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Abstract 

In nineteenth-century Britain, the omnibus, a horse-drawn public bus, profoundly changed the nature of 

urban space. It was the first mass public transport technology in London and as such, fulfilled the 

mobility needs of the growing middle classes. Because of its novel function and eventual ubiquity on the 

streets of the capital, it appears as the subject for a variety of visual materials produced during the period. 

This project examines Victorian paintings, illustrations, sheet music, and print materials that depict people 

in and around omnibuses from the perspective of their production, content, circulation, and critical 

reception. It identifies a number of themes that can be organized along spatial, gender, and class lines and 

which, taken together, point to the concerns and anxieties felt by the passenger populace. Overall, this 

project looks to visual culture to explore how the Victorians navigated what was becoming a more 

spatially democratic world, and how different urban spaces structured the experience of the modern city. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

Everyone passes through the omnibus; a history of the 
omnibus is a history of society.1 

 

1.1 Mobile London 

Nineteenth-century London was a city on the move. Its streets were populated by 

a steady stream of vehicles and pedestrians that vied for primacy in the modern world of 

the metropolis. While the motorised vehicle would eventually come to dominate the 

thoroughfares of cities across the globe, its horse-drawn predecessors figured 

prominently in the Victorian urban experience and also emerged as a subject of visual 

representation. Cabs, carriages, carts, and omnibuses all contributed to the flow of traffic 

that transported goods, people, and ideas around London and beyond. They were vital to 

the business of building a nation and an empire, but also to the daily lives of thousands of 

city dwellers. While the working classes largely moved about the city as pedestrians and 

the aristocracy rented or owned private carriages, by the 1830s the majority of the middle 

classes increasingly relied on the horse-drawn omnibus. This mass urban public transport 

technology gained prominence during a period of considerable change and expansion, 

and in a country whose population increased from just under nine million in 1801, to 

more than thirty-two million by the turn of the twentieth century. Such rapid growth led 

to what Nicholas Daly terms a demographic revolution, or a series of wide-ranging 

                                                        
1 Nicholas Papayanis, Horse-Drawn Cabs and Omnibuses in Paris: The Idea of 
Circulation and the Business of Public Transit (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1996), 62. 
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transformations within both the economic and cultural life of the city.2 This revolution 

resulted in sweeping cultural responses that took hold of the Victorian imagination and 

which played out in art, music, theatre, literature, and the press.3 Because it was created 

partly in response to a perceived need for mass transport, the omnibus can be understood 

as central to this demographic imagination. It appears regularly as a trope within the 

cultural productions listed above, and is especially vivid when represented visually.   

My thesis concerns itself with visual depictions of the omnibus and the particular 

ways in which it appears, for example, in paintings, illustrations, cartoons, and illustrated 

sheet music. Among these sources, there is no single model of representation, although 

some conventions emerge over time. Its presence in art would suggest that the bus was an 

aesthetic object, considered worthy of the artist’s hand. But after a close examination of 

this material, it becomes clear that the images were predominantly an arena for the 

exploration of ideas about public transport, class, gender, urban life, and consumer 

culture. This thesis explores these themes in relation to their visual representation within 

art, with particular attention paid to the ways in which the visual shaped and was shaped 

by public opinion. The bus itself was a site for the negotiation and contestation of a 

number of issues related to public transportation. Thus, visual discourses offered a venue 

in which to develop and explore the social implications of the spaces of urban public 

passenger transport. 

By examining visual depictions of the horse-drawn omnibus in nineteenth-century 

London, this study seeks a deeper understanding of the bus itself, as well as attitudes 
                                                        
2 Nicholas Daly, The Demographic Imagination and the Nineteenth-Century City 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 1. 
3 Nicolas Daly coins the term ‘demographic imagination’ to encompass these cultural 
responses.  
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towards public transportation and modern urban culture. Within its four walls, riders 

navigated the rocky terrain of industrialization, urbanization, shifting gender roles, and 

the reorganization of both the real and imagined spaces of the city. I shall, therefore, draw 

particular attention to the dynamics of space, class, and gender as articulated through 

representations of this early form of urban public transport. This is not to imply that the 

images reflect the reality of bus travel, but rather, that they draw attention to certain 

themes and characteristics of the experience that passengers considered noteworthy, 

anxiety causing, or humorous. Overall, this project draws from art history, transport 

history, mobility studies, sociology, human geography, and cultural studies. However, its 

focus is upon how representations of the omnibus in visual culture might help us 

comprehend how the Victorians navigated what was becoming a more spatially 

democratic world, and how different urban spaces structured the experience of the 

modern city. 

1.2 A Brief History of the Omnibus  

 What is often termed the ‘coaching era’ began in Britain around the middle of the 

seventeenth century and continued until the railway, and eventually the motorcar, 

replaced horse-powered transport.4 Prior to the 1830s, the country was serviced by a 

network of long-stage coaches travelling between towns, and short-stage coaches 

travelling from town centres to outlying areas.5 These coaches were usually booked in 

advance, could accommodate four to six inside passengers and seven to twelve outside, 

                                                        
4 Edwin Pratt, A History of Inland Transport and Communication in England (New York: 
Dutton, 1912), 51. 
5 For more on the history of coaching, see Theodore Cardwell Barker, and Christopher I 
Savage, An Economic History of Transport in Britain (London: Hutchinson, 1974); Philip 
Bagwell, The Transport Revolution from 1770 (London: Batsford, 1974).  
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and were typically quite expensive.6 They were the first public passenger road transport 

in Britain and thus, precursors to the omnibus. In many ways, the omnibus was born from 

this coaching system and from the increasing inadequacy of the short-stage service.  

 Within London itself, there was little to accommodate the mobility needs of a 

growing population. The small geographical size of the Georgian city (approximately 

four square miles north/south and six east/west) meant that most people walked to get 

around. However, what London lacked in size, it made up for in population, which 

exceeded one million people by 1800.7 In addition to walking, the only other mode of 

transport within the city proper was the hackney coach. These hired cabs came into 

existence around 1625 and operated much like a modern taxi; they plied the streets 

looking for passengers who flagged them down as needed.8  The seventeenth-century 

Bills of Mortality had established a monopoly for these vehicles within London, 

prohibiting others from picking up or dropping off passengers within city limits.9 

However, hackney coaches were financially viable for only a small segment of the 

citizenry, and were not sufficient to manage the volume of potential passengers.  

 Beyond the city limits, there were a number of short-stage coaches servicing the 

needs of those travelling between central London and outlying areas. These vehicles had 

been in operation since 1772, and typically ran between taverns and smaller communities 

                                                        
6 Theodore Cardwell Barker and Michael Robins, eds., A History of London Transport 
(London: Allen and Unwin, 1963), 5. 
7 Derek H. Aldcroft and Michael J. Freeman, eds., Transport in Victorian Britain 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1988), 138. 
8 In 1832, the one-horse cabriolet was introduced to London, its name thereafter 
shortened to ‘cab’. 
9 Aldcroft and Freeman, Transport in Victorian Britain, 6. 
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further afield.10 Nevertheless, they serviced a small percentage of travellers, and evaded 

the hackney coach monopoly by avoiding the city proper. By the 1820s, there were 

approximately 600 short-stage coaches running outwards from the limits of the city. 

However, they were not direct ancestors of the omnibus as the very nature of their service 

differed. Fares were expensive and advanced booking was required to secure one of the 

six or seven inside seats, or seven outside seats.11 By 1832, congestion had become so 

pressing and the demand for increased urban transport so prevalent, that the government 

abolished the hackney coach monopoly through the Stage Carriages Act. Improved street 

lighting and expanding police services also encouraged more people to walk home at 

night, therefore contributing to the decline of the hackney coach monopoly.12 Without the 

monopoly, new vehicles could pick up and set down passengers within the city limits, 

thereby allowing for the establishment of omnibus services.  

1.2.1 Origins of the Omnibus in France 

 The omnibus originated in France well before it found prominence in Victorian 

London.13 French philosopher Blaise Pascal is often attributed with having invented the 

bus in Paris in the seventeenth century to accommodate a large number of unrelated 

passengers. Called the Carosse à Cinq Sols, this vehicle held eight people and cost five 

                                                        
10 Charles E. Lee, “Sources of Bus History,” Journal of Transport History 2, no. 3 (May 
1, 1956): 152. 
11 Barker and Robins, A History of London Transport, 4. 
12 Ibid., 14. 
13 In her PhD dissertation, Caroline Arscott discusses at length the French connection and 
what this meant for the early omnibus service in Britain. See Caroline Arscott, “Modern 
Life Subjects in British Painting 1840-1860,” Thesis Dissertation, University of Leeds, 
1987. 
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sols, a price that was only viable for middle-class and professional passengers.14 The 

service had a set fare, fixed routes, and a set timetable. It also collected passengers from 

numerous locations, all going to various destinations.15 These features would come to 

distinguish later omnibus services and thus form a vital part of their early history. Shortly 

after the establishment of the Parisian omnibus, the Parlement de Paris enacted a law 

restricting use to middle and upper-class passengers. The routes were also designed with 

the interests and activities of the wealthy in mind.16 This elitism caused tensions among 

the lower classes and, in addition to the proliferation of pickpockets, contributed to the 

cessation of services five years later.17 There is no record of any further French omnibus 

routes until the early nineteenth century when buses ran in Nantes, Bordeaux, and Lyons. 

The success of these experiments encouraged the (re)establishment of the Parisian 

omnibus in 1819.18 

 The name ‘omnibus’ comes from a slightly later bus venture established in Nantes 

by Stanislaus Baudry. 19 A consummate businessman, Baudry operated a bus service to 

carry customers to his hot baths, thereby increasing accessibility. The buses had their 

terminus in front of a shop owned by a Mr Omnes who had taken ‘Omnes Omnibus’ as 

the name of his business. The name ‘omnibus’ thus became popular as people began to 
                                                        
14 Papayanis, Horse-Drawn Cabs and Omnibuses in Paris, 16. 
15 Ibid., 17. 
16 Ibid., 19. 
17 Ibid., 21. 
18 Anthony Bird, Roads and Vehicles (Harlow: Longmans, 1969), 127. 
19 Throughout this study, I will use the terms omnibus and bus interchangeably as did the 
Victorians. From about 1832, the word omnibus was regularly shortened to ‘bus in 
contemporary sources. It must have been sometime in the twentieth century that the 
apostrophe was dropped, perhaps with the advent of the motorbus. Interestingly, the 
plural for omnibus was never written using the Latin declension omnibi, but rather always 
appears as omnibuses, hence the modern buses. In the very early days, they were often 
called Shillibeer’s after the first proprietor in London. 
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associate the vehicle with the shop. They also began to use the bus service for other 

destinations beyond the hot baths. Baudry took advantage of his success and established 

ten new omnibus routes in Paris served by one hundred buses.20 

1.2.2 Shillibeer’s First Omnibus in London 

 The first omnibus in London was introduced by George Shillibeer on 4 July 1829, 

running from Paddington to the Bank, a journey of about an hour, at the cost of one 

shilling for the whole route, and sixpence for half. 21 It ran along the New Road (now 

known as the Marylebone, Euston, and Pentonville Roads), just outside the boundary 

limits or the ‘stones’ of the city, therefore keeping within the law of the Bills of Mortality 

and outside the hackney coach monopoly. 22 Short-stage coaches had run along this route 

previously, but they were slow and costly at three shillings a journey.23 Shillibeer had 

formerly worked as a midshipman in the navy, but had also worked as an English coach-

maker under Jacques Lafitte in Paris.24 While he was unlikely to have been the only 

Englishman familiar with the Parisian omnibus (there were more than twenty thousand 

English people in the French capital in 1820), he was the first to attempt the English 

                                                        
20 Roy Shadwell, Horse Omnibus: Entertaining and Instructive Episodes from the History 
of Its Horses and the Manners of Its Men (Craven Arms: Peter Wooler, 1994), 4. 
21 The journey began at a pub called the Yorkshire Stingo on the south side of the 
Marylebone Road, and at the bottom of Lisson Grove. See George Athelstane Thrupp, 
The History of Coaches (London: Kerby & Endean, 1877), 122.  
22 John Hibbs, The History of British Bus Services (Newton Abbot: David & Charles, 
1968), 26. 
23 Charles Henry Moore, Omnibuses and Cabs: Their Origin and History (London: 
Chapman & Hall, 1902), 12 
24 Jacques Lafitte had been responsible for the re-establishment of the Parisian omnibus 
in 1819 so it is possible that Shillibeer was inspired to run a similar service in London 
whilst working under him. Charles Ely Rose Sherrington, A Hundred Years of Inland 
Transport, 1830-1933 (New York: A. M. Kelley, 1969), 27; Papayanis, Horse-Drawn 
Cabs and Omnibuses in Paris, 78. 
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market.25 His London bus required three horses and was considered unwieldy, especially 

in the narrow streets of the capital. However, it was an immediate success and ran twelve 

journeys a day.26 It carried twenty passengers, all inside what amounted to a square box 

with two benches running lengthwise down the centre. Passengers alighted through a 

back door and could watch for their stop through the three glass windows on either side. 

Some sources claim that Shillibeer developed a string pull system with a bell for 

passengers to signal when they wanted to get off, but this technology was short-lived.27 

 Shillibeer’s omnibus was unique because of the presence of two conductors who 

were the sons of naval officers, and were dressed in “smart blue-cloth uniforms, cut like a 

midshipman’s; they spoke French fluently, and their politeness to passengers was a 

pleasing contrast to the rudeness of the short-stage-coach guards—a most ill-mannered 

class of men.”28 Shillibeer capitalized on their presence by marketing his service as 

respectable, announcing the civilizing presence of the conductors and encouraging ladies 

and children to make use of the buses. In the advertisement that he placed in The British 

Traveller in 1829, he wrote:  

The superiority of this Carriage over the ordinary Stage 
Coaches, for comfort and safety must be obvious, all the 
Passengers being Inside…The Proprietor begs to add, that a 
person of great respectability attends his Vehicle as 
Conductor; and every possible attention will be paid to the 
accommodation of Ladies and Children.29  

A few months later, an accident was reported in the Times. Mr Shillibeer’s bus “fairly 

                                                        
25 Papayanis, Horse-Drawn Cabs and Omnibuses in Paris, 46. 
26 Moore, Omnibuses and Cabs, 15. 
27 Bird, Roads and Vehicles, 132. 
28 Moore, Omnibuses and Cabs, 13. 
29 Ana Parejo Vadillo, Women Poets and Urban Aestheticism: Passengers of Modernity 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 16-17. 
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broke down, and the persons inside were thrown into each other’s arms in the most 

familiar manner possible. The greatest alarm prevailed for some time lest the concussion 

should have done serious damage to the passengers, many of whom were females.”30 

This report is telling on three fronts: first, the bus service was not as safe as the 

advertisement would suggest; second, passengers where likely to find themselves in 

situations that encouraged familiarity with strangers; and third, women rode the bus from 

the very beginning. Despite any negative press, the London omnibus was such a success 

that within nine months, Shillibeer had twelve vehicles running along his route.31 

1.2.3 An Expanding Service 

 The immediate success of Shillibeer’s service inspired a number of other 

individuals to establish additional routes. The competition between these proprietors 

developed to such a degree that, by 1834, Shillibeer was unable to compete and was 

forced to sell his business and leave the omnibus trade.32 However, others succeeded 

where he did not and, by May 1830, there were already thirty-nine buses running in 

London.33 After the abolition of the hackney coach monopoly, that number increased 

significantly, and, by 1839 there were 620 buses on the road.34  

 It was clear that the omnibus fulfilled a need for mass urban transport in London. 

Proprietors regularly opened new routes, and the service expanded rapidly, albeit 

piecemeal. It is beyond the scope of this project to offer a comprehensive list of these 

                                                        
30 The Times, 23 September 1829, 2. 
31 Samantha Ratcliffe, Horse Transport in London (London: Tempus, 2005), 29. 
32 Bird, Roads and Vehicles, 131. 
33 Hibbs, The History of British Bus Services, 27. 
34 A.D. Ochojna, “The Influence of Local and National Politics on the Development of 
Urban Passenger Transport in Britain, 1850-1900,” Journal of Transport History 4, no. 3 
(February 1, 1978), 126. 
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routes, especially since they changed over time. However, such lists can be found in 

many of the guidebooks to London that became increasingly popular during this period. 

For instance, Cunningham’s Handbook to London As It Is (1874),35 and Murray’s Modern 

London: Or, London As It Is (1851),36 both list the omnibus routes from 1851. That year 

was particularly notable for such listings because of the Great Exhibition; it even 

precipitated the creation of an Illustrated Omnibus Guide.37 This guide is an invaluable 

source of omnibus history as it lists each route, its major stops and points of interest, the 

frequency of the service, the fares, and an engraving of the bus in question. These images 

were premised on the fact that each bus route came to be known by the name given it by 

the proprietor. For instance, the buses running from the Three Compasses Inn in Chelsea 

to the Blackwall Railway Station near the Exhibition were called Royal Blues. Sometimes 

the name simply reflected the route or terminus, such as the Brixton, the Bayswater, or 

the King’s Cross, and sometimes it was a word chosen by the proprietor, such as The 

Favorite. Competition between individual proprietors became so aggressive that from 

1831 onwards, many formed themselves into groups of association called ‘Times’ to 

alleviate tensions. This meant that the name of the bus could refer to the larger 

association that ran multiple vehicles along one route.38 Within this system, the individual 

proprietor continued to provide the physical bus, horses, and drivers, but he worked 

                                                        
35 Peter Cunningham, Handbook to London as It Is (London: Murray, 1874). 
36 John Murray (Firm) and Peter Cunningham, Modern London: Or, London as It Is 
(London: J. Murray, 1851). 
37 The Illustrated Omnibus Guide ... With an Original Distance Map of London (London: 
Simpkin and Marshall, 1851). 
38 Charles Edward Lee, The Horse Bus as a Vehicle (London: London Transport, 1974), 
3. 
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within a fixed timetable and relinquished his profits to the association.39 This form of 

cooperation was more profitable than direct competition as individual proprietors could 

share management expenses and produce more reliable timetables.40  

1.2.4 Fares and Ridership 

 Shillibeer’s first omnibus cost a shilling to ride the entire route.41 Although this 

fare was significantly lower than the prices paid for journeys by coach or hackney cab, it 

was still outside the reach of the working classes. Considering that many passengers 

would require a return journey, the two shillings required for a daily commute would 

exceed the resources of an average working-class wage of twenty shillings a week.42 

Omnibus fares fluctuated throughout the century, often depending on the cost of horse 

feed and the number of passengers each bus could carry. At the time of the Great 

Exhibition, fares were increased simply because proprietors could take advantage of the 

influx of visitors to London, often relying on the foreigners’ ignorance of typical prices.43 

However, the outward geographical expansion of London and a greater number of 

visitors to the city contributed to increased passenger transport services, thereby lowering 

fares.44 This in turn increased demand for services and allowed bus proprietors to drop 

fares even further. However, omnibus fares remained higher than tram fares until horse-

                                                        
39 Vernon Sommerfield, London’s Buses: the Story of a Hundred Years (London: Pub. by 
the St. Catherine Press for London’s Underground, 1933), 28. 
40 Shadwell, Horse Omnibus, 19. 
41 Thrupp, The History of Coaches, 122. 
42 Aldcroft and Freeman, Transport in Victorian Britain, 140.  
43 George Augustus Nokes, Locomotion in Victorian London (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1938), 30. 
44 Barker and Robbins, A History of London Transport, 76. 
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buses were discontinued in the early decades of the twentieth century.45  

 In terms of ridership, the omnibus was predominantly middle-class. This was due 

to a number of factors including the fare, as mentioned above, as well as the timing of the 

service. The first bus did not run until 8:30am, which meant that it excluded those who 

needed to begin work earlier. In the Penny Magazine of March 1837, a contributor wrote 

that omnibuses contained: 

...an immense number of individuals whose income vary 
from 150 to 400 or 600, and whose business does not 
require their presence till nine or ten in the mornings, and 
who can leave it at five or six in the evenings...all in fact, 
who can now endeavour to live some little distance from 
London. This feeling is extending itself rapidly as 
omnibuses multiply.46 

These individuals were often city clerks, professionals, skilled workers, and artisans, as 

well as women out on shopping trips or making social calls. It is important to note that in 

addition to class, race figured as a factor in terms of omnibus ridership.47 There are 

almost no images of the London omnibus depicting a non-white person (although there 

are a few Punch cartoons which take as their subject ‘foreigners’ riding the bus), despite 

the diversity of individuals inhabiting the capital.48 This is in keeping with the bus 

                                                        
45 Ibid., 84. 
46 “A Looking Glass for London,” The Penny Magazine VIII, 31 March 1837, 116. 
47 For more on race in nineteenth-century Britain, see Shearer West, ed., The Victorians 
and Race (Brookfield, VT: Scolar Press, 1996). In the introduction, West points out that 
race and class were imbricated in a practice of ‘othering’ and were usually positioned in 
conflict with a white/middle-class order. Further, she draws attention to the ways in 
which visual and verbal texts reinforced racial stereotypes and contributed to new ones. 
Tim Barringer’s chapter “Images of Otherness and the Visual Production of Difference: 
Race and Labour in Illustrated Texts, 1850-1865” is particularly relevant.  
48 According the Jan Marsh in Black Victorians: Black People in British Art, 1800-1900, 
few actual demographic and population estimates exist in regards to ethnicity in 
nineteenth-century Britain. For instance, the national census of 1841 did not record skin 
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imagery as a whole which was aimed at a white, middle-class audience; the very same 

demographic as its average passenger. Thus, by depicting only white passengers, artists 

and viewers were engaged in a process that normalised the bus as a white space. The only 

reference to other ethnicities can be found in a single Punch cartoon entitled “Omnibuses 

in the East.”49 An omnibus is pictured passing the pyramids of Cairo and carries a variety 

of passengers drawn to represent racial stereotypes. 

1.2.5 Establishment of the London General Omnibus Company (LGOC) 

 As has been noted, the first thirty years of omnibus service were characterized by 

individual ownership of buses, with no formal organization beyond the informal ‘Times’ 

associations. This made for a volatile industry dependent on the demands of traffic, 

fluctuating public opinion, and each proprietor’s resources and skills, among other 

factors. Once the increased traffic of the Great Exhibition subsided, there was a slump in 

the demand for cabs and buses.50 Following a rise in the price of horse fodder after the 

Crimean War in 1854, it became increasingly clear that a more organized omnibus service 

was required.51 The solution was found in Paris with the establishment of the Compagnie 

Generale des Omnibus in 1855. Although it originated in France, this company soon 

bought out 600 of the existing omnibuses in London, and, in 1858, formed the London 

                                                                                                                                                                     

colour or ethnic origin. Studies have had to rely on alternative sources to piece together a 
picture of racial variety in places like London. Marsh gives the example of Victorian 
crowd scene paintings that typically include at least one black figure. See Jan Marsh, ed., 
Black Victorians: Black People in British Art, 1800-1900 (Aldershot, Hampshire: Lund 
Humphries, 2005).  
49 “Omnibuses in the East,” Punch, 6 November 1847, 164. 
50 Lee, The Horsebus as a Vehicle, 8. 
51 Hibbs, The History of the British Bus Service, 30. 
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General Omnibus Company (LGOC).52 According to one author, this occasioned a major 

restructuring of the omnibus industry as it immediately resulted in fixed low fares 

(instead of previous fluctuations), fixed timetables, the publication of weekly receipts, 

better vehicles, and uniformed busmen, not to mention better, centralized management. 53 

The LGOC divided London into six zones and bought out a significant number of 

independent proprietors, often allowing them to continue on their routes.54 Additionally, 

they introduced the practice of transferring between buses for a single fare, called 

‘correspondence’. This tactic contributed to their overall success, and they remained the 

foremost firm in the bus industry until the formation of London Transport in 1933. 

Nevertheless, they still had competition from a small number of proprietors who 

remained independent, as well as from another firm, the London Road Car Company, 

after 1881.55 

1.2.6 Technological Advances 

 Improvements in the design of the vehicles themselves had an impact on their 

growing success and on the passenger experience. Shillibeer’s original omnibus only had 

room for inside passengers. However, complaints of poor air quality and overcrowding 

proliferated, so to help alleviate this problem, seats were added beside the driver to 

accommodate three or four outside passengers. Over time, the number of rooftop 

                                                        
52 For a more comprehensive history of this company and its organization, see John 
Christopher Mitchell, London General’s First Fifty Years (London: Omnibus Society, 
2010). 
53 Ochojna, Journal of Transport History, 126; Nokes, Locomotion in Victorian London, 
35. 
54 Sherrington, A Hundred Years of Inland Transport, 159. 
55 Theodore Cardwell Barker, “Passenger Transport in Nineteenth-Century London,” 
Journal of Transport History 6, no. 3 (May 1, 1964): 171. 
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passengers increased, first with the addition of a second row of seats behind the driver, 

then with the introduction of the knifeboard in 1851, and finally with the creation of 

garden seats in 1881.56 

 The knifeboard, as it was called, developed from an increased demand for service 

prior to, and during, the Great Exhibition of 1851.57 This new style of vehicle had seating 

on the roof that consisted of two benches, back to back, running lengthwise down the bus. 

The success of the knifeboard was due, in part, to an influx of foreign tourists, and, in 

part to the popularity of outside riding. It was, however, a challenge for passengers to 

access these seats. The earlier buses had little more than a strap to aid in ascension, and 

the top of the bus was at least seven or eight feet off the ground. As a result, it was a 

popular spot for younger and more adventurous passengers to enjoy, and was considered 

exclusively a space for men.58 Once the knifeboard gained greater popularity, a railing 

and a ladder were added for both safety and ease of ascent.59  

  The establishment of the London Road Car Company (LRCC) in 1881 led to 

additional improvements in bus design. Their biggest success lay in the development of 

‘garden seats’ that replaced the knifeboard-style seating on the rooftop. These seats were 

rows of front-facing benches that were accessible from a staircase at the back of the bus 

and were easier to access for women in long skirts.60 Decency boards were attached along 

the sides of the upper deck so that ladies’ modesty would be protected. This style of bus 

                                                        
56 Lee, The Horsebus as a Vehicle, 6. 
57 The knifeboard acquired its name because it looked similar to knife-sharpening boards 
of the period. 
58 Moore, Omnibuses and Cabs, comments on the impropriety of women riding outside 
(p. 104). I address the issue at length in Chapter 3. 
59 Ibid., 49. 
60 Ratcliffe, Horse Transport in London, 52. 
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could hold twenty-six passengers and dominated the industry until the invention of the 

motorbus.61  

 The periodical press often wrote about new bus designs and improvements, and 

made various suggestions (some humorous, some serious) about what new technologies 

would benefit the passenger population.62 As early as October 1829, a paragraph in The 

Times claimed that the proprietor of the Hammersmith bus had introduced reading lamps 

and increased the width of their doors to accommodate the fashion for large skirts and 

bonnets.63 In 1846, the Illustrated London News announced the introduction of Hunnybun 

and Venden’s New Patent Safety Omnibus, and only one year later the same paper 

promoted the ‘Improved Omnibus’ that had a better handrail and a raised roof to allow for 

taller passengers.64 Another patent, the Curvilinear Omnibus, appeared in the Lady’s 

Newspaper of 1852, and the Illustrated London News advertised De Tivoli’s Patent 

Omnibus in 1860.65 These are only a few of the multiple examples that appear in a variety 

of newspapers and periodicals of the period.   

1.2.7 Trains, Trams, and the Turn of the Century 

 By mid-century, the ‘coaching age’ was considered all but finished, having been 

replaced by the ‘railway age’. However, this traditionally accepted chronology elides a 

more complicated relationship between the omnibus and the railway. Typically, 

publications on transport history in Britain are dominated by a narrative extolling the 

                                                        
61 Lee, The Horsebus as a Vehicle, 16. 
62 Ratcliffe, Horse Transport in London, 31. 
63 The Times, 10 October 1829, 2. 
64 “Hunnybun and Venden’s New Patent Safety Omnibus,” Illustrated London News, 31 
January 1846; “Improved Omnibus,” Illustrated London News, 1 May 1847, 288. 
65 “The New Omnibus,” The Lady’s Newspaper, 14 February 1852, 92; “New Patent 
Omnibus,” The Illustrated London News, 9 June 1860, 562. 
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railway’s revolutionary impact. They also privilege the railway as the primary modern 

mode of transportation. Many claim that trains replaced all kinds of horse traction and 

rendered them obsolete over time. I would argue that both of these assumptions are 

reductive because they obscure the role played by the omnibus, as well as other forms of 

transport during this period. While the railway did have wide-ranging and serious 

consequences for Victorian society, wheeled vehicles and boats carried more people than 

trains when it came to short-distance and urban travel.66 There were actually more such 

vehicles on the road at this time than ever before.67 Even by the end of the century, horse-

drawn transport continued to be faster than the railway in certain parts of the country.68 

This was especially true in urban centres where commuter-train services were slower in 

coming and not as convenient.  

 Trains did not directly replace omnibuses because they each provided a different 

kind of service. Until the underground gained popularity, aboveground rail travel was 

primarily used for long-distance journeys.69 Trains were not as frequent as buses, nor 

were they as conveniently accessible throughout city streets.70 Within London proper, 

people did not commute via railway, and the first train stations were often built on the 

outskirts of populous areas so as to not disrupt high-density neighbourhoods.71 Although 

trains slowly replaced long-distance stagecoach travel, they increased short-distance 

                                                        
66 Barker and Savage, An Economic History of Transport in Britain, 166. 
67 Ibid., 124. 
68 Ibid., 167. 
69 Barker and Robins, A History of London Transport, 56 
70 Ibid., 167 
71 Trevor May, “Road Passenger Transport in Harrow in the 19th and Early 20th 
Centuries,” Journal of Transport History 1, no. 1 (1971). 
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travel to and from the stations.72 This meant that the railway actually encouraged more 

road traffic so that it could service an increasingly mobile population.73 In some cases, 

this relationship was formalized when railway companies ran their own omnibus services 

to and from the stations.  

 By the 1860s, in an effort to grow capacity and reduce the traction caused by road 

friction, some buses were placed on rails and transformed into horse-drawn trams.74 

These vehicles could carry more passengers than omnibuses as the rails reduced the 

workload of the horses.75 However, they did not replace omnibuses directly as they could 

not penetrate the City (narrow roads, difficulty in adding tracks) and therefore serviced 

different routes.76 Additionally, they ran much earlier in the day and were cheaper to ride, 

thus attracting a different clientele. The trams became the workingman’s vehicle while 

the omnibus remained predominantly middle-class.77 Perhaps because of this, some buses 

during the last two decades of the century catered to an ever more elite ridership, with 

lushly upholstered seats, larger windows, and a less hazardous staircase. These features 

were reminiscent of a first class-railway carriage and thus attracted more affluent 

passengers.78 

                                                        
72 Trevor May, Gondolas and Growlers: The History of the London Horse Cab (Phoenix 
Mill: Alan Sutton, 1995), 115. 
73 Barker and Savage, An Economic History of Transport in Britain, 123. 
74 The transition from wheel to rail was brought on in part because omnibus proprietors 
had trouble meeting the rising operating costs that resulted from an increase in traffic due 
to the housing boom. See Ochojna, Journal of Transport History, 133. 
75 P.W. Daniels, Movement in Cities: Spatial Perspectives on Urban Transport and 
Travel (London: Methuen, 1980), 5. 
76 Sommerfield, London’s Buses, 14. 
77 Sheila Taylor and Oliver Green, The Moving Metropolis: A History of London’s 
Transport since 1800 (London: Laurence King in association with London’s Transport 
Museum, 2002), 51. 
78 Barker and Robins, A History of London Transport, 262. 
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 As the century progressed, there was sufficient demand for transport, as well as 

enough difference in the type of services offered, that they could all succeed concurrently. 

Overall, public passenger transport proliferated, and the omnibus experienced exceptional 

growth. In 1867, forty-one and a half million people rode the omnibus;79 in 1875, that 

number had risen to seventy million bus riders and fifty million tram riders;80 finally, by 

1890, there were one hundred and twelve million recorded bus rides.81 By 1901, the 

population of London had reached 6,500,000 people, and the omnibus was at its peak.82 

That year there were nearly four thousand bus licenses, few of which were of the 

knifeboard style.83 According to one author, the vehicles in these years were the lightest 

and strongest in the world.84  

 Given these numbers, it is surprising that in a few short decades, the horse-drawn 

omnibus would become obsolete. Its rapid demise can be loosely attributed to two main 

factors: the development of the motorbus, and the requisition of horses for the First World 

War. Some could argue that the omnibus did not perish at all, but rather was transformed 

by motor traction into the modern city motorbus. Regardless, the London General 

Omnibus Company built their last horse-bus in 1905, and ran their final service in 1911.85 

The last omnibus ever to run in London was in 1914, after which its horses were 
                                                        
79 These numbers are deceptive because they do not mean that forty-one and a half 
million different individuals rode the bus, but rather there were forty-one and a half 
million rides. Many of these must have been repeat passengers as the total population of 
London by 1901 was only six and a half million. See Nokes, Locomotion in Victorian 
London, 48. 
80 Harold James Perkins, The Age of the Railway (Panther History. London: Panther, 
1970), 246. 
81 Taylor and Green, The Moving Metropolis, 51. 
82 Barker and Savage, An Economic History of Transport in Britain,125. 
83 Lee, The Horsebus as a Vehicle, 20. 
84 Ibid., 21. 
85 Ratcliffe, Horse Transport in London, 72. 
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requisitioned for the war.86 Since then, the red double-decker London motorbus has taken 

over the British imagination as the quintessential urban vehicle, and remains to this day 

an emblem of the capital recognized all over the world.  

1.3 Space and Mobility 

At its heart, this study is about visual culture and what it might teach us about the 

society in which it was produced. But it is also about the importance of space as a 

constitutive element of human interaction and experience. Since the 1970s, theorists have 

rejected the idea that space is a neutral entity and instead have posited that space is 

socially produced and consumed. Henri Lefebvre, perhaps the most influential of the 

spatial theorists, argued that there is no such thing as absolute space, that it becomes 

immediately relativized and historicised the moment that it is populated.87 Following in 

the footsteps of such esteemed and varied scholars as Michel de Certeau, Henri Lefebvre, 

Michel Foucault, David Harvey, and Edward Soja, I treat space as active social 

construction rather than passive backdrop. This is in keeping with the ‘spatial turn’ in the 

humanities that has encouraged scholars to direct their attention to the importance of 

space within their respective fields.88 I will, therefore, attend to space as it relates to the 

omnibus itself, as well as to its visual representation. The spaces of the street, the bus 

interior, the rooftop seating, the driver’s seat, and the conductor’s platform each 

possessed different spatial characteristics that influenced their use, configuration, and 

overall impact on the individuals who inhabited them.    

                                                        
86 Ibid., 87. 
87 David Atkinson, Peter Jackson, David Sibley, and Neil Washbourne, eds., Cultural 
Geography: a Critical Dictionary of Key Concepts (London: I.B. Tauris, 2005), 42. 
88 Barney Warf and Santa Arias, eds., The Spatial Turn: Interdisciplinary Perspectives 
(New York: Routledge, 2009), 1. 
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The last ten years have also witnessed the emergence of mobility studies, a 

discipline that has partly come about because of the increasing speed, distances, and 

intensities with which information, people, and goods are moving.89 These present-day 

concerns remind us that mobility and stillness alike have shaped past peoples and cultures 

just as much as they do today.90 Space and mobility are central to an exploration of the 

omnibus since it simultaneously enclosed space and moved through it. Riding the bus 

was essentially a spatial practice that worked on multiple levels, so it is paramount that 

space figures as a central concern in this study.  

1.4 Sources 

 This project utilizes a broad range of Victorian visual cultural forms ranging from 

oil paintings to illustrated sheet music covers. The types of sources that inform the 

following pages were not chosen intentionally; I did not limit my search to any one body 

of material. The categories that emerged were based upon the predilection for certain 

kinds of visual cultural productions to engage with the omnibus. In other words, I went 

searching for any and all images of the omnibus in Victorian visual sources and collected 

every instance I found. The only materials that I explicitly excluded are photographs. 

There are hundreds and thousands of photos of omnibuses, street traffic, and general 

street life, a body of work that would have expanded the scope of this project beyond a 

reasonable capacity.91 The material under investigation can be loosely categorized by 

media, each of which possesses unique attributes, challenges, and opportunities for the 

                                                        
89 David Bissell and Gillian Fuller, eds., Stillness in a Mobile World (London : 
Routledge, 2011) 3. 
90 For a discussion of stillness, see Bissell and Fuller, Stillness in a Mobile World. 
91 The relationship between omnibuses and photography remains to be explored in a 
future study. 
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historian. Oil paintings form the smallest group but figure as the backbone to this study. 

They present a rich and complex pictorial tradition whose changes over time reflect 

larger trends in artistic culture. The illustrated press has provided a substantial body of 

imagery relating to omnibus travel. The importance of the periodical press stems from its 

emergence in the nineteenth century as a site for collective discourse. These publications 

were key players in public debates related to politics, culture, and society in general and 

therefore provide a rich source of information about public opinion.92 Finally, illustrated 

sheet music has proven particularly fruitful both in terms of the chromoligraphic cover 

images, as well as the song lyrics. 

 As previously mentioned, I will use these materials to support a number of themes 

that appear most frequently in the textual and visual culture of the period. I have taken 

1829 to 1901 as my timeframe because this was the approximate lifecycle of the horse-

bus, and roughly coincides with the Victorian era (1837-1901). This timeline, however, 

offers some challenges due to the significant cultural and technological changes that 

occurred over the course of the nineteenth century. The 1830s and 1840s were 

significantly different culturally and politically from the 1880s and 1890s. Demographic 

shifts, developments in artistic styles, as well as new urban transport modes in the shape 

of trams, trains, and the Underground all contributed to shifting attitudes to omnibuses by 

the turn of the century. However, there appear to be more continuities than changes as 

regards the omnibus, and the broad temporal scope of this project will facilitate a more 

complete understanding of this vehicle.  

                                                        
92 Laurel Brake and Julie F. Codell, eds., Encounters in the Victorian Press: Editors, 
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1.4.1 Paintings 

It may at first seem surprising that the omnibus appeared as the subject of so 

many paintings throughout the course of the century. Upon reflection, however, the 

ubiquity of this vehicle within modern urban culture meant that it suited an artistic 

tradition that favoured subjects from life. Its very nature allowed for a depth of narrative 

and incident that appealed to the genre artist, as well as an exploration of perspective, 

colour, and beauty for those working in a more impressionistic mode. Overall, the 

paintings do not fit within one artistic genre. They span both the century and a variety of 

styles, ranging from sporting art to genre, to Aestheticism, and Impressionism. At their 

core, they exhibit an interest in the omnibus itself as a locus of modernity and as a 

recognizable feature of modern life. In the following chapters, I discuss a number of 

painted works in a loose chronology, beginning with the work of James Pollard (1792-

1867). Pollard’s omnibuses can be best understood as having developed out of the 

sporting/coaching art tradition of the previous century, but also from the topographical 

landscape styles popular during the late-eighteenth century. Over time, however, 

Pollard’s work can be seen to demonstrate the shift that was occurring across the artistic 

landscape; that is a preoccupation with the bustle and variety of urban life. Following 

Pollard, the discussion turns to the realm of Victorian genre painting, an art that had 

become especially popular by mid-century. Much like novelists and journalists of the 

time, artists aimed to engage with the conditions of modernity through narrative and the 

choice of such topical subjects as the omnibus. Due in part to an increasingly democratic 

viewership for art, artists were no longer constrained by the history and literary subjects 

that had graced the walls of early Royal Academy exhibitions. Instead, they chose to 
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explore the present moment and its relationship to urban life and a world in flux. Perhaps 

the most iconic of these images is William Maw Egley’s Omnibus Life in London, 

exhibited in 1859 and currently in the collection of Tate Britain. Of all the omnibus 

paintings, Egley’s has received the most scholarly attention, but even so, I hope to offer a 

more nuanced reading of this work by setting it within a broader context of bus imagery. 

The final few paintings I discuss demonstrate the changing tastes in artistic style that 

emerged towards the end of the century. George William Joy (1844-1925), for instance 

,was described as excelling as a colourist, while Sidney Starr (1857-1925), author of The 

City Atlas, was a member of the London Impressionists and the New English Art Club. 

These later works show the influence of Aestheticism and Impressionism in their 

treatment of colour, composition, and line, and in their emphasis on beauty and form. 

Overall, these paintings speak to the enduring appeal and complexity of the omnibus as a 

subject for art in Britain and would, at some future date, benefit further from a 

comparison to their French and European counterparts, of which there are numerous 

examples.  

1.4.2 The Illustrated Press 

 By far the richest and most prolific source material for visual depictions of the 

omnibus can be found in the various periodicals of the day. These publications, some of 

which were illustrated, flourished throughout the century and contributed to a society 

saturated in print. The growth of print technologies and the subsequent industrialization 

of publishing created an environment where newspapers, magazines, and pamphlets were 

easy and cheap to produce, thereby increasing their accessibility to the growing middle 
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classes.93 Newspapers abounded, especially after the introduction of penny papers, with a 

half-dozen daily papers by the 1850s.94 By 1860, there were over nine morning daily 

newspapers and six evening dailies, each of which catered to a different audience both 

politically and financially. In light of the success of the Illustrated London News from 

1842 onwards, many of these publications increasingly contained illustrations. Between 

1842 and 1860, there were over forty different illustrated newspapers in London alone.95 

The images were meant to accompany news articles in order to enhance the story and 

provide an eyewitness experience for the reader/viewer. In her book Printing and 

Painting the News in Victorian London: The Graphic and Social Realism, 1869-1891, 

Andrea Korda develops the arguments of Jonathan Crary to contend that these images 

sought to create a sense of mechanical objectivity, removing the subjectivity of the author 

to create an assumed objective vision of events.96 In this way, they achieved a greater 

sense of immediacy and acted as a universal language through which the viewer could 

grasp ideas more quickly and thoroughly than through text.97 The success of these papers 

speaks to the popularity of the visual during this period, as well as to the skill and 

ingenuity of the illustrators and publishers.  

 This ‘golden age’ of illustration was not limited to newspapers, but extended to a 

                                                        
93 Lucy Brown, Victorian News and Newspapers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1985), 4. 
94 The Times was the leading paper in terms of circulation numbers. See Brown, Victorian 
News and Newspapers, 27. 
95 Andrea Korda, Printing and Painting the News in Victorian London: The Graphic and 
Social Realism, 1869-1891 (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2015), 19. 
96 Ibid., 3. 
97 Ibid., 20. 
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broad range of periodicals and other kinds of print media.98 Publishers, recognizing that 

illustrations sold more periodicals among middle-class audiences, took advantage of this 

market.99 Additionally, distributors such as W.H. Smith increasingly put up bookstalls on 

streets and railway stations to cater to the desire for ephemeral entertainment.100 The 

comic publication Punch; or, the London Charivari, which launched its first issue in 

1841, took advantage of this commercial print culture to become one of the most 

successful magazines of all time in circulation, influence, and longevity.101 

1.4.3 Punch; or, the London Charivari 

 By 1844, only three years after its first issue, Punch (as I will subsequently call it) 

had a weekly circulation of nearly twenty-three thousand issues.102 Surprisingly, there is a 

dearth of recent scholarship on this topic; only a handful of published accounts of the 

periodical exist, and are, for the most part, overly reliant on M.H. Spielmann’s 1895 

history of the magazine.103 In 1957, Richard Price wrote a history of Punch,104 but 

remained was the only scholarly exploration of the magazine until Richard Altick’s 

Punch: The Lively Youth of a British Institution, published in 1997. Most recently, 

                                                        
98 The years between 1855 and 1870 are considered by some to be a ‘golden age’ of 
British illustration partly due to the proliferation of images, as well as a change in style 
and technique. See Simon Cooke, Illustrated Periodicals of the 1860s: Contexts & 
Collaborations (London: British Library, 2010), 17. 
99 Mitchell’s Newspaper Press Directory listed 537 periodicals in 1864, and 1752 in 
1890. See Marianne Van Remoortel, Women, Work and the Victorian Periodical: Living 
by the Press (Houndsmill, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 1. 
100 Simon Cooke, Illustrated Periodicals of the 1860s: Contexts & Collaborations 
(London: British Library, 2010), 48. 
101 Patrick Leary, The Punch Brotherhood: Table Talk and Print Culture in Mid-Victorian 
London (London: British Library, 2010), 2. 
102 Richard Altick, Punch: The Lively Youth of a British Institution, 1841-1851 
(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1997), 37. 
103 M.H. Spielmann, The History of “Punch” (London: Cassell and Company, 1895). 
104 Richard Geoffrey George Price, A History of Punch (London: Collins, 1957). 
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Patrick Leary’s The Punch Brotherhood (2010) suggests that these previous publications 

oversimplified the periodical’s impact by taking the cartoons in Punch as a precise 

reflection of Victorian attitudes.105 This approach has obscured the agency of the 

individuals who edited, wrote, and illustrated the magazine because it consolidated their 

viewpoints into the figure of Mr Punch, who was understood to speak with a collective 

voice.106 While much of the content can be attributed to a single author, many of the 

cartoons, and especially the Large Cuts, the page-sized cartoons that appear in every 

issue, were the product of collaboration, and therefore reflect the opinions and ideas of 

multiple people. 

  However, the common thread that unites all Punch’s issues is the assertion that 

the success of the publication was based upon its humour. In contrast with earlier satirical 

and comic illustration, Punch kept its humour inoffensive and family-friendly in order to 

appeal to its wide-ranging and predominantly middle-class (much like the omnibus 

ridership) audience. This meant that it could not rely on older forms of sexual and 

scatalogical humour typically seen in the works of satirists such as Hogarth.107  Instead, it 

had to find new and modern tropes that would be recognizable, yet respectable. Altick 

suggests that the founders of Punch were not interested in creating anything 

revolutionary. Rather, they were looking to earn a living.108 As a result, they had, to a 

certain degree, to cater to the expectations and tastes of their readers. The authors and 

illustrators had, in theory, an unlimited range of subject matter to choose from; in reality, 

this was limited by the bounds of respectability. They were aware that in order to 
                                                        
105 See, for example, Altick, Punch. 
106 Leary, The Punch Brotherhood, 4. 
107 Ibid., 12. 
108 Altick, Punch, xvii.  
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succeed, they must cater to a community of readers who had expectations of tasteful 

content.109 Leary suggests that Punch staff were often concerned that readers would 

misunderstand or misinterpret the images, and were always searching for “a common 

rhetoric for the cartoon that would bind readers, writers, artists, and proprietors in a 

public conversation.”110 Although he is speaking specifically here about the Large Cut, 

this applies to all of Punch’s content.  

 It is within this context that I will discuss a number of cartoons published in 

Punch that relate to omnibuses. Although I draw examples from a variety of illustrated 

newspapers and periodicals, including the Illustrated London News, much of my analysis 

will rely on cartoons from Punch. This is partly due to its significance as a massively 

influential and widely read magazine, and partly due to the sheer volume of cartoons 

relating to omnibuses. Between 1841 and 1901, Punch published over 200 cartoons that 

took as their theme some aspect of omnibus life, whether it be the crowded interior, the 

busmen, or traffic problems. This number far exceeds any other publication in terms of 

dealing with a single subject. My approach to the cartoons is based upon the idea that 

while they did reflect topical issues at any given moment in Victorian society, they were 

not a perfect mirror of events. Rather, they were a lens through which anxieties and 

experiences of modern life were articulated and explored in such a way as to encourage 

audience recognition, and create humour through the sense of shared experience and 

topicality. 

 Given the discussion above, the decision to publish so many omnibus cartoons 

reveals itself to be set within a framework of respectability. As a topic, the bus was 
                                                        
109 Leary, The Punch Brotherhood, 39. 
110 Ibid., 41. 
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respectable and (more or less) uncontroversial; it was common enough to elicit a sense of 

shared experience among readers, yet noteworthy enough to provide on-going comic 

material. It was unlikely that readers would misunderstand the meaning of the joke, and 

very likely that they themselves had ridden a bus and would recognize the scenario. The 

humour of these cartoons was dependent on the reader’s understanding of the context and 

reference, either because they had read about it, or because they had experienced it for 

themselves.111 The omnibus features as a subject that is at once topical and relevant, but 

neither overly controversial nor overtly salacious. Thus, the inclusion of so many 

omnibus cartoons does not simply reflect their ubiquity in city life, but also denotes a 

careful selection process of suitable material that would appeal to Punch’s audience. 

1.4.4 Illustrated Sheet Music 

The third major grouping of source material falls within the category of illustrated 

sheet music. Working with illustrated sheet music is a challenge for the historian and art 

historian alike. These songs originate from an assortment of musical traditions, ranging 

from parlour ballads to music-hall songs. In the case of those related to omnibuses, they 

also cover a long temporal period. The earliest illustrated sheet music depicting an 

omnibus (that I know of) dates to 1835 and was likely a popular parlour song, or 

‘drawing-room ballad’,112 while the latest dates to 1899 and was most certainly a music-

hall number. Parlour songs could be purchased from publishers in London and performed 

at home; sometimes they were bound into volumes to create a personalized collection. 

