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In this article, Christiane Schwab investigates the written sketches prominent in 
European periodicals of the 1830s and ‘40s. Unlike “macro-level approaches” of early 
sociologists such as Henri de Saint-Simon (1760–1825) and Auguste Comte (1798–
1857) these focused on life’s minutiae (404). Describing either the role-defined 
“species” exemplified by her title, or “flesh-and-blood” examples, Schwab argues that 
these sketches differed from traditional allegorical character types by gesturing to 
“larger social dynamics’, establishing “the modern obsession with […] human 
classification” (405-409). Sketches helped a growing periodical readership, the result 
of migration, technological change, reduced censorship, and increased literacy rates, 
“classify and conceive of social complexity and change” (408). They served their 
audience’s fascination with social observation, while honing the craft of Dickens, 
Balzac, and others.  

In exploring the relationship between nineteenth-century sketches and 
sociology, the article builds on the work of Schwab and others working on the 
Dissecting Society project, which investigates broader connections between 
nineteenth-century media and sociology. Given the abundance of material, Schwab 
focuses on two hundred texts from two multi-authored sketch serials: the English 
Heads of the People (1840-1), and French Les Français peints par eux-mêmes (1840-
2). She takes a threefold approach, zooming out from the sketch’s “narrative forms 
and rhetoric”, to engage with the two models they employed (“species” descriptions 
and “flesh and blood” types), before suggesting their wider contribution to sociology 
(409).  

Schwab begins by analysing the sketch “L’Éditeur” by Élias Regnault, which 
appeared in the fourth volume of Les Français. The sketch describes various character 
types associated with the French book trade, including “the mobile book vendor” and 
“modern editor” (410-2). Focusing on the sketch’s language, Schwab describes how 
Regnault’s blend of “anecdotes, ethnographic descriptions […], physiognomic 
depictions, and political comments” creates a sketch covering “the French literary 
market on […] a local and trans-local level” (412-3). Limited space prevents Schwab 
from including additional examples, meaning we must take her at her word that this 
blending was the norm. However, Schwab successfully convinces us that “L’Éditeur” 
shows how “a variety of […] perspectives” can explore, and provide entertaining 
analysis of, “a transforming realm of society” (412).  

Regnault’s sketch uses both the “species” and “flesh-and-blood” models in its 
portrayal of different editor types and named book trader, Dumolard. To explore the 
former of these models, Schwab switches her attention to “The Farmer” from Heads 
of the People. Unlike “L’Éditeur”, which jumps from subtype to subtype, this sketch 
describes the wealth, education, and politics of each type of farmer in granular detail. 
However, as before, Schwab rapidly moves to the “flesh-and-blood” model without 
further exemplification. Here, she uses “L’Employé”, by Paul Duval, which begins by 
describing various “species” of civil servant. The sketch then introduces a specific 
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individual, Felicien, to illustrate “the disappointments suffered by the majority of 
employees” (416). 

Schwab illustrates an intensification of the “flesh-and-blood” model through 
reference to “The Bricklayer’s Labourer” from Heads of the People. Here, the 
specific individual (a bricklayer’s labourer called Larry) engages in a dialogue with 
the sketch’s author (Anna Maria Hall), to place them in “proximity to investigative 
reporters like Henry Mayhew” (417). The section ends describing a second “flesh-
and-blood” individual (John Boltrope) who featured in two sketches (the “British 
Sailor” and “Greenwich Pensioner”). Schwab neatly describes these repeat 
appearances as portraying a character “in a web of […] social structures” (420). 
However, I question whether two appearances can be considered “serialisation” (420).  

     Schwab’s final section begins by suggesting the sketch’s “species” and 
“flesh-and-blood” models remain in the type-focused sociology of Robert E. Park and 
others and present-day ethnographic writing, respectively. A compelling proposition, 
but one only briefly outlined in the article. Equally compelling is Schwab’s 
demonstration of the overlap between sketch writing, periodical culture, and “the 
professionalising field of social observation” (421). Key here is Mayhew who, having 
been exposed to sketch writing in Paris, returned to London to found, and contribute 
to, Figaro in London and Punch, before producing the “Labour and the Poor” series 
for the Morning Chronicle. This series, Schwab argues, bears the imprint of the 
sketches that came before it: notably, in its blending of different styles, and inclusion 
of both “species” and “flesh-and-blood” types. 

In the example of Mayhew, Schwab makes good on her promise to 
demonstrate how early-nineteenth-century popular sketches encouraged, and were 
incorporated into, the professional sociology of the late century and beyond. The 
confines of space, and abundance of material, means this article raises several 
questions regarding the similarities and differences between Les Français and Heads 
of the People, the nature of sketch writing in other European cities, the interplay 
between text and image, and the sketch’s twentieth and twenty-first century influence. 
However, as an initial sketch itself, Schwab’s article offers a superb summary through 
broad classifications and concrete examples, while laying the foundations for future 
discovery.   
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