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ABSTRACT

.

Prior

to

Henry

James

,there ls. a significant body of serious

l ,

l i t ~ r a r y criticlsm of the novel which is often
overlooked,

as

t appeaTs

largely. in jaurnals and prefaces ta -fiction. Thackeray,

who

wrote :

/ ,

.

_ reviews for a number of journals in the years

1837-1848,

contributes

sorne of the most important of this criticism.

It is

p'ossible ta reveal the development of a definite t,heory

.

'

of 'the

~ o v e l

in Thackeray's response to

writers

such

as

Miss Landon,.

,

Mrs. Trollope,

Disraeli

Bu wer-Lytton, and Dickens, bath as printed

i

reviews and in ,his

letters.

In t h e s ~ writings

h a c k e ~ a y ~ e v e a l s

, .

.

that

he

considered the novel fundamentatly r e ~ i s t i c ;
Thackeray',s,

.

moralism informs bis view realism and

a11

other 'aspects. of his

.

theory of the novel.

Il

Name:

Theresa M Tower.

1 ,

, \

. '

.

Ti,tle

of

Thesis: Thackeray's Theory. of the Novel as Reveald in His

Reviews

fOr

The

Times and the Morning' ChrOlrlle.

- 1

Department: English.

\

Degree:

Master of Arts.

:

11

.

/
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RESUME

l ,

Avant Henry James,

:il

existe une substance

de

critique litr,aire

fi

srieuse du roman qi, est souvent 'nglige, du fait qu'elle se
trouve

en plus grande partie dans les r e ~ ~ s et dans les prfaces:
'Thackeray,

, ,

qui crivit dans

un certain

nomlf,e de revues

pend'.nt les

anit'es

1837-,

1

.

1848, apporta

une

partie impor/tante cett. critique.

\

l est possible

de

dmontr'er, le. dvelo'ppement

'c;l'une

'thorie

du

r o ~ n

dans ses

r c t i o n ~

.envers des crivains tels

~ u e

Miss Landon,

\

1

Mrs. Trollope, Disrael i, Bulwer-Lyt,ton et Dickens; aussi bien
dans.

.

les

revues que dans ses lettres. Dans ces crits Thackeray rvla

(

qU'il consid.rait le roman comme tant fondamentalement raliste,
le

.

.

moralisme

de

Thackeray informe son point ,de vue envers, le ralisme,

-. -

'
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CHAPTER l

INTRODUCTION

The

birth

.of

criticism

of fiction

is

often

attributed

to the

. l\

Prefaces ta the works of Henry

James,

for

t

was he

who

began ta

( .

\

Q

examine

the novel from

the p o i n t ~

of view of meaning and tecl],nique,

rather t ~ a n the

art

of plot and character. In The Art of Fiction (1884),

'James

remarked

that OIY a short

time aga

t might have been

sup-

posed that the Englisl). novel is not wHat the French caU
discutable. ,,1

,

: r h ~ r e

is,

howver,

considerable

serious criticism

of

fiction in the

Victorian

journals,

periodicals,

and newspapers published sorne forty

years or sa before James made

this

comm.ent. Much- of t is merely

intelligent

journalism,

but, at

that,

the work of the

Victorian

critic

has been severely underestimated.

George

Ford,

for example, found

. .

a

passage

in the r o s ~ c t i v e Review (1851)

in

which the appredation.

of

the handling of the point of view in David Copperfield . . .

reads.

,1

-

like a paragraIJ,h from Lubbockts The .Crait of Fiction. 12
Sorne

of

the

.

,

(

most interesting criticism is

provided

by

the novelists

t ~ m s e l v e s

c . )

0

such Bu1wer -Lytton, in the Prefaces ta his novels, and by
Thackeray

:#

in his reviews. These

works

\ have not

been

widely recognized,

...

proba;bly ,becaus,e 50

little

of

this

kind of materHll ~ been published

I1t

'

IHenry

James,

The Art

of' Fictlbtf

(1884) in

Seiected Literary

Criticism, ed.

Morris

Shapia (tondon: Heinemann, 1963),

p.

49.

'

J

2George

1Ford,

Dickens and [HiS

Readers

P r i n c ~ t o n , ; N.

J.

:

Princeton University Press, 1955), p. 128.

~

\:.

1 f
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'

t '

in b ~ ~ k form. 3

1

1

;

,

,

,

,

Thackeray's c r i t ~ G a l journalism is

of

a very high

arder

and has,

as

Gordon

Ray

says, substantial permanent value.

11

4

t

His

1

articles

both

in the Morning Chronicle and The Ti:mes span an important

era

in the '

history

of

the English novel, from 1837 t h ~ o u g h to 1848,

and

a1so

an

important period in ThackeraY'8 own growth as a novelist; at the
end

, '

of

this time

he

was

ta

produce his masterpiece Vanity

Fair

(1848).

,

, Thackeray spends much

of

nis

Ume

in

his

reviews commenting

2

on

characters, but he j ~ n o r e s

: b ~ Y

the plot,

or

passes over i t briefly.

,

' .

He

is more advanced than

his

contemporaries' in

th e art

of,

criticism

r

,

.in that

he

attempts to grapple with the problem of meanin&, if

only

from a moralistic viewpoint.

He

does

not

nearly achieve James s.

sophisticated analysis

of

techniques; his comments

on

the

author s

n

personal intrusion into the novel

are,

however, a step toward this kind

of

criticism.

While Thckeray advances the

art

of

criticism

ta sorne

extent,

he

fails ta make

any

radical innovations because

he

does

not

transcend the very methods he critic'izes. Rather he only
substitutes

his own

set

of

standards for those

of

the

writer

he reviews,

their

)

standards being less stringent than his.

3There have been

~ n l

a

few

isolated studles on this theme' such

as

Richard Stang's The Tlieory

of

the

Novel

in

E ~ g l a n d and

Philip

Enzinger

s

three

articles

collectively entitled Thackeray, crttic of

Literature.

.

1

4William Makepeace Thackeray,

o ~ t r i b u t i Q n s ta

the Morning

. Chronicle, ed. Gordon Ray (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1966),

( Introduction, p. xiv. Hereafter a11

references ta

this book will be followed

in

the text by the initiais M. C. nd the pag number.

\-/,,
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,

3

7

The

first

of July, 1837, was an important date in the life

of

" C,f

William Makepeace Thackeray, then twenty-six

years

of age; for it

,

was on that day that the Constitutional ceased to exist, a
jour'nal

L

owned by the company of which Thackeray's stepfather, Major
Carmichael-

Smyth was chairman, and which had provided Thackeray with a
soUd

and steady incarne. 5

l

1

'1

For

,the

next decade he was forced to rely tt

o

his skills

as

a free-lance writet, contributing to journals and news-.

papers in order to support his family. Thackeray's, personal
fortune

/

\

had been completely exhausted, and he had te rely

on

journalism, ,

which tended to impede the social ambitions natura to a young
man .

1 of

his

upbringing.

Thackeray had, however, li ttle choice. His fine education,

and

, ,

traVels a b r ~ a d had equipped hlm oruy for the life of a g e
n t l e ~ a n and

"

that privilege w s denied him after the exhaustion of his funds.
He

nad

e m o n s t r ~ t e

his ability with the English language in

his under-

graduate writingOs for the Cambridge paper The' Snob and
elsewhere, 6

.

Qut

i t ws mainly through the influence

of

his friends that he found

,

employment in the field of journalism by the September of the
same

\ .

year that he fini shed with the Constitutional.

\

- .

The following portion of

a

letter

of advice to the young writer Richard Bedingfield in 1845
shows

that, even though Thackeray was writing from economic

reasons,

he '

feU deep

down

a osense of vocation:

5Gordon Ray, The Uses o(Adversity

New

York: McGraw-IUll

Book Co. Inc., 1955), pp 185-193 .

6 '

Ibid., pp. 119-120.

- -

~

,
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\ "

"

It

is, however, a bad

trade

at the best. The prizes

in ft

are

fewer and worse than in any other profes

siana l o t t e r y ~ but l

know

that its jjii} ~ e l e s s 0

. damping; a man who will be an author whether or

no-men are doomed,

as.it

were, .to the calling. 7

For the next three years

J

Thackeray s

main ,source of income

, .

was from

Fraser s

Magazine" for which he provided

three

fictional

\ ,

seriais,

The Yellowphlsh

Papers

(1837-8),' Catherine (1839-40), anq

.