While many early parlour songs and ballads were illustrated with either a lithograph or an 
                                                        
111 Altick, Punch, xxi. 
112 The cover explicitly states that the song was performed at public dinners, concerts, 
etc.  
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engraving, the pictorial cover pages went out of fashion by the 1860s when coloured 

lithographs graced the covers of music-hall numbers more frequently.113  

Much has been written about the Victorian music hall and its prominence as a 

leisure industry in late-century Britain, although very little scholarship exists regarding 

the illustrated cover images.114 Beginning in the 1850s, this musical institution emerged 

from a variety of other musical performance venues and expanded into a commercial 

industry that sold fourteen million tickets annually by the 1890s.115 The audience for the 

halls was varied.116 Men, women, and youths were regular patrons and came from the 

working classes, lower-middle classes, and middle classes (especially by the turn of the 

century).117 The middle-class element is now generally accepted within the scholarship, 

although for many years it was assumed that the audiences were strictly working-class.118 

The existence of omnibus-related songs substantiates this claim since, as we have seen, 

working classes, for the most part, did not ride the bus. In addition, the existence of 

                                                        
113 Derek B Scott, The Singing Bourgeois: Songs of the Victorian Drawing Room and 
Parlour (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1989), 54. 
114 See for example, Ronald Pearsall, Victorian Sheet Music Covers (Newton Abbot: 
David and Charles, 1972). 
115 Dave Russell, Popular Music in England, 1840-1914, A Social History (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1987), 83. 
116 A large segment of this audience corresponds with the omnibus passenger (or busmen) 
demographic. Of further note, the Yorkshire Stingo, the pub from which Shillibeer’s first 
bus ran, opened an early music hall called the Apollo Saloon. See J.S Bratton, The 
Victorian Popular Ballad (London: Macmillan, 1975), 29. 
117 Dagmar Höher, “The Composition of Music Hall Audiences, 1850-1900,” In Peter 
Bailey, Music Hall: The Business of Pleasure (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 
1986), 75. 
118 The class-specific composition of music hall audiences is discussed further in Jane 
Traies, “Jones and the Working Girl: Class Marginality in Music-Hall Son 1860-1900,” 
in J.S.Bratton, Music Hall: Performance and Style (Milton Keynes, England; 
Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1986). 
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purchasable sheet music suggests an at-home audience who could afford to buy it and 

who had access to a piano on which to play it.  

  In Popular Music in England, 1840-1914 (1997), Dave Russell outlines with 

great clarity the difficulties of working with music-hall songs as historical sources.119 He 

points to the sheer volume of such songs, some of which never gained popularity or were 

not even performed at all. Thus, individual songs cannot be taken as typical of their kind, 

nor can they be assumed to have been performed often. Further, there is no master list of 

published music-hall songs so a definitive understanding of the field is impossible. Some 

songs may be overvalued by the historian, while others remain entirely unknown. To 

further complicate the issue, performers added their own nuance and style to songs 

through gestures, facial expressions, and side jokes, but the ephemeral nature of such  

performances made them difficult to reconstruct. Finally, each song would have been 

performed within a larger repertoire of upwards of forty items per show and, therefore, 

had an embedded context that is often lost.120 In addition to these challenges, the songs 

may have been written, composed, and illustrated by three different professional 

individuals, then performed by a fourth.  

I am less interested in the musical quality or performance value of the songs under 

discussion, and more interested in their visual imagery and topical content.121 In total, I 

have identified and selected to discuss eighteen illustrated sheet music songs explicitly 

about the omnibus. There are also numerous other examples that allude to the bus, or use 

                                                        
119 Russell, Popular Music in England, 83. 
120 Traies, “Jones and the Working Girl,” 111-112. 
121 A future project would benefit from an in-depth study of each song based upon the 
composer, lyricist, performer, known performances, visual imagery, musical quality, and 
textual analysis. 
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it as the environment in which the action of the song occurs. There are two key features 

of the illustrated sheet music that are important to a discussion of the omnibus as a 

musical and visual trope. First, and much like Punch cartoons, music-hall songs 

employed a central strategy based upon their topicality and ‘up-to-dateness’.122 They 

often dealt with topics that were temporally and geographically relevant to their 

audiences.123 Second, and by extension, many songs took the streets of London as their 

setting. The very fact that much of the music-hall tradition, and many of its performers, 

began on the streets, inextricably linked the music hall to the public spaces of urban 

street-culture.124 It should come then as no surprise that street life formed the subject of 

countless music hall songs. The omnibus embodied the topicality, geographical 

specificity, and urban quality so popular in these songs and provided the perfect setting 

for dramatic and comic stories of love and adventure. 

The imagery utilized by artists in the illustrated covers reflected and contributed 

to trends in popular culture, and fundamentally engaged with the conditions of the 

modern urban experience. According to Nicholas Daly, the chromolithographic covers, 

especially from the 1860s onwards, were topically current, accessible, and visually 

sophisticated.125 They were also demographically non-specific in the sense that their 

imagery appealed to, and was comprehensible to, a broad swath of the population, 

ranging across classes. However, it must be remembered that to purchase sheet music for 

                                                        
122 Horrall frequently refers to their ‘topicality’ and ‘up-to-dateness’. See Andrew 
Horrall, Popular Culture in London C. 1890-1918 (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2001). 
123 Ibid., 3. 
124 Russell, Popular Music in England, 12. 
125 Nicholas Daly, Sensation and Modernity in the 1860s (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009), 151. 



 

 

 

33 

three or four shillings was significantly different from being able to afford the six-pence 

to one-shilling entry fee for the music hall itself. Thus, the audience for the halls varied 

slightly from the audience of the sheet music, blurring the lines between classes and 

cultures. This is supported by Daly’s observation that much of the sheet illustrations 

depict scenes of middle and lower-middle-class life.126 While the working class may still 

have enjoyed and understood the songs and imagery, they were not the primary 

demographic for the illustrated sheet music cover.127  

The bulk of the chromolithographs discussed in this study were illustrated by 

Alfred Concanen (1835-1886) and H.G Banks. Concanen was one of the most prolific 

and versatile sheet music illustrators of the period and was known for his London scenes 

and characters.128 He likely influenced the work of Banks, who laboured alongside him as 

a lithographer for publisher Stannard and Dixon.129 The omnibus song sheets fall within 

the loose category of topical comic songs that deal with modern urban life, but they also 

typically include an element of the romantic or the domestic. For the most part, they deal 

directly with bus-related issues such as riding on the knifeboard, or interacting with the 

busmen, but they often turn the street and the bus into a setting for romantic and erotic 

encounters between innocent men and vixen-ish women, or dapper gents and virtuous 

ladies.130 Overall, they demonstrate a recognition, by both illustrator and audience, that 

the omnibus was a fundamental aspect of the urban experience, and one which provided a 

fitting setting for an exploration of modern life. 
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It is important to remember that paintings, prints, and sheet music were all 

connected via a cultural discourse that linked their forms and content, as well as their 

producers and audiences. Punch and Fun for instance often published popular comic 

songs and “the rise of the comic magazine not only coincided with the development of 

the music hall, but also shared some important contributors, as well as a portion of the 

audience, with the stage.”131 Oil paintings were often reproduced widely and distributed 

in print form (as were Omnibus Life in London and Bayswater Omnibus), and print 

images often reflected the changing stylistic developments on view in prominent venues 

such as the National Gallery or the Royal Academy.   

1.5 Literature Review 

 The literature that has informed this study comes from a wide range of disciplines 

and theoretical frameworks. The core material relates primarily to the visual culture of 

public transport and the city, but with a heavy emphasis on history and context. As a 

result, much of the secondary sources utilized in this thesis originate in transport studies 

and are included in order to support my interrogation of the visual material. Overall, this 

literature has changed dramatically over time in response to larger trends in the 

humanities, digressing from chronological accounts of technological development, 

towards more complex analyses of the social and ideological implications for transport. 

In recent years, the influence of interdisciplinarity has expanded the field considerably to 

include a variety of peripheral topics that contribute meaningful and innovative 

approaches to thinking about transport and its relationship to art. Social history, gender 

studies, cultural and historical geography have all influenced the way that transport 
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historians consider their topic. Despite these developments, the history of the omnibus 

itself remains largely unwritten; no one to date has published an academic monograph 

about the bus within the London context. I have therefore had to rely on the broader field 

of transport history within the British context (excluding, for the most part, literature on 

transport in other countries).132 The field can be loosely categorized into the following: 

general transport histories of Britain and London, followed by specific vehicle histories, 

of which the omnibus features as a type, and finally, the vast body of literature across the 

humanities that touches upon, for example, themes of Victorian London, urban and 

suburban life, cultural geography, social history, and nineteenth-century literature.  

1.5.1 General Transport Histories 

 General transport histories often chronicle the invention and development of the 

omnibus, but always within the larger framework of bus history. The omnibus typically 

appears in the opening paragraphs to motorbus histories, or within a chapter on road 

transport, emerging after the stagecoach, and before the tram. These general studies, 

resulting from a substantial body of work published in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, can 

be characterized as loyal to the simple narrative set out in the earliest histories. They took 

as their model earlier books on transport, for instance, Edwin Pratt’s A History of Inland 

Transport and Communication in England.133 Written in 1912 as part of a series on 

Britain’s “National Industries,” this comprehensive tome tells the story of inland 

                                                        
132 It is worth noting that the relationship between urban development and transport 
systems has been widely studied within the American context. For a comprehensive 
study, see Colin Divall and Winstan Bond, eds., Suburbanizing the Masses: Public 
Transport and Urban Development in Historical Perspective (Aldershot, Hants: Ashgate, 
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transport and communication in Britain with an aim to demonstrate the fluctuating and 

ever-changing nature of transport developments and their role in nation building. Pratt 

lists each successive type of transport including roads, rivers, canals, turnpikes, railways, 

tramways, and motor vehicles, chronicling the rise and fall of each in succession.134 This 

focus on progressive technological innovations and the economic impact of transport 

developments can also be seen in C.E.R Sherrington’s 1934 book, A Hundred Years of 

Inland Transport, 1830-1933.135 Reprinted in 1969, this book is also typical of these early 

transport-history overviews.  

 A scholarly enthusiasm for transport history reached its peak in the 1960s, with 

the reprint edition of T.C. Barker and C.I. Savage’s An Economic History of Transport in 

Britain.136 First published in 1959, this study follows the model whereby one mode of 

transport replaces the next in chronological succession. Despite its standing as a classic 

and crucial text, it does not reference the omnibus by name, an omission that is finally 

rectified in H.J. Dyos and D.H. Aldcroft’s quintessential study British Transport: An 

Economic Survey from the Seventeenth Century to the Twentieth (1969).137 While this 

book maintains its status as a detailed survey of the development of transport in Britain, it 

is dismissive of the omnibus, offering two short paragraphs and stating that “…the 

horsebus had a limited range and capacity and gave up its brief hegemony of the suburbs 

to the railways and to its street counterpart, the tramway…”138 By the 1970s and 1980s, 

scholars had become more interested in the relationship between transport and the 
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industrial revolution following Philip Bagwell’s The Transport Revolution from 1770 

(1974),139 and Albert, Aldcroft and Freeman’s Transport in the Industrial Revolution 

(1983).140 However, Bagwell fails to discuss urban transport at all, and Aldcroft only 

devotes a page to what he terms “Suburban Traffic.”141 

 In 1988, D.H. Aldcroft and Michael Freeman published Transport in Victorian 

Britain.142 Each of the seven chapters describe a different element of Victorian transport: 

two about the railway, one on urban transport, and three about shipping—coastal 

shipping, ports, and the shipping industry. This book highlights a recurring thread 

throughout most of the field, namely an emphasis on the importance of the railway in 

Victorian transport. Railway history in Britain is a field of study unto itself with such 

distinguished and influential publications as Wolfgang Schivelbush’s The Railway 

Journey: Trains and Travel in the 19th Century (1979),143 John Kellet’s The Impact of 

Railways on Victorian Cities (1969),144 and Beaumont and Freeman’s The Railway and 

Modernity: Time, Space and the Machine Ensemble (2007).145 Perhaps because of its 
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status as a horse-powered vehicle during a time of mechanization, the omnibus has failed 

as a topic of scholarly inquiry, especially when pitted against the fierce velocity and 

physical presence of the railway. T.C. Barker provides a partial explanation in his article, 

“Passenger Transport in Nineteenth-Century London,” (1964). He states that canals and 

railways, for instance, have had a much larger historical paper trail than smaller ventures 

and thus, have created a skewed historical record whereby easy access to sources has led 

to an increase in scholarship on such topics.146 Ultimately, the railway has overshadowed 

the omnibus within the field of transport history and has led to a devaluation of the bus as 

worthy of academic study.  

1.5.2 London Histories 

  The omnibus appears with more frequency within transport histories of London, 

beginning with G.A. Nokes’s Locomotion in Victorian London (1938).147 This book 

attempts to trace the history of transportation in London before mechanization. Because 

of its smaller scale, it attends more directly to the humble omnibus; devoting a whole 

chapter to the topic. It provides the most detail of any source thus far, including 

information about various bus routes, the establishment of ‘Times’ bus associations, an 

explanation of pirate buses, as well as the condition of the streets. Perhaps the most well-

known source on the subject of transport in London is T.C. Barker and Michael Robins’s 

two-volume work, A History of London Transport (1963).148 The 1960s were a 
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particularly fruitful time for a synthesis of transport and urban historiography, resulting in 

studies such Barker and Robins’s volumes, and in Sam Bass Warner’s Streetcar Suburbs: 

The Process of Growth in Boston, 1870-1900.149 Barker and Robins’s monumental study 

explores urban transport within London, from the advent of the omnibus in the early 

nineteenth century, through to the 1970s. In contrast to many other publications, the 

omnibus appears with regularity throughout the pages of the first volume. The authors 

provide a lengthy explanation as to the origins of the bus, the relationship between the 

bus and the railway, the establishment of the London General Omnibus Company, as well 

as its final decline in the early twentieth century.   

 In the last two decades, the London Transport Museum has contributed two books 

that attend to the omnibus, The Moving Metropolis: A History of London Transport Since 

1800 (2002),150 and the very recent Omnibus: A Social History of the London Bus (2014). 

However, they are directed towards a general audience and rely heavily on images rather 

than text.151 Further, the title of the latter publication is deceptive as only one chapter in 

fourteen is devoted to the horse-omnibus, while the remainder focus on the motorbus.    

1.5.3 Omnibus Histories  

 Overall, the omnibus has not fared well in academe. With the exception of 

Nicholas Papayanis’s Horse-drawn Cabs and Omnibuses in Paris: The Idea of 

Circulation and the Business of Public Transit (1996), only a handful of small non-

                                                        
149 Sam Bass Warner, Streetcar Suburbs: The Process of Growth in Boston, 1870-1900 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978). For more on the history of the suburbs, see 
also H.J. Dyos, Victorian Suburb: a Study of the Growth of Camberwell (Leicester: 
University Press, 1961). 
150 Taylor and Green, The Moving Metropolis. 
151 David Lawrence, ed., Omnibus: A Social History of the London Bus (London: London 
Transport Museum, 2014). 



 

 

 

40 

academic booklets exist which deal directly with the subject.152 These publications are 

repetitious because each builds upon its predecessor, recycling content so that little new 

information is generated. The first such publication is H.C. Moore’s Omnibuses and 

Cabs: Their Origin and History (1902) which sets out a narrative of omnibus history that 

is invariably followed in subsequent sources.153 It begins with the origins of the omnibus 

in Paris, followed by the introduction of the first London bus by George Shillibeer. It 

then progresses through the various improvements made to the vehicle over time, the 

establishment of the London General Omnibus Company mid-century, and finally a few 

anecdotes about busmen, pirate buses, and bus routes.  

 The small booklet London’s Buses: The Story of Hundred Years, produced for 

London Underground in 1933, chronicles a century of bus developments from the original 

horse-bus, through to the motorbus.154 The author demonstrates remarkable insight, 

hailing the omnibus as a ‘social institution’ and an iconic feature of London; these themes 

will inform this study.155 The same organization, now London Transport, published a 

booklet in 1974 that focused on the materiality of the vehicle and its physical 

construction.156 In 1994, Roy Shadwell, a self-styled busman of the twentieth century, 

explicitly reused and adapted the information from Moore’s book in his entertaining 

                                                        
152 Trevor May’s Gondolas and Growlers: The History of the London Horse Cab 
provides an excellent model for a study of a nineteenth-century transport technology. It 
follows a chronological approach to the history of the cab, their administration and 
licensing, their relationship to the police and the railways and the experience of the 
cabmen. May’s focus remains on the trade itself, bringing attention to issues of labour, 
horses, traffic, etc., from the perspective of the people who were involved in the trade, 
from the driver through to the politician.  
153 Moore, Omnibuses and Cabs. 
154 Sommerfield, London’s Buses. 
155 Ibid., 3. 
156 Lee, The Horse Bus as a Vehicle. 
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pamphlet Horse Omnibus.157 Most recently, The History Press in conjunction with the 

London Transport Museum, published Horse Transport in London, a small book 

featuring a selection of images (primarily photographs) and ephemera related to horse 

transport (including omnibuses, cabs, and trams).158 This work is invaluable as a source 

book because it assembles most of the information in the titles mentioned above; 

however, it ultimately fails to engage critically with the material. 

 I would like to suggest that the lack of critical omnibus scholarship could be 

attributed, in part, to the belief in the revolutionary quality of the railway. In keeping with 

an approach to transport history that valorises major developments and technological 

leaps, many twentieth-century scholars have focused their attention on a transport system 

that adheres to this worldview. The omnibus’s mundane status as a feature of daily life 

has resulted in the belief that it was inconsequential and technologically commonplace. It 

was not until the invention of motorized traction that it caught the attention of transport 

enthusiasts. However, it is the very everyday nature of the omnibus that makes it such a 

rich topic of exploration for the social and cultural historian. 

1.5.4 Transport in Art 

In keeping with the trend discussed above, very little has been written about 

transport in art, despite the fact that myriad artworks throughout history either depict, or 

engage with the topic. Prior to the 1830s, numerous artists in Britain painted forms of 

transport that were seen to enhance the nation’s wealth and power, such as canals, ships, 
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and maritime subjects.159 As the century progressed, the railway came to dominate many 

such images and by extension, the imaginations of future scholars. Any exploration of the 

subject should include F.D. Klingender’s classic study, Art in the Industrial Revolution 

(1947).160 While not exclusively about transport, it focuses intently on the intersection of 

art and technological innovation and provides some vital starting points for thinking 

about nineteenth-century technologies and their relationship to culture and society. 

Klingender was a Marxist art historian who, along with the social historians of the 1960s 

and 1970s, has come to influence my approach towards historical and art-historical 

inquiry. The intersection of art and technology is taken up in a more focussed manner in 

Ian Kennedy and Julian Treuherz’s exhibition catalogue, The Railway: Art in the Age of 

Steam (2008).161 Complementing an exhibition organized by the Walker Art Gallery 

(Liverpool) and the Nelson-Aitkens Museum of Art (Kansas City), the publication brings 

together images of the railway from a broad geographical and temporal scope. The essays 

that accompany the catalogue attempt to provide historical and technological context for 

the artworks, relying heavily on references to literature and developments in culture and 

industry.  

Road transport and animal-powered, wheeled vehicles figure as the subject for 

one of the largest, but least academic bodies of literature in this field. This is because they 

                                                        
159 Stephen Daniels, “Images of the Railway in Nineteenth-Century Paintings and Prints,” 
Trainspotting: Images of the Railway in Art (Nottingham: Nottingham Castle Museum, 
1985), 5.  
160 F.D. Klingender, Art and the Industrial Revolution (London: Evelyn, Adams & 
Mackay, 1968). The book was first published in 1947; the 1968 edition was edited and 
revised by Arthur Elton. 
161 Ian Kennedy and Julian Treuherz, eds., The Railway: Art in the Age of Steam (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008). 
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typically appear within coaching and sporting art, whose numerous prints adorned the 

walls of aristocratic and wealthy landowners. However, with the exception of Stephen 

Deuchar’s Sporting Art in Eighteenth-Century England: A Social and Political History 

(1988), the literature on this subject typically centres on colour reproductions of prints 

and plates without substantial supporting text.162 Given these parameters, perhaps the 

most fruitful approach to the subject of urban transport in art can be achieved through an 

examination of art historical literature focused upon nineteenth-century London. I have 

already drawn attention to studies of the city within the field of transport history, but 

there exist a variety of publications within art history that explore representations of the 

capital in art and visual culture. Because it was geographically rooted in London, the 

omnibus can best be situated within this broader discussion, and is occasionally cited 

directly in these sources. Two recent publications stand out as excellent models for the 

methodological approaches adopted for this study, Nancy Rose Marshall’s City of Mud 

and Gold: Painting Victorian London (2012), and Lynda Nead’s Victorian Babylon: 

People, Streets, and Images in Nineteenth-Century London (2000).163 Marshall’s study 

presents a critical analysis of a selection of paintings depicting the urban environment of 

Victorian London. She identifies the inherent knowledge framework through which the 

Victorians would have understood these paintings, and attempts to reveal their meanings 

by interpreting the visual language of the period for the modern viewer. Marshall 

                                                        
162 Stephen Deuchar, Sporting Art in Eighteenth-Century England: A Social and Political 
History (New Haven: Published for the Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art by 
Yale University Press, 1988). 
163 Nancy Rose Marshall, City of Gold and Mud: Painting Victorian London (New 
Haven, CT: Published for the Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art by Yale 
University Press, 2012); Lynda Nead, Victorian Babylon: People, Streets, and Images in 
Nineteenth-Century London (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000). 



 

 

 

44 

highlights the disparities between representations of modern life and the actual realities of 

the day, and argues that many works show a deep-seated ambivalence towards Victorian 

hierarchies and ideologies. She also demonstrates how art constructed and naturalized a 

number of ideologies, while at the same time playing to the fears, anxieties, and issues of 

the period.  

While Nead approaches the visual culture of Victorian London from a perspective 

more akin to Michel de Certeau’s analysis of urban space, she shares Marshall’s drive 

towards emphasising the modernity of the English capital and its cultural productions. 

According to Nead, this modern-day ‘Babylon’ was fraught with construction and 

engineering works that transformed the city from the ground up but which ultimately 

drew attention to the competing demands of past and future. The drive towards enhanced 

circulation and improved infrastructure caused tension between the needs of a growing 

city and the material presence of decades gone by. She pays particular attention to spatial 

dynamics and the increasing visibility of women in the public sphere, both of which play 

an important role in my thesis.   

1.5.5 Literary Studies 

While the discipline of art history has not dealt very extensively with transport, 

scholars working in literary studies have, in recent years, been more engaged with the 

topic. Jonathan Grossman’s innovative publication Charles Dickens’s Networks: Public 

Transport and the Novel (2012) sets the stage for future analyses of the relationship 

between transport and British fiction.164 Grossman argues that the nineteenth-century 

                                                        
164 Jonathan H. Grossman, Charles Dickens’s Networks: Public Transport and the Novel 
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public transport system networked and connected communities in a way that reorganized 

time and space. Writers like Dickens recognized this development, and re-imagined the 

English community within their novels as interconnected in a very modern way. The 

importance of mobility in terms of its impact on time and space is also taken up by Ruth 

Livesey in her book, Writing the Stage Coach Nation: Locality on the Move in 

Nineteenth-Century British Literature (2016).165 Her focus on the relationship between 

national identity and movement draws attention to the fact that the Victorian novel was 

often set in the ‘just past’ of stagecoach-connected communities. Both of these studies 

emphasize the ideological impact of the stagecoach and the railway on the modern British 

collective psyche, but fail to include any discussion of urban public transport. This 

oversight is partially rectified in Transport in British Fiction (2015), a collection of 

essays that explores the social, historical, and cultural impact of transport in the novel.166 

At least four of the fourteen contributors touch on urban transport, although only one 

focuses on the omnibus: Lorna Shelley’s, “‘Buses should…inspire writers’ Omnibuses in 

fin-de-siècle Short Stories and Journalism.” Shelley considers the omnibus’s ubiquity in 

late-century writings on city life, arguing that it appears both as a topic of complaint, but 

also as an object of influence in terms of the social and commercial life of London.167  

                                                        
165 Ruth Livesey, Writing the Stage Coach Nation: Locality on the Move in Nineteenth-
Century British Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016). 
166 Adrienne E. Gavin and Andrew F Humphries, Transport in British Fiction: 
Technologies of Movement, 1840-1940 (Houndsmill, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015). 
167 Lorna Shelley, “‘Buses should…inspire writers’ Omnibuses in fin-de-siècle Short 
Stories and Journalism,” In Gavin, Adrienne E, and Andrew F. Humphries. Transport in 
British Fiction: Technologies of Movement, 1840-1940 (Houndsmill, Basingstoke: 
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In her book Women Poets and Urban Aestheticism: Passengers of Modernity 

(2005), Ana Parejo Vadillo explicitly identifies public urban mass transport as an 

overlooked aspect of nineteenth-century culture, and aims to rectify the omission through 

an exploration of poetry.168 She sees public transport as emancipatory for late-Victorian 

women and seeks within their poetic musings a deeper understanding of their attitudes 

towards urban mobility. Vadillo’s revalorization of urban public transport and her 

emphasis on women’s experiences within studies of modernity have informed my 

approach to the omnibus throughout this thesis.169 Finally, Paul Fyfe’s interdisciplinary 

text, By Accident or Design: Writing the Victorian Metropolis (2015), has provided a 

model with which to think about traffic and modernity via its interrogation of chance, 

contingency, and causation as these affect the accidental nature of the city. 170 He 

explores accidents in all their forms, from the unplanned, accidental nature of much of 

the built environment, to the myriad traffic collisions on city streets. Chapter Two is 

particularly relevant for my study because of its emphasis on vehicular traffic in the 

writings of Charles Dickens. Much like the scholars listed above, Fyfe’s approach reveals 

the influence of mobility studies and an overarching interest in movement and flow.  

1.5.6 Transport Studies Today 

Within the ever-expanding field of transport studies, scholars writing in the last 

thirty years have demonstrated a commitment to cross-disciplinary inquiry and innovative 

                                                        
168 Vadillo, Women Poets and Urban Aestheticism. 
169 In March 2002, the Journal of Transport History dedicated a special issue to gender 
and transport, thereby bolstering a major trend within the field. See Margaret Walsh, 
“Gendering Transport History: Retrospect and Prospect,” The Journal of Transport 
History 23, no. 1 (March 2002): 1–8. 
170 Paul Fyfe, By Accident or Design: Writing the Victorian Metropolis (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015). 
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methodologies. They no longer rely on the early model of sequential technological 

innovation, but rather consider transport as part of an interconnected system of spatial 

and social developments that act and react upon each other. In the words of Colin Divall 

and Barbara Schmucki, “…urban transport is best regarded as a technology fully 

embedded in a constellation of social factors, being both formed by social context and 

capable of acting back upon it as a powerful force in urban development.”171 This 

evolution has subsequently led to an interest, not only in social context, but also in space, 

which as previously mentioned, is of deep importance to this study. Further, these 

concerns are not restricted to the field of transport studies, but rather appear across 

disciplines in the humanities; thus, an exploration of subjects related to transport must 

explore a wide-range of material that crosses disciplinary boundaries. For instance, 

Alison Byerly’s, Are We There Yet? Virtual Travel and Victorian Realism (2013), sits at 

an intersection of English literature, Victorian studies and contemporary media theory. 

Byerly is specifically interested in the act of ‘imagining’, both historically and in the 

present day, as she compares this practice to modern-day virtual reality, and draws from a 

variety of materials such as literature, visual culture, and technological innovation. She 

unpacks the concept of ‘virtual travel’ in a Victorian context; that is the propensity for 

Victorian maps, guidebooks, panoramas, and works of fiction to replicate the travel 

experience. She argues that a defining feature of the nineteenth-century realist novel was 

an attempt at imaginatively rooting the reader physically within a narrative world. This 

strategic positioning of the reader was based upon creating a “sense of locatedness and 

embodiment” which placed the self within and, a part of, the story. Although this book is 
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not directly within the realm of transport studies, its methodological approaches related to 

embodiment and imagination, travel and movement, all contribute meaningfully to an 

expanding field that is increasingly moving towards material and spatial concerns. It is 

my hope that my study adopts this work by both broadening and narrowing the field 

surrounding the omnibus. I have in some instances focussed in on mundane and 

seemingly inconsequential details related to the bus experience, but then attempted to 

demonstrate how, when taken together, all those details might be synthesized to form a 

more insightful analysis of the omnibus.  

To accomplish this goal, each of the following four chapters take a thematic 

approach to the visual material in order to make sense of, and consolidate, a disparate and 

varied field of inquiry. Chapters Two and Three are organized around the relationship 

between the omnibus and space. Chapter Two examines images of the omnibus on the 

street, from an exterior perspective. Through an investigation of works by artists such as 

James Pollard (1792-1867), it draws attention to changing artistic traditions in which an 

interest in the modern bustle of city streets superseded landscape. These streets formed 

the subject of countless visual depictions and, in many of these images, the omnibus 

appears as a quintessential feature of urban traffic. As such, it was seen as a contributing 

factor to the ever-growing congestion problem in the metropolis. According to many 

social commentators, traffic congestion posed a threat to the circulatory system of the 

nation, as well as to the physical bodies of individuals on the street.172 These bodies were 

put in danger both as pedestrians and as passengers. This chapter asks: what can visual 

                                                        
172 Chapter Two will explore this topic at length and provide examples of how the streets 
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depictions of omnibuses on the street reveal about their relationship to their environment 

(for example, traffic, pedestrians, and the animals that drew them)? 

Chapter Three moves inside the bus and explores the overcrowded interior spaces 

that became a familiar, albeit unpopular, feature of bus travel. These spaces appear in the 

visual culture as a rich kaleidoscope of colours and objects that intrigued some 

passengers, and caused anxiety to others. Though an exploration of the bus interior, 

centred on a genre painting by William Maw Egley (1826-1916), this chapter highlights 

the particular ways in which overcrowded buses had an impact on passenger experience. 

Rude busmen, belligerent passengers, bundles and bags, clothing, bad weather, and 

gender were all discussed or alluded to in the discourse, as were concerns related to the 

physical body. A bus ride could be uncomfortable, or even a danger to one’s health, but 

could also provide an opportunity to smoke a cigar or read the morning paper. While 

many complained of the discomforts of the bus, other enjoyed the corporeal and mental 

pleasures afforded by a daily commute. An examination of the challenges and 

opportunities associated with the interior spaces of the omnibus provides valuable insight 

into the bus riding experience.  

Chapters Four and Five shift away from an emphasis on space and focus in on 

two groups of people who were vital to the bus experience but who were often considered 

peripheral: women passengers and the bus employees. In Chapter Four, I aim to build 

upon the work established by Ana Parejo Vadillo in her book Women Poets and Urban 

Aestheticism: Passengers of Modernity. 173 In this study, she attempts to displace the 

figure of the male flâneur with that of a mobile woman, a passenger of public transport 
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rather than a pedestrian.174 This approach undermines the prominence of walking the 

streets as the quintessential modern experience and brings attention to the much-

neglected experience of public transport. By focusing my analysis on female figures, I 

hope to obtain a deeper understanding of their role in omnibus culture, both from an 

actual and from an imagined perspective. In other words, how were women depicted in 

relation to the omnibus and what can these images reveal about attitudes towards female 

passengers? 

The final chapter of this study uncovers an oft-ignored element of the bus 

imagery, that is, the omnibus men. These labouring men appear repeatedly in the 

discourse, and are represented in very particular ways. Taken as a whole, these images 

reveal an urban typology of the conductor and the bus driver that is premised on their 

urban modernity. While there were many complaints about their rude and sometimes 

dangerous behaviour, a closer examination of text and image reveals a sympathetic public 

attitude towards them. The ultimate goal of this chapter is to identify the most 

prominently held beliefs about the busmen, and to situate those assumptions within the 

reality of their actual working lives.  

By taking a thematic approach to this subject, I seek to establish some possible 

avenues of analysis for the body of material related to the horse-drawn omnibus. These 

avenues are not intended to provide a comprehensive overview of the entire topic, but 

were selected based upon their prevalence and complexity. They also support the 

                                                        
174 Numerous studies, such as Janet Wolff’s, “The Invisible Flâneuse: Women and the 
Literature of Modernity,” Theory, Culture and Society 2, no. 3 (1985): 37–48, have dealt 
with the topic of the viability of a female flâneur (For more, see note 221 in Chapter 4). 
Instead, Vadillo sidesteps this conversation by drawing attention to the passenger as an 
equally modern figure.  
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overarching goal of my entire project, which is in essence to demonstrate the modernity 

of the omnibus. In this instance, I adopt the definition of modernity set out in the 

introduction of English Art, 1840-1914: Modern Artists and Identity, edited by David 

Peters Corbett and Lara Perry. These authors understand modernity as “the experience of 

the processes and conditions of modernisation as the lived circumstances of modern 

life.”175 Modernity thus encompasses a broad scope, and modern art is that which 

engages with modern life from a historical and cultural perspective. I therefore believe 

that visual depictions of the omnibus are quintessentially modern images that are deeply 

engaged with a plethora of concerns related to modern urban life in London.  

                                                        
175 David Peters Corbett and Lara Perry, eds., English Art, 1860-1914: Modern Artists 
and Identity (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2001), 3. 
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Chapter 2 The Omnibus and the Street 

2.1 The Spaces of the Street 

An 1850 watercolour by French painter, lithographer, and illustrator Eugène Lami 

(1800-1890) depicts the traffic around Ludgate Circus during what appears to be rush 

hour (Figure 2.1). Two colourful omnibuses dominate the image and draw the eye around 

a lamppost that they themselves circumnavigate. Each bus is crowded with rooftop 

figures and is brightly painted with the reds, blues, and yellows that form their identifying 

livery. They share the road with costers’ carts and wagons, donkeys, and pedestrians; all 

of which jostle for space and attention in this painting. The artist has created a strong 

contrast between the buses and the rest of the image using the presence or absence of 

colour. The approaching bus is painted cerulean blue, yellow, and green, the brightness of 

which is further enhanced by the scarlet uniform of a passenger, and the lilac attire of the 

driver. The second bus is equally brilliant and echoes the first vehicle due to its reds, 

blues, and yellows. There is very little colour among the remaining figures beyond a slash 

or two of red and green; otherwise, the secondary objects, as well as the background, are 

all painted in washes of brown, grey, and black. The buildings that fill the space behind 

the vehicles are sketchy and unimportant, perhaps only added as a necessary reminder of 

the broader setting. Even the dome of St. Paul’s is barely recognizable due to its lack of 

detail and colour.  

It is clear that the emphasis in this work is meant to be the traffic rather than the 

surrounding environment. By drawing attention to the buses, the artist has shifted the 

focus from the topography of London to the activity occurring on the street. Ruth Livesey 
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speaks to this issue in her influential book, Writing the Stage Coach Nation: Locality on 

the Move in Nineteenth-Century British Literature (2016).176 Although her discussion 

centres on the coaching prints of artists like James Pollard (discussed below), she points 

towards the subordination of place to mobility in the work of coaching artists in the early 

years of the nineteenth century.177 This shift is visible in Lami’s watercolour, and is also 

typical of many Victorian genre paintings that demonstrate an increasing interest in 

human activity rather than landscape and setting. Especially when it comes to the urban 

scene, painters and illustrators alike showed a preoccupation with what was occurring in 

the spaces of the street. Those spaces formed both the backdrop and the subject for a 

variety of images, many of which include the omnibus. Since the bus ran along the public 

thoroughfares of London, it was inherently a feature of the street. I will therefore begin 

my analysis with an examination of the public spaces that constituted these streets, and of 

the relationship between these spaces and the bus.  

Within the study of Victorian history and art, the privileging of the domestic and 

the private has placed an undue emphasis on interior spaces as central to life in 

London.178 Even among contemporary Victorian writings, many people argued that 

Britain was a nation of homebodies who were exclusively concerned with the interior. To 

                                                        
176 This was the case in many watercolours from the first quarter of the nineteenth 
century. 
177 Ruth Livesey, Writing the Stage Coach Nation: Locality on the Move in Nineteenth-
Century British Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 101. 
178 See for instance Thad Logan, The Victorian Parlour: A Cultural Study (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001); Mary Cowling, Victorian Figurative Painting: 
Domestic Life and the Contemporary Social Scene (Windsor: Andreas Papadakis, 2000); 
Julia Thomas, Victorian Narrative Painting (London: Tate Pub, 2000). 
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them, the streets were “simply and solely a means of transit from one point to another.”179 

I would argue that this view is reductive because it elides the particular social and 

cultural formations that accompany transit time and the experience of mobility and 

movement. The public spaces of the metropolis, and especially the street, were vital 

components to the development of urban culture and thus are necessary objects of study 

for the historian. Theses spaces were experienced and understood differently from the 

world of the private home or institution, and must be examined in their own terms. 

In the case of the omnibus, the ways in which individual passengers and 

pedestrians related to the street and to the material construction of the bus were often tied 

to the physical body. Human geographers and students of architecture have taken up the 

subject of bodies and their relationship to space for years.180 What if we consider the 

omnibus to fall within this realm? The bus was essentially an architectural structure in 

that it was a physical enclosure with a floor, roof, walls, and doors. As such, it enclosed, 

protected, or even imprisoned the physical self.  But because it was not grounded in the 

same ways as a building, it must also be understood as a moving object. It was moving 

architecture that facilitated the movement of bodies in space.  

The representation of the omnibus within visual culture often draws attention to 

the relationship between its physicality and other objects/bodies on the street, as well as 

                                                        
179 Saturday Review, 1866, vol. 21, 257. 
180 See for example Kent C. Bloomer and Charles Willard Moore, Body, Memory, and 
Architecture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977); Barrie B. Greenbie, Spaces: 
Dimensions of the Human Landscape (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1981); 
Peter Blundell Jones and Mark Meagher, Architecture and Movement: The Dynamic 
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to passenger bodies. These themes will be discussed in the following two chapters. The 

images under consideration highlight the various forms of physical danger posed by both 

traffic as a whole, and by the individual bus. As a pedestrian, the body was put in danger 

while trying to navigate sidewalks and street crossings. As a passenger, it was put in 

danger due to the possibility of traffic accidents or bus collisions. Either way, the 

omnibus experience cannot be understood in isolation from its surroundings. It featured a 

series of relational associations between the individual, the vehicle, traffic, and the street. 

By focusing on the body and the movement of bodies in space, this analysis will attempt 

to isolate some responses to the omnibus in terms of its relationship to its environment.  

2.1.1 James Pollard and Bus Portraits 

 The oil painter James Pollard (1792-1867) captured some of the earliest and most 

comprehensive images of the omnibus. Between 1821 and 1867, he painted over nineteen 

works of individual buses as well as a number of street scenes showing more generalized 

traffic. For example, Pollard’s earliest work with an omnibus as its central subject was 

Kidd’s Omnibus to Turnham Green at the Angel Inn from 1838.181 The Angel Inn was 

located on London Road, Isleworth, and was demolished in 1935.182 This image is 

composed of three elements: the road, the bus, and the inn (Figure 2.2). The format is 

repeated in another picture from 1838, Holloway and Bank Omnibus, Sovereign, as well 

as in Kendall’s Omnibus at Islington Green from 1845. Very little information exists 

regarding the creation and purchase of these works, and the only scholar to publish any 

                                                        
181 This is the earliest example as far as I can tell. However, sources on Pollard are scant 
so it is possible there are earlier works. 
182 “Old Inns and Taverns of Brentworth and Isleworth,” London Borough of Hounslow 
website, accessed 19 Jan 2017, http://www.hounslow.info/libraries/local-history-
archives/old-inns-and-taverns-of-brentford-and-isleworth/. 
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material about Pollard is Neville Carr Selway.183 Selway suggests that Pollard worked for 

a number of print publishers (such as Rudolf Ackerman) in the 1830s, creating oil works 

that were then reproduced as engravings.184 It is therefore likely that some of his omnibus 

paintings were created with the intention of being engraved. However, I would argue that 

the paintings that take a single bus as their central subject were even more likely 

commissioned by pubs or bus owners in the manner of a portrait.185 This supposition is 

supported by a number of factors. First, Pollard lived for much of his adult life in 

Islington, and Selway points to the fact that he was “forced to paint for his bread and 

butter” the many omnibuses of the local proprietors.186 Secondly, the works are typically 

named after a particular bus, such as Kidd’s Omnibus to Turnham Green at the Angel Inn 

(1838), or a particular pub, such as Omnibus Leaving the Nag’s Head, Holloway (1856). 

Thirdly, Pollard was following in his father’s footsteps as a sporting and coaching 

artist.187 This artistic tradition was based upon the nobility and gentry commissioning 

paintings of their prized horse, best hunt, or favourite vehicle.188 By 1815, the genre had 

expanded to include the popular stage and mail coaches, a subject that was meant to 

                                                        
183 Selway wrote during the 1950s, 60s, and 70s and published one book about Pollard in 
each of these decades, recycling and updating material each time. They are the only 
secondary sources that exist to my knowledge. See Neville Carr Selway, The Regency 
Road; the Coaching Prints of James Pollard (London: Faber and Faber, 1957); James 
Pollard, 1792-1867; Painter of the Age of Coaching (Leigh-on-Sea: F. Lewis, 1965); The 
Golden Age of Coaching and Sport as Depicted by James Pollard (Leigh-on-Sea: F. 
Lewis, 1972). 
184 Selway, The Regency Road, 33. 
185 Pollard did exhibit briefly at the Royal Academy and the British Institution, but none 
of these six works were his omnibus paintings.  
186 Selway, The Regency Road, 34.  
187 Stephen Deucher, “James Pollard,” Oxford Art Online, accessed 2 Aug 2016. 
188 F.L. Wilder, English Sporting Prints (London: Thames and Hudson, 1974), 7. 
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glorify Britain as a nation of peace and progress.189 These images were captured with a 

documentary intent, supposedly representing reality.190 They also followed an artistic 

convention whereby the subject was pictured in profile, in its entirety, standing on a flat 

ground. 

 Finally, Pollard painted these buses with a great deal of accuracy in terms of 

colour and detail. However, he often repeated his composition and sometimes even the 

buses themselves, presumably with the intention of producing work faster. This was the 

case with a number of works depicting the Favorite bus, which travelled from Highgate 

Hill to London Bridge Railway Station; a route owned and run by successful individual 

proprietors, Elizabeth Wilson and her brother John.191 There is reason to believe that A 

Street Scene with Two Omnibus (1845), currently held by the Museum of London, is the 

same painting as E. & J. Wilson’s Omnibus, Showing his visitor the way to Chelsea, St. 

Patrick which is listed in Selway’s catalogue of Pollard’s work. They are dated to the 

same year and the first bus in A Street Scene is marked as an E. & J. Wilson bus.  

 A Street Scene shows two buses, in succession, driving along the road. Some trees 

and a row of terrace houses fill the skyline above, while two pedestrians stand arm in 

arm, waving at the passing vehicles. The first bus, a Favorite, is drawn by two horses and 

is laden with nine outside figures, and a few inside, visible through the windows. The 

seven outside passengers, excluding the driver and conductor, are all top-hatted 

                                                        
189 Livesey, Writing the Stage Coach Nation, 98. 
190 Stephen Deuchar, Sporting Art in Eighteenth-Century England: A Social and Political 
History (New Haven: Published for the Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art by 
Yale University Press, 1988), 12. 
191 The Favorite fleet had fifty buses, five hundred horses, and one hundred and twenty 
staff. Museum of London website, entry for “Artwork, Favorite Omnibus at Islington 
Green, by James Pollard, 1852.” 
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gentlemen and are sitting either beside or directly behind the driver. This bus predates the 

knifeboard so the passengers are occupying makeshift seats facing forwards. The second 

bus has only one outside passenger in addition to the driver and conductor. 

 The Favorite bus is repeated at least seven times in Pollard’s oeuvre, and is 

portrayed in numerous settings. In 1844, Pollard painted The Favorite Omnibus in a 

Snow Scene and the Favorite Omnibus in a Country Landscape. In 1852, he completed 

The Favorite Omnibus at Islington Green, and in 1856, he depicted a Favorite bus in 

Omnibuses Leaving the Nag’s Head, Holloway. Finally, at an unknown date he 

completed Favorite Omnibus To and From Blackwell Tunnel.  In each of these paintings, 

the bus is clearly identified as a Favorite due to its green and pale-yellow colour scheme, 

as well as the large block letters outlined in red emblazoned on the body of the bus.  

Pollard reveals a lack of creativity in terms of composition and placement of the buses in 

all these works. The buses in A Street Scene and Snow Scene share identical perspectives; 

they are placed on the road at the same angle and are thus viewed from the exact same 

vantage point. This similarity is again repeated in Country Scene, Islington Green and 

Nag’s Head.  

 The British Museum holds a sketchbook containing some pencil drawings by 

Pollard that were clearly used in preparation for his bus paintings. These small sketches 

show the extent to which the artist was concerned with detail. He meticulously counts the 

number of windows per bus, or writes out the exact words printed on the side panels. His 

drawings also demonstrate an interest in accurately representing design and proportions, 

since he has sketched out the bus as if it had transparent walls. The individuals riding 

inside are visible in their entirety, as if the artist wanted to be certain their bodies fit 
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properly within his bus. These sketches are unique in that they show how Pollard 

envisioned the bus interior through the walls; a sort of x-ray vision that allowed for a 

holistic understanding of the vehicle.  

2.1.2 Pollard’s Views 

Pollard’s London-based paintings can be separated into two categories: those that 

show an individual bus, and those that depict a more comprehensive street scene, and 

which usually include multiple vehicles.192 They form a stark contrast to each other, as 

well as to the topographical tradition apparent in many early nineteenth-century 

streetscapes. The individual bus pictures are sparsely populated and focus entirely on the 

vehicle. Their composition fits within the artistic tradition of the Regency period; a time 

of deep interest in sporting images and the appearance and construction of wheeled 

vehicles.193 As a result, the individual bus paintings are almost identical in style to 

Pollard’s images of stagecoaches travelling cross-country. However, two of his street 

scenes reveal a clear transition in approach from an earlier emphasis on topography and 

landscape, to an interest in the myriad features of modern urban life. Much like the 

painting that opened this chapter, Pollard’s street scenes are more in keeping with mid-

century genre, that is, they are as bustling and busy as the streets of London.  

In 1831, Pollard painted View of Hammersmith Broadway and Queen St. currently 

held by the Hammersmith and Fulham Archives and Local History Centre (Figure 2.3). 

This work places the viewer at street level, looking down Hammersmith Broadway as if 

                                                        
192 I have chosen to exclude numerous other works by Pollard that fall within the sporting 
theme, but are not pertinent to this study. These include images of hunting, fishing, 
racing, and coaching. 
193 Selway, The Regency Road, 26. 



 

 

 

60 

he/she were in the centre of the street. Shops, houses, and a church line both sides of the 

wide thoroughfare, while a gentleman on horseback and an omnibus populate the road. 

Both the bus and the rider are seen in profile, parallel to the bottom of the picture plane, 

riding across rather than along the road. Pedestrians stroll along the sidewalks but 

otherwise, the image is jarringly empty of life. There are, however, nine figures visible 

inside the bus, at least four ladies and four gentlemen distinguishable by their headwear. 

The sky fills more than half of the picture plane, thereby further enhancing a sense of 

space and airiness. 

Since the first London omnibus was introduced only two years previous, this 

painting is a fascinating insight into the appearance of the original buses. There are a 

plethora of images from the knifeboard years, but few depicting the inside-only buses. In 

this case, the busmen are both pictured with top hats and respectably dark frock coats and 

trousers. This is in keeping with anecdotal evidence regarding the first bus conductors 

who were touted as safe and respectable. Due to its location in Hammersmith, this is 

unlikely a Shillibeer bus, but it is probable that subsequent bus proprietors followed 

Shillibeer’s successful business model. Curiously, there are no other vehicles on the road 

and the otherwise empty prospect gives the impression of a provincial village rather than 

a bustling metropolis. The bus is dwarfed by the surrounding structures as well as by the 

vast expanse of road. The quiet and calm scene presented in this painting suggests that 

the artist was not interested in capturing street life, but rather accurately recording the 

details of a particular London location at that moment in time. The specificity of the title, 

as well as the painstaking detail taken in rendering the lettering on the signboard (for 

instance), points to a desire for particularism. This painting fits perfectly within Donald 
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Gray’s description of typical early nineteenth-century views of London, that is, it focuses 

on clearly drawn architecture, an even atmosphere, a figure or two for scale and balance, 

and presents an overall aspect of stasis and order.194  

When compared with another painting completed only five years later, the 

emptiness of this view is even more apparent. In 1836, Pollard painted Hatchett’s, The 

White Horse Cellar, Piccadilly, a much more focused vision of the traffic in front of a 

popular coaching inn (Figure 2.4). This work takes a narrower view of the action as the 

entire composition is taken up with vehicles and the front of a building. Only the smallest 

sliver of sky is visible in the top left hand corner, and there is almost no negative space. 

