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Foreword by Henry Flowers, Sterling Professor of 
Literature at Princeton University

On the Canon, The Wire, and the Worthy

You hold in your hand a rare thing; excerpts from and competent critical analy-
sis of a work of some literary merit that has somehow escaped the inevitably 
just and continually active process of literary Canonization. The Canon, which 
Kermode famously identified as “negat[ing] the distinction between knowledge 
and opinion,” is the process by which writers and critics, and on occasion other 
readers with aesthetic acuity, enshrine the worthiest of literary works—those 
of deepest characterization and most potent aesthetic virility—so that they may 
be passed down to future persons of intelligence. It is, in short, survival of the 
strongest, most vigorous writing. A culling, a strengthening and buttressing of 
the great human Aesthetic Enterprise through the annihilation of the unworthy. 
If a work of literature has entered the Canon, it is nothing less than a survivor 
of a three thousand year cosmomeritological slaughter, a war that has left the 
life work of tens of thousands of literary mediocrities abandoned to the abattoir.

And yet, in the midst of our crumbling institutions of “higher learning,” currently 
choked with bitter Scholars of Resentment that savage the Canon at every op-
portunity with the Ism of their choice, come two scholars of alleged intelligence 
and judgment seeking to enlarge the Canon on an aesthetic rather than a political 
basis. This text is their attempt. They do not seek to Engorge the Canon as their 
brothers in Isms do by entering the unworthy—rather, they say, in this, the rarest 
of cases, Aesthetic and Cultural justice was not done—the worthiest work, the 
fittest work, was not identified, and in fact has narrowly escaped destruction.

Is such a thing possible? Could a worthy work of strong Literary Originality have 
escaped enshrinement? Let us skip over the endlessly repeated story of The 
Wire’s rediscovery and instead address this point. In my book The Excrutiat-
ing Agony of Influence (Princeton University Press, 1983), I argued convincingly 
that Canonization is impossible without influence, that the process of selection 
is carried out by future generations of writers and critics who selectively feed or 
starve the works of the past by the Literary Fathers with which they torturedly 
grapple. In this Darwinian/Freudian model of Patranatural Selection no figure 
looms larger than the Stratford Man himself, who with his 38 plays taught us 
more than any human that ever lived, who in fact single-handedly created Mod-
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ern Cognition. A person completely free of the influence of Shakespeare would 
be more great ape than modern man, and thus all writers carry the burden of 
that heavy debt. And so it must be so, in a lesser way, with all works in the 
Canon. How can a work enter the canon without having extended its tendrils of 
influence into that fertile soil of brain, paper and ink? 

It is beyond possibility that a literary force as intensely luminous and nakedly 
blinding as a Shakespeare or a Milton or a Dante could be obscured beneath 
the bushel basket of time. But what of the lesser of those mighty lights? What 
of a Voltaire or an E. Brontë or a Dickens? The last two are most germane to 
the discussion, as both were contemporaries of the author under scrutiny. How 
does The Wire, the six year literary labor of that almost-forgotten agitator H.B. 
Ogden, compare to the output of Dickens, with whom he apparently enjoyed a 
spirited if primarily imaginary rivalry? And perhaps more importantly, if we ac-
cept the aesthetic judgment of DeLyria and Robinson that Ogden was equal to 
or even greater than his more famous foe, how do we justify his long exclusion 
from the Canon? Is Ogden essentially to be treated as a contemporary writer, as 
his influence on writers of subsequent generations has so far been negligible? 
Will further judgment on this matter have to wait until future generations of aes-
theticians have had the time to digest this unearthed work? 

These are questions for another generation of readers, a generation which may 
not ever exist if our intellectual Parade of Resentment continues its plunge into 
the gorge of Historical Injustice. As to the aesthetic issues, however, the consid-
erations are many and varied. As DeLyria and Robinson defensively explain 
several times in their analysis, Ogden is unafflicted by the rabble-pleasing sen-
timentality that clings to so much of Dickens’ output. This is in itself no great 
virtue, though, nor are his use of the great themes or his undoubtedly heartfelt if 
misguided social concerns, not if his writing itself is not of the utmost muscular-
ity and strength, his prose as worthy of that great man whose words and char-
acters continue to grace the bookshelves of learned and squalid alike. Is Ogden 
such a man? DeLyria and Robinson say yes. As for myself, I am no soothsayer, 
and I will resist the urge to speculate as to the future influence of Ogden’s epic 
tragiofarcical polemic. 

I will say, however, that it is within the realm of the possible that DeLyria and 
Robinson are right, that the literary light of The Wire and the reputation of its 
author will burn brighter for the next generation of aesthetic elites than it has 
for those of the generation to which it belonged. To my admittedly historically 
limited judgment, Ogden’s prose is adequate to his task and occasionally ex-
ceptional, especially in the descriptions of those structures of society against 
whom he set himself. However much he railed against the sentimental tenden-
cies of his imagined rival, Ogden seems afflicted with his own kind of ground-
ling-thrilling populism, that of the Spectacle of Violence. Like Poe, another Canon 

aspirant of uncertain standing, Ogden’s art is sometimes equal to the task of 
mitigating his baser instincts. For all of its violence and grotesque spectacle, in 
sophistication The Wire is still leagues beyond the limitless orgy of viscera and 
gyration that assaults simpletons every night through the white-light delivery 
mechanism of their television set. Of that truly modern horror the less written 
the better—stringing together even a single coherent paragraph regarding that 
avalanche of  dissipation is well beyond my own not unconsiderable powers of 
patience. It is perhaps a task best left to the undereducated and over-employed: 
specifically, my Colleagues of Resentment, who will not stop until every Depart-
ment of Literature has been destroyed, to be replaced by yet another temple to 
“Cultural Studies.”