A Shabby Genteel Story (1840),

as

well

criticism

of contemporary

literature

and art. 8 During this time; T h a c ~ e r a y was forced

to

look

,

for more" work in

order

to support

his family..

t

just so happened

4

)

that a "relative of his wife, Lieutenant-Colonel

Merrick

Shawe, was a

close friend of Edward Sterling, one of the ~ h i ~ writers o
The Times . .

,

'

Through

their

influence,

T h a c k e ~ a : y w ~ s

able to contribute. to this highly

conservative paper

from

time to. Ume. Even though

~

detested the

1

u

"bigotry wicked

es

of that abominable old rimes, ,,9 he compro-

..

'

"

mised

his integrity" in

order

to.'p1ake the helpful addition to his

re-

'

s o u r ~ e s of i:i per review.

10

t

The Mornihg Chronicle

wa$

the' chef

rival

of The Times in the

"

" '

London

of

the 1830,'s and 1840 s. ' The Morning Chroni'cle was

more

b

beral,

~

thus

more

o

congenial" to Thackeray s' tastes; he had tried

/ .

, 7

The

Letters

and Private Pa ers of William Make

eace Thackera _

ed. Gordon Ray Cambridge, Mass.:

Harvard

University Press, 1945 , .

vol. n, p. 137. (Hereafter referred to

as Letters.)

. '

8

Ray

, The Uses of Aclversity, pp. 197-8.

9

,

Letters,

l, p. 434.

10Ray,

T ~ e

Uses of 'Adyersity, p. 199.,

J

1

\

.

'.

,

.
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for many

years

ta get a post with this newspaper. In 1844\- he wasl

1

able

ta

fuiiil

his

amb itio

Il

yet again thr-ough. the aid and influence

5

bf friends: "Doyle & Crowe are

wOFking

anxiously in my favour.

11

-

-

In his contributions to the Morrong Chrontcle, :rhackeray
reviewed

contemporary novels and art, sometimes the same books

or

exhibitions

1

which

he

reviewed in

Fraser s

Magazine. Thackeray also contributed

to Punch, and occasionally ta journals such

as

The lobe,

British

.

\

.

and

Foreign

Review, Bentleyt

s

Miscellany, Westminster Review and

1

. the New Monthly

M a g a z i n e . l ~ .

Like

tho se

o most

o'f

his

c o ~ t e m p o r a r i e s Thackeray s

reviews

r ~ mal recl

sOPtewb.t 1 for modern eyes by the exces,sive plot sum-

.f( 1

maries

and lengthy quotations; but

in

between

are,

Thackeray

s

persona

\ j ~ d g e m e h t s

These wittily' nd

i n t ~ l l i g e n t l y

illumnate the

S h ~ i n g S

l

, i

and \

sucesses

of

th'e

novels reViewed, while at the same

time

revealing

his

own

thory

as

ta

what the novel should be.

Part

of

that

the

ory

is

his

belie in the power

of. ~ e a l i s I p ;

a belief

~ h a t

was increasingly

1

shared

by hi s' fellow

critics,

especia ly

after

the

p u b l i c a t ~ o n

of

Thacker-

,

ay s

own novel'

VanUy Fair

in 1848. According to Malcolm Bradbury,

1

i

Ofe genration s .realism .is ,the next generation's
r'omantiCism

u

;13

Thackeray

ts

perception of

realism

was a

direct

r_esult of

an

antipathy

l

Letters, n p. 164.

12

Ray

,

'J:'he

Uses

of

Advrsity, p. 2QO.

)

,

13Malcolm Bradbury.,

l Realism,

Reality and the Novel," in

Novel: A Forum on "Fiction, ed. Edward . Bloom (Providence:
Boston

University, 1968), vol. II, no. 3,

p,

203.


	
8/11/2019 Thackerays theory of the novel.pdf

12/78

,

towards

the

romantici,sm which dominated contemporary novels.

Ta define

literary realism itself is

extremely difficult

since,

as

Karl Mannheim has said, it me ans different things in different
con-

texts.

,,14 The Latin root of the word is meaning tthings

t

, and

the

realistic

novel is usually, concerned with the

particular rather

than

the b s t r c t ~ Thus the acknowledged European

masters

of nineteenth-

.. . . . . 1 ; . ' ' '

,

,

century realism Balzac and Tolstoy, . cOl}cern

t h e m ~ l v e s

with

,

,

characters wllo

~ I l a b i t an

identifiable

w&ld

where

material abjects

dom1inate, whether

large

c o u ~ t r y

est.ates as

in

Tolstoy,

or

the

great

,

.

press in

Balzac ts Lost

illusions. Realism

roughly be defined

as

-an' attempt on the

part

of th

s u:tist

to

locate human iridividuals

in

the

universe on the

basis of

a reality ~ h i e v e d through his

own

experience.,

as

opposed

to

filling

t h ~

fnirtd with illusions and simplifications.

The

major literary

vehicle of

realism is

the novel, the medium

which in

the

runeteenth century was writte.n maily by and f o ~ the

middle el ,ses. Sinee most(runeteenth4century

realistie

novelists

were attempting to come

ta

sorne kind

of

terms with life

as

they saw

,

it, t was

rather

inevitable that they should

transcend their own class

'and,'

as

Gorki

p O i n t e ~ t , 15

criticize

the bourgeoisie. RepresentatioJl

is, aiter ail,

the

primary interest

of realistic f i c t i o ~ , and the two

chief objects

of

representation are charcter

and

socil

milieu', Bath

of these are frequent points

of reference

in Thackeray's rev:iews, and

,

.

6

'.41 ' ..... ' ,

.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - ~ -

14

Karl

Mannheim;\ as cited by Harry Levin in What is R e ~ i s m ?
,

Comparative Lite'rature, 1951, vol. ID, p. 194.

1 1>

15

M

xim

Gorki, as

ci

ted in ibid., p. 199.

J

,
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1

dictate much of the form of his Own novels.

Realism fi.r,st came into

its

own id France, reaching a climax in

1855 when Courbet he

Id

an exhibition

of

his paintings which

he

ca;lled

....

-

th Pavillon du RalilAme. In Literature the movement went
from

- -str.ength.

l ~ t : r ~ n g t ~

starting perhaps with Les Liaisons Dangereuses,

by and ~ e ~ : ~

~ ~ : t t ~ n : ~ ~ ~ ~ z : ~

Ffaub;rt

,and

Z ~ l ~ ~ l ~

Russia there

w a ~ o l s t o y

DosHevski and Turgenev.

I t

took

rather

longer to develop in England which was still standing in

the

shadows

0

of the great

f i ~ e s

of

Richardson

a n d , , ~ ~ e l d i n g .

Fielding always

in-

sisted that in his novels

he

was portraying 1

not

an individual, but a

species

;16

the general, the abstract

~

the

ideal dominted the

theory of the novel in eighteenth-century England.

, 1

Although Fielding and his contemporaries professed to
imitate

nature it was really what.the French called

la

belle nature. Charles

,

Batteux was

its

chief exponent and according to him

la

belle nature

was

not

le

vrai

qui est; . mais qui peut

tre,

le beau vrai, qui

est

reprsent

comme

s il

existait relement, et toutes les perfec

tions

Su i l

peut recevoir.

Il 17

.

Thackeray read Fielding as a boy and at Cambridge. His con-

tributions to the Constitutional (1836-7) contain frequent
allusions to

b

Fielding, and in 1854 he wrote to someone in whose work he had
seen

16

Henry

Fielding, JoseEh Andrews (New York: The Modern \

Library,

1939),

p. 218 .

'

, f

17M.

H. r

Abrams, The

Mirror

and the Lamp

(New

York: Oxford

University'

Press, 1953) 1 p.

35.

7
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]

J

II.

1

_

8

an

imitation

of hisJ2wn:

. ,

1

daresay

you

are

no more aware

of the resern

blance

that

1 was,

years

ago,

t h ~ t 1

irnitated

Fielding: but on 106king back lately

at

sorne of

those

eaIll

papers

1

saw whose the

original

man-

ner was.

F e d e r i ~ S. Dickson

believes tbat

Thackeray owes everything to

.

, > .

r ' 8 ( F i l i ~ i n g ' t i i n h t i ~ r l c

: \ 1 t 9 ~ V f t

rB:

Touster has, a mare' SChOlarly' study

of

,

their

literary relationship.

20

f

reali.sm

indicates

rrelevant to

real

lUe

t

romance indicates

the opposite:

escapisrh,

wishlul thinking and

unrealism.

