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OLIVER GOLDSMITH
ca. 1730–1774
From Letters from a Citizen of the World1
Letter XXVI. The Character of the Man in Black;
With Some Instances of His Inconsistent Conduct
Though fond of many acquaintances, I desire an intimacy only with a few.
The man in black, whom I have often mentioned, is one whose friendship
I could wish to acquire, because he possesses my esteem. His manners, it is
true, are tinctured with some strange inconsistencies, and he may be justly
termed a humorist2 in a nation of humorists. Though he is generous even to
profusion, he affects to be thought a prodigy of parsimony and prudence;
though his conversation be replete with the most sordid and selfish maxims,
his heart is dilated with the most unbounded love. I have known him profess
himself a man-hater, while his cheek was glowing with compassion; and, while
his looks were softened into pity, I have heard him use the language of the most
unbounded ill nature. Some affect humanity and tenderness, others boast of
having such dispositions from nature; but he is the only man I ever knew who
seemed ashamed of his natural benevolence. He takes as much pains to hide
his feelings, as any hypocrite would to conceal his indifference; but on every
unguarded moment the mask drops off, and reveals him to the most superficial observer.
In one of our late excursions into the country, happening to discourse upon
the provision that was made for the poor in England, he seemed amazed how
any of his countrymen could be so foolishly weak as to relieve occasional
objects of charity, when the laws had made such ample provision for their support. “In every parish house,”3 says he, “the poor are supplied with food,
clothes, fire, and a bed to lie on; they want no more, I desire no more myself;
yet still they seem discontented. I’m surprised at the inactivity of our magistrates, in not taking up such vagrants, who are only a weight upon the industrious; I’m surprised that the people are found to relieve them, when they must
be at the same time sensible that it, in some measure, encourages idleness,
extravagance, and imposture. Were I to advise any man for whom I had the
least regard, I would caution him by all means not to be imposed upon by their
false pretenses: let me assure you, sir, they are impostors, every one of them,
and rather merit a prison than relief.”

1. A series of essays (1760–61) in the Public
Ledger, a newspaper. Imitating a well-established
device which had been earlier used by Montesquieu in his Letters Persanes (1721) and others,
Goldsmith writes in the character of a philosophical foreigner—in this case a Chinese—who reports
regularly to a friend his experiences and observations in contemporary London. The Chinese is the
embodiment of benevolence and enlightened good
sense, with a touch of naïveté that reveals his inno-

cence; this admirable person serves as the norm by
which we judge the world that Goldsmith describes
in his good-natured satire. In using a Chinese as
his observer, Goldsmith was capitalizing on the
current fad for Chinese ornamental buildings in
parks and for Chinese motifs in furniture and the
decorative arts.
2. An eccentric.
3. The parish poorhouse.
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He was proceeding in this strain earnestly, to dissuade me from an imprudence of which I am seldom guilty, when an old man, who still had about him
the remnants of tattered finery, implored our compassion. He assured us that
he was no common beggar, but forced into the shameful profession to support
a dying wife and five hungry children. Being prepossessed against such falsehoods, his story had not the least influence upon me; but it was quite otherwise with the man in black; I could see it visibly operate upon his countenance,
and effectually interrupt his harangue. I could easily perceive that his heart
burned to relieve the five starving children, but he seemed ashamed to discover
his weakness to me. While he thus hesitated between compassion and pride, I
pretended to look another way, and he seized this opportunity of giving the poor
petitioner a piece of silver, bidding him at the same time, in order that I should
hear, go work for his bread, and not tease passengers with such impertinent
falsehoods for the future.
As he had fancied himself quite unperceived, he continued, as we proceeded, to rail against beggars with as much animosity as before: he threw in
some episodes on his own amazing prudence and economy, with his profound
skill in discovering impostors; he explained the manner in which he would deal
with beggars were he a magistrate, hinted at enlarging some of the prisons for
their reception, and told two stories of ladies that were robbed by beggarmen.
He was beginning a third to the same purpose, when a sailor with a wooden
leg once more crossed our walks, desiring our pity, and blessing our limbs. I was
for going on without taking any notice, but my friend looking wishfully upon
the poor petitioner, bid me stop, and he would show me with how much ease
he could at any time detect an impostor.
He now therefore assumed a look of importance, and in an angry tone began
to examine the sailor, demanding in what engagement he was thus disabled and
rendered unfit for service. The sailor replied in a tone as angrily as he that he
had been an officer on board a private ship of war, and that he had lost his leg
abroad in defense of those who did nothing at home. At this reply, all my
friend’s importance vanished in a moment; he had not a single question more
to ask: he now only studied what method he should take to relieve him unobserved. He had, however, no easy part to act, as he was obliged to preserve the
appearance of ill nature before me, and yet relieve himself by relieving the sailor.
Casting, therefore, a furious look upon some bundles of chips which the fellow
carried in a string at his back, my friend demanded how he sold his matches;
but, not waiting for a reply, desired in a surly tone to have a shilling’s worth.
The sailor seemed at first surprised at his demand, but soon recollected himself, and presenting his whole bundle, “Here, master,” says he, “take all my
cargo, and a blessing into the bargain.”
It is impossible to describe with what an air of triumph my friend marched
off with his new purchase; he assured me that he was firmly of opinion that
those fellows must have stolen their goods, who could thus afford to sell them
for half value. He informed me of several different uses to which those chips
might be applied; he expatiated largely upon the savings that would result from
lighting candles with a match, instead of thrusting them into the fire. He
averred that he would as soon have parted with a tooth as his money to those
vagabonds, unless for some valuable consideration. I cannot tell how long this
panegyric upon frugality and matches might have continued, had not his attention been called off by another object more distressful than either of the former. A woman in rags, with one child in her arms and another on her back, was
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attempting to sing ballads, but with such a mournful voice, that it was difficult
to determine whether she was singing or crying. A wretch, who in the deepest
distress still aimed at good humor, was an object my friend was by no means
capable of withstanding: his vivacity and his discourse were instantly interrupted; upon this occasion his very dissimulation had forsaken him. Even in
my presence he immediately applied his hands to his pockets, in order to
relieve her; but guess his confusion when he found he had already given away
all the money he carried about him to former objects. The misery painted in
the woman’s visage was not half so strongly expressed as the agony in his. He
continued to search for some time, but to no purpose, till, at length recollecting himself, with a face of ineffable good nature, as he had no money, he put
into her hands his shilling’s worth of matches.

