
its development, its inhabitants’ acts and their desire to transform those acts into
autonomous narratives” (“Mystic” 172). The city and its occult nature enact their
power over both its topography and the inhabitants harshly.
Despite all the damages of the war, that giant body somehow succeeds in
staying alive because a Bakhtinian grotesque body has immortality on the grounds
that it is a regenerative body in transformation. For example, a paradoxical
consequence of the impact of bombs dropped on London is that the flora and fauna
of the city, pointed out by Ackroyd, that had not appeared before the war for
thousands years began to grow again in ruined London (731). Hence, it is confirmed
that death is not an end but a beginning; it promises a birth and growth. Ackroyd’s
London is subject to the principles of the grotesque body. London was started to be
renewed and recontsructed after the war and to be expanded as in after the plague
and the Great Fire. The dismembered city was tried to be reconstructed and made a
harmonious whole. That is considered to be the nature of the city “which is
perpetually rising from flame and ruin. Indeed it has been defined throughout its
history by […] resurrections” (33). That is Ackroyd’s repeated image for London’s
perseverence, and it is also a reflection of, Roger Luckhurst writes, Ackroyd’s
emphasis on that London is a cyclical and mythical city in The Biography (294).
Clearly, Ackroyd inscribes the continuities in the city and stresses the co-existence of
the double characteristic of it, such as the claim of the past in the present in any
moment in time. Arguably, repeatedly, the city, a voracious grotesque giant,
swallows the world and the world swallows the body and London reaffirms itself
through resurrections. On the whole, the wars and traumatic history of the city
describe a grotesque entity oscillating between the two poles of rationality and
irrationality, death and rebirth.
In addition to the destructive forces which were at work in London
topography, the traces of the grotesque discourse in The Biography can be followed
in the interplay between the city and its inhabitants as well. As Ackroyd is focusing
on the subterranean aspects of London in the book, he explores the wretchedness of
the city and dwellers mingling with one another. It seems that both the city and the
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citizens are transformed into a grotesque entity. In other words, they become a single
unified body in a terrifying form inseparable from each other as a result of their
mutual interaction and infusion in many aspects.
Indeed, Ackroyd claims that since the day London was founded, it has had an
essential power on the citizens, which Ackroyd displays. As recorded by the author,
London was set as a main settlement by Romans in about 43 AD after the invasion of
Caesar in the 55 BC because the region was of the commercial importance due to the
river, the Thames, and of its geographical importance in Britain. Within fifty years
London became a trading center as well as the political and administrative city of the
country (22-23), so it would be appropriate to say that the town Romans built was
based upon “the imperatives of money and of trade” (23) and it constituted one of the
powerful links between the city and its inhabitants. In the eighteenth and especially
the nineteenth centuries, London grew into a vast and imperial city in size and
economic power due to the industrial revolution and technological advancements
which began in the Enlightenment period. Ackroyd writes in the section of the book
titled “London as Crowd” that along with London’s topography, the crowd enlarged,
too (385) and Ackroyd’s exploration of that London crowd means seeing the reality
of urban life as “the city presents itself metonymically, embodied by the crowd”
(Lehan 8). For Ackroyd, what characterises London crowd was “a sudden appetite
for wildness and licence” (386) which is a consequence of living in a grotesque
urban landscape. Ackroyd emphasises that reality as follows:
… the restraints imposed by a mercantile culture, ruinous in its effects upon
many who comprised the crowd, encouraged rapid volatility of rage and
exhilaration. There were also too many people forced into too small a space,
and this massive overcrowding in narrow streets engendered strange fevers
and excitements. That is why the instinctive fear of the mob, or crowd, had as
much to do with its propensity for disease as its prevalence towards violence.
(387)
Obviously, people crowding the city inevitably begin to take the form of the
inanimate city. As the conditions of the city get harsh, so do the inhabitants’
temperaments; consequently, they have a propensity for riot and disorder. Another
quality that can be associated with London crowd is impersonality and indifference.
In other words, the urban space clearly makes the inhabitants impersonalised, less
human and much more machinelike as is seen in the nineteenth century Londoners in
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The Biography. In Ackroyd’s words, “the impersonal crowd parts friend from friend,
and separates loved one from loved one, those dearest to us are no longer near, borne
away by the surging tide in unknown directions” (388). Thus it is suggested that the
urban topography strips its subjects from personal and intimate relationships and the
mass of people in urban space seem to be dragged into a kind of alienation, which
can be attributed to the fear of each other and the attempt to survive in urban life
which is marked out by “excess and over-reaction, close to the hysteria” (392), so
London can be argued to be a grotesque landscape where the meaning breaks down
and where even the inhabitants become a threat to each other and clearly, the city
represents a landscape where social encounters arouse fear and disassociation. It is in
the nature of a grotesque world as Kayser describes:
It is a world without heart, without kindness or love, and the people
inhabiting it seem, therefore, to be weightless and bodiless. Like ghosts they
flit past us in quick succession. In this world, from which mind and soul are
absent, no intimate ties or profound relations exist between human beings.
Instead, they push, beat, betray, and destroy each other. (119)
In the same way, in the London crowd, the individuals seem to be of no value or
importance but to be a wild animal in fear.
Consequently, ever-expanding London, which has always been an unstable
and violent city, represents “a howling sea of human wreckage” (qtd. in Ackroyd 7)
according to the mid-nineteenth century novelist, Arthur Morrison. In that sense,
London represents a wasteland populated with the grotesque bodies including the
city itself. Indeed, Lehan sees the city as a grotesque landscape, that is, an inversion
of nature (125) and he writes, “cut off from a source of nourishment beyond itself,
the city became a closed system, caught in an entropic process that depleted its
energy; it fed on itself, producing degenerate ideas and human suffering” (127).
Likewise, London is presented as a city that distorts and deforms the inhabitants. The
city regulated by the abstract notions of profit, loss, labour and commerce diminishes
human scale as Ackroyd highlights in chapter sixty-one called “How Many Miles to
Babylon” that despite being much larger, and thus, much public and gorgeuos, the
metropolis became a less human one (564). The city implements its destructive
power to the citizens, and the man of crowd exposed to violent and dehumanising
principles of the urban society could be said to be reduced to an animalistic
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grotesque form. The conditions of the city, for example, the poverty, violence
overcrowding, and the slums, seem to produce “the maimed and injured” (562) and
in The Biography, Ackroyd depicts these repugnant figures of London, which are the
identifiable elements of the grotesque, and the hideous and monstrous qualities of the
urban space.
Ackroyd explores London from a disturbing perspective which is real and
grotesque. He looks into the subjects of the city transformed into bestial figures of
the grotesque. Ackroyd’s text could be said to be a narrative of the abject. The abject,
etymologically meaning cast off, is connotated with debased, degraded, humiliated
and so on (Hurley 138). Kristeva explains the word as the in-between “a place −
where meaning collapses” (2) and she associates the gross materiality with the abject
that causes repulsion such as loathing “a piece of filth, waste dung” (2) in an
“archaic” (2) sense. According to her, what is abject “disturbs identity, system and
order” with no respect for “borders, positions and rules” (4). Similar to the grotesque,
the abject refers to break down the boundaries between categories and this ambiguity
suggests a kind of fear and attraction. Likewise, in The Biography, the poor emerge
as the abject beings. They were “the old, the crippled, the deformed and the mad”
(588) in the medieval city, or they were underclass people like pedlars, chimney
sweeps accommodating in miserable houses with their repulsive existence to the
other city dwellers (589). Their suffering and living conditions turn them into
grotesque figures. They cause fear and abjection in the higher classes of the city. The
poor in London may be deemed to be the waste of the city. They are degraded
grotesqueries which reflect the nature of the city as Ackroyd clarifies in the chapter
entitled “They Are Always with Us”:
In a city based on money and power, those who are moneyless and powerless
are peculiarly oppressed. In London, of all cities, they are literally degraded,
stripped of all human decency by the operations of a city that has no other
purpose except greed. That is why the poor were ‘abject’ in the streets of
nineteenth-century London and, as the city increased in power and
magnitude, so did the numbers of the poor increase. (589)
As is understood, the city degrades them to a sphere where they are neither human
beings nor animals. They are not seen fully human but twisted monstrosities. In the
urban space they are reduced to subhuman creatures considering the metaphor of
jungle for the city that erases the difference between man and animal. Likewise, in
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chapter sixty-six “Can You Spare a Little Something” in The Biography, the poor
occupy a space in-between and cause a visceral abhorrence, and Ackroyd’s
inscription of the modern city can therefore be read as a grotesque entity where
disease, famine, filth, and money produce bestial citizens under the violent
operations of the city which “has created a new phase in human existence itself; its
poverty has in real sense impoverished all who, in the mad pursuit of getting and
spending, have created a human society of ‘component atoms’”(592). The
commercial city relying on money lays the poor waste recklessly and “lead to
despair, drunkenness, and death” (593) and they are the symbols of horror and
degeneration in the city. As emphasised by Ackroyd, in the nineteenth century
London, the gross materiality of the areas the poor dwelled in develops a sense of
hopelessness and helplessness in the inhabitants. The locales where they lived are an
oblivion, as Ackroyd writes, “turn off” (591), for these places are unknown in the
vast city, and for the rich of London, their abject existences are not seen on accounts
that they are the dark and abject part of London that are cast off and kept away. To
put it another way, the poor pose a menace to the order and authority and these
humiliated people are feared most for an insurrection (597). Like gothic ghosts, the
humiliated man, Elroy notes, a central figure in modern grotesque rather than the
alienated man, however, could be said to compose the disturbing elements of the
urban space (22).
The beggars and vagrants in their deformed appearances filling the streets of
London in The Biography are “the visible manifestation of the poverty” (595). They
seem to be a grotesque distortion of the ordinary life in the city. For Ackroyd,
beggars represent “the city’s depths and the city’s dirt” (600). They can be seen as
the people the city transforms into a gotesque abject, for their lives in lonelines and
isolation cause “fear of contagion … not just the contagion of disease, however, but
that of fear and anxiety” (601). Therefore, their dispossessed abject bodies shatter the
complacency of the inhabitants since they connotate an uncanny world of existence
that disturbs the ordinary dwellers:
They lived upon the margins of existence and, in all cases, seemed doomed to
earthly death. The stages of emaciation and drunkness, in the young man,
followed quickly upon one another. They were persistent cheats and liars
because they had no connection with the ordered and comfortable society …
their reality was so precarious that they had nothing to lose. They were living
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in a different state of human existence. Only London could harbour them.