The

great

-1

~ i g h t e e n t h r c e n t u r y

novelists

can be

described

as

realistic in

that they

are all anti-romance;

Thackeray greatly aqmired

these

writers.

and

shared their

distaste

for

f h ~ romane. He

noticed

in

-the 1830

's

and

'40 's

,an

alarming r o w t ~

of

romance navels in

the

form

of the

liN

ewgate

School

ll

and

the Silver-Fork

School

ll

,

an.d

attacked

them

again

and

,

again

for their

lack of realism,.

Novelists such as

Disraeli, Bultver-

Lytton, Mrs.

Trollope and\.

others

tended

not

to

help

their readers

to

j

cope with

1e

in a positive way by

describlng

its r e ~ i t i e s but rather'

1

transported tl1em

to an aristocratic

world,

dferent,

idealized

and

much nicer

than

their own.

18Letters, m,

p.

402.

'l

19Frederick S. Dickson, WUlianJMakepeace

Thackeray

and

Henry

Fielding, l North

American

Review,

CXCVlI

(1913), pp. 522-537.

20

Eva

B.

Touster, The Literary. Relationships of Thackeray

and

Fielding, Journal

of English and

Germanic

Philology ,

XLVI (1947),

pp. 383-394.
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V;o

o

Thackeray also found the novels of Dickens feU short of the

e x v e c t a t i o ~ s of his conception of' a realist. David
Masson t

s

article

,

Pendennis and Copperfield: Thackeray and Dickens

ll21

in

1851

stimu-

lated Thackeray

ta

write him a

letter

clarifying his theory of the

~ o v e l with spe4,ial regard .to Dickens: Masson in his art
icle:' dis-

, P

tinguishes between the real and ideal styles in art

(pp.

67-70) and

assigns T h a c k ~ r a y to the schoo1 of the real and Dickens
to that of

the ideal. 1hackeray replied that he admired' Dickens greatly
but:

1 quarre1 with his Art in many respects: wh. 1

don't think

represents

Nature duly; for instance

\1icawber. appears to me an exaggeration

of

a man,

as bis name

is

of a name. It is delightful and -

makes me 1augh: but it is no more a real man than

my j.riend Punch is: and in so far, 1 protest against

him-and against t ~ ~ o c t r i n e quoted, by my e v i e w ~
r

from Goethe t o 2 2 = ~ ~ l d i n g that the Art

ot

NoveU;

ls to represent Nature: ta convey as strongly as,

possible ,the sentiment of reallty-in a tragedy or

--------=-a- p-o-em

or a 19fty drama you aim at' producing

)

different eniotions; the figures mOving, and their

words sounding,

h e r o i c a l l y ~

but

in

a drawing-room

drama -il. coat is a coat and a Pokr a poker; and

must be nothing else according ta my ethics,

not

an

embroidered. tunic, nor a

great

red-hot instru-

ment like the P a n t o m i m e ~ e a p o n . 23 1

,

,

. 9

This can clearly be seen as a statement by Thackeray a d v o ~ a
t i n g sorne

kind of realism in the hovel. In the next three chapters 1
intend to

/ l D a v i d Masson, n ~ e n d e n n i s Jnd Copperfie1d:
Thackeray

and

Dickens, The North British Review (1851), pp. ,57-89.

.

'

22

11Art

is called Art, says Goethe, precise1y because it is not

Nature;

and

even such a department of art as the modern novel. is---:

entitled ta the benefit of this maxim. Il Masson, p. 75.

23 '

Letters

fi, pp. 772-3.
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a

l ,

1

show that in the decade or

sa

before this lettt1' was writteri Thackeray

was already formulating this idea and using it as a standard by
which

ta criticize contemporary authors.

The realistic novel

i8

bound,

by

its very nature, .tOI include

'beth ~ e ugly and

the

b e ~ not necessarily with ...

y

m e r a l i ~ i

'beauty and the beast

t

under nes. Thackeray is, however, a moral-

istic novelist and declares' himse'lf as sch in a letter

to

Mark 'Leman

1

in 1847:

,

What

1 mean applies my

own

case

that

of

aU

of

us-who

set up as S ~ t i r i c a l M o r a l i s t s a n d having

such a vast multitude

of readers whom \Ile not

only

amuse but teach. And indeed, a solemn prayer to

Gad

Almighty was in my thoughts that we may never

forget truth Justice

and k i n d n ~ s s

as the great ends

of

our profession. There

s

something

of

the same

strain in Vanity Fair. 24

Thackeray's

beUef

in the moral responsibility

of

the novelist

can be seen in his criticism of

writers

like Disraeli

and

Bulwer-

-

.

Lytton, both of whom/seem ta ignore or

pervrt

Thackeray's idea

of morality. Thackeray rs idea of realism is dominated by _ is
_belief

in the need for the presentation of morals; in rus eyes the y
are i

l 1

most equivalent. Thus while

he

seems to be advocating realism,

he

is really advocating his own personal and highly moralistic
viewpoint

,

of reality. Charlotte

B r o n t ~

declared that

tl

Truth were again a god-

l

dess, T h a ~ e r a y would be hr high priest

ll25

but, as, Thackeray points

. 2 ~ i d . p. 2820.

25

18th

Oct:

1848. The r O n t ~

Le

and Let.iers, ed. C.

ShortE r

(NeW' Y(jrk: Charles ScribJer s Sons, 1908).

10

i

1

1

\
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out in his

lectur on

Charity and Humour,

it

is

the truth

seen :through

1

his eyes, not the absolute truth:

l cannot help telling the truth as l view it, and

describing

what

l

see.

To

describe

it

otherwise

would

be

falsehood in that calling which it has

1

pleased Heaven to place me; treason to that con-

l

.

science which says men are

w ~ a k

that

truth

must

be t ~ l d that fauIt must be owned. 26,

, r

The status of both novel and novelist was sornewhat dubious
at

this

tirne; in the 1830 s sermtms and religious

tracts were more

widely

rI

.

read

thah novels

27

and the English aristocracy still considered the

.

,

writer ri as a clever kind of vagabond:" 28 While tbe novels
of

Sir

Walter "Scott were

w i d e l y ~ c c e p t e d

and read by the upper classes,

they

were still pubhshed anonymously. An example of the educated
response

t

,1

18

John Stuart Mill,

who

declared in his essay, Thoughts on

Poetry and

.

Hs Varleties (1831) that the novel

was

necessarily anl,inferior genre

because

i t

could only deplct outward things, and not the inner man. 29

Thackeray: would seern to have more faith in the novel and

its

ability to

describe

the thoughts, motives and actions

of

meh and women;

he

left his respectable and soUd position as an

established

reviJ\ver

1

,

r /

and c o ~ t r i b u t o r to the most notable j ournals and
new8papers in

~ r d e r

26Works. ' The Biographical Edion (New York and London:

Harper

,

Brothers,

1898),

yu,

p. 423.

'

27Richard Altick, The En ish Common Reader (Chicago: Tlf

University of Chicago Press,

1957,

pp. 103 and 123

0

,

28Walter Jerrold, D o u g l a ~

Jerrold and

Punch (London,

HUO),

p.

99.. .

29John

Stuart

Mill, Thou

ts

on

Poetr

and Us Varieties (1831),

reprinted

in En

ish

Critical

Essa

s, ed. Edmund Jones London:

Oxford University

Press,

1947, p. 344.

-i
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a

,

..

12

,\

towrite

his

own

navels.

, /.

He clearly

intended to

d'a

so from the very

o ,

beginniny;,

as

can be seen in ~ s di,ary when com,mentating on Bulwer-

Lytton'5 novel Eugene Aram in

18 32:

"Tile

o o ~

is in Jact

hUlllbug,

-

,

'

when my,book

18

w;ten it will be 80mething better

l J ~ u s t

113

,

'

While Thackeray spent the first decade

of

his literary career

criticising other writers'

n o v ~ l s he Was formulating his own theory'

of the

n l v ~

This centred

on

an; idea

of'

reJ.ism founded on 'his'

own

morality, in order to elevate the novel 'ta the status he
believed

t

deserved,

from

the

morass

of

cheap

romanticism

and bad values into

w h i ~ h

he

'feU it

had fllen. In the next three

chapters,

,

l

propose

to_

demonstrate' t h ~ t

the

revews (along

\.Vith

the

letters,.

diary and

other

sources) reveaJ.

this

theory,

either

by

statement

or

y

inference.

,

,

30

Letters,

l,

p.

198.

, 1
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,

CHAPTER

n

THACKERAY AND BULWER-LYTTON

Of

the

six

r.eviews p u b l i ~ h e d in The Ti l i ' .

w h i c ~ l

have selected

to analyze, two are concerned w i tlh Bulwer-Lytton,

three

with. Mrs.

