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CHRISTMAS DAY IN THE WORKHOUSE

FROM BALLAD TO FILM VIA THE MAGIC LANTERN

Lydia Jakobs

‘IT IS CHRISTMAS DAY IN THE WORKHOUSE' is probably one
of the best-known opening lines of English poetry and still
recognised widely more than 130 years after the ballad was
published. Although today, most people outside the magic
lantern world would be surprised to learn that the original version
is a scathing condemnation of the Victorian welfare system and
not a humorous tale of workhouse inmates telling their master
specifically where to put his plum pudding. George R. Sims's
ballad tells the story of an elderly pauper who refuses his
Christmas dinner at the workhouse and blames the ‘guardians
and their ladies™ for his wife’s death by starvation on the
previous Christmas Eve. The pauper’s critique is not limited to
the workhouse staff who denied him out-relief (food or goods
given to those not willing to enter the workhouse and live there)
but directed especially at the well-to-do ratepayers of the parish
who are attacked for their complacency:

Do you think I will take your bounty,

And let you smile and think

You re doing a noble action

With the parish’s meat and drink?

Where is my wife, you traitors —

The poor old wife you slew?

Yes, by the God above us,

My Nance was killed by you!

Sims, Christmas, p. 11.

The fact that the ballad was entirely fictional, the 1834 Poor Law
Amendment Act expressly allowing workhouse guardians to
provide temporary relief in cases of ‘sudden and urgent
necessity’, did little to diminish the ballad’s success as a recitation
piece that was adapted both as a magic lantern slide series and
a film?

THE BALLAD

‘In the Workhouse, Christmas Day’ was originally published
under Sims's nom de plume Dagonet on 23 December 1877 in
the radical weekly newspaper The Referee. It was the second
of what were to become the enormously popular Dagonet

Ballads (the first being “Told to the Missionary’) and was included
with minor corrections in the first collection of Sims's poems in
March 1879. Although it is frequently described as a sentimental
piece of little importance today, Sims himself most likely
considered it a political poem and claimed that for some time it
was ‘denounced as a mischievous attempt to set the paupers
against their betters’? The trade unionist Frederick Rogers,
according to an article published on his death in November
1915, used to say, ‘that poem did grand work for old-age
pensions’.* He also claimed to have been the first of many
public reciters of Sims’s words. Another was Sims himself, who
in 1880 recited his own words at a Radical Club in Whitechapel
during a public lecture on ‘The Poetical Side of Poverty'.* Unlike
the title suggests, it seems Sims mainly spoke about politics,
relaying ‘the origin of the poor laws, and their effects at the
present time’ and discussing the unintended side effects of the
1875 Artisans’ Dwellings Act.* He concluded his ‘eloquent
lecture, which was continually applauded’ with recitations of
two of his ballads. In 1890, a columnist for the Western Times
gave his slightly different version of the event:

[A]lthough he succeeded in reciting (with the assistance of a
prompter) two of his own pieces, ‘Christmas Day in the
Workhouse' and “Billy’s Rose’, with considerable effect, yet the
lecture itself, which was a very brief affair, was somewhat a
failure. This was, I believe, the first, last, and only occasion on
which Mr Sims publicly trod the boards.

(29 December 1890, p. 3)

Regardless of whether or not that was true, other reciters soon
took to the stage and ‘Christmas Day in the Workhouse' became
a favourite for reciters of all ages and sexes at events ranging
from elocutionary competitions to political events to music hall
programmes. Possibly the most colourful reciter was a Miss
Bertie Brandon who first appeared as a ‘'male impersonator’ in
music halls across the country in the late 1880s and whose
recitation of ‘In the Workhouse' - presumably in costume -
apparently ‘brings down the house’.”
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6. 'Poverty’. Surrey Mirror, 15. May 1880, p. 5
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THE LIFE MODEL SLIDE SET

In July of 1890, four photographs for a
Life Model slide set produced by
Bamforth and based on Sims's ballad
were registered at the Stationer’s Hall,
London. The records comprise three
of the four different settings that were
used during production. It was
unnecessary to register all nine
photographs of the set since the
individual slides shot in front of the
same background look fairly similar as
far as the positions and number of
persons and items are concermned. ‘In
the workhouse' was produced entirely
inside the Bamforth studio in Holmfirth
and according to LUCERNA, James
Bamforth, who painted all the
backdrops himself, also posed as the