At least ten vehicles, fifteen horses, and countless figures crowd the street in front of the 

inn. Hatchett’s façade spans across the background, its myriad windows forming a 

repetitive pattern against the brick of the building. One or two omnibuses are visible 

among the vehicles as well as a couple of stagecoaches, a cab, a cart, and a private 

carriage. The overall effect is colourful and vibrant; it evokes the clip-clop of hooves and 

rattle of wheels over the cobbles. While it shares some of the features of the earlier 

picture in terms of evenness of atmosphere and detailed rendering of the architecture, this 

picture emphasizes activity and action, motion rather than stability. Its subject revolves 

around the dynamism of London life instead of the solidity of the built environment.195  

                                                        
194 Donald J. Gray, “Views and Sketches of London in the Nineteenth Century,” In 
Victorian Artists and the City: A Collection of Critical Essays edited by Ira Bruce Nadel, 
43-58 (New York: Pergamon Press, 1980): 43. 
195 It is pertinent to note that while Piccadilly was indeed a bustling neighbourhood in 
central London, Hammersmith in the 1830s was little more than an outlying village. 
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2.2 The Bustle of the City 

Unlike Pollard’s bus portraits, his later street scenes or ‘views’ offer a vision of 

London that is crowded and populous. This is no longer the elegant and sedate urban 

centre presented in numerous Regency watercolours, but rather a noisy and 

overwhelming metropolis painted in dynamic oils. This approach is not unique to Pollard; 

many images of the city from this period portray a heaving mass of bodies and objects. 

Illustrations from newspapers, novels, and periodicals that circulated mid-century are 

especially indicative of just how busy the public spaces of London were at this time. In 

the illustrations for George Augustus Sala’s (1828-1895) novel Twice Round the Clock 

(1862), the artist depicts a busy streetscape at nine o’clock in the morning (Figure 2.5), 

and again at two o’clock in the afternoon (Figure 2.6).196 The morning picture shows 

omnibuses divulging their passengers at the Bank, and even though there are only two 

buses and one cab, there are at least thirty men who fill the space almost entirely. The 

afternoon image is equally busy; it shows Regent Street heaving with shoppers, an 

omnibus, a carriage, and at least one cab. The centre of the street is a treacherous flow of 

traffic that only the most brave-hearted pedestrian would attempt to cross.197 A 

contemporary guide to London describes a similar scene: 

About nine in the morning, the City streets begin to present an 
animated scene, for by that hour they are seen thronging with 
living beings, pouring in from every suburban radius to the great 
city centre like a walking torrent, until, so numerous appears the 
mass, London seems to be almost wholly populated by clerks. 

                                                        
196 Sala was a well-known literary journalist who contributed to Dickens’ Household 
Words and made his career as a Special Correspondent for the Daily Telegraph. See D.P. 
Edwards, “Sala, George Augustus,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford 
University Press, 2004) online edn. http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/24526. 
197 George Augustus Sala, Twice Round the Clock, or, The Hours of the Day and Night in 
London (London: Richard Marsh, 1862). 
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An hour afterwards in cabs and omnibuses, a different class 
becomes visible, each looking as if the affairs of the universe 
rested on his individual shoulders.198 

In keeping with the tone of Sala’s illustrations, another novel from mid-century 

playfully pokes fun at the volume of street traffic in London at the time of the Great 

Exhibition; a period during which thousands of incoming tourists chocked the public 

spaces of the city. In Henry Mayhew’s book 1851: or The adventure of Mr. and Mrs. 

Sandboys and family, who came up to London to enjoy themselves and to see the Great 

Exhibition (1851), there are two illustrations by George Cruickshank in which he 

juxtaposes the streets of Manchester with the streets of London in 1851.199 Manchester 

appears deserted, not a single figure or vehicle populates the image (Figure 2.7), whilst 

London’s Regent Circus is overwhelmed with thousands of people, buses, carriages, 

banners, and miscellaneous other objects (Figure 2.8).200 The implication is that the 

population of Manchester has left for London to witness the Crystal Palace and all of its 

treasures. The capital is presented as a heaving sea of bodies and activity. Although the 

tone of these two examples is relatively benign, they point to a concerning side effect of a 

booming urban centre: traffic congestion.  

                                                        
198 E.L. Blanchard, Bradshaw’s Guide through London and Its Environs: Exhibiting in a 
Novel and Comprehensive Form All That Can Be Seen in the Metropolis and Its Vicinity, 
for Thirty Miles Round, and Forming a Complete and Indispensable Companion to the 
Resident and Stranger (London: W.J. Adams, 1862), 18. 
199 Henry Mayhew, 1851: or The adventure of Mr. and Mrs. Sandboys and family, who 
came up to London to enjoy themselves and to see the Great Exhibition (London: George 
Newbold, 1851), inter-foliated 58-59. 
200 Traffic was such an issue, especially after an influx of over six million people for the 
Great Exhibition, that by 1855, the government had set up a Select Committee to discuss 
the matter. See Barker, A History of London Transport, 66. 
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2.3 Traffic Congestion 

 From as early at 1800, traffic congestion was a growing problem in London.201 

Hackney coaches, short-stage coaches, private carriages, omnibuses, carts, vans, 

livestock, horseback riders, and pedestrians, all contributed to street obstructions. This 

resulted in an unregulated flow of vehicles that could be a hazard for the pedestrian and 

passenger alike. Scholars have recently explored the relationship between traffic 

congestion and modernity, stipulating that the nineteenth-century street was conceptually 

understood as a place for movement and flow, rather than social activity and trade, as in 

previous centuries.202 However, movement could be threatened by stasis, and flow could 

be hindered by traffic stoppages.203 Any kind of blockage was therefore viewed as an 

impediment to circulation and thus, a problem to be resolved. Within a capitalist society 

that rewarded movement and productive activity, stillness acquired negative 

undertones.204 To this day, stillness is loaded with connotations of wasted time or 

unproductivity and inefficiency. Especially within the context of Victorian ideals of 

productive labour, the forced stillness of traffic blockages disrupted their vision of the 

street. For omnibus passengers, this was a sort of double stillness; their bodies were still 

inside the bus, and the vehicle itself was still on the street. As a result, street congestion 

appears regularly as a topic for discussion in both the regular and illustrated newspapers. 

Omnibuses were a significant part of this traffic and will therefore be a useful lens 
                                                        
201 Taylor, The Moving Metropolis, 28. 
202 Carlos Lopes Galviz, “Mobilities at a Standstill: Regulating Circulation in London C. 
1863–1870,” Journal of Historical Geography 42 (October 2013): 62–76. 
203 Ruth Livesey draws attention to the recent interest within mobility studies in the 
importance of halts and pauses rather than just focusing on movement and speed. She 
singles out the following for further reading: Bissell and Fuller, Stillness in a Mobile 
World. 
204 Bissell and Fuller, Stillness in a Mobile World, 7. 
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through which to explore this issue. 

  The 1840s must have been particularly rife with traffic jams because Punch 

published three separate cartoons featuring creative solutions for the weary bus traveller. 

In August of 1846, an author proposed “The New Omnibus,”205 a three-story affair with 

multiple rooms in the form of a hotel on wheels (Figure 2.9). In one room, a man writes a 

letter whilst his neighbour smokes a cigar. On the lower floor, another man reads a 

newspaper, and his fellows conduct a business meeting. The paragraph below the image 

suggests that this fantasy bus would be a welcome addition to the congested 

thoroughfares of London. It would provide riders with an opportunity to multitask while 

they were stuck in traffic, thus maximizing their use of time.206 Another suggestion 

appeared in September of that same year (Figure 2.10). “The New Aerial Omnibus”207 

offered a different solution by suspending the buses in the air via cables, thus allowing 

them to pass overhead, unhindered by traffic and construction. A sign on the buses 

announces ‘no stoppages’ thereby proclaiming its efficiency and speed. Finally, in 

November, the “New Omnibus Escape” advocated for the introduction of elastic ladders 

that could spring forth from the tops of buses, allowing trapped passengers to climb out 

and avoid “an omnibus blockade in Fleet Street.”208 The image depicts multiple people 

climbing up these ladders into the second storey windows of the buildings opposite, while 

the street below remains in traffic gridlock (Figure 2.11). This last image draws attention 

to the vulnerability felt by some passengers at the idea of being ‘stuck,’ not only inside 
                                                        
205 “The New Omnibus,” Punch, 22 August 1846, 73. 
206 This theme can be found in an even earlier engraving from 1836, which announces 
Tregear’s Patent Omnibus, or The Flying Hotel! This image is incredibly similar, 
showing a multi-story bus with figures shaving, reading, and otherwise relaxing. 
207 “The New Aerial Omnibus,” Punch, 5 September 1846, 104. 
208 “New Omnibus Escape,” Punch, 21 November 1846, 217. 
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the bus, but in traffic. Stillness is often equated with vulnerability; the subject lacks the 

ability to flee from danger.209 In this case, stillness is enforced against their will, therefore 

causing both inconvenience and discomfort. Although these cartoons do not depict the 

traffic itself, they speak to passengers’ annoyance with a slow bus journey on congested 

streets.  

2.4 The Road to Danger 

  In the Illustrated London News of 1864, a full-page illustration depicts “A Block 

in Park Lane,” or, in other words, a traffic jam in a popular destination for elite society to 

promenade and shop (Figure 2.12). The picture shows a variety of vehicles crowding the 

street; an omnibus vies for space with a cab, a private carriage, a donkey cart, a flock of 

sheep and cattle, as well as aristocratic pedestrians, and workmen. Animals and people 

are jumbled together in this scene of chaos and metropolitan bustle. The accompanying 

article compares the situation to that of an Arctic journey to discover the Northwest 

passage; both journeys fraught with danger, hardship, and the terrible possibility of a 

wreck, injury, or death. The figures in the image are engraved “from actual observation” 

and jokingly divided into “those who drive, those who are driven, and those who are 

driven over.”210 While urban traffic was problematic because it impeded the moment of 

goods and people, it was also a source of danger to both the pedestrian and the passenger. 

The tumult of the streets meant that the simple act of venturing out into the public sphere 

and engaging in city life offered myriad new ways in which an individual could 

encounter physical harm.  

                                                        
209 Bissell and Fuller, Stillness in a Mobile World, 2. 
210 “A Block in Park Lane,” Illustrated London News, 17 December 1864. 
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 Despite this, the first omnibuses were publicized as being very safe, especially 

when compared to other kinds of transport. In 1833, the London and Greenwich Railway 

Company opened part of their railway line with a terminus in London, thus offering some 

competition for the omnibus proprietors. Shillibeer started to run buses from London to 

Greenwich and Woolwich, placing himself in direct competition with the new railway.211 

In response, Howlett and Brimmer published a piece of commercial advertising called 

Shillibeer’s Original Omnibus Versus the Greenwich Railroad. It features a series of 

stanzas, likely set to music, extolling the virtues of omnibus travel over the dangers of 

railway travel. One stanza reads: 

These pleasure and comfort with safety combine 

They will neither blow up nor explode like a mine 

Those who ride on the railroad might half die with fear 

You can come to no harm in the safe Shillibeer 

 

The overall message suggests that railway travel could be dangerous due to its propensity 

to mechanical failure and occasional explosion in those early years. Since it relied on 

horse and manpower, the omnibus did not involve any complicated mechanical parts or 

dangerous chemicals that might explode at any time. It was a comfortable and familiar 

alternative to newer and potentially more life-threatening technologies. The song goes on 

to claim that the omnibus was as safe as the home, had respectable employees, gaily 

painted walls, and plush interiors.212 These assertions however, are belied by evidence 

that suggests the omnibus was in actuality not as safe as many believed. The success of 

                                                        
211 Moore, Omnibuses and Cabs, 28. 
212 Ironically, many of the virtues that this song extols are actually the very same issues 
that form the basis of the numerous omnibus complaints taken up in this study. 
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this particular railway line was largely responsible for Shillibeer’s eventual bankruptcy 

and subsequent move to become an undertaker instead of a bus proprietor.213 

 An article in The Times from 1867 reporting on the regulation of traffic, records 

that 150 people were killed by street accidents every year in London, and that about 2000 

were injured. The article blames a “liberty of locomotion” that not only caused death and 

injury, but street congestion in the metropolis.214 While some of these deaths were 

possibly those of passengers, authorities were concerned with the safety of pedestrians. 

Before the invention of marked crossings and traffic lights, individuals had to cross the 

street at their peril. Charles Dickens wrote about these risks in an article published in All 

the Year Round in 1866.215 “The Dangers of the Streets” complains of the difficulty of 

crossing the street in the City due to the steady stream of traffic, and lack of proper 

policing and control. He begins his narrative by comparing himself to a soldier, adverse 

to danger, having built up immunity to risk from daily perambulations around London. 

He has “formed this high opinion of myself on the fact that I have daily to walk a certain 

distance through the streets of London, and that I do it, and live.”216 He blames both the 

quantity and quality of the traffic, pointing specifically to vans that stop and idle to 

unload goods, as well as omnibuses that attempt to fit their bulk into narrow streets. He 

describes the traffic and his attempts to cross: 

                                                        
213 Moore, Omnibuses and Cabs, 33. 
214 “A Measure for the Regulation of Traffic,” The Times, 14 February 1867, 7. 
215 Following on the dissolution of his very successful magazine Household Words in 
1859, Dickens very shortly thereafter began All the Year Round as a regular publication 
of serialized fiction. It continued publication until 1895. See Laurel Brake, Marysa 
Demoor, eds., Dictionary of Nineteenth-Century Journalism in Great Britain and Ireland 
(London: British Library, 2009), 11. 
216 “The Dangers of the Streets,” All the Year Round 15, 24 February 1866, 357, 154. 
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But as bus succeeds cab, and butcher’s cart bus, and Great 
Northern van butcher’s cart, and another bus the Great Northern 
van, and a private carriage the other bus, and a Hansom the 
private carriage, and a third bus the Hansom, and a fourth bus the 
third bus, you shrink back in despair.217  

 
Of the seven vehicles mentioned in this quote, four are buses; a fact pointing to their 

overwhelming presence among the flow of traffic. Overall, traffic accidents and 

pedestrian deaths occurred when either movement or stillness was disrupted or 

maintained at the wrong moment. Sometimes vehicles moved too quickly and did not 

stop when required, other times vehicles stopped too frequently or in the wrong location, 

thus causing an accident. The careful balance required for a controlled and orderly flow 

had, according to commentators like Dickens, not yet been achieved.  

2.4.1 The Crossing Sweeper 

 The topic of street crossing appears in a painting by the well-known genre painter 

William Powell Frith (1819-1909). But as is often the case with genre paintings from the 

period, the subject is hinted at, rather than faced head-on. In 1858, the same year that he 

completed his famous Derby Day, Frith exhibited The Crossing Sweeper at the British 

Institution (Figure 2.13). It shows a young, attractive middle-class lady standing in front 

of a row of terrace houses, looking down the street as a crossing sweeper offers his 

services. She has her skirts lifted as if she is on the verge of stepping out into traffic, the 

presence of which is signalled by the two vehicles behind her. The back ends of both a 

cab and a bus are visible, suggesting congested street traffic and hinting at the horses that, 

despite their absence, are assumed to be there. House façades peek out from behind the 

figures and were likely painted from examples in Bayswater and Lancaster Gate, where 
                                                        
217 Ibid. 
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Frith lived.218 The little boy, or crossing sweeper, is the focus of the picture and is 

presented in marked contrast to the more affluent lady. He lacks shoes and is clothed in 

rags while the lady is elegantly dressed, her neat boots visible to provide a direct 

juxtaposition with the bare feet of the poverty-stricken boy. Crossing sweepers were a 

regular fixture on the streets of London during this period. They took advantage of the 

filth left by thousands of horses and humans by offering to clear a passage in the street 

for more prosperous pedestrians.219 The sweeper helped them to cross safely and to arrive 

at the other side, their boots and hems free of mud.220  

  In an article written after the acquisition of this painting by the Museum of 

London over ten years ago, Mark Bills explores the figure of the crossing sweeper as a 

London ‘type’. He speaks to the ubiquity of the crossing sweeper in the existing urban 

discourse, pointing to Henry Mayhew, Charles Manby Smith, and Punch as a few 

examples. He explains that they were often little more than beggars, and thought to be a 

nuisance more often than a convenience. Within visual culture, he draws attention to the 

role that physiognomy played in their portrayal, with a focus on class and poverty.221 The 

subject was so popular that throughout his lifetime, Frith painted four versions of this 

                                                        
218 “The Crossing Sweeper,” Museum of London Website, accessed 12 Oct 2016, 
http://collections.museumoflondon.org.uk/online/object/726177.html. 
219 Mark Bills, “William Powell Frith’s ‘The Crossing Sweeper’: An Archetypal Image of 
Mid-nineteenth Century London,” The Burlington Magazine, vol. 146, no. 1214, (May 
2004), 301. 
220 Some sources claims that there were over a million horses in London, each one 
producing three to four tons of droppings a year. This would have amounted to a 
significant quantity of waste clogging the streets. See F.M.L. Thompson, “Nineteenth-
Century Horse Sense,” Economic History Review 2, no. 29 (February 1979): 77. 
221 Ibid.  
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picture and it was reproduced as an engraving, as well as a Parian figurine sculpture.222 

Additionally, Augustus Edwin Mulready painted A London Crossing Sweeper and 

Flower Girl in 1884, and Dickens fashioned one of his most popular characters, Jo from 

Bleak House (1852-3), after the sweeper.  

 Bills’ analysis, while excellent, fails to mention the one key element that makes 

the entire scene possible—the traffic.223 Without the myriad vehicles and horses on the 

road, the crossing sweeper would not exist. Omnibuses in particular contributed 

significantly to the filth of the streets. Further, it wasn’t until 1867 that buses were 

required by law to stop on the nearest side of the road, and often expected passengers to 

alight and disembark in the centre of the street.224 Taken from this perspective, the 

painting can be read differently. Rather than focusing on the collision of classes inherent 

to the interaction between crossing sweeper and lady, this work can instead underscore 

the relationship between the pedestrian, the sweeper, and the traffic/omnibuses. A review 

in the Art Journal from 1858 describes the lady as “anxiously” looking for an opportunity 

of crossing the street.225 She does not appear overtly fearful, but the author of this review 

either read some level of anxiety on her face, or projected these feelings onto her from 

                                                        
222 “The Crossing Sweeper,” Museum of London Website, accessed 12 Oct 2016, 
http://collections.museumoflondon.org.uk/online/object/726177.html. This subject was as 
relevant in the 1860s as it was in the 1890s because Frith made a copy in 1893; the main 
difference between the two works was the dress of the lady. In the later picture he 
updated her wardrobe to reflect the fashions of the time. 
223 Additionally, in his article about the different spaces of the street, Simon Knowles 
writes about The Crossing Sweeper and the ways in which it uses these spaces to denote 
class and power dynamics. He mentions the presence of traffic, but goes no further. See 
Simon Knowles, “Pavement, Gutter, Carriageway: Social Order and Urban Spaces in the 
Work of W.P. Frith,” Victorian Literature and Culture 39 (2011): 349–65. 
224 George Augustus Sekon, Locomotion in Victorian London (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1938), 29.  
225 “The Winter Exhibition at 120, Pall Mall,” Art Journal 48, December 1858, 354. 
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personal or collective experience. A second article in the Art Journal states that “she is 

evidently measuring her distance as regards the approach of some vehicle.”226 As has 

been noted, crossing the road did indeed provoke anxiety in many Londoners. It is 

therefore possible to assume that viewers of this work would attribute similar feelings to 

the figure, whether or not they are clearly apparent. Frith chose to include two vehicles in 

the background of the picture, directly bringing to mind the traffic visible to the lady, but 

not the viewer. The omnibus then figures as a signal, a synecdoche of sorts, or a single 

vehicle that stands in for the whole. Where there was one omnibus, more were likely to 

follow, thus implying a steady flow of traffic. Additionally, the bus is marked as heading 

to the popular suburb of Notting Hill, and as mentioned, was likely passing through 

Bayswater, a common destination for omnibuses. These particular geographical markers 

would have brought to mind the busy shopping thoroughfares and middle-class housing 

developments of the West End. The lady, the vehicles, the road, and the crossing sweeper 

are all interconnected in a network of city life.  

2.4.2 The Hungerford Bridge Omnibus 

 Although the omnibus is peripheral to the subject of The Crossing Sweeper, Frith 

did paint another picture in which it featured more prominently. However, there is a lack 

of information regarding The Hungerford Bridge Omnibus (Figure 2.14). The only record 

proving the existence of such a work is a catalogue from the Brook Street Art Gallery in 

New Bond Street, London. This catalogue, Etchings by Her Majesty the late Queen 

Victoria and the Prince Consort, also Victorian Pictures and Objects d’Art, from a sale 

in 1925, lists a work by W.P. Frith—The Hungerford Bridge Omnibus, which is undated. 
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The only known reproduced image of this work appears in Hilaire Belloc’s book The 

Highway and Its Vehicles published in 1926. This book includes a series of black and 

white images of numerous vehicles through history, and focuses on their engineering.  

 The Hungerford Bridge Omnibus appears in a black and white photograph, 

showing the top half of a moving bus, seen from the side and slightly to the front. The 

scene is a raucous one, including at least eleven figures and one dog crowded on the 

knifeboard of the bus.227 The driver sits up front; whip in the air as he urges his unseen 

horses forward, while the conductor hangs off the back, gesturing to someone behind the 

bus and out of sight to the viewer. The composition is unusual for a painting as it cuts off 

the bottom half of the bus and has little background detail beyond a stray lamppost, a bit 

of fence, and a few blurry trees.228 The figures are Hogarthian, humourous caricatures of 

men; one has his legs dangling over the side, while another sleeps with his head lolling 

down his chest. The image is sketchy and lacking in the detail characteristic of Frith, 

suggesting that it was perhaps not meant as a finished work to be exhibited. This is 

supported by the lack of references to the work in any exhibitions. Additionally, the 

painting does not appear in the final listing of all works sold by Frith between 1849 and 

1919.229 Perhaps it was not actually painted by Frith at all, but misattributed for the 1925 

sale. Regardless, the bus appears to be speeding along, thoughtless of those who might 

get in its way. It is a direct representation of the kind of vehicle that the lady in The 

                                                        
227 The fact that the bus has a knifeboard suggests that the painting, though undated, must 
have been made after 1851, when such technology was first introduced. 
228 It is possible that the original painting was larger than the photograph would suggest. 
Perhaps the bus appears in its entirety but is only cut off for the purpose of the book. 
229 Algernon Graves, Art Sales from Early in the Eighteenth Century to Early in the 
Twentieth Century: (mostly Old Master and Early English Pictures) (London: A. Graves, 
1918). 
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Crossing Sweeper likely feared; that is, heedless of other bodies on the street, and racing 

headlong towards a collision. 

 The dangers associated with street crossing were even more pronounced during 

periods of increased tourism in London. A full-page illustration from Punch in 1886 

shows a busy thoroughfare crowded with buses and people (Figure 2.15). Men, women, 

and children all face away from the viewer, towards a number of empty omnibuses that 

have pulled up pêle-mêle to attract passengers. The cartoon is entitled “A Colinderies 

Puzzle; Saturday—To find your right ‘bus, and cross the road safely?”230 The word 

‘colindery’ refers to the Colonial and Indian Exhibition happening that year and likely 

suggests an increase in London traffic as with the Great Exhibition in 1851. More 

importantly however, the inclusion of the word ‘puzzle’ and the final question mark bring 

into the question the possibility of accomplishing the task of crossing the road and 

finding a bus safely. The cartoon suggests that in 1886, there were so many buses plying 

the streets that the simple act of catching one was both dangerous and confusing.  

2.4.3 Accident or Design? 

 The dangers posed by traffic and street crossing traffic were part of the broader 

issue of vehicular collisions and traffic accidents. In another article from Punch, the 

author of “The Perils of the Street,” argues that “the deadly London streets” would be 

safer if only authorities took accidental deaths more seriously. The article was reacting to 

a report by the Registrar-General that claimed twenty-one people were killed by traffic 

accidents in the first five weeks of 1869. The author takes issue not only with the 
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recklessness of drivers, but also with the authorities for terming such incidents 

‘accidental’ and not incarcerating the perpetrators for manslaughter. The image that 

accompanies the text shows two buses racing along, the driver visibly whipping his 

animals into such a frenzy that the wheels kick up clouds of dust. The sketchy, almost 

manic lines of the illustration point to the deadly speed of the vehicles.231 Because of its 

ubiquity and size, the omnibus appears as particularly problematic. Although it is just one 

element among many contributing to street traffic, it regularly caused accidents.232 

Deaths and injuries due to omnibus accidents were regularly reported in the Illustrated 

Police News and a preliminary search of this publication resulted in at least fifteen 

incidents involving buses. In some cases, the accident was the result of an individual 

falling off the knifeboard or slipping when attempting to descend;233 or when a horse 

slipped and fell;234 or if a sharp corner caused the bus to turn over;235 or an axle broke on 

one of the wheels.236 Although these examples caused more harm to the passengers than 

pedestrians, street accidents generally were a constant danger. 

 In his book By Accident or Design: Writing the Victorian Metropolis (2015), Paul 

Fyfe writes about the accidental nature of London, both in terms of its built environment 

and in terms of the encounters and processes of city life. To Fyfe, London is a city 
                                                        
231 “The Perils of the Street,” Punch, 6 March 1869, 89. 
232 “Frightful and Fatal Omnibus Accident in Holborn,” Morning Post, 29 August 1846, 
5; “The Fatal Omnibus Accident in High-street Bloomsbury,” Morning Post, 16 
September 1857, 6; “The Fatal Omnibus Accident,” Morning Post, 18 August 1863. 
233 “Fatal Fall from an Omnibus,” The Illustrated Police News, 30 August 1879, issue 
811.  
234 “An Omnibus Accident in Piccadilly,” The Illustrated Police News, 24 September 
1892, issue 1493. 
235 “Frightful Omnibus Accident—Several Persons Seriously Injured,” The Illustrated 
Police News, 17 August 1867, issue 183. 
236 “Omnibus Accident in the Strand,” The Illustrated Police News, 25 February 1888, 
issue 1254. 
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punctuated by accidents and by attempts to acquire knowledge of, and regulatory power 

over it. Although he is concerned with chance, contingency and causation more 

generally, he does highlight the problem of traffic accidents and the role played by the 

bus. “The omnibus is a moving heterotopia, blurring the thresholds of citizen and crowd, 

private and public, routine and disruption, law and disorder.”237 The last clause of this 

statement characterizes the omnibus as a channel for the competing principles of chaos 

and order. In the case of traffic collisions, chaos and disorder certainly prevailed. In 1865, 

G.W. Hunt published a comic song sheet entitled Who’s for the Bank? (Figure 2.16) In 

the illustrated cover images, the artist has drawn a racing bus overturning an apple cart 

and nearly running over the apple seller. The driver is shown with a maniacal grin, while 

his passengers are clearly outraged that he should be so careless. A sense of speed and 

movement is conveyed by the racing horses, their heads thrown back and their hooves 

barely touching the ground. A cloud of dust is stirred up underfoot, and a stray dog 

joyfully runs alongside the vehicle. Overall, the scene relies on the visible contrast 

between the equanimity of the evil-looking driver, and his panicked, gesticulating fares. 

The lyrics of the song suggest that there was nothing accidental about this particular 

collision. It recounts the romantic misadventures of a bus driver named Charley Crank 

who, after falling in love with, and then spurning an apple seller, deliberately crashed into 

her stall in revenge. However, the woman’s scream so frightened the horses that they 

bolted headlong towards London Bridge and smashed the bus into a china shop. This 

accident resulted in the death of the passengers as well as the maiming of the driver, who 
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never drove a bus again.238 As suggested by Fyfe, the omnibus featured in this song was a 

vehicle of disorder, causing both a deliberate and an unexpected collision that resulted in 

death and injury. The simple fact that such a topic was taken up by a comic singer and 

possibly performed for a music hall audience, speaks to the pervasiveness of this issue in 

London life. 

 While traffic accidents were recognized by many as implicit in the experience of 

the street, some did not see them as accidental at all. In fact, many believed that such 

accidents could be avoided as a consequence of better regulation. Through licensing and 

police intervention, it was felt that both traffic and omnibuses could be better controlled, 

thereby making the streets safer, and the bus journey more pleasant. More importantly, 

regulation would allow for the smoother flow of people and goods, paving the way for 

better circulation within the metropolis. In this way, the omnibus could be a vehicle for 

order instead of chaos. 

2.5 Circulation and Regulation 

 The twin topics of circulation and movement have recently gained interest among 

scholars of the Victorian city. In his book London’s Teeming Streets, 1830-1914 (1993), 

James Winter posits that the streets of London presented a paradox; they were at once an 

emblem of liberal, individual freedom while at the same time, required regulation so that 

they could adhere to the Victorian ideals of rationality and efficiency. It was felt that 

uncontrolled urban growth was creating a monster that, without check, would undermine 

those ideals. However, the imposition of too many laws would threaten the very British 

notions of self-determination and freedom that were presently at work on the streets. This 
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tension was played out in the realm of traffic regulation. In a city that prided itself on its 

ability to conduct business efficiently, the threat of traffic congestion was not only seen 

as a nuisance (and as we have seen, a danger), but as detrimental to the nation.239 One of 

the ways in which this issue was presented in the discourse was through the metaphor of 

the body. The streets of London were compared to the circulatory and respiratory 

systems, upon which the health of the entire nation depended. Traffic congestion was 

tantamount to a blockage in the blood stream, a clot that might cause a haemorrhage or 

heart attack.240 The system was viewed holistically and was used to justify projects to 

straighten, smooth, and regulate the streets.241 

 The regulation of omnibuses developed piecemeal throughout the century and is 

distinct from other attempts to control traffic.242 Although the very first Shillibeer bus 

was viewed with interest and excitement due its novelty,243 Londoners offered up their 

criticisms almost from the outset. Many people were displeased with the new vehicles, as 

they were known to obstruct traffic with their constant stopping and starting, as well as 

crossing the street to pick up passengers on both sides. Especially after the abolition of 

the hackney coach monopoly, the number of vehicles on the road increased and led to 

what was often termed the “cab and omnibus nuisance.”244 In 1833, 384 inhabitants of the 

City of London signed a petition for the House of Commons demanding more regulation 

                                                        
239 James Winter, London’s Teeming Streets, 1830-1914 (London: Routledge, 1993), xi. 
240 Ibid., 6. 
241 Ibid., 4. 
242 I will not go into detail about other regulations as they could form the topic of a 
separate study and are discussed in Winter’s London’s Teeming Streets. I am only 
concerned here with the laws concerning omnibuses. 
243 A Morning Post article stated how the first omnibus  “excited considerable notice.” 
See Morning Post, Tuesday 7 July 1829. 
244 May, Gondolas and Growlers, 31. 
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for omnibuses and cabs, which they saw as causing street obstructions. They felt that 

vehicles stopping to pick up passengers, loitering in front of businesses, and generally 

taking up space on the streets were damaging to trade in the city. 245 This particular 

petition did not result in any significant changes as the regulation of traffic during this 

period was still somewhat disorganized, but it drew attention to the fact that more 

government attention was needed in this area. 

 Through the century, there were numerous Acts of Parliament that attempted to 

provide some control over omnibuses and the men who ran them. Shillibeer’s first 

omnibus was licensed by the Board of Stamps, which was the same body that previously 

provided licensing for short-stage coaches. 246 The Hackney Carriages Act of 1832247 set 

the foundation for all future legislation, opening up the trade, closing the Hackney Coach 

office, and transferring regulatory power to the Board of Stamps. This was the act that 

abolished the hackney coach monopoly, allowing other vehicles to run their business 

specifically in the City. It also meant that there was no longer any limitation to the 

number of licenses given out, thereby allowing for an increase in vehicles. The Board of 

Stamps figures for 1834 show 1,703 hackney coaches and cabs, 423 short-stages coaches, 

and 376 omnibuses.248 These licenses however, were given to the proprietors of the 

vehicles and did not have any regulatory power over the drivers and conductors. The 

driver was not subject to any skills-based or geographical test, and was not held 

accountable for what happened on or around his bus. This was particularly problematic 

because in the case of most incidents, the driver or conductor was at least partly to blame 
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246 Lee, Sources of Bus History, 153. 
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for any injury or death. In an attempt to rectify this, a second Act in 1838 required that 

the license number be printed on the side of the vehicle and that the driver and conductor 

be licensed in addition to the proprietor.249 However, it did not pass easily because badges 

and licensing were reminiscent of pauperism250 and criminality.251 In 1843, the London 

Hackney Carriage Act shifted the licensing power from the Board of Stamps to the 

Registrar of Metropolitan Public Carriages, and after 1850, to the newly created Public 

Carriages Branch of the Metropolitan Police.252 As is evident, regulatory power over 

omnibuses shifted and changed multiple times throughout the century and as traffic 

increased, so too did governmental attempts to control it.  

2.6 Nursing, Racing, and Bad Driving 

 The licensing of omnibus proprietors, drivers, and conductors was intended to 

manage the volume of vehicles on the road, as well as to hold these individuals 

accountable for their actions. Despite this, the busmen were often accused of bad driving 

habits that endangered pedestrians as well as other vehicles. Complaints about reckless 

driving, abrupt or inadequate stopping and starting, racing, and general inattention by the 

driver are numerous in the discourse surrounding the omnibus.253 This resulted in conflict 

with other vehicles, other buses, and cabs, as well as possible injury for the passengers. A 

Punch cartoon from 1860 shows an omnibus driving too close to a costermonger and his 

cart of goods, almost knocking him over (Figure 2.17). The coster calls his complaint to 

                                                        
249 Lee, Sources of Bus History, 153. 
250 For example, The Poor Act of 1697 required that paupers who received parish relief 
must wear a visible badge to mark them out as such, and discourage people from seeking 
aid. 
251 May, Gondolas and Growlers, 35. 
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the driver, asking facetiously where he thinks he is going. The driver quips in return that 

he is going to Paddington, as is written on the side of the bus.254 The driver’s joke betrays 

his apathy when it comes to those around him; he is exclusively concerned with his 

business and does not seem to care whether or not his actions cause disruption to others. 

The cartoon also draws attention to competing claims on the spaces of the street. In 

previous centuries, street selling was among the many activities to take place regularly in 

the middle of the road, and men like this costermonger would have considered it their 

right to utilize these public spaces. But as we have seen, the increasing emphasis on 

circulation and efficiency in Victorian London meant that obstructions and blockages 

were being pushed aside to make room for a more regular flow of traffic.  

 The illustration “Things We Should Like to Know of the Omnibus Companies,” 

published in the illustrated weekly comic paper Moonshine (1879-1902) in 1897, depicts 

a series of four progressive panels that show a middle-aged couple trying to mount a bus 

(Figure 2.18).255 The bus itself is barely pictured, only the very back step where the 

conductor stands is visible. The action is based upon a badly managed interaction 

between clients and conductor, the former wishing the bus would stop so they could 

enter, and the latter coquettishly stopping and starting the bus frequently enough to 

delude the clients into thinking they can board, then driving on at the last second. The 

resulting game of cat and mouse annoys the couple but amuses the busman, who 

obviously does not need the fare too badly. I will return to the portrayal of the busmen in 

Chapter Five, but suffice it to say here they are often shown as both inattentive to 
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passengers, as in this cartoon, but also reckless to the point of criminal. The twin 

practices of ‘nursing’ and racing that developed alongside the Times associations were of 

particular concern. If a route was serviced by multiple bus owners belonging to a Times, 

they would team together to ensure that no other individual proprietor ran buses along 

their route. If someone made the attempt, this ‘pirate’ bus would be subject to nursing, or 

the practice whereby one Times bus ran in front and one behind, picking up all 

passengers and bankrupting the middle bus.256 Occasionally, this competition would 

escalate and result in the buses trying to outpace each other in an attempt to get ahead. 

The resulting race was problematic both for the passengers on the bus, as well as other 

street traffic; it often ended in a collision.  

 In his book The Days We Knew (1943), author John Booth reminisces about the 

late-nineteenth century, as compared with wartime Britain. Booth describes the story of a 

well-known bus driver, Bill Harris, who found himself in an awful predicament after an 

eventful incident with a couple of ‘young toffs’. The story describes how two young men 

boarded a bus and sat next to the driver, all the while chatting between themselves about 

the poor quality of omnibusmen. One of them bet the driver that he could not pass the 

orange-coloured bus ahead of them, and in order to salvage his wounded pride, the 

busman obliged. The passenger then told the driver that for every bus he passes, he will 

give him a shilling, but if any buses pass him, he will lose a dollar (the currency used in 

the story). The driver, overcome with such a challenge, successfully passed seven buses 

before having one overtake him. Soon enough, he was so caught up in the action that one 

of his horses fell; he damaged a lamppost and knocked over a cart on Putney Bridge. 
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When they finally arrived at their destination, the tally kept by the betting passengers 

revealed that so many buses had passed him that he owed them money.257 Although this 

story is anecdotal and written to entertain readers wishing to get a sense of days gone by, 

it presents a very similar picture to visual depictions of bus racing. 

 An example of this can be found in a strip cartoon from the periodical Moonshine. 

“An Omnibus Race” chronicles, in six separate panels, a race between multiple buses and 

the resulting crash (Figure 2.19). The captions borrow the language of a horse-race: 

“Getting ready, Here they come, Now there off! A close finish.” 258 The second-to-last 

panel reveals the state of the street after the competition; windows are smashed, 

streetlights broken, debris strewn about, and even a human casualty, cut clear in half, lays 

dead on the road. The final panel completes the story and adds the humourous element. It 

shows a judge dispensing justice for the audacious busmen, sentencing them to a month 

in prison or a fine of forty shillings. However, the caption below claims he is the Lord 

Mayor of London awarding prizes for the winner of the event. This cartoon derives its 

humour from the juxtaposition of the very real and lethal problem of bus racing, with the 

leisure activities of the racecourse. It treats a serious subject in jest, at once drawing 

attention to the matter, while also downplaying its consequences.  

2.6.1 Speed of Service 

 Racing buses were cause for concern, not only because of the danger they posed 

to pedestrians and vehicles alike, but also because they contradicted the ultimate purpose 

of the omnibus service, that is, the ability to pick up passengers. While some images 
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suggest passenger’s annoyance with slow service, others depict quite the opposite. In the 

song sheet cover illustration for A Run for the ‘Bus,259 a monochromatic lithograph 

depicts a full bus travelling along the Brompton road (Figure 2.20). The vehicle is clearly 

moving at speed since a cloud of dust surrounds the wheels and horses hooves. A man is 

seen running along behind the bus with his cane raised in exclamation and his hat falling 

off his head. The conductor appears oblivious to this potential fare. He stands at the back 

of the bus, facing straight ahead, and ignores the man who so obviously wishes to board. 

This image is in sharp contrast to others that reinforce the perception that buses are 

always trying to take on passengers. This bus sends the opposite message; it has no 

interest in stopping and does not even acknowledge its pursuer. Nor do other vehicles 

hamper its passage along the street. It is the only object on the road and can thus speed 

along at will. Unlike images of traffic and congestion that suggest stoppages and a slow 

commute, the bus in this case is efficient and fast. But is does not perform its duty for the 

individual in question. There is no reason to believe that he will eventually catch the bus. 

This supposition is further confirmed by an advertisement on the side of the vehicle for 

Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour Lost, a play in which great effort goes unrewarded by its 

protagonists.  

 In 1889, Punch published a similar image to the cartoon from Moonshine entitled 

“Another Metropolitan Improvement.”260 The illustration depicts a bus which has scoop-

like netting attached at the back, near the staircase (Figure 2.21). Pedestrians are standing 

on small, elevated platforms placed periodically on the sidewalk. As the bus travels along 

the road, it scoops up the male passengers who stand waiting on the platforms, thereby 
                                                        
259 Louis Raynal, A Run for the ‘Bus, lyrics by T.S. Lonsdale (Charles Sheard, n.d.) 
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relinquishing the need to stop the bus and allow them to alight the usual way. The horses 

are pictured in a full gallop and the driver is hunched over the reins in deep 

concentration. The caption suggests that this improvement would allow for the bus to 

remain at full speed, thus saving time and alleviating strain on the horses. When 

considered from one perspective, this cartoon could be read as a bitter commentary on 

speeding buses, sarcastically exposing the busmen’s unrealistic expectation that they 

could pick up passengers while travelling at speed. However, in the context of public 

complaints about traffic stoppages and slow buses, it could also point to the desire for a 

faster pace of service. Regardless, it illuminates one final theme in the discussion of 

omnibuses and traffic, that is, the animals that suffered from the constant stopping and 

starting of the vehicle.  

2.6.2 Omnibus Horses 

 While the danger posed to human bodies was of paramount importance to social 

commentators, they were also concerned to a lesser degree with the danger posed to 

animal bodies. Unlike the mechanically propelled railways, the omnibus, like its 

predecessors, was entirely dependent on horsepower for its traction. Horses’ bodies were 

therefore always present around omnibuses, and much like their human counterparts, 

could be subject to harm from the omnibus, the omnibus men, other vehicles, and the 

perils of traffic generally. The subject of horses appears periodically, albeit infrequently, 

within the discourse surrounding the omnibus. Since each bus required a stud of eleven or 

twelve animals, this meant that there were, at any given moment, thousands of horses 

either on the street or in the numerous stables that were scattered around London. To 
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provide an idea of these numbers, in 1850 there were around 1,300 licensed buses;261 

therefore there were over 15,000 omnibus horses. One source claims that at its peak, 

London had close to 40,000 bus horses alone.262 This number does not take into 

consideration cab horses, private carriage horses, and other kinds of working animals. 

The stables ranged in size from a capacity of fifty to five hundred horses and employed 

hundreds more men.263 The working life of omnibus horses rarely exceeded four or five 

years as pulling a bus was incredibly arduous work.264 Stopping and starting the vehicle 

was particularly difficult, especially when the weather was wet or when the paving style 

changed from street to street.265 In addition to this, reports from the 1880s suggest that 

many stables mistreated animals in an effort to cut costs. Overall, the horses were often 

overworked, badly stabled, and poorly shod.266 They were sometimes injured or killed as 

the result of traffic accidents, racing, fog, or slippery cobbles.267 

 Some contemporary sources exhibit a concern for the wellbeing of labouring 

animals and for their treatment at the hands of the busmen. For example, a letter to the 

editor of The Morning Post reads: 

May I make two suggestions, through your paper, by which the 
horrible sufferings of the omnibus horses could be mitigated 
when frost has made the streets a continual slide? First, that there 
should be fixed places for the omnibus to stop, set down and take 
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up passengers...Second, that every place where the omnibus 
stops should be thickly covered with gravel, giving a good 
footing to the horses when starting…268 

The author of this short note is clearly concerned with the difficulties faced by omnibus 

horses; a sentiment shared by many Victorians. The very first Society for the Prevention 

of Cruelty to Animals was established in England in 1824. Following on developments 

within the natural sciences and behavioural psychology, the early 1800s witnessed 

changes in perception towards animals and their relationship to humans. This in turn led 

to a new ethical discourse based upon empathy,269 and encouraged people to consider the 

lives of the animals that were integral to the workings of modern society, as was the case 

for the omnibus horse. This empathy is especially apparent in the booklet by W.J Gordon 

The Horse World of London: The Omnibus Horse published in 1891. Gordon wrote for 

the Religious Tract Society (RTS), an organization that began as a voluntary evangelical 

publisher of Christian literature, but later developed into one of the largest periodical 

publishers of the period. By the end of the century, the RTS was responsible for copy in 

the Boy’s Own Paper (1879-1967), the Girl’s Own Papers (1880-1956), and The Leisure 

Hour (1852-1905), as well as independent content related to history, science, and 

Christian biography.270 In The Horse-World of London, Gordon outlines in detail the 

ways in which omnibus horses were acquired, made ready, housed, and fed. He claims 

that two of every three horses died while in service, a number that attests to their poor 
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treatment.271 Throughout the pamphlet, he draws comparisons between humans and 

horses, and speaks ‘from the horse’s point of view’. For example, he castigates all women 

for not giving any thought to the horses when hailing a bus in circumstances when they 

could have walked another ten metres to their destination. He also draws attention to the 

kinds of paving and road conditions that were problematic for horses.  

The accompanying images are unique because they depict the behind-the-scenes 

facilities of the omnibus industry. One illustration shows the Road Car Company’s Farm 

Lane Yard (Fulham), a space where grooms and stable-hands exercise horses and go 

about their labour.  A second image shows the first floor of the same yard, where the 

horses are pictured lined up in their stalls. Gordon’s objective was to create empathy and 

understanding for the working horse by revealing their lives beyond the harness. It is 

unlikely that the average bus passenger thought much about the horse once he/she 

disembarked, especially if that horse disappeared into an underground stable. By 

revealing these facilities and the daily activities that were necessary to the stabling, 

feeding, and cleaning of these animals, Gordon exposes the secret life of the omnibus 

horse. It was only through a clear understanding of the reality of their lives that the 

average reader could develop an interest in the wellbeing of the working horse.  

 In Punch, merely one-quarter of the cartoons portraying omnibuses actually 

depict the horses. Many focus on the action transpiring either inside, or on top of the bus, 

narrowing the picture field instead of presenting a comprehensive view of the entire 

scene. Given these circumstances, Punch readers could easily forget that there were 

always horses present. In actuality, two horses accompanied each bus, a fact that did not 
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go unnoticed by passengers and Londoners alike. In the few instances where horses 

feature as the focal point within the visual material, the overarching thematic concern 

relates to the weight of the load being drawn. Overcrowding as well as obese passengers 

were considered particularly taxing on the horses, especially when going up or down 

hills.272 The vehicle itself weighed approximately two tons, and with an additional 

twenty-odd passengers, two horses would have struggled pulling such a weight up 

inclines like those of Ludgate Hill. 273  This problem was recognized as early as 1835 by 

George Cruikshank, who pencilled a small illustration of the topic in his Sketchbook 

(Figure 2.22). The sheet in question has six small vignettes with a number of sketched 

‘heads’ in the margins. The central sketch is labelled “The Omnibus Brutes” and shows a 

full bus being drawn up Holborn Hill by two struggling horses. The driver is seen 

whipping them on while the conductor has a hand on each horse’s bit in an attempt to pull 

from forward from the front.274 One horse is falling over while the other has his head 

thrown back in apparent discomfort. Holborn Hill is signalled here as a site where horses 

were know to have particular difficulty, a fact which in part contributed to the 

construction of the Holborn Viaduct in the 1860s. 

 Although this sketch speaks to Cruikshank’s recognition of the plight of the 

working horse, it also highlights the treatment of these animals by the men who handled 

them every day. It is probable that most busmen treated their horses well, but as is evident 

from this drawing, some clearly did not. A cartoon in Punch from 1857 shows two very 
                                                        
272 See for example “The New Grand Stand Omnibus,” Punch, 27 September 1845, 146; 
Punch, 21 June 1862, 243. 
273 Smith, “Managerial Strategies,” 36. 
274 George Cruikshank, My Sketchbook, Vol. VIII, Designed, Sketched and Published by 
George Cruikshank, Myddleton Terrace, Pentonville, 1 November 1835. Currently held at 
the British Museum. 
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thin horses pulling at the front of a bus while the driver chats with a passenger seated 

next to him (Figure 2.23). The scene is described as “Omnibus, Drawn by quadrupeds 

with prominent ribs.” The gentleman passenger asks the driver what he feeds the animals, 

obviously noticing how undernourished they appear. The driver responds “Butter tubs,” 

making reference to the round pronounced ribs that mirror the shape of the hoops holding 

together a barrel.275 This bus passenger recognizes that the horses are obviously underfed, 

either by the driver or the stablemen, or both. 

 The importance of omnibus horses within the industry cannot be overstated. It is 

therefore surprising that these animals figure so infrequently in the discourse and that 

they typically evade direct discussion. The examples listed above are little more than a 

handful of exceptional instances, rather than a recurring theme. However, there is more 

work to be done regarding the working horse in London and perhaps a deeper inquiry 

would reveal more pressing concerns than are exhibited in the visual sources cited here.   