And to what supplicants do these “academic” temples address themselves? De-
partments dwindle; attendance shrinks. The attention span of each incoming 
class of students is ever more fragile and withered than that of the prior. And 
these High Priests of Cultural Studies insist that theirs is the way out, that 
despite all evidence arrayed against them, theirs is the true key to Intellectual 
Enlargement, a kind of New Populism.

But we, the last few faithful followers of the Aesthetic alone, know the truth, 
that analyzing movies or romance novels or, heaven forbid, a television show, is 
to place one’s nose directly into the evacuating orifice of the ascendant culture. 
Perhaps this is an easier task for my colleagues, whose every organ of percep-
tion seem to have atrophied from disuse, but for a person with refined aesthetic 
judgment a soap opera or a cops-and-robbers television program is nothing but 
an artefact for future historians, no more revealing than a yellowed bottle of dish 
detergent or a fossilized piece of excrement.

We know, instead, that the only true populism can come through the works 
of the great and the worthy, and that there was never nor will there ever be a 
greater populist than that greatest of writers, and greatest of human beings, the 
Bard without whom we would all be diminished, whose aesthetic supremacy 
is confirmed by 400 years of universal appeal and acclaim. When voices come 
forth calling for the opening of the Canon, let us pause and consider Shake-
speare, that greatest of lights and most generous of Creators, and greatest of 
levelers, who speaks to scholar and ignoramus alike. We do not know if time 
will treat Ogden differently on this, his second improbable go-round, whether he 
will gain a new ascendency or be covered again by the shroud of the unknown, 
but we do know that either way, it will be time, and not any individual, that will 
be his judge.
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INTrODucTION

you know your Homer; you know your Virgil. you know your chaucer, your 
Dante, your shakespeare. you’re well acquainted with Dickens, Tolstoy, 
Balzac; time has seen fit to familiarize you with James, Hawthorne, with 
Nabokov—who made room for himself with elbows and nary an, “Excuse me, 
please.” But do you know Horatio Bucklesby Ogden? 

You won’t find him on your shelf next to your Cervantes or your Goethe; you 
won’t find him in the essays of illustrious scholars.  You won’t find him taught 
in classrooms, or in the penguin series of classics.  you might, just possibly, 
find him in a dusty shelf of a library, beside a Meredith or Swinburne or some-
one else no one reads any more, but you won’t find him in circles that style 
themselves literary. Nor will your find him in numerous spin-offs: films, televi-
sion series, graphic novels, video games or cash-in mash-ups, where all the 
old classics go to die and be reborn as ads on toilet stalls.

canon, you see, has entirely neglected to extend an invitation to Horatio Buck-
lesby Ogden, and that’s how you’ve escaped an introduction.  In another 150 
years, everyone will assume that The Wire, that five volume Victorian mas-
terpiece penned by Ogden, was just another bit of serial dreck published in 
a penny dreadful—never awarded any accolades by those who mattered, and 
thus forgotten by subsequent generations.  We’ll never have the sequel penned 
by some clever, aspiring grad student; we’ll never have the action figure; we 
never got the film—though once, one man tried.

To find out how it came to this, we must go back in time, to the days of The 
Wire’s serialization in the mid-nineteenth century. a scattered few praised the 
work; some circles of society seemed to enjoy it very much.  perhaps it was 
H.B. Ogden himself who turned off the rest of the population, but so little is 
known of the man himself, it’s difficult to say.  When a man’s work falls into 
obscurity, so too does his life; the two are intimately connected, as though the 
history of a man might work as a translation for his art. This isn’t true: all men 
die; but some art lives on and on. 

charles Dickens was a great man and well-loved by many; he was known for 
his skills as an orator and for his theatricality.  Emily Brontë was not a great 

woman, but we remember her for her family, the romance of her childhood, 
the gothic setting of her upbringing, the untimeliness of her death. H.B. Ogden 
is known for nothing save a title beside his name in a card catalogue; he is not 
Dostoevsky, the epileptic excused at the last minute from hanging, not Byron, 
a club foot with a love life unparalleled. He is not Homer, nor shakespeare, 
those great bards who may have been many men, in fact, who may have never 
existed at all.

H.B. Ogden was just a man, struggling to make sense of a world full of cities 
that were changing, a time of building-up that went hand in hand with the 
makings of decay. We seek to discover that man: first, in what little details 
we could gather of his life, together with that of his illustrator, Baxter Black.  
Their lives are not an illustration: Black brings life to the work of Ogden in a 
way that mere collections of facts never can. In illuminating the creator of The 
Wire, we only wish to show that he was a man of his times.  

Then again, perhaps it wasn’t Ogden at all who made the work apparently 
inaccessible; the idea that it was Black has occurred to us as well.  What little 
detail we have unearthed suggests Black was a soft-spoken man, but his illus-
tration was not similarly gentle.  perhaps the violence of his art, or the charac-
ters on which he chose to so lovingly dwell, were in some way out of step with 
the time period Ogden so illuminates.  It could be, we suppose, that Victorian 
audiences weren’t ready to see the subject matter that The Wire portrayed in 
so much thorough, unrelenting detail.

We have attempted to address this subject matter, pulling apart those intricate 
threads in order to find the meaning of The Wire.  It has been suggested that 
the complexity of the work itself made it unpalatable to the general public, and 
yet the final determinants of what must be considered “canon” remain unclear.  

If the public has neglected The Wire, then we must also place the blame at the 
feet of scholars.  The Wire has received some attention, but it deserves a place 
among the greats.  It wouldn’t be out of place on a shelf with swift or flaubert; it 
wouldn’t even be out of place on a more modern book shelf, beside gabriel Mar-
quez or pynchon.  The best art is for all times, and The Wire is among the best.