Trollope anq. ,one with Miss Landon. The Bulwer-Lyttn reviews
are

,

the

most

unrestrained

and,. combined with

a l n e a t n ~ s s of

expression

,

and the sure-footed common

sense

of the

critic, nI

they make

inter-

esting

'and

stimulating

reading.

Gordon Ray

describes Thackeray's

relationship with

Bwwer-

, 1

Lytton in some detail,2 and he points out that T h a c k e r a ~
f s criticism

of Lytton was not

part of the

'vendetta'

ascribed by

the

critic

Michael

SaCeir

3

ta Maginn, the editor

of

Fraser t

s

M a g a z i n ~ . Miriam Thrall

justifies the criticism

of

Lytton by. saying that Il Although the

attack

uPon

L B u l w e r - L ~ o . i 7

was

most

protracted, i t must

be

remembered

f

1

that

he wrote more books which

were

worth attacking. Fraser's se1-.

.

1

dom wasted effort on

~ o r k

whtch

it

consi.dered

h a r ~ l e s s or

negligi,ble."

4

I t

ls ertainly true that

Fraser

s Magazine could be vitriol'1e at

.

times, prompting

Bulwer-Lyttonr

complain

bitterly

that That

maga-

. 1

Philip Enzinger., ThaF'eray, C r i t i ~ of Literature,

o ~ N o r t h

D a k ~ t a

Quarterly,

XXI

(1930),

p.

56.

2

Ray , The Uses

of

~ v e r s i t y p.

241.

3Michael Sadleir, Bulwer apd his ' Wife (London: C o n ~ . t a b
l e Co.

Ltd., 1933), pp. 248-26.

4Miriam

Thrall, Rebellious Fraser't

s

(New York: Columbia

Vniver,sity Press, 1934), p. 68.

/

,

1

1

/ '

13

f

1

1
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1

(

.1

o

"

i n c i d e ~ t at

all-Aram

s confession is disgusting, '

i1 , would have been better, more romantick at

l e a ~ t , to have made him actuated

by

revenge

hatred jealousy

or any

passion except. avarice,

wh.

is at more variance with the character given

him in the Novel,

th

an wd. have been a hotter

&

as

we

suppose) a nobler

passion-The

book is in

fact humbug, when my- novel

is

written it will

be

something better 1 trust. 7

'

"

Eugene Aram belongs

to

the genre

of

the so-c41led Newgate

.)

1

novels,

Il

which appeared 'roughly between

1830

and 1847',' having

crimi-

nals of a somewhat

ByN.>nic

cast as p : F > m i n ~ n t characters. Keith

Hollingsworth describes them as having

11

merit, in various degrees,

or

they could hardly have been worth attacking; but none

of

them

is

of

the

highest

pank

in fiction.

,,8

Raymond Chapman fels, however,

that Eugene

Aram 1831) rlses

~ o v e the

: s,tok

'Newgate ,novel' in

Us

.

\

p e n e t r ~ t i o n of t h ~ criminal mind. If 9

Thackeray

ran

a campaign against the Newgate novel in

Fraser

s

.

J

Magazine from

1839

to 1840 in which Catherine, his

satirical

l)ovel,

took a large part; according

to

Hohlingswqrth,

nThackeray s

scattered

,

satire on the styles of the Newgate authors furnishes some
of

the

. . v-....

pleasantest moments

of

Catherine. 10 Thackeray intended in Catheri'ne

to

tell the story of a real female delinquent, derived irom the
Newgate

7

Letters,

l,

,p. 198.

8Keith Hollingsworth, The Newgate Novel (Detroit:

Wayne

State

Uruversity Press, 1963), p.

15.

9Raymond Chapman,

The

Victorian Debate ( N ~ w York: Basic

~ o k s lnc.,

1968), p. 95.

10HOllingsworth, The Newgate Novel, p. 154.'

f

15

"

1
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r

-.\

\

r

1

1

17

\ \

(

responsibility 16 of

the

protagonists.

I t

is as

i l l the Newgate novel

\

ists we:re

sociologists with

hand and romancers with

the

right. 17

0

. .

1

One

of the

most

things

that Thackeray

is

trying to

say in these pages of .Catherine is that the inferior romances
like

/

the N e w ~ a t e novels are dangerous, in much the srune ~ a y
that 'pepple

f

t o d ~ y

say

that the glorified violence

on television

and film is dangerous,

in

that

it corrupts

and indulges the i m g i n t i o ~ in

m ~ n e r : 1 8

No, my dear madam, you and your daughters have

/no right to admire and sympathize with any such

persons,

fictitious or

real;

you ought ,to be made

to cordially detest, scorn, loathe, abhor, and

abominate aU people of this kidney. 19

'

Novelists like Bulwer-Lytton and Dickens, Thackeray goes on

to say,

l

have no business

m a k e ~

these characters

inte;esting,

or

a g r e ~ ~ b l e

1120

By doing so, 'they are neglecting their

moral

responsibility towards

, '

'16Alec Lucas, Studie's in the Newgate Novel (Unpublished
dis-

sertation:

Ha:r:-vard, 1951), p. 14.

17

Ibid

.

p. 16 ..

18Thackeray's view of the powe.r of the. novel

Jo

corrupt echoes

a more g ~ n e r a l

~ e n u n c i a t i o n

of fiction in. the

Christian

Observ.er (1815-

17). One of,

the

contributors f o ~ n d the most sinister 'danger was

. l

to be found

in

the novel, with

Us

l

o n t i n u ~

feeding of the imagination

. . instad' of embellishing life, as it is falsely represe nted
to do,

it heightens only imaginary and unattaina:,ble enjoyments,
and

transforms,

life

itself into a dream . . bhold l the novel

sJ

effects

in

the dissipation, the low tone of public morals. Christian
Observer,

XIV (1815), pp. 512-17. Altick, pp. 1 1 0 ~ 1 1 1 .

19Catherine, p. 42.

20

Ibid

. ,

J
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,

\

G

1

....

their readers, MOSt of whom T h a c k e r ~ y

seems to imply, are easily

e ,

manipulated females.

In

some

of

Thackeray"s

early stories

there

ar

women

and

girls

who

find themselves in unfortunate

circum-

sJ;ances because t y formed tao 'glamorous a conception of lUe
from

l

J

' .

romances.

Car; ' ,e

in The Shabby Genteel Story

(1840)

would

not

giveq to believe, nad she npt been an

avid

reader of

romances.

18

One

o

exa;mple of the

g l ~ o u r i z e d

etimiijal which Thackeray men-

1

tians in Catherine

21

is

that

precioue 'canting

Maltravers,

who

prates

/

,

"

e

ternally about

ta

kalon."

22

He is

the

'hero'

and

narrator

of

Bulwer-

Lytton's novel Ernest Maltravers

(1837) of

which

T h a c k e r a y ~

review

,appeared in The Times.

23

In this

r e ~ i ~ W

Thackeray eriticizes Bulwer

L y t t O l ~ S characterisation, theatricality, lack

of

humility, simplieHy

and moral responsibility,

and

unwarranted persona intrusion on the

- .

)

,

part

the author.

0 From

his t:legative criticism of

Bulw

1

r-Lytton,

,

it

is

possible ta dedct Thackeray's theories as

ta how

the novel in

1

general should really be written.

.

Thackeray thinks Bulwer-Lytton

is

mistaken in writing about

, ' .

.

sueh shady aristocratie. c r e a t u r ~ s

as

the hero

seems

ta be, insfead

of

d ~ s e r i b i n g

more mundane

c r i ~ i n a l s . I f

the author

has

to eoncern

21

'

Ibid.,

p.

41.

22 D "

Greek, mearung, 'moral beauty, virtue.'

.

-

2

3

The

Times, spt.

,30, ~ 8 3 7 , p.5. H.

Gulliver, Thackeray's

y.terary

Apprenticeship (Valdo:;;ta,

~ 9 3 4 , ,

pp. ,201-4. Herea:fter

any

quotations from Thackeray's rev,iews .for

.The

Times will be taken from

.Gulliver, and will

be,Jollowed in the text by the initial G. and the page
number.

;

, .

- 1
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himself with

dUbiOs,

character,s,1

he'

~ ~ d write about S ~ h lower

cJass

c r ~ m i n a J s as

hoQest Job J O h n s ~ n / c h i n g cream-jugs, or

gentleman George pickiI,lg pockets

l

Q., 'p.

201)

rather than romanticiz

lng snobbish Maltravers seducing a maiden. Bulwer-Lyttop's
chara.c

ters

seem less like real people inti m o ~ e like creatures crJ.ted
for '

v 0

the sole purpose

of

spouting windyll (G. , p.