2.7 Conclusion 

In 1906, as part of the Royal Commission on London Traffic, Sir Henry Edmund 

Knight (Lord Mayor of London in 1882) argued that the further development of motor 

vehicles would save at least twenty-five per cent of the street space occupied by horse-

drawn vehicles. This would in turn alleviate traffic congestion and render the streets more 

passable.276 By 1934, his hypothesis was undoubtedly proved correct as there were only 

131,812 town horses left to occupy the streets of London. Overall, the advent of the 

motor vehicle and the decline of horse-drawn transport transformed the spaces of the 

                                                        
275 “Scene—Omnibus, Drawn by Quadrupeds with Prominent Ribs,” Punch, 20 June 
1857, 245. 
276 Thompson, “Nineteenth-Century Horse Sense,” 62. 
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street as much as the invention of the omnibus did in the 1820s. These twentieth-century 

developments are, however, beyond the scope of this project. Instead, this chapter has 

attempted to explore the relationship between the omnibus and the street during its horse-

drawn years, as depicted within visual culture. James Pollard’s street scenes and bus 

portraits have shown how changing artistic conventions and a progressively commercial 

art market influenced bus imagery. They also draw attention to a discursive and visual 

interest in the bustle of modern London life; an interest which led artists to tackle the 

twin topics of circulation and congestion in the spaces of the streets. Traffic jams and 

accidents appear regularly in the pages of Punch and other bus-related illustrations, as 

does a concern over the regulation and control of these and other vehicles. Much of this 

regulation was established with a view towards improving the smooth workings of the 

metropolis, but also to protect the physical body of the passenger and pedestrian. The 

well-being of horse bodies also caught the attention of social reformers and animal 

activists, especially at the hands of bus drivers and conductors: men who were often 

accused of racing, reckless driving, and contributing to the chaos of the street. In the next 

chapter, the analysis will move from macro to microcosm, from the street to the bus itself 

and the environment inside the vehicle. Just as this chapter has examined the impact of 

street space on the visual representation of the bus experience, the next will explore the 

spaces of the bus interior and rooftop in order to perform similar work.  
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Figures 
 

 

Figure 2-1 Eugene Lami, Untitled, 1850 

 

Figure 2-2 James Pollard, Kidd's Omnibus to Turnham Green at the Angel Inn, 1838 
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Figure 2-3 James Pollard, View of Hammersmith Broadway and Queen St., 1831 

 

Figure 2-4 James Pollard, Hatchett’s, The White Horse Cellar, Piccadilly, 1836 
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Figure 2-5 George Augustus Sala, Twice Round the Clock, “Nine O’clock, Omnibuses at the 

Bank,” 1862 

 

Figure 2-6 George Augustus Sala, Twice Round the Clock, “Two O’clock, Regent Street,” 

1862 
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Figure 2-7 George Cruickshank in Henry Mayhew, 1851: or The adventure of Mr. and Mrs. 

Sandboys and family, who came up to London to enjoy themselves and to see the Great 

Exhibition, “Manchester in 1851,” 1851. 

 

Figure 2-8 George Cruickshank in Henry Mayhew, 1851: or The adventure of Mr. and Mrs. 

Sandboys and family, who came up to London to enjoy themselves and to see the Great 

Exhibition, “London in 1851,” 1851. 
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Figure 2-9 “The New Omnibus,” Punch, 22 August 1846, 73. 

 

Figure 2-10 “The New Aerial Omnibus,” Punch, 5 September 1846, 104 
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Figure 2-11 “New Omnibus Escape,” Punch, 21 November 1846, 217. 

 

Figure 2-12 “A Block in Park Lane,” Illustrated London News, 17 December 1864. 
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Figure 2-13 William Powell Frith, The Crossing Sweeper, 1858 

 

Figure 2-14 William Powell Frith, The Hungerford Bridge Omnibus, n.d. 
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Figure 2-15 “A Colinderies Puzzle; Saturday—To find your right ‘bus, and cross the road 

safely?” Punch, 10 July 1886, 23. 



 

 

 

100 

 

Figure 2-16 G.W. Hunt, Who’s For the Bank?, illustrated by H.C Maguire, 1865. 

 

Figure 2-17 Punch, 7 July 1860, 10. 
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Figure 2-18 “Things We Should Like to Know of the Omnibus Companies,” Moonshine, 18 

December 1897, 298. 

 

 

Figure 2-19  “An Omnibus Race,” Moonshine, 14 June 1890, 279. 
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Figure 2-20 Louis Raynal, A Run for the ‘Bus, lyrics by T.S. Lonsdale (Charles Sheard, n.d.) 

 

 

Figure 2-21 “Another Metropolitan Improvement,” Punch, 16 November 1889, 232. 
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Figure 2-22 George Cruikshank, My Sketchbook, Vol. VIII, 1 November 1835.  

 

Figure 2-23 “Scene—Omnibus, Drawn by Quadrupeds with Prominent Ribs,” Punch, 20 

June 1857, 245. 
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Chapter 3 On the Bus 

Pondering upon the wonderful variety of character and fortune 
enclosed within so small a space, an epitome truly of the hopes, 
fears, follies, and ambition of the world, we mentally exclaimed, 
“surely had Shakespeare lived in these times, he would have said 
‘all the world’s an omnibus’.277 

 

3.1 Inside Passengers 

Upon boarding a bus, the shift from pedestrian to passenger meant that an 

individual crossed the threshold that divided the spaces of the street from those of the 

vehicle. Just as I argued in Chapter Two, the different spaces of the omnibus and its 

environment (that is, the street, the bus interior, the knifeboard, and the garden seats) 

contributed to how passengers interacted with each other, and with their surroundings. At 

a fundamental level, these spaces influenced how riders experienced the bus journey. The 

very act of transition from one’s own two feet to a horse-powered conveyance resulted in 

a transformation of perspective, as well as an altered relationship between the body and 

the omnibus.  

Because of its status as the very first urban public transport technology in London, 

the omnibus presented a unique new social environment whose spaces were public, yet 

intimate in nature. Passengers rode side-by-side as strangers in a small, enclosed vehicle, 

or on the elevated rooftop seating, allowing them to be both observer and observed. 

Initially, these spaces lacked social cues and precedents to guide behaviour. This meant 

that passengers had a certain degree of freedom with which to negotiate what was, and 

was not, acceptable on the bus. For many first-time passengers, this must have been a 
                                                        
277 “Heads from an Omnibus,” Illustrated London News, 12 August 1843, 109. 
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challenging new environment. For the seasoned traveller however, it offered an 

unregulated new space in which to informally codify the rules of conduct for all 

passengers. Although people may have had similar experiences while riding in a 

stagecoach, the urban setting inherent to the omnibus required a renegotiation based upon 

a different set of circumstances. In the following pages, I would like to discuss the 

individual body and the way it related to others on the bus, both socially and physically. 

While some contemporary commentators were concerned with questions of health or 

acceptable bus-related activities, others were preoccupied with the issue of overcrowding.  

In recent years, scholars such as Nicholas Daly have written about the impact of 

the population explosion on public life in nineteenth-century London, pointing to the 

anxieties and coping mechanism by which people navigated streets that provided 

increasing anonymity within the crowd.278 Much like the Victorian city, the omnibus was 

characterised by an ever-changing throng of people, impressions, and interactions. It 

represented, in microcosm, an acceleration of the speed at which things happened. 

Instead of spending eight hours with a single fellow passenger as in a stagecoach, one 

could spend as little as eight minutes each with twenty different people. This meant that 

depth of experience was sacrificed for volume. Interactions were more superficial and 

impersonal, but experienced in greater number.  

In 1836 Charles Dickens (1812-1870) published a series of short vignettes entitled 

Sketches by Boz, Illustrative of Every-day Life and Every-day People, which offered the 

reader a variety of amusing anecdotes concerning London scenes and people. In the 

opening paragraph to Chapter Sixteen, he draws attention to the possibilities for 
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observation and amusement on the relatively new form of urban public transport, the 

horse-drawn omnibus. But before he goes into detail about the trials and tribulations of 

bus travel, he begins his narrative with a comparison between the omnibus and the 

stagecoach. According to Dickens, stagecoach travel is characterised by a long and sleepy 

journey with “no change, no variety.”279 You ride with a half dozen other passengers, 

some of whom will inevitably bore you with their prosy stories or annoy you with their 

drinking habits. However, says Dickens “You meet with none of these afflictions in an 

omnibus, sameness there can never be. The passengers change as often in the course of 

one journey as the figures in a kaleidoscope, and though not so glittering, are far more 

amusing.”280 The experience of bus travel, while perhaps not as revolutionary as the train 

journey, is described by Dickens as being different from earlier forms of transport. While 

most passengers did not ride the bus with the purpose of being social, the very nature of 

public transport required them to interact, at least nominally, with others. These 

interactions were the cause of much amusement to social commentators such as Dickens, 

but often much consternation to regular bus riders. 

The spaces inside and on top of the bus appear prominently in the visual culture 

of the day, and reveal a preoccupation with the social environment of bus travel. The fact 

that there are multiple oil paintings depicting the bus interior demonstrates that the 

subject was both topical and concerning for the art-viewing public. Through an 

examination of these and other images, one can pick apart the kaleidoscopic swirl of 

                                                        
279 Charles Dickens, Sketches by Boz: Illustrative of Every-Day Life and Every-Day 
People (London: John Macrone, 1836), 93. 
280 Ibid. 
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humanity described by Dickens, and identify some of the leading themes related to the 

spaces of the omnibus itself.  

3.2 Omnibus Life in London 

 Perhaps the most iconic omnibus image within nineteenth-century British visual 

culture is a genre painting (Figure 3.1) by William Maw Egley (1826-1916). It was 

exhibited at the British Institution in 1859, and later reproduced as an engraving for the 

Illustrated London News.281 Omnibus Life in London was the first major oil painting to be 

shown publicly that took the omnibus as its main subject.282 It depicts the interior of a 

bus, viewed lengthwise down the centre. The vehicle contains eleven figures inside, and 

one conductor outside. He is visible out the back door helping two more passengers to 

board. It is a crowded and colourful scene, the vibrancy of which is heightened by the 

artist’s detailed and painstaking treatment of each figure.283 

Few scholarly authors have written about Omnibus Life in London in any detail. 

In his publication Victorian Panorama (1970), Christopher Wood devotes three pages to 

the topic, but writes little more than a basic visual description.284 Feminist writer Deborah 

Cherry references the work within a discussion on the mobility of middle-class women in 

Beyond the Frame: Feminism and Visual Culture, Britain 1850-1900 (2000),285 and Mary 

Cowling indicates briefly how it is an invaluable record of daily life in Victorian 

                                                        
281 “Omnibus Life in London,” Illustrated London News, no. 978, vol. XXXIV, 11 June 
1859.  
282 Some earlier paintings of buses exist, such as the works by James Pollard, but they are 
not strictly genre works, and as far as I can tell, were not publicly exhibited. 
283 For more on the composition of this image, see Caroline Arscott, “Modern Life 
Subjects in British Painting 1840-1860,” Thesis Dissertation, University of Leeds, 1987. 
284 Christopher Wood, Victorian Panorama (London: Faber, 1967), 217-219. 
285 Deborah Cherry, Beyond the Frame: Feminism and Visual Culture, Britain 1850-1900 
(New York: Routledge, 2000), 25. 
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Figurative Painting: Domestic Life and the Contemporary Social Scene (2000).286 

Inevitably it seems, each of these authors focuses on the typology of the figures and tends 

towards a gendered analysis of the painting. The only scholar to explore the topic in 

depth is Caroline Arscott in her 1987 dissertation entitled Modern Life Subjects in British 

Painting 1840-60.287 This paper examines three paintings, including Omnibus Life in 

London, and discusses what the paintings reveal about public social interaction. Her 

central thesis focuses on the concept of fear, and what she calls “sources of threat” in the 

work. She touches on anxieties related to France, women in public, pickpockets and 

criminals, fashion and sexuality. Overall, she is concerned with the image as a voyeuristic 

rendering of Victorian social and sexual anxiety. It is important to note that my study is 

deeply indebted to Arscott’s paper, which was the original inspiration for this exploration 

of the omnibus in visual culture. However, my approach encompasses a broader 

perspective and identifies a more ambivalent attitude towards the omnibus as a result.  

3.2.1 William Maw Egley 

 While it may seem that an omnibus interior is a strange choice of subject matter 

for a Victorian genre painter, the artist himself perfectly fits the profile of a typical bus 

passenger. His diaries, which are currently held in the National Art Library collection at 

the Victorian and Albert Museum, reveal the life of an average middle-class artist. His 

daily activities were characterized by hard work, occasional financial struggle, and an 

extensive social network of fellow artists, patrons, and friends to whom he made frequent 

social calls. He travelled regularly around London on his way to church, his father’s 

                                                        
286 Cowling, Victorian Figurative Painting, 104. 
287 Arscott, “Modern Life Subjects in British Painting 1840-1860.”  
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house, his friends’ homes, and a variety of artistic venues. Although he does not mention 

the omnibus by name, it is likely that he rode it occasionally as he chose to paint the 

experience in detail. He was also an incredibly meticulous man who kept, besides a daily 

entry in his diary, a catalogue of every painting he ever created. This catalogue, also in 

the National Art Library, lists each of his 1001 paintings, and includes information about 

how long each one took to paint, a brief description, cuttings from the press, the name of 

the purchaser, and how much was paid for it. This document is an invaluable resource for 

the student of Victorian painting, as it provides a complete account of the working life of 

a mid-century genre artist.  

 In his catalogue, Omnibus Life in London is listed as number 306, and is described 

as containing:  

Fourteen figures, or parts of figures. On the left, in front, a stout, 
elderly woman, with basket, bandbox; beyond her, five figures 
crowded into the same side of the vehicle. On the right, in front, 
a fashionably dressed little girl of twelve, wearing a straw hat 
with feathers, and ribbons, the hair in long, dark ringlets; a grey 
jacket, and light, striped silk dress, with a short skirt displaying 
her long, white trousers trimmed with needle-work, and black 
kid boots with brilliant patent leather toes and high heels….The 
omnibus conductor holds the door open to admit another lady 
and gentleman. Through the aperture is a view of a part of 
Westbourne Grove.288 

 
Egley further describes how he came to paint the vehicle from one in an omnibus yard in 

Paddington, but also had a false interior erected in his garden to facilitate work on the 

figures. His wife (about whom he speaks extensively in his diaries) sat for the figure of 

the young mother, while a family friend sat for the lady standing outside. Overall, it took 

                                                        
288 William Maw Egley, “Catalogue of Pictures, Drawings and Designs by W.M. Egley” 
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forty-four days to complete, and was sold to a Mr William Jennings for just over fifty-

two pounds.289 

3.2.2 Critical Reception  

 For some of his catalogue entries, Egley included newspaper clippings that were 

relevant to the work in question. There are four such clippings attached to the entry for 

Omnibus Life in London; a fact that betrays some anxiety about his treatment in the press. 

For the art historian, these reviews provide valuable insight into the public reception of 

the painting. Firstly, they indicate that the scene inside an omnibus was recognizable for 

many viewers/readers, and that this familiarity could lead to a humorous response. 

Secondly, they reveal a deep-rooted desire to typify the figures in the painting, much in 

the same vein as the urban journalists of the period. For example, the Illustrated London 

News review claims that the painting is humorous to those members of the viewership 

who have had the experience of bus travel. It states: 

‘Omnibus Life in London,’ by W. Maw Egley is a droll interior, 
the stern and trying incidents of which will be recognized by 
thousands of weary wayfarers through the streets of London. 
There, crowded together higgledy-piggledy, is all the 
miscellaneous assemblage of old woman, young misses, city 
swells, babies, baskets, bundles, crinolines, umbrellas etc., which 
ordinarily fill up the measure of these convenient vehicles; 
whilst the miserable conductor peeps in through the door and 
announces ‘room for one more’, a young lady already ascending 
the steps with ample allowance of luggage to fill it.290 

 

A review in the Art Journal also suggests that the success of the painting was contingent 
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on its resemblance to middle-class life, calling it “painfully true.”291 This highlights one 

of the key features of Victorian genre art, that is, the popularity of images that reflected 

middle-class people doing middle-class activities.292 These images were appealing 

because the viewer could relate to the subject matter and thus more easily understand its 

meaning. Humour was also a way of creating this connection, although some critics did 

not find Egley’s painting funny. The Daily Telegraph claims, “It is omnibus life, without 

omnibus soul, and is utterly deficient in humour.”293  

 Whether or not individual viewers found humour in this work, the critics shared a 

common emphasis on the crowded nature of the bus interior. The painting itself is framed 

by the edges of the omnibus so that nothing is visible beyond the interior walls, floor, and 

ceiling. The artist has placed the viewer inside the vehicle as if he/she were sitting in the 

very last seat at the far end of the bus. This viewpoint creates a sense of crowdedness not 

only because of the number of figures, but also due to the volume of detail and the lack of 

negative space. The fact that each detail of the bus interior was painted with the same 

amount of attention creates within the viewer an inability to differentiate between objects 

in space, primarily due to a lack of depth perception. This, in turn, prohibits a visual 

respite and, much like the experience of city life, presents the observer with a dense, 

overwhelming visual field.294 It seems clear that the artist attempted to convey a 

claustrophobic scene reminiscent of the intimacy of an omnibus interior. Critics easily 

picked up on this, and drew parallels to the actual experience of bus travel. 
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3.3 Overcrowding 

 Overcrowding on the omnibus is the single most dominant theme in both the 

visual and textual discourse. It occurs time and again as a direct topic of discussion, or is 

mentioned casually as a quintessential characteristic of bus travel. The problem of 

overcrowding was partly the result of demographic pressure, and partly due to 

enterprising busmen who were always trying to squeeze in one more fare (thereby 

maximizing profits). The very precarious nature of the bus industry required that each bus 

was full in order to turn enough profit to make the venture worthwhile.295 In this way, the 

omnibus industry transformed space into a commodity, and a precious one at that.296 Each 

passenger paid for a modicum of space inside or on top of the bus, and in keeping with 

the principles of supply and demand, participated in a spatial economy where the demand 

often surpassed the supply.  

 The periodicals of the day contain numerous references to omnibus overcrowding 

and often repeat similar iconographies to represent this problem. A small illustration from 

the Illustrated London News on August 13, 1842 (Figure 3.2) shows two bus conductors 

forcibly pushing a rather large woman into the back door of a bus, all the while 

exclaiming “Plenty of room, Marm! Plenty of room.”297 This particular saying appears 

often enough in the discourse to suggest that it was a ubiquitous phraseology of the 

busmen. It highlights the regular practice of taking on too many passengers, and is 

sometimes replaced by the similar sentiment, “room for one more.” Oftentimes, the 

efforts of the busmen were rewarded with a bus that was “Full inside,” as is the case in a 
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Punch cartoon from 1862 depicting a conductor shouting those words to his driver. 

(Figure 3.3) The driver jokingly responds that he ought to be full since he had eaten so 

much for his tea.298 Textual sources provide further examples of this preoccupation with 

bus crowding. In Sketches by Boz, Dickens comments that: 

We are not aware that it has ever been precisely ascertained, how 
many passengers our omnibus will contain. The impression on 
the cad’s mind evidently is, that it is amply sufficient for the 
accommodation of any number of persons that can be enticed 
into it.  ‘Any room?’ cries a hot pedestrian.  ‘Plenty o’ room, 
sir,’ replies the conductor, gradually opening the door, and not 
disclosing the real state of the case, until the wretched man is on 
the steps.  ‘Where?’ inquires the entrapped individual, with an 
attempt to back out again. ‘Either side, sir,’ re-joins the cad, 
shoving him in, and slamming the door.299 

 

This quote draws attention to the fact that the busmen were unconcerned with the comfort 

of passengers, and were willing to keep taking up fares as long as they could physically 

fit them in. This practice was especially problematic during periods of increased 

competition among busmen brought on by bad harvests or economic downturns.300  

3.3.1 The Rudeness of Passengers 

  The busmen were not, however, the only perpetrators of bad omnibus behaviour. 

Some sources suggest that fellow passengers were equally inconsiderate when it came to 

making room for others. An article in Punch from 1842 entitled “Life in an Omnibus,” 

speaks of the overall experience of bus riding, and mentions how other passengers rarely 

demonstrate any consideration for those attempting to find a seat (Figure 3.4). They 
                                                        
298 Punch, 4 January 1862, 4. 
299 Dickens, Sketches by Boz, 336. 
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ignore all incoming passengers and refuse assistance to those who are tossed about a busy 

bus.301 The illustration shows an elderly man teetering down the aisle, while the seated 

passengers smugly look on. This theme is taken up (and still obviously an issue) nearly 

thirty years later in another Punch cartoon, “A Study of Omnibus Life,” which shows a 

similar iconography to the 1842 image (Figure 3.5). An elderly gentleman is pictured 

making his way down the aisle of a full bus. In this case, the gentleman verbally 

addresses his fellows with the observation that there seems to be room on either side for 

one more, while the caption comments on the “Stolid determination on either side to let 

the other side have the benefit of Affable person. Complete unconsciousness, on both 

sides, of Affable person’s existence. Omnibus goes on. Embarrassing situation of Affable 

person.”302 Not a single passenger in this bus demonstrates any willingness to move or 

accommodate the older man, even though there is space to do so.  

 Each bus had a particular capacity in terms of the number of passengers it was 

built for, and licensed to carry. Regulations claimed that each passenger should be 

allowed sixteen inches of space, a rule that some took so seriously that they carried tape 

measures with them to settle disputes.303 This sixteen-inch rule was understandably 

difficult to uphold for larger passengers, who appear as a regular figure of amusement in 

Punch. There are over twenty cartoons that take as their theme the size of passengers, 

cruelly comparing them to cattle, hippopotami, or ships in full sail, or, as mentioned in 

Chapter Two, complaining that the horses will have difficulty carrying such a load.304 
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This concern for the omnibus horses also appears in a Punch cartoon from 1845 showing 

“The New Grand-Stand Omnibus;” a tongue-in-cheek reference to the fact that the 

knifeboard of the bus in question appears to be carrying about two hundred figures piled 

on top of each other as if in stadium seating (Figure 3.6).305 The caption further 

emphasises the point by claiming that the bus should be brought to the attention of the 

Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. Although the reference in this case is 

fictional, the difficult life of an omnibus horse was very real. As previously discussed, the 

stop and start motion of the bus, the slick and muddy cobbles, as well as the slow incline 

of thoroughfares like Ludgate Hill, were all incredibly taxing on the horses pulling these 

conveyances. 

3.3.2 Rain and Weather 

 The issue of omnibus overcrowding, at least as it was represented in the 

discourse, was a problem particularly for inside bus travellers, as opposed to those who 

rode outside. The inside of the vehicle was dark, stuffy, and often poorly ventilated. On 

rainy days, these conditions were exacerbated by the fact that those who would normally 

ride outside were likely to try to squeeze inside. In 1886, George Du Maurier (1834-

1896) penned a cartoon for Punch depicting the front of a bus trundling through the rain; 

the driver covered by a waterproof blanket while the rooftop seating behind him remains 

empty (Figure 3.7).306 The caption, “Window Studies—Full Inside,” implies that all the 

passengers are riding inside, with their wet umbrellas and dirty shoes adding to the 

general discomfort. On the more popular routes, however, there must have been such a 
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demand for buses that rainy weather was insufficient to stop passengers from braving the 

top deck. In Punch’s Almanack for 1888, a full page illustration shows “A Combination 

of Disagreeables—Monday morning—East Wind and Rain—And the City ‘Bus Full 

Inside and Out.”307 It depicts a bus travelling down the road on a rainy day (Figure 3.8). 

The driver is barely visible amongst the bristle of umbrellas that shield all the rooftop 

passengers. A man stands on the pavement, his own umbrella insufficient to stop the wind 

and rain from ruffling his coat uncomfortably around his legs. Evidently, weather 

conditions had a significant impact on the experience of bus travel, both for inside and 

rooftop passengers.  

3.3.3 Material Goods 

 In addition to weather, material goods posed a hazard to inside bus passengers. In 

one of the many guidebooks to London published throughout the century, the author of 

Seven Days in London, A Practical Descriptive Guide with Maps (1851) suggests that 

newcomers to the city “Carry no bags, baskets, sticks, or umbrellas if they can possibly 

be done without. They are always in the way in the crowded streets, in getting on and off 

‘buses, etc., and especially at public buildings….”308 Further to this, numerous cartoons 

and illustrations depict inside omnibus passengers carrying a variety of items that would 

have taken up additional space in the vehicle. Umbrellas, packages, parcels, hatboxes, 

plants, toys, baskets, and food items are all shown as objects of annoyance to other 

                                                        
307  “A Combination of Disagreeables,” Punch, 8 December 1887, Almanac. 
308 Frederick Gosman, Seven Days in London: A Practical Guide (London: C. Smith and 
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passengers.309 In Egley’s painting, for example, the passengers are pictured with multiple 

objects. The elderly woman in the left foreground is carrying both an umbrella and a 

large parcel topped with flowers in a cabbage leaf. The man next to her has a basket, and 

the children across from him carry toys. The woman in the background on the right-hand 

side is holding a hatbox, while the dandy in the left back-corner sucks on a cane.310 It 

seems only reasonable that people would have such items with them while out shopping 

or running errands, although in such close quarters, it was clearly a nuisance. 

 In 1836, only a few short years after the advent of the London bus, The Times 

published an article laying out twelve points of “Omnibus Law.”311 Each clause alludes to 

a particular behaviour likely practised in those early buses, and which the public thought 

to be generally detrimental to the overall experience. The rules ranged from the simple 

admonishment to keep your feet off the seats, to the more conceptual directive not to 

discuss politics with fellow riders. In particular reference to the current discussion, rule 

number nine demands that passengers not bring large parcels with them, claiming the 

omnibus is not a van. The existence of such an article supports my argument that early 

omnibus passengers did not have much to guide them in terms of the social mores of the 

bus. The space of the bus was a blank slate on which individuals could experiment and 

test boundaries. Despite attempts to regulate and control the bus industry and employees, 

                                                        
309 In his book The Demographic Imagination and the Nineteenth Century City, Nicholas 
Daly mentions this issue on page 95.  
310 Sticks and canes are sometimes mentioned as tools with which to poke and prod the 
conductor into action or to catch his attention. An article in Punch from 1850, formatted 
as if it were a scene from a play, narrates an incident in which an impatient passenger 
tries to jab the conductor with his cane, but misses and accidentally catches a lady in the 
chest, causing confusion and consternation. See “Dramas for Everyday Life—The 
Omnibus,” Punch, 21 December 1850, 260. 
311 “Omnibus Law,” The Times, 30 January 1836, 3. 
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there were very few ways of controlling passengers beyond the social pressure of 

acceptable behaviour and the censure of others.  

 Perhaps in response to the serious tone of “Omnibus Law,” The Odd Fellow 

published a similar listing in 1841 entitled “Hints How to Enjoy an Omnibus,” which 

appears to be taken from Punch. It is a list of ten rules for bus riding that are sarcastically 

aimed at pointing out the ways in which you can annoy your neighbour. For instance, it 

suggests that as you enter the bus, you should tread on as many toes as possible and 

elbow others as you take a seat. Rule three argues that you can make yourself feared by 

entering with a stick or umbrella pointed outwards. Of particular note, rule eight says, 

“Ladies wishing to be agreeable can bring lapdogs, large paper parcels, and children, to 

whom an omnibus is a ship, though you wish you were out of their reach.”312  

3.3.4 The Charing Cross to Bank Omnibus 

 In addition to material goods, both dogs and children appear with regularity; 

although surprisingly, children are rarely the explicit subjects under discussion (except in 

arguments over whether or not they were required to pay a fare).313 Dogs were banned 

outright from Parisian omnibuses but according to the aforementioned “Omnibus Law” 

of 1836, they were allowed in London as long as they were small and leashed. This theme 

is taken up in The Charing Cross to Bank Omnibus, a small genre painting by Thomas 

Musgrave Joy (1812-1866) exhibited at the British Institution in 1861 under the name 

                                                        
312 “Hints How to Enjoy an Omnibus,” The Odd Fellow 155, 18 December 1841. 
313 See for example “Modern Improvements, or Omnibus Conveniences” from The 
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The Omnibus—One In, One Out (Figure 3.9).314 This work shows two figures standing at 

the back entrance to an omnibus. The figure on the left is the conductor, dressed in 

rumpled but serviceable workmen’s clothes, his badge of duty slung around his neck and 

shoulders. He is speaking to a lady standing on the right with a small dog held in her 

arms. She clearly wishes to embark but is prohibited by the conductor due to her dog. The 

woman’s clothes identify her as a middle-class lady, fashionably dressed in a rustling 

green silk skirt. Behind the figures, the open door of the bus allows the viewer to catch a 

glimpse into the crowded interior. The most prominent figures are two top-hatted 

gentlemen sitting with a small but brightly dressed child. Two other, sketchier faces fill 

the remaining area. The top half of the bus is bisected by the edge of the painting, thereby 

forcing the drama to fill the picture more urgently, and creating an element of curiosity as 

to what is happening on the knifeboard. This feeling is enhanced by the fact that the 

conductor is gesturing to the invisible top of the bus; this draws the attention of the 

viewer to a potential drama they cannot see.  

 The Art Journal (1839-1912) review for this painting reads: “An incident in 

omnibus travelling. A young lady, desirous of entering the vehicle, but doubtful whether 

she can fulfil the terms of the conductor’s proposition; the conveyance looks full. The 

situation is literally described.”315 Given the title One In, One Out and the fact that dogs 

were generally not accepted inside buses, it seems that the conductor is telling the lady 

that her dog must ride on the roof while she can go inside. Presumably, this is a 

knifeboard bus, as most were by 1861, but these roof benches were still rudimentary at 
                                                        
314 Joy’s picture was exhibited only two years after Egley exhibited Omnibus Life in 
London. The title The Charing Cross to Bank Omnibus is used in the Christie’s auction 
catalogue when the picture was sold in 2015.  
315 “British Institution” Art Journal, March 1861, 70. 
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best and not fit for a lady in skirts. Victorian audiences who saw Joy’s painting at the 

British Institution would have thought the idea of a lady riding outside inappropriate or, 

at the very least, comical. Women on the rooftop did eventually become the norm, but not 

until much later in the century.  

 The brief review in Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper (1842-1931) does not comment on 

the drama of the work, but rather on the woman’s attire. It claims that she exhibits the 

“monstrosity of modern costume,” and is wearing too much underclothing and an 

inappropriate hat.316 An article in the Morning Post (1772-1937), however, has much 

more to say. The painting is: 

...whimsically expressive of the sensation created among the 
occupants of a Chelsea omnibus by the attempted entrance of a 
pretty girl with a shaggy little terrier in her arms. Among the 
lady passengers, there is a general feeling of disgust and alarm at 
the sight of the dog, and it is evident that they have made up 
their mind that he shall ride upon the knifeboard; but the 
gentlemen, to whom a beautiful girl is a welcome companion, 
even when she brings a canine friend with her, view the fair 
stranger with complacency, and are willing to make room for 
her.317 

 

It is safe to surmise that there are at least two dimensions to this work, given these 

contemporary responses. The first, a simple question of whether or not the dog should be 

allowed inside the bus, and the second, a more complex question regarding the 

respectability of the woman, based entirely upon her appearance. At first glance, the 

woman appears decently dressed and innocuous; but to a middle-class Victorian 

audience, she bears numerous signs of indecency—her choice of headgear, her 

                                                        
316 “Public Amusements,” Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper, 17 March 1861, 8. 
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underclothes, and her lifted skirts. She wears a pork-pie hat that, while popular among 

young ladies in the 1860s, was considered less than respectable due to its association with 

a well-known London courtesan.318 In a letter written to The Times in 1862, the female 

author suggests ways for women to walk the streets of London un-accosted. She advises 

that women not wear pork-pie hats unless they wish to draw male attention.319 The lady in 

the painting, however, has clearly caused “a sensation”; she has already been identified as 

the type of fast young woman likely to transgress social norms. Perhaps she is actually 

considering riding up top with her dog. The viewer is left to wonder if she turns away 

from the bus to wait for another, or if she decides to ride on the knifeboard. This tension 

is relieved only by the artist’s choice to depict a moment of decision and possibility rather 

than a moment of completed action. More conservative audiences could choose to believe 

that she would demurely reject the idea, while others could fantasize about a single 

woman, riding alone amongst men in the open air. If Joy had painted a similar picture 

with a male passenger in place of the lady, the subject would surely have lost some of its 

interest, and perhaps even its buyer. It is unclear what happened to this work after 

exhibition; the catalogue from the estate sale after Joy’s death in 1866 lists a total of 133 

finished pictures, sketches, and copies completed by Joy but The Omnibus—One in, One 

Out does not appear on the list. This suggests that the work was sold between its 

exhibition in 1861, and Joy’s death in 1866.  

 The reception of this painting alludes to the fact that women’s clothing were a 

contested element of the omnibus experience. In a Punch cartoon from 1864, a woman is 
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pictured sitting on the bus, squeezed in between a man on one side, and a woman on the 

other (Figure 3.10). She holds a large parcel on her lap while her even larger skirts 

encroach on the space of her seatmates. The caption reads, “You needn’t move sir, I shall 

soon shake down.”320 The reference here relates to the fashion in crinolines that took 

London by storm in the late 1850s and 1860s, and which was regularly satirized in 

Punch.321 Despite their cumbersome appearance, cage crinolines made walking easier for 

many women and contributed to the loosening and shortening of corsets. However, they 

took up more physical space than other fashions and were criticised by men as being a 

public nuisance.322 On the surface, their relationship to omnibus travel appears to be 

primarily one of space and inconvenience. An average-sized crinoline was wider than the 

width of the door so it would have been difficult for ladies to enter without compromising 

their modesty, especially if they tried to climb to the knifeboard.323 It also occupied a 

great deal of space inside the bus and encroached on the laps and pant-legs of other 

passengers, as in the case of the cartoon mentioned above. A second joke in Punch offers 

a humourous and titillating solution to this problem, that is, the ladies must remove their 
                                                        
320 Punch, 18 June 1864, 251. 
321 In her PhD dissertation, Caroline Arscott discusses crinolines and their relationship to 
the omnibus, much of which has informed my analysis. She speaks briefly about their 
size and about the concerns over women’s fashions that allowed for freer movement. 
Additionally, and for an in-depth discussion of the relationship between crinolines and 
the nation, as presented in Punch, see Shu-chuan Yan, “‘Politics and Petticoats’: 
Fashioning the Nation in Punch Magazine 1840s–1880s,” Fashion Theory 15, no. 3 
(September 1, 2011): 345–71. For further examples in Punch, see “Fashion and its 
Victims,” Punch, 21 March 1857, 118; “Nuisance at the Royal Academy Exhibitions,” 
Punch, 25 May 1861, 216; “Studies of Crinolines During an Equinoctial Gale,” Punch, 5 
September 1863, 98. 
322 Terri Hasseler, “Mr Punch’s Crinoline Anxiety: The India Rebellion and the Rhetoric 
of Dress,” in Comedy, Fantasy and Colonialism, edited by Graeme Harper (London: 
Continuum, 2002): 130. 
323 In fact, there is not a single Punch image showing a woman in a crinoline riding 
outside. 
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crinolines before entering the bus and hang them on the outside like decorative bunting. 

The cartoon, entitled “New Omnibus Regulation” (Figure 3.11) depicts this festive sight 

and speaks primarily to men’s desires for underdressed women.324 In her article “Mr 

Punch’s Crinoline Anxiety: The India Rebellion and the Rhetoric of Dress,” Terri 

Hasseler cogently explores the relationship between crinolines and the question of 

accessibility over women’s bodies. She argues that Punch’s virulent attacks on the 

fashion were deeply connected to men’s concerns over access since crinolines formed a 

very real boundary between them and the women underneath.325 In this context, the 

hypothetical removal of these crinolines (as in the cartoon) not only revealed the body 

beneath for other bus passengers, but also involved putting the garment itself on display, 

thus heralding the presence of underdressed women within. This more complex reading 

of a seemingly simple cartoon highlights the fact that more often than not, the issues 

under discussion are imbricated in multiple layers of meaning. In other words, jokes 

about crinolines on buses were actually deeply rooted in concerns over women’s bodies. 

To take this one step further, I consider Shu-Chuan Yan’s conception that crinolines were 

conflated with ideas of femininity in the pages of Punch. Thus, the annoyance with 

crinolines on buses can perhaps be understood as metaphorical.326 By poking fun at 

crinolines, the male authors of these cartoons were at heart attacking women and 

fundamentally criticising their presence on the bus. Both Punch and Joy used fashion to 

comment on gender anxieties and the politics of bus travel; the clothes were less direct 

targets through which to explore and express fears regarding women in public spaces; 
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325 Terri Hasseler, “Mr Punch’s Crinoline Anxiety,” 117-139. 
326 Shu-chuan Yan, Politics and Petticoats, 353. 



 

 

 

124 

fears that I will return to in more detail in Chapter Four. 

 A final image from Punch offers a possible solution to the question of women’s 

fashion on the bus. It shows fashionably dressed young women seated comfortably in 

“The Elegant Omnibus,” while the accompanying text explains that a new conveyance 

has been established in London that is spacious, clean, and comfortable (Figure 3.12). In 

reference to this new design, the author explains: 

Albeit the ladies deserve small pity for anything that they may 
endure by reason of their ridiculous dresses being crushed and 
soiled in the abominable omnibuses in which they have hitherto 
had to ride, still Mr Punch is kind, and cannot bear that a woman 
(at least a pretty one) should be annoyed, and he is glad that 
ladies can now step easily into a saloon-like vehicle, without 
exciting the savage looks of the occupants in possession, without 
dragging behind them a wet train, which slaps and smears the 
knees of others, and without the necessity of whisking suddenly 
into a seat, lest more of the contortion of limb be excited than the 
usages of society permits.327 

 

It is clear that omnibus overcrowding was not just about too many bodies in space, but 

about the gender of those bodies, how they behaved towards each other, as well as the 

material objects that accompanied them. The visual representations discussed above can 

thus be understood as a way in which these concerns were played out either in jest or in 

earnest. Whether they were due to wayward umbrellas, fashion choices, or canine 

companions, the discomforts and dangers of travelling on an overcrowded bus 

experienced daily by passengers, were cause for both humour and discussion. 

3.4 The Physical Body 

 The question of clothing leads this discussion towards the next subject of inquiry, 
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that is, the physical body on the bus. Riding the bus was no doubt a visceral experience; it 

was loud, jarring, and odiferous. One author reminisces about the days of the horse-bus: 

“How many are there now who can recall the old horse-bus−which became to Carlyle 

what the tavern chair was to Johnson−the different noises from the iron-rimmed wheels 

as they rolled over wood, macadam, and stone setts, and the corresponding difficulties of 

conversation?”328 This sentiment is further exemplified in an article published is 1836 in 

The Morning Post, “The Pleasures of an Omnibus,” which draws attention to both the 

tactile and the auditory elements of omnibus travel. The author uses language that speaks 

to the sense of hearing to describe the passenger experience. “Bang goes the door,” after 

he is unceremoniously pushed into the bus by an eager conductor. He then participates in 

a “rapid duet” (albeit in a “piano” voice) with another passenger on whose foot he has 

trod. He is also physically injured by a locksmith’s basket that hits him in the shins, as 

well as by a small dog that bites his foot.329 He engages bodily with people, animals, and 

objects in the bus, and his experience is shaped by the sensations thus elicited. 

 There were many attempts throughout the century to improve omnibus design so 

that it would be more comfortable and capacious. More often than not, these designs were 

aimed at improving the physical wellbeing of the passenger by dividing up the space so 

that each person could have their own section of the bus. Such a construction would 

eradicate the trampling of toes, bumping of knees, and poking of ribs; all problems 

associated with multiple bodies forced together in a small space.330 Such incidents were 

regularly alluded to in the discourse, and are depicted visually in a Punch cartoon from 
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1883 (Figure 3.13). The illustration shows a man making his way down the aisle of the 

bus, his umbrella held in front of him as if to part the crowd. A woman sitting in the right-

hand foreground exclaims in pain as he treads on her toes.331 These, and other examples 

of unwanted touching demonstrate a deep-rooted dislike of physical proximity in the 

public spaces of the city. According to some critics, the only solution was to create a 

barrier between bodies; to encapsulate the individual so that he or she did not have to 

contend with the corporeality of others. Such a separation was never achieved, despite the 

ingenious designs of various Patent Omnibuses, and passengers continued to suffer 

through the discomforts elicited by the presence of others.  

 An example of this can be found in a letter published in The Morning Post in 

1836. “The Comforts of an Omnibus” sarcastically describes the uncomfortable journey 

of one lady on a rainy day in April. “I and 13 portly sized individuals, closely compacted 

together, like a wedged bale of goods bound for Van Diemen’s Land,” rode the bus on 

their way to Regent’s Park but suffered under particularly hot conditions. The 

temperature was that of the “West Indies,” and it was only after the removal of a few 

passengers that “We were enabled to use our hands and handkerchiefs, of which we were 

before deprived, and all were speedily in requisition, to remove the perspiration which sat 

thickly upon the whole of us.”332 This episode belies its title, revealing the supposed 

‘comforts’ of the omnibus to be quite the opposite. The bus interior was so hot that it 

elicited a physical reaction. A tongue-in-cheek attempt to correct this problem can be 

found in a Punch article from 1848 in which “Seasonable Inventions” are offered. The 

text suggests a new bus running between Paddington and the Bank that is cooler than all 
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the rest. The accompanying illustration shows a bus emblazoned with the letters 

“Containing a Refrigerator” and a flag offering ice for six pence.333 

  Despite bus improvements throughout the century, the inside temperature on a 

warm day was just as problematic at the end of the century as it had been in the 1830s. A 

Punch cartoon from 1899 shows a scene in an omnibus during a hot spell (Figure 3.14). 

Two gentlemen are pictured seated next to a lady, all exhibiting signs of heat exhaustion. 

The heat is so overwhelming that one man forgets himself and lets out a curse: “D——d 

hot!”; after which he immediately apologizes to the lady on his right. The woman, who 

would normally find such language offensive, is so overheated that she forgives him at 

once, claiming that his expletive wasn’t even strong enough to account for their current 

level of discomfort.334 

3.4.1 A Danger to One’s Health! 

 Riding in an omnibus was considered physically uncomfortable, but some also 

argued that is was dangerous to one’s health. In 1840, The Monthly Chronicle published 

an article by Dr William Gibbons about “Omnibuses; Their Injurious Effects Upon the 

Public Health.”  This five-page treatise begins with the statement: “No person who values 

a sound state of body would ever travel in the present Omnibuses, if it were generally 

known how absolutely destructive are these public conveyances to the health of every 

one who frequents them.”335 The author’s main complaint lies with the construction of the 

vehicle and its lack of proper suspension. The poor quality of the spring system meant 
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that passengers were jolted and jostled unnecessarily, causing their muscles to spasm 

violently and fatigue quickly, which in turn had an adverse effect upon their internal 

organs.336 The doctor goes on to explain how these vibrations and “concussions” caused 

adverse health effects upon the respiratory and nervous system, and most fundamentally 

of all, upon the brain, causing headaches, imaginative fancies, and injury.337 Although the 

doctor’s concerns seem extreme, they should not be dismissed outright as the author of 

the aforementioned letter, “The Comforts of an Omnibus,” also complained of sore bones 

from the “repeated shakings” of her journey.338 

 According to Dr Gibbons, this “destructive engine of human health” was also a 

cause for concern due to its poor air quality and inadequate ventilation. Passengers were 

forced to breath the “noxious and impure air” expelled by others and were susceptible to 

cold draughts.339 Such anxieties were pressing enough to appear in an advertisement from 

1860 for a Patent Omnibus Improvement published in the Illustrated London News.340 

This new bus promised to reduce the time spent breathing in other’s faces, and likewise 

to improve air circulation by allowing for more control of the opening and closing of 

windows.341 The topic of windows was a point of contention among passengers, as 

described by C.H. Moore in his 1901 treatise on the subject. He describes an incident in 

which two men fought over whether to keep the windows open or closed; one prevailed 

                                                        
336 Gibbons, The Monthly Chronicle, 75. 
337 Ibid., 76. 
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340 Another example can be found in the advertisement for Hunnybun and Venden’s New 
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only by smashing the window with his elbow and proclaimed to the other that he may 

now close the window if he likes!342  

 The air quality inside buses forms the subject of a Punch cartoon from 1881. In 

“Sorry He Spoke,” a lone gentleman sits amongst five ladies inside a bus (Figure 3.15). 

He soon regrets his comment on the stuffiness of the bus when one lady replies that the 

others had not noticed until he arrived.343 A second Punch cartoon proclaims a desire for 

“Omnibus Reform” based upon the fact that the poor ventilation in buses was adversely 

affecting the state of gentlemen’s collars. The author of the article complains that the air 

quality inside buses turns his stiffly starched collars black and wilted.344 He elucidates his 

point with two small illustrations−one of a cleanly starched collar, and the second of a 

wilted, messy-looking collar resulting from a journey by omnibus. In this instance, he is 

not concerned with the adverse health effects of poor ventilation, but rather the impact 

that it has on his appearance and respectability. In fact, the text begins with the statement 

that a gentleman can be identified by the state of his collar, thus implying that the air in 

an omnibus has the power to reduce a man’s social standing.   

3.4.2 Smoked Off! 

 While the poor air quality inside buses was likely the result of improper 

ventilation and a surplus of bodies, the practice of smoking on the bus exacerbated the 

issue. The culture of smoking that developed throughout the nineteenth century varied 
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depending on the decade as well as the socio-economic status of the smoker.345 The 

consumption of tobacco during the eighteenth century was mostly restricted to the taking 

of snuff as smoking was not very fashionable. However, during the Peninsular War 

(1808-1814), cigars were introduced to military officers, and over time, gained popularity 

among middle-class men, especially following the trend set by Prince Albert in the 

1840s.346 What used to be reserved for military men was now the domain of dandies and 

gentlemen alike. Cigars were permissible in elite clubs, while pipes were considered a 

habit suitable only for working-class men; albeit one that far surpassed the tobacco 

consumption of the upper and middle classes in term of quantity.347 This class 

differentiation can be seen in a Punch cartoon from 1851 showing the driver’s seat of a 

bus (Figure 3.16). A ‘snob’ sits next to the driver and offers him a cigar. However, the 

driver declines, saying he only smokes tobacco.348 The visual contrast between the gent 

and the driver draws attention to their class difference. The ‘snob’ is young and clean-

shaven, well dressed, wearing a top hat and cravat, his pocket-watch chain visible across 

his torso. The driver, however, wears a workingman’s hat and sports a fine set of 

whiskers. His posture implies a workingman’s weariness that is in contrast with the more 

dynamic position of the younger man.  

 This image forms but one example of a significant number of visual depictions of 

                                                        
345 I speak here strictly of male smokers as female smoking did not gain any kind of 
widespread popularity until the twentieth century. Further, cigarettes were not available 
on the mass market until the 1880s. 
346 Matthew Hilton, Smoking in British Popular Culture 1800-2000 (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2000), 51. 
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men smoking on the omnibus.349 Images of bus smoking almost always depict knifeboard 

or rooftop passengers, likely due to the fact that younger, more fashionable men rode 

outside more often than inside. Young ‘swells’ were customarily the types of people 

liable to smoke in public spaces and on the street, and were also a significant 

demographic of bus passengers. 350 While only a few Punch cartoons are explicitly about 

smoking, countless images show men smoking on the bus as a matter of course. In his 

book Smoking in British Popular Culture, 1800-2000 (2000), Matthew Hilton discusses 

the role of smoking in the nineteenth century as part of an individualized, masculine 

ideal. The smoking of cigars and pipes was considered an interiorized and deliberate 

activity that allowed for a careful moment of thoughtful repose away from the vagaries of 

modern life. The act of filling one’s pipe or cutting a cigar was an active choice followed 

by a moment of reflection or daydream. Typically, such an activity was meant to occur in 

the home; after dinner or in the smoking den. 351 However, the omnibus images reveal a 

different smoking culture that took place in public and on the move. The liberal bourgeois 

notion of smoking was in reality, an aspirational ideal, rather than a concrete reality. It is 

probable that many men did not adhere to its strictures, and that a certain degree of 

cultural seepage occurred from the working classes. For those lower down on the social 

ladder, clay-pipe smoking was considered to be integral to their daily life rather than 

apart from it. Such pipes were often given out at pubs and were simplistically understood 

as an aid to one’s daily labour and a part of quotidian life.352 Given these two rather 

opposite cultural ideals, the omnibus imagery lies somewhere in the middle.  
                                                        
349 This includes both passengers and busmen. 
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Some of the material depicts the busmen (the driver and conductor) smoking, although 

according to William Thomas Charley’s A Handy Book of the Law of London Cabs and 

Omnibuses published in 1867, busmen could be fined twenty shillings should they smoke 

while on duty.353 In other images, passengers are seen with pipes, cigars, and possibly 

even cigarettes (although its difficult to distinguish in some cases).354 On the one hand, 

smoking on the bus can be understood as a good use of time; men who were on their way 

to work could use that time to light up and enjoy a puff. At the same time, more leisurely 

riders could treat the bus journey as the perfect environment in which to loose themselves 

in the sweet reverie of ‘Lady Nicotine’. Since they were on the bus instead of inside the 

smoking room, they could enjoy the temporal release of tobacco, combined with the 

impressionistic passage of images viewed from the knifeboard. Hilton mentions that 

much of the literature related to tobacco consumption speaks of its ability to allow the 

mind to wander and follow an unfettered stream of consciousness.355 What better place to 

do so than on top of a moving bus, where the passage of urban life flies past as you 

traverse the streets of London.  