The Wire is a novel, though it has not withstood the test of time.  History has 
shot it down, declared it unworthy.  But we declare, as those few enlightened 
souls have done before us: it is an injustice.  This work deserves to be consid-
ered just as any proust or any plutarch, just as any Defoe or Dickens.



Where possible, text quoted from The Wire is taken from the 1853 
edition.  The 1935 edition has only been used in those infrequent cir-
cumstances in which the first edition was too damaged to accurately 
transcribe.

All illustrations are from the 1853 edition.
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From book I
Excerpt chapter IV. “Old Cases.”

( June 23, 1846)

[. . .] the landlord having let them in the door; thereupon they entered 
a bleak little place, lit only by a pale, sickly beam of sunlight streaming 
through the window.  The meagre accommodation did nothing to placate 
the dissatisfaction of Mr McNulty, who—having voiced this complaint to 
Mr Moreland before having entered the crime scene—despaired of finding 
anything to connect to his primary interest: Mr Avon Barksdale, whom he 
knew to be corrupt.

Mr Moreland—having more stake in the proceedings, or rather less 
interest in pursuing what amounted to, in his opinion, a goose chase the 
likes of which only Mr McNulty would subject himself—put his cigar 
in his mouth and looked down at the sketches which they had obtained 
from Scotland Yard.  Years of detective work such as this had compelled 
Mr Moreland into an attitude of complaisance; in most investigations his 
manner was one of general affability and a charming lack of anything like 
concern.  As he flipped through the sketches, however, he took out his 
cigar, and his tone was exactly that of a child at last being forced to chores 
when he said: “Aw, fuck.”1

Knowing that Mr McNulty would share in his disgust, Mr Moreland 
referred Mr McNulty to the sketches.  “Motherfucker,” said Mr McNulty, 
indicating by this succinct phrasing his understanding as to the work that 
would be required in order to make sense of the sketches and the heinous 
nature of the crime.

Accepting at last this call to duty, which was at the most abhorrent 
and at the very least would prove tiresome, Mr McNulty advanced toward 
the interior, setting down his knapsack and readying his detecting equip-
ment.  Mr Moreland, meanwhile, cigar once again firmly wedged between 
teeth, bent to lay the sketches in accordance with the positioning in the 
room that they portrayed, saying, “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” all the while in 
a rhythm with his work.

At the sideboard, Mr McNulty opened the dossier on the victim, which 
described exactly the manner in which the victim had been found, &c, in 
accordance with the notes from the sergeant who had alerted them to the 
case.  Over the muttered, “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” issuing from the direction of 
Mr Moreland laying down the sketches, Mr McNulty pronounced his own 
exclamation of, “Fuck!” as he compared two more sketches and observed 
the angle of the wound.  Using his own person as model, he attempted to 
decipher the point of entry and of exit for the ball.

As the landlord looked on, Mr Moreland finished his arrangement, us-
ing a nub of chalk in order to mark a spot on the floor.  The landlord could 
have no means by which to understand Mr Moreland’s marking, and Mr 
Moreland, wrapped in the complexity and ugliness of the crime, did not 
seek to enlighten him, instead pronouncing his own private view of the 
situation, which was—

“Fuck.”
After drawing another circle on the floor, Mr Moreland stood and ven-

tured to the window, effectively switching places with Mr McNulty as the 
latter put aside the dossier and looked down to Mr Moreland’s markings.  
These he could decipher, as though they had been written in some esoteric 
code betwixt them.  Mr McNulty drew out his measuring tape.  “Fuck,” he 
said absently, having nicked his own thumb in the process of withdrawal, 
his mind on the delicate task at hand. 

At the window Mr Moreland set up another one of the sketches, mark-
ing another point, then crossing to help Mr McNulty with his measuring 
tape.  Holding the tape at the height of the victim so that Mr McNulty 
might accurately determine the height at which the ball might have en-
tered, Mr McNulty used his own firearm to gauge the height at which the 
handgun must have been fired.

“Fuck,” said Mr McNulty.
“Aw, fuck,” replied Mr Moreland, in perfect agreement.
The landlord looked on in confusion, not privy to the complications of 

the work of detection, or the intricacy of the scene.  A more worldly ob-
server, with some knowledge of a .38, an understanding of entry wounds, 
an ability to decipher the often vague sketches taken on a crime scene, 
would begin to have a glimmer of what our two detectives have already 
concluded: that the victim would have had to have been shot from an im-1 fuck: mid-nineteenth century slang, an expression of dismay.
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probable height, were she shot while standing.  The landlord, not being 
such an observer, therefore watched on in some confusion as Mr Mc-
Nulty knelt on the ground, holding up the pistol in order to keep that 
angle from which he and Mr Moreland had concluded the poor woman 
had been shot.

“Fuck it,” Mr McNulty murmured quietly, expressing his dissatisfac-
tion with this position.  He could ascertain no reason why the woman 
would have been upon her knees in the middle of the room at the time 
at which she had died, and so it seemed an unlikely conclusion.  He at-
tempted therefore to find some evidence on the ground which would 
allow him to more reasonably perceive the attitude of the victim on the 
evening of her murder.

Mr Moreland, meanwhile, was attempting to guess the direction the 
ball would have taken from the window.  Only when he turned back to 
study again the sketch which he had placed leaning up against the win-
dow did he removed his cigar, ejaculating, “Motherfucker.”2  This utter-
ance expressed his surprise upon realizing, during this secondary perusal 
of the sketch, that the artist of that work had included a small smudge 
upon the drawing of the sideboard under the window.  Pointing to this, 
Mr Moreland murmured, “Aw,” which evolved to a knowing, “Aw fuck,” 
as he traced the trajectory from the smudge to the sketch of the hole that 
had been made in the shutter of the window.