201)

phil)sophy. ln j

-

\

, ,

a

ttpw

more

years

will

show

Il

(g.,

p.

202).'

p

, Thus

~ a c k e r a y

preclicts that the shallowness of Bulwer 's

heroes and novels will be revealed and though this

took

a

few years,

J

he proved quite

correct

in his prognostication. The farse

romanti-

cism qf the Newgate n ~ v e l s (and the IISilver fork n o ~ e l
s was

gradually

oustedby

an i n c r e a s i n ~ aesthetic

of

realism . such

'rhackeray

pact

proposed and practised and had

h ~ l d

as a standard

,

against

writers

like Bulwer-tyt:ton. From being one of the foremost

1 _

literary

figures of his age, Lytton has fallen to the position of
b,eing

virtually unknown

and

unread, except

by

the curious.

Thackeray does allow, however, that ~ w e r Lytton

is

most

. -

successful in his h ~ r a c t e r i . s a t i o n of the girl
Alice; There

is

a

1

\reality

U,

a

certain

graee of innocence and affections

WhicG-

show

-

him to be no mean artist ~ , p. 202). But

anY realism

such

as

\ this is' totariy invalidated

by its j ~ x t a p o s i d b n

with other 'inconsistencies

ln

char

acter portrayal. For exfunple, the picture

of

Maltravis roar-

/

, 1

19
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o

,

ing like a

mad

bull, for such a .trifle

as

a forged

letter

24

does'

'

seem inconsistent with the image

of

the cynical

and

all-knowing rou

of

the

earlier part

of

the novei,

and

also somewhaf theatrical.

, '1;'backeray himself loved the theatre

25

and h s ~ been accused

by

critics

of falling into theatrical melodrama in parts of his own

, noyels.

But

the 'melodrama

of

the kind with which Pen indulges

himself, after his love affair with the

actress

in Pendennils,

d o ~ s

,

seem consistent with the nature

of

the

hero

at that time, a highly

emotional adolescent. Therefore Thackeray is in this review

clearly

,

advocating consistent

and h ~ m o n i o u s

characterisation.

Theatricality usually implies tlle opposite of simplicity, and
'

Thackeray

w ~ u l

a p p e ~

to believe

in

this

passage lIat, simplicity ,

\\

combined with humility

are

vital

characteristics of

the novelist:

f you would but

learn

a Uttle humility in place

of

this conceit, a little simplicity instead

of

this

philosophical gabble, your hea would

be

cleal,er

and

your

heart

none the worse, you would be

th

better

Christian, and a better novel

writer

too.

26

From

all

his public

and

private writings, Thackeray conveys a feeling

of

his

own

humility. His

lack of

self-confidence meant that

he

craved

, ,

admiration, but when

he

received

t

he was usually pleased

and

embatrassed.

When, for example, eighty residentS

of

Edinburgh

24

The

Times, Sept. 30, 1837, p.

1;.

20

251lLike

all good and unspoiled

souls, l

Herman Merivale

relates,

he loved 'the play. '

l About Two

Novelists,

l

Temple Bar (June 1888),

p.

193.

26

The

Times, 30, 1837,

p.

5.
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subscribed for a silver statuette of Punch ta give him as a
measure

of their esteem,27 he replied: ,

'

these t a k e n s ~ what 1 can t help acknawledging

as popularity make me very humble

as

well

as

g r a t e ~

fu , and make me feeL an almost

awefu1 sense

the

responsibility which falls upon a

man

in Isuch a sta

tion. .

. .1

hope

1

may be able ta

tell

the truth

always, and to see it aright.

28

This 1etter reveals again

how

conscious Thackerty was

of

the power

of th e w ~ r f t e n word, just as he had

already

shown in his attack

on

the Newgate novels. The novelist has a moral responsibility
towards

.

his

readers to tell the truth; it is this responsibility that
Thackeray

feels Bulwer has so brutally abnegated in this novel.

The final point that Thackeray makes in this review is two

.1

foId: that Bulwer-Lytton confuses himself with th personna of
the

Jlarrator and consequently visits upon his

readers an

endless succes-

sion

of

woes concerning ,the

trials

and tribulations of a

writer.

,

21

(

Thackeray

does

not object

ta

the author 's'

right

to intrude upon the

story.

,

What he does find unpleasant is the

personal

nature of the intrusions.

Thackeray is usually very carefu ta distance himself from
the

per-

sonna of the narrator in all, of his own novels, however a u t o
b i o g r a p h i ~

cal they were in cop.tent or inspiration. Thus the

narrator

of Vanity

Fair

is a

showmCl.n,

and

in

Henry Esmond

tl: e:

narrator

is.

even. more

,

removed from the author by telling his own story in the
third

person.

27I1etters, n p. 538, note 86.

28

Ibid

. II, p. 539.,


	
8/11/2019 Thackerays theory of the novel.pdf

28/78

1

r

,

1

o

\

22

f Thackeray intrudes with an autp,orial voice, he makes
clear

thaL ne is doing sa. In this

way

he ensures that the narrator remains "

\ a character, for

li

the narrator were ta intrude uWith Thackeray's

voiee, he would lose bis credibility as a character. This is
very

important in a novel like Vanity Fair, where

the

narrator satirically

describes a world that Thackeray is aIso interested in
eonveying

1

realistically; . thus Thackeray juggles in the novel between
satire

1 .

and reaIism. For example, the narrator builds up the idea

of

satire

at the beginning

of

Vanity

Fair

by

announcing

t h ~

"there are sorne

terrifie chapters coming presently."

29

A satirist controis the objects

of satire

and

this statement proves tht the narrator believes

he

ls

firIly in control

or

his Itpuppets.

l

Yet, over the page, the realist

is

commenting /1 Art

not,

there little chaptrs in everybody's .lUe, that

seem ta

be

nothing,

and

yet affect all the

rest of

history?,,30 This

query (seeming remarkably

to

foreshadow Hardy) shlits the focus,

so that

Vanity

Fair becomes more than the smaIl

and

boundaried

creation of a satirist, i t is representative of aU mankind
through its

reaIism.

The narrator thinks

t ~ t he

is controlling everything

but

Thack-

eray s realism says he is not, so there

is

a constant dialecic of

realism

and satire

throughout Vanity

Fair,

with

realism

winning in

the end. The

reader

cornes to understand that the

narrator

s

c y n i c i ~ m

29Works (Biographical Edition), l, p.

45.

30

b d

.,

p . 46

.f

i X1iZ
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with

characters

like Becky, are not necessarily

representative

hackeray's

own

feelings. The riarrator presents

a detailed description of a world where dark appears light and
light

r

appears dark. Thackeray

p r s n ~

the other side of the picture;

the narrator s amoral judgement

of

his society implicitly reveals

Thackeray's own moral judgement.

The narrator

of Vanity Fai r thinks that he

is

outside

of

the

world

he

i8 describing, Thackeray shows that he is part

of

it; in

t9is way, Thackeray can subtly reveal./his

own

ideas

of

the nature

of

man.

In

contrast, Bulwer-Lytton seems to use his characters simply

to voice his own petty grievances. Thus the works

of

Bulwer-Lytton

show the most concentrated, consummate,

Iudicrous egotism; in the guidance of his puppets

and the action of bis drama bis head is always

peeping over the

barrir, like that

of

the pro

prietor of the show, in the comedy of Mr. Punch.

Like a school-

boy

with a

new

book, in every

page of his we find scrawled

Ute

eternal name of

Edwa.fd

Bu

wer .

(::,

p. 203.)

,

f course Thackeray realised that the novelist

's

personal ex-

1

periences were the very stuff and foundation of ohis
writings.

But

that

does not mean that he has to blatantly infliclt his persona
grievances

l

23

upon the reader. Writers such as Fielding, Scott and Cervantes
were

not guilty of this and "yet e ~ h had his woes, and his wounded
vanities,

and his literai)" wrongs." (::,' pp. 203-4.) Bulwer-Lytton
relates so

often

of bis

injuries ,

"excellence"

and

Itpersecutions" that in the

end Thackeray is "sickened w ~ t h this

eternal recurrence

of tawdry

'

sentimentalism concerning the suffedngs of authorship. "-(g., p.
204.)

'
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ln his review Thackeray has"

shown t ~ t

he believes the novel

ist should concern himself

wuf I

re

al" p e o p l ~

i

he m u ~ t

write

abou

criminals

he

should use figures more representative

of

that c1ass

tJ

than "aristocratie" dilettantes. Structurally', the success

of

a novel

depends on consistent characterisation and

croes

not include the public

wreak'fng

of

p ~ i v a t e grouches.

in this mannen:

}

And

sa Thackeoray ends h i ~ review

We

take our leave

of

Mr. Maltravers and Mr.

