Best of times, worst of times
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James Malton’s twenty-five engravings of Dublin were first published in London between 1792 and 1797, appearing at intervals in batches.   The young Malton had been trained as an architectural  draughtsman, coming to Dublin in the early 1780s to work for James Gandon (or so we are led to believe). Certainly the artist knew the city very well by the time he embarked on his great project: a series of views of Dublin, celebrating its architectural transformation.  He did the necessary fieldwork in the course of 1791, choosing sites and making the set of original drawings on which his great work would to be based.  These drawings, which he brought back to London, do not survive, but from them he produced both a number of luminous watercolours and his series of remarkable aquatints, the quality of which owes not a little to the fact that Malton carried out the engraving process himself.   We can assume that much of the topographical detailing and finely proportioned representation of buildings and streetscapes were already there in his drawings, reflecting both his architectural training and his close encounters with Gandon’s patrons, builders and presumably Gandon himself.

The engravings were published as a complete set in a single volume in 1799.  However, the city that he had drawn so carefully in 1791 was a very different place by then.  The start of the 1790s had been a time of great political excitement, revolutionary turmoil in France promising to stir up dramatic changes at home.  The general election in 1790 was particularly hard fought in the city, and the victorious popular candidates for the constituency, Lord Henry FitzGerald, heir to Leinster House (19), and Henry Grattan, the great parliamentary orator, had been paraded through town sporting French fashions and promising radical reform to their thousands of unenfranchised supporters.  The political establishment was not so easily moved, but a sense that history was on the side of the reformers gave an infectious optimism to political debate in the guildhalls and in the opposition newspapers.  Even Dublin’s great radical club, the Society of United Irishmen, which met first in the autumn of 1791, was a self-confident and outward-looking forum, embracing a version of the future where religious difference would carry no political weight.

The first years of the 1790s were also a time when the standard of living for most sections of Dublin society was improving.  This was certainly the case for upper-class and bourgeois households: for property owners rental income from the countryside was rising; for merchants and professionals, demand from outside town for expensive goods and services was reaching unprecedented levels. Cross-channel exports were booming and wholesale markets thriving.  The standard of living for skilled wage-earners, retailers and those in the construction trades was also rising, if less emphatically.  The striking number of private and public building projects, particularly on the eastern side of the city, gave ample employment to the many unskilled earth-movers, stone-cutters, brickmakers and carters.    Poverty was of course still present, to be found in the lanes, back yards and side streets in the western half of the city, but even for those living in poor housing and coping with bad sanitation, employment in the textile trades, food processing and retailing was greater than for many years past, and women and children were now being recruited into the new-style manufacturing enterprises in the suburbs.

Malton’s images of Dublin in 1791 convey something of this economic buoyancy, with signs of a busy port (18), a spectacular new Custom House (9), and clean street scenes generating, in Maurice Craig’s words, ‘an atmosphere of arcadian clarity’.   Some of his thoroughfares seem abnormally quiet (e.g. 16), while others are shown with very light traffic and a few unhurried pedestrians – as in College Green (2, 3), Cross Poddle (7), Skinners Row/High St. (11), James St. (17), and South William St. (21).  Only the intersection at Capel St./Essex bridge (22) seems moderately busy. Perhaps he did his fieldwork early in the morning or at other quiet times.  Granted that with an armed metropolitan police force, established in 1786 and now fully active, the streets and street markets were more orderly than before, but they were likely to have been far busier than is suggested here. However there was an artistic rationale: Malton’s underpopulated streets allowed him draw the eye to the great public buildings.  One of the most striking of these is his view of the Royal Exchange (8), a neoclassical masterpiece that predated both Gandon’s and Malton’s arrival in the city.  Here there is plenty of distant coach and foot traffic to be seen along Dame St., but in his treatment of the Exchange itself only a small group encroaches at the very corner of the building. Thus for busier – or more Hogarthian – representations of Dublin street life, one has to turn to Malton’s contemporary John Nixon, but Nixon’s work attracted little contemporary interest. 

It was in the winter of 1792/3 that things began to go bad – the coming of Anglo-French war, the first taste of political repression, a sharp credit crisis and a chill in the urban property market. Real wages were falling with higher food and alcohol prices, and a new malt tax in 1794 was deeply felt – and resented. However for several years the wider economy adapted to the war. Merrion Square was being completed, and large-scale speculative building on the eastern side of the Gardiner estate continued. In 1796 the Grand Canal was finally connected to the Liffey with the opening of the vast Grand Canal Docks. 

But by then there was a growing chasm between the Irish government – based in the Castle (1) – and the prevailing political sentiment in the city outside, tinged increasingly by sectarian tensions, and this created an increasingly tense atmosphere.  The French armada that briefly appeared out of the mists in Bantry Bay at the end of 1796, only to disappear again, was profoundly shocking to property-owners and the Irish government, and their reaction further polarized politics and public life. The property market shuddered to a halt and artisanal unemployment soared in the wake of the credit crisis of spring 1797.   A now militant and subversive United Irish movement was organized in Dublin, and this led to censorship and eventually to martial law. Newgate prison on Green St., one the largest public buildings not included by Malton, now housed hundreds of detainees.   The great rebellion of May 1798 failed in Dublin, although it had been planned and orchestrated to a large extent by city radicals (including of course Lord Henry’s young brother, Lord Edward FitzGerald), and this in turn led to bitter reprisals in the city.  City tradition has it that dozens of executed rebels were interred in the open ground lying between the Royal Barracks and the river, shown here as a pleasant pastoral space (24), but this remains unproven.  

The 1798 rebellion set in motion plans in London for a dissolution of the Irish parliament and Anglo-Irish union.   Malton’s Picturesque and Descriptive View of Dublin with its 25 engravings and accompanying text appeared midway through the bitter political battle over whether the parliament (2) would vote itself out of existence.  His text celebrated a capital city that had regularly brought several hundred wealthy families to reside in style during every parliamentary session.  Opponents of union predicted the closure of parliament would bring an aristocratic exodus, urban dereliction and industrial decay.  

Dublin was indeed altered by the working out of the Union, but the impact of the measure was not as predicted.  With the survival, indeed growth, of central government institutions within the city during the early 1800s, public building projects continued and multiplied, and the great terraces of brick expanded outwards, particularly in the south-east quarter. The university blossomed and monumental welfare institutions proliferated, although none would ever match the neoclassical elegance of the Lying-in Hospital and Rotunda, featuring twice in Malton’s views (15 and 16).  But the Rotunda had been an essentially upper-class project, overseen by ‘the men of taste’ and the resident nobility.  After Malton’s time it was to be the state and the churches which became the near-exclusive patrons of great building projects.  Strangely no one followed in his steps to celebrate these, the great buildings of nineteenth-century Dublin.  
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