Investigate the Painting

This activity offers a way of closely observing aspects of the painting that pupils might not notice otherwise, while also giving further information and encouraging pupils to think more deeply about issues.

It can be used in a variety of different ways, either teacher-led or as an individual activity.  Teachers can select to do an ‘open search’ and then choose specific objects relating to a theme, or the option to follow the clues can be taken.

Investigate the Painting: Text for Teachers

1) Chickweed seller’s basket

What is in the chickweed seller’s basket?

The chickweed seller would have picked weeds such as groundsel, ferns and forget-me-nots to sell to the rich people to feed their pet songbirds.  


Can you think of any modern jobs that are similar to this?

2) Urchin’s sister

What is the little urchin girl eating?

This little urchin girl is eating a carrot top, as they were too poor to afford sweets.  Her older sister is looking her after because her mother has died and her father is drinking beer in the alehouse.  


Do you think she is happy?

3) Irish family

Which country has the tired-looking family come from?

This family were immigrants from Ireland who had come to find work in England because of the potato famine in Ireland between 1845 and 1849.  Over one million people died of starvation in Ireland during this period.  


How do you think they would feel now they were in England?

4) Policeman

Can you find the policeman on horseback?  What were policemen also called?

Policemen were also known as ‘Peelers’ after Sir Robert Peel who established the Metropolitan Police Force in 1829.  They often used horses to carry them about.


What do you think people’s attitudes to the police were in Victorian times?

5) Gas lamp

How were the streets lit during Victorian times?

Gas lamps were introduced at the beginning of the Victorian period to provide street lighting, and from the 1850s, they were also used in houses.  However, they were often thought of as unsafe and could explode.  


What do we use to light up our streets and houses today?

6) Tommy bag

In what did the navvies carry their lunch to work?

This lunch-bag was known as a ‘tommy bag’, because the Victorian slang word for food was ‘tommy’.  The navvies may have had some bread and cheese with an apple for their lunch.  


How does this compare with what you eat for your lunch?

7) Campaigners for Bobus
What do the orange poster boards say on them?

The posters say ‘Vote for Bobus’ and are adverts for the campaign of Mr. Bobus Higgins to become elected as a member of local parliament.  He made his fortune by selling cheap sausages that were made from horsemeat.  


Would you buy his sausages?

8) Leaflet

What is the title of the leaflet that the campaigner is giving to the navvies?

This leaflet is called ‘The Hodman’s Haven or Drink for Thirsty Souls’. Women who were members of the Temperance Movement would have given these to the navvies to encourage them to stop drinking beer.  


Do you think this campaign was a good idea?

9) Children

What sort of toys did Victorian children play with?

These children have been to collect a jug of water from the standpipe, and they also have a loaf of bread to eat.  The younger child has a toy cart to play with.  


Do we still have toys like this today?

10) Campaigner’s son

Who is hiding behind the campaigner?

This boy is wearing a smart hat and is hiding behind his mother, who is campaigning against drinking alcohol.  


Do you think he is better off than the urchin children?

11) Black dog

There are many dogs and their owners in this painting.  Who owns the black dog?

This dog belongs to the wealthy couple on horseback.  The man is probably a Colonel in the army and a Member of Parliament, and he is with his elegant young daughter.  

Do you think these people were happy?

12) Cats
How many cats are on the rooftop?

These three cats are on the roof of the Institute of Arts, where Professor Snoox was about to give a talk on the habits of the domestic pet cat.  


Do you think Victorian cats behaved in a similar way to today’s cats?

Investigate the Painting: Pupil Worksheet

1. What is in the chickweed seller’s basket?

2. What is the little urchin girl eating?

3. Which country has the tired-looking family come from?

4. Can you find the policeman on horseback?  What were policemen also called?

5. How were the streets lit during Victorian times?

6. In what did the navvies carry their lunch to work?

7. What do the orange poster boards say on them?

8. What is the title of the leaflet that the campaigner is giving to the navvies?

9. What sort of toys did Victorian children play with?

10. Who is hiding behind the campaigner?

11. There are many dogs and their owners in this painting.  Who owns the black dog?

12. How many cats are on the rooftop?
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