(603)
As opposed to the ordinary citizens, the city for these dispossessed and homeless
people is a place they have experienced “a maze of suspicion, aggression and small
insults” (605). They are Londoners on the edge, and therefore grotesqueries.
Moreover, the beggars appear to evoke the repressed anxieties about an uncanny
topography, which has been shaped by death, destructions, and decline. If the
modern city is supposed to be composed of order and comfort, their grotesque
existence in that space regulated by the institutions, authority, and money may be
contended to be threatening to the society and disturb the subconcious of the city
because the world they recall is hostile and uncanny, and those people “rejected and
discarded” (606), are the unseen aspects of a violent topography. The poor and
beggars suggest an uncanny world fraught with misery and privation. They become
the other in London. Baldick and Mighall highlight that “[…] ‘oppressive’ culture
was terrified by its ideological ‘Others’…” (222). In the grotesque, the other or the
abject acquires a demonic form and thus these demonic forms could be said to reflect
fears and anxieties about that ideological opposite. The other detached from the
subject can be interpreted as “the mysterious stranger… from nowhere, who disrupts
the city from within” (Lehan 8) as it might be claimed that the abject reminds the
subject of his or her potential or possibility to transform into the other or the abject.
They imply the rational and familiar order can collapse. As is argued by Elroy, “the
grotesque art presents us not the world as we know it to be, but with the world as we
fear it might be” (11). Maybe it is the reason why the poor and beggars arouse fear
and disgust in an urban society. Ackroyd’s delineation of the grotesque figures in the
city forces the reader to look into a dark space with its hideous and monstrous
qualities where human degradation abounds in many forms and makes unseen visible
in its terrifying conditions as a reflection of urban reality from past to present in its
continuity.
Apparently, the grotesque figures are the end-products of a commercial city
which abuses the inhabitants especially women and children. In the decipherment of
the metropolitan environment, Ackroyd shows how London turns them into
grotesqueries or the abject as in the poor women of London. Ackroyd describes two
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types of women in the chapter sixty-seven titled “The Feminine Principle”; the ones
are the domestic women protected from the city’s harsh life and the others are the
women who have to survive on their own. Those unlucky women carry the marks of
the city’s darkness. It is the appearances of the street sellers in the seventeeth century
that one can observe how the urban life deforms its subjects:
A crippled woman selling fish has an unutterably weary face … The female
seller of wax is ‘a study in melancholy, she wears an impassive almost stupid
look and walks with a wooden gait.’ Her clothes ‘tattered and run-down,
patched in various places and eaten away at the sleeves.’ Here is a woman
brutalised by the city into a state of indifference and neglect. The seller of
apples has a peculiar sneer upon her face, as if demonstrating her contempt
either for her customers or for her calling. (618)
As is understood, in the city, the inhabitants who struggle to survive in the harsh
conditions of the city go haggard and harsh in both appearance and character. The
urban life hardens the citizens and reduces the life to an ambiguous level between
death and living for the poor of the urban space. For Ackroyd, the necessity of
working hard drives the poor women into misery in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, as well. The working women of London “became part of the “sweating”
industries, where sweating means long days and nights of sewing and stitching in
overcrowded attics or small room” (622) in the nineteenth century. London can be
conceived as a body where the inhabitants are turned to mechanical tools of
functional processes. The human soul is not elevated as in sportive grotesque but
crushed to the edge of life and irrationality without a possibility for renewal or
revival. It seems that the city increasing its wealth and power through
industrialisation becomes a mechanical giant who wears out the poor voraciously for
money in place of diseases or fires.
Moreover, in a city associated with male power, women adapt the stronger
one’s role as in the case of Mary Frith in the sixteenth century in the chapter “The
Feminine Principle.” She can stand against a wild city by adapting the role of a male
and thus Ackroyd notes that her cross dressing and acting like a man with her pipe
and sword allow her “identity and gifts” (619) to survive. Obviously, the city
imposes its coarse and aggressive character on the women mercilessly and Ackroyd
emphasises that “the city hardened those whom it did not kill” (619). Obviously,
London does not keep anything in totality. Somehow it breaks apart the identities
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into fragments and renders them uncanny like itself. As stated by Lawrence “… there
is a creative tension between place and the social space; to become alienated from
one’s own identity is to become estranged from the place that consciousness
constructs around it” (159). Londoners, isolated from the social space, also
experience alienation from themselves. It can be said if the individual fails to comply
with the formulated community and the system she or he lives in, “the city becomes
a space of confused identifications or at worst, terror” (159). Ackroyd’s Londoners in
The Biography might be claimed to be estranged dwellers who flounder in an
uncanny topography; consequently, Londoners transform into a dehumanised state of
existence or transgress the limits for a survival. Therefore, The Biography aligns with
the grotesque narratives of representation through Ackroyd’s engagement with the
extremes of London.
In addition to women, children are a part of that monstrous city. Ackroyd also
investigates the distorted cityscape through presenting the abysmal conditions of
children in London’s history in the chapter “Boys and Girls Come Out to Play.”
Hence, Ackroyd brings down “the ideal of civilized society crashing down to its
vulgar reality” (Railsback 60). In a place where survival relies on money, the
vulnerable are arguably commodified. Likewise, London children and particularly
the poor became a means of commerce, which confirms the idea of the corrupt city.
Ackroyd writes in the chapter titled “You Sexy Thing” that “unwary children of both
sexes were merchandise” (374). They were sold by their parents to the brothels or
decoyed upon the street, which “suggests a vision of a dark and labyrinthine city
where innocence is quickly scented and destroyed” (374). They were exposed to
merciless commercial forces of the corrupt city fraught with vices. Ackroyd
exemplifies London’s indifference to its children and the degradation of the
civilisation through Dostoevsky’s impression on London streets as follows:
Dostoevsky, when wandering down the Haymarket, noticed how ‘mothers
brought their little daughters to make them ply the same trade.’ He observed
one girl ‘not older than six, all in rags, dirty, bare-foot and hollow cheeked;
she had been severely beaten and her body, which showed through the rags,
was covered with bruises … Nobody paying attention to her.’ Here we have
an image of suffering in London, amid endlessly hurrying and passing crowd
who would no more pause to consider a bruised child than a maimed dog.
(374).
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Obviously, this animalistic imagery of the girl shows how London’s dark forces
harness the vulnerable poor children. Ackroyd seems to make use of “the interplay
between power and powerlessness which constitutes the grotesque… and which
allows for the violence, and gripping terror …” (McShane 68). The relationship
between London and its powerless children draws a picture of a grotesque world
where “human body is reduced to a commodity and no punishment awaits those who
partake of that commodity” (Metcalf 165). Hence, it could be said that London is a
city of pain and suffering for the powerless Londoners. Another way London
children were harnessed was child-stealing, which had lasted until the nineteenth
century. Those children were made to beg on the streets or they were robbed,
kidnapped and murdered for a gain (627). Also, the children, most of them
abandoned by their parents or masters and left to the mercy of the streets, were
exploited in criminal activities like stealing or filching (636). In a sense, the city
begets its own grotesqueries by degrading its own subjects into corrupt and vulgar
beings. Ackroyd’s description of the conditions of those children in the seventeenth
century displays the extent of the misery they are involved in:
There are pictures of such children selling, or begging, or stealing, upon the
streets, ‘almost naked and in the last degree miserable, eaten up with Vermin,
and in such a nasty Rags, that one could not distinguish by their Clothes what
Sex they were Of.’ … One image of a street child shows him wearing the
ragged clothing of an adult … He seems to be of no age and of every age, the
acquisition of cast-off adult clothing serving to emphasise this ambiguous
status. These wandering children are as old, and as young, as the city itself.
(636)
Clearly, the abandoned children represent the wastage of the urban life that deforms
the inhabitants grotesquely. As is shown above, they are not what they are supposed
to be as children. They are the abject beings who fail to be put into any category as
by looking at their appearances, one cannot tell whether they are male or female, or
their age. They seem to be in-between like the abject as their natural shapes are
distorted by the drastic poverty they suffer from. The privation of the poor children
of London renders them subhuman. Also, the conditions of the parish children in the
eighteenth century confirm the city’s hostility to children. To specify, the foundling
children in the parishes died of inhuman treatments of the nurses, or if they lived,
they were made to work in the filthy and overcrowded parish workhouses (636-37).
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For Ackroyd, these workhouses completed the image of the city as a prison as he
emphasises:
It combined the aspects of both factory and prison, thus confirming its
identity as a peculiarly urban institution; many of the children infected one
another with ‘disorders’ and contagious diseases, and were then despatched to
hospitals. The quartet of London confinement−workhouse, factory, prison and
hospital−is complete. (637)
Here the idea of the corrupt city is arguably corroborated by the depiction of how the
institutions brutalise or destroy the vulnerable or the poor children. In a way, London
spells death and destruction as Ackroyd underscores that the reality of those small
children “was too overwhelming, and too palpable, to elicit any cogent analysis
beyond the imagery of bestiality and savagery” (637). Forcing the abandoned
children to work under the harsh conditions became another way of exploitation of
them “in the commercial jungle of London” where “the master may be a tiger in
cruelty, he may beat, abuse, strip naked, starve or do what he will to the poor
innocent lad, few people take much notice …” (637). Apart from the dehumanising
conditions of them, the indifference of the community could be interpreted as a sign
of degeneration in the society that Ackroyd manifests. The chimney-sweeps, being
sold to their masters aged seven, eight or even four by drunken or impoverished
parents, also represent the commercial greed of the city where “work and trade are
the persistent, essential London element” (538). The cruel treatment of making them
climb the chimneys proves the violent aspect of Londoners; “the young climbing boy
was prodded or pushed into these tiny spaces; fearful or recalcitrant were pricked
with pins or scorched with fire, to make them climb more readily” (638). The city, in
other words, wastes its children by exploiting them so brutally that these chimneysweeps were deformed or killed as stated by Ackroyd as follows:
Some died of suffocation, while many suffered a more lingering death from
cancer of the scrotum known as ‘sooty warts.’ Others grew deformed. A
social reformer described a typical climbing boy at the close of his short
career. ‘He is now twelve years of age, a cripple on crutches, hardly three feet
seven inches in stature … His hair felt like a hog’s bristle, and his head like a
warm cinder … He repeats the Lord’s prayer.’ (638)
The image of the chimney-sweeps conjures up a grotesque beast-like creature. The
abysmal conditions of London reduced them to the abjects who were blackened by
soot and the refuse of the city. In fact, condemned as beggars and thieves and
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considered wild beings, they were seen as a threat to the city (638). Ackroyd writes
that the miserable, sorrowful or bewildered children of the streets were also the
emblem of the nineteenth and twentieth century London (639). Arguably, Ackroyd
does not celebrate the urban topography but he manifests forcefully the dehumasing
conditions of the streets and the cruelties of the urban people. As is seen, he reveals
how London creates the abject that it embraces and disgorges. As stated by
Chalupsky, “in London: The Biography, the secrets of human world emerge within
the network of the book’s larger historical and cultural theoretical framework”
(“Mystic” 173). By exploring the human reality in the urban topography and in its
past, Ackroyd unfolds the secrets or the ignored lives of Londoners treated as the
objectst who are a part of London’s history.