Bulwer; when they next

make

their appearance

in company may the hero

be

Itss

prosy and more'

moral,

and

the author

not

quite

so

discontented.

, , (h, p. 204.)

Their next appearance was in Alice; or,, the M:ysteries, the

sequel to Ernest Maltravers,

and

it seems to Thackeray that Bulwer- -

Lytton is guilty of the same faults as in the precedihg novaI.
ln his '

Times, review, 31 Thackeray declares

tha

Bulwer-Lytton is using the

'

hero. simply as a mouthpiece for his

own

ego:

LBulwer-Lytto 7 expressly declares that all men

are "fools"

who

see in this wordy disclaimer of

mad morals, this vain spouter

of

pompous twaddle,

OlY the morals and the egotism of the author him

self; in spite of this imputation of folly we are

convinced that the writer is mistaken,

and

not

the

public.
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1

In

his

review, Thackeray

repeats

his

attack on

Bulwer-

,.

Lytton s

self-portraiture,

his discontent and his

nbusion of his

own

grievances

into the body, of the

novel:'

//

The,

hero

aippears upon the stage, and straightway

the

style

becomes intolerably bloated and pompous;

the genius of

Mr.

Bu1wer, the

self-love

ofMr. Bul

wer,

the

piques

Ofl

Mr. Bulwer,

appear

in

every

Une;

it

is

_oruy

Mr. By.lwer placed in imaginary

circumstances,

and acting,

or

rather talking, a c

cordingly.

~ p .

216.)

Ernest

Maltravis

and Alice;

or,

the

Mysteries are

regarded

::;

r

with Godolphin (1833) by

B u l w e r L y t t ~ n

's

admii'ers

as

the most

lIunadulterated revelation of his he

art

and mind th

an

any other of

his writings, except

Pelham.

33

As can be seen in this review,

( r

Thackeray felt

that

i t

was

~ o s t

indecent

t reveal

one

's

private

llie

in .this way within a novel, in order to make moneYi a f ~ e l i
n g

1

whlch

is

analysed and

illustrated

by John Sutherland

in

his book

Thackeray at Work.

34 He

shows

th -t

the

character

Warrington

in

1

Pendems

expresses Thackeray's

own qualms about authors hawking

their

emotions:

..f\1.1

poets

are

humbugs,

i l literary

men

are

hum-

1 bugs; directly a

maI -

begins to

sell his

feelings

for

money

he's

a 1

h u m b ~ g 1135

32Robert

Lee

Wolff, Sti ange Sto:ries (Boston: Gambit Ine. f

,1971),

p.

147.

33Ernest Baker , The History of the English Novel

(New

York:

Barnes

Noble, 1968), VII,. p. 190. ,

34

John

S u t h e r l a ~ d T h a c k e r a y at Work (London: The
Athlone

Press, 1974), pp. 45 -55.

35pendems (The Biographical Edition),

n p

401.

25
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In his lecture

on

Sterne and Goldsmith in The 'English Humour-

iats

of

the Eighteenth Century

1853)

Thackeray again tackles the' prob-

lem

of

authorial self-revelation.

He

describes writing as a "perilous ,

tracte" because t .man ~ h a s to bring his tears and laughter,.
his

recol-

lection, his persona giiefs

and

joys, bis private thoughts and feelings

ta market, ta write them

on

paper,

and sell

them for money.

,,36

From Thackeray's c.omments

on

how

he

believes Dickens and

Bulwer-Lytton fail when descr.ibing the social milieu that they
neither

inhabit nor

know

weIl,

t

is possible ta conclude that

he

feIt the novelist

.

should write from

his o:wn

experiences in

arder ta

ground his work in

a self-proven reality. As a consequence,

he

w o ~ seem ta
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tpwards his reader. Thackeray'appears ta abject ta
,Bulwer-Lytton's

abuse

of

the authorial

1 .

probably lrecause i l

r ~ n t s

the romantic

emphasis

qn

'self'

which' Thackeray

s

sa

iger

to avoid.

~ /

Bulwer-Lytton s neglect of moral r e s p o n ~ l i t y

i ~ t h e

greaier

.,.

because, according ta Thackeray, Bulwer-Lytton professes
emphati-

cally to take a higher aim than most

of

his brethren in the trade

of-

f ,

r o m e writing.

Not

OIy

does

be

want

to

describe

. m ~ ' I l e r s .

costumis and

characters,

as they pass societyll but the author is

deSirofs ta

let

us into the inward heart

of

a man - nay, more,

ta

show s step

by

step ms progress toward truth. Thackeray feels,

however, that

not only

has Bulwer-Lytton failed to attain his desires

amount ta those

of

a re,alist) but

that

there

Il

never was a failure

more complete. (Q:, p. 215.)

The characterisation

is

again

rather

poor; whenver a

c h a r ~ t e r

begins ta have

Isome life,

he js overshadowed

by

Maltravers. Thus

Thackeray allows that the

Bond

Street dandy Mr. Pelham is quite

realistic and comments on him h u m o r ~ ~ s l y with a
touch

of

cynicism,

that

lita

love

good

dinners and smaH waists

is no crime,

at least a

pardonable feeling in a young feHow -with a tolerable figure and
a

good

digestion.

~

p. 215.) But Pelham s affectations, and egotisms

are

far mOl, e natural and manly than the sickly cantll

~

p. 215) of

~ a l t r a v e r s

Bulwer-Lytton is aIso quite sucgessful with Alice, whose

.

, . . . ~ r : - : ~ 1 ,

character is

ne

ither more nor

less

than charming.1\ (.9::, p. 216.)

,1

27


	
8/11/2019 Thackerays theory of the novel.pdf

34/78

1

( 1

o

The virtues of the novel are, however, quite overcome by

Bulwer

t

s

own

egotism taking over control, in the form

of

the hero

1

Maltravrs:

J

,

.

LBulwer-LyttotY has

not

dramatic power sufficient -

ta create a great character, he can give a very lively ,

sketch of a small one; he can seize peculiarities with

much humour and neatness; he can weave the incidents

of a story with tolerable skill

he

can describe those

incidents and peculiarities in a very pleasing and im

pressive. language and style; But here, as we think,

his power ends, and his merit too. The hero ap

pears

'upon the stage, and straightway the style

becomes intolerably bloated and pompous. h, p. 216.)

1 -

28
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CHAPTERill

THACKERAytS REVIEWS OF MRS. TROLLOPE,

LETITIA

LANDON AND

DISRAELI

-\

"Mrs. Frances Trollope was a well .known novelist

in

her own -

time,' but has now become utter1y overshadowed by her son
Antony

Trollope,

and

is

even 1ess weil known than Bulwer-Lytton. She had

a

biting wit, felt both by

~ r

family and her

readers,

and she used

it

,in her books

to

satirize riliddle class pretensions and to expose \

sociaL

abuses. I f she

is

r.emembered

for

any book

in particular i t

\

is probably for the Domestic Manners of the Americans (1831),
f

/

what the Stebbins say is true, that

she

had

no

literary conscience,

wishing merely

to

make money in an honest way and, incidentally, to

establish British morality and 'rory poli

tics

, 111 she

wou1d seem

to be

a natural target

for

,Thackeray's

critical arrows,

which

proves

to be

the case.

In Times review of her novel The Vicar of Wrexhill,

2

Thackeray

attacks Mrs.

Trollope

for her" lack

of truth,

her bigotry

.

and the Vicious quality of her

satire.

She

seems

to have forgotten 1

the truth & Justice an d kindness"

3

that Thackeray b'elieved be vital

to the I)ovelist. He compares her novel with one written eighty
years

lLucy and Richard ,Stebbins, The Trollopes (New York:
Columbia

University Press, 1945), p. 81. ,

-

,

2

The

Times,

Oct. 25, 1837, p. 2. Gulliv,er, pp. 205-207.

3Letters,

II, p.

2'82.

29
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previously, which was also aimed at discreditigg the
Methedists.

In

thi book

Anger is disarmed by this flow of good-humoured r.aillery,

and truth equally weIl advocated.by it.

t

(G.

, p. 206.) Mrs. Trollope, ,

however,

s e ~ m s ~ t o

have replaced truth with grFat bigotryll

(.Q:, p.

206),

and what

is

more:

: ,

It would

be a lie to God and man alike

to

say that

such a great sect

as

that which she slanders has

for its foundations only the coars'est gratification

of passion, and the meanest, filthiest sensuality.