Having discovered this possibility of ricochet, Mr Moreland thereupon 
replaced his cigar between his teeth.  He held up the pistol to the window as 
Mr McNulty had held up the pistol to himself, thus establishing the angle 
whereby the shot may have issued, allowing the ball to direct against the 
sideboard.  Mr McNulty then approached, verifying this angle by holding 
his hands on either side of his body and pointing his fingers in a downward 
direction, signifying the slant that the projectile had achieved through the 
victim’s chest and hip.  He looked to Mr Moreland to see whether he agreed 
with this conjecture, whereupon that good man nodded.

“Fuckity fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck,” said McNulty, looking at the 
sketches and the circle on the floor.

2 motherfucker: in this instance, an expression of greater dismay.
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“Motherfucker,” Mr Moreland opined, in hearty agreement with the 
disgusted assessment of his partner.

Mr McNulty then proceeded to follow the angle of the bullet to its 
logical terminus, which proved to be a corner where a tin-plated cabinet 
was set into the wall.  “Fuck,” Mr McNulty said again, looking at the wall, 
for that area proved just as confounding as both the angle of the weapon 
and the attitude of the victim had been.  He repeated this observation in 
a steady stream of, “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” which Mr Moreland punctuated 
with an intermittent and somewhat more laconic groaned, “Fuck.”  As 
Mr McNulty’s search of the corner prove fruitless, he turned back to the 
sketches Mr Moreland had spread about the floor.  Mr Moreland, chew-
ing unhappily on his cigar, did not exert himself to move closer, but raised 
himself upon the balls of his feet in order to glimpse the sketches over Mr 
McNulty’s shoulder.

Finding what he was looking for in one of the sketches, Mr McNulty 
pointed it out to Mr Moreland.  “Motherfucker,” Mr Moreland muttered, 
grabbing the sketch and pulling it closer.  In one of the victim’s hands was 
an item no doubt extracted from the cabinet.  The height of the cabinet 
also explained the angle of the firearm; the victim would have had to have 
knelt down in order to retrieve the object.

To this effect, Mr McNulty opened the cabinet, as it would have been 
open as the woman removed the object from its shelves.  “Fuckin’ A,” 

McNulty announced in some triumph, having discerned a hole on the 
inward side of the cabinet door.3  As he scratched at this hole, Mr More-
land turned to fetch him iron pliers, which he handed to his partner.  Mr 
McNulty pushed the pliers into the hole, removing the ball, which had 
smashed against the metal plate on the outside of the cabinet.  “Mother-
fucker,” said McNulty, holding up the ball, thereby identifying the culprit 
in this inordinately convoluted scene.

Mr Moreland took the bullet, examining it from about the length of his 
cigar.  “Fuck me,” he agreed.

CHAPTER I.

ORIGINS.

Horatio Bucklesby Ogden was born February 29, 1812—that fact is not in 
doubt, though very little else about his early life can be said with much certainty. 
Due to the unpopularity of his works, there is very little contemporary information 
to draw upon in the attempt to construct his biography.

What few records have survived, including a trove of correspondence and a 
handful of clippings, suggest that he was born into a lower-middle class back-
ground.  His father died at young age; he and his mother were supported by rela-
tives in Ogden’s early years.  As a teenager, Ogden attended private school, until 
some emergency caused his mother to write him, asking that he return and support 
her by taking up her relations’ (unnamed) career. Ogden’s reply:

Dearest Mother, 

I cannot believe that you fully understand what it is you ask of me, and 
what consequences it may have, but I will agree to your course, in spirit 
if not in letter. But it is not for you to say how it is I will accomplish this 
thing, or what shape the channel of my life may take. I will assist you, 
but I will not work for Beckinridge, nor will I apply myself to the tasks 
of book-keeping at all. My vocation, recently found though it may be, is 
my own, and it is only my own counsel that I will accept on the matter.

In recent weeks I have increased my exploration of the city; I have 
ventured into those narrow, confining spaces in which we have desig-
nated our “lowers” to live, and have seen for the first time the true face 
of poverty. To speak of us as destitute—you, who by virtue of others’ 
toil, will remain quite comfortable for the remainder of your days—is 
beyond exaggeration. Not a fortnight ago I saw a man  in a nearby court, 
lately relieved of life by the wilfulness of natural elements—though he 
had been surrounded in sleep by the bodies of the other street dwellers. 
When I first spied him, his confederates had shortly before discovered 
his condition, and had retreated to a distance from the corpse, which lay 
cold and uncushioned upon the pavement. 

Those poor souls who cowered and only slowly crept with open hands 
and hungry eyes toward me permitted me to examine their erstwhile 
friend, his soiled, unclean face; his skin, blistered and cracked by winter 
or some other condition more common to the world below. The rags that 

3 fuckin’ A: an expression of greatest dismay.
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had covered him served to make his bulk seem more substantial than it 
was beneath; to touch his shoulder was to touch a hock with but a small 
of amount of meat still clinging to the bone. 

Mother, there are many to take care of you in your privilege. This man 
had none, not even one to record his passing; his friends—those starve-
ling sparrows and linnets that once knew this poor scare-crow, are all as 
illiterate as the city starlings they resemble; they know not the words that 
might enshrine the quality of his life, or expose the cruel circumstances 
of his death. Who would expect me to weigh their plight over your own? 
[. . .]

Shortly after this letter Ogden moved himself and his mother to London, 
where he worked as errand-boy for a local paper, and eventually obtained a posi-
tion as a reporter.

Per his letter, Ogden was concerned with the plight of the urban poor, which 
had reached large numbers by the mid-nineteeth century.  During this time, 
Ogden evidently spent many of his days on the streets, observing the conditions of 
life there and recording what he saw. Some of these sketches were reworked and re-
purposed as portions of Ogden’s later works, The Corner and The Wire.  Though 
much of what he saw was pathetic, Ogden avoided the pathos of many Victorian 
authors and strove for a kind of accuracy in his depiction of the downtrodden.  As 
a journalist his profile seemed undistinguished, though he eventually did obtain a 
position on The Sentinel.