His effort to present “the shape of a shapeless world, the face of a faceless
[city]” (qtd. in Kayser 12) ends in a grotesque cityscape. In the grotesque city, which
is corrupt and corrupting, identities inevitably break apart. Naturally, madness takes
a prominent role. Bakhtin regards madness as an inherent theme to all grotesque
forms “because madness makes men look at the world with different eyes, not
dimmed by “normal,” that is by commonplace ideas and judgement” (39), but he
makes a distinction between the madness in folk grotesque and in Romantic
grotesque; in the former, “madness is a gay parody of official reason, of the narrow
seriousness of official “truth.” It is a “festive” madness” and in the latter, “madness
acquires a somber, tragic aspect of individual isolation” (39). Ackroyd’s dealing with
madness falls into the category of Romantic grotesque. He shows how it is a tragic
result of an urban landscape.
In the chapter titled “They Outvoted Me,” Ackroyd cites that according to a
psychiatric survey in 1970s, the cases of depressive illness were three times higher in
the East End than the other neighbourhoods and schizophrenia was not uncommon
(607). The mad people are the dispossessed of London, and Ackroyd suggests that
some inhabitants might have been driven mad by the city (607). In the fourteenth
century, St Mary Bethlem began to take care of the Londoners, male or female,
inflicted with madness, and as Ackroyd notes, due to Bethlem, London has been
aligned with madness (607). The author states that in the chronicles of the fifteenth
century, A Church of Our Lady called Bedlam, which was the only hospital for the
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mad in the early seventeeth century, was mentioned, and he adds that some got well
there; some lived forever and some were allowed to go, yet the ones allowed to leave
the hospital wandered in London streets in a state of “sometimes abject and
sometimes prophetic, sometimes melancholy and sometimes denunciatory” (608) by
revealing “the naked human condition in a city that prided its artifice and
civilisation” (608). Most of the sick people in Bedlam were “vagrants”
(overwhelmingly women), “apprentices and servants” (608) in the seventeenth
century, which proves that the harshness of London life and the streets make the
inhabitants insane. They were the citizens who worked under dehumanising
conditions or lived in poverty indeed. It might be said that madness became a shelter
to escape the abysmal realities of the city as noted by Timothy Twohill in “Flimsy
Masks and Tortured Souls,” madness is a possible site to resist against the complex
circumstances of the rational world and hardships enforced on a person (86). In the
same way, it might be regarded that for the inhabitans it was a survival strategy, and
by breaking the line between the rational world and the irrational one, they seem to
have created an alternative plane by a withdrawal from society into the self. For
Ackroyd, madness is arguably a social phenomenon that is brought about by the
oppressing and cruel environment. In other words, Bedlam replicates London as a
miniature version of it as remarked by Ackroyd:
There were thirty-one of the insane crowded into space designed for twentyfour, where ‘the cryings, screechings, roarings, brawlings, shaking of chains,
swearings, frettings, chaffings are so many, so hideous, so great; that they are
more able to drive a man that hath his wits rather out of them.’ The usual
treatment was the whip and the chain. (608)
Here Ackroyd appears to be describing a pile of beasts rather than human beings
who at the same time amuse the viewers like grotesque clowns. Yet they are not
animals since animals do not arouse disgust but their wretched appearances are even
below a beast. The mad are transformed into entirely grotesque beings. Moreover, it
is seen that the delineation of that sixteenth century Bedlam was not different from
outside and even more terrifying and cruel as the author emphasises “Bedlam
represented an intensification of the worst aspects of London life” (609). Similar to
its prisons, the madhouses were like gothic dungeons, perilous and creepy.
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Paradoxically, the irrationality of the citizens can be observed in the
behaviours of Londoners “not in but out of Bedlam” (610). In the mid-nineteenth
century, the inmates in Bedlam, like wild animals caged in a zoo, were exhibited to
the visitors in return of one penny. Ackroyd writes that according to Samuel
Richardson’s letter, hideous roarings and wild motions of the lunatic patients and
distempered fancies of them provoked mirth and laughter in the spectators (610). The
roles and places seem to have been inverted. Londoners’ irrationality may be
explained best in Kayser’s words: “the world is a mad house. But the reverse is
equally true; the insane seem to be the most reasonable people” (61). Apparently,
disintegration is inevitable for the city dwellers in varying degrees in a grotesque
city. Consequently, Bedlam in Moorfield is associated with the city’s evils and nasty
conditions. Ackroyd states that
The Building at Moorfield rears over a city which is infected with the same
disorder. The citizens of London live in a state of an unnatural energy and
uproar; they live in foul houses with no light or air; they are driven by the
whip of business and money-making; they are surrounded by all the images
of lust and violence. They are living in Bedlam. (611)
So in the horrible conditions of the city, meaning shatters, and the familiar becomes
uncanny and abject. In an urban landscape “when whole group of people are made to
live a bestial existence, [the result is] a social tragedy on huge scale” (Cassuto 116).
Under the pessure of the abysmal city life, some inhabitants might be said to undergo
a process of estrangement. Madness could be interpreted as a final result of that
estrangement on the grounds that “[it] is the climactic phase of estrangement from
the world” (Kayser 74). The city acts like a catalyst for the alienation of the
inhabitants from themselves and the urban topography. The mad inhabitants whose
identities were overwhelmed by the city are, Ackroyd states, visible in the streets
today; it is possible to see people talking to themselves rapidly and acting wildly
(612). Thus the author reassures that the city esoterically resumes its identity.
2.3. London: The Gothic Urban Space
Ackroyd’s engagement with London also encompasses the darker side of the
city, that is to say, the unofficial and repulsive elements of a cityscape. Thereby he
brings together what is outside the official culture and thus inevitably he looks into a
dark city. Ackroyd in London: The Biography draws a picture of a dark jungle. In
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fact, Botting, also, considers the city to be a dark forest and remarks that “the city, a
gloomy forest or dark labyrinth itself, [becomes] a site of nocturnal corruption and
violence, a locus of real horror …” (“Gothic” 11). The city’s resemblence “a
wilderness or jungle and a desert” (567) emphasises its desolation and limitlessness,
and thus the extent that a city can go beyond the human scale and comprehension.
The complex structure of the city includes everything like a jungle; however, Lehan
states that the city differs from a jungle in terms of their degree not of their kinds and
the more the city gets complex, the more complex its means of organization become,
but the primitive urges which are tried to be suppressed would always test this
organizational entity (103). Likewise, Ackroyd’s London is a labyrinth of endless
streets and lanes with its complex system of trade and money, but also it is a site of
horror marked by animalistic instincts of violence and brutality which should be
suppressed. London therefore becomes a space that provokes crime and violence.
In The Biography, the criminality of the city arouses an image of a gothic
landscape full of danger and horror. London is presented as a city of crimes and
criminals. It is inscribed as a place of prisons. In the chapter titled “A Penitential
History,” Ackroyd highlights that “there have been more prisons than in any other
European city” (251) in London, which shows how much the city is involved in
violence. For example, Newgate Prison, built in the twelfth century, stands out in
terms of being an emblematic signifier of “death and suffering” (238). It might be
considered to be the microcosm of the city filled with horror and gloom. In the
twenty-fourth chapter titled “Newgate Ballad,” the brutal and inhuman character of
the city seems to impose itself on the prison:
… the prison was so overcrowded that the majority of the prisoners had ‘an
infectious malignant fever.’ It was ‘a place of infamy and great distress’
where lice were the prisoners’ ‘constant companions.’ One inmate was forced
to lie in a coffin while another spent fourteen days ‘without light or fire,
living on a half penny worth of bread a day.’ Here in 1537 eleven Catholic
monks ‘were left, standing and chained to pillars, to die of starvation.’ (239)
So the city’s miserable and cruel identity repeats itself in the prisons. Suffering and
death haunt the inmates in many forms of torture. As noted by Ackroyd, the prison
system represents the whole system of the society (253). Indeed, London topography
is no less dangerous and deathlike than its prisons. Criminal activities or crime are a
source of terror in London. Especially, some particular parts of the city are associated
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with crime, for instance, the streets and lanes in the East End, Fetter Lane or
Clerkenwell, for “an important aspect of Ackroyd’s London … there are areas within
the city that are subjected to peculiar temporal and special conditions which give
them genius loci” (Chalupsky, “Narratives” 129). Theft, robbery, breaking into
houses, cheat, raids and the other forms of crime evolving through London’s history
criminalise the city (256-63). Therefore, it might be said that the urban space in The
Biography can be read as a gothic castle with mysteries and dangers for its
inhabitants.
In addition to the prisons expressing the city’s dark aspects, murder, one of
the motifs of the gothic literature, is another form of crime that composes the
shadowy side of London in The Biography. It is one of the devices Ackroyd applies
to reveal the violent character of the urban topography. He stresses “the connection
between London and murder is, […], a permanent one” (266) in the chapter titled
“Horrible Murder.” The city abounds with mysterious and frightening murders.