Letter LXXI. The Shabby Beau, the Man in Black,
the Chinese Philosopher, etc., at Vauxhall1
The people of London are as fond of walking as our friends at Pekin of riding; one of the principal entertainments of the citizens here in summer is to
repair about nightfall to a garden not far from town, where they walk about,
show their best clothes and best faces, and listen to a concert provided for the
occasion.
I accepted an invitation a few evenings ago from my old friend, the man in
black, to be one of a party that was to sup there, and at the appointed hour
waited upon him at his lodgings. There I found the company assembled and
expecting my arrival. Our party consisted of my friend, in superlative finery, his
stockings rolled, a black velvet waistcoat which was formerly new, and a gray
wig combed down in imitation of hair; a pawnbroker’s widow, of whom, by-theby, my friend was a professed admirer, dressed out in green damask, with three
gold rings on every finger; Mr. Tibbs, the second-rate beau I have formerly
described, together with his lady in flimsy silk, dirty gauze instead of linen, and
a hat as big as an umbrella.
Our first difficulty was in settling how we should set out. Mrs. Tibbs had a
natural aversion to the water,2 and the widow being a little in flesh, as warmly
protested against walking; a coach was therefore agreed upon, which being too
small to carry five, Mr. Tibbs consented to sit in his wife’s lap.
In this manner, therefore, we set forward, being entertained by the way
with the bodings of Mr. Tibbs, who assured us he did not expect to see a single creature for the evening above the degree of a cheesemonger; that this
was the last night of the gardens, and that consequently we should be
pestered with the nobility and gentry from Thames Street and Crooked
Lane,3 with several other prophetic ejaculations, probably inspired by the
uneasiness of his situation.
The illuminations began before we arrived, and I must confess that upon
entering the gardens, I found every sense overpaid with more than expected
pleasure: the lights everywhere glimmering through the scarcely-moving
1. Vauxhall (Vóx-ul), oldest and most popular of
London’s pleasure gardens, was situated in Lambeth, on the south bank of the Thames. For a lively
account of the resort, see Austin Dobson’s Eighteenth-Century Vignettes, Series I.
2. She was afraid to go by boat, the normal means

of transportation to Vauxhall.
3. These streets, deep in the City, could not produce “nobility and gentry,” but only those unfashionable middle-class people whom Tibbs affects to
despise.
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trees, the full-bodied consort4 bursting on the stillness of the night, the natural
consort of the birds in the more retired part of the grove, vying with that which
was formed by art; the company gaily dressed looking satisfaction, and the
tables spread with various delicacies, all conspired to fill my imagination with
the visionary happiness of the Arabian lawgiver,5 and lifted me into an ecstasy
of admiration. “Head of Confucius,” cried I to my friend, “this is fine! this
unites rural beauty with courtly magnificence; if we except the virgins of
immortality that hang on every tree, and may be plucked at every desire, I
don’t see how this falls short of Mahomet’s Paradise!”—“As for virgins,” cries
my friend, “it is true they are a fruit that do not much abound in our gardens
here; but if ladies, as plenty as apples in autumn, and as complying as any
houri6 of them all, can content you, I fancy we have no need to go to heaven
for Paradise.”
I was going to second his remarks, when we were called to a consultation by
Mr. Tibbs and the rest of the company to know in what manner we were to lay
out the evening to the greatest advantage. Mrs. Tibbs was for keeping the genteel walk of the garden, where she observed there was always the very best company; the widow, on the contrary, who came but once a season, was for securing
a good standing-place to see the waterworks,7 which she assured us would
begin in less than an hour at farthest; a dispute therefore began, and as it was
managed between two of very opposite characters, it threatened to grow more
bitter at every reply. Mrs. Tibbs wondered how people could pretend to know
the polite world who had received all their rudiments of breeding behind a
compter;8 to which the other replied that though some people sat behind
compters, yet they could sit at the head of their own tables too, and carve three
good dishes of hot meat whenever they thought proper, which was more than
some people could say for themselves, that hardly knew a rabbit and onions
from a green goose and gooseberries.
It is hard to say where this might have ended, had not the husband, who probably knew the impetuosity of his wife’s disposition, proposed to end the dispute
by adjourning to a box, and try if there was anything to be had for supper that
was supportable. To this we all consented, but here a new distress arose: Mr. and
Mrs. Tibbs would sit in none but a genteel box, a box where they might see and
be seen; one, as they expressed it, in the very focus of public view; but such a
box was not easy to be obtained, for though we were perfectly convinced of our
own gentility, and the gentility of our appearance, yet we found it a difficult matter to persuade the keepers of the boxes to be of our opinion; they chose to
reserve genteel boxes for what they judged more genteel company.
At last, however, we were fixed, though somewhat obscurely, and supplied
with the usual entertainment of the place. The widow found the supper
excellent, but Mrs. Tibbs thought everything detestable. “Come, come, my
dear,” cries the husband, by way of consolation, “to be sure we can’t find such
dressing here as we have at Lord Crump’s or Lady Crimp’s; but for Vauxhall