 There is little evidence to suggest that smoke was bothersome to outside 

passengers until ladies started to ride up top more frequently. For the better part of the 

century, women did not venture to smoke and many supposedly disliked the smell. This 

led to the creation of smoking rooms and to the practice of leaving the dinner table to 

                                                        
353 William Thomas Charley, A Handy Book of the Law of London Cabs and Omnibuses 
(London: G. Routledge and Sons, 1867), 115. 
354 For example, see “Touching,” Punch, 21 March 1857, 114; Punch, 27 February 1864, 
81; “Our ‘Bus Driver on Indirect Taxation,” Punch, 16 December 1865, 242. 
355 Hilton, Smoking in British Popular Culture, 34. 
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allow the men to smoke alone.356 However, female omnibus passengers could not escape 

the practice in a public place over which they had little control. They complained 

nonetheless, as indicated in a poem entitled “Smoked off!” that appeared in Punch in 

1891. This rhyming verse is written from the male perspective and bemoans the presence 

of ladies on the rooftop based upon the fact that they complained about the smoke (Figure 

3.17). Written from a man’s point of view, it argues that men were willing to suffer in the 

elements as outside passengers, if it meant they could smoke on their journey. However, 

the poem complains that some ladies called them brutes for doing so. The author suggests 

that if they do not like it, they should pick up the habit themselves.357 

3.5 Reading on the Bus 

 Questions of health aside, smoking was just one of many possible activities that 

passengers performed whilst on the bus. The act of reading appears regularly in the visual 

material and I would like to spend some time on a discussion of reading on the omnibus. 

While it may seem self-evident to the twenty-first century viewer, reading on public 

transport was initially as novel as the transport technology itself. It soon became tied up 

with Victorian conceptions of public space and the efficient use of time, and thus has a 

complex history worth exploring in some detail. 

 From its inception, the omnibus was presented as a venue for newspaper reading. 

Shillibeer’s first bus provided papers for passengers free of charge.358 As a result, many 

                                                        
356 Ibid., 52. 
357 “Smoked Off!” Punch, 25 July 1891, 45. 
358 Moore, Omnibuses and Cabs, 24. Further, Roy Shadwell writes about Mr Cloud, an 
omnibus proprietor who ran a library bus from Haymarket to Hammersmith. This bus 
was lined with bookshelves stocked with books for passengers to read. However, the 
service was discontinued after too many thefts. Shadwell, Horse Omnibus, 8. 
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passengers engaged in this activity during their daily commute, especially in the second 

half of the century. For example, William Logsdail’s (1859-1944) painting from 1887, 

The Bank and the Royal Exchange, shows the busy intersection in front of the Bank of 

England (Figure 3.18). An omnibus approaches in the lower right-hand corner, and a be-

whiskered man can be seen perusing his paper among the garden seat passengers. In this 

case, the omnibus appears as part of the traffic in the heart of the City; perhaps the 

reading man is a clerk at the Bank and is on his way to conduct important company 

business. Regardless, both he and the bus are deliberately included in a painting that 

highlights the commercial and financial centre of the empire. They are both integral 

features of a capitalist nation that would not function effectively without efficient 

transport and communication networks.359  

 The relationship between public transport and the news press is often understood 

as forming an interconnected network of communications. They both involve the 

circulation of people, good, and ideas, and while the omnibus was chiefly concerned with 

the movement of people, it was part of the larger process of communication. It 

contributed to the economic and commercial life of the city; shuttling city clerks to and 

from their offices, and women to and from the shops. Newspapers were also concerned 

with communication and circulation, but of a more abstract nature. Furthermore, the 

omnibus and the newspaper have some striking commonalities in terms of their 

development. One, much like the other, evolved from an older more elite version of itself. 
                                                        
359 Two years after having completed this painting, Logsdail illustrated a number of 
images for a series in The Graphic, entitled “Through London by Omnibus.” These 
articles were a travelogue of sorts, describing the sights and sounds of London as seen 
from the top of a bus. The text is accompanied by Logsdail’s drawings; the frontispiece 
showing a bus with a man prominently reading a newspaper on the rooftop. See Thomas 
Archer, “Through London by Omnibus,” The Graphic, 6 July 1889. 
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The omnibus evolved from a system of private coaches, and the Victorian newspaper 

from smaller, more partisan-based broadsheet papers. During the nineteenth century, both 

were released from governmental control by the abolition of the hackney coach 

monopoly and the ‘taxes on knowledge’ (including stamp duties mentioned below, and 

other government taxes on paper and advertisements) respectively. The omnibus 

flourished partly because it was poorly regulated, and partly because it had a massive 

potential market amongst the growing middle classes. With the reduction of Stamp Duties 

(originating in the seventeenth century as taxes charged for vellum, parchment, and 

paper, and later expanded to include newspapers; unstamped newspapers were illegal) in 

1836, and finally their abolition in 1855, the press was also able to proliferate and take 

advantage of a previously unheard of freedom.360 They both became vehicles for the 

masses; the omnibus as mass transport, and the press as mass media. 361  

 These two features of modern urban culture are both apparent in Logsdail’s 

painting. The image teems with vehicles and figures; there are at least seven visible 

omnibuses and countless cabs and carts. They all trundle through the Bank junction, an 

intersection where nine different streets converge, and where numerous bus routes 

originate, terminate, or traverse. The figures vary in type from street urchins to shop-girls 

to ladies, all of which are passing through the capitalist centre of the metropolis. These 

people are the mass audiences for the mass media of the day. They are also surrounded by 

buildings that represent the wealth and power of an industrial empire; the telegraph 

                                                        
360 Asa Briggs and Peter Burke, A Social History of the Media: From Gutenberg to the 
Internet (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2009), 154. 
361 For more on the freedom and liberalism of the Victorian press, see Alan Lee’s The 
Origins of the Popular Press, 1855-1914 (London: Rowman and Littlefield, 1976). 



 

 

 

136 

cables visible above a testament to their modernity and efficiency.362 This canvas was the 

first of a series of five plein-air paintings that the artist completed of modern London 

street scenes, and one that he apparently painted from the elevated vantage point of the 

portico of Mansion House. The figures on the omnibus were all painted from friends and 

acquaintances of the artist and lend a sense of meticulous detail and realism to the work. 

The man reading the newspaper, for instance, was the well-known animal painter Joseph 

Wolf. 363   

3.5.1 Public Reading 

 The act of reading on the omnibus can be better understood within the broader 

context of reading in the Victorian city. In his book The Demographic Imagination and 

the Nineteenth-Century City, Nicholas Daly argues that the streets of London at this time 

contributed to “a frenzy of the legible”; they were saturated with both text and image and 

regularly required reading by the urban dweller.364 This meant that literacy was an 

important urban skill, and that public reading in every capacity was a feature of modern 

life.365 He points to both the volume of available reading material, as well as the public 

nature of reading. In other words, people were increasingly reading on the street, in 

public, and had access to a growing variety of texts.366  

 The rise in public reading was made possible, especially in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, due to increased literacy rates as the result of compulsory education 

                                                        
362 Marshall, City of Gold and Mud, 20. 
363 David Saker and Melissa Maestro, A Fine Collection of European Paintings, 1800-
1970 (London: Richard Green, 2010), 20-21. 
364 Daly, The Demographic Imagination, 107. 
365 Ibid., 108. 
366 David M. Henkin, City Reading: Written Words and Public Spaces in Antebellum New 
York (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 3. 
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and the explosion of cheap print materials.367 The coming of the mass market thus created 

mass readership. Since many of these readers spent a significant amount of time on the 

streets of London, some of that time was spent reading in public. 368 Who were these 

reading publics? The opportunity for reading depended greatly on a variety of factors 

including the availability of reading material, the amount of potential leisure time, socio-

economic status, gender, or political affiliation.369 According to Richard Altick, the early 

mass reading public came primarily from the lower middle classes whose occupations 

required increased literacy. That is not to say that the middle and upper classes were not 

also still reading, but millions of domestic servants, skilled workers, shopkeepers, and 

clerks came to form a significant part of the reading population.370 These factors, 

combined with greater levels of disposable income and a general interest in the news 

among the middle classes, contributed to the popularity of newspapers.371 Newspapers in 

particular saturated the market for public reading, partly because of their previous 

association with public culture, and partly because of their proliferation throughout the 

century.   

 Within the history of reading, much emphasis has been placed on the image of the 

private reader; an approach which has privileged the private/domestic context and elided 

the public context.372 While scholars acknowledge the importance of the place of reading 

in terms of its impact on reading experience, very few have dealt with reading in public 
                                                        
367 Kate Halsey and W.R. Owens, eds., The History of Reading: Evidence from the 
British Isles, c.1750-1950 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 133. 
368 Daly, The Demographic Imagination, 5. 
369 Halsey and Owens, The History of Reading, 3; Lee, The Origins of the Popular Press 
in England, 1855-1914, 35. 
370 Altick, The English Common Reader, 83. 
371 Daly, The Demographic Imagination, 110. 
372 Henkin, City Reading, 6. 
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spaces.373 Those who have, focus on indoor public reading in the spaces of the library, 

reading room, mechanics institute, and coffee houses that cropped up in the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.374 But what of reading on the street? What of 

the man in Logsdail’s painting who is reading alone, within a crowd of strangers, sitting 

on top of a public bus? David Henkin is one of the few authors to deal exclusively with 

reading on city streets, albeit within the American context.375 He writes extensively about 

newspaper reading but does not attend to public transport as a part of this narrative.376 I 

believe it would be fruitful to complement Henkin’s research with a consideration of 

transport. An examination of the visual culture depicting omnibuses reveals many images 

with people reading on the bus, The Bank and the Royal Exchange being a primary 

example.377 Further, the passengers are often pictured specifically reading newspapers.  

 Another example of this can be found in George William Joy’s (1844-1925) The 

Bayswater Omnibus (1895). In this work (which will be discussed at length in Chapter 

Four), a man sits among five women inside a bus. He is too deeply absorbed in his 

newspaper to notice those around him. His top hat and crisp suit denote his status as a 

gentleman; perhaps he is a doctor on his way to a patient since a Gladstone-style bag sits 

on the seat close beside him. As is the case today, it can also be assumed that 

                                                        
373 Halsey, for example, discusses how the place of reading has an impact on experience. 
374 Stephen Colclough, “Representing Reading Spaces,” in Towheed, Shafquat, ed., The 
History of Reading: Methods, Strategies, Tactics (New York: Palgrave Macmillan 
University of London, 2011), 99. 
375 Henkin, City Reading. 
376 He does mention the impact of railway travel on reading practices, but I will return to 
this later. 
377 For other examples, see James Pollard’s Kendall’s Omnibus at Islington Green 
(1848), A.E. Mulready’s Our Street of Publishers, Fleet St. (1886), George William Joy’s 
The Bayswater Omnibus (1895). Alternatively, men are pictured holding, but not reading 
newspapers as in Alfred Morgan’s An Omnibus Ride to Piccadilly (1885). 
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businessmen and professionals used their commute time to catch up on the morning 

news, saving themselves half an hour every morning before arriving at the office.378 Until 

the 1840s, newspapers were expensive and partisan, thereby limiting their readership. 

They were often communally consumed in reading rooms, pubs, clubs, and coffee houses 

which catered to specific groups, segregated along class and gender lines.379 Because of 

the cost, each copy was read by multiple people and recycled. They were also often read 

aloud, especially in working-class circles and pubs.380 Once stamp duties were repealed 

and printing technologies improved, newspapers became cheaper, therefore broadening 

their audience. This was especially true after the advent of newspaper advertisements 

which increased cash flow for publishers and allowed for more independence of thought 

and opinion. Papers were no longer confined to political news, but now included 

illustrations, crime scandals, and sporting news.381 These changes all contributed to an 

evolving newspaper reading experience, and one that appealed to the urban public 

transport passenger.  

 When compared with more traditional reading venues, the omnibus presented a 

new set of circumstances that would have shaped the reading experience. It provided an 

environment that was the opposite of the warm, comfortable, and well-it interior spaces 

of the library or reading room.382 Much like the journey itself, the act of reading while 

riding must have been disjointed and irregular. Disruptive interruptions, the threat of rain 

or wind, the constant start and stop of the bus, as well as the turnstile action of passengers 

                                                        
378 Lee, The Origins of the Popular Press, 37. 
379 Colclough, Representing Reading Spaces, 102. 
380 Lee, The Origins of the Popular Press, 35. 
381 Altick, The English Common Reader, 322-329. 
382 Halsey and Owens, The History of Reading, 123. 
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embarking and disembarking would have made for a challenging reading experience. It 

was not conducive to the focus required of a novel or lengthy treatise, hence the lack of 

this kind of reading material in the images. Newspapers were well suited to this 

environment because they could be read in short bursts, or superficially scanned for 

catchy headlines. With the introduction of penny papers, readers had the luxury to pick 

and choose the articles they wished to read. The man in Joy’s painting gives evidence to 

this fact since he holds his newspaper somewhat recklessly; one hand has grabbed a 

corner of the paper in a tight fist, crumpling the pages in such a way as to suggest a lack 

of care. He has the bearing of person that may, at any moment, discard the document or 

hastily fold it into his bag upon exiting the bus. The disposable nature of cheaper 

newspapers meant that one could read for a short while, and then discard it without a 

second thought. Thus, the changes wrought in newspaper reading due to the mass press 

allowed for the kind of reading suited to bus passengers. 

3.5.2 Reading on the Train 

 The story of the railway and its impact on conceptions of speed and time is a well-

trod path in studies of transport. Ever since Wolfgang Shivelbush’s seminal book The 

Railway Journey: The Industrialization of Time and Space in the Nineteenth Century 

(1979), scholars have explored how the perceptual experience of speeding landscapes and 

shortened distances changed the British imagination.383 They also speak at length about 

the changes wrought in social relations within the space of the train carriage. Rarely do 

these studies take into consideration the omnibus as a parallel social space. While I do not 

                                                        
383 See for example Alison Byerly’s Are We There Yet? Virtual Travel and Victorian 
Realism (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2013). 
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wish to dispute or diminish the importance of the railways in this context, I do want to 

insert the omnibus into the discussion.   

 Since the railways sped passengers to their destination much faster than ever 

before, they were often credited with ‘saving time’, a concept that effectively put more 

pressure on the way one spent that time. The introduction of Greenwich Mean Time and 

the emphasis on punctuality engendered by the development of the railways meant that, 

although a person might save time via a faster journey, he/she was expected to use that 

time more productively. Unlike coach travel, the train journey itself was not part of the 

experience, but rather, provided the passenger with a block of time to be filled with other 

activities.384 It became easier to read or write while travelling and people were encouraged 

to do so, so as not to ‘waste’ time.385 Reading on the train thus became a widespread 

practice; so much so that in 1841, the first bookstall opened at a railway station386 and 

thereafter, an entire body of railway literature was born.387  

 These developments in train transport worked in tandem with similar 

developments in urban public transport. Passengers were acclimatizing to the idea of 

reading during their daily commute so as not to waste a moment of their day in idleness. 

However, some dissenting voices argued against this development in urban life. An 

article from Punch in 1851 entitled “Riding and Reading,” scathingly comments upon a 

recent ‘improvement’ in omnibuses, that is, the practice of offering newspapers and 

                                                        
384 Ibid., 160. 
385 Ibid., 161. 
386 Ibid., 162. 
387 Richard Altick claims “Perhaps no other single element in the evolving pattern of 
Victorian life was so responsible for the spread of reading.” Richard Altick, The English 
Common Reader, 89. 
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books.388 The tone is clearly sarcastic and implies that this was actually a tactic of the 

busmen to take advantage of passengers. If a passenger was absorbed in reading, he/she 

might forget to signal for their stop and overshoot their destination, therefore paying a 

higher fare in the process. The implication that commuter reading was problematic is also 

evident in a cartoon from Fun (Figure 3.19).389 The image is both a self-referential 

advertisement for the periodical, as well as an indictment of bus reading. It shows the 

rooftop of a bus seen from the front, each of the six passengers holding a copy of Fun. 

One man topples off the side of the bus, losing his hat in the process, while the other 

passengers look on in horror at this accident. The text below cautions omnibus travellers 

against the potentially deadly practice of reading, arguing that had the man only waited 

until he got home, he would not have been so deeply distracted by his magazine that he 

fell off the bus.  

3.5.3 Individual Vs. Communal Reading 

 Many scholars point out that reading while on public transport can be considered 

an act of disengagement with the environment, a way of avoiding the gaze of fellow 

passengers or the necessity of social interaction. This supposition is supported by much 

of the visual material that shows omnibus passengers absorbed in their newspapers while 

riding on the knifeboard, or inside the bus. The gentleman in Joy’s painting does not look 

up to see the beautiful young women entering the bus. Nor does the garden-seat 

passenger in Logsdail’s work; he remains focused on the news rather than on the bustle of 

city life around him. They are both unaware of the people and events in their 

                                                        
388 “Reading and Riding,” Punch, 6 December 1851, 241. 
389 “Caution to Omnibus Travellers,” Fun, 4 January 1862, 156. 
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environment. 

 Given this perspective, reading on the train or on the bus can be understood as an 

individualized and interiorized activity.390 Alternatively, however, instead of it being 

considered an escape from urban life, what if it was a form of engagement instead? When 

compared with the communal practices of sharing a copy and reading aloud to a group, 

the individually consumed newspaper appears to be socially isolating. But within the 

context of Henkin’s formulation about an imagined community391 of newspaper readers, 

bus reading becomes an act of communal participation.392 In other words, when a 

newspaper is read in a public space where other individuals knowingly read the same 

paper at the same time (albeit a different copy), the individual is participating in a shared 

practice. By reading in this context, he or she gains membership in a collective body of 

heterogeneous strangers who are part of the same cultural formation.393 Further, as Henkin 

notes, newspapers acted as an alternative stage for social interaction where people could 

engage with each other, but indirectly through text.394 Thus, omnibus reading was not just 

about passing the time productively, but rather about enacting a certain identity as bus 

rider. By reading a newspaper while sitting on the knifeboard, passengers were likely 

aware that they were visible and therefore performatively engaged in a collective activity 

associated with bus travel. What began as a desire to avoid eye contact and put a barrier 

between oneself and other passengers become, over time, via repetition, a routinized 

                                                        
390 Byerly, Are We There Yet?, 163. 
391 Henkin explicitly draws from Benedict Anderson’s theory about an imagined 
community of people. See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1991). 
392 Henkin, City Reading, 11. 
393 Ibid., 10. 
394 Ibid., 125. 
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behaviour that people would enact. This is in keeping with much of the omnibus imagery 

since it often draws upon a sense of shared experience to derive humour, sympathy, or 

audience recognition. Depictions of people reading on the bus therefore appeal to a 

community of omnibus patrons/art viewers who understood that the reader in the image, 

was, like them, part of the same inclusive cultural formation. 

3.5.4 Our Street of Publishers, Fleet St., London 

 The relationship between newspapers and the bus finds its culmination in A.E. 

Mulready’s (1844-1904) painting (Figure 3.20), Our Street of Publishers, Fleet St., 

London (1886). Mulready was a mid-century genre and portrait painter known for his 

scenes of children, often contrasting rich with poor on the streets of London.395 He 

exhibited at the Royal Academy between 1863 and 1880, and was evidently still painting 

in 1886 when he completed Our Street of Publishers, Fleet St., London. In this work, a 

middle-class gentleman appears in the foreground, having paused on the pavement to 

interact with two young flower sellers. Beside him, a newspaper boy hawks his wares 

while holding papers in each hand, one of which is clearly marked as The Daily Mail. 

Immediately behind these figures, a policeman stands facing a passing omnibus that 

dominates the middle ground. The driver and conductor appear hard at work, while four 

outside passengers enjoy the journey; two of them are deeply immersed in reading 

newspapers. Mulready frames the image with another boy, half-seen on the left-hand 

side, leaning against a post box. On the right, several paintings are on display in the front 

window of an art dealer or print seller’s shop. Finally, a few buildings fill the skyline, one 

                                                        
395 Oxford Art Online, “Augustus Edwin Mulready,” by Philip McEvansoneya, accessed 
August 4, 2016, http://www.oxfordartonline.com.proxy.queensu.ca. 



 

 

 

145 

of which is marked with the sign ‘Publishing Office’. For many years, Fleet Street, the 

stated location of this work, was the nucleus of the London publishing world. 

 In this painting, the artist confronts the viewer with a text-laden streetscape. From 

the open copy of The Daily News, to the large Daily Telegraph advertisement on the side 

of the bus, Mulready paints a picture of street life saturated by words and newspapers. 

The presence of the bus in this context is not meant to signal social discomfort; there is 

no indication that the artist wished to comment upon the overcrowded or mixed-class 

nature of bus travel. Rather, he emphasises the relationship between the bus and the news 

press. Thus, both the bus and the readers are connected to the larger theme of the picture: 

the circulation of information. By the 1880s, the omnibus had become integral to the 

work day of thousands of city clerks and professionals. It was vital to the efficient 

function of city life, and therefore vital to the nation itself. It brought a whole segment of 

the workforce to and from their place of labour, and even allowed for commuter reading. 

When compared with the pedestrian pictured on the pavement, the bus passengers could 

be seen as more productive. They travel and read at the same time, thereby allowing for a 

dual use of time; a doubling of efficiency in a country whose ethos was based upon the 

notion of hard work. The omnibus therefore becomes an integral cog in the wheel of 

communications. It transports people and information, both in the form of 

advertisements, but also because of its affiliation with newspapers. The men reading on 

the knifeboard signal the modern world of news consumption. They are engaged with city 

life both as bus passengers and as news consumers.  
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3.6 Conclusion 

By deconstructing the seemingly simplistic nature of space and questioning our 

assumptions about how it shapes behaviour and experience, we can come to a more 

complex understanding of London’s first public transport system. This chapter has drawn 

attention to the spaces of the omnibus, both inside the vehicle and on the rooftop, in order 

to identify the issues which preoccupied bus passengers and critics alike. Overall, the 

visual imagery suggests that the Victorians were particularly sensitive to the relationship 

between their bodies and the bus. This included a concern with overcrowding and 

unwanted touching, with material goods, and with animals taking up room, with the 

dangers posed to the body through the physical construction and functionality of the 

vehicle, as well as the many additional discomforts attendant upon dirty and crowded 

public spaces. Despite these complaints, passengers adapted the spaces as it suited them 

and negotiated amongst themselves the rules and codes of behaviour. Male passengers in 

particular engaged in activities on the bus that were previously associated with 

private/interior settings. They transformed the knifeboard into an acceptable space in 

which to smoke a cigar or read a newspaper, thereby doubling their use of time and 

creating for themselves an environment in which to enact a public persona. In the next 

chapter, this thesis will attend to the representation and experience of female passengers, 

and will explore the challenges and benefits they faced while riding the bus.  

  



 

 

 

147 

Figures 

 

 

Figure 3-1 William Maw Egley, Omnibus Life in London, 1859 

 

Figure 3-2 “Plenty of Room,” Illustrated London News, 13 August 1842. 
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Figure 3-3 Punch, 4 January 1862, 4. 

 

Figure 3-4 “Life in an Omnibus,” Punch, 3 April 1852, 144. 
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Figure 3-5 “A Study of Omnibus Life,” Punch, 28 October 1871, 176. 

 

 

Figure 3-6 “The New Grand-Stand Omnibus,” Punch, 27 September 1845, 146. 
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Figure 3-7 “Window Studies—Full Inside,” Punch, 17 July 1886, 34. 

 

Figure 3-8 “A Combination of Disagreeables,” Punch, 8 December 1887, Almanac. 
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Figure 3-9 Thomas Musgrave Joy, The Charing Cross to Bank Omnibus, 1861 
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Figure 3-10 Punch, 18 June 1864, 251. 

 

Figure 3-11 “New Omnibus Regulation,” Punch, 2 October 1858, 133. 
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Figure 3-12 “The Elegant Omnibus,” Punch, 17 May 1862, 202. 

 

Figure 3-13 “A Soft Answer & C.” Punch, 12 May 1883, 219. 
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Figure 3-14 “Scene,” Punch, 23 August 1899, 94. 

 

Figure 3-15 “Sorry He Spoke,” Punch, 30 April 1881, 195. 
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Figure 3-16 “Cruel!” Punch, 11 October 1851, 157.   

 

Figure 3-17 “Smoked Off!,” Punch, 25 July 1891, 45. 
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Figure 3-18 William Logsdail, The Bank and the Royal Exchange, 1887 

 

Figure 3-19 “Caution to Omnibus Travellers,” Fun, 4 January 1862, 156. 
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Figure 3-20 A.E. Mulready, Our Street of Publishers, Fleet St., London, 1886 
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Chapter 4 Women on the Bus 

4.1 Women on the Street 

 In this chapter, I would like to follow in the footsteps of Simon Morgan who 

suggests that historians should turn their attention to the gendering of the public 

sphere.396 The study of urban public culture has typically privileged the male perspective, 

largely because of the assumption that men dominated public life. In keeping with 

separate spheres ideology, scholars have often pitted public against private, juxtaposing 

them as opposites, and thereby reinforcing the view that men dominated the public realm 

and women languished in the domestic sphere. 397 In recent years, this view has been 

                                                        
396 Unlike Morgan, I do not mean the public sphere in the sense of the ideological spaces 
of politics and culture, but rather the physical spaces of the city. See Simon Morgan, A 
Victorian Woman’s Place: Public Culture in the Nineteenth Century (London: Tauris 
Academic Studies, 2007). For an excellent study about the changing relationship between 
women and the public sphere, see Erika Diane Rappaport, Shopping for Pleasure: 
Women in the Making of London’s West End (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2000). Rappaport argues for the intersection of space and identity creation in the 
nineteenth-century city and posits that during this period, bourgeois femininity was born 
in the public realm. 
397 In her article “The Invisible Flâneuse: Women, and the Literature of Modernity,” 
Janet Wolff advocates for a “feminist sociology of modernity,” in order to account for the 
female experience of modernity. She argues that the literature of modernity equated the 
modern with the public, thus leaving out women entirely since they were supposedly not 
involved in the public sphere. Her heavy reliance on the separate spheres ideology results 
in the assumption that there could be no female flâneur. This assertion is shared by 
Griselda Pollock in Vision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism and the Histories of 
Art. Six years later, Elizabeth Wilson rejects separate spheres ideology and the 
impossibility of the female flâneur. She argues that women were active and visible in 
public life and that they could take on the role of flâneur, for instance, while out 
shopping. This approach has subsequently been taken up by authors such as Judith 
Walkowitz, Deborah Epstein Nord, and Deborah Parsons. See Janet Wolff, “The 
Invisible Flâneuse: Women and the Literature of Modernity,” Theory, Culture and 
Society 2, no. 3 (1985): 37–48; Griselda Pollock, Vision and Difference: Femininity, 
Feminism, and Histories of Art (London: Routledge, 1988); Elizabeth Wilson, “The 
Invisible Flâneur,” New Left Review, 1991, 90–110; Judtih R. Walkowitz, City of 
Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London (Chicago: 
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widely discussed and disputed in the field. Scholars of the humanities have re-evaluated 

the role played by women in the public sphere in order to uncover a previously ignored 

history. They have also come to acknowledge the lack of a clear-cut division between 

public and private, thereby problematizing the fundamental differences between the two. 

Instead of being understood as a male-dominated bastion, the public sphere should be 

seen as a multifarious entity that grew and changed constantly.398 Women were not 

necessarily always at the periphery (or relegated to the home), but were as actively a part 

of public life as men, albeit in different ways and sometimes only in absence.399 These 

explorations have examined both the actual, lived experience of women in historical 

terms, and also the ideological underpinnings that shaped beliefs about them. Scholars 

now recognize that women were active components of street life, and that their presence 

in the city was more conspicuous than previously articulated.   

 In an article which critically reviews separate spheres ideology, Amanda Vickery 

describes how past historians have come to privilege this well-worn approach.400 She 

explains how scholarship has evolved from the original belief that the home was a 

domestic cage, to treating it as a more ambivalent environment that could be constraining 

but also liberating, and finally to the exploration of a female-friendly subculture. But 

these analyses all share the core idea of a ‘women’s’ sphere. Vickery casts doubt on the 

                                                                                                                                                                     

University of Chicago Press, 1992); Deborah Epstein Nord, Walking the Victorian 
Streets: Women, Representation, and the City (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
1995); Deborah L. Parsons, Streetwalking the Metropolis: Women, the City, and 
Modernity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). 
398 Morgan, A Victorian Woman’s Place, 3. 
399 Ibid., 4. 
400 Amanda Vickery, “Historiographical Review: Golden Age to Separate Spheres? A 
Review of the Categories and Chronology of English Women’s History,” The Historical 
Journal 36, no. 2 (1993): 383–414. 
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implicit usefulness of the ideology as a framework, arguing that such a separation, as it is 

usually described, simply did not exist in real life. Although no one would deny a 

discursive trend in Victorian culture that encouraged women to embrace the domestic, 

their unequivocal presence in the public spaces of London points to a more complicated 

relationship between women and life outside the home.  

Since my study concerns the omnibus as it appeared on the public streets of 

London, it should carefully consider the experience and representation of both men and 

women. Thus far, I have attended only briefly to gender difference but wish to remedy 

this oversight by turning my attention specifically to visual depictions of women on the 

bus. This chapter will focus on questions of gender and sexual relations that arise as the 

result of women’s presence in these vehicles. When examining these images, there can be 

little doubt that women were regular bus patrons and that they were an integral part of the 

bus experience. Since representations of the omnibus were fundamentally about 

portraying public life, the visual imagery discussed below firmly places women in that 

sphere.  

I will begin with a discussion of why women rode the bus and the particular ways 

in which the purpose of those journeys was visually negotiated in two oil paintings, The 

Bayswater Omnibus (1895) and Down Piccadilly, Returning from Covent Garden Market 

One June Morning (1883). I will then turn to an exploration of the public perception of 

women’s presence on the bus, a topic explicitly dealt with in print culture (Punch for 

example), and in a number of illustrated song sheets. It is clear that attitudes towards 

women passengers were ambivalent at best, and outright hostile at worst. This hostility 

was alleviated if women adhered to what came to be understood as acceptable bus 
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behaviour (such as riding inside only) or if they rode for the ‘right’ reasons (such as 

shopping). But if women transgressed the rules (and rode the rooftop for pleasure, for 

example), they were subject to male criticism or possibly even sexual violence. In the 

words of Mona Domosh and Joni Seagar, the “wrong” body in the “wrong” place 

challenged the norms of behaviour and caused friction between the sexes.401 

4.1.1 ‘Women’ as a Category 

The category of ‘Victorian women’ did not consist of a homogenous group of 

undifferentiated individuals, but rather, it constituted a broad demographic, drawing from 

a variety of socio-economic and cultural backgrounds.402 This meant that the experience 

of bus travel was diverse and difficult to distil into a single narrative. Further, only 

certain women could afford to ride the bus or had the freedom to do so. With this in 

mind, the category of ‘women’ is valuable because it helps to uncover a gendered history 

of the omnibus and is a useful organizing principle through which to examine the primary 

source material. I owe much of my analysis to the enduring work of feminist art 

historians who have, since the New Art History of the 1980s, continued to re-evaluate the 

field. I do not wish to fall into the pitfall outlined by Griselda Pollock in Vision and 

Difference: Femininity, Feminism, and Histories of Art, of simply recovering a history of 

women in isolation from men.403 Rather, I will consider the ways in which women were 

                                                        
401 Mona Domosh and Joni Seager, Putting Women in Place: Feminist Geographers 
Make Sense of the World (New York, NY: Guilford Press, 2001), 111. 
402 Cherry, Beyond the Frame. 
403 Pollock, Vision and Difference. Much like Pollock, in her article about gendering 
transport history Margaret Walsh points to the danger of writing stand-alone histories of 
women and calls for an inclusive approach. See Margaret Walsh, “Gendering Transport 
History: Retrospect and Prospect,” The Journal of Transport History 23, no. 1 (March 
2002): 1–8. 
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represented in visual culture, and will attempt to uncover how their presence on the bus 

was perceived. I wish to explore the experience of women in relation to men, but also as 

entities unto themselves. Unfortunately, there are very few direct sources offering a 

woman’s perspective on the topic and thus, I must begin with general (and primarily 

male) observations. 

4.1.2 Women and Space 

It has already been stated that space cannot be understood as a passive receptacle 

for human activity. Rather, it actively contributes to social relations, both shaping and 

being shaped by the experiences of those involved. These experiences are further 

mediated through gender since women and men use spaces differently, and therefore 

experience them differently. Additionally, the particular spaces in which individuals find 

themselves have a direct impact on how they relate to each other and to members of the 

opposite sex. 

 In her article Mapping the Self: Gender, Space, Modernity in Mid-Victorian 

London, Lynda Nead examines the role of space in the construction of the self and social 

identity.404 Space is presented as providing precise historical and cultural contexts that 

played an active role in the formation of identities that were unfixed and open to 

negotiation. As the locus of omnibus activity, Victorian London provided the broader 

space in which the dramas of urban travel were enacted. London thus constitutes one 

level of mediation. The spaces of the omnibus itself provided the next level, and therefore 

cannot be understood in the same terms as those of the street, pavement, and gutter. The 
                                                        
404 Lynda Nead, “Mapping the Self: Gender, Space and Modernity in Mid-Victorian 
London,” In Rewriting the Self: Histories from the Renaissance to the Present, edited by 
Roy Porter (London: Routledge, 1997), 843–61. 
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walls of the vehicle added a further dimension to this spatial specificity, and encapsulated 

a particular environment that could be compartmentalized into sub-spaces (interior, 

knifeboard, garden seat, driver’s seat, back step). When a woman boarded an omnibus, 

she made the transition into a different realm with new challenges and opportunities. The 

spaces inside and on top of the bus held the promise of free movement throughout the 

city but also the threat of male bodies and sexual danger. Because it was part of the 

service industry and therefore directly related to the capitalist economy of London, the 

bus can be understood as mapped within a consumer environment.405 Thus, the identities 

of female passengers, as I shall argue below, were constructed in relation to the world of 

consumption and commerce. 

4.2 Who Rode the Bus? 

 Women rode the bus from the very beginning; they were not an excluded or 

marginalized group but rather formed a vital contingent of omnibus customers. In fact, 

Shillibeer’s very first advertisement announcing his route along the New Road 

emphasized the respectability of his buses and busmen, singling out women as desired 

patrons.406 Numerous early prints depicting Shillibeer’s first bus show a strong female 

presence; in fact women often outnumber men.407 Overall, the visual material provides 

pictorial evidence of women on omnibuses in significant numbers. Who were these 

                                                        
405 Nead argues that the metropolis was subject to what she terms different ‘mappings’ of 
the city. She concludes that identity was constructed partly in relation to the particular 
mappings at work in any given situation. See Nead, “Mapping the Self, Gender, Space 
and Modernity in Mid-Victorian London.” 
406 The Times, 23 September 1829, 2. 
407 Throughout this chapter, I will use the terms ‘woman’ and ‘female’ interchangeably. I 
do so in keeping with Victorian notions of gender that were based upon a binary sex-
based separation of male and female.  
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women and why did they ride the bus? There are a number of interconnected factors that 

would have had a direct impact on urban transport use in the Victorian period. Socio-

economic status, geographical location, and personal characteristics including age, 

employment status, and health all contributed to bus use. As with men, only women from 

the range of the middle classes (and maybe a small number of working-class people) 

could afford the fare. Thus the experience of movement and mobility for either gender 

was class-based, both physically and ideologically.408 Riders varied in age and occupation 

(although as we shall see, occupation is also class-based), and the types of women on 

buses depended greatly on the ultimate reason for their journey. Within studies of 

passenger transport, the generalized purposes of journeys are categorized into eleven 

classifications that fall under five main groupings: economic, social, educational, 

recreational, and cultural.409 Some journeys were done for their own sake, but these were 

usually limited to recreational use.410 Although there is very little direct information about 

the exact reasons for riding, it is safe to assume that women used the omnibus for all the 

above purposes. An examination of the visual material, however, can provide further 

insight into bus use.  

                                                        
408 Domosh and Seager, Putting Women in Place, 114. 
409 These classifications include: 1) To and from work, 2) In the course of work, 3) To and 
from shops, 4) In the course of shopping or personal business, 5) To and from homes of 
friends and relatives, 6) To and from non-home rendezvous, 7) To and from schools, 
colleges and evening institutions, 8) To and from places of recreation and entertainment, 
9) In course of recreation, 10) To and from places of worship, 11) To and from places of 
non-leisure group activities including cultural societies and political meetings. See P.W. 
Daniels, Movement in Cities: Spatial Perspectives on Urban Transport and Travel 
(London: Methuen, 1980), 20-21. 
410 Daniels, Movement in Cities, 19. 



 

 

 

165 

4.3 Why They Rode—The Shop Girl and the Shopping Lady 

 My observations indicate that women appear in every omnibus painting, most of 

the song sheets and over half of the Punch cartoons. Within these images, two primary 

reasons for travel can be identified: the commute to work and the shopping trip. Although 

women surely rode for other purposes as well, the recurring thematic treatment of these 

two topics in the visual material suggests a preoccupation with women engaged in the 

emerging consumer capitalist economy. Elizabeth Wilson argues that industrial capitalism 

erased (to a certain degree) the public/private dichotomy that had in theory, relegated 

women to the home.411 Although it has already been posited that this framework of 

analysis no longer holds up, there is no denying that consumer capitalism allowed women 

to be drawn more deeply into the world of work, for instance as shop assistants, or the 

world of consumption, as customers in those shops. They were able to do this in part 

because of urban public transport services (like the omnibus) that increased their physical 

mobility and facilitated their movement to and from the home. The following section will 

explore the intersection between women, work, and transport, and how these 

relationships are pictured in paint and print. 

4.4 Working Women  

 Much of women’s history is premised on the idea that there was a pre-industrial 

golden age where women were valued as producers within a cohesive family unit. This 

particular narrative also suggests that industrial modernity introduced waged labour for 

the first time, thereby undermining the freedom and status of these women, and leading to 

                                                        
411 Elizabeth Wilson, “The Rhetoric of Urban Space.” New Left Review, no. 209 (2005): 
146–60. 
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an ever-increasing marginalization and incarceration in the home.412 The assumption that 

pre-industrial women did not participate in waged labour has recently come into question, 

as has separate spheres ideology, discussed above. A study from 1989 suggests that there 

was not much difference in women’s work in London between 1700 and 1851. Thus, 

women had actively participated in the public sphere both prior to and during the period 

under discussion. Of the main occupations available to women, most worked in domestic 

service (charring, laundry, nursing) or in clothes making/mending.413 These working 

women had no choice but to be out on the streets and in the public sphere where 

necessary, although not all these occupations would have provided enough income to 

allow for bus travel. By the second half of the century, middle-class women in particular 

were increasingly working as clerks, nurses, shop assistants, and schoolteachers.414 

Between 1861 and 1900, the number of working women in England and Wales rose by 

almost one million.415 In particular, the development of the department store encouraged 

the presence of women in the retail trades.416 This expanding field of women’s labour 

                                                        
412 Vickery, “Historiographical Review,” 401-404. Vickery offers a list of scholars who 
have perpetuated the view that pre-modern women enjoyed more labour equality within 
the family, beginning with Friedrich Engels, followed by Alice Clark’s Working Life of 
Women in the Seventeenth Century (London: Routledge, 1919), Ivy Pinchbeck’s Women 
Workers and the Industrial Revolution (London: Routledge, 1930) and Bridget Hill’s 
Women, Work and Sexual Politics in the Eighteenth Century (Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 1989). 
413 Peter Earle, “The Female Labour Market in London in the Late Seventeenth and Early 
Eighteenth Centuries,” The Economic History Review 42, no. 3 (1989): 328–53. 
414 The period between 1851 and 1911 saw a massive increase in occupations for middle-
class women. See Ellen Jordan, The Women’s Movement and Women’s Employment in 
Nineteenth Century Britain (New York: Routledge, 1999), 5. 
415 Lynne Walker, “Vistas of Pleasure: Women Consumers of Urban Space in the West 
End of London, 1850-1900,” in Clarissa Campbell Orr, ed., Women in the Victorian Art 
World (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), 76. 
416 Jordan, The Women’s Movement and Women’s Employment in Nineteenth-Century 
Britain, 12. 
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also meant that many working women were riding the omnibus for their commute or as 

part of their job, a phenomenon that did not go unnoticed within the artistic community. 

 Thus, working women were an integral feature of the streets of Victorian London. 

However, the advent of the omnibus meant that they were now present on public 

transport, riding alongside working men. It is important to make the distinction that these 

were not working-class men, but rather clerks and bankers, city men, and professionals. 

This meant that both gender and class contributed towards how women experienced the 

bus in relation to male passengers. These factors also influenced how they were depicted 

in the visual culture. There is no single approach to these depictions; this is partly the 

result of differentiated conventions among source types, and partly because the 

relationship between working women and transport differed throughout the century. Of 

particular note, not a single Punch cartoon, to my knowledge, explicitly depicts working 

women on the bus, or, at least takes as their subject women’s labour.417  By contrast, 

multiple paintings explore the issue more directly. Further, each profession was dealt with 

differently based upon certain pre-established associations, cultural notions of femininity, 

and the occupation in question. 

4.4.1 The Bayswater Omnibus 

 Take for example a comparison between Omnibus Life in London (1859) by 

William Maw Egley and The Bayswater Omnibus (1895) by George William Joy. Both 

paintings are similar in content but vastly different in style, composition, and execution. 

Completed in 1895 and exhibited at the Royal Academy in that same year, The Bayswater 

                                                        
417 To be clear, I speak only of the cartoons related to omnibus travel. The topic of 
working women in Punch more broadly would form a separate dissertation. 
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Omnibus (Figure 4.1) depicts the interior of a bus, viewed lengthwise rather than down 

the centre, as in Egley’s work.418 The viewer is therefore looking at one bench of the bus 

as if she/he was sitting across the aisle, facing the passengers opposite. The bus contains 

one man, four women, and two children; a small number of passengers considering the 

eleven figures crowded into Egley’s bus. The most noticeable figure is the well-to-do 

lady sitting centrally on the bench, a parasol and bunch of flowers in her lap. To her left, a 

middle-aged moustachioed gentlemen sits reading a newspaper (as discussed in Chapter 

Three), while in the opposite corner, a black-clad woman cradles her baby and small 

child. Next to the door, a seated woman in white looks up at another who enters the bus 

carrying a hatbox. Above their heads, a series of advertisements draws the gaze up, while 

a hansom cab is visible out the side windows.  

 Compared to Egley’s bustling and vibrant picture, this is a more elegant, 

feminized, and sedate image characteristic of Joy’s work. Despite the similarity of 

physical location (a bus interior), the forty years that elapsed between the two paintings 

witnessed a shift in artistic style and a departure from the hyper-realistic genre scenes of 

mid-century. The influence of the Aesthetic Movement, the social realism movement, and 

Impressionism meant that the small-scale, domestic narrative pictures so popular in the 

1840s and 1850s were making way for broader, more painterly styles. This shift is 

evident when Omnibus Life in London and The Bayswater Omnibus are placed in 

opposition. An article about G.W. Joy in the Art Journal from 1900 claims that in the 

1880s, his style loosened up from a tighter execution, as taught by the South Kensington 

                                                        
418 It was also reproduced in an engraving for The Graphic, 31 August 1895, 260. 
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Schools and Royal Academy where he trained.419 He worked increasingly in the open air 

and sought to explore the effects of light and colour.420 While The Bayswater Omnibus 

depicts a loose narrative inasmuch as the image portrays a scene of everyday life, the 

action seems secondary to the cool mood and beauty conveyed through line, colour, and 

composition. An emphasis on detail gives way to a preference for broad brushstrokes, and 

a desire to depict modern life accurately is sacrificed for compositional unity and beauty.  

 Despite these differences, there remain some strong resemblances to the artistic 

traditions of previous decades. Although the artist is clearly drawing from fashionable 

developments of his time, he exhibits a predilection for Victorian types that equals Egley 

and his contemporaries. In his autobiography, Joy devotes a short paragraph to The 

Bayswater Omnibus. His description is entirely composed of a list of each figural type 

shown. As in Egley’s day, these are not individual people, but types of people that one 

might encounter on the streets of London. His description goes as follows: 

In the farthest corner sits a poor anxious mother of children, her 
foot propped on an untidy bundle; beside her, full of kindly 
thoughts about her, sits a fashionable young woman; next to her 
the City man, absorbed in his paper; whilst a little milliner, 
bandbox in hand, presses past the blue-eyed, wholesome looking 
nurse in the doorway.421 

 
He explicitly identifies two of the women by their occupations, a rhetoric which is taken 

up in the Art Journal as well. It describes the figures as “the city man keen on his 

morning’s paper, the fragile anaemic beauty of the little London milliner entering the 

                                                        
419 W.L. Woodroffe, “G.W. Joy,” Art Journal (January 1900): 17. This is the only 
contemporary reference I could find that relates to this work. 
420 Ibid., 19. 
421 George William Joy, The Work of George W. Joy: With an Autobiographical Sketch: 
Thirty Rembrandt Photogravures, Sixteen Reproductions in Colours, and Other 
Illustrations (London: Cassell, 1904), 47. 
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‘bus, the strong intelligent face of the nursing sister, and the pretty young aristocratic 

woman—all are there.”422 Both of these descriptions have identified two of the four 

women as working women—one nurse, and one milliner. The prosperous woman in the 

centre has been out shopping, and the lady in the corner is a young mother (a working 

woman of another sort).423  

 By contrast, reviews of Egley’s painting do not identify any of the six women by 

their employment status.424 However, they do point more explicitly to the labour of the 

men. The Dublin University Magazine’s  review of Omnibus Life in London claims the 

young swell is “of the bank clerk order,” while another is “a farmer looking man, a 

tradesman;” finally, the conductor is singled out and represents the embodiment of 

omnibus labour.425 Overall, the light-hearted tone of the painting as well as the absence of 

any obvious signs of female labour suggests that the women in this 1859 bus are 

‘respectable’. They are all dressed in middle-class attire; every woman with her requisite 

bonnet and gloves.   

 In Joy’s painting, however, the women are more clearly defined by their 

occupations, reduced to type solely based upon what work they perform. But much like 

the middle-class passengers in Omnibus Life in London, the two labouring women in The 

Bayswater Omnibus are employed in occupations that were considered respectable and 
                                                        
422 Woodroffe, Art Journal, 17. 
423 For the sake of brevity, I will not discuss the kinds of unpaid labour that women 
undertook as wives and mothers, although this aspect of women’s work remains largely 
understudied. 
424 The Dublin University Magazine claims that the woman on the left hand side wears 
the “shabby attire of an under servant out of place.” However, other reviews call her 
simply an old woman or a widow, and considering her large package, she is perhaps 
better identified as a shopper rather than a worker. See “The British Institution,” The 
Dublin University Magazine (March 1895): 315-322. 
425 Ibid. 
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therefore more acceptable for middle-class women to undertake. Perhaps the most vital 

point to be made here is that although this painting depicts working women, they are not 

working-class women, nor are they presented at work. Rather, they are on their way 

either to or from their place of labour and are depicted as young, beautiful, respectable, 

and clean. Especially when compared with the shadowy young mother in the corner, 

these women are brightly lit and physically upright. 

4.4.2 The Nurse and the Milliner 

 Both nursing and millinery (which often included dressmaking, not just hat-

making) were popular among young women of the middle classes as a form of 

employment before marriage. Nursing especially saw a significant rise in popularity 

between mid-century and the 1890s, as changes in the medical field and the hospital 

system created a need for more educated nurses with specialized skills. Previously, the 

task fell to elderly widows, but by the time this painting was made, young, educated, 

unmarried middle-class women formed the bulk of the profession.426 As Susan Casteras 

notes, certain professions hinted at purity, fallen gentility, beauty, refinement, or romance, 

and I believe that these associations are at play in this image.427 Nursing, with its 

traditional roots in middle-class philanthropy and its connection to the acceptable female 

activity of mothering, was a safe choice for an artist who likely did not wish to present 

overly controversial imagery. Joy’s nurse is also wearing a white dress whose luminosity 

is heightened by the strength of the light that illuminates her. Above her head, multiple 

                                                        
426 Jordan, The Women’s Movement and Women’s Employment in Nineteenth Century 
Britain, 123-125. 
427 Susan Casteras, Images of Victorian Womanhood in English Art (Rutherford: Fairleigh 
Dickinson University Press, 1987), 19. 
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soap advertisements, including the easily recognizable Pears’ soap advertisement, remind 

the viewer of the purity and cleanliness attendant upon the nursing profession.428 Her 

innocently upturned face and glowing blond hair attest to Joy’s declaration that she is 

‘wholesome’. 