These murders are identified with the locations where they are committed, such as
“the Turner Street murders” and “Ratcliffe Highway murders” (266). Ackroyd
exemplifies it with a mass murder incident in the Ratcliffe Highway by depicting the
extent of the brutality of violence in the city:
An entire family had been found murdered in a shop near the highway, in the
most gruesome circumstances; less than three weeks later in New Gravel
Lane, very close to the highway, a man called out ‘They are murdering people
in the house!’ Seven citizens all together, including two children and one
infant, had been dispatched within eight days. (266)
Such many horrible murders haunt narrow and labyrinthine London streets, where
killers lurk. The city thus emerges as a place of terror and threat for the inhabitants
by becoming a gothic landscape where uncertainty and the fear of death are
everywhere. The dismembered, stabbed, burned, and strangled bodies of the victims
conjure up a a gothic hell, which shows the true image of the cityscape: savage and
threatening. According to Ackroyd, the city shares the guilt by being an accomplice
to these crimes (265). It could be argued that the urban space with its vastness and
labyrinthine pattern conceals criminals within itself. The murderers emerge as the
reflection of an excess body viz London and of an excess landscape subjected to the
dark powers. Ackroyd seems to reassure Clark’s contention that “the beast in the
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jungle is the man in the street. That is our current mythology. Like any other myth in
its flower, it is vigorous and flourishing; it is credible, appalling, and − gustatorily or
disgustingly− alive” (138). In the same way, London murders evoke the image of
London as “a jungle” where people mix, and animalistic and repressed human
instincts appear to force themselves upward. According to Botting, “nature, wild and
untameable, [is] as much within as without. Excess emanated from within, from
hidden, pathological motivations that rationality [is] powerless to control” (“Gothic”
12) and “categorised forms of deviance and abnormality [explain] criminal behaviour
as a pathological return of animalistic, instinctual habits” (12). In a wild topography
in which “survival is not certain” (7), identities happen to fall apart and excessive
behaviours defying rationality and norms tend to occur. The power of fear cripples
the living. The city seems to stimulate that abnormal deviant behaviour in the
citizens. London, represented as a grotesque body, consequently, impregnates devilry
and cruelty in an appalling degree.
The severity of the city is even traceable in the way punishment is
implemented upon the criminals, which is mentioned in the chapter “Thereby Hangs
a Tale.” To specify, Roman and Saxon times in London had innumerable practices of
burnings and stone throwings, beheadings, drownings, hangings and crucifixions;
however, by the fourteenth century, it became a public and debasing act, and it is
recorded that the condemned man, who had a hood covering his head and who was
tied to a horse behind him with the hangman on his horse holding the rope in his
hand, was dragged from Cheapside to Smithfield while being mocked (283). Another
instance of harshness of the executions in London was the impaled heads of the
traitors above the main gateway of London Bridge (284). Apart from the brutal
public punishments as well as the executions on the gallows in front of the public,
the more secret ones in the Newgate Prison, were, as stated by Ackroyd, to put the
criminals refusing the indictment in low dark chambers by stripping them and then to
put iron weight on their bodies more than they could carry and let them lie until they
died (288). It is shown in The Biography how human body was degraded to an
animalistic state of existence by being exposed to violent deaths, and tortures
inflicted upon the subjects of the city, and the inevitable result was that the recurrent
deviant behaviours constituted the violent identity of the citizens. Indeed, as is stated

54

by Ackroyd in the chapter titled “What Lies Beneath,” “London represents some
primeval force or habitat in which the natural instincts of humankind are allowed free
expression” (568). Therefore, such a violent geography is necessarily associated with
the image of wilderness. Arguably, the abnormal is accepted to be normal and
ordinary in quotidian life as a result of being frequently exposed to death and
atrocities in the gothic cityscape.
Apart from the brutal murders and brutalised prisoners, violence and death
take many forms in London, for it is thought to be “endemic” (473) in the city. Street
fights between children, men and women, attacks and bloody riots are emblematic
for London crowd’s savagery throughout the history. For instance, in addition to the
small riots of the trade dealers, the most wild riot is the Gordion Riots that epitomise
the reputation of London crowd for violence. In the section of The Biography called
“Violent London,” Ackroyd notes that the protest, started by Lord George Gordon on
2 June 1780, against the Catholic Relief Act, transformed into a bloody and fierce
riot with looting and assaults upon the authorities; fires and destructions in different
areas in London were caused by the poor on the following days of the riot and the
fear of violence captured the city (479-81). It is clear that the citizens have the
potential to go excess from a simple protest to a widespread destruction of the city. A
sudden fury of the dispossessed of the city makes London a hell-like space. The city
image in hell resulting from collapsing buildings and burning houses at time of the
riot implies the city’s inclination to violence and “suggests the wilderness and the
untamed savagery latent within the civic order” (490). Ackroyd records that the
release of the Newgate prisoners by firing the Newgate during the riot was the most
single important act of violence in London’s history and was a blow againts the
oppressiveness of the penal institutions (482). It is understood that the explosion of
the citizens cannot be only explained by the inhabitants’ violent nature. The riot was,
also a reaction to a brutal system that dehumanised people by its laws and cruel
implementation of them. It proves how the inhabitants could become threatening to
the city’s existence and order. Hence, it might be argued that the consciousness
repressed by the authority bursts somehow. The unleashed primitive nature of human
beings leads to a violent disorder by challenging the limits set by authority in a
gothic city. According to Cavallaro, “the connection with the titanic monstrosity with
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spatial motifs impacts not only on the natural sphere but also on the body of the city.
This typically acquires monstrous connotations when it is anthropomorphically
construed as the hybrid sum of its inhabitants” (192). Similary, dark, labyrinthine and
crooked London streets, thoroughfares and lanes could be associated with the gothic
monstrosity, a projection of its inhabitants. The violent and brutal crimes, murders
and riots, which strike the city, shape the topography as an eerie, dangerous and
terrifying space.
Another aspect that creates an image of gothic London is people’s
superstitiousness. London entertains devils, ghosts, and satans in its topography as
Ackroyd writes “the devil can be found everywhere and anywhere in London” (493)
in the chapter entitled “I Met a Man Who Wasn’t There.” People’s stories of
encountering the devils heighten its darkness and haunting spirit with fear and terror.
The appearances of grotesque demonic figures in London streets or people’s houses
create terror among Londoners. As Ackroyd mentions, Spring-Heeled Jack of 1830s,
a London myth, is one of the known examples of the grotesque figures terrorising
London (494). By the witnesses he is described in the form of a fantastic monster
attacking and murdering the citizens; he has horns and cloven feet, and he belches
blue flames from his mouth (495). In fact, it is not unnatural for Londoners to be
invaded by grotesque beings beyond rationality and to be frightened by their
existences in view of the fact that the city, accepted as a sacred and mysterious place
by Londoners, is not unfamiliar with the stories of extraordinary events. For
example, in the twelfth century, the city was known as a sacred place, and it was
visited on pilgrimage; furthermore, West Smithfield after the St. Bartholomew
Church became a place of many miracles (38). Their credulity might be taken as a
token of Londoners’ tendency to supernatural and mystery to explain any phenomena
threatening them. Accordingly, the criminal figures take the forms of mythic
demonic characters. Myths explain a brutal world where the reason collapses because
myths serve “to explain and account for natural occurrences, catastrophes and other
phenomena with reference to superhuman beings, spirits, demons and magic. Myth is
rooted in superstition, ignorance and fear” (Gilloch 9). London, a city of death, could
be said to explain its irrationality and violence through developing myths to be able
to cope with its brutality and inhuman character.
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For Ackroyd, this kind of crooked grotesque figures wandering in the city is
“the representation of London itself” ( 495) and he associates such stories with the
physical conditions of the city; “the sulphurous smell of coal dust and smoke
provoked images of Satan, while the manifold and manifest vices of the city are
represented all the works of devil incarnate” (495). The urban locale emerges as a
representation of diminished human scale, and notably the city, accommodated with
the demonic human figures, is a reflection of a haunted, gloomy, and desolate city.
Consequently, the superstitiousness of the inhabitants might be considered a dire end
of conveying cultural fears and anxieties rooted in the sociological and historical past
of the city. Ackroyd’s attempt to define the urban reality might be deemed to rest on
a gothic city image of hell, full of fragmented and distorted grotesque beings.
Actually, the very nature of London equips his narrative with the gothic elements,
and a feeling of gothic atmosphere thus leaks into The Biography, which deals with a
radical city much more than an ordinary one. Mighall in “Gothic Cities” emphasises
that “for Gothic of a city rather than just in a city, that city needs a concentration of
memories and historical associations. Ideally these would be expressed in an extant
architectural or topographical heritage, as these areas provide the natural home for
ghostly presences of imagined/projected meanings” (57). The horrors of criminality
in particular locales in the city, indeed, help Ackroyd depict a violent London
associated with death, still different from a gothic fiction because its terrors, striking
the city, are based on the factual historical background of London.
Ackroyd makes an association between the city’s darkness, violence and its
physical topography either literally or metaphorically. The very physical qualities of
London seem to be appropriate to evoke a frightening locale. Its dark and gloomy
weather comes into prominence, and it can be seen as one of the contributing factors
to draw a hellish picture of London in the chapter titled “A Foggy Day.” Fog is of
crucial importance for shaping the landscape as a gothic geography. According to
Ackroyd, smoke is a part of the cityscape whether it might occur due to the natural
means or the commercial activities. Hanging over the city it generates a frightening
darkness and it sneaks into the houses and the streets like a ghost. Yet Ackroyd
describes a destructive and deadly fog. In the darkness of the fog, people walked into
the Thames, the docks and the canals of the city ending in death (428). It is a
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harbinger of “contamination and fear of epidemic” (429), too. It seems that just like
fog swallowing the city, Ackroyd’s grotesque city figure devours its inhabitants
secrectly as in “1950s, when thousands died of asphyxiation and bronchial asthma”
or in 1962 when “a lethal smog killed sixty people in three days” (493) in the nil
visibility. One way or other, London turns into a deathly landscape. The Biography
suggests that the condition of the city poses a threat to its inhabitants. The dark fog
invading London creates an obscure city:
[…] the fog itself conjured up images of immensity. ‘Everything seems to be
checked,’ wrote a French journalist of the nineteenth century, ‘to slacken into
a phantom-like motion that has all the vagueness of hallucination. The sounds
of the streets are muffled; the tops of the houses are lost, hardly even guessed
… The openings of the streets swallow up, like tunnels, a crowd of foot
passengers and carriages, which seem, thus, to disappear forever.’ (428)
As is described above, the cityscape sinks into an elusive entity and changes its form
in the fog. A supremely sublime element causes the essential obscurity, the base of
terror (Mighall 56). While the fog obscures London, it reveals the true character of
the city at the same time. The fog disguising the city overlays the city’s guilts.
