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Victorian London was a place mudlarks and elite alike called home. With glaring social 

problems and a blissfully ignorant upper class, the mood was set for human interest journalism to 

be conceived. This bliss would be shattered for many in the 1840s courtesy of Henry Mayhew 

and the Morning Chronicle. Mayhew was one of the first to take on the task of exposing the 

upper class to the strifes of the lower class, and the result was his four volume work including 

information about, as the title suggests, London Labour and the London Poor. Forty years later, 

W.T. Stead followed in Mayhew’s footsteps and produced  a series of articles exposing the 

underground workings of London brothels. Like Mayhew, he aimed to evoke strong emotions in 

the upper class readers. One of the main tactics both authors used was the interview. It is curious 

to even consider this a similarity, as they employ it in vastly different ways; however, it is 

apparent both men aimed to impact their reader in some way, and both used the interview to do 

it. Mayhew says he intends to inform, and though he uses syntax and diction which suggests the 

reader has a moral duty to act, he allows the facts of his piece and the objective language to be 

the main tone of his writing. W.T.Stead, on the other hand, does not shy away from suggesting 

the moral duty of his reader to help those who are less fortunate. He uses charged diction to 

persuade his reader to act. Stead and Mayhew both told stories with specific characters to 



introduce their reader to what would have been a completely foreign society with an alien 

culture. For both authors,  the interview serves as a window into a different world, as well as a 

mirror to reflect and question the reader’s moral conscious.  

In the midst of his articles about the London poor, Mayhew focuses on a specific class of 

the poor called the “mudlarks.” It is clear from meticulous diction choices that he wants his 

upper class readers to understand their lower class counterparts in a specific, empathetic way. He 

introduces the Mudlarks as “another” class, and though this is referring to the other classes of 

poor folks, the use of the word “another” suggests a lack of gradation between classes. He 

equalizes the humanity of the mudlarks with that of the dignified classes, while highlighting the 

distinction of their situation. He describes their less than ideal “occupation,” illustrating a day of 

wading through the mud in hopes of finding enough “product” to exchange for money or a bit of 

food (Mayhew, 155). It is once this setting is established that he shares his interviews with the 

reader.  

Mayhew uses the interviews to connect his readers to the mudlark people, reasserting 

their humanity. He interviews many children, appealing to ethos, and then moves forward to 

include or interview their family members. The first interview he recounts to the reader comes 

about halfway through his third column of writing. He switches the reader’s attention to the 

interview with the words “On questioning one…” suggesting the situation of the interviewed 



person we are about to meet is not so unique, but rather that he is serving as an avatar for many 

other young boys in his position. Before disclosing what the boy actually said, Mayhew tells the 

reader about him-- more specifically, his family. He uses the interview not only to, quite literally, 

give the mudlarks a voice, but to enhance the inhumanity of their situation by juxtaposing it with 

their innate humanity. Though he recognizes their humanity through diction and the interviews, 

he uses syntax which could be interpreted as scientific. His description of the boy from the first 

interview is essentially just a list separated by semicolons. He relies on the reader to connect to 

the topic matter emotionally, but he does not over exaggerate or emphasis the tragedy of the boys 

situation. Mayhew uses the interview to separate the piece from his own voice, as he may stay an 

unbiased observer of the horrors. It is clear from the sentence structure just before the quotation 

that he hopes to assert his objectivity on the subject, and the interview allows him to accomplish 

this by passing off the voice of the piece.  

In stark contrast, when Stead allows another character’s voice to be heard in his writing, 

it just generally not for the benefit of his objectivity or their humanity. He uses the interview less 

to make the reader understand others and more to force the reader to reflect upon himself. After 

paralleling the brothel system in London with the tragic ancient Greek story of maiden tributes, 

he must ensure his extended metaphor does not make the situation seem too distant or 

implausible. One of the ways his use of the interview benefits his cause is by reminding the 



reader of the reality of the heightened situation. His use of the interview is particularly 

interesting because metaphor and hyperbole are functioning at such a high level in his writing, so 

the addition of quoted text changes the mindset.  

Stead’s use of the interviews as windows into the real world do not merely function as 

non-partisan reminders. The introduction of characters allowed Stead to craft a melodrama, in 

which there are clearly defined evil and good characters. Stead has a section in his work titled 

“How the Facts are Verified” and it is in this section that his first interview about the London 

brothels is shared with the reader. Unlike Mayhew who gives the victims a voice, Stead gives a 

voice to the authority who has admitted to ignoring the struggle of the victims. Not only did 

Stead likely intend to spark outrage with this form, but also perhaps hoped it would plague the 

reader’s own moral conscious should he perhaps see parallels between the interviewee and his 

own thoughts. Stead uses an observer who is acquainted well the situation to verify the truth of 

the horrors, and in doing so through the interview, he creates a character toward which the reader 

can understand, relate, and react. 

Stead ends his article series about the brothels with a verse of poetry: “For the child’s son 

in the darkness curseth deeper/ than the strong man in his wrath.” Just sentences before this, 

Stead quotes a child’s cry in “accents of terror” (Stead, A Child of Thirteen Bought for 5 

Pounds).Though not the same as the traditional  interview, he follows the pattern of using the 



voice of another speaker to enhance his point. Every other quote he used in the piece, came from 

a person who spoke those words directly to him -- they were given to him to take. The fact that 

he uses that girls cries in a “interview” quote exemplifies the issue of which he speaks. She did 

not give up her words freely, she did not give permission for them to printed. They were taken 

from her unwillingly and unknowingly, just as her virginity, her dignity, and her life as she knew 

it. This twist on the interview is one of the most effective ways Stead employed the device. It is 

interesting to consider that the tradition of the interview was already being broken when the 

tradition of human interest journalism had barely had time to form. He reaffirms the “traditional” 

interview in the previous articles of his work; his articles leading up to the final “A Child of 

Thirteen Bought for 5 Pounds,” establishes an interview standard in which quotes are shared that 

have been heard in intimate conversation between the writer and the person being quoted.  

Ending his piece with the cry of the young girl followed by the excerpt of poetry 

compliments the tone of the entire piece quite nicely. He uses dramatic and melodramatic diction 

and syntax, as exemplified in these last few lines of text; it is clear which “characters” in his 

story are the victims and which are the villains. He uses this high sense of drama to persuade his 

audience in a manner which Mayhew does not attempt outrightly. An element of persuasion 

exists in Mayhew’s piece about the Mudlarks, but the main tone of the piece is informative. 



Because the intentions of these two writers differ, the tones are distinct, and, thusly, the framing 

of the interview in both pieces reflect the respective writer’s intentions.  

The interview itself was a sign of changing times. The human interest story was a new 

concept, and the idea of a writer sharing the voice of the poor and insignificant with the elite 

society was unprecedented. From Mayhew to Stead the interview tactics had already developed a 

great deal in only 40 years. Mayhew understood to enact change, you first must make the public 

aware of the issue. He did his part in the social revolution, so writers like Stead could inherit the 

informed society and incite a public passion to enact change. Mayhew shared the voices of other 

so the readers could see into their lives, Stead shared the voices of others in hopes that the reader 

would reflect upon their own. 
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