 The milliner is a more complicated figure than the nurse, both as Joy presents her, 

as well as in the general discourse. Millinery, as part of the broader needlework-based 

occupations, was a respectable yet contested realm for working women. Along with 

dressmaking, it retained a status at the higher end of the needle-based employments since 

milliners and dressmakers had to come from families affluent enough to set them up as 

apprentices in the trade.429 Further, its association with domesticity and sewing meant 

that women could work within the confines of acceptable employment and retain their 

femininity according to the values of the period.430 Unlike other female employments 

                                                        
428 The advertisements are noteworthy in that four of them are clearly identifiable, two of 
which are for Pears Soap. Beginning from the right, the first ad is for W.G. Nixes’ Black 
Lead, a stove and ironwork polish. The ad has a white background with thin black letters. 
Next to it is the image of John Everett Millais’s Bubbles, a well-known image utilized by 
Pears Soap. To the left of that another ad is marked with Roussillon and T. Foster & Co., 
possibly for vinegar or wine. Finally, on the left side, a second Pears Soap ad featuring a 
female face and hands bursting through the fabric of the paper, offering a bar of soap to 
the viewer. Underneath the main line of rectangular posters, a smaller by-line of ads 
features the word Sapolio (another soap company), printed twice. Soap and cleaning 
products dominate, bringing to mind the unpaid menial labour of women in the domestic 
sphere. For more on the politics of Pears soap advertisements and the relationship 
between cleanliness, race, class, and beauty, see Meineke Te Hennep, “‘To Preserve the 
Skin in Health’: Drainage, Bodily Control and the Visual Definition of Healthy Skin, 
1835–1900,” Medical History 58, 3 (2014): 397-421. For an even broader discussion of 
Pears Soap’s advertising approach and what it reveals about imperialism and domesticity, 
see Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial 
Conquest (New York: Routledge, 1995). 
429 Beth Harris, ed., Famine and Fashion: Needlewomen in the Nineteenth Century 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2005), 4. 
430 Lynn M. Alexander, Women, Work, and Representation (Athens, OH: Ohio University 
Press, 2003), 4. 
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such as factory work or laundering, seamstresses were never associated with masculine 

qualities and thus remained a reassuring symbol of gender difference, even within a 

discourse of labour.431 However, especially in the early to mid-century, needlework 

occupations were seen to be physically and mentally draining jobs and came to be 

discussed in terms of suffering and degradation. In 1843, a report that came before 

Parliament revealed that, of the fifteen thousand women employed in London millinery 

houses, many were under the age of eighteen and were working in very poor conditions, 

with long hours and insufficient food.432 That same year, Thomas Hood’s Song of the 

Shirt established a rhetoric that dominated the image of the seamstress for years, and led 

to a series of paintings, beginning with Richard Redgrave’s The Sempstress (1844).433 

 However, The Bayswater Omnibus does not present the sorrowful and isolated 

seamstress as she appears in much of the visual culture. This milliner is a woman of the 

city, independent, mobile, young, and beautiful. She is neither suffering, nor a seductress, 

but a working woman going about her business. According to Patricia Zakreski, the 

image of the needlewoman underwent a significant shift starting mid-century whereby 

the skill required for embroidery (and other similar tasks) came to be understood more as 

a creative and artistic endeavour.434 This revalorization of needlework resulted in a 

further softening of attitudes towards working seamstresses, contributed to the 

gentrification of her representation, and offered a new conception of the needlewoman as 

                                                        
431 Harris, Famine and Fashion, 5.  
432 Ibid., 7. 
433 Between 1840 and 1900, the figure of the seamstress was the focus of over 50 
illustrations and paintings in England. See Alexander, Women, Work, and Representation, 
8. 
434 Patricia Zakreski, Representing Female Artistic Labour, 1848-1890: Refining Work 
for the Middle-Class Woman (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2006), 21-22. 
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a professional.435  By the time of Joy’s painting, the figure of the vulnerable degraded 

seamstress has disappeared, to be replaced by the creative and entrepreneurial woman.436 

It is possible to surmise that the milliner was meant to form a contrast to the nurse both in 

terms of her appearance but also in terms of her social standing. With her dark hair, dark 

clothes, and jaunty hat, she is more of the girl-about-town than the modestly dressed 

nurse.437 As we have seen, the pork pie hat with accompanying feather, or in this case, 

flower decoration, signalled a certain type of urban woman whose modesty was less than 

certain. When compared with the modest and matronly bonnet of the nurse, the milliner’s 

headgear suggests frivolity and vanity. Further, her lack of gloves and prominently visible 

naked hands form a sharp contrast to the demurely gloves fingers of the nurse and the 

aristocratic woman.  

 While the identity of the nurse was clear both in the Victorian psyche as well as in 

Joy’s painting, the milliner contends with a more complicated reputation. She is a delicate 

woman needing protection, and is described by the Art Journal as possessing “the fragile 

anaemic beauty of the little London milliner.” At the same time, her presence on the bus 

signifies her status as an independent labourer who moves freely about the city and is a 

part of the world of commerce.  

 Joy’s ability to depict working women on the bus in such a non-confrontational 

manner can perhaps be attributed to the stylistic developments of the late-century art 

world. Viewers no longer expected the didacticism and realistic narrative evident in 

Egley’s work, and the emphasis on refinement, grace, and beauty typical of the 1880s 
                                                        
435 Ibid., 55. 
436 Ibid., 58. 
437 In Joy’s autobiography, he mentions that both the nurse and milliner were painted 
from the same model.  
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meant that Joy could safely portray these women as beautiful objects.438 Like every other 

element of this image, both in terms of form and content, the women are elegant and 

visually pleasing. The use of horizontal and vertical lines help to organize the picture in a 

satisfying geometrical grid, while the broad brushwork and muted colour palette lend an 

overall effect of airiness and gentle light. The beauty of the women heightens the 

aesthetic appeal of the painting; even the downtrodden mother is pretty. Further, the 

bright light and blatant reminders of the cleansing power of soap suggest a washing away 

of any dirt associated with omnibus travel or close bodily contact with others. Despite the 

gentle hints at subject-hood based upon their occupations, these women are primarily 

aesthetic objects. They are further removed from their work because they are not even 

pictured at their labour and this, combined with the painting’s emphasis on beauty, acts as 

distancing mechanisms from the realities of urban life and women’s labour.439 The 

uneasiness that might accompany images of working women is sublimated in the formal 

beauty of the painting as well as the particular occupations represented.  

4.5 Shopping Women 

 In addition to depictions of working women, the other most common assumption 

about women on the bus is that they were riding for the purpose of shopping. The visual 

representation of the shopping woman during this period is seemingly straightforward, 

but if taken within the context of broader discussions surrounding consumer culture, 

some contradictions emerge. Since the eighteenth century, women in Britain had 

                                                        
438 Kristina Huneault, Difficult Subjects: Working Women and Visual Culture, Britain 
1880-1914 (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2002), 117. 
439 I have borrowed the term ‘distancing mechanism’ from Huneault, Difficult Subjects, 
126. 
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increasingly become identified as consumers, while men were understood as 

producers.440 This was further reinforced throughout the nineteenth century as the 

consuming public was largely seen as female.441 The development of female-oriented 

shopping experiences and the establishment of urban infrastructure like restrooms and 

tearooms to support such activities further reinforced a discourse encouraging female 

shoppers. As a result, shopping was, to a degree, a socially respectable public activity that 

drew thousands of women onto the streets of London every year. However, because it 

resulted in women moving freely through the city and occupying public spaces, it 

challenged gender ideologies and established the female consuming public as a contested 

realm.442 Many felt that shopping, and especially department stores, encouraged sexual, 

moral, and social disorder because it meant that women were blurring the lines between 

pleasure and duty. Shopping could result in middle-class women being exposed to excess, 

and developing a taste for indulgent and improper freedom. It could also result in access 

to those particular urban spaces that were also associated with prostitution (such as 

Regent Street and the Burlington Arcade).443 The shopping woman was inherently a 

disruptive figure, but one that was necessary to London’s commercial culture and to the 

consumer wealth of the nation.444 What does this mean for the representation of shopping 

women on the omnibus? The connections between the omnibus and consumer culture are 

fundamentally based upon the fact that the omnibus industry was a service industry, and 

thus part of the larger capitalist system. Buses were also instrumental in transporting 

                                                        
440 Domosh and Seager, Putting Women in Place, 88. 
441 Rappaport, Shopping for Pleasure, 18. 
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female consumers to the shops and department stores that proliferated during the second 

half of the century. London’s changing geography in the nineteenth century meant that 

more traditional shopping areas like Fleet Street, the Strand, and Cheapside were replaced 

by increasing trade in the West End.445 The bus therefore facilitated the consumption of 

goods as well as urban spaces by both men and women.446  

 In the case of The Bayswater Omnibus, Joy has explicitly named the route of this 

bus in the title, thereby providing the viewer with vital information about its trajectory 

through the streets of the metropolis and linking it to the fashionable neighbourhood of 

Bayswater. Since mid-century, Bayswater had developed into a thriving community 

whose population jumped from 1 881 in 1801, to 75 784 by 1861.447 In addition to being 

a desirable suburb in which to live, it was also a popular shopping district to rival the 

West End. It was well connected via transport to Paddington, the City, and the West End, 

and by the 1880s, had become a major traffic hub for both long and short distance 

journeys.448 The Bayswater omnibus appears as the very first route in the Illustrated 

Omnibus Guide, a fact which likely points to its popularity and familiarity amongst 

Londoners. This particular bus ran from Shepherd’s Bush, through Notting Hill, 

Bayswater, Hyde Park, Oxford and Regent streets, down through Charing Cross and Fleet 

Street, with its terminus at the Bank. This route was popular because it connected the 

                                                        
445 Ibid., 22.  
446 Walker, “Vistas of Pleasure: Women Consumers of Urban Space in the West End of 
London, 1850-1900,” 79. 
447 Rappaport, Shopping for Pleasure, 24. 
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newly fashionable Bayswater neighbourhood with the shops in the West End.449 For 

many people, this growth from a rural area to a bustling metropolis was symbolic of the 

Victorian ideals of progress, improvement, and prosperity.450 In this context, Joy’s 

painting can be understood as an homage to the ‘modern’; in fact an article in the 

Magazine of Art from 1895 calls it “daringly modern.”451 It celebrates a world in which 

women could work and shop with impunity, could ride the bus alongside men and 

contribute to the national economy via these activities. However, it does so in keeping 

with middle-class ideologies about gender. It has already been pointed out in Chapter 

Three how bundles and boxes where considered a nuisance for many bus passengers. It is 

vital to mention here that whilst men are pictured with umbrellas, hats, newspapers, and 

canes, it is always women who are depicted carrying hatboxes, flowers, and packages. 

The visual imagery therefore reinforces the cultural conception of the female shopper. In 

the case of The Bayswater Omnibus, the shopping lady sits below a series of 

advertisements and holds a parcel of flowers on her lap. She, like the flowers or the goods 

in the shops she visited, is on display for the other omnibus passengers. Like the working 

women discussed above, she is rendered a beautiful object. 

 Overall, the women in Joy’s omnibus represent the two roles identified by Erika 

Rappaport in her book Shopping for Pleasure: Women and the Making of London’s West 

End (2000). They move through the city, gazing at and engaging with the urban spectacle, 

desiring goods in shop windows or perhaps even selling those goods, as in the case of the 

                                                        
449 Alison Adburgham, Shops and Shopping, 1800-1914; Where, and in What Manner the 
Well-Dressed Englishwoman Bought Her Clothes (London: Allen and Unwin, 1964), 
145. 
450 Ibid., 21. 
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milliner. But they are also figured as desirable objects themselves. They are put on 

display inside Joy’s omnibus; beautiful, modern objects whose presence on the bus 

signalled their accessibility to men both visually and physically. And despite their 

modernity, they still represent a selection of female virtues−the mother, the shopper, the 

caregiver, and the milliner. Each of these stereotypes typifies and upholds acceptable 

middle-class Victorian values for women. The bus interior is therefore reminiscent of the 

domestic interior with its connections to the maternal and feminized world of sewing, 

mothering, nurturing and even to a certain extent shopping. To complete the picture, the 

gentleman is seen reading his newspaper, not paying any unwonted attention to the 

women; his attitude brings to mind paterfamilias at the Sunday morning breakfast table. 

While these women may not represent uncontested terrain, they are presented in a manner 

that could bring pleasure to the male viewer.   

4.6 Down Piccadilly, Returning from Covent Garden Market One June Morning 

 Both Egley’s and Joy’s omnibus interiors can be compared with another image of 

working women: Maria Matilda Brooks’s painting Down Piccadilly, Returning from 

Covent Garden Market One June Morning (Figure 4.2). Maria Brooks (1837-1913) was 

born in England and exhibited there throughout her life but also worked in Montreal and 

then New York, where she died in 1913. She is the only female artist that I have found 

who depicted the omnibus in England, a fact which can perhaps explain why this is also 

the only omnibus painting to exclude male figures. This work was exhibited at the Royal 

Academy in 1883, at the Royal Canadian Academy in 1885, as well as in the Women’s 

Building at the Inter-State Industrial Exhibition of Chicago in 1887. It depicts eight 

female figures inside a bus and combines the lengthwise viewpoint of The Bayswater 
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Omnibus with the cross-section approach of Omnibus Life in London. The figures are 

dressed in serviceable but respectable clothes and hold baskets of fruit and flowers. The 

woman in the right foreground appears lost in thought; her downcast eyes lead the 

viewer’s gaze to her hand loosely holding some coins in her lap. In the back left corner, 

two women energetically converse, while a third, younger-looking girl sits in the seat 

opposite. In the left foreground, two figures face the viewer, one young woman whose 

gaze appears to look straight out of the painting.452 She is seated next to an older woman 

who does not carry any flowers. However, this woman’s closed eyes and weary attitude 

suggest that she, like the others, must seek employment to survive. Both the flowers and 

the women’s clothes are bright and colourful, filling the bus with an almost festive air. 

Because of the homogeneity of the group, this image strikes a lighter and less tension-

filled scene than other omnibus images. Significantly, there are no men inside this bus, 

nor are there people of different classes. Because of this, Brooks transforms the bus 

interior into a space for female labour and social interaction.  

 The most obvious way to read this painting is to assume that the women on this 

bus are the ubiquitous London flower sellers. Flower girls (to use nineteenth-century 

terminology) evolved from the tradition of street vending in London and were part of the 

thousands of itinerant working poor who had to scrape together a living on the streets. 

They bought their morning stock at Covent Garden market and then dispersed throughout 

the city to sell their wares.453 Within art, the figure of the flower girl appears with 

                                                        
452 For discussions of the power dynamics of the gaze and the relationship between the 
subject/object gaze, see Huneault, Difficult Subject, “Chapter Two—My servant/my self.” 
453 Huneault, Difficult Subjects, 71. 
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regularity, despite the fact that in reality, she was not so omnipresent.454 Furthermore, 

because of her social position, there is very little actual information about her. Her 

treatment in the visual culture thus speaks more to an imagined bourgeois conception of 

her, than to her reality.455 Down Piccadilly is in keeping with the visual iconography of 

the flower seller identified by Kristina Huneault. Huneault points out that although they 

would have lived and worked in the east end of London, flower girls were always 

depicted in central and west-end London.456 Thus, they were situated in relation to 

middle-class culture rather than presented on their own terms.457 In this case, they appear 

riding an omnibus, the usual domain of the middle-class passenger. Additionally, the way 

in which Brooks has chosen to portray these women mitigates the potential for 

discomfort for the middle-class viewer.  

 As in Joy’s painting, these are working women, caught in a moment when they 

are not at their labour, but are still connected to it by virtue of the flowers they carry and 

their presence on the bus. The viewer is reminded but not confronted directly with the act, 

seeing them instead during a moment of transition while they ride the bus. They are at 

once idle and industrious; they are not at work but on their way to work. They adhere to 

the Victorian value of hard work but, because they are caught in a moment of idleness 

and rest, they uphold feminine values. Unlike social commentary paintings, this work 

does not depict a realistic and gritty portrayal of the drudgery of female labour. With the 

exception of the older woman, the others do not seem weary or downtrodden. Nor are 
                                                        
454 Ibid., 63. 
455 In her book Difficult Subjects, Kristina Huneault devotes a chapter to the flower girl. 
She writes about the relationship between the flower girl and bourgeois subjectivity, 
highlighting how she is presented as an insider rather than a figure on the margins. 
456 Ibid., 71. 
457 Ibid., 73. 
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they represented as overly sexualized, as is sometimes the case with flower girls.458 They 

are attractive and respectably dressed with shawls, bonnets and dresses that, while 

perhaps a bit threadbare, are as colourful as the flowers on their laps. By emphasizing 

their femininity, as well as placing them inside the four walls of an omnibus, the artist 

avoids the associations between flower girls and the grittier side of street life.459 Brooks 

has added a layer of mediation between them and the world outside. They are safe from 

the aggressive, masculine world of street vending. The women appear as a social group 

united in their task, chatting and resting after a morning’s work. The relaxed and semi-

social atmosphere is in contrast with other depictions of bus interiors where the figures 

appear harried and cramped. Although the women fill the space with their bodies, clothes, 

and bundles, they do not seem overcrowded. There is no competition for seats or 

awkward sexual encounters in this image. The lack of men, working or otherwise, 

alleviates tension and allows for a lighter environment both visually and psychologically.   

  Much like the omnibus, the flower girls appear as if they belonged to the city. 

They are presented as an inseparable part of London life and are directly implicated in the 

geographical specificity of London.460 In this context, it is less surprising to see them 

associated with the bus. Numerous other images of flower girls also depict omnibuses in 

the same picture, for instance Alfred Munnings’s Flower Girl, Violets (1904), Bernard 

Evans Ward’s London Flower Girls (1895), or even A.E. Mulready’s Our Street of 

Publishers (1886). Each of these paintings registers the presence of buses and flower 

sellers in the same street scene, confirming them both as regular street presences that, 
                                                        
458 Flower girls are sometimes equated with prostitutes in that they are both engaged in 
selling on the street. See Huneault, Difficult Subjects, 80-81. 
459 Ibid., 91. 
460 Ibid., 71. 
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taken together, form a duality of modern life. It is difficult however, to discern what 

Brooks meant by choosing to depict this subject in this manner. Viewers would no doubt 

have recognized the scene since it draws on multiple established urban tropes. The 

omnibus, the daily commute, the flower girls, and their connection to the commercial 

world, not to mention the advertisements, all bring to mind a particular nineteenth-

century moment, grounded in a particular place. The title adds specificity of time, place, 

and activity, informing the viewer that these women have been shopping in Covent 

Garden, are now on Piccadilly, and are riding a bus one morning in June.461 However, the 

artist creates a fantasy image unlikely to have actually occurred since flower girls did not 

have enough income to ride the omnibus. Additionally, the angle at which the bus opens 

up to the viewer is unrealistic, especially considering the distance between the blonde 

woman in the right foreground, and the position of the viewer/rider to her left. If indeed 

the viewer were seated beside her, he/she would not be able to see all the figures from 

this angle. As a result, this painting is both fantasy and reality. It draws from daily life but 

alters it in such a way as to evoke a world where female labour is colourful, bright, and 

beautiful.  

 A second, possibly more realistic way of reading this painting is to surmise that 

these women are not flower sellers, but rather domestic servants who have recently 

purchased flowers and other goods from Covent Garden; they are after all, returning from 

the market. Their presence on the bus as well as their clothes, hats, and jewellery suggest 

                                                        
461 Much like The Bayswater Omnibus, Down Piccadilly identifies a location in the title 
that brings to mind the shopping districts of the West End. Piccadilly was known for the 
luxury department store Fortnum and Mason’s; among other such popular high-end 
shops. In addition, the title also mentions Covent Garden, the long-standing location of 
the flower and fruit/vegetable markets.  



 

 

 

184 

that they are not ragged street vendors. Most middle-class homes would have employed a 

maid of all work or domestic female servant of some kind who would have ventured out 

into the streets of London to make household purchases. In fact, domestic service was the 

largest occupation available to women of the era.462 This perspective complicates the 

image because it implies the artist has created a painting that depicts both working 

women and shopping women at the same time. Thus they embody all the assumed 

characteristics of these two typologies. Further, domestic servants were perceived as 

suitable subjects to depict in art since they were, in theory, obedient and submissive 

women confined to the home.463 However, because the artist in this case was a woman, it 

is more difficult to apply an analysis based upon the power of male desire. Instead, this 

painting can be understood as an exploration of public transport, women’s labour, and 

modern commercial culture from a female perspective. The artist (likely aware of the 

demands of the market) has still adhered to certain accepted artistic conventions such as 

making the women beautiful and respectable looking. They are also pictured with 

flowers, a purchase that was clearly not for their own gratification but rather that of their 

mistress and master. However, they are pictured outside of the home, and are thus 

disassociated from their employers in a way that was atypical for depictions of servants 

during this period.  

 Both The Bayswater Omnibus and Down Piccadilly depict women in such a way 

as to make it clear that they are working women. They do not shy away from reminding 

the viewer of the relationship between city life, transport, labour, consumer culture, and 

women. However, they do so in a non-confrontational manner, avoiding actual images of 
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labour and therefore working within a framework of acceptable middle-class 

iconography. Unlike other images of female labour which appeal to the pathos of the 

viewer or which attempt to draw attention to the plight of the urban working poor, these 

paintings gloss over the grittier side of urban life to depict a more socially acceptable 

vision of women in the city. In the words of Huneault, these women are ‘urban insiders’, 

and part of the economic and social order of the middle-classes.464 They participate in 

capitalist consumerism as both sellers and, in the case of the shopping women, buyers. 

They earn money by selling their flowers or working a profession, and they spend it in 

the shops or riding the bus. 

4.7 How They Were Perceived 

 The first half of this chapter has examined some of the reasons why women rode 

the bus and how these women were represented visually. It has explored the ways in 

which the figure of the ‘working woman’ is represented in painting, as well as that of the 

‘shopping woman’. Next, I turn to a discussion of general attitudes related to the presence 

of women on the bus. In what ways do Punch cartoons and illustrated sheet music covers 

hint at men’s discomfiture with women passengers? Is it possible to find a female 

perspective on omnibus riding within visual representations produced primarily by men? 

Overall, there are two leading identifiable responses to women on the bus, one of which 

represents the anxiety caused by the clash of genders in a public space, and the other that 

points to the potentially liberating aspect of bus travel for female passengers. These 

issues are played out differently depending on the particular section of the bus under 

representation. To ride inside the bus was, since the beginning, the socially acceptable 
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choice for female passengers but that did not mean that it was entirely safe, or entirely 

comfortable. The fact that men and women rode together in close quarters inevitably led 

to tensions of both an ideological and sexual nature. To ride on the rooftop, was for many 

years unacceptable for female passengers and the knifeboard was considered a male 

space. However, with the invention of garden seats, women ventured outside and 

inevitably broke down the gendered spatial divide on the omnibus. 

4.7.1 Some Objections 

There is ample evidence to suggest that some men objected outright to the 

presence of women on the bus. For example, “An Old Bachelor” published “Female 

‘Busses” in Punch in 1850 in which he revealed a deep contempt for women who rode 

omnibuses (Figure 4.3).465 He writes that “Ladies” had no right to use omnibuses and that 

the vehicles were neither made for them, nor conducive to their needs. He substantiates 

his point with the observation that women are often accompanied by loud and disruptive 

babies, that their dresses take up nearly twice the space of a man, and that they are always 

carrying parcels and packages which take up additional room. His solution: women-only 

omnibuses with female staff. The small illustration beside the text shows the back-end of 

a bus with a female conductor and a knifeboard entirely occupied by babies. The rest of 

the letter reads like a sarcastic laundry list of features that this female omnibus should 

contain. From looking-glasses, to cupid decorations and baby jumpers, this “Old 

Bachelor’s” suggestions demonstrate a clear disdain for female passengers and a belief in 

their frivolity.  

                                                        
465 An Old Bachelor, “Female ‘Busses,” Punch, 27 April 1850, 169. 
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When taken together, the cartoons in Punch which deal with women and the 

omnibus reveal an underlying disrespect for female passengers. They are often pictured 

as silly and superficial (with their shopping bags and their large crinolines), or as naïve 

and stupid, unable to understand bus routes and fares.466 Some cartoons complain of 

women holding up the service because they are too slow or ask too many questions. 

Others argue that the ‘unprotected female’ needed extra care and solicitude because she 

was easily taken advantage of, or easily confused.467 By contrast, some images reveal an 

attitude whereby women passengers were perceived as masculine, as in Punch’s 

Almanack for 1853 (Figure 4.4). In this cartoon, the usual gender roles are reversed—a 

female conductor stands at the back door; she wears trousers and smokes a cigarette. A 

male passenger has just alighted, or been forcibly removed, as the ground around his feet 

is strewn with packages and small objects. He says “You are a very saucy, impudent 

woman, and I’ll certainly summon you!” To which she replies, “Thank ye, Sir! (To 

Driver) Go on Sarah, never mind the old cove.”468 This is a world gone topsy-turvy, 

where female bus employees are rude to male passengers, rather than the other way 

around. Despite these objections, the majority of men tolerated the presence of women 

passengers, although their attitude remained for the most part paternalistic.   

 

                                                        
466 In an article written for All the Year Round in 1865, Dickens himself refers to some 
women bus riders as the “Feebles.” They are feeble individuals who never know the fare 
or their destination, and who disrupt other bus passengers with their questions and 
confusion. See Charles Dickens, “In and On an Omnibus,” All the Year Round, 21 
January 1865, 567. 
467 See for example Punch, 20 April 1850, 158; “Agriculture, the Real Unprotected 
Female,” Punch, 26 January 1850, 35; Punch, 1 February 1851, 41; Punch, 18 April 
1857, 158. 
468 Punch, Almanack for 1853. 
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4.7.2 Oblige a Lady 

 One particular trope that appears with regularity in the visual material is the 

practice of relinquishing one’s seat to the fairer sex. To ‘oblige a lady’ was considered 

the gentlemanly thing to do, and myriad images use this exact language when 

commenting upon men offering their seats to women. For the Victorians, the practice of 

giving up one’s seat was based upon the idea that women, as the weaker sex, should 

receive special treatment and accommodation from men. In the context of an omnibus, 

the act of offering a seat to a lady typically involved giving up a comfortable seat inside, 

for a potentially uncomfortable spot on the knifeboard. This is partly premised on the fact 

that it was difficult for women to climb up top, but also because it was not socially 

acceptable behaviour for women to ride outside until the 1880s. It also speaks to the 

spatial gendering of the bus; the interior being more appropriate for women and the 

knifeboard for men. In an article written for Cassell’s Family Magazine, an unknown 

female author comments upon the importance of what she terms ‘small courtesies’ in 

daily life. She writes that men should in all cases treat ladies with such courtesy; for 

instance standing up when they leave the table, or graciously picking up an object that 

has been dropped. The article is accompanied by a single image showing the interior of 

an omnibus, much in the same manner as Egley’s painting; a woman is seen out the back 

door while the conductor leans in and asks if “Any gentlemen oblige a lady?”469 The text 

suggests that men should offer their place to women who might lose their chance at 

riding the bus. Interestingly, it implies that not only should he give up his seat, but his 

place on the bus, thereby renouncing his bus journey entirely for the sake of a woman. It 
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is impossible to say if many men went to these extremes to gratify the opposite sex, but it 

is clear from other sources that it was, to a certain degree, expected of them.  

 From the 1850s onward, Punch printed numerous cartoons that poked fun at this 

practice. There are also myriad examples of music hall song lyrics that engage with the 

topic. The volume of such jokes, both in and out of Punch, suggests that the sexual 

politics related to seating were an ongoing issue for bus travellers. Since men had the 

option of travelling either inside or outside, they were expected to ride on the knifeboard 

if the interior was full of ladies. It was not until later in the century that women started to 

ride outside with any regularity, so for the first few decades, they had their choice of seats 

inside, sometimes to the detriment of men. In a cartoon from Punch entitled “Delicate!” a 

young man wishes to enter a bus (Figure 4.5).470 He is wearing a long black cape and 

shiny top hat, his overly large cravat and delicate features suggest an effeminacy that is 

further emphasized by the conductor’s query if “any lady would be so kind as to ride 

outside to oblige a gentlemen?” The artist has turned the usual trope onto its head, 

drawing on a recognizable situation and generating humour through a juxtaposition of 

gender roles. The thought that a woman would ride outside to allow a man to ride more 

comfortably inside was an absurdity that demonstrates the power of socially normal 

behaviour.  

 However, it would appear that not all women were treated equally when it came 

to the courtesies proffered by men. Another cartoon, this one from 1868, shows three 

women standing on the street behind a stopped bus (Figure 4.6). They would all like to 

board and the conductor asks in the usual manner if any gentlemen would oblige a lady. 
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One male passenger leans out the window to get a better look and says “With pleasure! 

But—a—which lady is it that I’m going to oblige?”471 The woman closest to the door is 

older and stouter than the two others; both are evidently meant to represent beautiful 

young ladies. The implication is clear−the man would be willing to give up his seat to a 

comely young woman, but less so to someone he does not find attractive. This attitude is 

further normalized by the title “Natural Query,” suggesting that it was only natural that a 

man’s readiness to aid a woman be based upon her physical allure. Other images also 

derive humour from this idea and numerous jokes are made at the expense of larger 

women, as well as older ones (as discussed in Chapter Three).472 It is important to 

remember that the authors of Punch were exclusively men and that a significant number 

of cartoons (both those related to omnibuses and those that were not) make explicit 

reference to the appearance of women. They often based their jokes on the physical 

characteristics of individuals, regularly deploying an undertone of belittlement and 

deprecation. This approach is less common with jokes about men, although not entirely 

overlooked.  

Two more Punch cartoons explore the politics of bus seating towards the end of 

the century and suggest that some men did not wish to give up their places for women 

(Figures 4.7 and 4.8).473 In both images, a woman is pictured in the aisle of a bus, looking 

for somewhere to sit. A seated man, who clearly feels obliged to offer his place by the 

pressures of social convention, asks her if she believes in women’s rights. The man then 

uses her affirmative answer as an excuse to remain seated. He believes that her desire for 
                                                        
471 “Natural Query,” Punch, 23 May 1868, 222. 
472 See for example “A Rough Calculation,” Punch, 12 July 1879, 11; “The Test of 
Gallantry,” Punch, 8 March 1845, 112. 
473 “Her Rights,” Punch, 9 Dec 1882, 267; Punch, 9 May 1896, 221. 
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equal treatment extends to bus behaviour and thus allows him to retain his seat. In these 

cases, the issue of bus seating is used as an outlet for the tensions caused by the growing 

women’s rights movement. 

4.8 Sexual Danger on the Bus 

 The potential for sexual encounters on the bus was a real and lasting possibility 

for women travelling alone. Their sexual vulnerability was exacerbated by the closeness 

of physical contact between the sexes, the anonymity afforded by the crowd, the sheer 

volume of people cycling through each bus, and the lack of clear-cut codes of behaviour. 

Street harassment, and by extension bus harassment were regular features of city life, 

especially in the West End and the City.474 One woman wrote, “Although I was quietly 

dressed, and I hoped looked what I was, a respectable young woman, scarcely a day when 

I, while waiting for an omnibus, was not accosted.”475 This study has already explored 

how overcrowding on the bus was associated with a variety of problems related to space 

and behaviour, but it was also connected with the potential threat posed to, and by the 

female body.  

 In an overcrowded bus, a man might offer his seat to a woman, but he might also 

remain seated and offer his own lap as an alternative. A stereographic card with a posed 

photograph from mid-century shows a woman wearing a large crinoline attempting entry 

into a bus (Figure 4.9). A sinister looking conductor asks if any gentleman would be so 

good as to take the young lady on his lap. While nothing in the image itself indicates a 

                                                        
474 Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight, 50. 
475 C.S. Peel (a dress editor for Hearth and Home) quoted in David Rubinstein, Before the 
Suffragettes: Women’s Emancipation in the 1890s (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1986), 76. 
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sexualized scenario beyond the advertisement for Cremorne Gardens, the implication that 

a woman would sit in a man’s lap was rife with innuendo.476 Especially considering the 

intimate nature of the stereographic card, the overall message is practically pornographic.  

 While the photograph is visually suggestive, a song sheet cover from 1890 depicts 

the act directly (Figure 4.10). In the illustration for the song ‘Blige a Lady, a central 

roundel depicts the interior of a bus containing both men and women. Much to the visible 

dismay of the other passengers, a man is pictured not only with a woman on his lap, but 

he himself is sitting on a second woman. This so-called ‘sandwich’ is referred to in the 

lyrics and occurred because the first woman did not wish to sit on his lap so he suggested 

he sit on hers. When a second woman entered looking for a seat, his lap was gratefully 

accepted and thus, the cosy trio. The song can be read in two ways: it hints at both 

coercion and consent on the part of the women. On the one hand, the first woman enters 

and does not wish to sit, but another man on the bus says, “If she ain’t satisfied with a full 

sized lap, let the lady ride outside.” It is possible that pressure from male riders would 

have induced some women to accept such an offer against their better judgment. 

However, some women may well have enjoyed the flirtation and the transgressive 

potential of lap sitting. The women depicted in the cover image appear to be of the latter 

persuasion as they laugh and smile and seem to be thoroughly enjoying themselves.477  

 A second song from eight years later is framed as a warning towards young 

women to reject untoward attentions from men (Figure 4.11). The first stanza reads: 

                                                        
476 Cremorne Gardens were pleasure gardens that operated between 1845 and 1877, and 
were associated with both the fashionable world and with prostitution. See Nead, 
Victorian Babylon, 109-146. 
477 Orlando Powell,‘Blige a Lady? lyrics by J.P. Harrington (London: Francis, Day & 
Hunter, 1890). 
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In an omnibus one evening, I was going for a ride, 

All day long it had been raining, so the ‘bus was full inside, 

On young fellow said, “Sit down, Miss” and he pointed to his 
lap, 

I said “I would like to sit down, but my darling, dear old chap- 

Not there! Not there!—no thank you sir, not there: 

I know that you are kind and nice, but mother gave me some 
good advice 

“Of young men’s knees you always should beware, tho’ fellows laps look 
tempting, 

 P’haps not there! my child not there!478 

 
These lyrics suggest that while a woman may be tempted to give her consent, she should 

retain her virtue by refusing. Once again the image on the cover shows a young woman 

boarding a bus while a man reaches out his hand and offers his lap as a seat. He is dressed 

as a gentleman with a top hat, gloves, and respectable-looking suit. In this case, as in the 

first song, he is not obviously presented as a sexual predator; there is nothing in his dress 

to suggest disrepute. Indeed, ‘Blige a Lady concludes when the man’s wife enters the 

omnibus, thus thwarting his advances. Despite his appearance, he behaves in a manner 

that was scandalous in theory but possibly commonplace in practice.  

 One final example can be found in a song sheet from 1882 entitled All Through 

Obliging a Lady.479 This song playfully demonstrates some possible repercussions of 

‘obliging a lady’. After having given up his seat for a female passenger, the subject of the 

song was obligated to sit outside in the pouring rain and as a result, contracted a nasty 

cold. The front cover lithograph diverges from the usual omnibus imagery to show a man 

sitting on a chair by the fire in a domestic interior, his feet soaking in a tub of warm water 

                                                        
478 Bennett Scott, Not There! lyrics by J.P Harrington (London: Francis, Day & Hunter, 
1898). 
479 Arthur Lloyd, All Through Obliging a Lady (London: Hopwood & Crew, 1882). 
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and his head swathed in a bandage. The lyrics describe how this man is tired of 

performing his gentlemanly duty on buses, and wishes to cease obliging ladies in the 

interest of maintaining his own health. The humorous tone of the song is heightened by 

the fact that the words are written phonetically to suggest that the singer’s nose is stuffed 

up, thereby drawing further attention to the illness he suffers on behalf of womankind. 

Much like some of the complaints mentioned at the beginning of this section, this song 

demonstrates that many men resisted the role that was expected of them and resented the 

perceived inconvenience caused to them by female passengers. Women riders were, in 

this case, a problem for men, a problem that extended far beyond questions of seating.  

4.8.1 Dangerous Women 

 The threat of sexual harassment was very real for Victorian women who 

frequented the bus. However, the discourse often focuses more on the threat posed to men 

by women, rather than vice versa. Caroline Arscott points to the supposed danger that 

women presented to men upon entering a bus, arguing that the sheer proximity of female 

bodies in an enclosed space, combined with the lack of certain knowledge of social 

standing, contributed to an atmosphere that was potentially fraught with sexual tension.480 

The very nature of the space meant that it was difficult for people to discern whether or 

not a woman was ‘respectable’ and therefore ascertain the level of respect they ought to 

show her. Men could, in theory, rely upon the usual markers of status such as clothing or 

accent, but in an increasingly democratic world where women of various backgrounds 

were moving through the city alone, these distinctions were increasingly blurred. 

Numerous scholars of the Victorian city have explored the fear and anxiety engendered 

                                                        
480 Arscott, “Modern Life Subjects in British Painting 1840-1860,” 188. 
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by the perceived breakdown of traditional hierarchies that resulted from mass population 

growth, the expanding geographical expanse of London, as well as increasing 

opportunities for women to engage in urban life.481 They often point to the polarization of 

womanhood into two camps−they were either respectable or fallen−and this status could 

traditionally be visibly ascertained via markers of dress and appearance.482 However, the 

increased volume of women walking, riding, and moving through the streets and public 

spaces of London created an environment where clear-cut identities were less evident, 

and therefore more likely to be confused. In her influential book Victorian Babylon: 

People, Streets and Images in Nineteenth Century London (2005), Lynda Nead 

reproduces a lithographic image from 1865 depicting a young women standing on a street 

corner. She is accosted by a well-meaning clergyman who has mistaken her for a 

prostitute. She informs him that he is mistaken; she is a respectable woman waiting for a 

bus.483 A similar image appears in a cartoon from Punch where another young woman 

stands waiting in a doorway (Figure 4.12). The caption reads “A caution to young ladies 

waiting for an omnibus.”484 Both women appear in doorways, a physical locale 

reminiscent of the street prostitute. But in these cases, they are simply going about their 

business in the urban milieu. Despite their respectable dress, the association between 

doorways, streets, and prostitutes was enough to lead to confused identity.  

 Not only were women a threat because they could lure a respectable married man 

to temptation, but they could also be a danger to one’s pocketbook. The fear of female 

                                                        
481 For example, Daly, The Demographic Imagination and the Nineteenth-Century City; 
Orr, ed., Women in the Victorian Art World; Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight. 
482 Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight, 50. 
483 Nead, Victorian Babylon, 63. 
484 “A Caution,” Punch, 3 December 1864, 225. 



 

 

 

196 

pickpockets was such that Punch published a cartoon in 1875 highlighting this issue 

(Figure 4.13).485 The image shows the interior of a bus in which a man and a woman sit 

opposite each other. They stare across the bus with evident mistrust, each with their hands 

help tightly on their laps. The caption reads “A Double Suspicion,” and combined with a 

signboard posted to the back of the bus warning of pickpockets, points to the fear that 

each held for the other. In some cases, the anxiety over pickpockets was linked to 

apprehensions over encounters with beautiful women in public. A poem published in Fun 

(1898) recounts how a man falls deeply infatuated with a woman who sat next to him on 

the bus. Her appearances suggests respectability, she is described as “A maiden young 

and fair and neat,” with “the dearest little hand, and eyes of tender grey,” but when he 

goes to pay, the man realizes that she had picked his pocket and stolen his purse.486   

 Similar stories of men falling in love with beautiful women on the bus are 

particularly common in the song sheets. Novelists, artists, and songwriters alike 

recognized that the intimacy of the bus interior was an ideal location to set the first scene 

of a lover’s encounter.487 In The Dark Girl Dress’d in Blue,488 a man has come to London 

to attend the International Exhibition of 1862 and secures a seat on an omnibus (Figure 

4.14). He discovers a beautiful young woman sitting across from him and immediately 

looses “his heart and senses too.”489 He ends up paying for her bus fare and then helping 

her make change for a five-pound note. But she quickly disappears into the crowd, saying 
                                                        
485 “A Double Suspicion,” Punch, 27 November 1875, 220. 
486 “In an Omnibus,” Fun, 2 August 1898, 35. 
487 Daly, The Demographic Imagination, 95. 
488 For a more in depth analysis of The Dark Girl Dress’d in Blue, see Nicholas Daly, 
Sensation and Modernity in the 1860s (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 
172-176. 
489 Harry Clifton, The Dark Girl Dress’d in Blue (London: B. Williams, II, Paternoster 
Row, n.d.). 
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she has a train to catch, and the man is stopped because the note turns out to be fake 

currency. He realizes that he has been the victim of a fraudulent transaction and is forced 

to repay the five pounds. This song reads as a warning to men about the dangers of 

naively thinking that attractive women are respectable; a warning that is further 

emphasized by the illustration on the cover. A beautiful woman is pictured walking away 

from the central male figure. She wears a fashionable and expensive-looking blue dress 

and holds a parasol coquettishly over her head. An exhibition pavilion and street traffic 

(including an omnibus) fill the background. The attitude of the woman is particularly 

striking. She is seen only in profile and looks back over her shoulder, her head tilted at a 

flirtatious angle as she catches the eye of the man who doffs his hat to her. On the other 

side of the main figure, a policeman stands by, a reminder of the woman’s criminality. 

 In another very similar song, She Was a Respectable Lady, the author recounts 

how a man fell in love with a woman in a Favorite bus, only to discover that she was the 

notorious prostitute Tattie Fay. As with The Dark Girl Dress’d in Blue, this man is 

deceived by the attractive appearance of a woman in public, and is taken advantage of 

because of his assumption regarding her respectability.490 These examples of mistaken 

identity demonstrate the ambiguous nature of the omnibus as a public space. It was an 

environment in which unacquainted men and women could mix freely without the 

watchful eye of a meddlesome relation. This meant that men (and women) felt freer to 

                                                        
490 Cases of confused identity were not limited to criminals, as in the lyrics to The Putney 
‘Bus. In this song, a man describes how he was walking down the street one day and 
spied a beautiful young woman alone. Intrigued by such a lovely sight, he followed her 
until she ascended into an omnibus. The rest of the song explains how he attempted to 
follow her on foot and in a cab, only to discover that she was actually his wife all along. 
See Augustus Martini, The Putney ‘Bus, lyrics by Florian Doré (Hopwood & Crew, 
1884). 
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behave in ways that they might not otherwise. They could flirt and chat and fall in love. 

But the threat of the illegible female loomed large in the male psyche. She had become 

more difficult to categorize and control, and thus was liable to entice men into unwanted 

situations. As the century progressed, she was also more likely to encroach on male 

spaces, venturing up to the rooftop of the bus to enjoy the spectacle of London.491  

4.9 The Knifeboard and Garden Seat 

There is a great deal of the world to be seen in the inside of an 
omnibus, as those who are accustomed to ride in them very well 
know, but there is still more to be seen outside. The ‘knife-
board,’ that is, the longitudinal seat which stretches from end to 
end of the roof, is a very favourable position with a numerous 
class of the metropolitan world. It is sufficiently far above the 
noise of the wheels to allow of undisturbed conversation, and is a 
point of eminence from which everything going forward below 
and around can be plainly seen.492 

 For many decades, men were the sole occupants of the knifeboard and had the 

pleasure described above of watching the city pass by from an elevated vantage point. 

Women were confined to the dark and stuffy interior, where small and dingy windows 

(not to mention other passengers) hampered any view of the street.493 After the 

introduction of forward facing garden seats in the 1880s, this divisive spatial dynamic 
                                                        
491 Susan Casteras writes about the figure of the ‘femme fatale’ that appeared in art 
towards the end of the century. While the images in question do not adhere directly to the 
pictorial traditions apparent in the works of Rossetti for instance, they could perhaps be 
better understood via a more thorough analysis of the sexually threatening female. See 
Casteras, Images of Victorian Womanhood in English Art, 165. 
492 Charles Manby Smith, Curiosities of London Life; or Phases, Physiological and 
Social, of the Great Metropolis (London: F. Cass, 1853), 231. 
493 Amongst all the omnibus images I have seen for this project, there are only two 
depicting women riding outside prior to the garden seat days, and both are cartoons in 
Punch. The first (from 1857) shows a young lady riding beside the driver, while the 
second (from 1861) shows an older woman, again seated next to the driver. It is important 
to note that neither of these women were on the actual knifeboard, and by virtue of their 
positions at the front of the bus, were afforded the protection of the bus employee. 
“Touching,” Punch, 21 March 1857, 114; “A Tit-Bit,” Punch, 31 August 1861, 86. 
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altered dramatically and women chose to ride outside with regularity. This study has 

already discussed how rooftop seating had developed its own behavioural nuances and 

associations for male passengers (such as reading and smoking, as seen in Chapter Three) 

but the ascension of women disrupted this environment. In a cartoon entitled “Tempora 

Mutantur” a knifeboard is thronged with women while the inside remains empty (Figure 

4.15).494 A man wishes to board and the conductor asks if any lady would be willing to 

ride inside to oblige a gentleman. The title, roughly translated to ‘times change’, draws 

attention to the brave new world of outside female passengers. Some men did not look 

positively upon this change, and argued against the female takeover of what they 

considered to be their space.  

 In contrast with the knifeboard, the garden seats come to be associated 

specifically with female riders since part of their design was implemented to allow them 

to ascend more comfortably. They can also be understood within the late-century context 

of urban improvements aimed at making the metropolis more comfortable and hospitable 

for women. There was no doubt that modern mobile women had become an entrenched 

aspect of urban life, but many recognized that city infrastructure did not cater to their 

needs. As a result, there was a strong movement in the latter half of the century towards 

establishing female institutions like clubs, lavatories, and tearooms.495 The garden-seat 

omnibus can in many ways be seen as part of these improvements. The easy-to-use 

staircase and covered sides (sometimes called modesty boards) meant that female 

passengers could retain their dignity throughout their journey and not risk exposure. 

However, because the roof was already associated with fast young men and adventurous 
                                                        
494 “Tempora Mutantur,” Punch, 4 September 1886, 114. 
495 Rappaport, Shopping for Pleasure, 76.  
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women, it appears in some sources as a site for flirtation and romance. An illustration in 

Punch (1888) shows the “Effects of Garden-Seats on Drivers and Conductors.”496 The top 

half of a garden seat bus is pictured, each space occupied by a fashionable young lady 

(Figure 4.16). The conductor is standing up front, his hat in hand, accepting coins from 

one woman, while the driver leans back from his seat to chat with a woman directly 

behind him. The two men appear flirtatious and almost dandyish; the driver is seen 

twirling his moustache while the conductor’s body language implies a gallantry not 

usually attributed to the busmen. In this case, the mixing of the sexes on the rooftop was 

an opportunity to flirt and socialize in an informal setting. It was also seen as a 

development that would improve the behaviour of the busmen and male passengers alike. 

The implication that the presence of women on the roof seats had a civilizing influence 

on the men is taken up in a short verse that accompanied the illustration, “The Civil 

Young Bus-Driver.” Mid-way through, the poem reads: 

Of old the ‘bus drivers were given to jeering 

And chaffing, and rather too frequently ‘beering’; 

But now they behave with politeness and care, 

Since those garden seats brought them the fair sex for the fare497 

 
These men chose (or felt obligated) to modify their behaviour so as to render themselves 

more amenable to the opposite sex. As discussed in Chapter Three, the knifeboard had 

been a male dominated environment, but it is clear that once women ventured up in more 

significant numbers, the culture on top of the bus was influenced by their ‘feminine’ 

presence. Some men resented this change, especially when it meant that they were 

                                                        
496 “Effects of Garden-Seats on Drivers and Conductors,” Punch, 23 June 1888, 94. 
497 “The Civil Young Bus-Driver,” Punch, 23 June 1888, 291. 
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displaced. A Moonshine cartoon shows two scenes, one in sunny weather and the other in 

the rain (Figure 4.17).498 The complaint centres on the idea that in good weather, the 

garden seats were overrun with women, forcing the men to sit and swelter inside, while in 

rainy weather, the women took refuge in the dry interior, while the men got drenched on 

the roof. The caption sarcastically refers to women ‘taking’ their rights, and belies a 

begrudging attitude to this development.  

4.9.1 Riding on the Top of an Omnibus 

The things I have seen from the top of an omnibus!-…Now a 
married couple enjoying an animated wrangle in a first-floor 
front; now a servant-maid entertaining a policeman, or a Life 
Guardsman, with a heart’s devotion and cold shoulder of mutton, 
in a far-down area, now a demure maiden lacing her virgin 
bodice before a cracked triangle of a looking glass, at an attic 
window; now lords and ladies walking with parasols and 
lapdogs, and children in the private gardens of noble mansions, 
screened from the inquisitive pedestrians by sullen brick walls; 
now domestics hanging out the clothes in back-yards...499 

 This quote is taken from George Augustus Sala’s (1828-1895) novel Twice Round 

the Clock; Or the Hours of the Day and Night in London (1859) which chronicles a day 

in London life from a journalistic perspective. His comment about riding on the top of an 

omnibus highlights a recurring narrative within both the visual and textual material, that 

is, the entertaining aspect presented by the elevated vantage point of the knifeboard. 