Surviving correspondence from the time period suggests that Ogden’s relation-
ship with the paper was a rocky one, as he believed the paper’s owners and editors 
more concerned with sales and sensationalism than with truth. 

Disgusted with his work, Ogden took a leave of absence and assembled several 
years worth of street “sketches” into a book, released in 1835.  Little heed was paid 
to Life on the Streets.  Only a handful of lines in a letter attest to its existence at all, 
and the work itself is now lost.  It must have pained Ogden to witness the success 
of Sketches by Boz, a collection of journalistic work published the very next year 
written by another reporter turned fiction writer, Charles Dickens.

Ogden returned to the paper determined to write his own book. Around this time 
he began drafting his first major work of fiction, The Corner.  It was then that he 
met Baxter Black, the artist who would give face, features, and figure to his words.

It would be a mistake to say that one creator or author was responsible for 
The Wire, when the illustrations played such an essential role.  Just as Sidney 

Paget immortalized Sherlock Holmes independently of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 
by giving the detective his famous deerstalker cap and cape, so too did Baxter 
“Bubz” Black bring to life the world of The Wire in vivid detail.

Would Deputy Cedric Daniels’ nobility seem so stately and so otherworldly, were 
he not also portrayed with the lanky, lithe grace Black’s art imparts?  Would Avon 
Barksdale be as intimidating and yet beautiful were Black not able to capture his 
panther-like movement, his violent grace?  Would Joseph “Proposition Joe” Stew-
art be as memorable and endearing without his round, peering face and expressive 
eyes? Certainly Omar Little would not 
be Omar Little without his billowing 
coat, like something out of the previous 
century; nor would he be Omar (“Omar 
comin’!  It be Omar!”) without the scar 
running down his face, signifying past 
violence, a life of both heroic romance 
and mythic tragedy.

Today’s storytelling lacks this es-
sential element of effective illustration.  
For one thing, we would not allow our 
cast to be represented by the “others” 
in our society, whom Black renders so 
lovingly. Black gave us reality, and he 
made it beautiful.  The standards of il-
lustrations today are pitifully low, and 
certainly are no longer concerned with 
reality, while our fiction demands their inverse, a perverse masquerade of fairy tale 
plotting nested within a framework of “gritty realism” that is all but real.  Mov-
ies, television, and the internet have all morphed our expectations, twisted and 
changed our visions, until we only wish to see the critic John Ruskin’s ideal: a pris-
tine, white, purer version of ourselves.

Little is known of Baxter Black, save a few simple facts. He was fifteen years 
Ogden’s senior, and came from modest beginnings.  For the most part he signed 
his work “Bubz”, a decision with possible commercial motivation, but that survived 
long past any possible benefit to him. 

The little we know of Black suggests that Ogden first met him while Black was 
living on the streets, and only later learned of Black’s skills.  While Black may have 

OGDEN AS A YOUNG MAN.
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worked as an engraver—a skilled finisher of other men’s creative work—he did not 
appear to have worked professionally for any length of time.

Though seen as the role of a technician, engravers still enjoyed a great deal of 
prestige, almost equal to the illustrators themselves. Bubz, however, did not enjoy 
that kind of fame himself—if the record of existing signed illustrations is in any 
way reliable, he worked mostly uncredited.

Whatever the initial circumstances of their meeting, there was little doubt 
through the duration of their relationship that Ogden and Black were uniquely 
suited to each other both artistically and temperamentally. When they met, Ogden 
was in the midst of the difficult serialization of The Corner, initially released by 

Ogden’s publishers: Foxe, Warner, and Cable.
Ogden’s dissatisfaction with original illustrator Halvert Kalbrunner was doubt-

less the primary impetus for his decision to work with Baxter Black. Ogden made 
his displeasure clear directly to Kalbrunner in a letter dated April 16, 1841:

[. . .] I find your depiction of McCullough and his environs to be 
most insensitive to the text, which I have carefully prepared for the pur-
pose of reading, and secondly for the purpose of your divining intent and 
motivation and detail of your illustration. I must assume from the care-
ful organization of the depiction of Mr McCullough’s apartment that 
you are not personally acquainted with any laudanum addicts, or indeed 
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any working men without valets to attend to their accoutrement, as his 
incongruously opulent personal articles  seem to be arrayed most neatly 
about his generously-sized  (one might say spacious) bedroom. 

I was surprised to find Mr McCullough looking so robust and By-
ron-like, for when my pen last parted from him, his body was subject 
to ravaging disease—though I see you have placed him upon a couch, 
revealing his neck and wrists in a pose most tragic.  I must revise; Mr 
McCullough is not a Byron, but some young Keats, suffering from a 
romantic wasting illness, which makes us all sigh for him rather than 
recoil in disgust.   I suppose it is possible that his pale complexion is 
the result of this sickness, but that colouration seems rather a result of 
an affliction on your part, rather than his, which makes you shy from 
depicting Mr McCullough as he really is.  While we are on the matter 
of Mr McCullough’s face, I would like to take a moment to direct you 
to the line of his mouth, which you have drawn to indicate—I cannot 
discern what—is it a grotesque mockery of happiness? The stiff rigorous 
smile of the Death’s head? Perhaps you intended this tremulous line as a 
reflection of the “satisfaction even in the sliver of Sleep” indicated in the 
text? 

Despite the above, rest assured that your depiction of Mr Mc-
Cullough’s furniture is most excellent. I am not sure where he has ob-
tained such stylish furnishings, but they are admirably textured. You are 
to be commended as to the quantity of lines employed. [. . .]

