Explore the Objects

Four objects have been chosen to represent bigger ideas contained within Ford Madox Brown’s painting.  These are:

Black ribbon

This black ribbon represents attitudes towards death.

A black ribbon was worn to show that a person was in mourning for the death of a loved one.  This ribbon worn by the baby may be to remember the mother of the urchin children.  

Beer

This beer represents attitudes towards drinking alcohol.

Beer was often drunk by navvies during the day to quench their thirst.  While some people campaigned against drinking alcohol, it was often considered to be safer to drink beer than drink dirty water and risk death.  

Poster

This poster represents attitudes towards education.

The Working Men’s College advertised on this poster, was founded by Reverend Maurice in 1854.  He believed that through education, people could make their lives better.  

Bricks

These bricks represent attitudes towards the rapid growth of cities.

There was a massive rise in building during the Victorian period.  Cities grew, and many people, such as navvies, moved into cities from the countryside to benefit from the new jobs and wealth created in the cities.

Explore the Objects: Transcripts

Black ribbon

Reverend Maurice

Life's span in short.  Man, like the grass, withers away.

Campaigner

There's been such a dreadful epidemic of cholera of late.  No doubt that will have been the cause of these children's loss.

Chickweed seller

The black ribbon.  Yes.  Means someone has died.

Orange seller

It's a desperate shame to see so many orphans in this city.  I wonder which of their family died?

Navvy

Makes me think of me own poor wife, God rest her soul.

Urchin

I miss my mother since she died.  The ribbon helps us to remember her.

Poster

Reverend Maurice

I heartily encourage such initiative.  Indeed, how similar to my own college in London.

Campaigner

It's an excellent idea to educate the working classes.

Chickweed seller

I don't think I could...What good would it be to me?

Orange seller

That's all very well for the men; what about the women who want to learn?

Navvy

I suppose I could improve me reading.  Mind, I get by!

Urchin

Maybe that'd stop my father drinking; he could better himself.

Bricks

Reverend Maurice

What a sign of progress!  Brick build dwellings, well ventilated, with light and airy rooms.

Campaigner

There's been so much growth and new building in the city.  Surely these developments can only be for the better?

Chickweed seller

Further out.  So many houses.  Each year, have to go further out of town...to gather the plants.

Orange seller

Sure, it's great that they're putting in new pipes, but when are they going to improve our living conditions in the slums?

Navvy

'Course, I don't lay bricks meself.  Our skill is earth moving.  But I respect them as do – and there's plenty of work in't building trade these days.

Urchin

Cor!  That must be heavy to carry.

Beer
Reverend Maurice

Personally, I prefer a glass of wine of an evening.

Campaigner

It's the curse of the working classes; they drink away the wages that ought to clothe and feed their little ones.

Chickweed seller

Don't drink.  No thanks.  Don't drink.

Orange seller

It tastes well enough, but too much of it can ruin a person.

Navvy

Oh aye.  A man can down several gallons working on a hot day like today, thou knows.

Urchin

My father's different when he's drinking.  I don't like it.

Explore the Objects: Activities
· Why do you think that character reacted in that way?

· What do you think about their reaction?

· How might you react to each of the objects if you were a Victorian character and why?

· What is your reaction to these objects nowadays?  Do they have the same meanings now as they did then?  Why or why not?  

· Why do you think objects have different meanings as different times in history?

· Can you think of any other objects whose meanings have changed over time?
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