' " \dla 2. IN THE WORKHOUSE, Lite Mode! Shdes,
Patpor John.* The first four slides show Bamforth, Holmfirth 1890, shde ;

the "cold bare walls’ of the workhouse
interior adorned with ‘garlands of green
and holly’ (Sims, Christmas, p. 9) as the
inmates are eating their Christmas
dinner. When the slides are being
projected, the third slide is repeated as
the final image (Fig. 1) at the conclusion
of John's retelling of the previous year's
events, thereby establishing a frame
narrative for his monologue. The
‘flashback” is told in five slides using
three different settings: the ‘crazy
garret’ (Sims, Christmas, p. 14) where
John's starving wife Nancy lies in bed
and two scenes of John alone on the
snowy London streets and at the
workhouse gate with snowflakes on
the glass slide added during the
colouring process (Fig. 2).* That last
backdrop was apparently easily

: 3. IN THE WORKHOUSE. Life Model Siides,
recognisable as a workhouse gate to Bamforth, 1890, slide 5 (copyright is with LUCERNA
audiences at the time and was also  The Magic Lantern Web Resource. sides.uni-trier de)

used in two other adaptations of Sims’s
ballads photographed in the same year that featured the deterring
workhouse, ‘The Land of Gold' and ‘The Street Tumblers'. ‘In
the workhouse’ is a fairly conventional Bamforth Life Model
series in terms of characters and settings and largely ‘stays
true’ to the source text. However, one interesting difference
should be noted. Before the protagonist starts telling his story
and the scene switches from the inside of the workhouse to its
front gate, he is shown raising his arm against another man,
presumably the workhouse master (Fig. 3). Sims however
describes the scene as follows:

I care not a curse for the guardians,

And I won't be dragged awuy.

Just let me have the fit out

It’s only on Christmas Day

That the black past comes to goad me,

and prey on my burning brain;

I'll tell you the rest in a whisper,

I swear I won't shout again.

Keep your hands off me, curse you!
Hear me right out to the end.
(Sims, Christmas, p. 10)

The pauper seems rather more sub-
missive in his version which might be
explained by the fact that both ‘a curse
for the guardians' and especially a blow
would have been harshly sanctioned
under workhouse regulations.” In a
way this depiction discredits the old
man, who is clearly established by
Sims as a ‘deserving poor’ character
impoverished through no fault of his
own. The synopsis in the 1905 Riley
Brothers catalogue for prospective
clients follows in this vein and
interprets John's monologue as the
musings of a madman: ‘Reminds him
of Christmas Eve 12 months ago,
when his Nancy lay dying for bread
and they spurned him from the gate —
The thought had goaded him to
madness.

By the 1890/91 lantern season the
series was appearing in the catalogues
of the lantern departments for two
temperance organisations, the Band of
Hope Union UK as well as the Church
of England Temperance Society (CETS).
The Southlend Times, New Zealand,
reports on a Band of Hope “temperance
gathering” in 1900 where ‘In the
workhouse’ was recited ‘illustrated by
limelight views' following remarks on
the evils of alcoholism.®

THE FILMS
By the 1880s projections of magic
lantern slides were often used to
illustrate  and enhance live
performances by professional reciters.
The elocutionist Captain Evatt Acklom
introduced his novelty ‘illustrated
dramatic recitals’" at London’s
Steinway Hall in October of 1883 with
‘a series of three recitals, illustrated with dissolving views,
representing the different pieces given’, interspersed with
musical contributions by different vocalists.” By February 1884,
his repertoire included pictorial realisations of ‘How the Poor
Live’ and ‘The Lifeboat’ by George R. Sims. The practice of
combining spoken words with projected images was thus well
established by the time reciters ‘discovered’ moving pictures,
and in some cases film projectors simply replaced magic lanterns.
The wellknown reciter Eric Williams seems to have been a
pioneer of these 'speaking pictures’ and bought the film rights
to Sims’s ‘The Lifeboat” in 1914. Williams's films were especially
produced for his recitations and featured the reciter himself in
the leading roles. As the films were being projected, Williams
would recite the words to attentive audiences in theatres and
cinemas, lip-synching to his filmic alter ego.™* A similar concept
was used by the American Novelty Poem-o-graph Company of
Cleveland, Ohio, who in 1913 purchased ‘the world's rights' to a
film version of ‘In the workhouse, Christmas Day' to be
accompanied by a dramatic recitation. This ‘human-voice talking
picture’ called ‘Christmas Day in the Workhouse' ‘met with
great success wherever it has been shown’, which was
apparently mostly in the Midwest of the United States.™