Black’s illustrations made their debut shortly afterwards.
Black’s work occupies a chasm between two very different styles of Victorian 

illustration, having an inadequate knowledge of anatomy and too many weakness-
es of draftsmanship for an audience interested in “classical” illustration, and not 
comic or lively enough to appeal to opposing audience of Victorians hungry for 
caricature and exaggeration. But whatever these limitations, he made up for them 
with his nuanced, spontaneous line, and the sensitive way in which he approached 
his subject matter.

Etching as illustration was unusual for the time, more common for fine artists 
wishing to make drawings for more limited runs of reproduction, as the intaglio 
process involved necessitated a separate printing for the text and artwork. (In in-
taglio printing, like copperplate etching, the inked portions are grooved rather than 
raised—thus, unlike wood, copper or steel engraving, the illustrations could not be 
mounted with the set text to be printed simultaneously). Once Ogden began work 
on The Wire in 1846, he was able to persuade his publisher to accept this process 

by pointing to his great rival Mr Dickens, who had begun employing an etcher for 
the illustration of his serials as well.  Evidence of Ogden’s methods of persuasion 
are preserved in this letter to Foxe, Warner, and Cable, dated 1846:

[. . .] As to your reservations, yes, I do realize that etching is not the 
current fashion; nor is sense—nor is taste, or any of the other qualities of 
which I had previously, perhaps mistakenly, ascribed to you gentlemen, 
both in the chamber of my mind and in correspondence with writers of 
greater stature than my own—the fashion. If you are interested in only 
in that material of which every man may avail himself, may I suggest 
that you spend your nights not with your wives and children, but in the 
company of some working women with whom I am acquainted—they 
are most accommodating, and convenient, I can assure you. 

We are, gentlemen, by nature selective. Our God has made us so, 
seeing fit to bestow us with judgement distinct from the impulses of 
the beasts who root in the dirt. When I set out in my previous missive 
to educate you three on the advantages of the etching process, and my 
enthusiasm for the work of my new illustrator who is quite skilled in the 
technique himself, it was not to persuade you, to flatter and cajole so as 
to obtain something that should not by rights be mine: it was because, 
in my faith in the tastes and sound judgement of you gentlemen, with 
whom I have entrusted my livelihood and work and future success, I 
believed truly that were I to set out the facts of the matter plainly and 
without adornment, you would see the rightness of this judgement.

Do not put this supposition to lie. [. . .]

Had his publishers known the dismal sales and negative press that would greet 
The Wire upon its initial publication, it is unlikely they would have been much 
persuaded by Ogden’s appeals. But once the course was set, they continued their 
accommodation on these points.

This was not the only time that Ogden would have arguments with his 
publishers regarding the work of his collaborator. Although Foxe, Warner, and 
Cable allowed Ogden great latitude in the text of The Corner, and later on The 
Wire as well, they were more squeamish about depicting those same sequences 
in the visuals. 

Although no correspondence relating to it has survived, we have existing prints 
of at least one rejected illustration, depicting Greggs surveying her wily informant 
Bubbles through her field glass. It’s possible that this plate was rejected for practi-
cal reasons, as it does not directly depict the action of the scene delineated in the 
text—Bubbles, identifying suspects by handing out hats.  
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But the most likely reason for their rejection is right there in the foreground 
of the print—Greggs’ lovingly depicted, be-panted posterior. It was one thing to 
graphically depict a death by kicking, or a character splayed out on a wreckage of 
building materials like a cyclopsidic Christ on a cross of industry, but a true visual 
depiction of Greggs, as she appeared in the text, seemed impossible. Although she 
is a central figure in three of the five volumes of The Wire, she appears in a single 
illustration only, and then merely from the waist up, and at a great distance. That is, 
unless you count the tiny rooftop dot in the distance of the actual print illustration 
of the Bubbles scene in question.

Ogden himself was hardly the ideal collaborator.   His striving for realism in 
every particular caused him to demand complete honesty of Black, emphasizing 
that all their work should capture not the present sentiment of the times, but the 
truth of their own lives and experience.  This unique mandate caused Black to 
experiment with style, often inventing techniques not put to use again for decades.

When Ogden needed to correct his collaborator’s course, he did so with gentle-
ness and clear admiration.

Your depiction of the fisticuffs is adequate, and your rendering is as 
usual fine,  but your illustration seems to be entirely of the intellect, and to 
possess none of the animal depicted in my words.  

I met a man once in reduced circumstances.  Though his eye was keen, 
and his talents prodigious, it was his hands I most admired, for they did 
not speak to sharpness, nor that skill I so admire in you.  These hands, 
though able to produce such loving portraiture with which I have been so 
lucky to see my work supplemented, were admirable not for delicacy or 
technical accuracy but for their very roughness, their sore, work-hardened 
state, and for the strength of passion of which I deemed them capable.  
These hands I have seen hold the quill, and work the burin; I have seen 
them produce tender works of subtle mastery.  But in my heart of hearts, 
I admire these hands still for their experience, for their passion; I admire 
them for their ability to produce not that which is pretty, but that which 
is true, and real.  

That truth is not in the studio, my dear friend, and the lines you seek 
are not in the books to which we have become accustomed.  Your lines are 
the lines of the streets; your eye is not closed in the polite manner of the 
masses, but open in the way of one who risks being crushed beneath their 
weight.  Create not in the way of the politely blind, who would adorn us all 
in frocks and white smooth skin.  Create in the way of Truth.  I know that 
your heart sees it; let your stylus show it, that we may see it too.
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Black delivered.
When The Wire serialization was finally complete, six years after it had begun, 

things had changed for Black. He no longer worked as an engraver during the day, 
as it seems he was relieved from the position for reasons relating to his health, and 
perhaps to an increasing unsteadiness in his hand. Indeed, his final surviving letters 
to Ogden show mark of this deterioration, his once crisp and confident penman-
ship now jittery and unsure. 