Therefore, the fog suggests secrecy for the aberrant aspect of the urban space.
London is left to the people of darkness. As a result, “the ambiance of the dark fog
settled upon many streets which [have] no lighting at all, thereby affording cover for
theft, violence and rape on an unprecedented scale” (429). Fog, revealing the
demonic and menacing dimension of the city, makes certainty difficult. To put it
another way, the darkness of the fog implies a kind of entrapment and danger in the
landcape. The labyrinthine streets occupied by the fog arise terror amd mystery in the
heavy curtain of the fog, “carrying fear into the heart of the city” (432). As noted by
Mighall, “the occult obscures both physical and urban ‘physiognomy’ here, as bodies
and postcodes no longer provide reliable indexes to urban horror” (56). London’s
own characteristics provide a nighmare quality to burgeon a gothic urban space
where people try to survive in the extreme conditions of the city, such a natural force
as fog.
The darkness of the fog produces a sense of fear and uncertainty, and in that
condition of the city resembling a hell, a mood of misery and desolation might be
said to overwhelm the inhabitants. It is no surprise that “London was the suicide
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capital of Europe” (249). Ackroyd lists the city’s forms of suicides in the chapter
called “A Note on the Suicide”:
People hurled themselves from the Whispering gallery in the cathedral of the
St. Paul’s; poisoned themselves in the solitude of London attics; and drowned
themselves for love in the waters of St. James’s Park. The Monument was
another favourite location: the unhappy subject would throw himself or
herself from the summit of the pillar and fall upon its base rather than the
street.… In [the nineteenth century] the Thames was wreathed with the bodies
of the drowned. (249)
The high rate of suicide in the city is attributed to the foggy weather that drives
people to a gloomy and unhappy temperament. Ackroyd states that “November was
the worst month for suicides in London …” ( 422). The combination of the darkness
of fog in the autumn and loneliness appears to be responsible for desolation and the
death of the citizens as the darkness of fog covering the city daytime, produces a
miserable and gloomy atmosphere. On the other hand, fog has sublime effect on the
city. The cloak of the fog haunts the city with terror, but it also attracts. In Ackroyd’s
words, “the fog contributes to the city’s splendour and awfulness; it creates
magnificence, yet with the suggestion of Babylon, it represents some primeval and
primitive force which has lingered over the centuries” (431). London appears to be
reassuring its ambiguous character in that it might be a lure and a destructive force.
On the whole, fog becomes a metonym for gloom, mystery and danger in The
Biography to show the aberrant aspects of the city.
The associaton of the city with darkness does not only rest on its entrapping
fog. The filth darkens London’s texture and creates a shadowy city image. “Dust,
mud, soot, slime and smut” (101) as the production of the urban living blacken the
city’s physiognomy. The dirt and smoke soaking up the houses and streets render
these places deadly dark and gloomy affecting Londoners. Ackroyd epitomises the
blackness of London which is accepted as a common characteristic in the chapter
called “Packed to Blackness”:
There were almost a score of Dirty Alleys, Dirty Hills and Dirty Lanes in the
medieval city; there were Inkhorn Courts and Foul Lanes Deadman’s Places.
Lombard Street in the City, at the centre of a capitalist imperialism, was a
notoriously dark street. At the beginning of the nineteenth century its brick
was so blackened with smoke that the walls resembled the mud in the road.
Today, in the twenty-first century, it is still just as narrow and just as dark, its
Stone walls constantly echoing to the sound of hurried footsteps. (101)
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By mentioning the associations of the toponym of the streets with their natural
surroundings and physical conditions, Ackroyd indicates how deeply the city is
interwoven with filth and dark. Accordingly, he emphasises that darkness is the
essence of the city (103). It could be said that the depth of the society is contained in
the darkness not in the light; as a result, the images of darkness in The Biography
seemingly take the reader into the dark labyrinths of the gothic landscape.
Indeed, darkness and filth appear to be a London reality that can be observed
in Ackroyd’s delineation of London rivers in the section titled “London’s Rivers.”
The Thames symbolises the city’s oppressiveness and savagery. Ackroyd’s
underlining the origin of its name, also, suggests its violent nature since it was
derived from the pre-Celtic word, “tamasa,” meaning dark river (543). In The
Biography, death marks it to be a dark river on the grounds that as stated by
Ackroyd, the corpses of local population were invested in it from the early time or it
embraced the bodies of people comitting suicides by diving into the darkness of its
waves and later disgorged them up to the water “quite changed” (542-43).
Mercilessness of the river and its wild contact with the citizens add it a grotesque
dimension. To be more precise, Ackroyd seems to suggest that it should swallow
what the city lays waste in the end. Also, the physical condition of the river might be
said to make it an oppressive element of the city and a black locale because of its
dark and eerie surrounding as is pictured by Ackroyd:
The river’s banks mark that point where the stone of the city and the water
meet in perpetual embrace, with the scattered debris of the ships and urban
waste mingling together; here are found sheets of metal, planks of rotten
woods, bottles, cans, ash, bits of rope, pieces of board of no identifiable
purpose or origin. (543)
The pollution of the river with human bodies and waste materials might be
interpreted as the dereliction of the city as well as the inhabitants. The grossness of
the river creates an image of a dark vacuum. Polluted locales suggest polluted and
corrupted people and souls. Similar to the Thames, the Fleet River symbolises the
abysmal characteristic of London. The river, writes Ackroyd, was regarded as a
locale of death and filth like the Thames:
… the river [in the West Street] became the dumping ground of the bodies
slain or robbed when dead drunk. Once more it became the river of death
before following in front of the noxious Fleet Prison.
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The prisoners died of its stench, and of the diseases it carried with it…. It
attracted those who were already dirty, and silent, and evil-smelling, as if it
were their natural habitat. It was treacherous, too, in its natural habitat. In
stormy weather it was liable to sudden increase of volume, causing
inundation of its surrounding areas. (548)
As a result of the danger it posed, it was bricked over and buried into the underworld
(548).

Hence, a gothic image of the city is created through its topographical

imagery. Thus Ackroyd shows that the natural features of the city have a demonic
form, and they are a threat to the citizens and the city or vice versa. On the other
hand, he suggests that the abysmal aspects of the city bring about depraved human
beings and urban landscape. The monstrous city impregnates the monstrous locales
as Cavallaro states “many societies tend to warn their subjects to look out for
monsters everywhere, since the threat of degeneracy cannot be confined to some dark
cave but actually traverses the cultural environment in its entirety” (172). In the same
way, Ackroyd could be said to dig the urban topography to evince the dehumanising
sides of the urban space. By means of pollution and wastage, the city’s monstrosity is
framed and demonstrated. In other words, the blackness of London could be taken as
a reflection of the city’s bestial and repulsive dimension in that the excessive
properties of it oppress the living and affect them.
Moreover, the loudness of the city is another complementary dimension of
the urban landscape in The Biography. The rhythms of urban space are mutually
interactive with the lived space, the space “experienced by human beings by the
practice of their everyday life” (Schmid 38), of the inhabitants. The citizens and their
everday activities form a rhythm of the city. Ackroyd focuses on the sounds of
London in the chapter “Loud and Everlasting.” According to Kurt Meyer, the varied
rhythms of the street life, the rhythms generated by the trading people and
Londoners, “the repetitive and the alternating make up, […], the animation of the
street or the quarter” (154). The sounds of “manufacturing trades and crafts,” “the
cries of tradesmen,” “bells” in the medieval period (66) and “carts and Coaches” (68)
create the rhythms of London. In the twentieth century “the perpetual hum of traffic
and machines” (68) mingles with people’s voices, but these sounds are likened to
“the roaring of some monstrous creature” (66) by Ackroyd. He finds a link between
violence and Londoner’ enjoyment of loudness, and he states that “the images of

61

violence and assault spring unimpeded from the experience of London Sound” (68).
The idea is corroborated by Kayser’s assertion that “… we all are targets of
malicious powers. Especially our everyday world, the small, apparentlly familiar
things in constant use, turn out to be strange, evil, and possessed by the hostile
demons who constantly swoop down on us, especially in those moments when their
interference is most harmful” (111). Indeed the everday noise of the city is seemingly
inscribed by Ackroyd to be an abysmal force in The Biography. For instance, the
cries of the street sellers, a London particular, evoke a chaotic city, and they convey
the feelings of melancholy and violence of everyday life, for “in London the cries are
frequently those of anger and hostility” (183) and the frenetic rhythms of the city
features the nervous and wild quality of it. Therefore, the loudness of the city shows
its energy and activity as well as its aggressiveness. The impact of sound and
loudness on people is explained by Burke as follows:
Excessive loudness alone sufficient to overpower the soul, to suspend its
action, and to fill it with terror. The noise of vast cataracts, raging storms,
thunder, or artillery, awakes a great and aweful sensation in the mind … The
shouting of multitudes has a similar effect; and by the sole strenght of the
sound, so amazes and confounds the imagination, that in this staggering, and
hurry of the mind, the best established tempers can scarcely forbear being
borne down, and joining in the common cry, and common resolution of the
croud. (82)
Being an unavoidable aspect of urban space, the noise of the city can be claimed to
have a sublime effect on the inhabitants as well as an awful impact. It is a lure, yet it
stimulates terror and aggression. For Ackroyd, it shows the city’s ambiguity for its
position between “anarchy and freedom”(69). Considering the boundless activities
revolving around money and trade, the beast-like roar of the city demonstrates the
“greed and helplessness” (71) of an individual in a giant body feeding on people.
Ackroyd also associates the loudness of the city with “its mightiness” (70) and that
confirms the city’s sublime character; on the other hand, it could be said that its
sublimity arouses feelings of horror in a “numinous” landscape. Through time the
soundscape of the city transforms into something more unnatural and mechanical as
Ackroyd states the reiterated note of monotony becomes a characteristic of London
sound, for cars, cooling systems and mobiles and so on cause the city’s sounds to
become dull and impersonal (74). Although the soundscape of the city has changed,
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the urban topography keeps its rhythmic characteristic as a living organism because
as is stated by Kurt Meyer in “Rhythms, Streets, Cities,” there is a need for rhythm
and “rhythm compensates for the inadequacy, deficiency, and wretchedness of daily
life” (160). The energy of the city’s sounds might be considered to be conducive to
the impersonal and brutal urban life. Overall, the loudness of an urban life is a proof
for its darkness and animation. On the one hand, noise suggests sinfulness and
violence of the city; on the other hand, the absence of noise might be seen as a sign
of decadence and death in an urban space as in the years of the plague and war in
London. The noise of the city can be thought to be another embodiment of the vulgar
aspect of the city in a different form.
