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“A kind of epic grandeur”: Thomas Carlyle and London 

In August 1842 Carlyle took a whirlwind trip to Belgium with his friend Stephen 

Spring Rice. When he got back to Chelsea he wrote a narrative of the adventure, and towards 

the end of it, he summarized both the trip and his return: “Thus had kind destiny projected us 

rocket-wise for a little space into the clear blue of Heaven and Freedom: thus again were we 

swiftly reabsorbed into the great smoky simmering crater, and London’s soot-volcano had 

again recovered us.” Carlyle’s description of London as a “smoky simmering crater” of a 

“soot-volcano” reflects a conflicted relationship with the capitol. To John Stuart Mill TC 

wrote that London air was like a “horrid flood of Spartan black-broth” (CLO: TC to JSM, 12 

Jan. 1833). To James Hannay he wrote that it was a “hot place, too much like Tophet,” a 

“hateful place.” But Carlyle also professed to Hannay that he saw in London and its ability to 

allow him the freedom to work against cant and pietism “a kind of epic grandeur.”1 

Curiously, Carlyle’s own reputation suffers from a similar contradiction. As he grew older 

and ever more encrusted with the iconic trappings established and affirmed both in the 

writings by him and in the multitude of paintings and photographs of him, Carlyle, like 

Tennyson’s Ulysses, had “become a name.” People who met the “Sage of Chelsea” expected 

a simmering, volcanic conveyor of Spartan black-broth whose heroic fight to wrest truth from 

the mud-demons of his world had left him sadder, wiser, and angrier. If London was a “soot-

volcano,” well then so was Carlyle. People, however, were often surprised to find a different 

sort of Carlyle. The myth of a raging, guilt-ridden, mourning recluse who rarely went out 

does not ring entirely true for Carlyle the old man. London plays a central role in 

understanding why it does not. 

                                                 
1  Carlyle’s description of London occurred in a conversation related by Sidney Dobell; see CLO: TC to Thomas 

Erskine, 12 July 1852, n. 1) 
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If Dickens proclaimed that he “would go at all times farther to see Carlyle than any 

other man alive,” then it was also true that it was not all that difficult to see Carlyle, as 

testified by the multitude of reminiscences that include stories about encounters with the old 

man. In 1876, for example, a young Newcastle writer named Stuart J. Reid came to London 

to see the sights, which included a trip to Hyde Park and the Prince Albert Memorial. Reid 

recounted that “Suddenly there slouched up the steps an old man in a loose round cloak and a 

tumbled-looking wideawake . . . leaning heavily on the arm of a friend” and making 

“energetic and not too complimentary remarks on the portraits of the world’s celebrities” 

(383). Soon after Reid managed to strike up a conversation in which the young man quoted 

and discussed Carlyle’s Life of Sterling (much to Carlyle’s pleasure). He left the old man with 

a handshake and received a blessing. When Reid was able to arrange another afternoon with 

Carlyle the following year, he declared, “As long as I live, I shall cherish the memory and 

remember the words and even the gesture and tone of that old man” (403).  

Whether on foot or in a carriage or on an omnibus, Carlyle seems to have been a 

continual presence about Chelsea and the environs of London. On 20 September 1876, the 

historian W. E. H. Lecky recalled a particularly “long omnibus and walking expedition with 

Carlyle.” Carlyle was happy because Lecky had provided him with a collection of books on 

Swift, which Carlyle was ingesting with relish. Carlyle was also gladdened that day by what 

he described as a “long visit from the Lord Mayor [of London].” From this point, according 

to Lecky, omnibus rides became a “part of Carlyle’s daily life” (Wilson 394). 

In 1877 two women, one a young lady identified only as W. O. S. and the other a Mrs. 

Scott, got on an omnibus in Piccadilly “when a queer-looking old gentleman, with a stick in 

one hand and two books in the other, came in and seated himself opposite. . . . Mrs. Scott 

whispered that it was Carlyle. Of course I sat and stared at him the whole time. He is tallish, 

stoops a little at the shoulders, and looks very gruff. When the ’bus stopped, and we were 
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going out, he stepped down first and then turned and held out his hand and assisted us down 

the steps. So I have had the honour of touching Carlyle’s hand. He hadn’t gloves, and I was 

sorry I had. However, I will preserve the glove, and perhaps allow you to touch it one day. I 

came to the conclusion that, although he looks grumpy, he is a perfect gentleman” (395). 

Also in 1877, the Irish poet William Allingham relates that “one day when he and 

Carlyle were about to cross the road a hansom cab drove up, and Carlyle stepped back to 

allow it to pass. The cabby however reined in his horse, and with a gesture of his whip cried: 

‘All right, Mr. Carlyle!’ and held his horse until the old man was safely across” (420). When 

Allingham the next year asked a toll man at new bridge [Chelsea Bridge] if he had “Seen Mr. 

Carlyle,” the response was “Yes, gone over the bridge, with two gentlemen [Lord Redesdale 

and James Fitzjames Stephen].” Allingham could have asked any cabby or omnibus 

conductor in the city and received the same response. Everyone knew him by sight, and they 

saw him regularly. 

I want to be careful here not to place Carlyle in the role of Dickens’s immortal Mr. 