8. See record ‘In the workhouse’ on Lucerna. The Magic Lantern Web
Resource. http//shides.uni-tner.da/set/index.php?id=3000606
[17.08.2014]

9. While | have not seen the original slide — something that members
might be able to help me with? - the same painted background was
used for another Bamforth adaptation of a Sims ballad, ‘The land of
gold’, in the same year. Here the workhouse slide does not show any
snowflakes

10.Cf. David Green. "Pauper Protests: Power and Resistance in Early

Nineteenth-Century London Workhouses'. Social History. Vol. 31, No.
2 (May 2006); p. 140-1

11.Cf. “IN THE WORKHOUSE". Catalogue of optical lantern slides. Riley
Bros. Ltd.: Bradford, 1905, p. 59.

12.Southland Times, 11. October 1900, p. 2

13.See London Magnet, 5. November 1883, p. 2. and The Musical
World, 10. November 1883, p. 710 as well as an advertisement
appearing in the Morning Post, 18. February 1884, p. 1.

N —




—

"

Icare not a curse for the guardians,
And Iworrt be dragged away,

Just let me have the fit out,
Its only on Christmas Day
That the black past comes tfo goad me,

And preyon my burning brain;
['ll tell you the rest in a whisper.-
| swear | won't shout again.’

survived so 1t 1s
mpossible to tell if they also followed the ;,\L,[n nal ¢ ntions
of magic la 'r'twr slides used for recitations. This is certainly true
for a British film version of ‘In the -n.‘U'k’W'\use' that was produced
by G. B. Samuelson in 1914 in time for the Christmas season
and of which the British Film Institute holds several copies.’
The director, George Pearson, gives this decidedly unenthusiastic
description of its production in his autobiography: ‘We set to
work, but halfway through were asked to ,Umwh h in a short
f Samuelson had promised the film-renters, Xmas Day in the
Workhouse, base n a ballad by (;-zsrgc R. Sims. [...] We made
tin thre and hoping for the best, took up the threads of
the French
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tal of 76 out of the poems’ 168 verses are shown in
The Bioscope also

ecific difficulties of adapting poetry but admits
that ‘the lines are well and aptly inserted without becoming in
any way tedious’, which suggests that in this case no spoken
words accompanied the projected image.” Perhaps the most
striking visual feature of ‘Christmas Day in the Workhouse' is a
short scene set in the poor home of the old couple, in which
Na Devon during a fever
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Frage: Screening the Poor

This is realised through a superimposition of two

aream.
in the style of magic lantern d ram sequences with the additional
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ef 1 of movement (Fig 5).” The Bamforth slide sernes ‘In the
workhouse' does not use this type of effect to illustrate Nancy's
dream. However, ‘The land of gold® (1890) shows a woman
pench on one slide and on a second blackened slide
eft corner, a smaller image of her sitting on the
same bench, this time v.'.w" her missing children reac hing out m
her, which is meant to be superimposed on the screen during
projection

The Kinematograph
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L,Qqeftq that the Samuelson film version
was a faithful adaptation of Sims’s ballad, which is mostly tru
however, one important difference should be noted mter Fe
protagonist finishes his monologue and the final verses of the
roo'“ flash on rhn screen, he falls to the floor, dead, and is
/ ared with a fur coat. Compared to the words of the
ertainly a more satisfying narrative resolution for
the audience and could almost be (.OﬂSlCt—.’fr‘?d a happy ending,
the review stating ‘Fi uln,', overcome by his memories and his
woes, the pauper himself collapses on the floor, his spirit joining
her he had loved so well.” While Sims's poem ends on a bitter
note that cenies the audience an easy return to their own
*r-"v'ﬂccc-ru:-,v ‘And when you recount their blessings / In your
smug parochial way, / Say what you did for me, too, / Only last
Chr mmar Day’ (Sims, Christmas, p. 15). One might conclude
that almost 40 years after its introduction as a political poem, ‘In
the workhouse, Christmas Day’ had become the dramatic and
sentimental Christmas tearjerker it is remembered as nowadays

ballad, this is

Lydia JAKOBS is studying for a PhD in media studies at '!‘-c Univers
of Trier Gu many. She would love to hear your opinions and thoughts on
George and the Life Model slide senes t‘a sed on his poems. She is
also interested in any new version: jako2¢01@uni-trier.de

9

London: George Allen & Unwin, 1957, p

he Kinematogra

3PN ana La

What we think of them', The Bioscope

nas Films in the Tradition of

eqas)