Much evidence suggests that riding outside was considered by many to be a desirable and 

even thrilling activity. Compared with inside travel (which would have been tantamount 

to being cut off from the sensations of the street), those on the roof were at one with the 

elements. The lack of barrier between them and the objects around them would have lent 
                                                        
498 “The Omnibus and the Ladies—No Need to Give Them Their Rights, They Take 
them,” Moonshine, 30 July 1892, 52. 
499 Sala, Twice Round the Clock, 220. 
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a degree of immediacy to the experience. The London landscape surrounded the outside 

passenger in a whirlwind of sights, sounds, and smells to such a degree that some people 

rode for sheer physical pleasure.  

 But the most thrilling aspect of rooftop riding was the view. Passengers could see 

the city in every direction and from a higher perspective than at street level. Many of the 

guidebooks that became popular during the period speak of riding on the knifeboard of a 

bus to see the sights of the city from an elevated vantage point. For instance, Murray’s 

Modern London guide from 1851 suggests: “The stranger can comprehend, in the 

quickest way, the most remarkable features of the metropolis, and in an economical 

manner, by taking the box seat of an omnibus, and making friends with the driver.”500 

These visions, however, were transitory due to the fact that the bus was moving at a pace 

that was beyond the control of the passenger. Should a particularly interesting sight 

present itself, the viewer’s ability to enjoy that sight was contingent on the movement of 

the bus. A scene could appear and disappear at the whim of the driver or traffic, at first 

offering a tantalizing glimpse, then snatching it away within seconds, increasing the 

potential pleasure in direct relation to its ephemerality.  

Thus, the omnibus can be understood as a technology of visual mediation, or, in 

the words of Ana Parejo Vadillo, an optical instrument akin to the motion picture.501 It 

had a direct impact on how passengers viewed and understood the built environment 

through which they travelled, as well as the dramas of everyday life they might witness. 

To use the term adopted by Mitchell Schwarzer, the omnibus passenger perceived a 

                                                        
500 John Murray and Peter Cunningham, Modern London: Or, London as It Is (London: J. 
Murray, 1851), xvi. 
501 Vadillo, Women Poets and Urban Aestheticism, 77. 
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zoomscape, a world that sped by in a series of images that flattened perception and 

replaced weight and presence with fleeting moments of sight.502 Instead of the slow 

progression of the pedestrian who could stop and closely examine any sight they chose, 

the passenger consumed the visual field at an accelerated rate and was disconnected from 

the urban environment by virtue of the fact that they were not in control.503 Those who 

chose to ride the bus purely for the pleasure of it were paying a fare in order to visually 

consume the cityscape; they were in essence the modern observer-consumer identified by 

Jonathan Crary in his influential book Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and 

Modernity in the Nineteenth Century (1990).504    

Like the urban journalist, some rooftop passengers were interested in seeing into 

the lives of the city dwellers. Due to their elevated position, they could see inside second-

storey windows and observe the private dramas inside. The popularity of the knifeboard 

seats among young ‘swells’ was such that lithographer Alfred Concanen illustrated two 

separate music hall songs on this subject. The first, The Knifeboard of an Omnibus, dates 

to 1866 and was sung by George Leybourne (Figure 4.18).505 Leybourne was one of the 

most well-known music-hall performers of the period and attained the status of ‘lion 

comique’ after the popular song Champagne Charlie received widespread approbation.506 

                                                        
502 Mitchell Schwarzer, Zoomscape: Architecture in Motion and Media (New York: 
Princeton Architectural Press, 2004), 12. 
503 Ibid.,17. 
504 Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the 
Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990), 14. 
505 The title appears in a list following the illustrated sheet music for Champagne Charley, 
music hall lion George Leybourne’s most famous work from 1866. 
506 ‘Lions Comiques’ was the name given to the popular mid-century music hall 
performers who achieved renown for their portrayal of character-types such as the 
‘swell’. Others include Alfred Vance, a direct competitor of George Leybourne, and G.H. 
MacDermott. 
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Leybourne’s success was partly built upon his stage persona as a ‘swell’, or fashionable 

young man-about-town who enjoyed the high life, women, and drink.507 The swell 

appears in a variety of popular cultural forms of the 1860s and 70s and is depicted in this 

case on the lithographic cover to The Knifeboard of an Omnibus. Unfortunately, most of 

the lyrics to this song remain unknown, but the cover illustration points to a number of 

suppositions. The image portrays the knifeboard of a bus seen from the back, and slightly 

on an angle, as it passes a well-appointed storefront. Two figures draw the eye: the 

conductor who stands on the back step, his hand raised as he calls out, and a top-hatted 

man sitting on the knifeboard. This man is Leybourne himself; the artist has drawn the 

face as a recognizable portrait of the singer. The first few lyrics appear below the image 

and hint at what may follow:  

The Knifeboard, the knifeboard 

I scorn the inside 

The knifeboard’s the place 

For an omnibus ride508 

 
The central passenger (Leybourne) turns to look over his shoulder, his line of sight 

leading directly towards a scene being enacted in the building opposite. The second-

storey window of the edifice is emblazoned with the words ‘Mantle Department’, 

identifying it as some sort of department store. Through the window, a leering 

bewhiskered man tries to put his arms around a young woman. She is clearly not 

complicit in this act of intimacy as she leans away while he tries to draw her in close. The 
                                                        
507 Peter Bailey, “Champagne Charlie: Performance and Ideology in the Music Hall Swell 
Song,” in J.S.Bratton, Music Hall: Performance and Style (Milton Keynes, England; 
Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1986), 48-50. 
508 Robert Coote, The Knifeboard of an Omnibus, lyrics by Stacey Lee (London: Charles 
Sheard, 1866). 
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bus passenger has his fist raised in what appears to be displeasure and his brow is 

furrowed slightly as if he is indignant on the woman’s behalf. Without the lyrics, it is 

impossible to say exactly what the song is about, but given this imagery and given the 

way in which rooftop riding is often discussed, the likeliest scenario is that the song 

speaks to the voyeuristic ability to see things that one cannot from street-level. This 

hypothesis is supported by the lyrics of a second music hall song entitled Riding On the 

Top of an Omnibus. This song also features an illustrated cover by Alfred Concanen but 

dates to the 1880s (Figure 4.19).509 The illustration is remarkably similar in terms of 

composition and theme, the main difference being that this bus is pictured from the front 

instead of the back. The driver has replaced the conductor and the main figure is now 

seated on the box seat next to the driver instead of on the knifeboard. As with the first 

song, the figure’s attention is drawn to a second-story window where an act of sexual 

intimacy plays out. However, instead of an act of aggression, the couple in this window is 

caught in a consensual embrace.  

 The lyrics to this song are written as if from the perspective of the male rooftop 

passenger. Within the first three lines, he states how he looks into the windows that he 

passes and sees a variety of sights that are amusing and entertaining. Of the ten scenarios 

that he describes, two relate to animals and one to an old bachelor, but the other eight all 

involve women engaged in some kind of domestic activity. The titillating nature of the 

song is furthered by the fact that among them, a married woman is seen flirting with 

another man, a couple of young lovers are engaged in whispered endearments, and a 

married man is seen with another woman on his knee. The image on the cover thus relates 

                                                        
509 G.W. Hunter, Riding on the Top of an Omnibus (London: Francis Bros. & Day, 1886). 
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directly to these scenes of intimacy, sex, and love.  

 The voyeuristic nature of both these songs suggests that one of the reasons young 

men enjoyed riding on the knifeboard was the potentially entertaining sights offered by 

the elevated vantage point. Although these examples are from the perspective of male 

passengers, I have no doubt that women also enjoyed the thrill of the open air and the 

excitement of the rich visual display. Unfortunately, I could not find any female-authored 

images of women riding outside. There are, however, a few examples of women writing 

about riding up top, the most remarkable of which can be found in the poetry of Amy 

Levy (1861-1889).510 Levy’s Ballade of an Omnibus is analysed in detail in Vadillo’s 

Women Poets and Urban Aestheticism, a study that focuses on the transgressive potential 

of the omnibus for urban women.511 Overall, this particular poem speaks to the author’s 

satisfaction with the act of riding on the bus. The final line of each stanza reads “An 

omnibus suffices me,” and the heart of the poem reveals a deep-seated contentment and 

pleasure with the freedom and visual spectacle offered by the bus. Here is a woman who 

enjoys mounting to “the topmost summit” (aka the rooftop seating) and seeing the sights 

on offer; “The city pageant, early and late, unfolds itself, rolls by, to be a pleasure deep 
                                                        
510 In 1929, Katie Solomon, Levy’s sister, sent a letter to The Observer claiming that 
Amy Levy was among the first women to travel on the rooftop seating on the London 
omnibus. See Vadillo, Women Poets and Urban Aestheticism, 197. Levy was a London-
based Jewish poet and writer, who, while actively associated with the intellectual and 
literary elite of her time, had received little attention since 1890. In 1993, her complete 
novels and selected writings were published, thereby creating a revived interest in her 
work. See Linda Hunt Beckman, “Levy, Amy Judith (1861-1889)” in the Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography (London: Oxford University Press, 2004), 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/16559, accessed 13 Nov 2017. 
511 Vadillo argues that the omnibus represents an organ with which to destabilize and 
uproot the ‘fixity’ of middle-class ideologies. Because it is rootless and in motion, the 
omnibus cannot be tied down to the ideals of the Christian patriarchy. This is why it was 
chosen by Levy and others to be a central figure in their lives, as well as within their 
fiction and poetry. See Vadillo, Women Poets and Urban Aestheticism, 76. 
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and delicate.”512 The very fact that thousands of women actively chose to occupy the 

garden seats speaks to their desire for such a spectacle. Perhaps women enjoyed the 

opportunity to view the city in a way that had formerly been reserved for men. Or, as in 

the case of Levy, they felt thrilled and liberated by the freedom of open-air mobility. In 

another of Levy’s works, The Romance of a Shop (1888), the main character, Gertrude, 

epitomises the kind of modern mobile woman regularly celebrated by the author. One 

scene reads as follows: “At Baker Street, they parted: Phyllis disappearing to the 

underground railway; Gertrude mounting boldly to the top of an Atlas omnibus. ‘Because 

one cannot afford a carriage or even a hansom cab,’ she argued to herself, ‘is one to be 

shut up away from the sunlight and the streets?’”513 In this case, the omnibus represents 

the possibility of spatial emancipation for Gertrude, and the specific mention of an Atlas 

bus reveals Levy’s/Gertrude’s knowledge of London’s transportation network.514  This 

attitude was obviously shared by many women since the evidence suggests that they 

regularly rode up top. However, despite the feeling of liberty such an activity could 

engender, they were still very much under the watchful eye of men. Even when they were 

engaged in the act of seeing and looking, they themselves were being looked at and 

appraised. While the elevated position of the rooftop meant that passengers had a good 

view of the passing scenery, they were made more visible to those on the street. Thus, the 

female passenger was both observer and observed.  

 Following in the long tradition of elite carriage culture where people would ride 

out in open-air vehicles to see and be seen, outside omnibus riders were themselves 

                                                        
512 Vadillo, Women Poets and Urban Aestheticism, 72-73. 
513 Amy Levy, The Romance of the Shop (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1888), 86-87. 
514 Vadillo, Women Poets and Urban Aestheticism, 71. 
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highly conspicuous to anyone who was looking, whether they wished it or not. In a 

Punch cartoon from 1864, (Figure 4.20) two gentlemen sit atop a bus, while two 

aristocratic ladies pass by in a private barouche. The caption points to one man’s 

embarrassment at being seen by the aptly named Mrs Swellington; although it draws 

attention to the class-specific nature of the bus, it also points to the visibility of the bus 

passengers. He is embarrassed not only because he has been forced, possibly by some 

downturn of fate, into riding in a public conveyance, but also because as an outside 

passenger, he is put on display for all to see.515 A similar theme is taken up in a second 

Punch cartoon (Figure 4.21), this one dating to 1886 and the period following the 

introduction of the garden seat. The image shows two buses passing each other, one with 

a knifeboard occupied only by men, and the other a garden seat bus filled to capacity with 

both men and women. The caption complains of bad times for the Stanley De Vere 

Talbots, an upper-class family who have been forced to ride around town by bus. 

However, they take advantage of outside riding to continue their practice of public 

driving. Their “carriage acquaintances still bow to them,” a practice only made possible 

due to their visibility up top.516  

 Although this example refers to a mixed-sex group of individuals, the visibility of 

a single female passenger was often at play in the visual material. For instance, a song 

sheet, Top o’ the ‘Bus (1897), shows the garden seat of a bus that is occupied by ten 

figures (Figure 4.22).517 While only two of the passengers are women, they draw the 

attention of the other passengers, as well as the viewer of the image. The most prominent 

                                                        
515 Punch, 28 May 1864, 220. 
516 “Getting Good Times Out of Bad,” Punch, 31 July 1886, 54. 
517 Fred Gilbert, On Top ‘o the ‘Bus (London: Francis, Day & Hunter, 1897). 
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woman sits at the very front of the bus and wears a black dress and a large black hat. Her 

attire is darker than that of her compatriots and forms a sharp contrast with her red hair. 

Although the man sitting next to her stares straight ahead, a second man to her left looks 

askance at the festive feathers in her hat. The second woman sits in the next row back, but 

leans forward as if to look at something on the street and therefore angles her body in 

such a way that the viewer can see her more effectively. Additionally, a man in a light 

coloured suit observes her out of the corner of his eye, thereby drawing attention to her 

further. All the other passengers look straight ahead and thus render the observing figures 

more obvious. The lyrics are in keeping with the previous discussion about riding the bus 

in order to see: “Jones and Brown with half a crown can see the sights of all the town.” 

Notice that the observing subjects are presented as male, as in this lyric: “Where does 

Charlie take his gal, his female pal? On top o’ the ‘bus!” But the lyric that best highlights 

the ways in which women were put on display during their journey goes as follows: 

“Through the summer see the girls display their curls, on top o’ the ’bus.” This is an 

imperative sentence where the speaker is instructing the reader to ‘see’ the girls. It 

therefore suggests that they are there to be looked at by male observers, just like the two 

women pictured on the front cover illustration. It is clear from these various visual and 

textual sources that outside female passengers were participating in a complex dynamic 

whereby they were positioned as observers and observed. This duality is also evident in 

the painting that will be discussed below.   

4.10 The City Atlas 

 In 1889, the Goupil Gallery exhibited a number of paintings under the heading 

London Impressionists. This show included a small modern-life subject by Sidney Starr 
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(1857-1925) entitled The City Atlas (Figure 4.23). Much like Gertrude in Levy’s novel, a 

woman sits atop a bus, facing forward towards the street that stretches out in front of the 

vehicle. The woman is seen from behind and only from the waist up. She is wearing a 

purple dress and a large black hat festooned with feathers and red flowers. She holds a 

bunch of small, pale, lilac flowers, whose colour is reflected in the highlights of her 

clothes. The street runs straight into the distance and is populated by at least five more 

vehicles, the clearest of which is a hansom cab driving in front of the bus. According to 

the Illustrated Omnibus Guide of 1852, the City Atlas bus ran from St. John's Wood to the 

Bank and London Bridge Station,518 and so this bus was likely running along the 

Finchley Road towards the end of its route.519 The clouds are tinged with pink, suggesting 

that this woman is riding home towards the close of the day. This is further corroborated 

by the street lamps, not all of which are yet lit. In fact, the whole painting is reminiscent 

of a late-afternoon moment, before dusk, when the light is still bright but falls more 

softly, infusing the scene with a gentle pink tone. The burnt sienna of the bus seat is 

reflected in the woman's back, the treetops in the distance, and the buildings to the left 

hand side. The palette is dominated by purples, blues, and browns, unified through 

repetition and reflection. Should the viewer’s attention linger too long on the darkening 

sky, the bright red flower’s in the woman’s hat draws the eye back to the main figure. 

 Sidney Starr had studied at the Slade School of Art under Edward Poynter and 

                                                        
518 The Illustrated Omnibus Guide, With an Original Distance Map of London (London: 
Simpkin and Marshall, 1851), 27. 
519 Kenneth McConkey, and Anna Gruetzner Robins, Impressionism in Britain (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 92. 
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Alphonse Legros, and had been exhibiting at the Royal Academy since 1872.520 He had 

also exhibited with the Royal Society of British Artists since 1874, but after James 

McNeill Whistler’s departure from that body, joined the New English Art Club. This club 

was made up of artists who wished to enjoy the freedom they had (often) experienced in 

France, and who were committed to the vigour and individuality of artistic practice in 

that country.521 Starr was closely associated with Whistler, and by the time of the Goupil 

exhibition, was considered a follower of Walter Sickert (1860-1942).522 Sickert, along 

with other artists such as Phillip Wilson Steer, had formed the London Impressionists in 

1889 as an alternative venue to the conservatism of the Royal Academy. This group 

shared a professed interest in contemporary French painting and a desire to depict 

London, and held a shared admiration for Whistler.523  

 Included among the seventy works on display at the Goupil Gallery was Starr’s 

painting The City Atlas, and what better subject for an impressionist than the eponymous 

omnibus as it drove down the road. It is listed in the catalogue as one of nine works by 

Starr; other titles include as The Marble Arch, The Shop Girl, and Meadows. 

Impressionist artists had been known to tackle subjects related to urban transport, so 

Starr’s choice of subject is in keeping with the group’s ambitions. For example, Albert 

Ludovici, Jr. and Paul Fordyce Maitland both painted cabs,524 and Starr himself had 

previously painted Paddington Station (1886), which won a bronze medal at the 
                                                        
520 Ibid., 192. And Christopher Wood, The Dictionary of Victorian Painters 
(Woodbridge: Antique Collectors’ Club, 1978), 449. 
521 Nottingham Castle Museum, British Impressionism (London: Phillips Fine Art 
Auctioneers, 1989), 9. 
522 Ibid., 47. 
523 Ibid., 10. 
524 Anna Gruetzner Robins, A Fragile Modernism: Whistler and His Impressionist 
Followers (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 145. 
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Exposition Universelle in Paris.525   

 In the preface to the Goupil Gallery catalogue, Walter Sickert attempted to 

summarize the aims of the artists and the meaning of the word ‘impressionist’ in the 

present context. He drew explicit attention to the geographical specificity of London as a 

central concern. 

It is, on the contrary, strong in the belief that for those who live 
in the most wonderful and complex city in the world, the most 
fruitful course of study lies in a persistent effort to render the 
magic and poetry which they daily see around them….526 

According to Sickert, London provided fertile ground for the artist to explore daily life. 

This dedication to depicting the modern metropolis even led some artists like Mortimer 

Menpes (1855-1938) to travel “all around London painting nature from the top of hansom 

cabs.”527 Sickert himself sketched The Burning of the Japanese Exhibition in 

Knightsbridge (1885) from the cabman’s seat of a hansom.528 In all these cases however, 

the subject matter is not the most remarkable feature, but rather the perspective. These 

artists, including Starr, drew and painted images from the vantage point of the passenger; 

in other words the viewer sees what the artist/passenger sees. They experimented with 

compositional devices in order to truthfully render a kind of modern vision.529 While 

previous bus paintings had depicted the knifeboard and garden seats, they did so from a 

disembodied perspective. The bus was always seen from somewhere external to the 

vehicle, either from the street or an elevated point three to ten feet away. This is not the 
                                                        
525 McConkey and Robins, Impressionism in Britain, 192. 
526 Walter Sickert, London Impressionists, Catalogue of a Collection of Paintings by 
London Impressionists (The Goupil Gallery, December 1889), 7. 
527 Mortimer Menpes, Whistler as I Knew Him (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1904), 
19.  
528 Robins, A Fragile Modernism: Whistler and His Impressionist Followers, 145. 
529 Ibid., 147.  
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case in Starr’s painting. He has placed the viewer directly behind the woman, and quite 

near the front, thereby creating a very personal sense of involvement in the action. The 

viewer sees more or less the same street view as the figure in the painting, a perspective 

that suggests that he or she is positioned as a fellow bus passenger. Perhaps, like Menpes, 

Starr sat and sketched from the top of a bus to capture this viewpoint. Regardless, the 

viewer, passenger, and artist are imbricated in a subject position that emphasizes the kind 

of vision described above. As mentioned, the omnibus was a mediation tool that aided the 

impressionistic artist in achieving a modern, urban perspective. Further, the impressionist 

style of painting was perfectly in tune with the kind of perception engendered on the 

rooftop; each brushstroke a record of the fleeting impressions observable to the passenger 

in motion.530  

 Starr lived in St. John’s Wood at the time he completed this painting and he 

demonstrated a preoccupation with depicting local subjects. He also painted a now-lost 

oil work entitled Suburban Summer, Marlborough Road Station, St. John’s Wood, as well 

as Spring Evening—Abercorn Place from Maida Vale (1888) and Street Scene, (1888).531 

In all three of these images, Starr portrays women (alone or with children) and cabs on 

otherwise quiet streets. The figures are seen either from the back, or are too sketchy to 

discern any distinguishing features. They are nameless and faceless modern figures 

walking or riding in the public spaces of the north-London suburbs. The City Atlas also 

                                                        
530 Celebrated late-century poet and essayist Alice Meynell used urban transport to 
capture a vision of the city in motion and even wrote a series of articles entitled London 
Impressions. Vadillo argues that Meynell was an impressionist and that her urban 
aesthetic was based upon the ubiquity of motion in modern life. For both Meynell and 
Starr, the omnibus was used as a tool for their impressionistic goals. See Vadillo, Women 
Poets and Urban Aestheticism, 96-101.  
531 Robins, A Fragile Modernism, 147-149. 
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fits within these pictorial parameters. The woman on this bus is anonymous as she moves 

through St. John’s Wood. She gazes out to the street and beyond, bold and seemingly 

fearless, sitting at the very front of the bus, alone, and in power. She is unequivocally a 

modern figure who has the choice and freedom not only to ride the bus, but also to 

deliberately sit at the very top and at the very front. Like the woman in Levy’s poem, she 

embraces the city pageant from her chosen seat, and dares to position herself as an 

observing subject. However, due to the fact that the artist/viewer sits behind her, she is 

also under observation even while she participates in an act of perception. Since the artist 

was a man, it is difficult to say if he intended the viewer to approach the painting in this 

manner, but considering the fact that he completed multiple works with a similar theme, 

he was likely cognizant of the changing opportunities for women in urban spaces at this 

time.  

4.11 Conclusion 

When taken together, the various visual depictions of women on the omnibus 

encompass a diverse and complicated field of enquiry. The sources range from illustrated 

song sheets to impressionistic paintings, but together, they hint at an environment for 

female passengers that was rife with both challenges and opportunities. There can be no 

doubt that over the course of the nineteenth century, countless women rode the bus. My 

goal has been to identify some of the chief concerns related to female passengers and to 

examine their portrayal within the visual material. When represented in paint, women 

appear primarily in two guises: the shopping woman and the working woman. While it is 

certain that some women rode for other reasons, the choice to depict these two 

categorizations speaks to the broader ideological beliefs about women during this period. 
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It was considered acceptable for women to be out in public spaces if they were shopping, 

and therefore engaged in modern consumer culture. It was also acceptable for them to be 

working, but only at certain professions such as millinery and nursing.  

An examination of various other sources from the pages of Punch and the music 

halls reveal a more nuanced and complicated vision of women’s bus experiences. They 

highlight more complex attitudes about women in public spaces, drawing attention to the 

anxieties engendered by the mingling of the sexes in an ambiguous environment. While 

female passengers were often placed in danger because of their vulnerability to male 

advances, the visual material focuses more on men’s fears regarding the perceived 

takeover of masculine spaces by the fair sex. It also demonstrates a general discomfort 

with proper social behaviours on the bus, whether the need to relinquish one’s seat to the 

fair sex, or ride inside whilst women ride on the rooftop. The overall tone of these images 

is a kind of reluctant paternalism in which men indulgently allow women to ride, despite 

their numerous objections. However, some evidence suggests that, by riding on the 

rooftop, women enjoyed a physical and psychological freedom unlike anything that had 

come before. As with their male counterparts, these women engaged in the very modern 

and unique act of seeing the metropolis in motion. 
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Figures 

 

Figure 4-1 George William Joy, The Bayswater Omnibus, 1895. 

 

Figure 4-2 Maria Matilda Brooks, Down Piccadilly, Returning from Covent Garden Market 

One June Morning, 1882. 
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Figure 4-3 “Female Buses,” Punch, 27 April 1850, 169. 

 

Figure 4-4 Punch, Almanack for 1853. 



 

 

 

218 

 

Figure 4-5 “Delicate!” Punch, 27 March 1852, 125. 

 

Figure 4-6 “A Natural Query,” Punch, 23 May 1868, 222. 
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Figure 4-7 “Her Rights,” Punch, 9 Dec 1882, 267. 

 

Figure 4-8 Punch, 9 May 1896, 221. 
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Figure 4-9 Stereograph, undated. 

 

Figure 4-10 Orlando Powell, ‘Blige a Lady? lyrics by J.P. Harrington, 1890. 
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Figure 4-11 Bennett Scott, Not There! lyrics by J.P Harrington, 1898. 

 

Figure 4-12 “A Caution,” Punch, 3 December 1864, 225. 
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Figure 4-13  “A Double Suspicion,” Punch, 27 November 1875, 220. 

 

Figure 4-14 Harry Clifton, The Dark Girl Dress’d in Blue, 1862. 
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Figure 4-15 “Tempora Mutantur,” Punch, 4 September 1886, 114. 

 

Figure 4-16 “Effects of Garden-Seats on Drivers and Conductors,” Punch, 23 June 1888, 94. 
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Figure 4-17 “The Omnibus and the Ladies—No Need to Give Them Their Rights, They 

Take them,” Moonshine, 30 July 1892, 52. 
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Figure 4-18 Robert Coote, The Knifeboard of an Omnibus, lyrics by Stacey Lee, 1866. 
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Figure 4-19 G.W. Hunter, Riding on the Top of an Omnibus, 1886. 
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Figure 4-20 Punch, 28 May 1864, 220. 

 

 

Figure 4-21 “Getting Good Times Out of Bad,” Punch, 31 July 1886, 54. 
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Figure 4-22 Fred Gilbert, On Top ‘o the ‘Bus, 1897. 
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Figure 4-23 Sidney Starr, The City Atlas, 1889. 
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Chapter 5 The Omnibus Men 

During the late terrific thunder-storm, R— (who says the best 
things in London) stated that he had taken refuge in the safest 
place in town. Being asked where that was, he replied, “In an 
omnibus.” “Why?” “Because it has a conductor.”— The Literary 
Gazette532 

5.1 The Busmen 

 In this final chapter, I would like to introduce a discussion about two recurring 

figures who appear in the majority of the visual material, and who were vital to the 

omnibus experience. The omnibus driver and conductor, referred together as the 

‘busmen’, inevitably accompanied each and every omnibus on the streets of London. 

According to Henry Mayhew, there were, on average, seven thousand conductors and 

drivers in London when he published London Labour and the London Poor in 1851.533 

These men were employed by the individual omnibus proprietors or the amalgamated 

companies (for example the LGOC) and acted as public-facing employees. The role of 

the driver requires little explanation beyond the fact that he handled the reins and horses, 

and directed the bus. The conductor was responsible for collecting fares and indicating to 

the driver when to pick up passengers, and when to put them down again.534 Both these 

men were part of a larger body of workers that included timekeepers, administrative staff, 

hostlers, job-masters, company executives, etc. Together, they formed the workforce who 

ran the network of urban public transport in London and, as a result, they appear as 

figural types in the omnibus visual discourse.   

 These busmen were constructed in very particular ways not only in the pages of 

                                                        
532 “Every Body’s Column,” Illustrated London News 19, 17 September 1842, 301. 
533 Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, 338. 
534 Ratcliffe, Horse Transport in London, 29. 
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Punch, but in numerous other visual and textual sources. The particularities of their 

representation highlight attitudes toward, and concerns about the conduct and character of 

the men, and their relationship to the bus industry and to bus passengers. When taken 

together, the body of images that form the visual rhetoric related to busmen reveals that 

attitudes towards them ranged from disdain to gratitude; sometimes painting them as 

blackguards not to be trusted, but sometimes as honest, working men requiring 

protection. Overall, they were presented as urban types who were created and shaped by 

the conditions of London life and as such, were quintessentially modern men.  

5.1.1 Their Relationship to Passengers 

 The relationship between the busmen and their passengers was complex because 

of the cross-class nature of their interactions.535 The busmen were anonymous, working-

class men who regularly spoke with, and maybe even touched middle-class passengers. 

Any woman wishing to make a journey had to interact with an unfamiliar man of a 

different class by necessity; she had no real choice in the matter. These encounters were 

also enacted in the public sphere and on the street; a space where social interactions 

between the classes were difficult to control.536 Further, an uneven power dynamic 

between conductor and passenger meant that middle-class riders were, to a certain 

degree, at the mercy of the working-class conductor. Once inside the bus, passengers 

could not disembark until the busmen agreed to stop the horses. Their time, bodies, and 

lives were in the hands of these men. As a result, contemporary newspapers and 

periodicals were rife with complaints about bus conductors and drivers. However, I 

                                                        
535 Arscott, “Modern Life Subjects in British Painting 1840-1860.”  
536 May, Gondolas and Growlers, 97. 
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would argue that there was a degree of public fondness for these urban figures. 

Complaints against them were tinged with humour and a knowing sympathy for the 

difficulty of their labour. 

5.1.2 Urban Typologies 

 The representation of the busmen can be better understood within the visual 

rhetoric of the ‘urban type’. While the practice of classifying people into types was not 

original to the Victorians, they took up the project of organizing individuals into distinct 

groups with a zeal that deeply influenced the visual arts.537 The newly emerging 

professions of anthropology and ethnology (and the natural sciences generally) resulted 

in a focus on the establishment of stereotypes based upon physical appearance and 

behaviour.538 There emerged a strong belief that the internal life of an individual was 

written on the face; that class and moral distinctions could be discerned by a person’s 

outward appearance. Further, individuals could be grouped together and labelled 

according to these distinctions and according to where they fit into the Victorian 

worldview.539 While much of this classification had to do with racially based 

assumptions, over time it came to include organizing principles based upon occupation or 

even dress.  

 The widespread interest in the classification of individuals resulted in the creation 

of an entire literary genre of urban anthropology, as in Dickens’s Sketches by Boz or 

                                                        
537 For an excellent and thorough study of physiognomy, typologies, and the general 
interest in urban anthropology, see Mary Cowling, The Artist as Anthropologist: The 
Representation of Type and Character in Victorian Art (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989). 
538 Cowling, Victorian Figurative Painting, 89. 
539 Ibid., 96. 
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Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor.540 It also influenced the visual arts, 

encouraging artists and illustrators alike to depict figures according to set standards so 

that viewers could easily identify the type of person being represented. Artists were also 

turning towards the contemporary social scene more than ever before, painting 

individuals from present-day life.541 This was in part the result of the population 

explosion subsequent to industrialization, and the growing visibility of the crowd as an 

urban phenomenon. People were increasingly interested in making sense of the crowd by 

breaking it down into individuals who could then be labelled and sorted according to set 

parameters.542 

 Visual representations of the busmen fit within these trends; they were urban 

figures ubiquitous to the experience of city life.543 However, they were potentially 

problematic and uncomfortable characters for their middle-class patrons, so it comes as 

no surprise that they should be typified in the visual field. The very act of repeated 

representation and the entrenchment of certain characteristics, whether real or imagined, 

meant that viewers and riders could understand (as least, in their minds) the busmen 

better and thereby dissipate any discomfort they might feel. Since the range of ideas and 

associations attendant upon the figural type were supposedly garnered from real life, 

viewers likely felt that they knew the busmen and therefore knew what to expect when 

interacting with them. 544  In this way, the omnibus conductor or driver, as a type, was 

                                                        
540 Ibid. 
541 Cowling, The Artist as Anthropologist, 1. 
542 Cowling, Victorian Figurative Painting, 89. 
543 For a similar discussion of the typology of the London cabmen, see John Stokes, 
“‘Encabsulation’: Horse-Drawn Journeys in Late-Victorian Literature,” Journal of 
Victorian Culture 15, no. 2 (August 2010): 239–53. 
544 Cowling, The Artist as Anthropologist, 4. 
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assumed to represent a certain kind of person, and one which the public could be familiar 

with via visual imagery.  

5.2 The Driver 

    The bus driver does not appear as frequently as the conductor within visual 

material, likely because he had less direct contact with passengers. Londoners who 

regularly rode buses would not have interacted with him as much, and thus he was less of 

a concern in the discourse. When he is represented, it is usually as a requisite element of 

the omnibus as a whole, not as a central subject. In other words, the driver’s presence is 

marked, but not commented upon. He is always shown sitting high up on his perch at the 

front of the bus, whip in one hand, reins in another. He usually wears a top hat, although 

occasionally is pictured in a bowler-style workingman’s hat. He wears gloves and an 

overcoat, and often has his collar drawn up tight under his chin. In Punch especially, he is 

pictured with a canvas cover over his knees, as well as over those of his box-seat 

passengers. The overall aspect of the driver is more in keeping with his middle-class 

fares, especially when compared with the more obviously working-class conductor. This 

is particularly true for earlier images, as in paintings by James Pollard. In A Street Scene 

with Two Omnibuses (1845) the driver is indistinguishable from his passengers (Figure 

5.1). They all wear the same hat, solid dark overcoat, tightly tied cravat, and pale-

coloured gloves. The only feature that marks him out as the driver is the fact that he 

controls the horses. 

 Among the images that engage with the driver directly, the most common 

iconography is an interaction between the driver and a passenger seated next to him. “The 
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seats beside the driver, two each side, were the seats near the throne, as it were.”545 Both 

men and women rode beside the driver almost from the very beginning; an experience 

that was unique considering the forward-facing and elevated vantage point. 546 Passengers 

vied for these places in part because bus drivers had developed a reputation for being a 

good conversationalists and witty seatmate.547 The box seat was thus rendered a desirable 

location for chatty young men to pass the time during their journey. At least fifty-one 

cartoons from Punch depict a focused view of the driver’s seat at the top-front of the bus. 

The driver is often pictured recounting a witticism or commenting upon the street, his 

business, the weather, and sometimes even current events.548 On occasion, he banters 

with other bus drivers or pedestrians, shouting a remark or insult across the heads of his 

outside passengers.549 He is always ready to defend his trade against criticism, yet 

complains regularly about his working conditions. 550  In many instances, the driver and 

conductor joke amongst themselves, accusing each other of holding up the bus or not 

communicating effectively. 

5.3 The Conductor 

 The omnibus conductor, on the other hand, figures so prominently in the visual 

                                                        
545 “Old Harry Looks Back,” T.O.T. Staff Magazine, February 1929, 40-41. 
546 At least, as depicted in the visual material. However, it would have been a great 
challenge for women to ascend to the top, so male passengers predominate. 
547 Sekon, Locomotion in Victorian London, 32. 
548 See for example “Our ‘Bus Driver on Female Costume,” Punch, 18 December 1859, 
246; “Touching,” Punch, 21 March 1857, 114; “Our Bus Driver on Indirect Taxation,” 
Punch, 16 December 1865, 242. 
549 See Punch, 19 March 1853, 114; “A Desperate Case!” Punch, 6 June 1868, 248. 
550 In “One for His Nob,” an American asks why the British drivers still put blinders on 
their horses, to which the driver sarcastically replies, that they protect the horse from 
being frightened by the appearance of passengers such as him. “One for His Nob,” 
Punch, 28 June 1873, 263. 
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sources that he becomes, via repetition, a recognizable London type. The conductor, or 

‘cad’,551  as a figural type adheres to a set of proscribed physical features which come to 

form a recurring iconography in the visual culture. He is usually pictured wearing 

rumpled trousers and a large, plain, brown overcoat that buttons up the centre and 

features pockets at the front bottom corners. His collar is typically drawn up over his 

neck in the manner of someone protecting themselves against the rain. His license badge 

is slung around his neck or shoulders, and a rounded bowler-style workingman’s hat sits 

atop his head. He often has a clean-shaven chin, but elongated and bushy sideburns 

reminiscent of mutton chops. His working-class status is further reinforced by his bare 

hands, which he uses to hold onto the side of the bus, or to gesture to individuals on the 

pavement. A clear example of this can be found in Thomas Musgrave Joy’s The Charing 

Cross to Bank Omnibus (1861), previously discussed in Chapter Three (Figure 5.2). This 

painting displays all the requisite features such as the brown overcoat, license badge, 

bowler hat, and large whiskers. As with the majority of images, the conductor is 

gesturing broadly; his body language, combined with his ruddy cheeks and jovial facial 

expression, lend him an energetic and approachable air. 

 A very early description of the omnibus conductor can be found in Heads of the 

People, or Portraits of the English (1840).552 The book contains a series of chapters about 

various types of people, each with an illustration by Kenny Meadows, and an essay by a 
                                                        
551 Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, 345. Mathew states that the omnibus 
conductor is vulgarly known as the ‘cad.’ According to the Dictionary of Modern Slang, 
Cant and Vulgar Words Used at the Present Day in the Streets of London, ‘cad’ means 
both an omnibus conductor as well as “a mean or vulgar fellow.” John Camden Hotten, A 
Dictionary of Modern Slang, Cant, and Vulgar Words, Used at the Present Day in the 
Streets of London (London : J. C. Hotten, 1860). 
552 Kenny Meadows, Heads of the People, or Portraits of the English (London: Robert 
Tyas, 50 Cheapside, 1840). 
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“distinguished” author. It is a self-described record of English faces and characters, 

written with the intent of committing to paper the flavour of the age. Considering this 

dedication to topicality, it comes as no surprise that one chapter should be devoted to 

‘The Omnibus Conductor’, with an essay by Leigh Hunt which begins: 

The Conductor is a careless-dressing, subordinate, predominant, 
miscellaneous, newly-invented personage, of the stable-breed 
order, whose occupation consists in eternally dancing through 
the air on a squalid bit of wood, twelve inches by nine; letting 
people in and out of the great oblong box called an omnibus; and 
occasionally holding up his hand, and vociferating the name of 
some remote locality.553 

 
The text is prefaced by an illustration of a conductor standing at the back of a bus, his 

hand raised in exclamation, and his mouth pursed in speech. (Figure 5.3)  He bears the 

features of the figural typology, and in this case, is wearing a slick rain jacket. Below the 

image is printed a quote “By me they goes it now into the city,” by Dante Travestied. 

According to Martina Lauster in Sketches of the Nineteenth Century: European 

Journalism and its Physiologies, 1830-50 (2007), this quote is a cockney-fied version of 

Dante.554 Although Lauster does not explicitly cite the original verse, I believe she is 

referring to the first stanza of the third Inferno canto, “Through me you pass into the city 

of woe.”555 This tongue-in-cheek reference to Dante’s Divine Comedy brings to mind the 

old ferryman Charon who presides over the rivers Styx and Acheron in Hell. It compares 

the omnibus conductor to the underworld ferryman who, originally in Greek mythology 

and later in Dante, was responsible for transporting properly buried souls across the river 

                                                        
553 Leigh Hunt, “The Omnibus Conductor,” in Heads of the People, 193. 
554 Martina Lauster, Sketches of the Nineteenth Century: European Journalism and Its 
Physiologies, 1830-50 (Springer, 2007) 269. 
555 Dante Alighieri, The Inferno, From La Divina Comedia, translated by Warwick 
Chapman (London: Oxford University Press, 1961), 9. 
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into Hades. The conductor is presented as a gatekeeper of sorts, a modern-day Charon. 

He could, in exchange for a coin, ferry people to their desired destination in the city, 

which in this case, was the actual City of London.556 

 In 1840, when Hunt wrote his essay, the conductor was, as he said, a “newly-

invented personage”. However, it wasn’t long before he became an established figure 

synonymous with London street-life. Much like the Cockney, he developed into an 

emblem of urban culture in the metropolis, and was represented alongside other 

recognizable urban types. Take for instance the cover chromolithograph for the song-

sheet The ‘Bus Conductor (n.d.)557 (Figure 5.4). Although the exact date of this image 

remains unknown, the presence of a knifeboard suggests a range between 1851 and 1880. 

The crowded scene depicts the back-end of a bus with the conductor placed centrally and 

in an elevated position in relation to the other figures. Among them, newsboys jostle with 

a flower seller, costermonger, and numerous potential passengers. An urchin or errand 

boy falls off the back-step, while only the bottom half of the legs of the passengers on the 

knifeboard are visible. Inside passengers can be seen through the back window; their 

apparel and staid features form a contrast with the more colourful characters on the street. 

The conductor, who obviously forms the subject of this song, is pictured with his arm 

                                                        
556 Another source connects omnibuses with Dante’s Inferno. In “Life in an Omnibus” 
from Punch, the author writes “If Dante had been alive at the present day, (and we can 
only regret he is not), he would certainly have placed his “Inferno” in a Penny Omnibus!” 
See: “Life in an Omnibus,” Punch, 3 April 1852, 144. 
557 Leopold Jordon, The ‘Bus Conductor, lyrics by A.F. Byron (London: J.B. Cramer & 
Co.). I found a reproduction of this image by chance at a print sellers shop. I have not 
seen an original copy, nor have I seen the music that should have accompanied the front 
cover.  
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outstretched and mouth open. 558 He gesticulates broadly to the crowd from his elevated 

position on the back of the bus, almost as if he were in control of the street. Because of 

his physical location outside the bus, but not at street level, he maintains an unusual 

position in-between the more elite world of the bus passengers, and the street-folk. He is 

outside the bus and dressed more in keeping with a working man, but is placed above the 

other figures, exerting a level of authority over the chaos engendered by the crowd.  

 The existence of a second song-sheet dating to 1889, also entitled The ‘Bus 

Conductor, is a testament to the popularity and prevalence of this figure in popular 

culture. (Figure 5.5) However, when the two images are set side-by-side, some significant 

visual differences emerge. Unlike the colourful tumult pictured in the earlier image, the 

1889 version portrays a more subdued take on the subject. The colour palette is limited to 

light washes of blue, pink, and grey, and the image is segmented into three smaller 

vignettes. The large central picture is from an actual photograph of a conductor standing 

on the back step of a garden-seat bus. In contrast to the first song, the conductor stands 

alone and gestures to someone or something outside the picture plane. Because he stands 

in isolation from the street or the people who populate urban spaces, he appears less 

engaged with the environment than the first conductor. Further, his face is rendered in 

greater and more specific detail since it is a photolithograph (a process that became 

popular in sheet music by the 1890s)559 of an actual person. The result is that this 

conductor seems to be an individual subject, rather than a typology. This specificity of 

subjecthood is further enhanced by the lyrics, written in the first-person from the 

                                                        
558 Unfortunately, I have not been unable to find the lyrics to this song as I only have 
access to the illustrated cover. 
559 Haill, Victorian Illustrated Sheet Music, 4. 
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perspective of the conductor. He sings: 

I am a bus conductor smart, a man you cannot spoof,  

I pick up gents and ladies and a tidy bit of ‘oof’, 

My bus is called the Favorite, and I’m a trifle fly, 

If you think you’ll get over me, why just you have a try.560 

 
In this first stanza, he draws attention multiple times to his cleverness, quick-wittedness, 

and knowing attitude. In the following paragraph of the song (where the words are meant 

to be spoken and not sung), he goes on to describe an incident in which he takes 

advantage of a passenger through wordplay, and boasts about how much money he 

makes.561 These two characteristics, namely, a lively wit and preoccupation with 

pecuniary concerns, were also identified by Hunt’s text, and are regularly reiterated in 

other sources. In Hunt’s description of the conductor, he is playful and affectionate, but 

sometimes rude; a lover of gin and beer but also of health and fresh air; a helpful sort of 

person but only when it suits him, or his business interests. The only feature that remains 

a constant is his desire to turn a profit, whether by honest means or not.  

 These characteristics are also apparent in the lyrics for both songs but were not 

exclusively associated with bus conductors. They can be found to describe another 

London type, the Cockney. The term ‘cockney’ is difficult to pin down since it has, over 

the past three centuries, been used to refer to any one of the following—any Londoner 

born near Bow, a specific pattern of speech, a particular kind of humour or repartee, and a 

                                                        
560 E.W. Rogers, The ‘Bus Conductor (London: Francis Bros. & Day, 1889). 
561 ‘Oof’ was slang for money.  
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whole pattern of behaviour for Londoners.562 Much like the busmen, the Cockney sat at 

the intersection of the real and imagined, and as such, developed into an emblem of 

London. 563 However, this was not the industrialized London centred on production, but 

rather a London that emphasized consumption, display, and class pretensions.564 The 

Cockney was a man-about-town who liked to have a good time, and despite his low 

socio-economic status, was comparable to the ‘swell’. He was cheerful and witty, 

flirtatious, and contemptuous of the law.565 The bus conductor shared many of these 

features, thus firmly entrenching him in the stereotype, and as a member of the London 

social structure. Further, the busmen represented in various cartoons are always shown 

speaking with a cockney accent; a fact that sometimes caused miscommunication, and 

even more often, humour. 

5.4 Busmen Behaving Badly 

 Hunt’s account, while sympathetic, contains allusions to larger concerns about the 

behaviour of busmen, calling them in turns impudent, impertinent, and surly.566 

According to another author, “The boorish incivility and savage behaviour of omnibus 

drivers and conductors was, not many years ago, the theme of universal irritation and 

complaint, and very justly so.”567 This problem was taken up in an 1841 article that 

compares, in two columns, six different features of the well-conducted omnibus 

                                                        
562 Gareth Stedman Jones, “The ‘Cockney’ and the Nation, 1780-1988,” In Metropolitan 
Art and Literature, 1810-1840: Cockney Adventures, 272–324 (London: Routledge, 
1989), 272. 
563 Stedman Jones, The Cockney and the Nation, 274. 
564 Ibid., 275. 
565 Ibid., 275-278. 
566 Roy Shadwell mentions the rudeness of busmen and provides a few examples in his 
pamphlet Horse Omnibus. 
567 Smith, Curiosities of London Life, 232. 
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conductor, and the ill-conducted conductor. As with guidebooks for passengers, the 

existence of such a text suggests that busmen were still, in the first two decades of 

operation, navigating their relationships and expected behaviours. The first conductors 

working under Shillibeer were expected to adhere to a code of punctuality and civility,568 

but by mid-century, they had acquired a reputation for impertinence bordering on 

insolence.569 This was partly due to the proliferation of these vehicles, resulting in the 

expansion of the workforce and the hiring of men from a broader swath of the population. 

Because most omnibus routes were independently owned and operated, busmen often 

acted with a greater degree of independence, and accepted very little control from the 

hands of their employers.570 Conductors became notorious for drunkenness,571 

recklessness,572 dishonesty, and bullying,573 characteristics that appear frequently in the 

visual sources. As was mentioned in Chapter Two, racing and reckless driving were 

already problems within the industry, and these were compounded by rudeness to 

passengers and accusations of corruption. 

5.4.1 General Insolence 

 One of the most prominent discursive characteristics of the busmen was their 

insolent attitudes and impertinent speech, not only towards passengers but amongst 

                                                        
568 Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, 310. 
569 See for example “A Few Words About Omnibuses and the London General Omnibus 
Company,” Illustrated London News, 19 April 1856, 410. 
570 Smith “Managerial Strategies,” 34. 
571 In the days of the stagecoach, coachmen were also known for their drinking habits as 
they would periodically stop at coaching inns along their journey and enjoy a glass or 
two. See William T. Jackman, The Development of Transportation in Modern England 
(London: F. Cass, 1966), 318. 
572 Jackman, The Development of Transportation, 318. 
573 Bird, Roads and Vehicles, 133. 
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themselves. Punch is rife with cartoons in which busmen banter rudely over the heads of 

their fares and joke to each other regarding the appearance or behaviour of a passenger. 