Before his condition had reached this extreme, however, Black related his wish-
es to Ogden of reworking the majority of illustrations for a future collected edition 
of the series. For posterity, Black wrote to Ogden in 1852, several months after 
The Wire finished its initial serialization:

It seems too much to hope for that someone will remember our 
work, but if it should be so, I wish it to be in the best light possible. I 
feel that this is the great work of your life, and it is doubtless mine as 
well; for though I am no great artist or professional in any sense of the 
word, I have produced art from my own experience, and it is True. Oth-
er illustrators I could hold at a distance, seeing their flaws more readily, 
it seems, than they do themselves; even if their illustrations were of the 
quality of which those peacocks seem to believe themselves capable, 
they would have been ultimately in the service of nothing. None, save 
a mere handful, can write with any worth, and those that can, temper 
their truth with baubles and distraction, thunder and princesses and 
unicorns and kindly rich men. 

I had no great heroes in my life to swoop down to protect me or my 
sister. No great reward for my lifetime of difficulty. And compared to 
those helpless that you depict I am a king among men; I have shelter 
and food, I have my grate, I have my window so that I may look out 
upon the street when I am able in time and inclination. We are to 
those truly wretched poor as a hunting dog is to a fox, though the fox 
may take it personally, not knowing the dog is but prey himself to the 
master he serves; and yet I am grateful to your words to show me that 
this is my place, and that it is the conditions of man and his structures 
rather than the ordination of God that makes it so.  If there is a spark 
to my poor etchings, it is in the way they touch upon your stories. They 
take, and I am afraid they all too seldom give. I hope for this you will 
forgive me.
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Black lived long enough to complete only a handful of reworked illustrations, 
and the last of those he completed show unfortunate signs of the tremor that had 
by now overtaken his control.

It is impossible now, with the great distance of time and neglect, to tell the 
cause of this unsure hand, whether it related directly to his medical condition, and 
if indeed it was this same condition that ended his life prior to the collected edition 
of The Wire. Was it the final result of his excessive drinking, an excess that possibly 
served as a model for the drunken escapades of McNulty and Bunk? Was it pos-
sible that, like the character whose nickname bears similarity to his own, Bubz was 
addicted to laudanum or perhaps another narcotic? Could he have maintained such 
an addiction throughout the eight years in which he and Ogden worked together, 
and still produced so much work of such consistent quality? Is it possible that he 
had some kind of relationship with his vices that was contained when he was work-
ing, but which seemed boundless when unrestrained by his heavy workload?

If we may be forgiven for indulging in pure speculation, it is also possible that 
what killed Black was that which was most close to his heart, the underlying sub-
ject of all of his extant writing, and that which we remember him for now. It is 
possible that he was killed, slowly, by the fumes of his etching vats.

He is a man whom we know almost entirely through his words to his friend 
Ogden, and it is possible that this bias skews our view of him. It is indeed possible 
that in reality Black was a man with interests other than art and reproduction, 
a man who loved or hated things other than copper and paper and ink and was 
concerned with more than issues of anatomy and viewpoint and depicting a world 
of colour with lines of black or silver alone. But we do not possess reality; instead 
we have history, her pale cousin who grows thinner and sicker with each passing 
year, and in that chronicle, Black is a man of direct and focused passion, who loved 
deeply and truly his art and his friend.

Her other cousin is fable, those threads we weave from true experience in the 
fabrication of truth called fiction.  Who knows but what personal experience 
formed these men, also formed this text—which, though fundamentally untrue, is 
real in a way that they are not.  

From book I
Excerpt chapter II. “The Detail.”

( June 9, 1846)

D’Angelo Barksdale, Poot, and Wallace sat upon the worn sofa in the 
yard, D with his frequent look of abstraction, Poot and Wallace concerned 
with the very concrete notion of sustenance in the form of chicken nuggets 
and brown sauce.1  Dipping the nugget into the sauce, which waited in its 
chipped ramequin no doubt purloined from a china shop, Poot eagerly 
sampled the awaiting succulence.

“This shit is right, yo,” opined Wallace, also partaking of the meagre 
yet piping hot feast arrayed upon the sofa.

“Mm-hm,” agreed Poot, swallowing.
Waxing eloquent upon the meal, Wallace continued to receive approving 

encouragement from Poot as both chewed in rapturous delight.  D, mean-
while, sat on the edge of the sofa, declining the offer of nuggets, as he was 
not very hungry, and moreover was preoccupied.  His eyes scanned the yard 
as they were wont to do, while his mind was engaged by the more pressing 
task of contemplating his position in life, and similar thoughts far removed 
from well-cooked fowl and the cloying syrup in which it was dipped.

Wallace, however, was not unphilosophical or lacking in imagination, 
as revealed by his next statement: “Man, whoever invented these, he off 
the hook.”2  To the incredulous sounds issuing from Poot between bites 
of nugget, Wallace replied, “He got the bone all the way out the damn 
chicken.  Before he came along, niggers been chewin’ on drumsticks and 
shit, gettin’ they fingers all greasy.”

D did not appear to be listening, watching a man approach some mem-
bers of his crew with a sixpence clutched tight in a careworn hand, but D 

1 nuggets: a molded piece of chicken and various other substances, breaded and fried in oil, the nugget is a result of 
industrialization.  Mc—— was doubtless the name of an investor or industrialist responsible for the mass manufac-
ture of the product in a factory setting.  Ogden was prescient in his concerns regarding the extent of industrialization;  
half a century later, Upton Sinclair’s book The Jungle brought the worst excesses of the meat packing industry to 
public light.  Fortunately, in modern times, food is no longer treated as a mere commodity.  Government and busi-
ness alike recognized food is in fact necessary to the survival of humanity rather than an instrument of capital, and 
legislation has changed accordingly.  