(G., p. 206.)

Thackeray dislikes intensely Mrs. Trollope 's use

of

her

novel

as . a kind

of

soap-box for her

own

religious and social criticism

in

/ "

such a 'blatant and bigoted way. Thackeray gravely doubted the
worth

. "

of writers ;like Mrs. Trollope, Disraeli, and Dickens making
political,

economic or religious manifestoes out of their novels,

as

the following

passage clearly shows:

1

\ ,

We

stand already commiUed as to our idea of the

tendency and province

of

the novel. Morals and

manners we believe to be the novelist's best themes;

and

hence pre fer romances

which

do not treat

of-

algebra,. religion, political economy, or the abstract,

science. We doubt the fitness of the. occasion, and

often (it must

be

coruessed) the competency

of

the

teacher. (M.C., pp. 77-78.)

1

Thackeray's view' on

this

matter can be

found

to be shared by

other critics at this 'time. For example, the editor of the
Prospective

Review, the Reverend James Martineau, considered a specific

d i d a c t i ~

n t ~ n t o n e n o u ~

to kill any novel. 4 The Westminster Review feIt that

4

See

, for e x ~ p l e the review

of

Bu1wer-Lytton's

y Novel in the Prospective Review,

IX

(April, 1853).
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at

times

the novel was 'in danger

of

being overwhelmed by

its

use as

.

'""-

} C -----..

a

dramatized argument:

Why

relmquish the pamphlet, the ancient,

al?proved, and honourable weapon

of

controversy 1 in

arder

to

over-

freight fiction with a load that sinks

it: 5

.

,

31

Thackeray finds the

Vicar

Wrexhill himself is a very poorly .

drawn

character, o ~

that

E.M.

Forster would probably

describe as

a

"fiat" character

6

in that he is an

idea

turned into a cari-cature of l

person, the idea being Mrs. Trollope

s

belief in the decadence and

wickedness

of

Methodists. Lucy and Richard Stebbins point out that

1

Mrs.

Trollope must have also caused much p ~ r s o n a l

p;:tin

through her

insensitive use

of her

friendly enemy the vicar

of

Harrow "Velvet'

Cunningham, as a basis

fQr

her protagonist."7

.

\

AU these faults

are

compaunded, in Thackeray's view

1

by the

fact that while the novel is "dangerous, vulgar, and unjust" it
is'

"withall singularly

clear.

The conduct

of

the

story is

capitally

ar-

ranged. The events

are extraordinarily

striking and real. Il

~ p .

206.)

Thus :hackera

y

would seem to be saying that however brilliant a o ~

ist s

technical

skills

may be, the novel

is

worthless

l

moral

r t pon s i

"

b ~ l i t y is

ignore" through the

truth

being distorted, and

realism

aban-

doned in exchange for the public wreaking of

private obsession:'

/

5Anon:, Westminster Review, LXVIll (July, 1857), p. 306.

6

E. M Forster, Aspects

of

the Novel ~ L o n d o n Edward Arnold,

1974), pp. 46-47.

7 S t e b b i ~

p. 81.

/

ID
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t h ~ s e p e c c a d i l l o ~

~ n d

i n d e c e n ~ c

of

the v i c a ~

a t h e s ~ t horrible blasphemies and' sr kening prayers

addressd to the Supreme Being,

go

ar beyond the

genuine limits'

of

satire,

as

they exceed the bounds

of truth. No moralist .(and above all,

no

woman

morali:;;t) can use- such w,eapons as these without

injuring

herself

far more than her ~ a d v e r s a r y .

(G.,

p. 206.)

Thack.eray's

m o t h ~ r

is, according to some critics, responsible

,

,

for his almost worshipful attitude' towards women. Alexander
Welsh

lJ '

f i n d ~ that his full-scale treatment of mothers in his novels
is unpre-

cedented, and

/1

only occasionally, as in Lawrence 's Sons and LoverJ

has

an English novelist gone further than Thackeray

in

exploring the

maternaI relationship.

l IB.

Of a naturally sentimental n.ture,' Thackeray

,

always found the most sympathy and encouragement in
womankind,

, , .

wh ether in the shape of his mother, his wife before her mental
illness,

t

,

or friends like Mrs. Brookfield.,

He

l o o k ~ d to them to provide the

inspiration for his idealism

and

m o r ~ l i t y hence his 'disti{lction in

the passage: l and above all, no woman moralist. 9

Eleven months later T ~ a C k e r a y 'commented in his rtview
of

another

of

Mrs. Trollope s novels A Romance

of

Vienna:

10

What shall we say of

this

pict).lre of faShionable

German life? The silver-fork school of novels,

has long been admired; but what

is

t

compared to

Mrs. Trollope 8 branch academy, which may

be

called the German silver-fork school? (h, p. 217.)

The IIsilver-fork school of ,novels was largely concerned with
fashion

able lUe and endured an astonishingly successful

and

lengthy time

o ,

32

\ 8Alexander Welsh ed., Thackeray, a Collection

of

Critical E s ~ a y s

- ,

~ e w Jersey:

Prentice-Hall, 1968), p. 9.

:

'

9

My

underlining.

\

lOThe Times; Sept. 4 1 8 ~ p. 6. Gulliver., p. 2 ~ 7

,

'

1

,
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(roughly

1825

to 1850), considering -its largely ephe'meral n ~ t u r e
The

novels were written

to

a formula whose

ve :ry

Simplicity meant that

"'Fost of them did not survive beyond a pe iod of

b r i ~ f

if heady, popu- ,

, .

larity; "complexities of 'plot and characterisation were

a v o ~ d e d

and

,

,

the main substance of the novel was "social etiquette at the
ball, the

dinner, 1the hunt,

l

shallow conversation

and

a IIzealous attention" to .

the d e t a i l ~

of

food

and clothirig."

11

The school 8 most famous eXponents

are, probably Disraeli' and Bulwer:-Lytton, while the most
.voluminous

was

Mrs.

Gore.

Thackeray finds Mrs. T r o l 1 o ~ e t

s

efforts in the genre to

be

o

rather

unsuccessful, in this

case

at

least.

The Countess

t

e s c a ~ e s

and dangers are

r e ~ a t e d

with "mu,ch liveliness and v i g o ~

(Q:

p.

217)

....

and the characters

of

the Count and the Jewish danqy

are very

cleverly

1

'drawn." (h, p. 217.) The rest, however, is a description

of

fashion-

.

,

able Iife ih Vie nna , whose i n h a b i t a n t ~

seem

to Thackeray l insufferably

, ,

pull

ll

and l atroiously vulgar.

l

~ p. 217.)

Th:e Steb :>ins

r e v ~ that

Mrs.

Trollope s naturally discriminating

~ n d

critical eye had been dulled during

her

stay in Vienna, l The lavish

,

attentions

of

Europe

s

highest aristocracy threatened,

for'

a time, to

turn

'her

head.

,.12

Then

her

common s'ense

r ~ t u r n e d

to show her

how

\

/ teclious Viennese, society could be. Thackeray

seems

to imply that A

o

Romance of Vienna seems to combine fatally bQth Mrs. Trollope 's
snob-

J i

~

I1Michael Rosa, The' Silver,;,'Fork School (Dissertation)

(New

York:

Columbia

U n i v e r ~ i t f Press,

1936), p. 8.

l2Stebbins, p. 88.
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bery

and her

boredom, and

50

neither

e ~ e r t a i n s or

morally enlightens.

Thackeray's ennui with this clver authoress

~

p.' 217) is

\ .

totally de,stroyed by her next book The

Widow

Barnaby (1838). In his

Times review, Thackeray humorously decries his previously
stringent

criticism:

after

having been compelled

on

one or

two

occa

sions to cry out against 'the rrors

and literary

crimes of

Mrs. Trollope

the

Widow

Barnaby'

feU into our hands. That gentIe

widow is

a peace':

maker tietween us.'

For

all Mrs. Trollope 's faults,

past

and

to

come, that angel shall plead.

(g.,

p. 228.)

T h ~

Widow Barnaby was popular for many years;

t

is the story

'of an unscrupulous

and

astute widow, whose schernes

to

make a rich

marriage prove unsuccessful.

At last

Thackeray feIt

M ~ s .

Trollope

had

found

a proper outIet for

her

various skills; her vulgarity was

1-

1

,

~ f

now

acceptable

in the

form

of

the fictional widow, and the present

book

is full

ofreal

harmles drollery

and

humour.

~ p .

229.)