Turveydrop, a model of deportment showing himself about the town because people expected 

it. Carlyle remained actively invested in the events of the day. For example, in the summer of 

1876 the Ottoman Empire had brutally suppressed April uprisings in Bulgaria, destroying 

villages and murdering thousands of Christians. With Russia and Turkey on the verge of war, 

the debate in Britain was bifurcated between Disraeli and the Queen who supported the Turks 

against Russia’s imperial ambitions, and Gladstone and the Liberals who supported Christian 

Russia. At the height of the crisis Lord Redesdale, took Carlyle on what he had come to call 

“his drive.” According to Redesdale, “This meant taking the omnibus in King’s Road as far 

as the Bank and coming back in a return bus. . . . It was at the time of Bulgarian atrocities 

when Gladstone had been goading the country into a fury. Carlyle was as hot on the subject 

as Gladstone himself. When he got on to the omnibus the old man began lashing out. ‘Hoo! 
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Sir!’ he said, there’s that Disraeli or Beaconsfield or whatever he chooses to call himself; he 

thinks himself the wisest man on earth, and he’s just the foolishest thing that crawls upon the 

face of it!” Redesdale reports that Carlyle went on railing against the “Unspeakable Turk” 

and making “accusations to make one’s hair stand on end.” And then, after he had “spent 

himself in his indignation, real or feigned,” Carlyle let out “a loud guffaw of laughter as 

much as to say, ‘See what a dog I am!’ There were a few people on the omnibus who listened 

in open-mouthed amazement—but the conductors all knew him, and were used to his 

wonderful ways” (2: 650).  

Carlyle did not confine his criticism to omnibus rides. Later that fall, in November 

1876, he published a letter that attacked the policies of Disraeli and his defense of “the 

Unspeakable Turk.” In May 1877, Carlyle published a second letter, this time announcing 

that Disraeli was about to send a fleet to the Baltic in order to force Russia to declare war 

against Britain. Carlyle went further and averred that “a feat is contemplated that will force 

not Russia only, but all Europe, to declare war” (399). He claimed a source had made this 

eventuality “an indisputable fact” (399). Disraeli had apparently planned to occupy 

Constantinople. A cabinet meeting was called and the plan abandoned. Carlyle described his 

victory at the house of his friend Erasmus Darwin: “Dizzy was on the point of sending a fleet 

to Constantinople. I wrote a letter in the newspapers. It was no merit in me. The information 

was given me from unquestionable authority, and his scheme was blown up as by torpedo! 

He thought of bringing me before the House of Commons to be questioned as to my 

authority; but I was very easy about this, as I understood from a competent advisor that I had 

nothing to do but say, ‘I will not tell you’” (400) [The source was TC’s friend Lady Derby, 

and no doubt the legal advisor was the judge, Fitzjames Stephens]. Carlyle surely overstates 

his role. But he had played his part, and the affair represents one of his finest hours in terms 

of direct influence on British foreign policy. He was 82 years old, and still relevant. When he 
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met Disraeli the next year their conversation was apparently cordial, and at parting, Carlyle 

told the premier that “had I met you earlier I might perhaps have omitted certain things which 

I had written” (Wilson 437)—might perhaps, indeed. 

In the context of the Eastern crisis, two of the most interesting companions of 

Carlyle’s later life were the woman referred to insultingly by Disraeli as the “M.P. for 

Russia,” Olga Novikoff (ca. 1842–1925)—who ran an influential literary salon from 

Symond’s Hotel and who fought tirelessly for the Russian interests against the Turks—and 

the muckraking journalist, W. T. Stead (1849–1912), who published her opinions in his paper 

the Northern Echo. He later served as ghost-writer for William Booth’s influential In Darkest 

England and the Way Out (1890), wrote on his ability to communicate with the dead, and was 

last seen loading women and children into life boats on the Titanic. Stead was also a devoted 

worshipper of Carlyle, eventually editing an abridgement of Cromwell’s Letters and Speeches 

(1899) and Selections from Hero-Worship and other works (1905). Stead’s description of his 

first meeting with Carlyle in 1877 illustrates the disconnection between Carlyle the person 

and Carlyle the legend: “I was surprised and agreeably disappointed that the infinite sadness 

which I had believed ever brooded over the face of the author of ‘Sartor Resartus’ was not 

there. In its stead there was nothing but kindly mirth and ready sympathy. It was somewhat 

perplexing. Mr. Carlyle stood erect, as if the weight of four-score years did not rest upon his 

shoulders, and although his long frail hands trembled slightly there was no other indication of 

failing strength” (76–77).  

Madame Novikoff by this time had become one of Carlyle’s favorite riding 

companions and visitors. He also visited her at Symond’s Hotel, and at his request, she was 

one of the few people to see him regularly during his last months. She fondly remembered 

him calling her the “Rooshian Leddy” (81). According to Stead, “They used to drive together 

on week-days in Lady Ashburton’s carriage, and on Sundays in the Chelsea omnibus, where 
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they must have seemed a curious pair to the inquisitive and hero-worshipping conductor” 

(77). At this period of Carlyle’s life, though much had been taken, much abided, to borrow 

once again from Tennyson’s Ulysses, and it would abide until rapidly declining health finally 

forced him to give up going out around the time of his 85th birthday in December 1880 

(Lecky 148).  

K. J. Fielding once remarked that the problem with understanding the elder Carlyle is 

that by the time the biographers get to him they are exhausted. Froude spends 30 pages of his 

4-volume biography on the last 5 years of Carlyle’s life. As the Letters Project enters into 

these final years, the myths that have shaded Carlyle from historical light will shift. Bitter, 

mourning, gloomy, reclusive, simmering soot-volcano spewing black broth? Yes, and by the 

time he was 83, according to Lecky, “he was often wrapped in silent gloom” (131). 

Alternatively, Madame Novikoff writes of this period and of recurrent false alarms and 

solemn rumors of impending death: “the next I heard . . . he was as devoted as ever to his 

omnibus rides. In those days one never knew whether Carlyle was dying or riding an 

omnibus” (81). And so the guffaw erupts, and one hears the laugh of an active, relevant, kind, 

gruff, dear old man bravely standing on what he liked to call the “brink of eternity,” standing 

until he could stand no longer and personifying, like London, “a kind of epic grandeur.” 
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