2 off the hook: slang. Victorian resource “Urban Dictionary” references the colloquialism as meaning both “current” 
and “excellent.”
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often listened when others were unaware.  He listened to more than the 
sounds of the street; he could hear more than the rabble of urchins or the 
excuses of thieves, and yet for all that he knew the language of bankers and 
of lawyers, he had little opportunity to speak it.

“’Nuff with the bone,” Wallace went on.  “Let’s nugget that meat up 
and make some real money.”

“You think the man got paid?” said Poot, looking thoughtfully and 
somewhat sceptically at his own nugget.

“Who?”
“The man who invented these,” intoned Poot, waving his nugget.
“Shit,” exclaimed Wallace.  “He richer than a motherfucker.”3

This was when D suddenly spoke, his question a response to the con-
versation regarding strangely condensed chicken, but also a response to his 
previous reflections upon his situation in life: the frustrating, demoralising 
conclusion that no amount of brilliance or goodness would win one any-
thing in this mechanistic husk of a world, and that the only way to succeed 
was this way, in the yard, with a sofa and with sixpence after sixpence.  
“Why?” was what D said.  “You think he get a percentage?”

Wallace, still consuming the bird in nugget form, queried, “Why not?”
D smiled at this evidence of naiveté.  “Nigger, please.  The man who 

invented them things, just some sad ass down at the basement of Mc——, 
thinkin’ up some shit to make some money for the real players.”  Though 
Poot and Wallace may have remained in ignorance, D was not unaware of 
the inventor of the chicken nugget’s parallel to his own life here in the yard.  

“Nah, man, that ain’t right,” opined Poot.
“Right?” queried D, incredulously.  “It ain’t about right.  It’s about mon-

ey.  Now you think Ronald Mc—— gonna go down into that basement 
and say, ‘Hey, Mr Nugget, you da bomb.  We sellin’ chicken faster than you 
can tear the bone out, so I’m gonna write my clowny ass name on this fat 
ass check for you’?  Shit.”

Wallace shook his head, seeing the absurdity of D’s suggestion, and yet 
seemingly unable to thoroughly process the meaty thought.  Poot looked down.

D felt certain Poot knew all of this; even Wallace could not be una-

3 motherfucker: slang, in this case “a very rich person.”
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ware of the workings of the world, as he experienced the hardships of 
it daily—and yet, for Wallace, there still existed some idyllic scheme 
outside of the meagre sphere they called their own.  Through this 
scheme, those who worked with honest effort and intelligence, and ap-
plied themselves to earnest toil, were rewarded for their contributions 
to the world.  For Wallace, the current structure in which they acted—
this system of cowardice and cruelty—of power built by the strength of 
one’s fists and one’s willingness towards violence—was the sham, and 
the rosy dream of some honest system beyond was truth.  For Wallace, 
there was still some dignity in the world somewhere that was not here.

“Man, the nigger who invented them things,” D went on to drive the 
point home, “still workin in the basement for a regular wage thinkin’ up 
some shit to make the fries taste better—some shit like that.  Believe.”4

Wallace shook his head again and took a bite of his nugget.  While he 
saw D’s point, he refused to believe that there was no value in the intelli-
gence D claimed was useless in this world of transaction.  There was merit 
to creative genius, thought Wallace—that was the seed to greatness, not 
these games of pounds and pence.  In the end, it was ingenuity that would 
build a better world, not these masters of manufacturing.  “Still had the 
idea,” Wallace pointed out.

For a moment, D merely looked at Wallace.  It was then that he knew 
Wallace would not last long.

Wallace chewed his nugget.  D looked out at the yard.

4 fries: another example of an industrial food product somewhat resembling sliced potatoes baked or fried in oil: 
potatoes served in the French manner.  Due to the health risks associated with mass consumption of fried products, 
“fries” have similarly gone out of fashion, though in England “chips” are served as a classic dish.

CHAPTER II.

CLASS.

The Wire began syndication in 1846, and was published in 60 installments 
over the course of six years, each installment running for 30 pages and costing a 
single shilling. 

Though circumstances make the parallel regrettable, Ogden’s work is best un-
derstood through comparison with the work of his contemporary and rival, Charles 
Dickens.  In addition to Dickens’ tightly-plotted stories, charming characters and 
overall showmanship, his success and real innovation as a storyteller lies in his 
mastery of the serial format.  Other serialized authors were mainly writing episodic 
sketches linked together only loosely by plot, characters, and a uniformity of style.  
With Oliver Twist, only his second novel, Dickens began to define an altogether 
new type of novel, one that was more complex, more psychologically and meta-
phorically contiguous.  In addition to this attention to the whole, Dickens retained 
a heightened awareness of his method of publication.  Each installment contained 
a series of elements engineered to give the reader the satisfaction of a complete arc, 
a single unified episode, with a beginning, middle, and end.

The Wire, however, rode a line between this Dickensian method of story devel-
opment and the style of novels in the former century, which were single, complete 
works, and were only later were adapted to serial format in order to make them 
affordable to the public.  Yet Ogden was not working within the paradigm of the 
eighteenth century. Serialization was the format of choice for his publishers, but 
rather than providing the short burst of decisively circumscribed fiction so desired 
by his readership, his tangled narrative unspooled at a stately, at times seemingly 
glacial, pace.  This method of story-telling resulted in a an altogether different kind 
of novel.

Though lauded by a few critics, the general public found the initial install-
ments slow and difficult to penetrate, while later installments required intimate 
knowledge of all the pieces that had come before.  To consume this story in small 
bits doled out over an extended time is to view a pointillist painting by looking at 
the dots.

And yet, there is no other form in which The Wire could have been published 
other than the serial, for reasons both economic and practical.  The volume set, at 
£3, was an extraordinary expense, as opposed to a shilling per month over six years.  
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