On the whole, clearly, what makes London a gothic landscape, abounding
with crimes, violence and murders or self-slaughtering, is a consequence of the
interaction and infusion between the inhabitants and London’s own conditions.
The city, a place of an accumulation of people, obtains hyperbolic and extravagant
identity since its size and the uncontrollable feature render it a jungle of human lives
in suffering. The eerie feeling of life in urban space is somehow an urban reality in
The Biography, and London plays out a gothic space where primal fears occupy the
inhabitants. Inextricably, the components of the gothic narrative such as murder, dark
and gloomy weather, and violent acts of human beings are used to represent the
troubled meanings of the urban reality. As is pointed out by Cavallaro in “The Gothic
Vision,” urban organism is a bestial giant which is produced by literally strapping
together the bodies of its inhabitants by means of complex contraptions (192). It is
sensed that the life of streets and inscription of death in the cityscape reveal the
adversity of London. Gothic passages of The Biography cast light on the anomalous
aspect of the urban space and wrecked human spirit and dignity haunted by the fierce
city by the exploration of a hostile London in all its gothic forms. In a sense,
deciphering the city’s physical topography means deciphering the inhabitants’
psychology. Ackroyd attempts to prove the criminality, irrationality and bestial
character of the city which is closely related to its surrounding conditions.
2.4. The Carnivalesque London
Ackroyd’s narration of London includes the grotesque and gothic elements as
mentioned previously. Yet it is also possible to find a carnivalesque attitude in his
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depiction of London in The Biography. Ackroyd does not only handle the dark sides
of the city but also sheds light upon the carnival spirit of the city and inhabitants.
In the chapter titled “Show! Show! Show! Show! Show!,” Bartholomew Fair
captures the festive nature of the citizens. It was the greatest fair held at Smithfield
associated with turbulence and spectacle throughout its history (136). Bartholomew
Fair had been a three-day market, but it was transformed into a fourteen day festival
in the sixteenth century; however, owing to the noise and the gangs of pickpockets, it
was limited to three days in 1708 by the authorities again, and it disappeared in the
mid-nineteenth century since it had become dangerous and lawless due to the thieves
(136-41). However, it could be said to have had vitality for the citizens. The fair was
marked out by “puppet-shows and street performers, human freaks and games of dice
and thimble, canvas tents for dancing or for drinking, eating-houses which
specialised in roast pork” (137) as well as masquerades, ballads cried out, prostitutes
plying their trades, and constant consumption of bottled ale and tobacco (137). As is
seen, it was a festive form for the inhabitants during which liberty and licence
prevailed, so the fair could be associated with the Bakhtinian carnival. The fair seems
to free the participants from the limits of a totalitarian world view and religious
dogmatism as well as the pressures and ennui of everday life as the carnival laughter
signifies that “[It] liberates not only from external censorship but first of all from the
great interior censor: it liberates from the fear of the sacred, of prohibitions, of the
past, of power. It unveils the material bodily principle in its true meaning” (Bakhtin
94). A festive perception of the world might be said to have dominated during the
fair and it was, in a sense, the time when the limits were transgressed by the citizens,
for during the carnival, Bakhtin states, “a second life, a second world of folk culture
is […] constructed” (11). The oppressive seriousness of life is replaced with the gay
time, and the people “for a time [enter] the utopian realm of community, freedom,
equality, and abundance” ( Bakhtin 9). In this nonofficial second life of the people,
the human body in the act of eating, drinking, defecation and copulation called “the
material bodily principle” (Bakhtin 19) could be said to be celebrated freely at
Bartholomew Fair. Eating, drinking ale, tobacco, and sex at the fair might be
considered to indicate a typical grotesque carnival where body and senses are
elevated and the fair thus epitomises the bright and life affirming quality of the
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carnivalesque on the grounds that the carnival laughter is considered to be
regenerative and festive as Bakhtin states:
[Laughter] was the defeat of the divine and human power, of authoritarian
commandments and prohibitions, of death and punishment after death …
Through this victory laughter clarified man’s conciousness and gave him a
new outlook on life. This thruth was ephemeral; it was followed by the fears
and oppressions of everyday life, but from these brief moments another
unofficial truth emerged, the truth about the world and man … (91).
As opposed to the dark seriousness of everday life, it is shown in the fair that another
world is possible by overcoming fear through defying imposed norms. For, in the
fair, people feel free to do what is prohibited or regarded indecent and inappropraite
in the official sphere of social life.
One of the essential aspects of Bakhtin’s carnivalesque theory is that it levels
all the ranks and hierarchies and at the carnival all social ranks are suspended
temporarily among mingling people. Actually, for Bakhtin, “carnival is not a
spectacle seen by the people; they live in it, and everyone participates because its
very idea embraces all the people” (7) since “ carnival does not know footlights, in
the sense that it does not acknowledge any distinction between actors and spectators”
(7). In the same way, “within Bartholomew Fair itself there was a complete erasure
of ordinary social distinctions.… apprentice and lord might be enjoying the same
entertainments or betting at the same gaming tables” (139), and for young chimneysweeps, an annual supper was held during the fair they mixed with the citizens.
According to Ackroyd, it is the reflection of London’s “heterogeneous and
instinctively egalitarian” (139) characteristic as well as the hypocrisy in that they
were made to be accustomed to their terrible living conditions. Furthermore, in a city
where, Ackroyd states, people’s rank and hierarchy were displayed through their
garments and their colours: a butcher was recognised by his blue-sleeves and
woollen apron, and a prostitute by a hood, scarf and top-knot (145), Bartholomew
Fair acted like a levelling force. As Ackroyd emphasises, “when costumes change,
all social hierarchy is undermined” (145) at the fair. In that sense, Bartholomew Fair
embodied a carnivalesque perception of the world which is characterised by
“freedom and equality” (Bakhtin 9). Dissolution of boundaries and hierarchies leads
to freedom and sincere contact between the citizens which was not possible in
everyday life where the inhabitants were organized around a class based social

65

strucrure, so it could be said that the inversion and reversal mark the carnival spirit of
Bartholomew Fair.
Additionally, a variety of spectacles, such as rope dancers and walkers,
masquerades, shows of dancing dogs and bears, performers constituted the
carnivalesque atmosphere at the Fair. According to Bakhtin, they are an important
source of the grotesque image of the body, for “they formed a huge and motley world
that we can touch upon [in the marketplace]. All these jugglers, acrobats, vendors of
panaceas, magicians, clowns, trainers of monkeys, had expressed grotesque bodily
character” (353). The carnival laughter associated with these comic spectacles
composes gay time for the spectators.
Freaks, overlapping with the grotesque body, which is incomplete and
unfinished, were also a part of those festive spectacles. The people with anomaly,
bestial and excessive bodies who were aligned with the “increasingly codified world
of spectacle” (Russo 79) stimulated the carnival spirit as is shown:
… a girl about sixteen years of age, born in Cheshire, and not above eighteen
inches long … Reads very well, whistles, and all very pleasant to hear.’ Close
by was exhibited ‘a Man with one head and two distinct Bodies,’ as well as
‘Giant Man’ and ‘a Little Fairy Woman’ performing among the other freak
shows an theatrical booths. (137)
Those freaks at the fair are an aspect of the carnivalesque representation as the
grotesque realism associated with an abnormal body is considered to be one of the
principles of the carnivalesque. The fanciful images of the bodies of these freaks
were grotesque, and the anomalous bodies with their transgressive realities were a
source of fascination and repulsion for the spectators. They were a part of the
citiziens’ entertainment, and they were not the object of interest only during the fair.
Ackroyd writes they were also displayed in the rich people’s houses (165). Like an
object, they were exposed to “distancing, scrutiny, classification” (Russo 80), which
could be seen as a mark of the cruelty of London even in its diversions. Ackroyd
states that those London freaks, still satisfy the taste for the urban theatre after their
death; the bodies of the Irish giant Charles Byrne and Caroline Crachami, only one
foot ten and half inches in height, are exhibited in the museum of the Royal College
Surgeons (201). They might be said to be materialised as an object and otherised by
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being distanced from the spectators as the grotesque monsters that are degraded and
mocked.
Thus according to Ackroyd, the fair was “a simulacrum of London” (140). It
symbolises “disorder and anarchy, threatening to overwhelm the values of a
humanised and civilised London with all its vulgar paraphernalia of “shews,
machines, and dramatical entertainments, formerly agreeable only to the taste of the
Rabble’” (140). Therefore, it implies a riotous quality as well as potential for the
death and violence “that represents the dark side of the carnivalesque” (Danow 15).
The fair may be said to reflect the “barbaric din and shapelessness of the city” (140).
Those spectacles at Bartholomew Fair, also, signify the theatricality of
London and Londoners. For Ackroyd, London was a city of theatre in every sense
where “the real drama was acted upon the streets” (163); moreover, “London life
itself could in turn become street theatre, even if it were sometimes of a tragic and
inadvertent kind” (147). As stated by Gibson and Wolfreys, “the city of London is
itself theatrical, a performative phenomenon more accurately described not a place,
but as that which takes place” (170). In other words, many things could be a form of
festivity for Londoners. Ackroyd writes that in Marcelus Laroon’s book The Cries of
the City of London Drawne after the Life, it is revealed that many professions and
jobs require acting in principle. For example, Ackroyd states that a masquerade was
worn by many beggars for the benefit of the passing spectators and a beggar woman
that Laroon observed was remarked to be an excellent mimic who could change her
face according to different circumstances of distress (142). The penal system of the
city was also designed to satisfy the appetite of Londoners for theatre. It is
exemplified as follows:
… in the chapel of Newgate there were galleries where spectators were
invited to watch the antics of those condemned to die who deliberately
entertained their audience with acts of outrageousness or defiance. […], for
example, of one John Riggleton who ‘made a practice of sneaking up to the
Ordinary [prison clergyman] when his eyes were fast shut in prayer and
shouting out loud in his ear.’ This of course is the role of pantaloon in
pantomime. (145)
For Londoners, the theatre and spectacle continued outside the prison. The
executions were like a public show in the city and the streets are the stage as
Ackroyd emphasises that London was “a stage upon which were presented spectacles
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for the delight and terror of the urban audience” (275). In the chapter “Thereby
Hangs a Tale,” it is depicted that executions were just like a carnival for Londoners.