4. Harmonious music.
5. Mohammed, who promised the faithful a Paradise of all sensual delights.
6. One of the voluptuous women who people
Mohammed’s Paradise.
7. An account of Vauxhall in the Gentleman’s
Magazine XXXV (1765), 354, includes a descrip-

tion of the waterworks as “a curious piece of
machinery * * * representing a beautiful landscape in perspective, with a miller’s house, a water
mill, and a cascade,” in which water seemed to
flow, turn the mill wheel, foam, and glide away.
8. Counter in a shop.
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dressing it is pretty good; it is not their victuals indeed I find fault with, but
their wine; their wine,” cries he, drinking off a glass, “indeed, is most abominable.”
By this last contradiction the widow was fairly conquered in point of politeness. She perceived now that she had no pretensions in the world to taste, her
very senses were vulgar, since she had praised detestable custard, and smacked
at wretched wine; she was therefore content to yield the victory, and for the rest
of the night to listen and improve. It is true she would now and then forget herself, and confess she was pleased, but they soon brought her back again to miserable refinement. She once praised the painting of the box in which we were
sitting, but was soon convinced that such paltry pieces ought rather to excite
horror than satisfaction; she ventured again to commend one of the singers,
but Mrs. Tibbs soon let her know, in the style of a connoisseur, that the singer
in question had neither ear, voice, nor judgment.
Mr. Tibbs, now willing to prove that his wife’s pretensions to music were just,
entreated her to favor the company with a song; but to this she gave a positive
denial, “for you know very well, my dear,” says she, “that I am not in voice today,
and when one’s voice is not equal to one’s judgment, what signifies singing?
besides, as there is no accompaniment, it would be but spoiling music.” All
these excuses, however, were overruled by the rest of the company, who,
though one would think they already had music enough, joined in the entreaty.
But particularly the widow, now willing to convince the company of her breeding, pressed so warmly, that she seemed determined to take no refusal. At last
then the lady complied, and after humming for some minutes, began with such
a voice, and such affectation, as I could perceive gave but little satisfaction to
any except her husband. He sat with rapture in his eye, and beat time with his
hand on the table.
You must observe, my friend, that it is the custom of this country, when a
lady or gentleman happens to sing, for the company to sit as mute and
motionless as statues. Every feature, every limb, must seem to correspond in
fixed attention, and while the song continues, they are to remain in a state
of universal petrifaction. In this mortifying situation we had continued for
some time, listening to the song, and looking with tranquility; when the master of the box came to inform us that the waterworks were going to begin. At
this information I could instantly perceive the widow bounce from her seat;
but correcting herself, she sat down again, repressed by motives of good
breeding. Mrs. Tibbs, who had seen the waterworks a hundred times, resolving not to be interrupted, continued her song without any share of mercy, nor
had the smallest pity on our impatience. The widow’s face, I own, gave me
high entertainment; in it I could plainly read the struggle she felt between
good breeding and curiosity; she talked of the waterworks the whole evening
before, and seemed to have come merely in order to see them; but then she
could not bounce out in the very middle of a song, for that would be forfeiting all pretensions to high life, or high-lived company, ever after. Mrs. Tibbs
therefore kept on singing, and we continued to listen, till at last, when the
song was just concluded, the waiter came to inform us that the waterworks
were over.
“The waterworks over!” cried the widow: “The waterworks over already?
That’s impossible, they can’t be over so soon!”—“It is not my business,” replied
the fellow, “to contradict your ladyship. I’ll run again and see.” He went, and
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soon returned with a confirmation of the dismal tidings. No ceremony could
now bind my friend’s disappointed mistress; she testified her displeasure in the
openest manner; in short, she now began to find fault in turn, and at last,
insisted upon going home, just at the time that Mr. and Mrs. Tibbs assured the
company that the polite hours were going to begin, and that the ladies would
instantaneously be entertained with the horns.
Adieu!
1760–61, 1762