. Mrs. Trollope's originality/t,

and

IIhonest jolly humour (G.,

p. 228)

were much more acceptable to him than the clever, but
poison-dipped

barbs of

her previous novels.

Moreover, in

rhackeray s

opinion,

Mrs.

Trollope had creted

a great

character

in the eighteenth-century tradition:

Such a jOvial, handsome, hideous, ogling,

u ~ t l i n g

monster

of

a woman as maid,

widow

and wife, was

never, as

we

'can recolle

ct

,

l ~ e f o r e

brought upon the

scene. Nor Madame Duval, nor Miss Snap

(who

13

The

Times,

Jan. 4,

1839, p.

5.

Gulliver, pp. 228-229.

.

1 \n Cecilia (1782), by Fanny Burney.
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afterwards married Mr. Jonathan Wild) ,

15

nor Mrs.

Towwows,16 nor the immaculate Mrs. SliSlop,17

live

.j.n

fiction; nor 'appear to us ,in a light more_

amiably disagreeable, more delightfully disgusting,

than

the

Widow Barnaby. By the side

of

these

sweet

creatures

of the poet

let

the widow ~

her

place.

(Q:,

p.

229.)

.

Thackeray must indeed think highly

of

Mrs. Trollope in this book for

pacirtg her' -next 'to "that astonishing genius of Harry F i ~ l
d i n g 1118

n his remarks on Fielding, Thackeray often criticizes the
man

while outrageously praising him as a writer. While Fieldingts
lUe,

with its IIhorrid low company, ,,19, s e e ~ e

to

Thackeray somewhat

reprhensible, he admires Fielding's characters bec ause , thanks
to .

the "wondrous > power of genius, Fielding's men

and

women are alive

,

ls not every one

of

them a real

~ u b s t a n t i a l

have-been personage now?" 20

At

the same time, Thackeray Ls not willing to advocate a
whole-hearted

imitation of Fielding, beca,: se

of

his

rather

ambiguous morality:

l

can t

say but that l think Fielding's evident liking

and admiration for Mr. Jones shows that the great

humourist t

s

moral sense was blunted by his life,

and that

here,

in Art

and

Ethics, there. is a great

error. f it is right ta have a hero whOni we may

admir, let us

t

least take care that he

is

admirable.

21

15ln Jonathan Wlld (1743), by Henry lfielding.

16rn Joseph Andrews (1742), by Henry Fielding.

17

lbid.

18English 'Humourists of the Eighteenth Century
(Biographical

Edition), VII, p. 581. .

19

The

limes, Sept. 2, 1840, p. 6.

2Orbid.

,

21English Humourists of the Eighteenth Century, p. 582.
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Tlrackeray's belief in the importance of the novelist

ereat ing

, 1

dynamic or

realistic

characters can thus perhaps

be

traced back

ta

/ "

his love

of

the

eighteenth-century

writers;

t

was a belief which

was

increasingly shared by fellow

crities

and

writers,

perhaps partly as

a reaction

to

the over-involved plots and flat

ll

characters which

\

tended to predominate in the romance novels. By

1863,

a writer in

Blackwood s

was

n9ticing the increasing tendency, to say that l the plot

'

is

nothing, the character

ls

aIl.

22

i

Not

only

had

Mrs. Trollope

ereated

a remarkable

charaeter,

but Thackeray also feels that

her l

style

1

too,

ls

singulru:ly

good

and

besides exhibiting a more extensive and accurate knowledge of
human

nature

Lthan

Paul

de KOck

2

:7 it is

written with much 'more decorum

" 1

1

and moral usefulness. (Q,:, p. 229.) At last Thackeray feels
that

Mrs. Trollope has

carried

out the duties proper

to

a 'novelist

by not

,

neglecting

her

sense

of

moral responsibility, while at the sarne Ume

entertaining, the reader.

Mrs. Trollope was

an

enormously prolific writer (when her

family was reduced

to

poverty she supported them by writing novels)

and most

of

her immense output

is

pure hack work, as -'1'hackeray

,

clearly reOgnizl.

She

did;

however, have

an

ability in a strange

22Anon. 1

Blackwood's 'Edinburgh Magazine, Jan. 1 ~ 6 3

XCIII,

p. 92.

,

23

A French novelist (1793-1871).'

He ~ s

immensely successful

writing bawdy sentimental novels about Paris life

u n d ~ r

the reign of

LOUiS-Philippe. His novels were extremely popular abroad;
especially

in

EnglaI}4.

\

36

(
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field for a Victo:t1an lady: she was an eXC'ellent depictor of
vulgar liie,

, and had a rich vein of broad coarse humour. The
eighteenth-century

flavour to The

Widow

Barnaby attracted Thackeray

more

than her

previous novels had done; the some)Vhat erude realism was
partly

,

responsible

for t h i ~ , alOIlg

with the

s t r o n ~

characterization of the

heroine.

While Mrs. Trollope wrote

oruy

one novel in the genre

of

fue

Silver-fork novel, Letitia Landon was a firm disciple of the
school.

1

When

Thackeray was

about sixteen

years

old

he read

and parodied a

rather silly poem by Miss Landon, transforming the lines,

into:'

Violets ~ deep blue violets

April t

s

loveliest

coronets

1

Cabbages 1 bright green cabbages

April t

s

lovellest

gifts, guess.

24

The subject of his

wit, Letitia

Landon (known as, L. E.

L.),

was

an

unfortunate and

m u c h ~ a l i g n e d

woman who met a .mysterious' end

when

she waii only thirtY-SiX\

years

old: ~ e ~ h i e v e d sorne success with

,

u A ~

1

her

fashionable novels, which oozed s\1ch sentiment

that

they would

be

utterly

condeJWled today, as they

were

by Thackeray. By the

fifties and sixties sentimentalism was increasingly condemned py
other

l '

criticsj according ta an article in Bentley s Quarterly Review,
in

senti

mental writing

al

is "show and seeming, which it accepts for

realityj sentimentalism does

not discern

between shad6w and sub-

, l

\

24

Ray

,

The

Uses

of

Adversity, pp.'

90 ..

91. Cited from John

(

Boyes, Memorials of h a c ~ e r a y t s School Days, p. 125.

'1
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stance.

,,25

The best of

Letitia

Landon

s

novels

is

supposed

to

be Ethel

Churchill, or

the Two

Brides (1837), a domestic study of th,e earl)

Han-

overs,

bringing

Sir Robert Walpole and

others

in

among the fictitious

characters.

Thackeray's

review

of

the novel in The

Times

26

is inter-

\

esting

for the distinction he draws in

it

between the

capabilities

of

both the female and

male

novelist and reader, a subject whih he

touches upon indirectly

in his review of The Vicar of Wrexhill, and

,

in

Catherine

(see Chapter

II

above).

Thackeray praises

Letitia

Landon for

her brilliant

thoughts

and fine poetry, acute

wit

and observation"

g.,

p.

204 and then

~ u l i f i e s

this praise by saying that

these

virtues

are

qui

te Il

unwoman

like

ll

in their "depth and feeling

l1

~

p. 204), which would make him

seem

to believe

that

women

h a ~ e

a

t e n d e ~ y

towards shallowness.

He

also praises

her

for

other

qualities

such as

"the

singular

wit

J

high

,

poetic feeling,

fearful truth

and pathos,

~ p.

205 but

all these

are

not enough to ear,n

her

the name of novelist

in

,his

eyes. Rather,

h.e

declares that from

the very

defects of her novel we can fancy

Miss

Landon excelling

in

another

style

of composition, and

writing

the most

beautifullett,ers

in

the world,. as witt

Y

as

Syign,

as tender

as

Staal:.

Il

(g., p

\

205.)

Thackeray

finds her undiluted and subjective

romanticism

to be

,

positively IItedirus,

Il (g.,

p. 205) ~ l mooIight and

no story, to

the

25Bentley's

Quarterly

Review (March, 1859),

l,

p. 83.

26

The

T ~ m e s

Oct. 6, 1837,

p.

2. Gulliver,

p ~ .

204-205.

.

...

(
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male reader at least '(g., p. 205):

This is a luxury of

woe

in which we can fincy pale

school-girls revelling; but for men, at least

of

the

comman caste, who have their daily unromntic oc

c u p a t ~ o n

and

make love a

p a s t i m ~

t

a business,

the account of all these people weeping and wailing,

billing and caoing is somewhat too profuse and

sentimental: with ladies, who are said

to

treat the

tender passion in a manner exactly contrary, mak

ing i t the business of life, and aU other things

sUb-

I sbrvient to i t, the novel of Ethel Churchill will

dobtless

by

most popular and

better

appreciated.
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