On the execution day, Monday, the condemned was taken from the Newgate to
Tyburn in a procession by a chart accompanied by a huge crowd who greeted the one
to be hanged with cheers or excrements (286). The condemned was exposed to
mocking, teasing and degrading of the crowd. Ackroyd notes that because of the
excessive behaviours of the crowd during the transfer, the location of hanging was
moved to Newgate in 1783 by the authorities to prevent the procession, which
deprived Londoners of a theatrical show gratifying the crowd and supporting the
condemned (289). Before the execution day, the rooms with the windows and the
roofs looking at the execution venue were hired. People used to begin assembling at
four or five in the morning to watch the event taking place at eight (291), and
hanging took place in an atmosphere of a carnival. It is depicted as follows:
The “unceasing murmur” of the broke into ‘a loud deep roar’ as the
condemned man appeared; there were calls of ‘Hats off!’ and ‘Down in front’
as he approached the halter. There followed a moment of silence, abruptly
broken by the drop itself.… the silence was replaced, after a sudden ‘jarring’
of the body of the city, by a noise from the crowd ‘like the dreamy murmur of
an ocean shell.’ And then, more distinctly, familiar cries of ‘ginger beer, pies,
fried fish, sandwiches and fruit,’ … With these were soon mingled ‘oaths,
fighting, obscene contact and still more filthy language,’ together, perhaps,
with the faintest note of disappointment. (292)
After hanging, the body was dismembered, and the crowd rushed to retain the parts
of it either for their believed efficacy or for dissection by the surgeons (287). As is
understood, the execution was a kind of entertainment for Londoners in a carnival
spirit rather than a horrific activity. The scene mentioned above might be associated
with Bakhtinian carnivalesque in many respects. To specify, the execution scene
functions as the spectacle and the acts of eating and drinking refer to Bakhtin’s
grotesque bodily lower stratum in the carnivalesque. The abusive language− an
important aspect of Bakhtinian carnival− as well as “obscene contact” between the
participants may be said to indicate transcending the established limits of
respectability, civility and morality in a carnival and thus to allow frank and intimate
contact; the crowd becomes both the spectator and participant at the same time in the
hanging vicinity. Thus the act of killing acquires a carnivalesque tone. Furthermore,
apparently the condemned person like an actor on stage could have turned the
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execution into a theatre. For example, a Mrs Turner who invented yellow-starched
ruffs and cuffs in the reign of James I, was sentenced to be hanged in her yellow ruff
and cuff, and on the execution day the hangman painted his hands and cuff yellow to
stress the moral. As pointed out by Ackroyd, it was the confirmation of the city as
spectacle (292). Hanging of a condemned man may be said to be transformed into a
carnivalesque occasion where the citizens from different ranks and classes mingle,
for the citizens who attended those spectacles were not only mob or the people of the
lower class. The show attracted “the aristocratic rowdy” (293) as well as famous
writers, such as William Makepeace Thackeray and Charles Dickens. Yet the
experience of Thackeray and Dickens different from the ordinary citizens, was only
astonishment and terror (293-94). In fact, the executions were not carried out outside
after 1868 (295). Notably the carnival form of hanging confirms the dark sides of
human nature, too. Brutality and entertainment or excitement engendered by violence
denote the demonic and cruel dimension of the society. On the other hand, it may be
interpreted to be a way to overcome the fear of death by the carnivalesque laughter in
a topography where death was an ordinary part of everyday life as Bahktin explains
the essence of the carnival laughter as follows:
[The carnivalesque laughter] does not deny seriousness but purifies and
completes it. Laughter purifies from dogmatism, from the intolerant and the
petrified; it liberates from fanaticism and pedantry, from fear and
intimidation, from didacticism, naivete and illusion, from the single meaning,
the single level, from sentimentality. (123)
From a Bakhtinian approach, these violent spectacles are arguably life affirming for
the citizens who are oppressed by the challenges of an urban society since “the
celebration of London’s theatricality as the emanation of the carnivalesque aspect of
life enables the characters to recharge their strenght in order to struggle on through
life” (Chalupsky 130). Hence, it might be said that death is not considered something
devastating, and it is something positive to celebrate life and the body in those
carnival forms of hangings for Londoners.
As is emphasised by Ackroyd, London is a city “where spectacle and theatre
become an intimate part of ordinary reality” (267). The theatricality of Londoners is
not limited to those executions. They might be argued to have an instinctive tendency
to violent and grotesque diversions. The excessive and grotesque character of the city

69

and the citizens are visible in the way they recreate themselves. In the chapter titled
“Violent Delights,” it is mentioned that cock fights, bull-baiting, bear-beating and
dog baiting were among Londoners’s entertainment in the medieval period; “bulls
were baited with dogs, but also they were sometimes maddened by having peas
placed their ears, or fireworks stuck on their backs” (168). In the medieval London,
the punishment had a violent theatricality as well. “The heads of rebels and traitors
were boiled and placed upon London Bridge, sometimes decorated with a crown of
ivy as a final theatrical touch in the drama of punishment” (62). Londoners may be
called a society of the spectacle. When there was about to be a fight between two
men, “everyone who [saw] them preparing for a fight [surrounded] them, not in order
to separate them, but on the contrary to enjoy the fight, for it [was] a great sport to
the lookers-on…” (474). The act of violence was a form of festivity for Londoners.
As Ackroyd comments, in London “a world of violence” mingle with “laughter”
(50). The convergence of humour and savagery as a form of entertainment seems to
suggest two opposed poles of the carnivalesque: life-affirming quality and dark,
death embracing aspect. The serious and the horrific are turned into the comic by the
carnivalesque laughter.
In addition to the violent diversions, the grotesque bodily processes, such as
“copulation, pregnancy, birth, eating, drinking, and death” (Bakhtin 355) explain the
carnival spirit in the city. The grotesque bodily image is related with “the lower
stratum of the body” (21) by Bakhtin and it is considered to be one of the principles
that the carnivalesque rests on. Actually, the world of food, drink, sex might be said
to be important in the lives of Londoners. Even at the beginning, Ackroyd portrays
London in the image of a giant with a huge appetite. That carnivalesque image of
eating is ubiquitous in The Biography. In the chapter titled “A Cookery Lesson,”
Ackroyd creates an image of kitchen and feast. The gluttony of Londoners is
depicted; “In one year, 1725, [London] consumed “60,000 calves, 70,000 sheep and
lambs, 187,000 swine, 52,000 sucking pigs” as well as “14,750,000 mackerel …
16,000 Ib of cheese” (304). Ackroyd puts emphasis on the huge carnivarous appetite
of the city in the contemporary chronicles was to show its wealth and power (307).
Restaurants, or eating houses, which are regarded to have always been a texture of
the city, the street sellers of the nineteenth century who provided fast-food and street
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markets for food with their noise and tumult denote a consumptious and festive city
image in The Biography. However, what stands out most in the carnivalesque city is
the consumption of excessive amount of drink. In the chapter “A Little Drink or
Two” the inhabitants of London were stated to drink a variety of beer four thousand
years ago and in the thirteenth century, and Londoners were notoriously known for
their excessive drinking (340). There were 354 taverns and 1,334 breweries by the
early fourteenth century, and although drunkenness was common in the following
centuries, it is written that in the eighteenth century, “drinking reached massive, even
crisis, proportions” (341-44). Ackroyd underscores the excessiveness of Londoner’s
drinking habit through a German prince’s observation: “… the steam engines drove
the machinery which manufactured from twelve to fifteen thousand barrels a day;
ninety-nine of the larger barrels, each one “as high as a house,” are kept in “gigantic
sheds”; 150 horses “like elephants” transport the beer” (350). Moreover, drinking gin
in the eighteenth century may be said to have aggravated “beastly drunkenness” (qtd.
in Ackroyd 344) of Londoners. There were 17,000 gin houses between the 1740s and
the 1750s in the poorer neighbourhoods in contrast to the ale houses in the wealthier
parts of the city and it was thought to be the cause of deaths of many thousands of
men, women and children miserably (346). That proclivity of Londoners for
obsessive and excessive drinking is attributed to the city’s inhuman conditions: “the
relentless speed, urgency and oppression” (349) drive the inhabitants to drink
excessively whether they were gentelmen or the poor. As Ackroyd exemplifies, “it
offered the comfort of the forgetfulness to prisoners and vagrants; it provided
oblivion to the poor of St. Giles, where one house in four was a gin-shop” (347).
Based on the carnivalesque approach, it might be said that excessive drinking and
eating are degrading and deadly for Londoners, but at the same time they are
renewing. In the dark city, which is the essence of “cosmic terror” (Bakhtin 340), the
act of drinking, a joyful activity of the festive body, could be said to be a struggle
against that cosmic terror viz abysmal city and its dehumanising conditions through
the carnivalesque bodily pleasures. Indeed, it is not a coincidence that in the twentyfirst century, it is the vagrants in the city, especially in Spitalfields, Stepney,
Camden, Waterloo and the parts of Islington who “are known as the “death drinking”
because “they subsist on a diet of … crude alcohol” (353); Ackroyd notes that there
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are “down-and-out alcoholics” between one and two thousand who collect under
arches, in small parks, or open sites and these vagrants’ appearances are marked by
“scars and sores, blackened by the makeshift fires” (354). As is understood, it might
be said that the harshness of the conditions seem to be tolerated by creating another
plane of world outside the established and canonised system of the society.