The nature of their jesting, however, is rarely crude or crass, but rather witty, and 

dependent on puns and wordplay meant to confuse or humiliate. One recurring theme to 

which conductors and drivers both make frequent reference is the physical size of 

passengers (as previously mentioned). It seems there was an on-going omnibus joke 

made at the expense of larger men and women, as depicted in an 1850 cartoon.574 (Figure 

5.6) The humour in this case derives from a juxtaposition between a heavier passenger 

and the intended destination of the bus—the Zoological Gardens and their exhibition of 

hippopotami. The conductor is pictured asking the driver to stop the bus to pick up a 

passenger whom he refers to as ‘another Hipperpo’tamus’.575 Punch was not the only 

publication to make such jokes; a cartoon in Moonshine (1879-1902) combines two 

omnibus tropes into one when the conductor asks an outside passenger if he ‘has a lady 

inside?’ (Figure 5.7) While the question was innocent and meant literally, the corpulent 

passenger frowns in anger at the perceived slight.576 

  In addition to size, humour was sometimes derived from a passenger’s age, as in 

a cartoon from 1861. (Figure 5.8) Two women stand on the street conversing with a 

conductor. One woman is young and beautiful, while her companion is clearly much 

older. The younger woman asks whether or not the bus is going to the cemetery, to which 

the conductor replies in the negative. However, he states that he would be happy to hail 

                                                        
574 Similar jokes can be found in: “Weight and Measure,” Punch, 8 Oct 1853, 152; 
Punch, 18 December 1858, 246. 
575 Punch, 20 July 1850, 40. 
576 Moonshine, 23 July 1881, 40. 
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the first hearse they pass along the way.577 Again, the joke is made at the expense of the 

older woman, pointing to her age, and implying that her impending death is the reason 

they wish to visit a cemetery.578 

 The majority of the commentary about passengers occurs between the conductor 

and his driver, but is said within hearing-distance of the individual in question. This 

‘chaffing’579 was sometimes gentle enough in spirit that it would have done no harm 

beyond enlivening the bus journey for all concerned. However, the text that accompanies 

a cartoon, “Drilling the Drivers,” suggests that it was an annoyance that did not go 

unnoticed by regular bus users. (Figure 5.9) The image shows a series of buses lined up 

as if in a military drill, a man on horseback standing in front drilling the drivers into 

disciplinary order. 

Instead of the vulgar ‘Get on Bill!’ or the reviled conductor and 
his not less irritating ‘Old ‘ard, carn’t yer!’ the firm but mild 
‘Forward!’ and the impressive but uninsulting ‘Halt!’ are 
substituted—all ‘chaff’ between him and the driver is forbidden, 
as is sarcastic criticism of the appearance or other peculiarity of 
a passenger.580 

 
It is clear that the negative reputation of bus conductors was not unfounded, and that they 

often jested at the expense of their passengers. However, despite (or perhaps because of) 

their status as working-class men, they were associated with a cleverness and adeptness 

with creative speech. Their jokes were typically sarcastic, dry, and deeply insolent, but 

not without wit. What is also clear is that rudeness only features as one of myriad reasons 
                                                        
577 Punch, 28 September 1861, 132. 
578 For another example of age-related joke see “Too Bad, Though,” Punch, 29 March 
1862, 121; Punch, 11 June 1898, 270. 
579 This term is used repeatedly in the original sources and I believe it to be roughly 
equivalent to teasing or humorous banter. 
580 “Drilling the Drivers,” Punch, 12 April 1856, 150. 
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why conductors were viewed so unfavourably. 

5.4.2 Negligent and Slow 

 In an 1852 article from Punch entitled ‘Life in an Omnibus’, the author complains 

of the overcrowded and uncomfortable nature of inside travel, and draws particular 

attention to the selfishness of passengers. He then goes on to say: 

This same sort of sluggish selfishness seems to take possession 
of the Conductor. He sees persons paying such little attention to 
each other’s comforts, that he learns in time to pay no attention 
to them himself. This must be the case for we cannot otherwise 
account for the incessant warfare that is going on (during the 16 
hours many of the poor fellows are compelled to work) between 
the conductor and his passengers….He notices that the universal 
law in omnibuses is “Every one for himself;” and accordingly he 
applies that law to his own benefit.581 

 
The article proceeds to describe a few of the actions that reveal this selfishness, such as 

putting babies on the laps of strangers, or not stopping the conveyance when it is 

requested. I have quoted this passage at length because it reveals a few key components 

of attitudes towards bus conductors. Not only were they considered uncivil, they were 

seen as neglectful of the safety of passengers, and unlikely to perform any manoeuver 

that might be convenient for their fares (such as pulling up to the curb so that passengers 

did not have to muddy their boots in the street).582 Among the drawings that accompany 

the article, one shows a gentleman (having just disembarked) who has fallen on the street 

after the conductor has prematurely moved the bus along. (Figure 5.10) Due to the lack of 

set bus stops, the conductor and driver worked in tandem, communicating across the bus 

to ascertain when to stop and start the vehicle. This meant that the decision to stop and 

                                                        
581 “Life in an Omnibus,” Punch, 3 April 1852, 144. 
582 Punch, 15 March 1862, 110. 
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pick up or set down passengers was entirely left to their discretion; a fact that often 

created tension and conflict between the busmen and their fares. The Bus Conductor 

(1889) song mentions this practice with the lyric “...well I guarantee if an old gent gets 

into my bus he’s got to go where I like.”583 In this instance, as in many others, the 

conductor takes advantage of the elderly and infirm to do as he pleases, regardless of the 

fact that he is supposed to be providing a service.  

 A letter addressed to the editor of the Morning Post (1772-1937) published in 

1857, entitled “Omnibus Conductors,” also complains of the carelessness and utter want 

of courtesy exhibited by omnibus conductors. The author claims that the safety of 

passengers is in jeopardy due to conductors not stopping properly to take up or put down 

passengers, or moving the vehicle too quickly before someone has found their seat, thus 

throwing the bus occupants into disarray. He describes how “An elderly gentleman, 

somewhat infirm, was treated in the same way, and had I not quietly assisted him to a 

seat he might have broken his nose.” The solution, according to this letter, was to levy 

half-crown fines to conductors who moved the bus along too quickly.584 The issue of 

buses starting and stopping too abruptly was evidently a problem as early as 1836. In the 

Morning Post of that year, a sarcastic article enumerated the “Pleasure of an Omnibus.” 

This article provides an example of the bus conductor who drives on before one has 

properly exited the vehicle, resulting in the passenger being “flung head foremost into the 

muddy street, in front of the fore horse in a coal wagon. By a wonderful exertion of the 

street-sweeper, you are dragged away in time to avoid being trampled to death.”585 

                                                        
583 Rogers, The ‘Bus Conductor, 1889. 
584 “Omnibus Conductors,” The Morning Post, Friday, 25 December 1857, 3. 
585 “Pleasures of An Omnibus,” The Morning Post, Tuesday, 25 October 1836. 
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 The driving habits of the busmen were undoubtedly cause for concern. These 

apprehensions also extended to the speed at which they ran the bus. As with accusations 

of racing or reckless driving, the busmen were sometimes charged with driving too fast, 

but just as often were pictured as driving too slowly. There are nine Punch cartoons 

which speak to this issue; four of them depict the conductor making a snide remark in 

response to a passenger’s complaint about the speed;586 three others identify the cause of 

the delay as the drinking habits of the busmen;587 two more show tension between the 

busmen themselves.588 No matter the details, the fact remained that the busmen did not 

adhere to passenger’s expectations of a regular speed of service. They raced or inched 

along as it suited them, often arbitrarily, and frequently at the expense of their fares. 

5.4.3 Money and Deception 

 Omnibus services were, above all else, business ventures established with the 

intention of producing profit. As a result, the payment of an appropriate fare was 

paramount for both the passenger and the busmen. The price of a journey was set 

depending on how far the passenger intended on travelling, and typically ranged from one 

to three pence.589 It was the conductor’s duty to collect the fare and ensure that 

passengers adhered to the set price. Thus, every journey involved the exchange of money; 

an interaction that passengers often found confusing or unpleasant. This was heightened 

                                                        
586  “Melancholy, Slow,” Punch, 8 August 1874, 62; Punch, 29 March 1851, 134; 
”Exasperating Accuracy!” Punch, 18 November 1871, 208; Punch, 22 September 1860, 
111. 
587 “The Last ‘Bus,” Punch, 5 February 1870, 43; “Pleasant,” Punch, 18 September 1852, 
128; “A Reflection,” Punch, 27 October 1849, 170. 
588 “Natural Impatience,” Punch, 7 April 1860, 146; “Gentle Irony,” Punch, 10 
November 1877, 205. 
589 According to Mayhew, journeys were verbally separated by busmen into “long uns 
and short uns.” Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, 338. 
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by the reputation of conductors for taking advantage of anyone foolish enough to be 

taken in. Many sources portray conductors as deceitful tricksters who single-mindedly 

swindle passengers at every opportunity. For instance, “The Bus Conductor’s Guide” 

describes how some conductors attempted to bamboozle their passengers into paying a 

higher fare than advertised by obscuring the signboard designating the fare. This tricky 

game is illustrated in two images. The first shows a sign that appears to indicate that the 

fare is two pence. But once the conductor has shifted the position of his hat, it is 

eventually revealed to say three pence. (Figure 5.11) The reader is left with the 

remonstration that “he who conducts an omnibus should be able to conduct himself.”590 

 Newspapers were also rife with complaints about dishonest busmen and the 

‘omnibus nuisance’, as defined by the author of “The Cab and Omnibus Nuisance, 

Again.” This Era (1838-1939) article draws attention to the frequency with which 

omnibus men appear before the Courts of Justice in relation to misdemeanours 

perpetrated by the driver or conductor. The author concedes that some of the ‘flock’ may 

be honest working men, but claims overall that the group forms the most villainous 

feature of the streets of London. “The amount of daily extortion practiced by this body is 

beyond calculation and credibility,” he writes, pointing to the frequency with which the 

conductors take advantage of passengers who do not know the proper fare. His main 

complaint is that the conductors extort passengers whenever they can and are not kept in 

check by the police. Cases against them were choking up the courts: “At the Mansion 

House, the other day, Alderman Challis was occupied solely with the omnibus gang, fines 

                                                        
590 “The Bus Conductor’s Guide,” Punch, 25 August 1849, 76. 
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varying from 10s to 2 pounds being inflicted in some score of cases.”591 

 Within the pages of Punch, one of the ways in which conductors took advantage 

of fares was to confuse them with complicated route descriptions and a nuanced 

understanding of the geography of London streets.592 They would increase the fare listed 

on the signboard by claiming it only applied to a certain area, and that, should a 

passenger get on or off outside that area, they must pay more. Punch also contains three 

separate cartoons commenting on the practice of giving or taking bad currency:593 one in 

which the conductor makes incorrect change,594 and another where he ‘accidentally’ 

drops and loses the fare, therefore requiring the passenger to pay again.595 When 

combined, these images point to the countless methods used by busmen to line their own 

pockets at the expense of their passengers.  

5.4.4 None But the Brave Deserve the Fare 

 The aphorism “none by the brave deserve the fare” refers to yet another behaviour 

practiced by the bus conductors, that is, taking particular advantage of those who were 

considered weak and defenceless, especially women. Competition between rival bus 

proprietors was fierce and resulted in a system whereby two different buses could be 

running a similar route, but owned by different men. This meant that each bus was in 

                                                        
591 “The Cab and Omnibus Nuisance, Again,” The Era, Sunday, 27 July 1851, issue 670. 
592 For example “The Threepenny Fare Mystery,” Punch, 19 May 1849, 197; “The 
Omnibus Puzzle,” Fun, 18 May 1881, 195. 
593 See “Trying it On,” Punch, 27 May 1865, 212; “Mesne Profits,” Punch, 1 March 
1873, 94; “Virtuous Indignation,” Punch, 12 March 1887, 130. 
594 Punch, 20 April 1850 158. 
595 “Le Jeu Ne Vaut Pas La Chandelle,” Punch, 30 January 1875, 43. 
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direct competition with the other, and would compete for passengers along the way.596 

Unwitting pedestrians and sometimes individuals who had no intention of making a bus 

journey were coerced, cajoled, and occasionally physically forced into buses. Women 

formed the primary target of these activities because they were considered easier prey.597 

“The fair sex, it is evident, cannot pass along the Strand without imminent danger of 

being hunted down by the savage ‘busmen—not less formidable than bushmen—who 

rush furiously along the public thoroughfares in such a manner, as to render it impossible 

to make out what they are driving at.”598 The small illustration printed below this text 

shows a frightened-looking woman on the street with three different bus conductors 

vying for her attention. (Figure 5.12) She has the body language of a person who wishes 

to escape, one arm protectively across her front, while the other lifts her skirts to help 

facilitate faster movement. Four more Punch cartoons depict a similar scenario in which a 

woman is caught in the middle of two greedy busmen.599 In each of these images, the 

busmen have their hands on the womens’ bodies, not only verbally, but physically 

compelling them into their vehicle.  

 Women were not the only group of people taken advantage of by busmen. 

Individuals from the countryside unfamiliar with the ways of the city appear sporadically 

                                                        
596 By mid-century, many proprietors had organized themselves into Times associations 
to help mitigate this competition, but there was still not a cohesive and unified bus system 
until the twentieth century. 
597 This may have been true because as we have seen, bus riding required a specific set of 
skills and knowledge. For the amateur passenger who lacked these skills, their experience 
was likely less comfortable. Women most likely took fewer bus rides than men, therefore 
many of them would not have been prepared for all eventualities. 
598 “None But the Brave Deserve the Fare,” Punch, 29 September 1849, 124. 
599 See “Agriculture—The Real Unprotected Female,” Punch, 26 January 1850, 35; 
Punch, 1 February 1851, 41; Punch, 28 October 1854, 176; “The Rule of the Road,” 
Punch, 5 August 1882, 59. 
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in the images, as do foreigners and tourists, especially in the context of the Great 

Exhibition.600 The years surrounding 1851 saw a massive influx of people into London, 

many of whom had probably never ridden a bus, and certainly not a London bus. This 

fact did not go unnoticed by the busmen, who relied on their ignorance and discomfiture 

to increase their daily profits.601 However, their domination of the system was challenged 

in part by the proliferation of written guides and informational texts that aimed to 

mitigate the relationship between busmen and passenger, and impose a sense of order and 

control over such a complex environment.602 A Punch cartoon from 1862 demonstrates 

this very clearly as it depicts the back end of a bus, with the conductor calling out the 

names of the destination in his usual abbreviated and cockney-fied manner.603 (Figure 

5.13) A heavily bearded man stands hunched over his guidebook in a vain attempt at 

making sense of what he just heard. Both the caption and his appearance identify him as a 

Frenchman:604 a fact made even more obvious when compared with a second gentleman 

who represents a typical English gentleman. This man clearly has no problem 

understanding what has been said and requires no guidebook to successfully navigate the 

complicated system of buses in London. It would appear that in this case, the guidebook 

was unlikely to be of much use, and humour is generated via a combination of pity for the 

unfortunate fellow, and a sense of superiority on behalf of the savvy Londoner.  
                                                        
600 For examples of Punch cartoons that poke fun at visitors from the country, see Punch, 
18 December 1858, 246; “A Misunderstanding,” Punch, 20 July 1878, 22; “The Jubilee 
Preparations,” Punch, 29 May 1897, 264. 
601 Shadwell, Horse Omnibus, 19. 
602 Paul Dobraszczyk, “Useful Reading? Designing Information for Victorian London’s 
Cab Passengers,” Journal of Design History 21, no. 2 (2008): 121. 
603 Punch, 1 November 1862, 184. 
604 The caption refers to him as a Mossoo, which was a slang word for Frenchman. 
Additionally, he has a full beard and differently shaped hat from what is typically 
depicted on the Englishmen.  
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5.4.5 The Pirate Bus 

 The behaviours discussed above all came together in another song-sheet from 

1886, The Pirate Bus, sung by Herbert Campbell. (Figure 5.14) The cover illustration 

depicts, via chromolithography, an omnibus driver dressed in his archetypical overcoat, 

top hat, and whip, but additionally sporting a musket and cutlass thrust through his belt. 

He is brandishing a flag bearing the skull and crossbones, a symbol that is repeated on a 

badge around his neck (in place of the usual driving license). Although this image 

contains elements of a threatening nature, they are sharply diffused through the use of 

comedy and colour. The conductor appears in the guise of a pirate captain. His active 

stance suggests that he is about to leap into action and draw his pistol. A dark shadow is 

cast behind him and connects visually with the black pirate flag and skull and crossbones 

on his badge. The lettering is blood red and sharp, the pointed tip of the S in ‘bus’ mirrors 

the cutlass in his belt. By contrast, his face and figure do not fit with the image of a 

dashing or violent criminal. Rather, he appears to be a rotund and red-headed, red-

cheeked fellow more fittingly found enjoying a glass of port after a large meal. The 

background of the sheet is empty and thus does not provide any context. It is a solid wash 

of periwinkle blue that is possibly meant to remind the viewer of the ocean, but instead 

forms an attractive contrast with the reds and browns of the central figure.  

 The lyrics of the song complete the analogy through the use of pirate-specific 

language, designating the driver as the skipper, and the conductor his first mate. They 

also chronicle how the busmen piratically swindle unsuspecting fares, stealing passengers 

from other buses and generally behaving badly, all in the name of turning a profit.605 

                                                        
605 J. Cook, The Pirate Bus, lyrics by F. Bowyer (London: Francis Bros. & Day, 1886). 
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Each of the behaviours discussed in the paragraphs above are alluded to, and the overall 

comparison between busmen and pirates supports the notion that some viewed omnibus 

drivers and conductors as near criminal. And yet, as with the Punch cartoons, the 

negative impression given by some of the features are belied by a sense of levity and 

indulgent geniality that demonstrates ambivalence towards the busmen.  

5.5 In Their Defence 

 Although a significant portion of the visual material related to omnibus 

conductors portrays them in a negative manner, some voices were raised in their defence. 

If we return to the 1852 article “Life in an Omnibus,” it becomes evident that, despite the 

author’s complaints about discourteous conductors, he is sympathetic to their plight. He 

excuses their bad behaviour as resulting from their work environment. Due to the 

combined pressures of poor labour conditions and disrespectful passengers, busmen, in 

his opinion, were only acting naturally. The largest drawing from the article shows the 

back end of a bus with the conductor standing in his usual place. Multiple passengers 

prod him with their canes and umbrellas, much to his discomfort. It is no wonder that a 

person forced to endure such daily indignities should respond in kind. Leigh Hunt also 

defends the busman against those who would vilify him, arguing that his article is the 

first impartial account of the conductor. “Consider, also, how hard some people are upon 

him in their expectations, and that he is not always responsible for the first causes of 

dissatisfaction.”606 He draws attention to the fact that the conductor must deal with 

adverse conditions every day. Further, he asserts that bus passengers often behaved worse 

than conductors (a reality that has already been discussed at length in previous chapters). 

                                                        
606 Hunt, “The Conductor, ”196. 
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The overall tone of the essay is sympathetic towards the conductor, especially when 

compared with the vitriolic tendencies of other sources. An excerpt from this text was 

reproduced in The Odd Fellow (1839-1843) in June of 1841, a testament to the topicality 

of the subject, as well as to Hunt’s desire to speak out against the ill treatment of the 

busmen by passengers.607  

  Many other sources demonstrate a degree of empathy with the difficulties of the 

job, especially in terms of badly behaved fares. Passengers were often attributed with 

causing delays when they took too long to alight, or fumbled with their coins when trying 

to pay.608 In other instances, they are pictured making unreasonable demands such as 

asking the bus to reverse direction, or to drop them at their front door.609 One particular 

example turns the usual imagery on its head by positioning the conductor as polite and 

deferential while the passenger very rudely uses profanity. (Figure 5.15) The title of the 

cartoon hints at the content, claiming that it is “From Another Point of View.”610 The 

conductor is depicted as a young, cleanly dressed man while the passenger is a gouty-

looking old man. As a final example, a cartoon from 1849 demonstrates the mutually 

antagonistic relationship between some busmen and their difficult passengers. The 

conductor is pictured shouting to the driver that he has just picked up “...that ugly old 

cove, wot always kicks up such a row...,”  to which the driver replies that he should 

consider kicking him off the bus.611 The man in question is seen through the back 

                                                        
607 “Omnibus Conductors,” The Odd Fellow, Saturday, 5 June 1841, issues 127. 
608 For example see “Those Disobliging Omnibus Conductors,” Judy, 27 October 1880, 
194; or “Gentle Irony,” Punch, 10 November 1877, 205. 
609 See “Reasonable—Very!” Punch, 9 December 1865, 234; “Precise,” Punch, 5 
December 1874, 242. 
610 “Omnibusiana—From Another Point of View,” Punch, 19 July 1856, 30. 
611 Punch, 3 November 1849, 173. 
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window, scowling fiercely as he can very clearly hear what is being said about him. The 

implication that this man has been troublesome on previous occasions now results in 

rudeness on the part of the busmen, thereby establishing a cycle of disrespect that reflects 

badly on both parties. It is clear that while some commentators faulted the busmen, others 

blamed the passengers and, as this discussion will now demonstrate, their working 

conditions.  

5.6 Working Conditions 

 
My life is such a busy one, my head seems never clear, 

What with the wind, the rain and snow, the worry and the beer, 

When I come home from work at night I’m knocked all of a 
heap, 

And often fancy that I’m on the bus when I’m asleep.612 

 
These lyrics are taken from the final stanza of The Bus Conductor (1889) (whose cover 

illustration was discussed above) and suggest that the life of a busman was not an easy 

one. They point to difficult working conditions that had a negative impact on the 

wellbeing of those employed in a notoriously challenging industry. The average working 

day of the busmen involved six return journeys, each journey taking about an hour. 613 

This, combined with time at the beginning and end of the day to stable horses and acquire 

vehicles, resulted in a fourteen-hour day.614 They were expected to work seven days a 

                                                        
612 Rogers, The Bus Conductor, 1889.  
613 According to Mayhew, each single journey was around six miles, thus the average bus 
covered forty-five to fifty miles a day. Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, 
338. 
614 Theodore Cardwell Barker, “Towards an Historical Classification of Urban Transport 
Development since the Later Eighteenth Century,” The Journal of Transport History 1, 
no. 1 (September 1, 1980): 79. 
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week in all weather,615 and were paid on average between twenty-eight and thirty-four 

shillings a week.616 According to Mayhew, the men hired to run the buses came from all 

walks of life but at the very least, were required to read and write so that they could fill 

out the waybills at the end of the day.617 

 Following in the tradition of stage coachmen, the omnibus men often 

supplemented their wages via the practice of pocketing fares, overcharging passengers, or 

incorrectly recording the number of passengers per journey. It was difficult for 

proprietors to regulate this issue, and despite numerous efforts, the practice became so 

widespread that the industry generally accepted a small amount of peculation as part of 

the job.618 Furthermore, the system evolved in such a way that the busmen acted very 

independently from the proprietors; they were responsible for licensing, any damages 

done to the vehicle, the condition of the bus, etc. Despite this freedom, the busmen had 

very little job security as there was a high turnover rate and a large body of able 

individuals willing to take up the work. Proprietors could let the driver or conductor go at 

any time, thus creating an environment in which job security and loyalty were low.619 To 

further exacerbate this issue, proprietors sometimes hired spies, both male and female, to 

ride buses posing as normal passengers. They would keep track of passenger numbers 

and fares in an attempt to reduce peculation. The result, however, was a very low level of 

                                                        
615 Barker, “Passenger Transport,” 277. 
616 Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, 344-345. As a point of comparison, 
the average male wage in England in 1867 was £50 per annum for highly skilled labour, 
£24 for unskilled labour. See A.L. Bowley, Wages in the United Kingdom in the 
Nineteenth Century; Notes for the Use of Students of Social and Economic Questions, 
Reprints of Economic Classics. (Clifton, N. J.: A. M. Kelley, 1972), 65. 
617 Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, 345. 
618 Smith, “Managerial Strategies,” 33. 
619 Ibid., 34. 
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trust between employer and employee.620  

 In the past few decades, a number of authors have written about the omnibus 

industry from the perspective of the bus proprietors and companies. For example, David 

Smith discusses managerial strategies and the origins of trade unions in the omnibus and 

tramway industry, while Trevor May writes about road passenger transport in Harrow in 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.621 Additionally, the creation and business practices 

of the London General Omnibus Company are well documented in corporate and 

economic histories.622 While these studies are invaluable groundwork for a larger history 

of the omnibus industry in Britain, they do not attend to the bus drivers and conductors; 

especially as concerns their day-to-day labour. Within the contemporary visual and 

textual material, however, the working conditions and experience of the busmen as 

labouring individuals appears as a topic of discussion and concern.  

 The existence of cartoons which take as their subject the working conditions of 

the busmen suggest that passengers were well-aware of the challenges of the job. Many 

of these images are constructed from the perspective of the driver or conductor speaking 

to a passenger about their daily lives. For instance, in “Difference of Opinion,” two 

passengers are seen seated next to the driver on his box seat. (Figure 5.16) All three of 

them are snugly tucked under a bus apron, their collars drawn up to their chins against the 

cold. One passenger remarks “Nice seasonable weather!” The driver replies that this is 

                                                        
620 Ibid., 35. 
621 See Smith, “Managerial Strategies,”; Trevor May, “Road Passenger Transport in 
Harrow in the 19th and Early 20th Centuries,” Journal of Transport History 1, no. 1 
(1971). 
622 See Barker and Robins, eds., A History of London; John R. Day, The Story of the 
London Bus: London and Its Buses from the Horsebus to the Present Day (London: 
London Transport, 1973). 
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only true if one enjoys being an icicle for fifteen hours a day.623 This tongue-in-cheek 

response not only points to the unpleasant nature of working outdoors in cold weather, 

but also to the length of his workday.  

 The length of the working day is taken up in another image from 1868 (Figure 

5.17). As with the last example, a bus driver is pictured on his box seat, speaking to a 

passenger seated next to him. This driver is visibly older and more careworn, his slumped 

shoulders and weary attitude affirm the late hour. The caption alludes to the fact that he 

has been working from nine in the morning to twelve-thirty at night, and with rheumatic 

shoulders.624 Despite the fact that it was published in a comic paper, there is little humour 

in this image. It draws attention to the long working day and ill health of the bus driver, 

pictorially enhancing the viewer’s pathos via a dark and sketchy illustration. One final 

example is captioned with a driver sarcastically telling a passenger that “I gits ‘ome from 

my last journey at midnight, -an’ then I ‘as the rest of the hevenin’ to myself!”625 (Figure 

5.18) 

5.6.1 Eliza Meteyard and the Fight for Better Conditions 

 The adverse conditions of labour experienced by the busmen came under scrutiny 

in more serious quarters in 1850 when Eliza Meteyard published “The History and 

Present Condition of the Metropolitan Omnibus Drivers and Conductors” in the penny 

weekly Working Man’s Friend and Family Instructor (1850-1853). Meteyard, an 

advocate of social reform, defended omnibus labourers by enumerating the ways in 

which their working conditions were detrimental to their moral, physical, and religious 

                                                        
623 “Difference of Opinion,” Punch, 19 November 1864, 208. 
624 “Hard Lines,” Punch, Almanack for 1868. 
625 “Gentle Sarcasm,” Punch, 13 June 1891, 287. 
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wellbeing. She begins by stating:  

But as regards the central traffic of the county, embraced by this 
vast metropolis, we fear that whilst the public have gained such 
an immense amount of cheap and rapid vehicular 
accommodation as would have appeared incredible a few years 
since, no average benefit has become connected with its fact of 
labour. To show this is now our duty, as well as to offer such 
suggestions as may improve the present condition of the drivers 
and conductors of the metropolitan omnibuses, both as respects 
their amount of labour and the other disadvantages of their 
position.626 

 
Meteyard then provides a very brief history of the industry followed by some statistics 

concerning costs, distances, and number of buses on the road. She claims that at the time 

of publication, there were about 11,000 men employed as drivers, conductors, horse-

keepers, and odd-jobmen.627 Of those, 6,000 worked specifically as drivers and 

conductors and, according to her figures, worked an average sixteen-hour workday.628 In 

addition to long hours, they were not given sufficient rest periods or breaks, usually 

eating their meals on the bus. Should a conductor wish to take a day off, he was not only 

required to pay his own substitute, but could be dismissed or suspended should he wish 

for more than one day. In addition to the offences listed above, Meteyard argues that the 

busmen were not even rewarded for their hard work with sufficient remuneration.629 

Their poor pay did not make up for the long and tedious hours spent exposed to all types 

                                                        
626 Eliza Meteyard, “The History and Present Condition of the Metropolitan Omnibus 
Drivers and Conductors,” The Working Man’s Friend and Family Instructor 3, no. 31 (3 
August, 1850): 113. This penny weekly periodical ran from 1850 to 1853 and was 
published by John Cassell. It championed the plight of the working classes and appealed 
to a family readership; thus fulfilling Cassell’s vision that every member of the household 
should have something to amuse and instruct them. See Brake and Demoor, Dictionary of 
Nineteenth-Century Journalism in Great Britain and Ireland, 100.   
627 Ibid., 115. 
628 Compared to Mayhew’s estimation of a fourteen-hour workday. 
629 Ibid., 116. 
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of weather. Rather, it contributed to their discontent and encouraged them to turn to 

dishonest means of earning. Perhaps most significantly, she draws attention to the 

negative public perception of busmen that was discussed earlier in this chapter. Exposure 

to what she terms ‘odium’, or the disrespect directed towards busmen630 accounts for 

much of their poor behaviour and contributes to a job environment based upon mutual 

mistrust. 

 One final critique she makes of the industry is the connection between omnibuses 

and public houses. Meteyard places the blame firmly on the proprietors for starting most 

routes from pubs, thereby inducing the men to spend their wages on drink. She argues 

that they cannot be held entirely accountable for doing so, since they are only acting 

naturally given the circumstances. Punch takes up this issue in a cartoon from 1852 that 

shows a pedestrian inviting a bus driver to the pub.631 (Figure 5.19) The driver objects at 

first due to the skittish nature of his horses, but then quickly acquiesces and hands the 

reins off to the passenger seated next to him. The passenger appears both surprised and 

dismayed to be left with such a colossal and unbefitting task. A second cartoon, this one 

from 1870, takes up a similar situation where the driver leaves his bus unattended to have 

a quick pint, therefore abandoning his passengers to await his return.632 (Figure 5.20) In 

both cases, the neglectful busmen who shirk their duties in the name of alcohol put 

unwitting passengers in danger. Meteyard concludes her list of grievances with the 

statement that:  

                                                        
630 Ibid., 117. 
631 “Pleasant,” Punch, 18 September 1852, 128. 
632  “The Last ‘Bus,” Punch, 5 February 1870, 43. 
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Overworked men are generally intemperate, and, consequently, 
improvident; ill-paid labour is always reckless of contingencies, 
and labour not respected by those employing it takes little care to 
gain of keep the respect of others. In this way follows crime, 
pauperism, and a low-life average.633  

 
Unlike many of the other sources complaining about busmen, she is unique in that she 

offers possible solutions to the ills she identifies. She advocates for shorter working days, 

and provides a lengthy and well-constructed system of relays to ensure there is always 

enough labour at hand to fill the gaps. 634  To curb the drinking problem, she suggests that 

the bus routes should begin from designated (and alcohol-free) terminus houses. Such 

houses could offer tea, coffee, and light refreshments so that the men could have healthier 

alternatives to beer. She also suggests that the men receive every other Sunday off so that 

they may observe the Sabbath. As a remedy for the potential criminal or dishonest bent of 

the busmen, she suggests improved education for both the men and their children in the 

form of an omnibus school.635 Finally, she puts forth the idea of an omnibus-licensing 

inspector who would examine the character and qualifications of potential employees 

before granting them licenses, as well as maintaining a vigilant eye on the condition of 

the buses and their horses thenceforth.636 

                                                        
633 Ibid., 118. 
634 The issue of the length of the working day came to a head in 1891 when the London 
omnibus workers organized a strike demanding a twelve-hour working day. The two 
principle employers involved, the London General Omnibus Company and the London 
Road Car Company, conceded in two days, suggesting that the root cause was more than 
simply a twelve-hour day. Smith argues that the strike was actually about the introduction 
of a ticketing system and thus, a tightening of control and surveillance by the proprietors. 
Busmen did not wish to give up the informal supplement to their earnings by stricter 
controls over fare collection. See Smith, “Managerial Strategies,” 45-46. 
635 Ibid., 119. 
636 Ibid., 120. 
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5.6.2 The Sabbath 

 Of all these complaints, the one which captured public concern the most was the 

question of the Sabbath. Not only were omnibus men working seven days a week, they 

were working on Sundays and therefore could not participate in religious activities or 

attend church. In 1853, John Garwood published The Million-People City; or, One Half 

of the People of London Made Known to the Other Half. Garwood was the clerical 

secretary to the evangelical London City Mission, and his book was meant to sketch out 

the physical, moral, and religious conditions of the various lower classes, for the 

edification of the more fortunate ones.637 In the section about “The London Omnibus 

Man,” Garwood brings together a variety of excerpts from other sources, such as reports 

and papers from numerous religious aid societies, as well as testimony taken at a public 

meeting held in Islington on behalf of omnibus men on 27 October 1851.638 His overall 

goal was to demonstrate the necessity of a Sunday holiday for the physical and religious 

health of the busmen. The arguments used by Garwood, among others, are premised on 

the idea that the men should be able to attend church on Sundays. They are not couched 

in a rhetoric of overwork, but rather, one that privileges religious observance as 

fundamentally important.  

                                                        
637 John Garwood, The Million-People City; or, One Half of the People of London Made 
Known to the Other Half (London: Wertheim and Macintosh, 1853), I. 
638 His sources are listed as: “Special Correspondent,” Morning Chronicle, 26 September 
1850; Illustrated Tracts, Partridge and Oakey, no. 1; Public Meeting at Islington on 27 
October 1851 on behalf of omnibus men, overseen by Rev W.B Mackenzie; Occasional 
Paper of the Church Pastoral Aid Society of October 1851; “Statistics and Facts in 
Reference to the Lord’s Day,” by Rev. John T Baylee, Clerical Secretary of the Society 
for the Due Observance of the Lord’s Day; Working Man’s Friend, Eliza Meteyard or 
Silverpen, 3 August 1850; Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor; 
Public Meeting at the Eclectic Institute, Denmark Street, Soho, about the formation of the 
Grand Junction Omnibus Company, 13 October 1852; Reports from the Missionaries of 
the London City Mission, 1853. 
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 A similar approach is taken up in an 1857 article from The British Workman 

(1855-1921). (Figure 5.21) “A Plea for the Omnibus-Men and Cabmen” calls on the 

public to encourage bus proprietors to take out six-day rather than seven-day licenses.639 

This would allow their men to take Sundays off and observe the Sabbath. The article 

includes a number of short, first-hand quotations from individual busmen lamenting their 

situation and describing their hours of work, taken word-for-word from Garwood’s 

reprint of the testimonies from the Islington meeting. Following in the tradition of urban 

journalists like Henry Mayhew, the article relies on direct testimony from actual people, 

and draws on the sympathy and morality of readers to elicit a response. Placed centrally 

within the text is an illustration of a cabman holding what appears to be religious tracts in 

his hand, alongside his whip. He is drawn in such a way as to suggest a noble and 

elevated nature; his face a study in fortitude as he gazes gently into the distance. This is 

not the impudent Cockney presented by much of the other visual material, but rather a 

steadfast and morally upright workingman who deserves pity and support. Among the 

seven testimonials, all make explicit reference to a desire for a rest day and the majority 

state that they wish to devote their time to religious worship. It is possible (and in many 

cases, likely) that these men and their supporters genuinely wished for an opportunity of 

attending church. But it is also possible that the choice to frame their arguments within 

the debate over the Sabbath was a strategic move meant to elicit support for a day off, in 

language that moralizing social reformers would understand. Regardless, it drew attention 

to their poor working conditions within the public sphere, and contributed to the belief 

that the busmen were doing their best in a challenging situation.  

                                                        
639 “A Plea for the Omnibus-Men and Cabmen,” The British Workman, May 1857. 
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5.7 Conclusion 

 When the collective concern over the character and wellbeing of the busmen is 

taken into account, what stands out is the conception that they were not entirely at fault. 

The responsibility for their behaviour was, to a certain degree, understood as resulting 

from their circumstances, rather from some inherent personal flaw. It was the conditions 

of urban life that formed them into the types of people who were insolent, yet helpful at 

heart. In essence, this attitude naturalized the bus labourer as an integral part of the city; a 

sort of beast of the urban jungle who could be forgiven his flaws. 

Within the visual material, the ways in which artists depicted busmen worked to 

illuminate and reinforce the connection between these individuals and the world of 

commerce and exchange. They were, in essence, service providers, working a job within 

a consumer economy and as such, could not be disassociated from capitalism, or from the 

conditions of modern life. The establishment of an urban typology further concretized 

their relationship to the city and fixed them more firmly as an emblem of London. 

Busmen were undoubtedly modern, and attitudes towards them were varied and deeply 

ambivalent. Some passengers enjoyed the witty repartee that would have accompanied 

their morning commute, while others were physically and psychologically damaged by 

the carelessness and insensitivity of these men. Either way, they were a subject worthy of 

discussion and representation in the images and texts of the period; sources that help 

vivify the omnibus experience for the contemporary historian.  
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Figures 

 

Figure 5-1 James Pollard, A Street Scene with Two Omnibuses, 1845 

 

Figure 5-2 Thomas Musgrove Joy, The Charing Cross to Bank Omnibus, 1861 
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Figure 5-3 Kenny Meadows, “The Conductor,” Heads of the People, 193. 

 

Figure 5-4 Leopold Jordon, The ‘Bus Conductor, Lyrics by A.F. Byron (London: J.B. 

Cramer & Co.). 
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Figure 5-5 E.W. Rogers, The ‘Bus Conductor (London: Francis Bros. & Day, 1889). 
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Figure 5-6 Punch, 20 July 1850, 40.

 

Figure 5-7 Moonshine, 23 July 1881, 40. 
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Figure 5-8 Punch, 28 September 1861, 132. 

 

Figure 5-9 “Drilling the Drivers,” Punch, 12 April 1856, 150. 
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Figure 5-10 Punch, 15 March 1862, 110. 

 

Figure 5-11 “The Bus Conductor’s Guide,” Punch, 25 August 1849, 76. 
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Figure 5-12 “None But the Brave Deserve the Fare,” Punch, 29 September 1849, 124 
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Figure 5-13 Punch, 1 November 1862, 184. 

 

Figure 5-14 J. Cook, The Pirate ‘Bus, lyrics by F. Bowyer (London: Francis Bros and Day, 

1889) 
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Figure 5-15 “Omnibusiana—From Another Point of View,” Punch, 19 July 1856, 30. 

 

Figure 5-16 “Difference of Opinion,” Punch, 19 November 1864, 208. 
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Figure 5-17 “Hard Times,” Punch, Almanack for 1868. 

 

Figure 5-18 “Gentle Sarcasm,” Punch, 13 June 1891, 287. 



 

 

 

275 

 

Figure 5-19 “Pleasant,” Punch, 18 September 1852, 128. 

 

Figure 5-20 “The Last ‘Bus,” Punch, 5 February 1870, 43. 
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Figure 5-21 “A Plea for the Omnibus-Men and Cabmen,” The British Workman, May 1857. 
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 

We have lost something by the passing of the horse.640 

6.1 The End of an Era 

 The decline of the horse-drawn omnibus in the early years of the twentieth 

century can be primarily attributed to the invention and subsequent proliferation of the 

motorbus. While many welcomed a new age of motorized transport, others, such as the 

author quoted above, lamented a perceived loss of humanity in the name of progress.641 

They were saddened by the passing of a vehicle that had, for many years, provided them 

with entertainment and irritation in equal measure. In 1903, there were nearly 4,000 

horse-buses still on the road, and only thirteen motorbuses. But in the course of only ten 

years, the number of horse-buses dwindled to a 142 across the country, while the number 

of motorbuses grew to over 3,500.642 In London, the last horse-omnibus ran in 1914, 

marking the end of an era as well as the terminal point of this study. The history of the 

motorbus is well documented and heavily researched, especially among amateur bus 

enthusiasts. These vehicles were in many ways very similar to the omnibus since in the 

early years they were simply omnibus bodies placed on motor chassis.643 Certainly, many 

of the themes outlined in these pages are applicable to the motorbus experience, at least 

in the first few decades of operation. However, this study is concerned only with the 

horse-drawn bus and the ways in which it was presented as a modern vehicle. I have 

                                                        
640 J.B. Booth, The Days We Knew (London: T. W. Laurie Ltd, 1943), 19. 
641 Ibid., 14. 
642 F.M.L. Thompson, Victorian England: The Horse-Drawn Society; an Inaugural 
Lecture (London: Bedford College, 1970), 61. 
643 Shadwell, London’s Buses, 65. 
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attempted to achieve a greater understanding of the omnibus through an exploration of its 

representation in visual culture. By isolating a number of themes and concerns that are 

apparent in the paintings, prints, and illustrations of the period, the omnibus emerges as a 

complex and fluctuating social space in which passengers engaged mentally and bodily 

with modernity.  

 As I have argued, visual representations of the omnibus can be organized along 

spatial lines; in other words, some images depict the bus from the street, some show the 

bus interior, others focus on the rooftop seating, while numerous examples pay attention 

to the driver’s seat and conductor’s platform. Each of these perspectives reveals 

distinctive yet fundamentally related characteristics of the bus experience. The 

relationship between the omnibus and the street was fraught with concerns over 

circulation, movement, congestion, and collision. Many people complained about the 

inefficiencies and potential dangers of bus travel, while others revelled in the bustle and 

excitement of city life. This culture was reflected and perpetuated in early bus paintings 

and illustrations whereby the sedate elegance of the Regency era gave way to the colour 

and chaos of Victorian London. The depiction of bus interiors followed this trend, both 

celebrating and criticizing the crowded spaces inside the vehicle where bodies and 

objects competed within a gendered spatial economy. For most of the century, men 

dominated the market, especially with respect to the rooftop seating. They smoked and 

read at their leisure, often complaining about the presence of women on their buses, yet 

taking the opportunity to flirt with and harass female passengers at will. Women’s bus 

experiences, while more difficult to unearth from within the visual material, were likely 

centred on a newfound sense of freedom, and the concomitant opportunities associated 
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with urban movement. Within the world of paint, women are seen riding the bus as part 

of their employment, on their way to the shops, or to their place of labour. In the later 

decades, they are also pictured enjoying the pleasures of the rooftop seating as well as the 

open-air exhilaration previously restricted to male passengers. Notwithstanding gender 

difference, no passenger escaped the necessary interaction with the busmen, who, as 

working-class men, negotiated a troublesome relationship with their middle-class fares. 

Their visual representations reveal a deep-seated ambivalence towards a ‘class’ of men 

who were at once necessary to the workings of urban life, but also problematically tied to 

class-based assumptions about behaviour and ethical treatment.  

 Within these pages, it has been my aim to identify and interpret the various 

themes listed above. I hope to have demonstrated that the omnibus, while less extreme 

than the railway in terms of its contradictions, and perhaps more nuanced in its dangers, 

played a significant role in the modern experience of urban movement. These experiences 

were, in turn, illustrated and negotiated within a visual discourse that touched a wide 

audience and that contributed to the entrenchment of certain beliefs about the omnibus 

and about modern culture. 

6.2 By Omnibus 

 I would like to offer one final example of omnibus imagery that encapsulates 

nearly every theme discussed in this study. The periodical Moonshine, a self-described 

illustrated journal of wit, humour, and satire, published a full-page cartoon in 1890 

entitled “By Omnibus” (Figure 6.1).644 This illustration contains six vignettes that are 

superimposed in a pastiche of bus humour. Each image highlights one section of the bus, 

                                                        
644 “By Omnibus,” Moonshine, 3 May 1890, 215. 
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drawing attention to the spatial and social distinctions inherent to that particular area; 

overall they reveal the predominant pleasures and annoyances associated with omnibus 

travel. The cartoon as a whole is a useful tool with which to conclude because it 

constitutes a summation of the visual culture of the omnibus, and thus, a pictorial 

summary of this study.  

 In the top left corner, the artist has shown a bus interior crowded with passengers; 

the conductor asks two rather large individuals if they can make room for more. The 

bottom left corner also shows an interior view, in this case an obnoxious passenger 

demands the bus be stopped because she has dropped her money. To the right of this 

image, a third vignette shows a man with a large umbrella making his way down the aisle 

of a bus, his elbow smashed into the face of a seated passenger. As discussed in Chapter 

Three, the artist has managed to touch upon the themes of overcrowding, difficult 

passengers, and the annoyance associated with material goods on the bus. The top right 

image depicts a garden-seat bus whose rooftop seating is full to capacity with fashionable 

ladies. The caption alludes to the themes discussed in Chapter Four, whereby women 

rode up top in good weather, therefore ‘monopolizing’ the most desired bus seating. 

Below this, the central illustration speaks to both the role of the busmen and to the 

stereotypes surrounding female passengers. A small caption reminds the viewer that 

omnibus travel was rarely smooth, as discussed in Chapter Two, and labels the woman 

‘an obstructionist’ because she has caused delays. The heads and hooves of two horses 

emerge from behind the frame of the vignette therefore completing the allusion to the 

vehicle’s relationship to the street and to the animals that powered it. The size and 

prominence of the conductor who stands centrally on the page speaks to the importance 
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of this figure within bus discourse and draws the eye to the cartoon on the left side. In 

this final image, a driver is pictured speaking to a passenger seated next to him on the box 

seat. The busman authoritatively provides financial advice, thereby adhering to the 

stereotype discussed in Chapter Five. The driver and conductor are represented as central 

elements of the bus experience while also being witty, wise, and generally good 

company.   

 It is evident that the artist behind this cartoon was familiar with riding the 

omnibus. In one stroke, he captures the spirit of a complex environment both overtly (as 

discussed above) and via a series of small details. These illustrations show white, middle-

class men and women of varying ages and sizes; some are smoking, other reading, many 

carry bundles or umbrellas. They interact or ignore each other as required, some enjoying 

the company of the busmen, others appreciating the freedom and fresh air afforded by 

rooftop seating. The artist hints at the social, spatial, and gender distinctions that came to 

effect how passengers experienced the journey, as well as the employee/passenger 

relationship that was characterized by a kind of jovial antipathy. He has not forgotten the 

importance of the horses, nor the dangers posed by pickpockets; he even reminds the 

viewer of the inescapable fact that the omnibus was part of a capitalist economy. Such a 

comprehensive approach is what makes this image so powerful. It may at first seem like a 

superficial comment on urban transport, but upon closer inspection, it is revealed to delve 

deeply into the many concerns, identified in this study, that were considered integral to 

the omnibus experience.  

6.3 Some Final Thoughts 

This study is not meant to be exhaustive. Rather, it reveals the sheer quantity and 
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richness of the material related to the Victorian omnibus. Given the lack of scholarly 

attention to this subject within the realm of art history, it has been my objective to offer 

some critical entry-points for further analyses. There are numerous other avenues of 

exploration that would complement the work begun here. I have, for instance, excluded 

both photographs and political cartoons from this examination. While many photographs 

depict the omnibus as the primary subject of the image or portray the bus as part of street-

life, these images functioned differently from the types of sources under discussion in this 

study. For most of the nineteenth century, photographic technology was a slow and 

meticulous process that required long exposures of stationary objects. Further, the 

equipment was heavy and not easily transported, therefore not well suited to the mobile 

bus. As a result, omnibus photographs were not abundant until the end of the century 

when improved technologies allowed for more flexible photographic approaches. In 

addition to these practical concerns, photographic realism during this period was 

understood as presenting an objectively true representation of its subject. Political 

cartoons, by contrast, were typically opinion-based imaginative fantasies meant to draw 

attention to political corruption or controversy. Their inclusion in this study would have 

required an in-depth exploration of the politics of the period, a subject that is beyond the 

scope of this thesis. 

 While I have focused exclusively on the London omnibus, there are examples 

from other major cities such as Manchester or Birmingham (and from other countries) 

that merit future attention. I also believe the subject would benefit from a comparative 

analysis between the omnibus and other forms of transport, primarily the train, the tram, 
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and the steam omnibus.645 There is no dearth of scholarly writings about the train, but 

few consider its relationship to urban public transport.  

The importance of the omnibus cannot be overstated. It facilitated the short-

distance movement of people that was vital to the creation and growth of urban areas.646 

It provided employment opportunities for those working in the industry as well as those 

who commuted to their place of work. It contributed to the expansion of opportunities for 

women in the public sphere, as well as to the conceptual growth of a modern urban ethos 

based upon movement and individual freedom. In other words, it became the primary 

mode of transport for millions of people throughout the century, and was instrumental in 

liberating those who had otherwise been limited by geography and culture. It was also a 

unique environment in which ideas about gender, class, and space where explored, 

negotiated, and actualized. Thus, the visual culture of the omnibus is essentially the 

modern world made visible. A world of traffic collisions and crinolines, of shopping 

women and watchful men, of demographic explosions and muddy streets, all captured by 

the artist’s brush, illustrator’s pencil, and contained within the four walls of this 

enigmatic vehicle. 

 

 

 
 

                                                        
645 In the years prior to the invention of the horse-drawn omnibus, a number of 
enterprising inventors created steam-powered vehicles, including two omnibuses, one 
called the Era, and the other called the Autopsy. These vehicles never achieved 
mainstream popularity, mostly because of frequent breakdowns and unreliability. See the 
chapter on steam omnibuses in Moore, Omnibuses and Cabs, 36-45. 
646 P.W. Daniels, Movement in Cities: Spatial Perspectives on Urban Transport and 
Travel (London: Methuen, 1980), xvi. 



 

 

 

284 

Figures 
 

 
Figure 6-1 “By Omnibus,” Moonshine, 3 May 1890, 215. 
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