The sexual aspect of the city is another form of the grotesque bodily image in
The Biography. Especially, in the chapter entitled “You Sexy Thing,” Ackroyd draws
an image of the city intertwined with lust and bodily pleasures. He states that “from
the earliest days London has been the site of sexual activity” (366) and he evinces as
following:
A Roman model of phallus was found in Coleman Street−later, paradoxically,
a haven for Lollards and Puritans−as well as an architrave depicting three
prostitutes. In the precincts of the Roman temple, where Gracechurch Street
and Leadenhall Street now are, there would have been erotic celebrations
connected with Saturn or Priapusi and beside the amphitheatre on the present
site of Guildhall we might expect to find a palaestra or promenade frequented
by male and female prostitutes. (366)
The sexual licentiousness of London shows a continuity. Auctions for women in
secret markets were a London reality that had lasted into the nineteenth century, and
Cock Lane near Smithfield was marked as a location for prostitutes to congregate
from the thirteenth century to the nineteenth century (367). However, Ackroyd
remarks that no centuries can surpass the medieval London in terms of the level of
vice; as a result, women were tried to be confined to certain quarters to keep them
away from the respectable society, and he adds it was also the medieval period when
homosextual community thrived (368). Sextual activities were so ubiquitous in
London that Ackroyd states the sexual lust roams freely in the every lane and alleys
of the city (367):
The Strand and Covent Garden, as well as all the lanes which crossed them,
were known places of sexual resort. There were public houses in the vicinity
where ‘posture dancers’ performed an eighteenth-century version of
striptease; there were ‘houses of pleasure’ which specialised in flagellation …
The Horseshoe in Beach Lane, and the Fountain in The Strand, were the
eighteenth century equivalent of ‘gay pubs’ … (371)
So apparently London is the city of the bodily desires. The images of bodily life of
Londoners manifest a “material bodily world” (Bakhtin 27), which is considered to
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be the essence of the grotesque realism. The city and citizens are transformed into
grotesque excessive entities. The sexual life of the city might be interpreted to be a
reflection of carnivalesque tendencies, but in The Biography, it also suggests death
and destruction since sexuality is associated with venereal diseases, consequently,
the fear in the city. Ackroyd mentions the dark side of the bodily festivity of
Londoners: “The prostitutes then become a symbol of contagion, both moral and
physical. Of the eighty thousand in London in the 1830s, it was said that eight
thousand would die each year. In the London hospitals 2,700 cases of syphilis
occurred each year ‘in children from eleven to sixteen years of age’” (373). Yet the
terror of disease seems to be overcome by the voraciousness of the inhabitants. So it
may be argued that on the one hand, the carnivalesque city offers the freedom of
body to “illimitable desire” (376) of the citizens by breaching the boundaries so
easily in a vast and crowded city; on the other hand, the human body is uncrowned
and degraded by threat of death and decline. As is asserted by Bruhm, by indulging
food, drinking and sex, the body is eschewed from repression and pain (xiv). Yet
more repression may be said to be impinged on the living by fear of death and
degeneration of the inhabitants morally or physically and “ the accumulated effect of
living destroys [the inhabitants] whose existence is limited to food, sex, and drink”
(Lehan 63).
All in all, Bartholomew Fair, Londoners’ theatricality, excessive amount of
food consumption, their obsessive drinking habit and the sexual life might be said to
reveal corrupt, festive, and liberating character of the urban life. As is written by
Lehan, “The carnival [is] a cathartic release of repressed discontent; it encouraged a
protest element. The carnival involved a comic acceptance of human earthiness−a
form of laughing with and at” (144). On the other hand, the carnival laughter may be
said to be ambivalent in Ackroyd’s rhetoric of London by revealing the two opposite
qualities of it: death embracing and liberating aspects. As a result, The Biography
“captures the roaring, seething, irrepressible nature of the city unparalleled in its
grandeur and squalor and brilliance and brutishness” (Lannan n.pag) through a
carnival spirit. A carnivalesque discourse arguably allows to shed light on both those
wretched and elevating aspects of the city. Futhermore, London in the image of a
carnival-grotesque body embodies Ackroyd’s claim that “London goes beyond any
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boundary or convention. It contains every wish or word ever spoken, every action or
gesture ever made, every harsh or noble statement ever expressed. It is illimitable. It
is infinite London” (760).
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CONCLUSION
This study has aimed to explore London: The Biography by Peter Ackroyd in
terms of the three literary concepts of the grotesque, the gothic and the carnivalesque.
The features of an urban topography are a rich vein for these three tools of narration
to depict the urban space in London: The Biography. As is seen, the grotesque, the
gothic and the carnivalesque converge together to manifest the underlying aspects of
the city and the citizens by virtue of the complex interaction and mutual influence
between them since the individual’s behaviour is based on “the dual relationship
between people and space with the social factors” (Gottdiener and Hutchison 21). In
The Biography, it is seen that the inhabitants and the city are not independent from
each other. Like a grotesque body, they intertwine, and social and spatial realities
intersect. This study proposes that the city is a corrupt and dehumanising topography,
and in that corrupt urban complex, the inhabitants are transformed into vulgar and
bestial human beings.
Presumably Ackroyd aestheticises the multiple identities and the layers of the
cityscape through casting the city into narrative, and the text, The Biography,
becomes a way of a representation of the city’s unofficial experiences and dark
aspects of urban space. It is understood that the three literary approaches may
function to account for the urban concerns and social disturbances in a given
topography: urban slums, criminal cases, deviant and excessive behaviours and
violence. In other words, the grotesque, the gothic and the carnivalesque help the
author reflect these troubles by creating a dark and eerie cityscape in The Biography.
Anxieties about degeneration, social crises, and transformations come to light in the
form of a biographical text in Ackroyd’s work.
Ackroyd’s textualised London, which mixes fiction and history unfolds the
interwoven relationship between the real and perceived reality of London. The
condition of the city is reified from the subjectivity of Ackroyd. London becomes a
readable text he rewrites based on his own comprehension of the urban space. The
city becomes a text for Ackroyd, and the space, time, and the writer crisscross in The
Biography imaginatively. Though his narration is grounded on reality, London could
be read as the experienced space rather than pure reality. Consequently, The
Biography emerges as a product of Ackroyd’s postmodernist approach to literature as
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he commented in his interview with Julia Wolfreys included in The Ludic and
Labyrinthine Text:
…boundaries completely artificial and this is true whether we’re talking of
the city or whether we’re talking about writing – fiction, biography and so on.
[The aim in The Biography is] to write books which are neither fiction nor
biography but which are a different type of descriptive writing.… the
biography is fading and has to be revived somehow. (258-59)
So the real and the imaginery compose and assert London’s identity which is shaped
by the writer’s direct observations and first hand experinces about the urban
topography, and his concentration on historical documents, associations, and
memories together make up The Biography.
In The Biography, Ackroyd’s interest in the criminal, dark and demonic
dimensions of London is voiced by a mystical tone of narration. It may be said that
his approach toward London as a mystical cityscape resonates throughout The
Biography. The continuity of the past in many forms in the present underscores
London’s esoteric quality and contributes to the representation of London’s dark
sides. The idea of spectral city is emphasised in Ackroyd’s representation of London.
The recurrent scenes of murder, war, violence, and disease form the identity of the
city. He presents a city identity transformed and shaped under the imperatives of
urban topography. Hence, The Biography implies the organic quality of the city.
London, the archetype of all the cities as a first urbanised city in Europe,
embodies a dark urban reality in Ackroyd’s narrative. By focusing on the grotesque
in the first analytical chapter, London and Londoners come under close scrutiny, and
it is suggested that dark forces, for example, the contagious diseases, violent wars,
fires, poverty and privation constitute a grotesque topography as well as the
grotesque inhabitants who are subjected to those calamities. Within the grotesque
discourse, the inhabitants are deemed to be transformed into grotesque bodies; the
mad, the prostitutes, the women and children, the dispossessed are degraded to an
animalistic level of existense in the cityscape. London’s grotesque topography is
echoed on the body and spirit of its inhabitants in The Biography and the grotesque
landscape of London breeds the grotesque −beastlike− citizens. The use of the
grotesque allows Ackroyd to present a social panorama of the cityscape. It is a way
of reading London that accepts deformations and extremities. Culture presents itself
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readily and acutely for decipherment. The author detects what is extraordinary in the
inhabitants, the streets and objects, and he explores the city from a historical and
literary perspective like a physiognomist. He reflects the city through its topography
and the abject citizens since the character of the city might be said to present an
unwritten text to be unfolded by the writer.
“[Ackroyd] looks into hidden, obscure, or irrational incidents and elements in
order to discover their impact on the city” (Chalupsky, “Narratives” 123) in The
Biography. Ackroyd’s fascination with London’s darks side inextricably brings about
a gothic mood to The Bioghraphy. “The interanimation between material condition
of the city and its ghostly otherness” (Gibson and Wolfreys 199) may be claimed to
be a major concern that is explored in The Biography. The gothic elements in the
book dramatise a disintegrated and paranoid society shocked by crimes and violence.
Also, the nasty environmental conditions, such as filth, blackness and bad odour
gothicise London. Additionally, Ackroyd employs fog to be able to depict the dark
dimension of the city, which apparently corroborates the gothic image. Also, fog
adds obscurity to the dark nature of the city and the fate of the inhabitants. London is
displayed as a horrific and ghostlike geography where the inhabitants experience an
inner breakdown by being estranged to the space they live in. His inscription of
urban physiognomy is thus based on partly the dark narrative, the gothic.
The third analytical chapter in this study attempts to reveal how London
intermingles the bright and dark sides of life by referring to Baktin’s carnivalesque,
and it is shown that the urban space becomes an appropriate place to unleash the
repressed and excessive desires, and behaviours of the inhabitants as there is room to
transgress the boundaries of the pre-set society organised around the rules, laws and
money. Through a carnivalesque attitude to life, the identities may be said to find a
path to relieve the oppressive city life and fear even though it could lead to decay and
decline.
As a consequence, this study shows how the three devices of literature
reinforce and complement each other in Ackroyd’s The Biography. They become a
way of reading the city and human nature that are intertwined with extremes and
deformations. Since London is a city where excess forms dominate, the grotesque
and gothic accompanied by the carnivalesque spirit can easily be voiced within the
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urban space. The gothic, “a writing of excess” (Botting, “Gothic” 1), makes it
possible to reach the sinister and menacing face of the urban life. Thus, fear and
violence surrender the city that are triggered by the gothic, and they produce an
alternative reality of the cityscape. London becomes a legible place to reflect the
urban misery in the class based capitalist society in Ackroyd’s narrative. The dark
narratives − the gothic and the grotesque− serve to be a social critique of the
cityscape and the city life by making a connection between phsychological, physical
and political plight of London. It may be concluded, as Lehan asserts that the city is
beyond the human scale; a destructive entity which organises its citizens around
impersonal institutions and desire for money (124). The commercial London thus
represents a wasteland of human suffering where the inhabitants get less and fall into
pieces among the indifferent crowd of the city. Obviously, the text is of importance
to represent that reality of the urban space. The texualised London, a production of
the human interaction with the environment and the other inhabitants, conveys the
notion that urban space enables and disables its subjects in The Biography.
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